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“Junction of the Potomac 
and Shenandoah, Virginia,” 
by William Roberts, dating 
from 1808-1809. This is one 
of the oldest known prints 
of Harpers Ferry. In 1783, 
Thomas Jefferson declared 
that this view was “worth a 
voyage across the Atlantic.” 
(Museum of Early Southern 
Decorative Arts, Winston- 
Salem, North Carolina)
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“Guns and Swords Streaking ‘Cross The Sky:” 
John Brown and the 1859 Solar Storm

“Aurora Borealis” by Frederic Edwin Church, 1865. (Smithsonian American Art Museum, via 
Wikicommons.)

The aurora has always inspired magical 
thinking. In the North, where sightings 
are most common, it often carries a 
pleasant connotation, such as a ride of a 
beneficent animal spirit across the sky, 
or the mighty warriors of the past riding 
out to protect their people, or perhaps 
an old god’s sleigh, transporting heav-
enly figures to a marvelous feast.
 But when the aurora stretches into 
the South, it is not a usual thing at all. 
The notoriety is often unwelcome, 
viewed as a bad omen, a harbinger of 
death and doom.
 In late August and early September, 
1859, the planet endured the largest so-
lar storm in record. Immediate impacts 
included a disruption of the telegraph 
system, and sightings of the Aurora as 
far south, reportedly, as Cuba.
 “The heavens were arrayed in a 
drapery more gorgeous than they have 
been for years,” declared the New York 
Times on August 30th. On September 
3rd, the Baltimore Sun attributed a more 
religious explanation to the rare sight: 
“These appearances of the northern 
light are unusual in this latitude, but cer-
tainly sublime evidences of the mighty 
power that holds the heavens in His 
hands.”
 But others drew deeper meaning 
from the unusual event: Something was 
coming.

 “Year of meteors! Brooding year!” 
wrote poet Walt Whitman.
 Those familiar with the story of 
Harpers Ferry may have already con-
firmed the omen in their minds.

“I would sing how an old man, tall, 
with white hair,
Mounted the scaffold in Virginia;
(I was at hand—silent I stood, with 
teeth shut close—I watched;
I stood very near you, old man, 
when cool and indifferent, but 

trembling with age and your un-
heal’d wounds, you mounted the 
scaffold;)”

 Yes. As Whitman and many others 
could not ignore, the solar storm arrived 
roughly 45 days prior to the John Brown 
raid.
 Tensions rose as latitude fell; events 
in the night sky had been associated 
with slave revolts in the past. In 1831, Nat 
Turner credited an eclipse as a sign that 

http://mesda.org/item/collections/junction-of-the-potomac-and-shenandoah-rivers/1768/
http://mesda.org/item/collections/junction-of-the-potomac-and-shenandoah-rivers/1768/
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The View is published by the 
Harpers Ferry Park Asso-
ciation (HFPA), an Official 
National Park Cooperating 
Association that supports the 
mission of the National Park 
Service.

The Association operates the 
Park Bookshop in Harpers 
Ferry NHP. Profits from sales 
are returned to the park to 
support inter pretive and edu-
cational programs to enhance 
your visit.

You are invited to join this 
unique organization and be a 
part of Harpers Ferry’s special 
family. For more information 
call (304) 535-6881, e-mail us 
at info@hfpawv.org, or visit 
our website at www.harpers-
ferryhistory.org.
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Historian Doug Perks Honored For  
Contributions To Historic Preservation

hFpa Vice presidenT and 
Certified Tour Guide Doug 
Perks has been honored with 
a Preservation Award by the 
Two Rivers Giving Circle.
 The award recognizes 
Perks’ many years of support 
for historic preservation. It 
was presented during the 
Jefferson County Historical 
Society’s annual picnic, held 
August 1 at Fruit Hill Farm 
in Shepherdstown. Perks 
received a handcrafted platter 
made from local clay by 
award-winning potters Pam 
and Ren Parziale, of Sycamore 
Pottery in Leetown.
 In addition to his out-
standing work with HFPA, 
Perks is historian of the 
Jefferson County Museum and 
of Shepherdstown’s Elmwood 
Cemetery Association. He is 
also a member of the Historic 
Shepherdstown Commission’s 
museum committee.
 Perks was a founding 
member of the Charles Town 
Library Civil War Roundtable. 
During the Sesquicentennial 
of the Civil War, from 2011-
2016, he co-organized a series 
of seminars about develop-
ments in the County during 
the War years.

