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Fort New Salem, located in Salem.
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FRONTIER 
FORTRESSES

At one time, hundreds of fortified structures  
dotted our mountainscape. Many are lost  

forever, but their rich history lives on. 
WRITTEN BY DAVE McCORMICK
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T
hroughout the 18th and 19th centuries, 
western Virginia—the area that would 
become West Virginia in 1863—was 
abuzz with construction. Frontiersmen, 
settlers, longhunters, and eventually 
soldiers depended on fortifications for 

protection in the wild, densely forested expanse to the 
west of any civilization. Some of the area’s forts were 
erected by private landowners and fur trading companies. 
Others were built by military forces to fortify strategic 
areas and protect important trade routes. 

The number of forts in western Virginia and, later, 
West Virginia is staggering: 60-plus military installations 
alone, with private forts numbering several hundred. 
Their significance in American history cannot be 
overstated, especially their role in western expansion, in 
supporting our nation’s independence in the American 
Revolution, and in helping to save the Union during the 
American Civil War. 

These are the stories of just a few.

Forts Ashby and Cocke  
In the middle 1700s, settlers in the Patterson Valley 
region faced dangers from natives: torched dwellings, 
fields destroyed during harvest, and settlers killed. 
Virginia’s Royal Governor at the time, Robert 
Dinwiddie, commanded newly promoted Colonel 
George Washington in October 1755 to oversee the 
building of a fort at present day Fort Ashby, in Mineral 
County. The square enclosure measuring 90 feet on 

each side with bulwarks at the corners housed quarters 
for the men and a gunpowder magazine. The outpost, 
named for Captain John Ashby, was completed quickly 
for fear of another attack.  

Fort Ashby, Fort Cumberland to its north, and Fort 
Cocke, a wooden stockade constructed at the same time 
as Ashby to its south, were strategically located to keep a 
critical supply route open, and Ashby and his 32 rangers 
strode the line continuously.

Having served their purpose, both forts were 
abandoned in 1757. Ashby was re-activated in a century 
later, in 1858, for a different conflict with the same 
mission as before: Guard the supply route at all costs. It 
was shuttered again in 1863. 

Eventually, a larger settlement named Fort Ashby 
took root. Through later efforts of the Works Progress 
Administration, the fort structure was restored in 
1938 for use as a museum. In 1970, it was listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places.

Fort Arbuckle
Fort Arbuckle was built in 1774, and its main function 
was to offer protection to settlers and militias from attacks 
by Indigenous tribes. The fort was a diamond-shaped 
wooden stockade made of vertically placed timbers and 
was situated on a hillock overlooking the place where Mill 
Creek discharges into Muddy Creek. It stood about five 
miles north of today’s Alderson in Greenbrier County and 
provided crucial protection to more than 40 frontier families. 
It was occupied through the end of the Revolutionary War. 

Ashby's 
Fort, located 
in Mineral 
County.

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F 

F
R

IE
N

D
S 

O
F 

A
SH

B
Y

'S
 F

O
R

T

WV Division of Natural Resources



 WONDERFULWV.COM         7

No footprint is left of Fort Arbuckle today, 
but the surrounding area presents historical sites 
and information about what once was. And the 
Archaeological Conservancy, the Greenbrier 
Historical Society, and the West Virginia Land Trust 
have joined forces to preserve the site where Arbuckle 
once stood, create a public space there, and protect it 
from future development. 

Fort Boreman
The military installation of Fort Boreman was 
constructed near Parkersburg in 1863 by Company 
A of the 11th West Virginia Volunteer Infantry 
Regiment. Its central role was to secure the 
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad between Wheeling 
and Parkersburg from incursions by the Confederate 
Army. The fort consisted of double four-foot-deep 
trenches set at the top of the hill in a weave pattern 
and was named for the brand new state of West 
Virginia’s first governor, Arthur Boreman. 

After the historic site suffered decades of 
degradation, the Wood County Commission began 
a project in 2006 to reclaim it as a community park. 

Fort Boreman, located in Parkersburg.
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Fort Boreman Historical Park offers nature trails, 
a scenic overlook, picnic facilities, and a partially 
reconstructed fortification suggestive of what stood 
there 200 years ago.  

Fort Henry      
At the outbreak of Lord Dunmore’s War in 1774, a fort 
was constructed on the Ohio River and named Fort 
Fincastle for the Viscount Fincastle, Royal Governor 
of Virginia. By 1776, the installation was in the hands 
of rebel American troops and was renamed in honor of 
Patrick Henry. It was located in what is now downtown 
Wheeling. The outpost was a vertical log square 
fortification enclosing one-half acre of strategic land. 
It withstood an assault in September 1777 by natives 
and survived an offensive by British and native allies 
in September 1782. This is considered by some to be the 
last battle of the American Revolution. Nothing remains 
at the site, which lies on the west side of Main Street 
between 11th and 10th streets.

Topography proved invaluable at Fort Henry. It 
offered natural defense on all but one side: To the south 
and west flanks, a promontory deterred raids, and to the 
north, a rift afforded a solid defense. On the east side, a 
blockhouse with a mounted cannon secured the entrance 
from attackers. 

