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The South Branch of the Potomac River runs south to north in western Hampshire 

County.  In colonial times crossing was by fording or boating.  The South Branch does 

have numerous fords in Hampshire County but fording was not possible when the river 

became too high.  The choices were to wait for the river to go back down or to boat it.  

The river could be too high to ford for extended periods of time, quite an inconvenience.  

As roads were developed, ferry service became available at various points on the South 

Branch.  Maxwell and Swisherôs History of Hampshire County, West Virginia1 lists ferry 

service at four points across the South Branch in 1790. 

¶ ñWhere R. Parker lived at that time 

¶ At the residence of Isaac Parsons 

¶ From the land of John Pancake to that of Jacob Earsom 

¶ At the residence of Conrad Glazeò 

Robert Parker lived between the Lower Hanging Rocks and Millesons Mill where one of 

the early roads came down Jersey Mountain from the Three Churches area.  The Isaac 

Parsons residence was near Romney on Fairfax Lot 16.  Isaac Parsons (1752-1796) 

operated a ferry there.  William H. Rice states ñIsaac Parsons lived on this land and in 

1796 he drowned in the South Branch while operating his ferry across the river at that 

location.ò2  Virginia Parsons McCabe also says of this Isaac Parsons ñTradition has it he 

was drowned in the South Branch river, but not certain of the fact.ò3    Her remark is 

substantiated by Bill Riceôs research.  The John Pancake Ferry was at the Lower 

Hanging Rocks near the current bridge crossing on WV Route 28.  Conrad Glaze lived 

in the Springfield District.  His exact location is not known but Springfield District puts 

the ferry downriver from Robert Parker, probably at or below the location of the 

Millesons Mill Bridge.  Note that no ferries are listed upriver from Romney. 

Besides the railroad bridges, highway bridges have been built at four locations on the 

South Branch in Hampshire County.  These are: 

¶ The Lower Hanging Rocks on Route 28 between Romney and Springfield ï the 

John Blue Bridge 

¶ Just west of Romney on US Route 50 ï the Romney Bridge 

                                            
1 Maxwell and Swisher, History of Hampshire County, West Virginia, p. 280. 
2 William H. Rice, Colonial Records of the Upper Potomac, Volume Four, McClain Printing Company, 
Parsons, WV 2014, p. 116. 
3 Virginia Parsons McCabe, Parsonsô Family History and Record, Published by Charles W. Nickey, 
Decatur, Illinois, 1913, p. 254 (reprinted by Higginson Book Company, 2006). 
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¶ East of Springfield on the Springfield Pike, aka., County Route 3 ï the Millesons 

Mill Bridge 

¶ Just below the mouth of the Trough crossing from Glebe on South Branch River 

Road, aka., County Route 8, to Sector ï the Glebe-Sector Bridge 

Each of these locations is discussed below. 

Crossing at the Lower Hanging Rocks 

Crossing of the South Branch is required for the approximately nine-mile trip between 

Springfield and Romney.  This has generally occurred in the vicinity of the current John 

Blue Bridge on State Route 28 at the Lower Hanging Rocks.  Originally the river was 

forded at a nearby ford or crossed by boat or canoe. 

By the 1790ôs Pancakeôs Ferry had become available for crossing the South Branch at 

the Lower Hanging Rocks. Hampshire County Minute Book Abstracts references 

Pancakes Ferry from 1788 through 1797.4  Maxwell and Swisherôs History of Hampshire 

County, West Virginia also lists this ferry as operational in 1790, as given above.  

Presumably ferry service was provided until the Wire Bridge (first bridge) was 

constructed. While the date of the construction of the Wire Bridge is unknown, it was in 

service during the Civil War (Figure 1).  

