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In friendly Shepherdstown, W.Va., you’ll feel right at home.
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I drive into Shepherdstown at 10 a.m. on a Saturday. By 10:15, I am already being treated like a local. My

first stop is O’Hurley’s General Store on Washington Street, just a few blocks off the main drag. While

chatting with owner Jay O’Hurley, I mention that I am headed to the historical society to see the museum.

(It seems like an appropriate starting point in a place that is reported to be West Virginia’s oldest town,

chartered in 1762.)

“The Hysterical Society?” he jokes, handing me a stack of old calendars. “Would you mind dropping these

off for me? We’ve been selling them as a fundraiser. Tell them I’ve got an envelope with the money around

here somewhere, but I can’t find it right now.”

Pressed into service, I run the errand. “Money?” snorts the woman on the receiving end of O’Hurley’s

message. “We wouldn’t know what to do with that around here.” I’ve been in town for less than an hour,



and already I am deep into fundraiser gossip. It’s like going to see a play, and then getting invited to climb

on stage and join the actors.

By the end of the weekend, I realize this laid-back attitude is part of the town’s appeal, and a salve for the

many power brokers who have come here to escape the frenetic pace of the D.C. area. Jimmy Carter fished

here, Nancy Reagan dropped by for lunch, and Bill Clinton visited to attend peace talks.

These former inhabitants of the White House might be onto something. While Shepherdstown can be

overshadowed by its famous historical neighbors—Antietam Battlefield, just five minutes away, and

Harper’s Ferry, 12 miles down the road—it’s also a great place in its own right to enjoy the outdoors, have

a bite to eat, do a little shopping and bask in the peaceful atmosphere of a small college town. Most

everything here is within walking distance.

After completing my assigned errand, I wend my way through the Entler Hotel, home of the Historic

Shepherdstown Museum. Revolutionary War troops once drilled on the land where the museum now

stands before setting off on the famous Bee Line March, walking 600 miles in only 24 days to reach

George Washington and his Continental Army in Boston. (A few Revolutionary War soldiers can still be

found downtown, buried in the Episcopal Cemetery on North Church Street.)

Parts of the museum date to 1786, and period furnishings on the first floor re-create the heyday of the

hotel, when lodging cost 25 cents—although, according to volunteer tour guide Vicki Smith, that quarter

purchased only a space in an available bed, which you might have to share with strangers.

Upstairs, the focus shifts to the Civil War, when wounded men from the nearby Battle of Antietam

swamped the town, turning it into one vast, overwhelmed hospital. Local lore holds that the operating

room was located on the floor above today’s Shepherds-town Sweet Shop Bakery. For days, amputated

limbs rained down from the open windows and fell into a waiting cart below.

A red barn behind the museum houses the handiwork of a mysterious-sounding organization called the

Rumseian Society, including a half-scale replica of the steamboat designed by engineer James Rumsey,

which launched on the Potomac at the edge of Shepherdstown in 1787, a good two decades before Robert

Fulton took credit for inventing a similar craft. (Although Rumsey’s legacy now languishes in Fulton’s

shadow, Thomas Jefferson reportedly called Rumsey “the greatest mechanical genius I have ever seen.”) A

mural behind the boat depicts a crowd cheering Rumsey and his groundbreaking experiment. Smith

pauses to mention that the faces in the painting are based on those of area residents.
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Before I leave, I stop by the visitors center that adjoins the museum to pick up a walking tour brochure.

It’s a helpful guide to many of the intriguing buildings scattered throughout downtown, like the public

library, which stands smack in the middle of King Street, forcing cars to detour to either side. Constructed

in 1800, the narrow white-brick building started life as a public market, complete with a whipping post

and hog pen.

The second story was built by the International Order of Odd Fellows in exchange for an optimistic 999-

year lease. It’s hard to miss the Odd Fellows’ symbol, a giant eye surrounded by fiery rays, staring from the

library’s façade. An alarming line in the walking brochure states “some say the eye moves,” although when

I ask the volunteers in the visitors center to confirm that fact, they burst out laughing. One finally admits

that the eye might come to life “if you’re a college student heading home from the bars on Saturday night.”

