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Notes from Collections

By Seth Goodhart, RHS Curator/Librarian

Greetings and Happy New Year from Collections!
While weighing a number of options for this edition of
“Notes” I was serenaded by my beloved wind chimes,
singing to a brisk January wind. Sweet tune or not, my
mind wandered to warmer days, and I decided to post a
summertime story in hopes of providing momentary re-
prieve from winter's chill. The old tattered newspaper
clipping I have transcribed was discovered among the
Letcher Family Collection donated to RHS last year. The
author and exact date are unknown, though there are
plenty of clues as to the era. We do know that the article
was originally written for the Atlanta Constitution.

[Ed. Note: Slightly edited for space.]

“A Big Rattler Done in by a Black”

It was a warm day in August at the Rockbridge Alum
Springs, in old Virginia, and there were 900 visitors sit-
ting around the hotel and
cottages, killing time un-
til the sun went down be-
hind Rattlesnake Moun-
tain. Among the noted
guests of Landlord Fra-
zier were Professor Jack-
son, afterward known as
“Stonewall”’; Honest John
Letcher, governor of the
state; Congressman John
Kerr of North Carolina,
and Professor Mitchell,
whose name is given to
the highest Mtn. in the old
North State, where he met
his tragic end.

Hostettler, the pro-
fessional hunter was anchored under the shade of a sil-
ver maple on the wide-spreading lawn, magnetized, as
it were, by a rattlesnake with thirteen buttons, which the
hunter had in a glass box covered with drapery. Every
now and then the voice of Hostettler could be heard in
the stillness signing out: “Here is the greatest curiosity on
earth—a boss snake with thirteen buttons---and the whole
show can be seen for nine pence.”

Many adults and children availed themselves of the
opportunity to look on the “greatest curiosity,” and old
York shillings, which in Virginia were called “ninepenc-

Black Rat Snake -- Largest Snake in Virginia

es,” poured into Hostettler’s pockets. He was getting rich
fast, when a circumstance happened that broke up his
speculation---for a time at least.

Charley Mitchell, a son of the Professor and Char-
ley Hunt of Richmond, had walked across the bridge over
Alum Creek, where, in front of the billiard room, sunning
himself near the water’s edge lay stretched out to his full
length, a mammoth black snake. Mitchell’s pistol came
out quickly from his hip pocket, and he was in the act of
making a target of the peaceable king of all snakes when
Hunt called a halt saying, “Virginians never kill a black
snake!” “All reptiles should be sent where the woodbine
twineth, and why not this one?” asked Mitchell in an
impatient way. “Because,” answered Hunt, in the mild-
est tone of voice, “wherever the black snake chooses his
home, no other varmints of like species exist, for he either
kills or drives them out.”

“You don’t mean to say
that your pet snake can
whip one carrying rattles
on his tail?” said Mitch-
ell.

Hunt laughed heart-
ily at the younger man’s
ignorance, and said, “Rat-
tlesnakes may be the king
in North Carolina and fur-
ther south, but that lad ly-
ing there is boss in these
mountains.”

“That may be your
opinion but I’ll back mine
with $100 that he cannot
lick any rattlesnake alive,”
said Mitchell.

“I’1l go you just once,” quickly responded Hunt.

By this time a large crowd had assembled. Among
them was “Honest” John Letcher, into whose hands the
money was placed, to be given by him to the backer of the
winning snake.

The blacksnake lay basking in the sun heedless of
the discussion. He seemed perfectly at ease, not caring a
continental for the superior intelligence that stood off at a
safe distance, and as none of the celebrities present cared
about getting close enough to his snakeship to disturb him,
a truce existed for the time being. The blacksnake being

Credit:B.R. Floyd
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Put Your Name in History

Rockbridge Historical Society is ready to publish Dr.
Charles Bodie’s new county history, Remarkable Rock-
bridge. A ground-breaking new study that brings the story
of our area up to the 21st century, the book will be a must
for everyone interested in local history.

