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IN MEMORIAM

Civil War Sesquicentennial Special Event

War Comes to Harpers Ferry:
The Burning of the Federal Arsenal

O

April 16 and 17, 2011

n April 18, 1861, former armory superintendent Alfred Barbour arrived at
Harpers Ferry with news to deliver. It wasn’t
the news the townspeople expected. Elected
as Jefferson County’s delegate to Virginia’s
Secession Convention, he represented a
pro-Union constituency. But the firing
on Fort Sumter, Lincoln’s subsequent
call for troops, and backroom dealings
at the Richmond convention all combined to sway votes. When Barbour
announced that the Ordinance of
Secession had passed, the crowd with
mixed loyalties erupted in both outrage and joy.
The news did not bode well for
Lieutenant Roger Jones, the army
officer stationed at Harpers Ferry to
protect the United States Armory and
Arsenal. He commanded less than 50
regular troops and roughly 25 volunteer armory guards. Sentries reported
300 Virginia militiamen (some reports
claimed 3,000) marching toward the
Ferry to seize the armory and its store
of 15,000 weapons. Jones was determined to keep the guns out of enemy
hands. He informed army headquarters that
he would destroy what he could not defend.
Just after 10:00 p.m. that night, Jones’
men ignited the powder kegs in the armory
and arsenal buildings. Explosions reverberated between Maryland and Loudoun
Heights. The sky was lit with flames. The
war had come to Harpers Ferry.
On April 16 and 17, 2011, the Harpers
Ferry National Historical Park will commemorate the 150th anniversary of these
compelling events with two days of special

activities. These interpretive programs will
illuminate the important history of the town
while evoking the emotional responses of
local shopkeepers, women, politicians, militiamen, and Federal soldiers on the brink of
a devastating crisis in American history.

There will be an archeology exhibition
with artifacts found in an excavation of the
burned arsenal. Visitors can also witness an
archeological excavation in progress at the
armory grounds.
Families and youth activities include a
telegraph station, gun puzzle, and a viewing
of Under Fire, 1861—a special vodcast produced by students at Harpers Ferry Middle
School. At the refugee wagon, children can
experience the rushed decisions refugees
had to make before evacuating their homes.
continued on page 2

David L. Larsen
Page 3

The picture which appears
on our newsletter’s nameplate,
dating from 1803, is one of the
oldest prints of Harpers Ferry.
Twenty years earlier, in 1783,
Thomas Jefferson had declared
that this view was “worth a
voyage across the Atlantic.”
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Armory
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Jo (Kuhn) Curtis in
memory of Jim Kuhn
and Alexander and Mary
Murphy
Brandywine, MD
Dr. Robert Johnson
Harpers Ferry, WV
Ronald Jones
Our Lady of Sorrows
School
Farmington, MI
Nancy Myers, in Honor of
Don Campbell
Harpers Ferry, WV
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Cynthia Gayton
Harpers Ferry, WV
Tony Horwitz
Vineyard Haven, MA
Jim and Suzanne Silvia
Taunton, MA & Harpers
Ferry, WV

Master Armorer
Members

Allison Alsdorf
Harpers Ferry, WV
Kirk Bradley
Sanford, NC
Donald and Patricia Burgess
Harpers Ferry, WV
Rock Comstock
Vienna, VA
Hon. and Mrs. Thomas
Curtis and Family
Baltimore, MD
Clark Dixon, Jr.
Ranson, WV
Kim and Frank Edwards
Edgewood, MD
Scot Faulkner
Harpers Ferry, WV
Laurence Freiheit
Berkeley Springs, WV
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At the Book and Author tent, authors
Adam Goodheart and John Hoptak will
discuss and sign copies of their new Civil
War books (see below).
The New Way of Things: Armory Superintendent Barbour’s Speech will relive Alfred
Barbour’s announcement of secession and
his attempt to convince armory workers to
bring their gun-making skills to the new
Confederacy.
Soprano Jasmine Muhammed, whose
powerful voice stirred visitors at the John
Brown’s Raid Sesquicentennial, will perform
Songs of Struggle and Freedom.
War Comes to Harpers Ferry is a living
history program that guides visitors through
the Lower Town to encounter the views
of armory workers, Federal soldiers, State’s
Rights advocates, slave owners, militia, and
women about to send their loved-ones off to
war.
On Saturday evening, On Whose Orders? Virginia Militia Procession allows visi-