 He worked closely with 
the Jefferson County Black 
History Preservation Society 
to preserve Charles Town’s 
Webb-Blessing House, one of 
the first structures in Jefferson 
County built by a free African 
American.
 A frequent lecturer on the 
history of Jefferson County, 
Perks is also a contributing 
author to the Magazine of the 
Jefferson County Historical 
Society, for which he produces 
a column entitled, “Mr. Jeffer-
son’s Count.” He also writes 

the weekly column “History 
Matters” in the Spirit of Jeffer-
son newspaper.
 Last year, the West Vir-
ginia Division of Culture and 
History recognized Perks as 
one of the state’s “History He-
roes.” HFPA is truly privileged 
to have him on our team!

Note: This article is edited 
from the original press release 
provided by Two Rivers Giving 
Circle.

Doug Perks (center) receives Preservation Award from the Two 
Rivers Giving Circle.

Now in the Park Bookshop
75th Anniversary 
Calendars
Stop by the Park Bookshop 
and pick up our new 2019 
calendar, produced espe-
cially for the Harpers Ferry 
National Historical Park 75th 
Anniversary. The 12-month 
wall calendar is filled with 
modern and historic images, 
along with trivia related to 
the many chapters of Harpers 
Ferry history. If you purchase 
your calendar in the month of 
October in the Bookshop, you 

will be automatically entered 
to win two passes for a tubing 
adventure with a Harpers Fer-
ry outfitter—a $75.00 value!
 The calendar can also 
be purchased online at www.
harpersferryhistory.org.

Reusable Water Bottles
New merchandise for the 
75th Anniversary is beginning 
to arrive in the shop. These 
reusable water bottles (right)
feature artwork with a vintage 
flair.

https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/
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Connect with us on Social Media!

Twitter
@HFParkAssoc

Facebook
@HFPAssociation 

Instagram
@HFPAssociation

Did You Know?
We send out a monthly e-newsletter to 
keep you up to date on what’s happen-
ing at the Association, in the Bookshop, 
and at Harpers Ferry National Histori-
cal Park. If you are not receiving these, 
please email us at info@hfpawv.org and 
we’ll make sure you don’t miss any of 
the great things happening in the park!

Save the Date!
exciTing plans are under 
way as we approach 
the 75th Anniversary of 
Harpers Ferry National 
Historical Park! Mark 
your calendars for a 
weekend of special com-
memorative programs to 
be held June 28-30, 2019. 
Other events are being 
scheduled throughout 
the year, including a 
monthly speaker series 
beginning in February 
with former ranger 
Guinevere Roper.
 Plans for the 3-day 
weekend include a block 
party, concerts and musical perfor-
mances, presentations on the unique 
human and natural history of Harpers 
Ferry, as well as its inspiration on the 
many creative individuals drawn here 
over time. Confirmed speakers and 

Garry Adelman, former chief 
historian Dennis Frye, and 
folk duo Magpie, whose song 
Take Me Back to Harpers Ferry 
was written especially for the 
park’s 50th anniversary.
 The event aims to answer 
the question: Why Harpers 
Ferry? Programs will ex-
plore what significant events 
happened here, why this 
flood-ravaged, dilapidated 
town was designated a nation-
al park, the efforts it took and 
archaeological discoveries 
made in restoring the town to 
its 19th century appearance, 
and why the story of Harpers 

Ferry is significant today.
 Be sure to connect with us via our 
social media sites or monthly e-newslet-
ter for updates.

Ranger Billy Lyon with park visitors, ca. 
1958. (Harpers Ferry NHP, Modern Photo 
Collection)

performances to date include authors 
David Blight and Merritt Roe Smith, 
American Battlefield Trust historian 

Anniversary Sponsorships
harpers Ferry naTional hisTorical 
Park came to fruition because a group 
of people who cared passionately 
about the place and its stories banded 
together. Seventy-five years later, we, 
the heirs of that effort, have an oppor-
tunity to pay it forward. Please consider 

becoming a sponsor for this celebration 
of time, place, and people. Purchase a 
sponsorship online at www.harpersfer-
ryhistory.org/product/25-hfnhp-75th-an-
niversary-sponsorship or by sending a 
check with the form below to HFPA, 
P.O. Box 197, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425.

