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History 

Before Rockbridge County was established and named after the historic Natural Bridge, it is 

important to not only understand some of Virginia’s roots but the nation’s as well. In 1607 the first 

settlers of England, under King James I, established America’s first permanent colony by the Virginia 

Company of London. Years later, in 1634, eight shires (local governments) were established including 

Charles City. Charles City was named for the king at the time, King Charles I, who was the son of King 

James I. Charles City split off into York, New Kent, King and Queen County, King William County and then 

Spotsylvania (Roots). As settlers moved west out of the tidewater region of Virginia, Orange County was 

formed from Spotsylvania (Roots). It took about 100 years for Augusta County to be formed and for 

settlers to pioneer through the Piedmont and into the Blue Ridge Mountains and Shenandoah Valley. In 

1769 Augusta split into Botetourt County and nine years later both of those counties split into what is 

Rockbridge County today (Roots).  

The main reason these counties were formed was because of the division of the Shenandoah 

and James River watersheds to the north and south and the convenient location in the valley nestled 

between two mountain ridges, North Ridge and Thunder Ridge. Once called the North River, the Maury 

River was originally the boundary that separated Augusta and Botetourt counties until a grant was given 

by Governor William Gooch (Virginia). Stipulations of the grant called for one hundred families to settle 

in the area and erect a small town located in the center of the county, which became known as 

Lexington (Virginia). It took almost two hundred years, from 1778 to 1965, for Lexington to be deemed 

an independent city much like Salem of Roanoke County or Norton City of Wise County (Roots). It is also 

important to note that Buena Vista was one of the original eighteen incorporated cities of Virginia which 

was recognized in 1892 (Roots). The formalization of independent or incorporated status evolved in 

stages through legislative acts and court rulings starting in 1887 and concluding with the Constitution of 

1902 (Roots).  
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The Wilderness Road was the way in which most of the settlers pioneered west and, in turn, 

there were many skirmishes with the Native Americans (Virginia). The first encounter happened in 1742 

and resulted in a fight in which seventeen of the thirty-three Iroquois Indians and eight of the thirty-four 

settlers lost their lives (Virginia). The fight broke out near modern day Buena Vista, on the border of 

what is now the George Washington National Forest. One of the settlers killed was James McDowell, the 

son of the land grant surveyor for the county (Virginia).  

Most of the settlers were Scot-Irish and they made great use of the abundant resources 

available within the valley (Virginia). They were self-sufficient farmers and blacksmiths, which is the 

main reason it is very common to find old forgeries and furnaces within Rockbridge (Virginia). Iron has 

always been a vast resource and has been mined there for centuries (Virginia).  Presbyterian churches 

are also very common to find because religion was very dear to the Scot-Irish heritage. (Virginia). 

Originally called the Arsenal in 1739, Virginia Military Institute was established in 1839 and 

Washington and Lee University started as Liberty Hall in 1782 (Virginia). Although they have grown in 

size, both institutions architecture looks exactly as they would have in the 1700s and 1800s (Virginia).  

The next page includes headshots of the most notable people and families that have shaped 

Rockbridge throughout its history. The man in the center of the picture is Dr. Archibald Graham, he is 

claimed to have invented the first fire extinguisher, which worked by projecting a stream of carbonic 

acid gas up to forty feet. Cyrus McCormick is another inventor from Rockbridge. He is the inventor of the 

mechanical reaper which made it easier to harvest crops and grains by pulling the reaper by horse.  
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Historical Place Names 

The Natural Bridge is one of the oldest tourist destinations in the nation and has been included 

in several “Seven Natural Wonders of the World” lists (Natural). At 250 feet high and 90 feet wide, this 

national natural historic landmark is especially valued within the county of Rockbridge. In 1777, 

Rockbridge Co. was established and named after this unique feature which contributes to most of the 

counties tourism and outreach. The Monacan Indians and rock quarry are some of the main features 

included within the Natural Bridge name (Natural).   