tors to participate in a special processional
from the visitor center at Cavalier Heights,
two miles down Shoreline Drive, and
through Virginius Island to Lower Town.
This ranger-led walk encourages visitors to
contemplate the steps of the Virginia militia as they marched closer to war. A Fife
and Drum performance will examine the
power of patriotic music and the decision
to take up arms. The night culminates with
Destroy What I Cannot Defend: Burning of
the Arsenal. Join the Federal soldiers in their
desperate decision to destroy the Arsenal
to prevent the approaching Virginia militia
from seizing the works. Visitors are invited
to help re-create the burning of the Arsenal through candlelight and special effects
photography. The evening concludes with
a somber, candlelit commemoration at the
Engine House
This is a fee-free weekend; all park
entry fees will be waived.

Authors To Discuss New Civil War Books
1861: The Civil War Awakening (Knopf,
2011) Released in time for the 150th anniversary of our defining national event,
Adam Goodheart’s book is
an original and altogether
gripping account of how the
Civil War began. 1861 is an
epic of courage and heroism
beyond the battlefields. Early
in that fateful year, Americans began to rally around an
idea of remaking the country into a morally coherent
stronghold of liberty. This
second American Revolution
inspired a new generation
to reject their parents’ faith
in compromise and appeasement, to do the
unthinkable in the name of an ideal. This
book vividly evokes the Union at this moment of ultimate crisis and decision.

Adam Goodheart is a journalist, historian, and travel writer. His articles have
appeared in National Geographic, Outside,
Smithsonian, The Atlantic, and The
New York Times Magazine, among
others, and he is a regular columnist for the Times’ acclaimed Civil
War series, “Disunion.” He is also
director of Washington College’s
C. V. Starr Center for the Study of
the American Experience. Discussion and book signing, Harpers Ferry
National Historical Park, Tent on the
Green, Saturday, April 16, 1:00 –
3:00 p.m.
The Battle of South Mountain
(History Press, 2011) In September 1862,
Robert E. Lee led the Army of Northern
Virginia across the Potomac River as part
continued on page 6

“1861 is the best book I have ever read on the start of the Civil War.
Sumter, secession, and Lincoln appear in a wonderfully fresh and
illuminating light, supported by a cast of extraordinary players...”
– Tony Horwitz, winner of the Pulitzer Prize and author of Confederates in the Attic

Dave Larsen: An Ode to Summers Past
By Rich Gillespie
I wandered lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of golden daffodils . . .
–William Wordsworth, 1804.
Arnold Schofield, National Park Service
blacksmith and historian, calls the early
days of Harpers Ferry National Historical
Park’s living history program a “Wordsworthian Moment .” Like the special moment
in England’s Lake
District Wordsworth
spent with the daffodils, such can be
but a moment, yet
sometimes is longer—a day, a week,
or even a time in
our lives. The time
spent in the 1970s
as fresh young NPS
historical interpreters at Harpers Ferry
was such a special
time for some of us,
spent at a special
place, with some
remarkable people
that together created extraordinary
meaning. The multisummer Wordsworthian Moment spent in
Harpers Ferry’s heat would go on to impact
all who participated, and all who were there
taught, mentored, or inspired. David Larsen,
who passed away January 17th at age 50,
was one with that Wordsworthian Moment
at Harpers Ferry.
I met Dave Larsen one early June day in
1979. He was helping his mother, an elementary school teacher leading a class field
trip. He was fascinated by Harpers Ferry,
and his fascination—together with his ability to talk about it that day—fascinated me.
I ran the school education programs that
summer as part of my master’s degree internship in Museum Education from William
and Mary, and it was my fifth summer as a
seasonal ranger with the living history program. I knew I wanted this guy on our interpretive staff. To my delight, Dave was quite