The campus of Shepherd University, a public liberal arts university with some 4,000 undergraduates, sits

at the center of downtown, and the school is responsible for another oddity, the aptly named Little House

on Princess Street. A miniature yet detailed stone house that measures 10 feet high, it was originally built

in 1929 as a lab where student teachers could observe children playing. Although it’s no longer in official

use, this overgrown dollhouse is often open for tours during festivals.

Strolling past the quirky boutiques, gardens and historic homes along German Street, I take a left on Mill

Street, and eventually reach the Rumsey Monument, which celebrates former resident James Rumsey and

his steamboat. The tall stone column occupies a wonderful perch on the bluffs above the Potomac. From

this viewpoint, the trains chugging across the river on a long trestle bridge look like pieces of a toy train

set.

If Shepherdstown had an official verb, it might be “meander.” German Street, at the center of the compact

downtown, is an inviting place to wander in and out of shops.  Popping in for a drink at funky Lost Dog

Coffee, I’m greeted by a unique taxidermy display featuring a squirrel holding a cellphone and a pheasant

being ridden by a troll. The many varieties of biscotti here are homemade.

German Street is also home to Four Seasons Books, an independent bookstore with a maze of snug rooms,

comfy armchairs and used books upstairs. Other stores are strong on housewares, including D’Accord



Boutique (French goods), Dickinson & Wait Craft Gallery (some regionally sourced crafts) and Coffee &

Candlery (where candles share space with regional wines and cheeses).

While any shopkeeper can recommend a good spot for lunch, the staff at Pedal & Paddle can also tell you

how to work off those midday calories. The outfitter is a convenient spot to rent kayaks, canoes and bikes

to use on the C&O Canal and its towpath, located just outside town. If even thinking about exercising

makes you feel like you deserve a treat, try the lavender vanilla cupcakes at the Shepherdstown Sweet

Shop Bakery across the street.

A few blocks away on Washington Street, O’Hurley’s General Store stocks an eclectic assortment of goods,

including old-fashioned toys, fair-trade mittens, local honey, cowbells, antiques, handmade chairs,

birdhouses, decorative knobs and a few bins of hardware. Owner Jay O’Hurley was born upstairs, back

when his father ran the store. Now he mans the front counter next to an enormous woodstove that keeps

the building toasty on chilly mornings. The great room at the back of the store is the place to be on

Thursday nights, when O’Hurley’s hosts a jam session of Appalachian and traditional music in front of the

fireplace.

Snatches of music drift through the streets of Shepherdstown after dark, and it’s not unusual to find

someone strumming a guitar or picking a banjo on a bench. Impromptu jam sessions aside, the Blue Moon

Café, a popular restaurant, hosts live music on most weekend nights. The intimate and historic

Mecklenburg Inn has changed very little since the late 1790s, and is now a pub with a large garden, where

I was allowed to cuddle the resident orange cat, B.K. (for Bar Kitty).  

Local organizations and Shepherd University also host events ranging from contra dancing, to plays and

free screenings of independent films. Another popular concert venue is the Opera House on German

Street, a former movie theater that showed films from 1909 to 1956, and today is mostly devoted to music.



Town Jewel

In friendly Shepherdstown, W.Va., you’ll feel right at home.

By Laurie McClellan

(page 3 of 4)

With all this cultural activity, Shepherdstown may be a small town, but it’s anything but sleepy. Even after

9 p.m., the streets are fairly full of people sipping coffee, chatting, heading to a pub or leaving a concert.

But the small-town spirit is still alive at four-way stops, where I keep getting caught in a polite version of a

standoff that could be called a nice-off, as other drivers take turns waving from their cars and insisting

that I go first.

I’m not surprised when I hear Jim Ford, one of the innkeepers at the Thomas Shepherd Inn Bed and

Breakfast, say, “many of our guests decided to move to Shepherdstown after visiting for the weekend.”