 Once called the North River of the James, the Maury River stretches entirely and solely through 

the county along the base of the Thunder Ridge Mountain (DGIF). Matthew Fontaine Maury was a 

professor at Virginia Military Institute following the Civil War, during which he served in the Confederate 

forces (DGIF). He fell in love with the Goshen Pass and requested his remains be carried through it and 

in honor of his service, the North River leading into the James was renamed for him. Although the James 

River only flows through the southern corner of Rockbridge, it is important to include a brief history of 

the James River as well. The James River was once called the Powhatan River by the Powhatan 

Confederacy but was renamed James after King James I of England sent settlers to America and built the 

first permanent English colony along the river in Jamestown.  

 The beautiful city of Buena Vista means “good view” in Spanish and it rightfully deserves the 

name as it is nestled between the Maury River and Blue Ridge Mountains (BV). During the 1800’s, a man 

named Benjamin Moomaw started a charter for a large city within Rockbridge Co. along the new 

railroads. By opening and securing several large businesses such as tanneries, mills and canning 

factories, the Buena Vista Company could start selling stocks and a month later $400,000 worth of 

stocks were sold (BV). Farms and homes began popping up and the company’s charter was granted as a 

“town” beginning in January of 1890 and two years later as a “city” of Rockbridge Co. (BV). One 
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historical place to point out in Buena Vista is the Cedar Hill Church and Cemetery. In 1874 following the 

end of the Civil War and before Buena Vista was recognized as an official city, a white farmer gave one 

acre of land to a small community of African Americans. A small log church was constructed which also 

served as a school house and a stone memorial cemetery was established behind the cabin. This became 

a trend for many other small African American communities as the years followed the Civil War.  

 Lexington, Va was established in 1778 and named after Lexington, Massachusetts where the 

first shot was fired in the Revolutionary War. Lexington is the site where the Union General David 

Hunter led a raid on Virginia Military Institution during the American Civil War. Robert E. Lee and 

Stonewall Jackson are buried here, as it was Lee’s home for many years and Jackson’s only home. An 

important place within Lexington is the Cyrus McCormick farm, where McCormick invented the horse-

drawn mechanical reaper which changed the way farmers could harvest their crops by making the 

process of tilling much easier. The McCormick farm is now owned by Virginia Tech as a satellite 

agriculture research center.  

 Just north of Lexington sits a small town known as Goshen which was once owned by the 

Cherokee, but in the 18th century Europeans settled on the land and gave it its current name (Goshen). A 

couple of significant places within Goshen are the Alleghany Hotel and Land Co. Bridge. The Alleghany 

Hotel served as a hospital and sanitarium during the tuberculosis epidemic but later caught fire. The 

Goshen Land Company Bridge was constructed to pass over the Calfpasture River which was named 

after the numerous cow pastures along the river (FHWA). Right next to Goshen is the Rockbridge Bath 

which includes pools of large class IV rapids known as the Devil’s Kitchen to most white water kayakers 

(Whitewater).  
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Population Patterns and Census Trends 

 

Population and Migration  

According to the Appalachian Regional Commission and the United States Census Bureau, the 

population of Rockbridge County, Virginia increased by approximately 5.8% from 2000 to 2010, which is 

less than the average rate of the region as a whole (ARC). However, this is still considered a positive 

factor because more people are coming in to support the economy, rather than leaving.  

There are currently 22,307 documented people in the county, which is an increase of about 600 

people within the last decade. The majority of the population in Rockbridge comes from Virginia Military 

Institute and Washington and Lee University, located in the county’s largest city, Lexington. VMI 

currently has 1,664 enrolled students and Washington & Lee has 2,302 (Forbes). About 18%, or one fifth, 

of the entire population of the county are college students and over 1,400 people are employed by the 

two universities combined (Forbes). About 7,170 people, or one-third of the county’s population, can be 

found within the city of Lexington and over half of those people are there because of the schools. VMI 

has a goal that no more than 45% of its cadets come from outside Virginia, withholding over half of its 

spots for Virginia residents. On the other hand, Washington and Lee has historically attracted more 

people from outside of the state. Like most state colleges, students enroll from all over the country, and 

world for that matter. This creates a melting pot of many ethnicities, languages and religions. With so 

many students coming from different backgrounds, it creates a vast diversity of people in the local area, 

which is very important to diversifying and expanding its economy.   

