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ARTIST IN
RESIDENCE

Ron Gaskins spent a few weeks in spring 2015 capturing 
the beauty of Harpers Ferry National Historical Park.
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W
hen I first 
realized there 
was an artist 
in residence 
program at 
Harpers Ferry 
National 
Historical 
Park, I knew 
I wanted to 
do it. I love 

photography and enjoy history, especially that of West 
Virginia, so I knew this would be a perfect opportunity 
for me. In 2010 I was one of the few photographers 
selected to be a resident photographer for the Canaan 
Valley National Wildlife Refuge, and I thought from that 
experience I had a good idea of what would be expected 
from the park in Harpers Ferry. 

Capturing the spirit of a town is a major challenge, 
especially one as rich in history as Harpers Ferry. 
Photographs tell stories and photographers have the 
ability to guide viewers through the pages of those stories. 
It isn’t possible to photograph every building or every 
activity, and I had to be as selective as possible to capture 
the right mix of places, people, and events.

A volunteer photographer for residence programs 
must be a team player. It is necessary to work with many 
divisions within the park and their respective staff. A 
volunteer photographer must be proficient in lighting 
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conditions and camera equipment. In addition, this person 
needs creative commercial photography skills and the 
ability to work well with customers and staff. Given my 
experience with my own commercial photography business, 
I felt I could meet these needs.  

My apartment in the park was located in one of the old 
historical buildings overlooking Shenandoah Street. On 
my first night there in late March 2015, as the evening 
light turned to darkness, I heard a whistle announcing a 
train’s approach. I was sitting at my wooden 19th century-
style secretary desk and typing on my 21st century laptop 
computer. I felt as though I wasn’t just at the park, but 
that I had actually gone back in time. The feeling of old-
meets-new continued throughout my stay.

During the first weekend I was in Harpers Ferry, several 
different activities took place. I had a plan to visit all the 
locations. I had my list of events, I had my map of the park, 
and I was determined to capture all of the sights.

The weekend started with Park Day, an event where 
Civil War Trust members and volunteers get out and get 
their hands dirty. The trust works to maintain important 
Civil War battlefields and historic sites throughout 
the country. Steve Lowe, the Harpers Ferry landscape 
architect, spent the day leading a group of volunteers in 
maintenance for the Appalachian Trail, which passes 
through a section of historic Harpers Ferry and the park. I 
photographed volunteers as they worked with their picks, 
shovels, and rakes. They trimmed roots, removed old 
landscaping cloth, and spread a fresh layer of mulch. 

Volunteers 
work to restore 
a section of the 
Appalachian 
Trail that 
passes through 
Harpers Ferry 
National 
Historical Park.
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The park also hosted a women’s history event called 
“Necessity: The Mother of Invention,” which included 
several volunteers who staffed various locations in the 
lower town of Harpers Ferry. Many ladies—and some 
gentlemen—participated, including volunteers from the 
Frederick Ladies Relief and the Atlantic Guard Soldiers 
Aid societies. In addition, some Shepherd College 
students were in character, dressed in clothing and 
uniforms from the mid-1800s. 

I photographed the enlisted men and officers and 
smelled the aroma of fresh bread baking in an outdoor 
wood-fired oven. Modern shoppers were greeted at the 
Philip Frankel & Company men’s clothing store, featuring 
hats, shoes, dress shirts, and trousers—items not found 
in many small towns in the 1860s. Most clothing at this 
time was made to order and usually by a family member, 
seamstress, or tailor, according to Park Ranger Melanie 
Day. A store like Philip Frankel & Company was a novelty 
in a community like Harpers Ferry.

Meanwhile, a grandmother wearing long skirts 
demonstrated a Wilcox & Gibbs sewing machine 
in the dry goods store. On the floor above, ladies 
laughed and talked as they quilted. With all these 
characters and activities occurring around me, 
it was once again easy to believe that I had been 
transported to the days of the Civil War.

Later, I photographed a cleanup project at the old 
Harpers Ferry Flea Market. The land was recently 
purchased by the Civil War Trust and the goal was to 
remove trash, old tables, and leftover junk still spread 
across the property. Sam Zurbuch, the park volunteer 
coordinator, worked with groups like a high school 
ROTC to clean the space. I photographed them as they 
busted up tables, loaded trash into truck, and improved 
the grounds. By then most of the day had passed, but 
there were still places to go and events to photograph.

The history of Harpers Ferry is very rich, and 
so much more has happened there than just events 

Docents and 
park rangers 
like Melanie 
Day (top right) 
demonstrate 
19th century 

life in historic 
Harpers Ferry—
everything from 
shop life at the 
local stores 
to Civil War 

reenactments 
to artisan skills 
like embroidery 
and sewing.
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surrounding the Civil War. Storer College started there and played a large role in what 
became the civil rights movement. Water power was harnessed there, and the rivers, 
Virginius Island, and the Shenandoah Canal became early examples of an industrialized 
United States. It was at Harpers Ferry that the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal Towpath and 
the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad met, exploiting the gap in the mountains.

This was only the first day of my time as a Harpers Ferry artist in residence.  During 
the following two weeks I saw and photographed many more locations, such as the 
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal Towpath, Virginius Island, St. Peter’s Roman Catholic 
Church, Jefferson Rock, and more. My time spent at Harpers Ferry was a mix of 
excitement and wonder. Every day offered something different to see. w

Harpers Ferry 
is considered a 
national treasure  
for the role it 
played in U.S. 
history as the 
location of John 
Brown’s raid 
on a federal 
armory. Its 
location at the 
confluence 
of the 

Potomac and 
Shenandoah 
rivers, 
demonstrated 
by Park Ranger 
David Fox, 
meant the 
town also 
held industrial 
significance. 
Today it is a 
living museum.
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