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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY    HABS No. WV-155 

GERARD B. WAGER BUILDING 

Location    Harpers Perry National Monument, Harpers Ferry, West 
Virginia, NW Corner of Shenandoah and Potomac Streets. 

Present Owner    Government owned. 

Present Occupant    None. 

Present Use    Vacant. 

Brief Statement of Significance 

The building was erected in the 1830's and is important as a 

landmark in the immediate vicinity of the capture of John Brown in 

1859-  In present day Harpers Ferry, the "building lends considerably 

to the character of the town and defines its eastern limits. 

PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

Tradition places this structure on the site of the original house 

of Robert Harper, who operated a ferry at the confluence of the Potomac 

and Shenandoah Rivers.  This has not been documented or in any way 

substantiated as yet, but during this survey it was determined that 

the stone walls of an earlier structure served in part as foundation 

for this building.  The Wager Building was built by Gerard B. Wager 

between 1836 and 1839 as a residence and retail store. The building 

stands in the immediate vicinity of the John Brown Raid of 1859, hut 

there is no evidence that the building was used by any of the parti- 

cipants.  During recent repairs to the roof minnie balls were removed 

from wood plates of the dormers which would indicate its strategic 

value during that raid or during the Civil War actions which soon 

followed. 
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The heirs of G. B. Wager sold 1/1+ to Edward Tearney in 1873 and 

3/U to John Erwin in 1875*  Erwin apparently acquired the "balance of 

the property and in 191*+ sold it to Walter Dittraeyer.  In a court 

action in 1939 "to settle the estate of Dittmeyer, the property "was 

sold to A. D. Goetz & Sons.  Ray Kackley "bought the property in 19^5 

and sold it to the State of West Virginia in 1952, who in turn deeded 

it to the Government on May 13, 1955- 

The contractor for the Wager Building was Michael Foley whose 

name appears in other construction activities of the period. Ho 

drawings or specifications are known to be in existence.  Considerable 

changes were made in the South and East elevations in 1892 and 191^. 

There are a number of photographs in the Photographic Files at the 

Harpers Ferry National Monument which establish the architectural 

character of the building as it appeared at the time of the John Brown 

Raid, during the Civil War, and prior to the 191*+ alterations.  These 

views are indexed as HF-18, HF-66, HF-55, HF-90, and HF-113.  Supple- 

mentary material includes the Historic Building Site Survey Report, 

prepared by Historian (Park Supervisory) Charles W, Snell and dated 

October 10, 1957, and revised January 30, 1958. 

Prepared August 28, 1958 
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PART II. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION 

The Gerard B. Wager Building is a wall-bearing brick masonry 

building of four stories occupying 2868 square feet of ground area. 

This building is typical of the retail-residential buildings of this 

area in the 1850's, and along with most of those in Harpers Ferry, 

has been modified subsequently.  Alterations include the replacing 

of the South wall, a cast-iron front, a stairwell annex, concrete and 

brick side wall, etc.  The building, in spite of these revisions, is 

structurally sound and plumb. 

The foundation walls appear to be of various vintage.  In one 

section it appears to be designed for the building while the remain- 

der obviously consists of partial walls of a previous stone dwelling. 

Both materials and technique are haphazard consisting of rubble, 

squared rubble, brick, wood, and some steel and iron.  Exterior wall 

construction is of brick and in common and running bonds in general 

varying from 8 7/8" to 1' 0" in thickness.  Tie rods run across both 

dimensions of the building, which perhaps account for its plumbness. 

The cast-iron store front, display windows, and alterations to the 

brick facade were added in 1892 well after the events of the John 

Brown Raid and Civil War. 

Exterior openings have been considerably modified from the orig- 

inal with window heads changed from square to brick arches.  Wood 

doors and wood window sashes are set in wood frames and are not the 

original. 
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The roof is gable in form, covered with slate shingles, as are 

the tops and sides of the wood dormers.  The brick cornice, with saw- 

tooth dentils, is typical of the times while the chimneys are of brick 

with tapered caps and large enough to serve fireplaces on all floors. 

The building is basically rectangular in plan and divided into 

two areas. The front part of the first floor is divided into a sales 

area and storage and is separated from the second area by a stairwell 

serving two floors above.  This stairwell, according to local trad- 

ition, was added in the early 1900's.  The second area consists of 

a garage and storage area.  The second and third floors are void of 

partitions for the most part but in the past have been used as dwell- 

ing spaces.  The fourth floor of a similar space quality is served by 

the remnants of an older stair typical of the period when this build- 

ing was erected.  Most of the flooring throughout appears to be recent 

wood, 2 5/8" T & G while the fourth floor is made up of boards vary- 

ing from h"  to 8" in width. Walls and ceilings are generally of plas- 

ter, applied directly to masonry or to wood laths.  There is some 

sheet rock on wood studs.  Doorways, doors and their trim and hard- 

ware are not the original and are of little interest. 

The building was once heated with fireplaces, hut these are now 

blocked and thimbles provided for space heaters. Although there is 

no heating system at the present, there is evidence of a central steam 

heating system.  Neither is there any indication of the original 
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system of illumination, "but there are remaining vestiges of both 

electric and gas lighting systems in various parts of the building. 

The Gerard B. Wager Building is located in the Downtown 

Business District near the B. & 0. railroad and the former sites of 

the U. S. Arsenal and Armory.  It is on the NW corner of Shenandoah 

and Potomac Streets with its long dimension at North 50 degrees West 

and facing South-Southvest. 

Prepared by F. Blair Reeves 
August 28, 1958 


