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Previous page: Map of early 
Roanoke Valley settlements from 
Kegley’s Virginia Frontier.

Trigger from a 17th century 
British firearm called a 
snaphaunce, found in the 
Graham-White archeological dig. 
Such trade artifacts establish 
European contact with the 
Indians living in the Roanoke 
Valley.

Center: Clay pipes, stone 
projectile points, and other 
artifacts found at the Graham-
White site.

One of the features excavated at 
the Graham-White site.

There was no Salem before 1802, but there was 
history here—as certain and tangible as the 
ground beneath our feet. In fact, it is to this very 

ground that we look for clues of Salem’s first people.

The earliest residents of the Roanoke (or 
“Roan Oak”) Valley were, of course, Na-

tive Americans. Long before 
(perhaps 10,000 years 
before) European settlers 

filtered into this region, generations 
of Indians lived and died here. 
Since no record exists to describe 
their culture firsthand, we must 
depend primarily on archeological 
evidence—quite literally what lies 
underground—to help us under-
stand their ways.

In the 1990s, excavations at the Moyer 
Sports Complex (or Graham-White site) re-
vealed numerous Native American artifacts, 
including countless beads, shells, projectile 
points, clay pipe pieces, a handful of metal 
fragments and—perhaps the most revealing find—a 

three-inch trigger from a 17th century English 
firearm. In total, these artifacts suggest that 
an active village of Indians made the river-
side their home prior to and during the pe-
riod of early contact with European settlers.

While we may never know for certain the 
exact identity of these Native people, there 
may be further clues in the 17th century di-
ary of the explorer Robert Fallam, who with 
Thomas Batts passed through this area in 
1671. His account of September 9, 1671, 
details the explorers’ entrance into what 
may well have been Salem:

[W]e came to a very steep descent, at the 
foot whereof stood the Tetera [sic] Town 
in a very rich swamp between a branch 
and the main river of Roanoke circled 
about with mountains. We got thither 
about 3 o’clock after we had traveled 
about twenty-five miles. Here we were 
exceedingly civilly entertained.
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Artist’s rendition of a typical 
Eastern Woodlands wigwam, 
such as Batts and Fallam may 
have visited.

Reconstructed clay vessel 
uncovered during the Graham-
White dig. 

The exact location of “Tetera Town” has remained 
a matter of conjecture for generations. Proposed sites 
have ranged from Roanoke to Radford, but most schol-

ars contend that it was in the Roanoke Valley; the 
Graham-White excavation and 

the topography at that site 
make Salem a prime candi-
date.

Whether or not the Na-
tive Americans near the 
river in Salem were the 

same as those who so “civilly 
entertained” Batts and Fallam, 
they almost certainly belonged 
to the same tribe. Related to 
the Siouan people, the Toteras 
were known to live a relatively 
peaceful, semi-no-

madic life in west-
ern Virginia’s river val-

leys, where natural resources were 
abundant enough to make life sustain-

able. They did not remain in the area long 
after initial European contact, however. 
Devastated by diseases such as smallpox 
and harassed by hostile Iroquois from the 
north, the Toteras relocated to the border 
between Virginia and North Carolina, and 
from there eventually moved to Pennsyl-
vania and Canada. Thus, the Roanoke 
Valley was virtually unpopulated when 
white settlers began to arrive and claim 
homesteads in the late 1730s. 

In the middle to late 18th century, we 
find upwards of twenty families owning 
estates in the general area of today’s 
Salem. Life for these settlers was hard. 
Struggling against the elements was a 
daily chore that led to occasional tragedy, as in 1749 
when a major flood killed Peter Kinder, who lived along 
the creek that would bear his first name. Additionally, 
the threat of Indian attack was a serious concern—with 
notorious raids in nearby communities creating justifi-
able fear in frontier families. A fort was built in the late 
1750s on the estate of Captain James Campbell (just 
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Page from John Stuart’s account 
of the Battle of Point Pleasant. 
Stuart, an officer under Andrew 
Lewis, wrote this memoir in 
1820. Notice the remark by the 
Governor of New York that “the 
Earth seemed to tremble under 
[Lewis] as he walked along.”

west of modern-day Salem) to serve as a first line of 
defense and a safe haven for families during times of 
attack. 

The Salem fort was named to honor one of the Val-
ley’s most notable soldiers and patriots, Andrew Lewis 
(1720-1781). When a malicious landlord murdered a 
family member, Andrew Lewis’ father retaliated by kill-
ing the landlord. Forced to flee Ireland, the family sailed 
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General Andrew Lewis at the epic 
Battle of Gwynn’s Island where 
he evicted from Virginia the 
last British royal governor. The 
painting above and the statue 
below are works of artist Anne 
Bell and were placed in 2000 at 
the Salem Civic Center, on land 
once owned by Lewis.

to America. The Lewises settled in the Shenandoah 
River Valley of Augusta County and soon became a 
leading family on the frontier. Life on the western lands 
necessitated learning to defend one’s home, and so 
young Andrew was reared to be a soldier. In the French 
and Indian War he fought alongside George Washington 
and was briefly held prisoner in Canada. 

