Collaboration in the Courthouse Archives
Building a digital archive of legal records that illuminate local stories of displacement
The Vision

Project Overview

Project Sponsors

To promote and build a shared understanding of the
past in an effort to foster an inclusive future and
sense of place in Rockingham County, Virginia.

Exploring Rockingham’s Past (ERP) is an ongoing
collaboration between JMU’s History Department, JMU
library staff, and the Circuit Court Clerk of Rockingham
County. One year ago, a history graduate student began
a summer internship in the Courthouse archives under
the guidance of the Clerk and a history professor. Library
staff provided space, equipment, and mentorship for
what became an ambitious digitization project. The
inaugural ERP collection consists of 6,207 digitized legal
documents from the 1930s that reveal 364 stories
surrounding Virginia’s condemnation of private land
within Rockingham County to create the Shenandoah
National Park (SNP). These documents have been
released into the public domain as keyword searchable
and fully described PDFs. The project was unveiled at
a large public event where the Clerk, SNP staff,
descendants of displaced families, and JMU folks
came together to announce the project, share
the documents, and engage in some
emotional truth and reconciliation.

This project owes a great deal of gratitude for the continued support from the
Town of Harrisonburg, Rockingham
County, The Circuit Court of Rockingham County, James Madison
University, and JMU Libraries.

The Mission
To serve as the foundation
for a multi-year public history
project that will preserve and
make available select
historical court records that
document the diverse history
of Rockingham County
within the larger context of
the Shenandoah Valley, the
South, and the nation.
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State of Virginia v. L. G. Meadows

Claire Comer
Interpretive Specialist at Shenandoah
National Park, Blue Ridge Family
Descendant

The State of Virginia initiated this case and many others like it against Lloyd Gruver Meadows, a person
who owned land on what is now the Shenandoah National Park. In collaboration with the Federal Government, Virginia used condemnation to seize 52,561 acres of private property for public use without the
owner consent.
The map on the far left is a guide to the Shenandoah National Park published in 1938. If you look carefully, you can see Dean Mountain (labeled “Dean Mtn.”). Mr. Meadows owned tract number 30, a tract of 701
acres on Dean Mountain spanning Rockingham and Greene Counties. The land was used mostly for harvesting timber. The state valued this land at $3,274, which was paid to Mr. Meadow’s creditors.

Teresa Lam
Rockingham County Blue Ridge Family
Descendant, Blue Ridge Heritage Project
Board Member
115-0002 Rockingham County Courthouse,” Virginia Department of Historic Resources accessed August 6, 2018, http://www.dhr.virginia.gov/historic-registers/115-0002/

Moving from left to right, the next map shows the boundary of tract number 30 on a current map published
by NC State University. This map depicts the park as it is today along with parking lots, mile markers,
hikes, roads, park boundaries, and historic tracts.

An important note about the ERP collection
The image on the left is taken from one of two deed
books in the ERP collection. These books include all
of the surveyor descriptions of the tracts of land,
names of property owners, additional claims, and the
current location of where tract owners resided. This is
the tract that Lloyd Meadows owned.
The image on the right is one of 23 pages of
documents that comprise the condemnation case
against Lloyd Meadows. This page describes the
location of the property and the roads on the property.
It also lists the types of acreage found on the property,
the number of acres for each type, and the value of
the land.

“Guide Map of the Shenandoah National Park Virginia, 1938,” National Park Service,
accessed on August 6, 2018, https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery.htm?id=20B61590155D-451F-6786CFBCF8DF232B.

“Shenandoah National Park: Hikes, Historic Tracts and Routing,” NC State University,
accessed on August 6, 2018, https://ncsu.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html
?id=072357e56

Next Steps

“Meadows, L. G.,” Exploring Rockingham’s Past, accessed August 6, 2018,
https://omeka.lib.jmu.edu/erp/items/show/568.

“Meadows, L. G.,” Exploring Rockingham’s Past, accessed August 6,
2018, https://omeka.lib.jmu.edu/erp/items/show/568

Contact Information:

Phase 2 of the ERP project is underway. A graduate
student from JMU’s Public History program is
collecting and flat-filing Rockingham County Court
records from the period of Prohibition. These records
document infractions and licenses related to alcohol
production, sales, and possession during the 1920s.
This student will collaborate with a graduate student in
the Writing and Technical Communication program to
refine the interface and narrative for an interpretive
online essay that draws on these records.
Three additional Virginia circuit court offices as well as
the Shenandoah National Park want to add their SNP
condemnation records to the collection. The ERP
team is researching grant opportunities to support
these collaborations.
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These court documents have a complicated past. They
were taken soon after their creation to the other Virginia
counties, who were also condemning land for the creation
of the Shenandoah National Park, to serve as both precedent and an example for the court on the legal processes
to follow. After returning from their multi-county tour, the
documents likely remained at the Rockingham County
Circuit Courthouse for the next seventy-five years, rolled
up in several scrolls and bound with a cloth string. In
2013 Chaz Haywood, Rockingham County Circuit Court
Clerk, found the disorganized scrolls in boxes. Chaz then
sent these scrolls to KOFILE Preservation, a records
preservation company. They recommended several procedures including deacidfication, mending and reinforcement of paper as necessary, resewing, and archival grade
polyester encapsulation. The documents were returned to
the courthouse archive with each page placed in an archival grade envelope. A Deputy Clerk and local genealogist
reorganized and sorted the documents by case. These
documents have been digitized and published on the
ERP Omeka site. The organization and naming of the
files match the arrangement provided by the Deputy Clerk
and local genealogist. It is possible that some items within
this collection are incomplete or incorrectly grouped.
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“Collaborating with James Madison
University faculty, staff and students has
opened up to the public records that
have not seen the light of day in 100
years or more. As a JMU grad myself,
I’m grateful to be able to provide real life
experience to students as they work with
records dates from 1778 till the present
as we look to tell stories and preserve
the records for future generations.”

“ERP’s strength is that it links graduate
students and faculty with professional
staff in JMU Libraries, the office of the
Rockingham County Court, and the wider
Harrisonburg and Rockingham County
community. It emphasizes training
graduate students in collaborative
networking while creating spaces where
academics, community stakeholders, and
local government can work together to
explore the past to inform the present.”

“This project has all of the ingredients of a
digital history project: engagement, community, collaboration, and quality archival content. Students bring energy and enthusiasm.
JMU faculty and library professionals bring
decades of experience and wisdom. Chaz
Haywood has opened up the courthouse
archive to exploration and inquiry. Through
this ongoing collaboration, these hidden
treasures are being digitized and described
and released into the public domain.”
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