As for the rest of the county outside of Lexington, most of the people are only migrating to and 

from Augusta County to the north and Botetourt County to the south. About 120 people are moving 

inbound from Augusta County, which carries in around $13,000 of income per capita, while 83 people 
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and $19,000 of income are leaving Rockbridge. On average only a few people are moving into 

Rockbridge County from Botetourt County, whereas about 22 people and $26,000 of income per capita 

are leaving (Forbes). This small-scale migration is very common within the Appalachian Region, as 

people tend to stick around the places where they know and have lived for the majority of their lives.  

With a little over 100 people with average income leaving Rockbridge to surrounding counties, 

and a little over 100 people with below average income moving in, this trend contributes to some of the 

county’s declining income per capita, which in turn negatively affects the economy.  

Economy and Employment   

Income per capita can be described  

as the average amount of money a person brings in 

based on salary or hourly wage by dividing total 

income by population (ARC). Although there is more 

income per capita leaving Rockbridge, rather than 

coming in, the overall economic state of the county 

meets standards of attainment (ARC).  

Attainment is measured by the risk-level of all United States counties when compared to one 

another. Rockbridge County falls within the top 10% of all counties in the United States and is 1 of only 3 

counties in the region to meet this standard. Ninety-seven percent of all counties in the Appalachian 

Region, when compared to the rest of the country, are labeled as distressed, at-risk of becoming 

distressed, or transitioning from one side of the spectrum to the other (ARC). Only 3% of all counties are 

considered competitive or meeting attainment when compared to the state of the rest of the country by 

income per capita, poverty rate, and unemployment rate (ARC).  
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This fact demonstrates how Rockbridge County can be seen as an outlier in the region, as its 

current economic status is one of the best in the nation. The U.S. average income per capita is set at 

$43,735 and $35,849 in the Appalachian Region. Rockbridge County falls in the 75- 99.9 percentile range 

(ARC). This means that over 75% of people in this county make an average of about $31,507-$35,849 

and over 85% of the people’s income is over the national poverty line, set at around $25,000 per year 

(ARC).  

To better understand why Rockbridge County is so well off, it is important to recognize where 

most of the incoming money for the county is generated. On the next page, there are three detailed 

maps from 1999 explaining (in different measurements) the percentage of income from manufacturing 

based on equal intervals, equal numbers and natural breaks for each county. The different maps show 

different ways to analyze the data of percentage of income coming from the manufacturing sector. 

According to the data collected on ESRI’s database in 1999, 75.45% of total income that Rockbridge 

County generates comes from the manufacturing sector. However, this data may not be interpreted as 

the total jobs that the manufacturing sector provides in the county, but where most of the county’s 

money is coming from.   

Some of the county’s top manufacturing companies include Mohawk Inc., Modine, Munters, 

Sayre Enterprises, Everbite, and Georgia-Pacific Co. (Community). These companies produce goods like 

carpeting, space heaters, air exchange units, embroidery, printing, electric signs, and wood products. 

The products and services created by these manufacturers have provided, and continue to provide, 

much of Rockbridge’s total gross income. In other words, manufacturing services have primarily 

dominated over most of the county’s other work sectors, such as retail, wholesale, food services and 

healthcare, in regards to how much money Rockbridge generates (Community).  
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Employment opportunities are fairly evenly distributed (in descending order from greatest to 

least) government jobs, manufacturing, retail trade, food services, and healthcare (Community). The 

primary job opportunities found within its largest city of Lexington come from both colleges, as well as 

the Stonewall Jackson Hospital (VALMI). 

Equal Interval: Based on range 

from min. to max. in regards to 

percentages of total  

Rockbridge Co. falls between 

the 60% to 80% interval range 

in the U.S.  

Equal Number: Based on the 

number of values divided by 

number of total categories. 

Percentages equate to 

manufacturing jobs in relation to 

other job sectors 

Rockbridge Co. falls above the 

52% range of manufacturing 

jobs/total  

Natural Breaks: Based on an 

attempt to measure actual 

percentages in relation to the 

natural quartile ranges 

distributed in the data  

 Rockbridge Co. falls above the 

natural 60% break  
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Poverty and Unemployment 

 Although Rockbridge County’s economic status is considerably well off compared to the rest of 

the nation and the Appalachian region, it is important to consider the negative aspects of the county as 

well.  

