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Did George Washington Ever Sleep Here?

One of the most frequently asked questions we get is, “Did
George Washington ever sleep here?” The short answer is ‘no,’
but the more complete answer is ‘almost.’ George Washington
made his final two trips to Western PA in 1770 and 1784. In
1770, he lodged in the house of Mr. Semple, a public tavern
about 300 yards from the old Fort Pitt. This location was later
purchased in the mid-1780s by John Neville who turned it
into his private residence. Therefore, George Washington slept
in a house owned twelve years later by John Neville.

John Neville

George Washington

The 1784 trip by Washington was spent visiting property he owned along Miller’s Run, about four miles from
Woodville. He was accompanied by one of the Nevilles on this trip west, but lodged at the home of John Canon
near present-day Canonsburg, PA

The Still House Project
Behind the main house stands a smaller
gabled-roof building that is currently used
as an office, meeting space, rental facility,
and kitchen. This building is actually a 1949
replacement of a very similar structure. It
has been built on the same footprint as the
original building which was built about
1819. Over the years, it has served as a family
schoolhouse, wash house, smokehouse,
storage, and groundskeeper residence. Cowan
estate inventories indicate that this structure
was used as the farm’s still house. Here, grain
from the farm would be distilled into spirits, a
source of family income.
The NHA Board of Directors has determined that this year will be a time for revitalization of the public space
in the Still House. The upgrade to the meeting space is largely cosmetic but will allow for adaptations which will
enhance the multipurpose uses we require for small receptions or meetings. It will also allow us to move the gift
shop from the main house. The design proposal includes historic themes and color palette, providing a fresh
appearance, easy maintenance, and an ambiance to enhance the visitor experience. It will also provide comfort
for the volunteer support staff.

Interpreting a Treasure
As you may already know, Woodville
Plantation is a National Historic
Landmark, the most coveted
designation that can be bestowed
on a historic property. Therefore,
it is especially important that the
site be interpreted to the public in
the most accurate and authentic
manner possible. At Woodville, we
have determined that the period of
significance is 1775 -1825 which
encompasses the first two owners,
John Neville and Christopher
Cowan. Our docents are trained
to give an accurate portrayal of
the house’s history in context with
life and times of early Western
Pennsylvania.
The standard tour presents a ‘multigenerational interpretation’ that allows us to exhibit and interpret the first
two owners, a dynamic period of growth in the Pittsburgh area, and events surrounding the Whiskey Rebellion
(1794) of which Woodville was the flashpoint. As you progress through the house each room represents a time of
occupation tied to a specific owner and the events of that period. Beyond 1825, the house remained the property
of the Cowan family and its descendants until 1975. The Cowan family was largely responsible for the exterior
appearance of the building as you see it today.
A great deal of time and effort is dedicated to ensuring that the decor and furnishings of each room match the
time period being interpreted in that particular space. Most of the furnishings are antiques authenticated to the
period, while a few are original to the house, and a few pieces are authentic period reproductions.

Bee Project
A new endeavor at Woodville this year is
to establish a bee hive on the property in
the manner of an authentic 18th century
design as a companion to our very
popular chicken coop.
Originally, bees were kept in skeps,
currently referred to as hives. The skeps
were constructed of tightly bound
straw, much like a very thick rope, and
bound with heavy twine. The skeps were
mounted on a pole with a platform with
the skep sitting on the platform. The
reason for the odd mounting was to keep
critters from “HARVESTING” the sweet
honey for themselves. Until modern
times, when it was time to harvest the

honey and wax, the bees were killed/driven off by burning sulfur or some other
noxious substance. The entire hive was then destroyed to gather the honeycombs.
The honey was stored in jars or crocks, with bits of wax and pollens. Today honey
is sold in this manner as raw honey. The wax was used for candle making, water
proofing wooden containers, and with a few other elements, sealing wax for
letters.
The “beehives” being made at Woodville by Board Member Dan Ragaller
with help from volunteer, Ellen Montgomery, will appear as an 18th century
design, but the interior and top will comply with Pennsylvania Department of
Agriculture regulations for inspection of diseases and cultivation of the honey.

Leaving a Legacy
Woodville Plantation is offering you an opportunity to leave a lasting legacy
within the confines of a National Treasure in the form of an authentic handmade
reproduction piece of furniture.
The Windsor style chair actually dates back to the 10th century as a modest and
functional piece of furniture. By the 18th century the English chairmaker’s guild
began to standardize the chairs for use in the
grand country estates of Great Britain. The
Name ‘Windsor’ does not refer to the monarchy
but to the Windsor Valley of England where
many of the guilded chairmakers were located.
In the American Colonies, free enterprise,
experimentation, and regional differences
allowed for various styles and widespread
popularity. Finishes could vary, but a distinctive
dark green color was the traditional look.
John Neville’s personal inventory describes a
dozen Windsor chairs that occupied the passage.
To reproduce this collection of chairs, Mr.
Dave Burke, a local craftsman, has hand crafted
‘Comb Back Windsor chairs especially for
Woodville Plantation. This particular style was
very common to this area during the period of 1790-1820. Each chair was then finished in a manner appropriate
to the time which was a dark verdant green color replicated using an original paint receipt. For a tax deductible
contribution of $450 a brass plaque engraved to your specification will be attached to one of these chairs.

New On-Site Director
Last year was a first for Woodville when we received a grant from The Allegheny Foundation for a paid, parttime Site Director. We were fortunate to have Sarah Medwig in that position from March through July, when she
left to pursue graduate studies in Texas. In August we welcomed Kelly Linn, formerly of the Pitt Block House
and West Overton. She was a real asset, but left in November for a full-time position. As of March 1,
we will be welcoming KATIE WEST, who will split her time between Woodville (Tuesday & Thursday - 9 am to 5
pm) and the Washington County Historical Society.

Legion
Today the soldiers of the Fourth Sub-Legion of
the United States, also known as Wayne’s Legion,
are a group of dedicated individuals committed
to accurately recreating the campaign and
camp life of the Army of the United States from
1792-1796. Specifically, they recreate the twelve
American soldiers who were sent to defend
Bower Hill, the home of General John Neville,
during the Whiskey Rebellion in July of 1794.
This unit is based at the Woodville Plantation,
the 1774 home of Colonel Presley Neville, and is
funded and administered by the Neville House
Associates Inc. (NHA).
The Fourth Sub-Legion at Woodville was created in 2007 as an educational tool used to visually tell the story
of the Whiskey Rebellion and the events surrounding the attack on Bower Hill by local farmers in July of 1794.
The unit at that time consisted of one soldier. Today the unit consists of over a half-dozen soldiers in addition to
musicians, camp followers, and scouts who recreate all aspects of military life during this period.
As with any ‘army’ there is turnover, and recruits are needed. We need soldiers, camp followers, musicians, and
scouts. All ages are welcome! This is not an all-consuming activity and can be a great deal of fun. Come by and
see for yourself.

OPENING DAY & VOLUNTEER ORIENTATION - MARCH 19, 2017
Interested in Volunteering? Join us on March 19th for our opening day and to see what volunteer opportunities
are available at Woodville this year. We’ll be serving fresh baked bread and fresh churned butter!!
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