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In Grateful Recognition

W, Austin Loewner
14906~ 1981

W. AUSTIN LOEWNER
19= 105 |

Aunztin Loewner was a dedicated and (aithivl friznd to the Harmsonburg-
Rockingham Historical Socicty and to the area az a whole, All who knew him
remember his genuine good will and fmiendly personality,

In addition to being an artist and historian, “Autie” was caretaker of the
collective memaories of the city of Harrisonburg. He never wanted praise for
himself or special standing in other people's eyes. His emphasis was on the city
and county he fell so deeply as his own—its people, customs, history, documents,
buildings—ihe things of its commaon, evervday life,

In his paintings he captured the essence of the Rockingham County seat
from its days as Rockeown in the early Ninsteenth Century to Main Strees,
Harrisonburg, in the vear of its birth, 1906, His paintings arc based on the
recollections of earlier inhabitants of Harrisonburg and on his own extensive
interviews and research. In his presentations to various civic groups, Austin gave
them much more than a viewing of paintings, He gave them himself, his special
personality, his enjovment of lelhng a story,

It is probable that he rarely put a watercolor brush to paper without thought
il all the people with whom he would be able to share his work, "Shars” was
ibways the key waord in Autie’s life. Even though he is no lenger among us, he left
stich a special legacy in his paintings and in the way he touched people's lives that
liis memory will survive as long as people care aboul the history of Harrisonburg,

In memory of Austin Loewner, The Rockingham Recorder is [eaturing a
number of his walercolors in this issue. These paintings depict the history of
Itarrisonburg from arcund 1800 until shortly alter the turn of the century. The
[raintings are interspersed throughout this issue. The originals were donated by
il artist to the Rockingham Public Library where they are on permanent
dlisplay in the Virginiana Room. Negatives were provided through the courtesy
ol Mr. Irvin Lee.
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— Watercalar by Ausiin Loewer

THE PUBLIC SQUARE ABOUT 1808 —This is the first of a series of watercolors included in this issue of The Rockingham Recorder. This painting was made from
descriptions found in the old town records and in the writings of Maria Graham Carr. The courthouse is the second structure located on the public square, the first being a log
structure buwilt in 1779,




A BRIEF GEOLOGIC HISTORY OF ROCKINGHAM COUNTY
by W, Cullen Sherwood

INTRODUCTION

During this period of bicentennial celebration for the city of Harrisonburg it
is appropriate to take a brief look at another aspect of the past, the geologic
history of the Harrisonburg-Rockingham County area. The term “history™ is
usually thought of in terms of human lives and activities and indeed the
Harrisonburg-Rockingham area is rich in these terms. However, geologists
working inthe Walley area have lfound evidence of a rich and varied history which
can be traced back thousands of millennia prior to the arrival of man on this
continent. This aspect of history, known as geologic history, is well recorded in
the rocks which underlie Harrisonburg and Rockingham County, These rocks
reveal a rich history with events ranging from shallow tropical seas to Alpine-
sized mountain ranges existing here in the past, This paper will attempt to
describe these events based on the evidence geologists have found in their studies
of the rocks.

Studies involving the geology of the Valley have been undertaken periodi-
cally over a period of nearly 150 years. One of the first of these was published by
University of Virginia geologist Henry Barton Rogers in 1853, Rogers, who
subseguently left the University to found the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-=
nology, was a keen observer and first deseribed many of the rocks and other
geologic features which are available for our study today, Following Rogers'
work many studies of the geology of Rockingham have been undertaken. Some
ul the best known are those by Butts (1940), Brent (1960) and Hack (1965).
Hecent interest in potential oil and gas deposits in the county has brought in
geologists from as far away as Texas. These geologists using space age technaol-
agy should provide even greater insights and elues to the local peologic past in the
maonths and vears ahead,

PRESENT DAY GEOLOGIC FEATURES

Ferhaps a good way to begin our journey into the geologic past is to look at
the major surface leatures or topography of Rockingham County as it exisis
tinloy {see Figure 1). This varied landscape results from a combination of three
Lctors: the distribution of the different rock types, the geologic processes of
Folding and faulting which have deformed these rocks, and lastly the long period
ul erosion which has worn this area down to its present landscape. Weathering
anal erosion are the great sculptors of the earth's surface. These processes
wirrking over millions of years on rocks of differing resistance are responsible for
thas Bnmdsenpe we seein Rockingham County teday. Figure | shows that Rock-
poge L comanlannns Do major topographic fewfures: the Blue Ridge Mountains on
Pl et fhe Minssinotten Mosotann in the center, the weestern ridges (A egheny
Mhosnnbamnand, aonned 00 Vwllew Flisor A0 0naamngeli 0hiesa sevosnmantinivis, weliie i peaeli i
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elevation exceeding 3000 feet at many points, appear to be separate features,

geologists consider all of the mountains in Virginia to be part of the Appalachian
Mountain syalem.