Only about 15% of the population falls under the poverty line set at an income level of $25,000 

or less per year (ARC). It is critical to acknowledge that this statistic includes workers of all ages in the 

entire workforce, usually beginning at the age of 16. On average, most workers from the age of 16 to 24 

make around minimum wage, which is set at $7.25 an hour, and about 4.1% of the workers fall into this 

category (VALMI). Retail and wholesale trade, as well as many manual labor jobs with workers in this 

age range, are primarily attributing to the 15% of the population that makes under $25,000 a year. The 

remaining 11% of the population that are under the poverty line are either unemployed or working the 

same minimum wage jobs based on their low education level. This data is not to be misinterpreted by 

suggesting that 85% of the workforce have a high level of education and 4% are currently in school. 

Rather, it proves that despite those who are unemployed, a majority of the people that do not make 

more than $25,000 per year are most likely ages 16-24 working for minimum wage.  

 The unemployment rate in Rockbridge County is based on a three-year average recorded from 

2010 to 2012 and sits under both the regional and national average, at 7.7% (ARC). According to the 

ARC, about 1,286 people within Rockbridge’s labor force were without a job in that three-year span. As 

of July 2014 (the most up-to-date recording) unemployment rates have dropped to only about 5.2% 

(Trading). Since 1990 unemployment rates have reached as low as around 2% and as high as 10%. This 

unstable trend is primarily due to unreliable jobs within the manufacturing sector and recent lay-offs 

during the current tough economic times (Rockbridge).  
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Education  

 The best way of showing education levels of Rockbridge County is by looking at high school and 

college completion rates of those over the age of 25 (the minimum age at which most would have 

completed either) over the last few decades. In 1980, half of the population completed high school and 

about 14% had completed college (ARC). In 1990, the high school completion rate increased to 62% of 

the population and a 1% increase of college completion (ARC). At the start of the twenty-first century, 

72% had completed high school and one-fifth of those 25 years or older had a college degree (ARC). In 

recent years, about 82%, or about 19,000 people, in Rockbridge have a high school education and just 

under a quarter of the population have a four-year degree from a university (ARC).  

On average, in the last few decades, Rockbridge County has been around the average levels of 

education compared to the rest of the Appalachian Region, but falls under the national average of 

education levels. It is very important to consider that although this data is recorded for those 25 or 

older, a large portion of the county’s population attends college at Virginia Military Institute and 

Washington & Lee University. With that being said, a large portion of the county’s population is not 

considered in this statistic. However, they currently are attending college and working towards earning 

their degree in the county. About 59% of those who attend VMI graduate and about 86% of those who 

attend Washington & Lee graduate with a four year degree (Forbes). Regardless of whether the students 

graduated or not, nearly all of them were not local residents before attending college and also leave the 

area after completing their tenure at the school.  

Rockbridge County Public School system is composed of four elementary schools and two 

middle schools that feed into one high school, as well as one technical-trade school (Great). Rockbridge 

High School, on average, has about 1,100 enrolled students and was established in 1992. Prior to its 

opening, Lexington High School and Natural Bridge High School were the main schools that children and 

teenagers in the county attended. On average, four out of five students graduate in four years and 
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about forty students drop out every four years (VDOE). Sixty percent of students in Rockbridge County 

continue on to pursue degrees from either a four-year or two-year college or training school after 

graduating high school, while the remaining 40%, who look for work after graduation, are finding it in 

the service sector (Rockbridge). 

Race, Religion, Language 

 Of the 22,307 people In Rockbridge County, 21,097 are white, less than 3% are black and less 

than 3% are of Asian, Hispanic or Native American descent (ARC).  All but about 17% of the people who 

attend church and regularly practice their religion are Christians (City). Less than 1% of all people in 

Rockbridge have a dominant language other than English (Community). These trends tend to compare 

evenly with the rest of the Appalachian Region, in that most are white, English-speaking and practice 

Christianity. The student population of VMI and Washington & Lee breaks these trends as they are 

considered a “melting pot” within the city of Lexington in Rockbridge County. The student bodies of VMI 

and W&L are still predominately white, as four out of five people (83% to be exact) are of white descent. 