COMMEMORATIVE EVENT 
SPONSORSHIP

Yes, I would like to make a tax-deductible donation to the 
Harpers Ferry Park Association to help sponsor Harpers Ferry 

National Historical Park’s 75th Anniversary Event!

Amount:  ☐$25  ☐$50  ☐$100   ☐$250  ☐$500  ☐$1,000

Name: ____________________________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________________________

                 __________________________________________________________

Phone:________________  Email:______________________________________

☐ Yes, please include my name in the 75th Anniversary Commemorative Program.

COMMEMORATIVE EVENT 
SPONSORSHIP

Yes, I would like to make a tax-deductible donation to the 
Harpers Ferry Park Association to help sponsor Harpers Ferry 

National Historical Park’s 75th Anniversary Event!

Amount:  ☐$25  ☐$50  ☐$100   ☐$250  ☐$500  ☐$1,000

Name: ____________________________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________________________

                 __________________________________________________________

Phone:________________  Email:______________________________________

☐ Yes, please include my name in the 75th Anniversary Commemorative Program.

https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/product/25-hfnhp-75th-anniversary-sponsorship
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/product/25-hfnhp-75th-anniversary-sponsorship
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/product/25-hfnhp-75th-anniversary-sponsorship
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Recent Donations:
Patty Disbrow
Mark Elrod
Envision

75th Commemorative 
Event Sponsors:
Hugh Fraser Clayton
Paula Degan
Kim and Frank Edwards
Dennis and Sylvia Frye
Carol Gallant
Jim Jenkins
Andrei Kushner
Curt and Deborah McGee
Jim and Suzanne Silvia
Ed Wheeless and Chris Craig

Armory Superintendent 
Members:
Jo Kuhn Curtis
 Brandywine, MD
Gregory Dicostanzo and 
 Gillian McPhee
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Dr. Robert Johnson, D.D.S., 

and Nancy Myers
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Alice Keesey Mecoy
 Allen, TX
Jim and Suzanne Silvia
 Taunton, MA and Harpers 

Ferry, WV

Ed Wheeless and Chris Craig
 Harpers Ferry, WV

Paymaster Members:
Andrew Dibble/Twin Devel-

opment, LLC
 Potomac, MD
Mike Hegarty/Our Lady of 

Sorrows School
 Farmington, MI
Richard Kirby
 Mineola, NY
Bruce Kramer
 Baltimore, MD
Cynthia Mason
 Baltimore, MD
Sandra Osbourn
 Thailand
Dan Jimeno and Sarah Shafer,
Rations Cafe
 Harpers Ferry, WV

Master Armorer  
Members:
Allison Alsdorf
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Joseph Andrews III
 Rockville, MD
Lysbeth Bainbridge and 
 Stephen Ramberg
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Jere Baker
 Landisville, PA

Kirk Bradley
 Sanford, NC
Karl Buchspics
 Willow Grove, PA
Donald and Patricia Burgess
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Carole Powell Carter
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Darryl Carter
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Hon. and Mrs. Thomas Curtis 

and Family
 Baltimore, MD
Chris Dove
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Kim and Frank Edwards
 Edgewood, MD
Hon. Scot and Vicki Faulkner
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Bruce Fineman
 Denver, CO
Deborah Fleming
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Patrice Flynn
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Cynthia Gayton
 Arlington, VA
Deborah Hale
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Michelle Hammer
 Bethesda, MD
Rebecca Harriett
 Berryville, VA

Michael Kalis
 Falls Church, VA
Michael Keller
 Marietta, GA
Andrew Kozak
 Purcellville, VA
Anne A. Long
 Myersville, MD
Reid Jackson May
 Washington, DC
Noah and Hilary Mehrkam
 Washington, DC
Don Mundey
 Hagerstown, MD
Thomas O’Neil
 Frederick, MD
Linda Parks
 Washington, DC
Anthony Piscitelli and Jessica 