willing to be recruited, and just a few weeks
later he was a Volunteer-in-Park at Arnold
Schofield’s old blacksmith shop. Dave always said that the Harpers Ferry image that
first caught his heart was that of 6’4” Arnold
pounding away at the forge as the fire roared
beside him. Now he was doing it—in his element at Harpers Ferry!
That summer, Dave met a number of
people who would become close friends for
life. Dave married seasonal ranger Susan
Journell, became
best friends with
Scott Devers, and
dined and traveled
regularly with Scott
and his wife Melinda Day. The five
of us had dinner on
January 16th, just
hours before Dave
left us—the “Last
Supper” as we now
call it. We talked at
length, reminiscing
of those good times,
and thinking to the
future. I pondered
again as we dined
and conversed, what
was it about Dave
Larsen that made
him stand out then, and stand out summer
after summer with young interpreters, moving and inspiring years of students at the
National Park Service’s Mather Training
Center at Harpers Ferry?
Dave was “the gentle giant.” The interpreters called him “Magilla” that first
summer of 1979, and he seemed to love
it. I called him “Big Swede,” since he was
Norwegian (I suspect you have to be Norwegian to appreciate that). But to his wife
Susan he was always just “Big Guy.” Perhaps
we all knew that Dave was BIG in several
memorable ways—in his energy, personality,
insight, judgment, his superb understanding
of the symbolism of historic sites, and in his
own spirituality that helped us connect with
the spirituality inextricably connected to
historic sites like Harpers Ferry.
continued on page 4

Editor’s note: David
Larsen, training manager for
interpretation and education
at the National Park Service’s
Stephen T. Mather Training
Center in Harpers Ferry,
died on January 17, 2011 at
the age of 50. He previously
served as an interpretive
ranger with the living history
program at Harpers Ferry
National Historical Park.
Photo of David Larsen by
Susan Journell.

Master Armorer
Members (Cont’d)

Rebecca Harriett
Rocky Mount, VA
Bruce Kramer
Baltimore, MD
Gregory Light
Fort Lupton, CO
Anne A. Long
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Cynthia K. Mason
Baltimore, MD
Linda Parks
Washington, DC
George Rutherford
Ranson, WV
Ed Wheeless and Chris
Craig
Harpers Ferry, WV
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Brandywine Civil War
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West Chester, PA
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Dave Larsen: An Ode to Summers Past
Continued from Page 3
We had an amazing set of interpretive
summers, particularly in 1979 and 1980.
We met daily at the Coffee Mill in Harpers
Ferry for coffee, danishes, and to “brainstorm” the day’s interpretive programming.
We talked “interp”—historical interpretation. At night, we sat on the hill in the Old
Harper Cemetery, or at the Point where
the Shenandoah meets the Potomac, or
occasionally at the inimitable White Hall
Tavern living history exhibit to talk about
this incredible historical site and its meaning. The meaning we derived at that time,
with those wonderful rangers, seasonals, volunteers, YCCers, and interns have lasted me
a lifetime. They lasted for Dave Larsen as
well—for they became the essence of Dave’s
interpretive career with the National Park
Service, culminating with his crucial role as
an interpretive trainer at the Mather Training Center.
In our conversation during that fateful
last supper, Dave Larsen stressed two interpretation aspects he thought were crucial
now and in the future. He said he meant
to spend the remaining fifteen years of his
David Larsen speaks to a
group at John Brown’s Fort.

David L. Larsen Memorial Fund

Forging Relevance Through Public Engagement
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A special memorial fund has been established honoring both the spirit and
substance of the work David Larsen
accomplished in his career with the
National Park Service. The David L.
Larsen Memorial Fund will award a grant,
scholarship, or stipend in support of an
internship or similar opportunity for a
deserving employee, volunteer, student
or partner. The projects supported by this
fund will be selected to reveal or enhance
the relevance of National Park sites and
resources through the integration of
engagement strategies and interpretive
initiatives. The internship will be coordinated by the Mather Training Center,
in consultation with the David L. Larsen
Memorial Committee.
The Harpers Ferry Historical Association is managing an account for contribu-

tions to the David L. Larsen Memorial
Fund. If you are interested in making
a gift to support this fund, please mail
a check made out to the Harpers Ferry
Historical Association to:
Harpers Ferry Historical Association
P.O. Box 197
Harpers Ferry, WV 25425
Attn: David L. Larsen Memorial Fund
Please indicate which of the following
options you would like your donation to
support:
A. Student stipend for internship
B. Graduate student internship for civic
engagement
C. Grant to support an innovative civic
engagement effort by a park employee
D. General use in support of the Fund

professional life in the National Park Service teaching or implementing them. They
struck me such that when I got home that
night, I wrote them down, little imagining
what the future held for Dave.
They were these: First, we must bring
alive “What would I have felt had I been
there?” at historic sites, such that visitors
internalize the site’s experiential meaning.
Second, we must invoke or provoke civic
engagement at our historic sites—there
must be thought, discussion, and follow-up
of some kind. Obviously, each of these is
predicated on the critical importance of
key historic sites to the American public in
these times of change. And each of these
has its roots in those Wordsworthian Moment summers of long ago.