Still, this is less than the average percentage in the county (Forbes). Even though the majority of the 

students are white at these colleges, close to 700, or 17%, of students enrolled are of a different 

ethnicity (Forbes). 

Household Status 

             Of the 22,307 documented residents 22,151 live in households (City). Common households 

include but are not limited to homes, condominiums, apartments and double-wide trailers. There are 

approximately 9,093 of these households and of these and little over two-thirds are considered family 

homes and one-third non-family, primarily due to the college student population (City). Of those family 

households about 56% are married and the rest are divorced, widowed or never married and one in five 

family households have at least one child below eighteen years old (City). The main reason why that 

statistic is so low is because close to a quarter of Rockbridge County’s population is over 65 (City).  
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Conclusion 

          Population patterns and trends based on the census provided by the county to the Appalachian 

Region Commission and United States Census Bureau can be found all over the internet in many 

publications. The ARC proved to be the most reliable means to finding specific data and statistics which 

allowed me to compare Rockbridge County with other counties in the region and even the nation as a 

whole. Based on certain characteristics such as race, religion, language, household trends, localized 

migration and education, Rockbridge is very comparable to the rest of the Appalachian Region with 

most of its homogenous traits. However, the economic state of Rockbridge is one characteristic that 

stands out the most. Besides being under the national and regional poverty rate and unemployment 

rate, Rockbridge has been considerately better than most of the counties in the region for last few 

decades. Most of the counties are distressed or at risk, but Rockbridge is in the top ten percent in the 

United States. Jobs, resources and outreach are what can make or break a county’s economy. Reliable 

job availability within the manufacturing and service sectors has been one goal for most of Rockbridge’s 

history (Employment).  

               Aside from articles and publications, I know personally the public outreach that Rockbridge 

attracts. I kayak and fish on James and Maury River, went on a field trip in the fourth grade to see the 

Natural Bridge and the Monacan Indian village, fed zebras and other animals at the Safari Park, hiked 

Devil’s Marbleyard and Big Rocky Row, played paintball in Glasgow multiple times, camped at Jellystone 

Park, visited the historical city of Lexington and I personally know many people attending VMI and 

Washington & Lee. The economy of Rockbridge stands out because of all of these (and many more) 

distinguishing features. Similar features can be found in the other two counties meeting attainment in 

the region, which are Forsyth Co. in Georgia and Shelby Co. in Alabama.  
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Tourism and Outreach 

Unlike most Appalachian counties, Rockbridge contains two state colleges within Lexington, Virginia 

Military Institution and Washington & Lee University. Nearly a quarter of the county’s population and 

half of Lexington’s population are enrolled in these schools. Each year W&L students have a “mock” 

parade festival in downtown Lexington in which the students dress up in costumes and display various 

clubs and teams within the college. One day, usually every other week, VMI cadets have a parade as well 

in which they wear their full uniforms and march around the drill grounds, it is strongly encouraged by 

the town to come see because VMI is one of our nation’s most prestigious military colleges. Besides the 

annual parades these colleges have, the football teams and many other sporting events occur year 

round bringing in most of Lexington’s visitors. Lexington is the heart of the county containing almost all 

of its festivals and large parades and events. Many 5k races and walks for charity occur within the city of 

Lexington on Main St. as well. Each week on Saturday farmers from around the county bring their 

produce to the farmers market. Devil’s Backbone Brewery hosts its OktoberFest at its outpost location in 

the outskirts of town once a year, which occurred this past weekend. For the last fourteen years one 

weekend in the fall, the town holds its annual Nothin’ Fancy Bluegrass Festival, so if you want to hear 

artists such as Rhonda Vincent or Lonesome Will Mullins you can hear them this coming weekend at 

