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Mystery
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History

Built in Martinsburg in 1789,
the lovely stone home of
Revolutionary War General Adam
Stephen welcomes visitors to a
Colonial Christmas open house
on two weekends in December.

The General
Adam Stephen House
By Jeanne Mozier
Photographs by Ron Snow,
West Virginia Department of Commerce
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ach year, on the two weekends before
Christmas, the aroma of mulled cider
wafts from the kitchen fireplace of the
eighteenth-century General Adam
Stephen House in Martinsburg. Costumed
docents greet visitors and tell them about
the period furnishings and portraits of
Stephen grandchildren. Colonial holiday
songs, played on pianoforte and violin, ring from the drawing
room. As in colonial times, candles softly light the festivities
and holiday décor, composed mostly of live evergreens, pine
cones, and fruit.
Guests are welcome to walk
through the historic home and
take in its charm. None of the furnishings are original to the house,
although Stephen’s bedroom
contains a Revolutionary War
general’s field bed that he may
have used while on campaign.
The bed in his daughter Anne’s
room came from the Bower, the
house Stephen gave Anne as a
wedding gift. Anne’s Leetown
home still stands and is owned by
descendants of the family.
In 2010, the popular Colonial
Christmas at the General Adam
Stephen House was expanded
to two weekends and now draws
more than 400 visitors. About
half are local residents. Plans for
this year’s event include reenactors demonstrating colonial holiday traditions: dancing, cooking,
and game playing.
Stephen, who served in
the military under George
Washington and later became a
planter and industrialist, built his
two-story stone home atop the
hill overlooking Martinsburg, the
town he founded. A stone smokehouse and log laundry structure
share the lot. Down the sloping
lawn is the Triple Brick Museum,
filled at Christmastime with
vendors selling vintage holiday
items and decorations. The Adam
Stephen House and outbuildings, as well as the museum,
were acquired by the city and are
operated by the General Adam
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Stephen House Association. Curator and properties manager
Keith Hammersla maintains an office at Triple Brick.

Mysterious Tunnels
Interestingly, the Adam Stephen House includes a kitchen,
an unusual feature for a colonial house. Adding to the
intrigue of this room is what lies beneath the floorboards: an
entrance to fabled tunnels. The eastern edge of downtown
Martinsburg is part of the limestone belt of the Shenandoah
Valley. As underground water dissolved the limestone, natural
cave passages were created. Adam Stephen first built a log
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(Previous page) Reenactor Martin Keesecker greets visitors to
the Adam Stephen House Colonial Christmas celebration.
(Above) Adam Stephen House Curator Keith Hammersla demonstrates colonial life ways at the annual holiday open house.

cabin on the site now occupied by his stone home in the early
1770s, placing it over an entrance to the natural caverns.
The stone house, constructed in the late 1780s and dated
1789, was built on the cabin
foundation, which enclosed
the cavern entrance.
Like much of Adam
Stephen’s life story, the
purpose and pattern of
the tunnels are in dispute.
Stephen may have been
influenced by his earlier
experience building a fort
in Cumberland, Maryland,
during the French and
Indian War. There soldiers
dug tunnels so they could
access the water in nearby
Wills Creek in case of siege.
Tuscarora Creek runs at the
base of the steep incline
where the Stephen house is
situated. Stephen may have
positioned his cabin over
the cavern entrance so he
could hide or escape from

Reenactors Lynne Seibert Steptoe and Linda Grubb help
Alexandra Keesecker to refreshments during the Colonial
Christmas festivities.
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marauding American Indians, although the last attacks in the
region were in 1768.
Just as cloudy as Stephen’s original reasons for building
over the caverns are the uses of those caverns in later centuries. The tunnels would certainly have been useful to hide
just about anything, although there is no indication that they
were part of the Underground Railroad. Oral histories tell of
a woman who nursed both Union and Confederate soldiers

(Below) A plugged entrance to a fabled Martinsburg tunnel system
was discovered beneath the kitchen floorboards of the General
Adam Stephen House. Spelunkers have been working to clear the
passage and open it to the cave system.

back to health, and then snuck them out through the tunnels.
Other stories include that of a grocer who stored goods in the
tunnels and a brewer named Wagonast who used them for
brewing beer. A few folks used the entrances as dump sites for
sewage and trash, blocking access to the cave system.

the kitchen floor boards in a home and found a natural cave
and some skeletons. From the 1930s through the 1950s, there
were numerous stories about kids who went from house to
house through the tunnels, popping up then disappearing. By
that time, owners of houses built over the cavern entrances
were filling them with rocks and dirt to prevent access into
the tunnel system. Other structures with cave entrances were
demolished, and soon nothing but stories remained.
In the mid-1990s, attempts to excavate entrances to the
tunnels began at a city-owned house on King Street that is
known to be connected by passages to the Adam Stephen
House. In the late 1990s, there were unsuccessful attempts
to locate the cave entrance under the Stephen House. Then
former neighbors attended an annual Founders Day tour at

Railroad Robbers and Skeletons
Tales of the tunnels being hideouts for bandits gained credence when newspaper accounts from 1900 to 1904 told of a
gang of young men who stole from the railroad, were chased,
and then simply vanished. A neighbor finally revealed the
existence of the tunnel network and authorities captured the
whole gang.
One story from the 1930s claims that a tenant removed
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(Next page) The kitchen hearth at the General Adam Stephen
House is decorated for the holidays with pine cones and other
natural materials.
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The Adam Stephen House includes a kitchen, an unusual feature
for a colonial house. Adding to the intrigue of this room is what
lies beneath the floorboards: an entrance to fabled tunnels.

the home and revealed the location in the cellar room under
the kitchen. Successful excavation began in 2002 and continues today.
While clearing detritus from the cavern under the Adam
Stephen House, spelunkers with the Tri-State Grotto, a local
caving group, have found unidentified modern bones and
horse teeth. On a Saturday in mid-March of this year, about
a dozen members of the group worked on excavation of the
plugged underground entry to the cave passages under the
Adam Stephen House. All day they hand-dug down in the
pit, hauling up 220 buckets of dirt on a pulley system. The
buckets were carried out through the cellar and the dirt was
dumped over the steep embankment. A day’s work brought
them two to three feet closer to breaking through to the
caves; about 40 feet are now excavated. No one knows for
sure how far there is to go.

Today, the entrance under the King Street house also has
been excavated to more than 40 feet and down two levels of
stairs. There is speculation that another likely site for entry
to the cave passages is beneath the historic Apollo Theater.
Ultimately, excavators and property owners hope to someday
have the tunnel system open to the public.
This year, the General Adam Stephen House will hold its
Colonial Christmas open house on December 13 and 14, and 20
and 21, from 4:00 to 8:00 PM. The house and the Triple Brick
Museum are also open weekend afternoons from 2:00 to 5:00
PM, beginning May 1 and continuing through October 31. In
addition to the Colonial Christmas festivities, the house celebrates
Martinsburg Heritage Day, on the second Saturday in May, with
special tours and activities. Admission is free but donations are
accepted. For more information, call 304.267.4434 or visit
orgsites.com/wv/adam-stephen.

Read more at e-WV: The West Virginia Encyclopedia. www.wvencyclopedia.org
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