                                            
4 Horton, Hampshire County Minute Book Abstracts, pp. 8, 11, 13, 87. 

 

Figure 1  The Wire Bridge at the Lower Hanging Rocks During the Civil War 
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In an early skirmish in late October, 1861, the Confederates fired on Federals crossing 

the Wire Bridge.  One Federal was killed on the bridge.5 The fatally wounded Federal 

soldier was George W. Platter from nearby Georges Creek, Allegany County, Maryland, 

which reiterates this was a war of neighbors fighting neighbors.6  The Wire Bridge was 

used many times by both sides until it was cut down by the Confederates late in the 

war, August 2, 1864. Maxwell and Swisherôs History of Hampshire County, West 

Virginia quoted George W. Washingtonôs journal for that day ñI heard a lot of rebels had 

gone down this morning on their way to Cumberland.  I met Michael Blue, who informed 

me the rebels had thrown down the wire bridge.  When I got there, sure enough, I found 

it in the river.  What could have induced so foolish an act is a mystery to me.  They must 

have known it would be a great public loss.  I wish, from the bottom of my heart, the 

originator of the thing had been caught under it and sent to the bottom of the river.ò 7  

Mr. Washington of nearby Ridgedale was very upset by the loss of the wire bridge 

because it caused quite an inconvenience for the local residents.   

After Wire 

Bridge was 

destroyed in 

1864, ferry 

service was 

once again 

established for 

crossing the 

South Branch 

near the Lower 

Hanging 

Rocks (Figure 

2).  At this time 

plans were 

underway to 

rebuild the wire suspension bridge (Figure 2).  Garrett W. Blue, President of South 

Branch Bridge Company and referenced in the ñBridge Noticeò above was the ñUncle 

Garrett Blueò in Lt. John Blueôs story of retrieving a clean change of clothes and a 

blanket for Colonel Isaac Parsons.8  Lt. Blue slipped up to the back of Colonel Parsonôs 

house while Federal soldiers were on the front porch.  Mr. Blue passed the requested 

items to Lt. Blue through a window.  Unfortunately, Garrett W. Blue passed June 17, 

1872 at the age of 82, only three years after this notice. 

                                            
5 Maxwell and Swisher, History of Hampshire County, West Virginia, pp. 565-566. 
6 Personal note from Michael R. Warnick, great-great grandson of George W. Platter. 
7 Maxwell and Swisher, History of Hampshire County, West Virginia, pp. 669-670. 
8 Blue, John, Hanging Rock Rebel, Dan Oates, editor, pp. 29-32. 

 

Figure 2  Ferry and Plans for New Wire Suspension Bridge 
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Appropriations were made for rebuilding the wire suspension bridge as early as April 

1869 by the Hampshire County Board of Supervisors.9   A year later, plans for the 

Cumberland and Moorefield Turnpike still included ñrebuilding the Wire Suspension 

Bridge.ò10  The local newspaper editorial discussion on the Cumberland and Moorefield 

Turnpike stated ñBut our Bridges ï our Bridges!  The time has surely come when one, at 

least, if not both of them should be provided for.  Interest ï profit ï convenience - 

humanity itself demands it.  We do hope to see this matter attended to at some early 

day.ò11  This editorial is referring to the bridges across the South Branch at Romney and 

Springfield.  A week later was another editorial from Andrew W Kercheval, president of 

The North and South Branches Turnpike Company, titled ñWire Suspension Bridge.ò12  

He urged reconstruction of the wire suspension bridge.  His complete text is given in 

Appendix I. 

By June 1871, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad had begun plans for a railroad from 

Green Spring Station to Romney (Appendix II).  They initially planned to use the old wire 

suspension bridge abutments, showing that the wire suspension bridge had not yet 

been reconstructed.13  Two years later, June 1873, $5000 in bonds were issued to 

repair the wire bridge.14  But, alas, a January 30, 1874 editorial from ñCitizenò stated ñIt 

is now understood that $5,000 subscription of the county to the rebuilding of the Wire 

Suspension Bridge will not likely be used, as the Railroad Company desires to adopt 

another route, upon which the commissioners have been appointed to view and 

report.ò15  ñCitizenò proposed the $5000 be used for building a bridge at Romney 

instead. The railroad was rerouted over a trestle bridge upriver just a little over a mile 

from the former wire bridge.  The railroad trestle bridge was the same location as the 

current railroad trestle at Ridgedale, the George W. Washington and Robert M. 

Washington farm. 

The wire 

suspension bridge 

abutment and toll 

house was 

damaged by the 

flood of 1877 

(Figure 3).  The 

1877 flood was 

about the same 

height as the more 

                                            
9 South Branch Intelligencer, April 2, 1869.   
10 South Branch Intelligencer, May 13, 1870. 
11 South Branch Intelligencer, October 7, 1870. 
12 South Branch Intelligencer, October 14, 1870. 
13 South Branch Intelligencer, June 2, 1871. 
14 South Branch Intelligencer, June 13, 1873. 
15 South Branch Intelligencer, January 30, 1874. 