Glen Maury Park. The Lexington visitor center hosts a weekly guided walking tour every Friday of the 

historical downtown. The annual Boxerwood Festival brings in a large crowd as many of the local 

farmers bring their fall harvest while kettle corn, funnel cakes and kid’s laughter fills the air. In a few 

weeks in October, many of the local artists set up at various locations around town and meet at the art 

gallery to sell their work. Around the time of Stonewall Jackson’s birthday, many people from around 

the state meet at the Stonewall Jackson Memorial Cemetery to celebrate two of America’s heroes. 
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Another popular event around town is a ghost tour where a guide walks groups around town with 

candlelight and tells ghost tales. This is only a small number of all the events the city of Lexington has to 

offer for the outside public to be entertained. The Natural Bridge also has many different events and 

contributes to a huge portion of tourism within Rockbridge Co. The Natural Bridge Zoo and Safari Park 

are located right off the interstate; you can drive around in your personal car and feed camels, giraffes, 

zebras and buffalo or go to the zoo and see a tiger or monkeys. The caverns around the Natural Bridge 

attract many adventurers to spelunk. The Monacan Indians have a small village where they show the 

public how Indians would have survived in the past. The Wax Museum has recently closed but did 

attract some tourism as well. One last thing that deserves considerable mention is the annual 

Rockbridge County Young Life Camp that is hosted in the small town of Goshen every year and brings in 

high school students from all over the state.   

Recent News and Current Events of Rockbridge Co.  

 Over the course of this year a lot has happened and caught the public’s eye regarding some 

upcoming changes in the County of Rockbridge. Some of the most current news stories include public 

outcry over plans of a natural gas pipeline, migration of wildlife across many of its major roadways, 

tourist attractions closing and some attention to local trails and waterways.  

 Locals met at the Blue Mountain Brewery, one of three craft breweries in the valley, on 

proposals to build a major pipeline running through the county (Pipeline). The Atlantic Coast Pipeline is 

proposed to run 550 miles and would be directed straight through the area which surrounds the 

Shenandoah National Park, Appalachian Trail and Blue Ridge Parkway (Pipeline). In front of the brewery 

stands a large sign stating: “NO PIPELINE” and the locals are holding to it. Natural Gas extracted from 

the Marcellus shale formation from Harrison Co., W.Va., and carried through Virginia into North Carolina 

with additional spurs running east to Virginia’s Hampton Roads (Pipeline). The reason people met at the 
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brewery (aside from trying great local craft beers) is because the Natural Defense Council’s “Brewers for 

Clean Water” campaign which includes three other breweries in the area (Pipeline). The clean water 

campaign states that trace minerals in the water affect the chemistry of the mash and flavor of the beer, 

which would their sales and result in less business. Aside from the possible pollution of the water 

supplies surrounding the area, there is concern that the 42-ince pipeline pressurized to 1,000 PSI could 

potentially cause other problems because it runs through many sinkholes and fault lines (Pipelines). The 

hazards and risks involving the construction of the pipeline paired with ruining the glorious mountain 

views and location on private land has the community in an uproar. Officials of the Atlantic Coast 

Pipeline seek to insure the locals that not only will it not affect the water table or cause any 

environmental problems but also that the “viewshed” will not be in any way ruined (Pipeline). Hydraulic 

fracturing is just like any other geological mining and accounts for forty percent of shale gas production. 

The U.S. Energy Information Administration stated that crossing running water is “the most regulated 

activity we will have to do on the pipeline and is done under great scrutiny” (Pipeline). Although 

hydraulic fracking is not happening in this area, many of the local campaigns are trying to prevent the 

pipeline carrying the natural gas from running through their backyards.  

 Another recent headline in the news is the migration of wildlife across some of Rockbridge’s 

major roadways such as interstate 64 on Afton Mountain. Virginia Department of Transportation has 

been conducting research for three years to determine the migration of deer in the area (VDOT). The 

concern “isn’t the deer population but the growing population of drivers on the road and the high risk of 

crashes” (VDOT). There hasn’t been word as to how the department would like to use this useful 

information.   

 Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries just began a project which would be one of its 

largest stream restoration acts ever. The goal is to reduce sedimentation and erosion along stream 
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banks along the Maury River, which has been a huge problem for many local farmers’ crop production 

and harvest (VDGIF). The problem began when a hydroelectric dam was purposely breached in the 70’s 

on the James River which caused flooding of many local farms (VDGIF). Officials plan to redirect the 

channel of the river from its current sharp turn to allow for these affected areas to no longer have 

issues. The project should only take a couple months and restore the river back to how it should be.  