So come for the music, the hiking, the history or the cupcakes. Just watch out for that scary giant eye.

Freelance writer and photographer Laurie McClellan was so smitten with Shepherdstown that she

checked its real estate listings as soon as she got home.

If You Go

GETTING THERE

Shepherdstown is about 80 miles from Arlington. From the Capital Beltway, take I-270 North toward

Frederick. In 28 miles, merge onto I-70 West, drive 1.3 miles and merge onto U.S. 340 West toward

Harper’s Ferry. After 21 miles, turn right on WV-230, Shepherdstown Pike, and continue 10 miles into

town.

WHERE TO STAY

Thomas Shepherd Inn Bed and Breakfast, 300 West German St., 304-876-3715 or 888-889-8952;

www.thomasshepherdinn.com. This comfortable 1868 house is located downtown, within walking

distance of all the shops and restaurants. Many of the generously sized rooms have sitting areas. Fans of

claw-foot bathtubs should book Room No. 6. Rates: $170-$205; includes full breakfast, afternoon snacks,

WiFi and access to the living room, guest library and porch with rocking chairs.

Bavarian Inn, 164 Shepherd Grade Road, 304-876-2551; www.bavarianinnwv.com. Although a little

http://www.thomasshepherdinn.com/
http://www.bavarianinnwv.com/


corner of Germany might be the last thing you’d expect to find in West Virginia, wait a moment before you

cue the oompah music. More elegant than kitschy, the Bavarian Inn is perhaps best known for fine dining,

with an emphasis on German specialties like spaetzle and wild game. Many of the inn’s rooms are

equipped with antiques, gas fireplaces and balconies with a lovely view of the Potomac. Rates: $99-$349.

WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK

Blue Moon Café, 200 East High St., 304-876-1920; www.bluemoonshepherdstown.com. Open daily for

lunch and dinner, 11 a.m.-9 p.m. Relaxed and friendly, this classic college town eatery offers a large menu

of salads and sandwiches, plus comfort foods such as pizza, Mexican dishes and meatloaf. A good selection

of microbrews populate the beer list. When weather permits, ask for a table in the garden. Entrées $8 to

$15.

Yellow Brick Bank, 201 East German St., 304-876-2208; www.yellowbrickbank.com. Open Tuesday-

Saturday, 11 a.m.-9 p.m. (lunch is served until 4 p.m.). Housed in a 1906 Beaux Arts bank (the old bank

vault now holds a wine cellar), this is the restaurant where Nancy Reagan used to lunch with George Will.

Lunch is served in an informal seating area near the bar, with dinner in the main dining room. The menu

emphasizes seafood and steaks, with some vegetarian options. Lunch entrées $9 to $17; dinner, $20 to

$31.

Shepherdstown Sweet Shop Bakery, 100 West German St., 304-876-2432; wvbakery.com. Open

Monday-Friday, 7 a.m.-6 p.m.; Saturday, 8 a.m.-6 p.m.; Sunday, 8 a.m.-4 p.m. Serving pastries for

breakfast and soups and sandwiches for lunch, this bakery really shines at providing customers with an

afternoon sugar rush, with a wide range of cake slices, cupcakes, doughnuts, éclairs and fancy cookies, as

well as a coffee bar.

http://www.bluemoonshepherdstown.com/
http://www.yellowbrickbank.com/
http://wvbakery.com/
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Lost Dog Coffee, 134 East German St., 304-876-0871; www.lostdogcoffee.com. Open Monday-Friday,

6:30 a.m.-6 p.m.; Saturday, 7:30 a.m.-6 p.m.; Sunday, 7:30 a.m.-5 p.m. This independent coffee shop

serves up an offbeat attitude and dozens of whole-bean coffees and loose teas. According to its website,

“we fix bike tires and help little old ladies across the street.”

Mecklenburg Inn, 128 East German St., 304-876-2126. Hours vary. The beer garden is a highlight at

this pub that dates to 1793, in which ornate, tin-covered walls and a woodstove are reminders of its long

history. Brave souls can take a seat on one of the tree swings out back. It hosts frequent open-mic nights

and live music.

