
A new permanent exhibit will 
be opening at the museum in 
November, exploring how the 
local people were shaped by the 
land and how they shaped it in 
turn. Following is an excerpt.

The Buncombe Turnpike
The challenge of getting livestock 
to the major markets of Atlanta, 
Charleston, and further south 
was met by driving animals on 
foot via a loose network of trails 
known as drovers’ roads. In 1828, 
the Buncombe Turnpike toll road 
was opened to provide an improved route which greatly 
increased traffic to and through Western North Carolina.
	 Each year, tens of thousands of hogs and other livestock 
were driven south “on the hoof” from the farms of east 
Tennessee and western North Carolina to Greenville and 
many other cities in South Carolina. Farmers along the route 
enjoyed brisk sales of their corn to feed the hungry animals. 
The turnpike also fostered a network of hotels known as 
stands, which provided overnight food and lodging for both 
livestock and drovers. One writer described this massive 
annual migration as a “great river of hogs.”

Upcoming Events	  For more information, call the museum at (828) 253-9231.

Now—October 25. Victorian Dress Myths Debunked exhibit is open at the museum.
September 26, 11 a.m. Civil War history party for boys and girls, with period food, crafts, and toys. 
October 9. Living History Day setup, event for area fourth and seventh graders, and take-down. 
October 20, TK p.m. WNCHA annual meeting, open to all members.

A unique permanent exhibit of our area’s history opens.
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James Smith’s Empire
 James McConnell Smith was a man 
with the right family connections, 
and he was in the right place at the 

right time to make his fortune. By the 1830s, Smith had 
assembled a “mountain empire” consisting of vast land 
holdings and diverse business interests. Enabled by a 
slave-based economy, through farming and trade he 
emerged as one of the wealthiest men in Buncombe 
County.
	 By 1830 Smith owned over 30,000 acres—much of it 
prime river-bottom land along the French Broad River. 
Much of it was planted in corn to sell as livestock feed. 
Owning this land for many miles along the river gave 
him a near monopoly on access to river crossings.



D.H. Ramsey Library, Special Collections, UNCA

Nothing had a larger impact 
on this region than the long-
awaited arrival of the Western 
North Carolina Railroad in 1880. 
Finally, after decades of technical 
delays and political bickering, 
the city could be reached in one 
or two days’ travel. Within ten 
years, Asheville’s population had 
quadrupled, and its somewhat 
modest hotels—which originally 
catered to livestock drovers on 

The  Battery Park Pier Table

these are 1830s dollars!) 
	 Eventually there would be 
competition from other bridges, 
but for at least ten years Smith’s 
bridge was the only way across. 
Smith maintained his bridge until 
the mid-1850s, when he sold it to 
Buncombe County. After the Civil 
War, Smith’s bridge experienced 
periods of gradual deterioration 
and temporary repairs. In 1881 it 
was removed and replaced by an 
iron structure. That bridge was 
washed away in the flood of 1916 
and was replaced with a seven-
span concrete arch bridge in 1917. 
This last bridge was closed to 
traffic in 1978 and replaced with 
the present I-240 bridge.

The West Asheville Bridge
In February of 1898, Robert 
Garrett’s daughter Mary was wed 
in the Smith-McDowell House. 
The groom was Robert Pulliam 
Johnston [see March/April 2009].
	 Johnston was born in 1870 
in Burnsville and moved to 
Asheville in 1881. After graduating 
from West Point in 1891, he was 

Smith’s Bridge
How did the builder of the 
Smith-McDowell House make his 
money? The old-fashioned way: 
he earned it. James Smith was, 
in fact, the right guy in the right 
place at the right time. At first 
his fortune was based upon real 
estate; in 1826, he bought the land 
on which he would later build 
the house. But this was just the 
beginning. While he eventually 
built an empire based on earnings 
from his hotel, general store, and 
other enterprises, his first real 
moneymaker was a bridge.
	 In the 1820s, the Buncombe 
Turnpike was constructed to 
replace and organize myriad 
trails used to herd livestock from 
Tennessee and North Carolina 
to railroad connections in South 
Carolina. In Buncombe County, 
a good deal of this turnpike ran 
along the east bank of the French 
Broad River. Smith immediately 
identified a problem: How do the 
thousands of small farmers on 
the west side of the river get their 
livestock across the river so they 
can hook up with the turnpike? 
His solution: build a bridge.
	 Smith’s Bridge was 
constructed in the early 1830s. 
According to Dr. Richard W. 
Iobst’s The Smith-McDowell 
House: A History, it was a simple 
wooden bridge with wooden 
railings and a plank floor resting 
on stone pilings. Smith charged 
tolls ranging from 50 cents for a 
loaded four-horse wagon to one 
cent for a hog. (Remember that 