Now you can have a part in it! Names of contributors
will be listed on an acknowledgment page: Benefactors —
$500 or more; Patrons — $250 or more; Sponsors — $100 or
more; and Friends — $50 or more. The Society is undertak-
ing this publication itself; so, we have to raise the money
for the printing bill. With your help, we can do it. Already
we have a number of significant gifts. With your contribu-
tion, we should be able to bring the book out this spring. So
write yourself into history with a gift to the RHS!

Membership

The Importance of Dues/Donations

Our members have always been a critical source of
financial support for your Society’s missions and steward-
ship responsibilities.

For new members, and for all members renewing for
next year (2012), we have made some changes to reflect
current interpretations of the IRS Code making the entire
amount of contributions to RHS tax deductible.

New Categories of Annual Support
Minimum donation for:
Individual/Family — $30 ¢ Corporate/Business — $50
*Sponsor — $100 * Patron — $250 ¢ Benefactor * $500
Angel — $1,000 ¢ Platinum Supporter — $5,000

The Society is a 501 (c¢) (3) charitable foundation.

Development

The ever-increasing cost of maintaining our three
historic houses and grounds, plus the multitude of other
activities we undertake, or sponsor, require financial sup-
port considerably beyond the income generated by mem-
bership dues and rental property revenues.

In addition to enhanced memberships and donations,
RHS friends and supporters have arranged employers’
matching gifts. Moreover, philanthropic individuals and
private foundations are also contributing.

If you haven’t had the opportunity to do so, please con-
sider a gift and/or include RHS in your estate planning.

For additional information and opportunities to
support RHS, please visit our website at www.rockh-
ist.org, or contact us at 540/464-1058 or by e-mail to
rochist@hotmail.com.

Event Calendar

Monday e Januaury 31st @ 7:30 pm
Program:
Images of the Institute — A Pictorial History of VMI
Speaker: Colonel Keith E. Gibson
Location:

Pogue Auditorium, George C. Marshall Museum

Following the program there will be a reception
and booksigning for COL Gibson's new book.
Refreshments will be served, and attendees will
have the opportunity to view a gallery of candid

photographs of modern-day VMI cadet life.

Scheduled events are subject to change.
For confirmation check the RHS Website:
www.rockhist.org or call 540/464-1058.

David Coffey, our indefatigable Program Chair,
assisted by helpful suggestions from the RHS Board,
is busy arranging a 2011 season of programs and
events sure to please everyone fortunate enough to
attend them. Program planning currently underway
includes presentations on famed missionary, William
Morrison, historic local letters to the editor, and the
history of our local area as told in the upcoming book,
Remarkable Rockbridge: The Story of a Virginia
County.

Your Society is always interested in producing
programs and events that are both emjoyable and
instructive. Everyone is welcome to submit ideas at

rochist@hotmail.com, or by calling 540/464-1058.
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Notes from Collections

Continued from page 4

on hand, ready for anything that turned up, the question
arose as to where a rattler could be found, as they were
scarce in the immediate vicinity of the sleeping beauty.
But a happy thought struck Mitchell, and he proposed that
a committee of three be appointed to approach Hostettler
and purchase his show. The self-organized committee ap-
pointed him chairman, and Governor Letcher and Hunt
made up the trio to wait upon Hostettler---the wild son of
the Alleghenies---with authority to buy the rattler.

When the three gentlemen approached the veteran
hunter he was signing his old refrain about “the biggest
curiosity on earth.” This was cut short by Mitchell saying:
“Hoss, how much will you take for your show?”

“Consider’in it’s worth to me $6 a day, and that the
season is now at its height, the lowest price I’ll ask is
$100,” answered Hostettler.

This was out of the question; but it did not take long
for the persuasive eloquence of Governor Letcher to sat-
isfy “old Hoss” that a good deal of fun was in prospect,
and a compromise was effected by handing the boss of
the show a $20 note, on the condition that he would carry
his glass box across the creek and “spill the tiger out,” as
Mitchell expressed it.