In so many ways our friend Dave Larsen
was and is “bigger than life.” He was an
icon for us, a “legend in his own time”—yet
never in his own mind. Dave will remain a
legend for us. He will always be remembered
and inspire us with the value, meaning and
symbolism of historic sites. Dave will remind
us of the continuing need to mentor the
young and willing about these important-tograsp concepts of historic sites. He will keep
us thinking of the need to pass it on.
We will miss watching Dave walk down
a Harpers Ferry street or steam into a room
with that bursting energy, good humor, and
potential for something special. On behalf
of all those who have worked with, been
inspired by, or loved Dave Larsen, it must
be said in Dave-speak, “Dave Larsen—
WHOA . . .!”

Harpers Ferry Historical Association Membership Application
❏ I wish to join the Harpers Ferry Historical 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 household.
Benefits include a newsletter subscription, a 15% discount on all
bookshop purchases, a vinyl decal, and invitations to annual meeting
and events.
❏ $25 Sarah Jane Foster – An alternative basic membership for educators. Benefits include the above plus open house for teachers and
discounts on programs for teachers.
❏ $45 Millwright – For those members who are frequent visitors to
the park. Benefits are the same as Armory Worker category plus a
12-month Harpers Ferry Park entrance pass.
❏ $100 Master Armorer – A supporting membership category. Includes all benefits of the Millwright category plus a Harpers Ferry in
the Civil War pictorial book, member recognition in our newsletter
and at our annual meeting, and a special tour.
❏ $250 Paymaster – For businesses, vendors or family donors who
wish to contribute to the Association’s mission. Benefits include
15% discount on all bookshop purchases; a newsletter subscription;
vinyl decal; invitations to annual meetings, events, and associationsponsored education programs; a 12-month park pass; Harpers Ferry
in the Civil War pictorial book; recognition in newsletter and at annual meeting; special tour; and additional membership card.
❏ $500 Armory Superintendent – For supporters (individual and
corporate) who wish to perpetuate Association and Park education
programs. Benefits include 15% discount on all bookshop purchases;
a newsletter subscription; vinyl decals; invitations to annual meeting, events, and education programs; Harpers Ferry in the Civil War
pictorial book; recognition in the newsletter and at annual meeting;
special tour; an Amercia the Beautiful pass (for use in all parks) for
individuals; and a display plaque for businesses.

❏ I am not interested in receiving member benefits, but I would like to make a contribution
in the amount of ________ to aid the mission
of the Harpers Ferry Historical 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

Please clip and mail to:
Harpers Ferry Historical Association
P.O. Box 197
Harpers Ferry, WV 25425
Toll-free: 1-800-821-5206
Phone: (304) 535-6881
Fax: (304) 535-6749
Email: hfha@earthlink.net
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The Harpers Ferry Historical
Association operates the National Park Bookshop in Lower
Town Harpers Ferry. Profits
from sales are returned to the
park to support interpretive and
educational 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, send
e-mail to hfha@earthlink.net,
or visit our website at www.
harpersferryhistory.org.
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Authors to Discuss New Civil War Books
Continued from Page 2
of his Maryland Campaign.
Lee divided his army, sending General James Longstreet
toward Hagerstown, while
generals Walker, McLaws, and
“Stonewall” Jackson were sent
to capture the Federal garrison
at Harpers Ferry. On September
14, Lee’s army clashed with
Federal forces commanded by
General George B. McClellan
at three South Mountain passes. In a fierce daylong battle
spread across miles of rugged, mountainous terrain, McClellan defeated Lee, but
the Confederates delayed the Federals
long enough to allow Jackson’s conquest

of Harpers Ferry. Join historian John Hoptak
as he narrates the critical
Battle of South Mountain, long
overshadowed by the Battle of
Antietam.
John David Hoptak was
born on the 116th anniversary
of the Battle of South Mountain. He is an interpretive park
ranger at Antietam National
Battlefield and teaches history
courses as an adjunct instructor
at the American Military University. Hoptak is the author
of several other books on the
Civil War and writes for several Civil War
magazines. Discussion and book signing, Harpers Ferry National Historical Park, Tent on the
Green, Saturday, April 16, 3:00 – 5:00 p.m.
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Reminder: Plans are moving forward for the
Association’s 40th Anniversary Weekend. We
will soon be mailing a commemorative publication reflecting on the past 40 years and
detailing the weekend’s events. We hope you
will join us for this very special weekend.
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