ALLEGITES Y AL ST AN

e —

s 5
Jﬂ,ﬂigjg
et

I

Figure 1., Four major landforms are visible in Rockingham Couniy today. These are 1) The Blue Ridge
Muuntains to the east, 1) Massanatven Mowniain, 3} The Allegheny Mountsins to the wesi apd 4) The Valley
Floor. Major streams and population cenfers are abio shows, Key to cities and towns: B Bergion,
BW=RBridgewator, BY Broadway, D=Dayion, E=Elkion, G=Grotioes, H=Harrisonburg, K=Keezleinwn,
L=Linwille, LS=Luoeey Springs, M=MeGaheysville, PR*Port Republic, SG=5ingers Glen, T=Timberville,

The Blue Ridge Mountains form a rugged unbroken ridge along the eastern
border of the county. This ridge, made up of the oldest and most complex rocks
feund in the county, separates the Valley of Virginia from the Virginia Piedmont
lying to the east. Most of the crest of the Blue Ridge in Rockingham County lies
within the Shenandoah National Park. Fine views of both the Valley and the
Piedmont arc offered by the Skyline Drive which traverses the Blue Ridge crest
along the county border (see Gathright - 1976),

Maszanuwiten Mountain is a ridge some fifty miles in leagth which lies
entirely in the Shenandoah Valley. However, only the southern end of the
mountzin lies within Rockingham County where it ends abruptly in a peak
visible over most of the region, The rock layvers in Massanutten Mountain are
folded downward in a “U” shape (called a syncline) which aceounts for its

peculiar double ridge shape with the kettle arcn between. Like muny ol the
il owestern Yirginin, the vidges of the 8 assaonbien mie v willia
watmlat oo laer which bs resistant to weatlierisg aomd eromlin

MARRANUTIES M0 3 TAIN BLUE BIMGE MOUSTAL
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The Allegheny Mountaing are a series of ridges and valleys forming the
western one-third of Rockingham County. These ridges bear such names as
Little Morth Mountain, Narrow Back Mountain, Feedstone Mountain and
Church Mountain. Like the Massanutten, they are usually capped with resistant
sandstone rock lavers. In general, the rocks of the county become younger
toward the west so that the rocks making up the Allegheny Mountains are
usually younger than those making up the Blue Ridge and Massanutten Moun-
tains to the east,

The Valley Floor is the gently rolling lowland between the mountains lying at
an elevation of approximately 1000 fzet above s2a level, This lowland forms the
central portions of the county and also extends between the Blue Ridge and
Massanutten Mountain where it is known locally as Page Valley. The major
rocks under the valley floor are limestones and shales. Since himestones and
shales erode more rapidly than sandstone, they have gradually been worn down
i a lower elevation, As one travels across Rockingham he will encounter a series
of northeast trending low ridges (for example Chestnut Ridge just east of
Harrisonburg) with many relatively flat areas betwesn, Sinkholes are also com-
man in the Valley area being formed when the roof of a limestone cave collapses
lcaving a bowl-shaped depression in the land surface. Small, well developed
sinkholes can be seen along Route 910 west of Harrisonburg and along Old
lFurnace Road and Route 718 from the Harrisonburg city limits to one mile
beyond Cedar Grove Church. Excellent large sinkholes occur just east of and
hehind Harris Gardens on the Smithland estate, north of Harrisenburg on
Kaoute 11,

ORIGIN OF THE MAJOR ROCKS

The oldest rocks in Rockingham County are exposed in the Blue Ridge in the
vivimity of Swift Run Gap in eastern Rockingham County. These are granite-like
rowks which are approximately 1.2 billion years old, The exact origin of these
rocks is obscure but they are believed to be part of an ancient mountain system
which existed before the present mountaing in Virginia, These very old moun-
iaing are now mostly eroded away but supplicd some of the sedimenis (zand, silt
and clay) which accumulated in layers ai the edge of the sca to form many of the
rucks presently exposed in the county west of the Blue Ridge. Most geologists
helieve that thess granite rocks of the Blue Ridge, being the oldest rocks in the
sren, extend down under, and act as a foundation for all of the sther rocks in
Keckingham County.

The next eldest major rocks in Rockingham formed some 600 to 700 million
yenrs g as a series of lava flows. These dark colored lavas poured from deepin
e enrih nlong huge eracks and flowed layer upon layer burying the old granitic
puscks, TThese Mvws ultimately reached a thickness of over 2000 feet, During and
ilier comliing, ilese Livai rocks were covered with sea water and over a long period
ol thme were deeply landed under thousands of feet of sediment, Laler the lavas
were uebaaon prlosesd Colieresd ay Teat ol pressore) o form the Catoetin Gireen-



9 THE ROCEINGHAM RECORDER

stone (named for similar rocks in Catoctin Mountain, Marvland). Greenstone is
a major rock of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Its distinct bluish-green color is
exposed along Route 33 on the west slope of the Bluee Ridge to Swift Run Gap, at
many points along Skyline Drive, and along secondary roads and trails leading
into the Blue Ridge from the west, Spectacular exposures of the greenstone can
beseen inthe large road cuts along Interstate 64 east of Rockfish Gap near Afton,
though these are not in Rockingham County.