 

Figure 3 Bridge Repairs and Ferry Service Requested 
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recent 1936 and 1996 floods (gauge heights of 34 to 35 feet at Springfield).16   This 

ñfreshetò did extensive damage throughout the area (Appendix III).  The absence of 

mention of damage to a bridge at the Lower Hanging Rocks supports that no bridge was 

there at that time.  Ferry service was apparently continued (Figure 3).  Late in 1878 

assets of the South Branch Bridge Company were sold.17  Therefore the South Branch 

Bridge Company was never successful in rebuilding the Wire Bridge. 

Even with the ferry, crossing at the ford was probably very common.  One travelerôs 

experience in 1882 shows no bridge and a ñsometimes ferryò in 1882 (Figure 4).  He 

had a hazardous time fording the river.  His complete account is given in Appendix IV.  

Nine years later, a boating party floated the river from Upper Hanging Rocks to 

Ferndale.18  ñThat night they spent in the hospitable and ever open home of Michael 

Blue, Esq., near the old wire bridge remains.ò  There were only bridge remains there, 

not a bridge.  See Appendix V for the complete 

account. The situation of no bridge at the Lower 

Hanging Rocks came to a head in 1897 (Figure 

5).  Even Robert M. Washington who lived at 

nearby Ridgedale and traveled the road regularly 

had trouble fording the river. A plea for a new 

bridge was made in the Hampshire Review after 

                                            
16 USGS Stream Flow Data, 
https://waterdata.usgs.gov/wv/nwis/uv/?site_no=01608500&PARAmeter_cd=00065,00060,62614,62615. 
17 South Branch Intelligencer, September 27, 1878. 
18 South Branch Intelligencer, September 4, 1891. 

 

Figure 4 A Gentleman's Experience 
Traveling From Romney to Frostburg 

 

Figure 5 Bridge Needed at the Lower Hanging Rocks 

 

https://waterdata.usgs.gov/wv/nwis/uv/?site_no=01608500&PARAmeter_cd=00065,00060,62614,62615
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Mr. Washington and others had hazardous experiences fording the river at Blue Ford.  

Clearly for the period from 1864 to 1897, there was no bridge and in 1897 not even a 

ferry at the Lower Hanging Rocks. 

Blue Ford19 at the Lower Hanging Rocks was probably much better earlier but the river 

does move and change its fords, sometimes completely washing them out.  An example 

of this was Foxôs Ford at the lower end of the Upper Hanging Rocks or simply The 

Rocks.  Before 1936 it was a very good ford that my grandfather, George Silas Herriott, 

would cross nearly daily in his Model T Ford on his trips from his farm to Romney.  The 

1936 flood completely washed it out.   The flood on September 28, 189620 may have 

seriously deteriorated crossing at Blue Ford, leading to these 1897 fording problems. 

The authorities apparently got the message because construction of a new bridge (the 

second bridge) was completed at the end of 1897 (Figure 6).  The cost was about 

$4000.  

Tragically, ice going out on the river in March 1902 destroyed this second bridge at the 

Lower Hanging Rocks (Figure 7).  That ñthis bridge had an iron, instead of a stone pier, 

in the middle of the streamò suggests it may have been an iron truss bridge rather than 

a suspension bridge.  The bridge had been there only four years.  It is presumed that 

crossing the river at this location once again became fording and possibly ferrying. 

Iron for a new third bridge had been purchased for some time but not used as shown by 

the comment in the Hampshire Review in August 1907 (Figure 8).   It was still another 

                                            
19 Because Blues lived at a number of places along the South Branch, more than one ford has been 
called Blue Ford. 
20 The Hampshire Review, October 7, 1896. 

 

Figure 6 New Bridge Built at the Lower Hanging Rocks in 1897 
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year, August 1908, that bids were actually requested for bridge construction.  The third 

bridge was subsequently built in 1909.  This 309-foot long suspension bridge had a 

fourteen-foot wide roadway21 allowing only a single lane for traffic. 

                                            
21 Epperly, Randy, WV Department of Transportation, 2018. 

 

Figure 7 Ice Pack Destroys Bridge at the Lower Hanging Rocks in early 1902 

 

Figure 8 Bridge Finally Built at the Lower Hanging Rocks in 1909 

 