Madgitz
 Washington, DC
James Prentice
 Harpers Ferry, WV
Deborah Ransom
 Lebanon, OH
George Rutherford
 Ranson, WV
Gayle Underwood
 Fairfield, PA
Jurgen Vsych
 Williamsburg, VA
Courtney Wayland
 Harpers Ferry, WV

Upcoming Events
trades workshop returns, offering par-
ticipants a chance to practice Victorian 
candy-making. Learn the art and mys-
tery of the confectioner’s Yuletide trade 
of making treats. Explore the world 
of sugar work and making of clear toy 
candy. Reservations required; please 
contact the bookshop to save a seat!

Sharing Harpers 
Ferry: Check out 
the HFPA Blog!

oVer The summer, hFpa launched a 
new blog, aimed at promoting Harpers 
Ferry National Historical Park to a wid-
er audience. Brief articles on Harpers 
Ferry events, activities, and history are 
posted weekly at hfpawv.blogspot.com. 
Past blog posts have included topics 
such as historic floods, favorite hikes, 
and seasonal things to do in Harpers 
Ferry. The latest post takes a look at Lit-
tle Women author Louisa May Alcott’s 
views on John Brown.
 New articles are shared via our 
social media outlets on Facebook, Ins-
tagram, and Twitter—see all our Social 
Media links on Page 3.

Cannon on Murphy-Chambers Farm (NPS 
Photo/Cook)

Fall Foliage Walk. October 29 and 
November 5, 2 pm, Lower Town, The 
Green. Join Harpers Ferry National 
Historical Park’s Natural Resources 
Specialist for “a walk to view the fall 
colors and identify the trees beneath the 
leaves.”

Captain Flagg’s U.S. Quartermas-
ter City, 1864: Prospects of Peace. 
December 1-2, 11 am - 5 pm, Lower 
Town. Experience this annual Yuletide 
event “from the war that determined 
the union of the states and the even-
tual freedom of four million enslaved 
people.”

While Visions of Sugar Plums Danced 
in Their Heads. December 1, 8, or 9. 
This highly popular HFPA historical 

https://hfpawv.blogspot.com/
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the time had come to commence his 
plan for rebellion. Pro-slavery advo-
cates in the South had played upon the 
term “Northern Lights,” applying it to 
unwelcome abolitionists from the North 
who were thought to be spreading 
dissent among the enslaved population. 
“Northern lights have appeared. Incen-
diary publications have scattered their 
illuminating rays among us, to conduct 
the slave to massacre and bloodshed.”
 Given this tradition, it is no surprise 
that in 1859, when the aurora lit up the 
sky in Charleston, South Carolina, the 
town bell was rung while residents ran 
about with cries of “Day of Judgment!” 
and “End of Time!” The Charleston Mer-
cury quoted one witness who declared 
the aurora “a harbinger of the dissolu-
tion of the Union and war between the 
North and South,” and interpreted the 
apparent trajectory of the light streaks 
to indicate a Southern victory.
 Enslaved persons later claimed to 
have seen a similar promise in the event. 
A Georgia man who had witnessed the 
storm as an enslaved child recalled, 
“Before the War, I saw the elements all 
red as blood and I saw after that a great 

comet; and they said there was going to 
be a war.” Another child witness, too 
young to remember herself, shared her 
mother’s story: “She say one night ’fore 
de war come, she and some other wom-
en wus washing clothes down at a creek, 
when all at once dey look up at de sky, 
and dey see guns and swords streaking 
cross de sky.”
 It is worth noting that the solar 
storm and its wandering aurora were 
not the only odd events in the sky 
beginning in the late summer of 1859 
and lasting through the year preceding 
Civil War. These included a “fireball” in 
November 1859, a rare “meteor pro-
cession,” and the Great Comet of 1860. 
Whitman’s “Year of Meteors” poem, 
and some of the other observations 
described here, hint at the longer series 
of events.

 “O year all mottled with evil 
and good! Year of forebodings! Year 
of the youth I love!
Year of comets and meteors tran-
sient and strange-lo!”