assigned to the Engineers Corps 
and served in the Spanish-American 
War and then Stateside. Eventually, 
disillusioned by the realities of 
military life, he resigned from the 
army and returned to Asheville. 
	 When it became obvious that 
Smith’s bridge was not sufficient 
to handle the increasing flow of 
traffic across the French Broad 
River, Johnston was commissioned 
to design and construct a second 
one: the West Asheville Bridge, 
completed in 1911. Its soaring 
concrete arches and extended entry 
ramps crossed the river in the 
vicinity of Haywood and Clingman 
roads—less than half a mile south of 
Smith’s Bridge. 
	 Johnston’s was the only bridge 
to survive the massive flood of 
1916, but in 1972 it was dynamited 
to make room for the New West 
Asheville Bridge.

 —John Turk

A Tale of Two Bridges
How the Smith-McDowell House is 
	 tied to spans of the French Broad River

Smith’s wooden bridge was rebuilt with iron in 1881, but after 
washing away in the flood of 1916 (below) it was rebuilt with 
concrete (left). Johnston’s bridge is in the background below.

the Buncombe Turnpike—were 
replaced with opulent structures 
that rivaled those in Charleston, 
Atlanta, and Baltimore. 
	 First among these was the 
Battery Park Hotel. Situated atop 
the tallest hill in town, its Queen 
Anne splendor dominated the city. 
Built in 1883 by Col. Frank Coxe, 
it featured hot and cold running 
water in each room, a three-story 
elevator, and more than 30 acres of 
gardens and parks. It was the finest 
hotel in the South. Within 20 years, 
its guest lists read like a who’s who 
of America, including Babe Ruth, 
John D. Rockefeller, Jay Gould, 
William Cody (“Buffalo Bill”), 

Sergei 
Rachmaninoff, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, George 
Vanderbilt, and three U.S. 
presidents. 
	 In 2007, one of the Battery 
Park Hotel’s original pier tables 
was donated to WNCHA by 
Fanny Bunn. Made of solid and 
veneered mahogany with a 
marble top, the table features a 
recessed mirror underneath. One 
can only imagine the thousands of 
pairs of feet that were reflected in 
its surface. Today it sits near the 
carriage entrance to the Smith-
McDowell House. 

 —John Turk

Editor’s Note: Museum Management
WNCHA’s annual meeting will be held October 20, and all members are 
invited to attend. Come get involved! For details, call (828) 253-9231.
	 One of WNCHA’s successes in the past year has been the resurrec-
tion of the Museum Committee. It’s useful to have a group dedicated 
purely to the nuts and bolts of taking care of the house and its collections, 
as well as developing new programs and showings (such as the Victorian 
Dress Myths Debunked exhibit, open now through October 25). 
	 Currently we’re gearing up toward a comprehensive inventory: 
updating records, identifying collection items, and ensuring that they’re 
properly housed and handled. We have a wonderful collection, and only 
by properly identifying and caring for the contents can we share them in 
future exhibits—and save them for future generations.

 —Jessamyn Reeves-Brown

Near right, 
the Battery 
Park Hotel 
in the 1880s; 
far right, the 
pier table 
now at the 
museum.

Southern Railway Company, NOAA Library

D.H. Ramsey Library, E.M. Ball Collection, UNCA
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SMITH-MCDOWELL HOUSE MUSEUM

THIS OCTOBER, be a 
volunteer to help bring 
19th-century Western North 
Carolina to life for local fourth- 
and eighth-grade students 
visiting the Smith-McDowell 
House Museum.
	 At WNCHA’s Living 
History Day, students will 
see re-enactors of different 
periods, listen to Cherokee 
storytelling, and watch 
craftspeople such as bobbin-lace 
and basket makers. They will 
experience an old-fashioned 
education with a one-room 

This newsletter is edited and designed by Jessamyn Reeves-Brown. Send your comments to jessamyn@songsmyth.com.

       The only way we 
can keep the cost of this 
great program down for 
students is with your 
help. You don’t need any 
special skills! Volunteers 
are needed for the check-
in table; setup (Thursday, 
Oct 8, and the morning 
of Friday, October 9); 

as museum docents during the 
event on Friday; and for take-
down on Friday afternoon. 
	 To sign up as a volunteer, call 
Lisa or Alicia at the museum at 
(828) 253-9231.

schoolhouse, play period games, 
learn a 19th-century dance, 
take a tour of the museum, 
participate in hands-on activities 
such as corn-shucking and 
laundering, and much more.

Making History Live at the Museum


