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History

By James E. Casto
Postcard  illustrations courtesy of James E. Casto

The 
National Road

This vintage postcard shows a circa 1920s view of the National Road between 
Washington, Pennsylvania, and Wheeling. Note the billboard at lower right.
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W
hen Ohio was admitted 
to the Union in 1803, its 
addition presented the 
young United States with 
a curious dilemma. Given 
the lack of reliable roads, 
it was almost impossible 
to reach the new state 

from the eastern seaboard. The obvious solution: build a good 
road to link Ohio to its sister states. But it wasn’t until 1806 
that President Thomas Jefferson and Albert Gallatin, his secre-
tary of the treasury, were able to convince a reluctant Congress 
to vote for the necessary funding.
 There was already a serviceable turnpike from Baltimore to 
Cumberland, Maryland. As enacted, the legislation provided 
$30,000 to construct a new roadway from Cumberland west-
ward across Pennsylvania to the Ohio River. Initially called the 
Cumberland Road, the roadway later would be known as the 
National Road. (Some people also referred to it as the National 
Highway or the National Pike.) 
 The road was historic in that it was the nation’s first to 
be federally funded. Prior to its construction, America’s roads 
were built either by local or state governments or private 

capital. Thus, in a sense it paved the way for today’s interstate 
highway system.
 Construction of the road was a mammoth engineering 
feat. As one Pennsylvania farmer described it, a workforce of 
1,000 men “came across the commons with their carts, wheel-
barrows, picks, shovels, and blasting tools, grading those com-
mons, and climbing the mountainside, leaving behind them a 
roadway good enough for an emperor to travel over.” 
 The legislation authorizing the road stipulated that its 
endpoint would be the Ohio River, but it didn’t specify exactly 
where. That uncertainty set off intense jockeying by commu-
nities along the Ohio. Pittsburgh was an early favorite, but 
Wheeling ended up taking the honor.
 
Political Connections
History credits prominent plantation owner Moses Shepherd 
and his wife, Lydia, with bringing the roadway to Wheeling. It’s 
often said in politics that “it’s not what you know, it’s who you 
know.” The Shepherds knew House Speaker Henry Clay, one 
of the most powerful politicians of the day. Thanks to Clay’s 
intervention, the road didn’t just pass through Wheeling but 
came within a stone’s throw of the plantation mansion the 
Shepherds had built in 1798.

The historic Wheeling Suspension Bridge, opened in 1849, was 
built to carry the National Road across the Ohio River as it contin-
ued west. Still in use, the bridge now carries only local traffic.
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 The Shepherds called their home Shepherd Hall, but a 
later owner changed the name to Monument Place, a refer-
ence to a 20-foot-high monument to Clay that the Shepherds 
erected on their front lawn. (The statue deteriorated badly over 
the years and eventually was dismantled and placed in storage, 
where it was destroyed in a fire.) In the 1920s, Monument Place 
was purchased by the Osiris Temple, a Masonic lodge, which 
still maintains and occupies it. 
 Shepherd also won (again, no doubt, with Clay’s help) the 
contract to construct the many stone bridges on the 16 miles 
that made up the West Virginia portion of the road, including 
Elm Grove Stone Arch Bridge, which was constructed in 1817. 
The bridge, which spans Little Wheeling Creek, was remod-
eled in 1931 and reinforced in 1953. Placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1981, it’s still in use, making it the 
oldest bridge in West Virginia.
 The National Road reached Wheeling (then still part of the 
state of Virginia) in 1818 and played a major role in the city’s 
early growth and development. The road itself was like none 
seen by most of those who traveled it. The biggest problem with 
most roads 200 years ago was that wagon and coach wheels 
created ruts that rendered them nearly impassable. In the early 
1800s, a Scottish engineer, John Loudon MacAdam, pioneered 
a method of paving a road with broken stones. Roads of this 
type were called “macadam roads.” The macadam technique 
was used to build the National Road, enabling it to stand up to 
heavy traffic.
 The road was 80 feet wide, with distances designated by 
cast-iron mile markers. In the road’s glory years, more than a 

dozen four-horse coaches traveled its length each way every day. 
Heavily loaded wagons hauled supplies and finished goods west 
from Baltimore and then returned east loaded with agricultural 
bounty from the western frontier. 
 Taverns sprang up along the road, offering weary travelers 
food, drink, and a bed for the night. Typical of these was the 
Stone House Tavern built at Rooney’s Point in Ohio County 
about the time the road reached Wheeling. (When West 
Virginia voted statewide prohibition in 1914, the tavern became 
the Stone House Tea Room.) 
 