Fort Henry was made famous by two extraordinary 
stories. One is the legend of McColloch’s Leap, in which 
Major Samuel McColloch, surrounded by hostile natives, 
guided his steed off of a 300-foot cliff and landed safely 
on the ground below, narrowly escaping torture and death. 
And young Betty Zane famously trekked through the 
battle lines to fetch gunpowder from a nearby stockpile, 
allowing troops to continue their defense of the fort during 
the Siege of Fort Henry. 

Fort Mulligan
Union troops constructed Fort Mulligan at Petersburg in 
August of 1863. Its earthen fortifications were buttressed 
with logs and protected munitions bunkers for arms, 
powder, and ball. But the lifespan of the fort was brief. 
When Major General Jubal Early advanced on the fort 
in January 1864, his troops easily outnumbered the 
Union forces within its walls. Colonel Joseph Thoburn’s 
Union forces retreated, and Early’s Confederate troops 
gained control.     

The Confederate stay at Fort Mulligan was also 
short-lived. Early and his troops departed for their 
Valley Campaign of 1864, leaving the fort vacant. Fort 
Mulligan would see no other military action. 

Today, the well-maintained earthen fortifications, 
situated on the western side of Petersburg just to the 
south of North Fork Highway, are open to visitors. The 
site includes interpretive markers along walking paths, 
winter camp cabin remains, and more. 

Fort Henry 
Days held 
at Oglebay 
Labor Day 
weekend.
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Fort Ohio
Fort Ohio, more commonly known as New Store, 
was a stockade fort of rather small dimensions—45 
feet long, 25 feet wide, and two stories high. Its 
design included a watchtower and a ground f loor 
used for storing furs. The log fort was constructed 
in 1749 on the present site of Ridgeley by Job 
Pearsall and was named for the Ohio Company, 
which traded at the site.

The fort played a significant part in military 
functions during the French and Indian War and 
served as one of four forts protecting the western 
Virginia frontier and an important supply chain. 
The chain continued to Fort Sellers, then Fort 
Ashby, and on to Fort Cocke. When Maryland’s 
Fort Cumberland was erected around 1754 just 
across the river, it encompassed Fort Ohio and 
used that space as a magazine and storage area. 
A historical marker stands on the Potomac River 
Bridge in Ridgeley near where the fort once stood.

Fort Randolph
Following the fierce battle between the Shawnee 
and the American colonists that took place on 
October 10, 1774, at Point Pleasant, Andrew 
Lewis’s Militia of Virginia frontiersmen set to 

work erecting an outpost that was completed 
in 1776. Known as Fort Randolph—named 
for Continental Congress president Peyton 
Randolph—it was sited at the point where the 
Kanawha and Ohio rivers meet. Its mission was 
to protect Virginia settlements from attacks by 
native tribes. The fort failed in its mission, and 
skirmishes between fort commissaries and natives 
were common. 

A familiar tale is told about this fort. Historical 
records show that Shawnee Chief Cornstalk 
and his son were on a peace mission at the fort 
when they were murdered within walls of the 
compound. Knowing he was about to meet the 
Great Spirit, Cornstalk uttered, “May the curse of 
the Great Spirit fall upon this place.” The city of 
Point Pleasant sprung up around the spot where 
the two Shawnee were killed. On December 15, 
1967, the Silver Bridge at Point Pleasant collapsed 
into the Ohio River, killing 46 souls. And two 
years later, fire ravaged Point Pleasant’s business 
district. Some mused: Chief Cornstalk’s curse?  

The site was abandoned in 1770, and natives 
burned it to the ground shortly thereafter. A 
replica was built in the 1970s in Point Pleasant’s 
Krodel Park. 

Fort Randolph 
(above), located in 
Krodel Park, Point 
Pleasant.
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Prickett’s Fort and Fort New Salem
For a historical field trip, consider a visit to either Prickett’s Fort 
State Park in Marion County or Fort New Salem in Doddridge 
County. Each offers a window into early frontier life. 

Native attacks against settlers prompted the construction 
of Prickett’s Fort on the Monongahela River around 1773 as a 
refuge. It was a square compound with cabins incorporated into 
the stockade walls. Built by settlers on land owned by Leban and 
Evelyn Prickett near the mouth of Prickett’s Creek, the fort offered 
protection to as many as 80 families. Such refuge forts numbered in 
the hundreds in the valley, and frontier families would take refuge 
for days, even weeks, when the threat of native attack was high. 

The Marion County site is now listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places, and its reconstructed fort buildings are owned 
and operated by West Virginia State Parks. It is open daily for 
public tours that include demonstrations by docents who portray life 
on the western Virginia frontier to thousands of visitors each year.

The original community of New Salem was settled around 
1792 by pioneers who carried with them traditions and trades that 
included farming, animal husbandry, and blacksmithing to their new 
home in western Virginia. As it stands now, Fort New Salem is a 
reconstructed living history museum illustrative of life on the western 
Virginia frontier in the 1800s. It is complete with a stockade fort, 
blockhouse, and 18 original period log cabins and barns relocated 
from other areas. Traditions of the original settlers are carried on 
today under the ownership of the Fort New Salem Foundation. wPrickett‘s Fort (top and bottom photos), located in Marion County.
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