The committee feared that by this time the black-
snake had taken himself away, but the sun was shining
hot, and the gentlemen manifested great pleasure at see-
ing the king of the snakes coiled up in the spot where
they had left him; but, for fear some accident might hap-
pen that would deprive all present of the morning sport,
Hostettler was ordered to let his pet loose. He did so by
raising the glass door of the reptile’s cage, and as lib-
erty is sweet even to a snake, the rattler crawled out of
his pent-up prison and no sooner had he got his entire
length on his native soil, than his piercing eyes spotted
two enemies---a black snake in his front and Hostettler
in the rear of him. ----- {next few lines indecipherable}
————— high betting became the order and extreme South-
erners backed the rattler while the Virginians, aided by a
few North Carolinians, accepted all offers made against
the proud and gamy representative snake of the ancient
Commonwealth. It was estimated that $10,000 was wa-
gered on the result, but while the gentlemen were arrang-
ing their debts, the rival snakes were preparing for the
deadly strife. As soon as the black snake woke from his
seeming slumber, he uncoiled himself and limbering up,
sprang for the weather side of the rattler. This caused the
latter to change his position, making more room for the

tactics of Virginia’s pride. The rattler would raise himself
and strike out its full length, to be surprised at finding his
enemy a few inches out of reach. The blacksnake kept up
a slow and steady march in circular motion around the
rattlesnake, and while making no pretense to act on the
offensive, he always managed to keep out of the reach of
the poisonous fangs that were thrust at him.

The men from the Cotton Belt said that the pride of
Virginia was a coward, and offered three to two that the
rattler would beat him.

“There’s no fight in the cur.” shouted Charley Mitch-
ell, offering $100 to $75 that the coward would get licked.
Needless to say, all bets on the rattlesnake were taken up
by the Virginians. The only fear on their side was that the
rattler might strike their champion, and if so, the jig was
up; but they depended on the native common sense and
cunning of the blacksnake, which knew his enemy and
how to deal with him. The more the rattler struck out the
weaker he became, until at last it was plain to his backers
that unless something was done quickly the game would
become a draw, as they concluded that the blacksnake
would never show fight. The scene was becoming mo-
notonous, when Hostettler shouted out: “I’ll bet the $20 I
got for my pet that he’ll get licked.”

Mitchell immediately answered: “I’ll take it;” but
there was no more betting, as the wise men among the
cotton planters began to think that Hostettler’s knowledge
of snakes, from his forty years’ experience among them,
was better than their own, and while they expected some
new turn in the affair, they could not tell what it would be;
but there was one thing for certain---the betting life was
knocked out of them when Hostettler staked the price of
his show on the result.

They did not have much longer to wait, for at last the
rattlesnake became exhausted, while the black was ap-
parently fresh and strong. Watching his opportunity, the
champion of the Virginias lifted himself off the ground
with marvelous rapidity, throwing himself across the body
of his rival, coiling his folds around his now prostrate en-
emy, hugging him to death.

The cotton men said it was not a fair fight, but the
stakeholders gave up the money to the victors, and the
yell of the Virginians was so loud and long, that the echo,
coming back from the towering North Mountains, fright-
ened the champion more than his enemy had, and he
crawled quickly down the banks of the creek, and was
never thereafter seen again.
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Director’s Corner

By George Wm. Warren, 1V, Executive Director

There is an old, but still quite relevant
proverb, to the effect that “Many hands
make light the work.” The Amish seem
enormously fond of the phrase. But it ap-
plies equally to any worthy endeavor un-
dertaken in concert by any group of peo-
ple bound by shared values and a common
goal.

This certainly resonates with me, as
my beloved Rockbridge Historical So-
ciety has depended from its inception over 70 years ago
upon the combined efforts of what is now a vast number
of folks who were determined not to allow the loss of our
local history and historic architecture.