About 1767, Lewis moved with his wife and children 
to Richfield, an estate of 625 acres that included a 
good bit of what would become Salem. While the pre-
cise location of the Lewis home has never been deter-
mined beyond doubt, it is understood to have been in 
the vicinity of today’s Salem Civic Center. Lewis was 
considered the most experienced soldier in Virginia be-
sides Washington, and hence was chosen by the royal 
Governor Lord Dunmore to lead an expedition against 
the Shawnees in the autumn of 1774. Shawnee Chief 
Cornstalk had been leading raids against the western 
settlements, and Dunmore was determined to end the 
incursions. He instructed Lewis to assemble a force 
of frontier militia, about a thousand strong, and meet 
the governor’s British Regulars at Point Pleasant on 
the Ohio River. Lewis complied, but, while waiting for 
Dunmore’s reinforcements, was attacked by Cornstalk’s 
forces. After a pitched battle lasting the day, Cornstalk 
retreated across the Ohio, never again to threaten 
the Virginia frontier. Lewis lost about 45 officers and 
men, including his brother Charles. A good friend 
and neighbor, Dr. William Fleming, was seriously 
wounded.

The Battle of Point Pleasant was a crucial, though 
often under-appreciated, event in American history. 
By ousting the last hostile Indians from the frontier, 
Lewis had pacified the Ohio River Valley, a fact that 
would be of im-
mense value in the 
coming Revolution, 
since Virginia’s soldiers 
could then concentrate on 
defeating the British. Further-
more, many have argued that 
resentment towards the 
British for fail-
ing to arrive at 
the battle on 
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The silhouette above is the only 
surviving image of Andrew Lewis 
created during his lifetime . Any 
other portraits of the General 
likely perished when his home, 
Richfi eld , burned several years 
after his death.

Grave marker for William Bryan 
Sr ., his wife Margaret , and his son 
William Bryan Jr. , placed in the 
1920s in West Hill Cemetery  by 
Bryan descendants.

time helped expand the growing rift between Virginians 
and their mother country. As such, Point Pleasant  has 
sometimes been termed the fi rst battle of the Revolu-
tion .

Andrew Lewis ’ military exploits did not end at Point 
Pleasant. In July 1776, mere days after the thirteen 
colonies had declared their independence, Lewis led a 
force against Lord Dunmore at Gwynn’s Island  near Wil-
liamsburg. Dunmore  fl ed with his armada. Thus, Lewis  
took credit for chasing out of Virginia the last hostile 
Indians  and the last British Governor.

Had Lewis lived to see his 
beloved Virginia gain her in-
dependence with victory over 
the British, he might have be-
come one of her most illustrious leaders, along with 
his friends Washington , Jefferson , Madison , and Henry . 
However, he died of a fever in the last year of the war, 
only weeks before the British surrender at 
Yorktown .

Another prominent family that settled the Valley was 
the Bryans  of the Great Spring  of west Salem. William 
Bryan Sr.,  known in family lore as “The Emigrant,” was 
born in Ireland but traveled to the colonies in 1718 to 
escape religious persecution. Settling fi rst in the vicinity 
of Salem, New Jersey, he moved with his growing fam-
ily to the Roanoke Valley about 1746. They made their 
home on 400 acres between the river and the Great 
Spring that would someday fi ll the ponds at Lake Spring 
Park. 

Bryan family tradition records a narrow escape 
from an early Indian raid on the area. The family fl ed 
in canoes down the river and temporarily relocated to 
Pennsylvania; they returned two years later to fi nd noth-
ing left of their farm but one cat and one rooster. The 
Bryans  rebuilt, and William the Emigrant  lived here until 
his death in 1789, supposedly at the age of 104, al-
though his gravestone lists the death date as 1786. His 
family is often credited with making an indelible mark 
on our area: it is thought by many that they brought 
the name “Salem” with them from their prior home in 
Salem, New Jersey .

Another interesting early denizen was Frederick 
“Indian” Garst . The Garst family  came to the area in the 
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The gravestone of Frederick 
“Indian”  Garst.

Center: An 18th Century pistol 
purported to have belonged to 
Andrew Lewis .

mid-18th century, and Frederick eventually settled along 
Green Ridge in an old log home/fort  that was demol-
ished to make room for I-581. He later moved to the 
Mason Creek area, where his descendants would oper-
ate a mill, later known as Kesler’s Mill . Frederick got his 
interesting nickname from a legendary account of an 
Indian attack. One day when Garst was chopping wood, 
Indians  approached clearly intending to kill him. Fred-
erick communicated to them his desire to fi nish split-
ting a large log so that his family might have heat for 

the winter. Obligingly, the Indians  gathered on either 
side of the log and placed their hands in 
the split to help pull it apart. Frederick 

then knocked the wedge out of the log, 
trapping the attackers by the hands, 

and proceeded to kill them. 

By the turn of the 19th 
century, several dozen 

families had established 
homesteads scattered 
about in this corner of 

what was then Botetourt 
County. The Great Wagon 

Road , today’s Routes 11 and 460, continually brought 
new settlers and passersby heading west. In fact, the 
distinguished personage of Louis Phillippe , the future 
French king, was one such traveler in 1797—only fi ve 
years before the town of Salem was formed. His diary 
describes his passage through the area with few acco-
lades for southwest Virginia. At a tavern in nearby Dale-
ville, he depicts a group heading for Kentucky as rather 
uncouth, with “some who never shut up for a moment 
and others who never said a word but could not stop 
yawning, scratching, belching, etc.” On his way through 
Salem, Louis Phillippe dined at the Coles’ estate   on the 
west end of Salem. He was rather unmoved by his visit, 
fi nding “[t]he countryside unimpressive except here and 
there [with g]reenery thick, and in the oak forests whole 
groves… green.”

Despite its lack of amenities to impress French roy-
alty, the Valley was steadily growing, with more adven-
turers passing by daily and more opportunities for busi-
nesses serving travelers. Indeed it was not long before 
an enterprising settler decided to form a town along 
this well-trodden pathway. ¶