 Were 19th century observers simply 

overly romantic, imagining connections 
in hindsight? Were the sky events legiti-
mate warnings--or promises, depending 
on one’s perspective--of John Brown’s 
raid and the devastating war to follow? 
We may not have the answers to those 
questions, but it is clear that the coinci-
dence was enough to inspire Americans 
on both sides of the conflict to consider 
deeply the moment in which they found 
themselves living. Whitman, like many 
other writers, saw dark, light, and above 
all, transformation in the event:

“As I flit through you hastily, soon 
to fall and be gone,
What is this book,
What am I myself but one of your 
meteors?”

 For more information, see “Auro-
ral Omens of the American Civil War,” 
by Jeffrey Love, Weatherwise, August 
2014; “Rare Meteor Event Inspired Walt 
Whitman,” by Sarah Zielieski, Smithso-
nian, June 2010. “Year of Meteors” was 
first included in Drum-Taps (1865), and 
appended to the 1867 edition of Leaves 
of Grass.

“Guns and Swords Streaking ‘Cross The Sky”, continued from page 1

Annual Membership Meeting
despiTe a cold drizzle, hFpa 
held its annual meeting and 
member picnic on September 9, 
2018 inside the Mather Training 
Center on Camp Hill. Presenta-
tions by HFPA staff and board 
members included a review of 
the past year’s activities as well as 
a look ahead to the coming 75th 
Anniversary.
 Jim Koenig was recognized 
as the association’s Volunteer 
of the Year. Thank you, Jim, for 
your many hours building and 
installing new bookshelves and 
display stands, and for your tremendous 
help with our 2017 publication, “To 
Emancipate the Mind and Soul”: Storer 
College 1867-1955.

 Congratulations to Kim 
and Frank Edwards, who won 
a basket of HFPA swag in our 
sponsorship raffle!
 Dennis Frye was also rec-
ognized for his years of service 
and partnership to the Asso-
ciation and the Park. Special 
thanks to Mark Elrod for his 
work to have the unique gift 
made—an engraved plaque with 
an 1848 Harpers Ferry gun lock.
 If you were unable to 
attend, but are interested in our 
activities over the past year, you 

can view the meeting minutes as well as 
a year-in-review presentation online at 
www.harpersferryhistory.org/member-
ship.

HFPA President Jim Silvia (left) and Execu-
tive Director Cathy Baldau present Dennis 
Frye (center) with a special engraved plaque 
of an 1848 Harpers Ferry gun lock. (Photo 
by David T. Gilbert)

https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/membership
https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/membership
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Published for the Members and Friends of the Harpers Ferry Park Association, the 
official Cooperating Association for Harpers Ferry National Historical Park.

Harpers Ferry Park Association
Post Office Box 197
Harpers Ferry, WV 25425

To view detailed descriptions of our membership categories or to 
join online, please visit www.harpersferryhistory.org

❏ I wish to join the Harpers Ferry Park Association (new member)
❏ I wish to renew my membership (renewal)

Please enroll me in the following member category (check one):

❏ $25 Armory Worker – Basic membership for a family.

❏ $25 Sarah Jane Foster – An alternative basic membership for educa-
tors.

❏ $50 Millwright – For those members who are frequent visitors to 
the park.

❏ $100 Master Armorer – A supporting membership category.

❏ $250 Paymaster – For businesses, vendors or family donors who 
wish to contribute to the Association’s mission.

❏ $500 Armory Superintendent – For supporters (individual and 
corporate) who wish to perpetuate Association and Park education 
programs.

Please clip and mail with check or money order to:

 Harpers Ferry Park Association
 P.O. Box 197
 Harpers Ferry, WV 25425

❏ I am not interested in receiving member bene-
fits, but I would like to make a contribution in 
the amount of ________ to aid the mission of the 
Harpers Ferry Park Association.

❏ I am a Charter Member and would like to make 
a donation of ________.

❏ Check if this is a new address for you.

______________________________________________
Name

______________________________________________
Address

______________________________________________
City State Zip

______________________________________________
Telephone

______________________________________________
E-mail Phone: (304) 535-6881

 Fax: (304) 535-6749
 Email: info@hfpawv.org

Support Harpers Ferry National Historical Park!

https://www.harpersferryhistory.org/