Despite the enormous contributions of a dozen or so
legendary figures, the resounding success of all this work
over so many years can be substantially attributed to a mul-
titude of largely anonymous volunteers who have beavered
away, quietly and industriously, to insure the fulfillment of
our mission of stewardship of our three historic buildings,
and the historic garden and grounds that surround them.
In the course of this work, they have made it possible to

achieve our goal of allowing the past to educate the pres-
ent through our collection of historic papers and artifacts,
museum displays, popular public history programs, publi-
cations, and special events involving living history.

It should not, however, be forgotten that our wonder-
ful history education and historic preservation accom-
plishments have not been supported by any endowment,
ongoing foundation support, or financial contributions
from government at any level. Until the very recent past,
the Society hasn’t even had an annual development pro-
gram.

The Society been frugal; we’ve created a modest in-
come stream from tenants in our historic buildings, and
we’ve enjoyed a lot of unpaid assistance. The reality, how-
ever, is that we need solid and regular financial support to
keep up our good work.

So, please take note of the special plea and return en-
velope enclosed with this issue of News-Notes, and, if you
haven’t already done so, please update your membership
for 2011, and add something extra, if you can, to insure
our accomplishments continue as before.

Thank you.

VMI (Circa 1866

Credit:VMI Archives
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out January and February 2011.The Mu-
seum will reopen on a Winter Schedule
on Wednesday, March 2nd

Campbell House

Winter Operating Hours

[0-1
Saturday — Open |-4
Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday — Closed

Summer Operating Hours
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday - Open
10-4

Saturday and Sunday — Open |-4
Monday and Tuesday — Closed

The Museum depends upon volunteer do-
cents to provide access to its reference li-
brary and exhibits. Operating hours are
subject to change without notice. Visitors
should contact the director prior to arrival
at 540/460-3046 or rochist@hotmail.com to
confirm Campbell House will be open. Often

visit days or hours the museum is otherwise
closed.

Washington & Randolph Streets

A P.O. Drawer 1409
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday - Open Lexington, Virginia 24450-1409

Campbell House will be closed through- THE ROCKBRIDGE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

EST 1959

an appointment can be made for a research Is your membership up to date? Please check your label.

The holidays are over, and we find ourselves in a
new year. It is January, named for the ancient Roman
god, Janus, associated with doors and gates. Romans had
their own preoccupations about time and space. They de-
picted Janus as two-faced, looking both backward and
forward. Don’t we do the same with our own concerns
about the past and future?

January is a month that doesn’t invite a lot of hope. It
comes in with dark skies, cold temperatures, bare trees,
a scattering of birds, and the certainty of more weeks of
winter weather ahead. But it also beckons a new year,
and it offers a chance for renewal and to rethink our own
futures, individually and collectively. I choose the spirit
of hope over gloom any day, for my family, for my na-
tion, and for the RHS.

Your Society had a difficult year in 2010, having to
trim expenses to reflect the weak economy. We have all
faced this unfortunate downturn, tightening our belts, in
some cases looking for new jobs, and wondering about

By Charles A. Bodie, Ph.D. —

President’s Perspective

President and Board Chair

the future for our children. We can rejoice in news that
prospects are slowly improving.

You have helped to raise our board’s spirits at year’s
end with your outpouring of donations in response to our
annual appeal. Be assured that they will be put to use, un-
less you asked otherwise, in our campaign to publish Re-
markable Rockbridge, a new history, sponsored by the
Society in 2003 and about to be released in the spring.
I apologize for the delay. The road to final publication
has been longer than anticipated due to careful editing, a
search for over 100 illustrations, and the final page set-
up. But the beast is about to emerge, and [ invite you and
your friends to line up to purchase it when it appears. |
trust that Oprah will notice.

Again, thank all of you for your financial support for
this important endeavor. In turn, the Society promises to
recognize donors on a special page in the book. The cam-
paign, incidentally, is not over. You can still make a dona-
tion. Remarkable Rockbridge will be your book too.