 In other news, a few important renovations, closings and appearances are also making 

headlines. The Natural Bridge Hotel is planning to start a ten year restoration funded by the Virginia 

Conservation Legacy for $4 million on major renewals and up-keeps (Hotel). The hotel has a new owner 

and the property will expand by trails allowing access to areas that haven’t been available since Thomas 

Jefferson owned the landmark (Hotel). Next door to the hotel, the Natural Bridge Wax Museum closed 

on September 8th because the Commonwealth of Va. no longer wanted the building associated with the 

property (Wax). It has been a huge tourist attraction for thirty-seven years by displaying historic figures 

made of wax, such as Lee and Grant which tells the story of the Civil War (Wax).  A few weeks back, a 

historical two story, 350 ton landmark was relocated to a different home on Main Street in Lexington 

(Building). Built in 1927, the Knights of Pythias building was used as a fraternal house to African 

American communities and the American Legion in the city of Lexington and plays a key role in the black 

history of Rockbridge Co. (Building). The building was initially going to be torn down but VMI (owners of 

the property) decided they would rather see it moved to a different location and restored because of its 

historical significance in the community. Bill Nye the Science Guy made a guest appearance at 

Washington and Lee University a few weeks back and gave a lecture to an auditorium full of students 

(Bill). He wanted the students to take a few messages from his speech including, "that they can change 

the world and it’s their responsibility to change the world, leave it better than they found it, address 

climate change and raise quality of life for everyone on earth.” (Bill).  
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Physical Geography 

 “The Natural Bridge, the most sublime of nature’s works, though not comprehended under the present head, must not be 

pretermitted… Though the sides of this bridge are provided in some parts with a parapet of fixed rocks, yet few men have resolution to walk to 

them and look over into the abyss. You involuntarily fall on your hands and feet, creep to the parapet, and peep over it. . . If the view from the 

top be intolerable, that from below is delightful in an equal extreme. It is impossible for the emotions arising from the sublime to be felt beyond 

what they are here; so beautiful an arch, so elevated, so light and springing as it were up to heaven.”   -Thomas Jefferson 

 These were the words uttered from our founding father, Thomas Jefferson, on the magnificence 

of Natural Bridge residing in Rockbridge County of Virginia. He described perfectly, the beauty and awe 

that such structure provides. This natural bridge was formed by years of molding and reshaping by 

Mother Nature’s own hands. The Cedar Creek runs through this geological structure which carved the 

cave that created the remnants of an arch. This remains to be one of the few natural arches nature has 

created; such rarity provided this ridge and valley region among the Appalachian Mountains with its 

current and appropriate name of Rockbridge County. From an aerial view, Rockbridge is shaped like an 

oblonged diamond with Thunder Ridge to the east bordering Amherst Co., North Ridge to the west 

bordering Alleghany and Bath Co., and Botetourt to the south separated by the James River. The terrain 

is mostly flat in the valley between mountain ranges with the exception of Middle Mountain, which 

appropriately sits directly in the middle of the valley. The Maury River runs along the eastern side at the 

base of Thunder Ridge and it meets with the James River in the southeastern side in the small town of 

Glasgow, where the James snakes its way along the southern tip. The Natural Bridge is also in the 

southern portion near the James. All of these features make up this 600 square mile chunk of land; 

within this space are two of Virginia’s largest national forests, the Jefferson and George Washington. A 

few notable hikes are House Mountain of Lexington, Devil’s Marbleyard which is at the furthest 

southern tip in the diamond and Big Rocky Row on the eastern side. House Mountain is on the outskirts 

of Lexington, about halfway up the mountain saddles and a shelter and resting area are ready for use, 
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from that point you can continue either north or south to the summit. The new recruits at Lexington’s 

Virginia Military Institution also known as “rats” have to ruck up this mountain as part of their physical 

test. Big Rocky Row is the point of highest elevation four thousand and seventy-two feet in the Thunder 

Ridge. The trailhead actually starts in Amherst across the road from the James River footbridge, which is 

the only location where the Appalachian Trail and James River meet. This is also the location of the 