Bridge to the West
Wheeling marked the road’s end until 1824, when its west-
ward construction resumed and pushed it on across Ohio and 
Indiana. In 1839, the road reached Vandalia, then the state 
capital of Illinois. There the federal funding ran out, forcing 
the Illinois state government to complete the road to its logical 
conclusion at St. Louis.
 Until the Wheeling Suspension Bridge was completed in 
1849, those travelers continuing on to the west had to cross 
the Ohio River by ferry. Designed to carry the National Road 
over the Ohio, the Wheeling span was for a time—a very brief 
time—the longest suspension bridge in the world. It’s still in use 
today, although it now carries only local traffic. 
 The coming of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad (which 
reached Wheeling in 1853) marked the end of the road’s hey-
day. With railroad travel so much faster, the National Road fell 
into disuse. No longer crowded with wagons and livestock, it 
eventually became all but forgotten, a relic of the past. But with 

This postcard 
shows an auto 
exiting the 
stately entrance to 
Wheeling Park on 
the National Road.
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p A Prohibition era postcard shows the Stone House Tea Room at Roney’s Point 
just outside Wheeling. Prior to Prohibition, taverns on the National Road served 
beverages far stronger than tea.

u Moses and Lydia Shepherd erected this monument to their friend Henry Clay on 
the front lawn of their home. The massive monument was later destroyed in a fire.

q Wheeling in one of 12 locations across the nation with identical “Madonna of the 
Trail” monuments. August Leimbach of St. Louis sculpted the 10-foot-tall figures.

®
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the advent of the automobile and the coming of numbered 
highways, much of the road was realigned and incorporated as 
part of busy U.S. Route 40.
 Beginning about 1880, the National Road became a 
popular new address for affluent Wheeling residents intent on 
escaping the hurly-burly of the city. Today, many of the elegant 
homes they built are gone, replaced by commercial sprawl, but 
impressive reminders of the road’s storied past can still be seen.
 One of West Virginia’s most beautiful cemeteries, 
Greenwood, was established in 1866 on the southwest side 
of the National Road at Vernon Avenue. Today, the cemetery 
offers 100 acres of extensive landscaping and gracefully curved 
roadways.
 Near the top of Wheeling Hill, next to the National Road, 
stands a roadside monument constructed by the Daughters of 
the American Revolution (DAR) in 1917 to commemorate the 
legendary horseback leap of Maj. Samuel McColloch. In 1777, 
McColloch, surrounded by pursuing American Indians, is said 
to have escaped by making a daring leap off Wheeling Hill, 
which he (and his horse) survived [See “McColloch’s Leap,” 
Wonderful West Virginia, June 2012].
 Beautiful Wheeling Park stands on the northeast side 

of the National Road, adjoining Mount Calvary Cemetery. 
Originally a privately owned preserve, it was purchased in 1924 
by a group of public-spirited citizens who opened it as a public 
park.
 On the east side of the National Road immediately south 
of Wheeling Park, the DAR and the National Old Trails Road 
Association erected (in 1928) a statue titled “Madonna of the 
Trail,” dedicated “To the Pioneer Mothers of the Covered 
Wagon Days.” One of 12 identical statues erected in states 
across the country, the 10-foot statue shows a woman cradling 
a baby in one arm and clutching a musket with her other hand, 
while a child clings to her skirt.
 In 2002, the brief stretch of the National Road that passes 
through West Virginia was designated as the state’s first All-
American Road, a fitting tribute for a road that helped unify a 
young nation.
 

Retired Huntington newspaper editor James E. Casto is the author of 
a number of books on local and regional history, including Highway 
to History: A Midland Trail Scrapbook (Quarrier Press, $17.95).

The National Road runs within a stone’s throw of the former Shepherd Hall, later renamed Monument Place, just outside Wheeling. Today 
the home is a Masonic lodge.
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