It was probably during the outpouring of these lavas some 600 million years
ago that a shallow sea began to spread across Rockingham County and most of
eastern North America from what is now present day Canada to Alabama, This
sea existed for some 400 million years and was to have a profound effect on
Rockingham County geology zince the rocks now exposed in the Shenandoah
and Page Valley originated here. Into this shallow tropical sea, sediment com-
posed of picces of sand, mud, silt and clay were carried by rivers draining the
continent Lo the west. Similar material was also being washed from volcanic
islands which periodically formed in the sea and were eroded away. Also vast
numbers of sea shells of many types were added to the accumulation as millions
ol generations of s¢a creatures inhabited the bottom of this warm shallow sea.
This allowed a great thickness of sediment. later to become rocks such as
sandstones, shales and limestones, to accumulate laver upon layer on the sea
bottom, This vast blanket of sediment, almost 19 miles thick, is one of the
thickest in the world. As the layers accumulated, a very slow sinking of the
original sea bottom took place so that the sea was never very deep. Fossils and
other evidence point strongly to a shallow-sea origin for the vast majority of the
sediments which later hardened to form the limestones, sandstones and shales we
sec throughoul the county today, Figure 2 shows a shallow sea accumulating
layer upon laver of sediment.

Of all the rocks exposed in Rockingham County, limestone is perhaps the
best known and most important. Two thick sequences of limestone occur here,
The lower sequence made up of layers of limestone measuring approximately
10,000 feet is one of the thickest known on earth, 1t is this limestone which
underlies most of the valley floor in Rockingham and is a common sight in
farmers’ fields throughout the Shenandoah Valley, Itis of interest that thin layers
of voleanic ash are found within these limestone layers indicating that voleanoes
somewhere along what is now the east coast of the United States were periodi-
cally exploding ash into the atmosphere, much like recent eruptions of Mt 5t
Helens. This ash in turn settled to the bottom of the sea and was inco rporated
into the limestone forming at the time. Two such ash layers are clearly exposcd
today in the abandoned Betts Quarry just east of Harrisonburg, The vounger and
thinner sequence of limestone is found only in'the Allegheny ridges in the western
porticn of the county,

Finully as the shallow sea began to recede some 350 million yeurs ago
wwnmps, mendering rivers and dry lnnd begoon to emerge. Uhe swamps illowe|
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Flgure 1. Rockingham Coandy some 350 million years ago. A shallow sea covered this area for WI‘."_IL
miniely 408 million years. A very thick sequence of sedimentary rock bayers accamulated under waler during

by grorigd,

the accumulation of thick peat deposits which were later buried to form coal,
‘These sedimentary rocks, younger than the limestones, are preserved only in the
wostern ridges of the county so that known coal deposits are limited to these
wstern locations also.

FORMING THE MOUNTAING

Sometime during the 400 million vear period when the shallow seas were
necumulating sediment which would later become the major rock layers of the
vonlnly, i eurious thing began to happen, The existing Atlantic Ocean app_arer_lﬂy
bgan Lo shrink bringing Europe and Aflncs closer to North and South Amenca.
Finally. approximately 275 million years ago the Atlantic closed and the conti-
nents om either side of the ocean collided, ramming northwest Africa into eastern
North Americs, As the continents collided the rocks along the edges were
vrmmphed nnd broken forming the Appalachian Mountain system. This collision
ol the continents hid a profound eflfeet throughout the eastern United States.
1 e Nt sedimentory livers of rocks deposited inthe shallow sen were heaved up,
Tl mind broken (wee Figure 33 to form mountaing mueh lorger than those
eninlbig i Bowkbigham € onnty todey, Tndeed maosl of (e preseat nuoontnins of
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FI-F-_'E 1. Asketch of the major folds and faulis in Kockimgham County asthey may have sppesred some 160
million vears agn.

the eastern United States are believed 1o be the eroded remnants of the great
mountains formed during this collision. Figure 3 s a diagramatic sketch of some
of the major folds and breaks (faults) which must have existed in our area at the
end of the Appalachian mountain building period some 150 million YEATS Ago.
These mountains were not formed overnight but were produced over a period of
several millions of years and were being affected by rapid erosion as they were
formed. The combined action of crumpling the rock layers and rapid erosion
must have produced high, rugged mountains in our area similar to the Alps and
the Himalayas of today.

Recent geologic investigations, mostly related to natural gas exploration,
have indicated that faulling in the Valley may have been much more intense than
was formerly suspected. Apparently in response to the African collision, large
slices El_f reck were broken loose and pushed westward up over other rocks. Some
geologists now believe that the Blue Ridge Mountains have been thrust several
miles westward up over folded sedimentary rocks similar to those exposed in the
vu.lln;p fMoor, :I"::I-rilli.ng planned in this area for natural gas should soon begin to
:::nwlqliumur insighis into the nnture and extent of this fauling mmd thrusting ol
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in the county are composed of a nearly black igneous rock.

Probably the most interesting igneous intrusion in Rockingham County is
Ihat exposed in Mole Hill located approximately four miles southwest of Harrn-
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