Snowden dam and a set of class III rapids called Balcony Falls near by. From the bridge, you hike west up 

a series of switchbacks until you eventually find yourself overlooking the Maury River down below. It is a 

magnificent sight from such great heights. Continuing south, Devil’s Marbleyard is the next great hike, 

you are given the option to take the fire trail along the right side or dare to devil the marble face. This so 

called “marble yard” is actually the remnant of ancient sandy beaches that after millions of years has 

been heated and pressurized into quartzite, one of the oldest metamorphic rocks on the planet. The 

underlying structure and vegetation are similar to most other regions in Appalachia, the soils vary from 

carbonate and shale to alluvial along the riverbanks. Colluvial soil from weathered sandstone and shale 

can be found in the foothills and valleys. The predominant underlying structures in the mountains of 

Rockbridge are a combination of limestone, calcareous shale and dolomite, as well as some 

conglomerate rock. Large amounts of underlying limestone paired with the tremendous amount of 

water in the valley and heavy pressure caused by the steep slopes of surrounding mountains creates the 

necessary scenario for sinkholes to form and make caves, a common sight in the area.  

Water Geography 

 Waterways are a huge factor in providing a county with its shape, especially in Rockbridge 

Co.  Even the name can be traced back to the workings of Cedar Creek that runs through the 

Natural Bridge. Rockbridge County is separated from Botetourt Co. by the James River in the 

southern portion and is bordered by the Maury River on the east. In fact, the Maury River is 
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contained entirely in Rockbridge, which is unlike most Virginia rivers (DGIF). The headwaters of 

the Maury begin at the Calfpasture and Little Calfpasture Rivers where many of the streams 

containing native brook trout merge (DGIF). The Maury River flows rapidly after it reaches a 

point called Goshen Pass, northeast of Lexington. At some points, the river drops twenty feet in 

a one hundred yard stretch as it rushes downstream toward Lexington, until mankind 

constructed an eight foot dam to reduce the rate of flow (DGIF). There is also a twenty foot 

dam located in Buena Vista. These dams’ primary purposes are to slow the turbulence of the 

river, in which nature has designed to be very fast; they block the fast water and form 

“stretches” of calm water behind (DGIF). The Maury River covers approximately thirty miles 

until it connects with the James River. The James River snakes its way along the southern 

portion of this county, but its headwaters are located a few miles away in the Cowpasture and 

Jackson Rivers. A system of about 108 streams and creeks feed into the Maury and James River 

in Rockbridge Co. (VA). Many of these, as well as Devil’s Kitchen near Goshen Pass provide class 

I and II rapids for whitewater kayaking enthusiasts like myself. Another notable water feature is 

Lace Falls near Natural Bridge, which cascades down a fifty foot cliff (Destination).  

 The Maury River has a destructive history of flooding nearby communities. The flood that 

occurred on August 20, 1969 permanently ended the railroad service to Lexington because it 

destroyed all of the rails surrounding the river and submerged the town under five feet of 

water. The flood of ’85 reached 19.19 feet in the Rockbridge baths in Lexington, making it the 

biggest flood ever recorded in Rockbridge. The James C. Olin Flood Control Project was 

completed in 1997 to reduce the potential for damage from flooding of the Maury River and 

inland streams in Buena Vista. 
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 Common types of fish found in these two rivers are smallmouth bass, crappy, yellow-breast 

sunfish, carp, catfish and muskie. In the upper streams feeding into the rivers, brown and 

rainbow trout are stocked bi-monthly during the spring season. Since most of the land around 

these rivers is private, cattle farms are common and small herds of cattle are usually present 

along the riverbanks. Many species of snakes, turtles and ducks can be found as well. On 

Memorial Day of 2012 a few friends and I found a very large snapping turtle as well as a hog-

nose snake in the James River along the Botetourt/Rockbridge border. Flora is predominately 

American sycamore trees along the rivers and streams in Rockbridge Co.  

 Lexington and Buena Vista are two of Rockbridge County’s largest cities, both of which are 

located alongside the Maury River. The river provides for both of these cities economically and 

recreationally, by bringing in many visitors. Yogi Bear’s Jellystone Park is located near Glasgow 

and is an excellent spot to access the river and camp. It is an RV campsite for families and 

summer camp activities for children. The Natural Bridge Station is a railroad station located 

along the James River and for many years has been used as a river access spot but has been 

deemed unsafe because you must cross railroad tracks and walk about 300 yards to the river. 

This makes it hard to access the river because it is practically the only spot to do so with 

Jellystone being private to boaters.  
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