WHERE TO SHOP

Dickinson & Wait Craft Gallery, 121 East German St., 304-876-0657. Open daily, 11 a.m.-5 p.m.

Roughly 20 percent of the American crafts here come from the Appalachian region. The stock ranges from

the small and portable (art cards and jewelry) to the truly hefty (handcrafted furniture). Recent treasures

include a fetching tape measure housed in blue maple wood and a lamp made from river stones.

D’Accord Boutique, 134 West German St., 304-876-8003; daccordboutique.com. Open weekdays and

Sunday, 11 a.m.-6 p.m.; Saturday, 10 a.m.-6 p.m. If you can’t jet to Paris to shop for housewares, this shop

is the next best thing. French linens, pottery and glassware are interspersed with dozens of small

treasures, from Eiffel Tower key chains to caramels from Brittany.

Four Seasons Books, 116 West German St., 304-876-3486; fourseasonsbooks.com. Open Monday-

Thursday, 10 a.m.-6 p.m.; Friday and Saturday, 10 a.m.-8 p.m.; Sunday, 1-5 p.m. An independent

bookstore with new and used books, operating under the motto “matching people and books since 1991.”

German St. Coffee & Candlery, 103 West German St., 304-876-1106. Open most weekdays, 10 a.m.-5

p.m. (closed Tuesday); Saturday, 10 a.m.-6 p.m.; Sunday, 11:30 a.m.-6 p.m. If you’re packing a picnic, stop

here for a wide selection of local cheeses, wines, snacks, dips and chocolate. True to its name, the shop

also sells whole-bean coffees, candles and candle chandeliers, and other gifts, such as bath products and

kitchen towels.

http://www.lostdogcoffee.com/
http://daccordboutique.com/
http://fourseasonsbooks.com/


Pedal & Paddle, 115 West German St., 304-876-3000; thepedalpaddle.com. Open Monday-Friday,

noon-7 p.m.; Saturday, 10 a.m.-7 p.m.; Sunday, 10 a.m.-5 p.m., April–December (shorter hours in winter

months). The rental fleet here includes mountain and road bikes, kids’ bikes, kayaks and canoes. The shop

also provides shuttle service to the Potomac River and hosts group bike rides every weekend.

O’Hurley’s General Store, 205 East Washington St., 304-876-6907; www.ohurley.com. Open daily, 9

a.m.-9 p.m. Stop by to pet Milo the cat, warm up by the fireplace, add a piece to the half-finished jigsaw

puzzle, or attend the weekly heritage music jam sessions on Thursday nights from 7:30-11 p.m. You’ll also

find an unusual collection of hardware, housewares, local products and assorted things you never knew

you always needed.

WORTH CHECKING OUT

Shepherdstown Visitors Center, 129 East German St., 304-876-2786;

www.shepherdstownvisitorscenter.com. Open daily, 9 a.m.-4 p.m. There’s a lot going on in

Shepherdstown, so be sure to check the online calendar of events before you visit. During the summer,

when town parking is tight, you might want to print out the parking map at www.shepherdstown.us/?

page_id=4832.

Historic Shepherdstown Museum, 129 East German St., 304-876-0910;

www.historicshepherdstown.com. Open April-October: Saturdays, 11 a.m-5 p.m.; Sundays, 1-4 p.m. Call to

arrange a private tour during the off-season.

C&O Canal: To reach this level hiking and biking path about a mile from town, follow North Duke Street

across the Potomac River. There are parking lots just over the bridge.

ANNUAL EVENTS

Contemporary American Theater Festival, 304-876-3473; catf.org. Now in its 24th season, this

year’s event runs July 11-Aug. 3. Last year, more than 13,000 people attended this highly regarded festival

that showcases five or more new American plays, along with workshops, lectures and discussions. Single

tickets $30-$59; special rates for students, seniors and military. Multiple-show passes also available.

Mountain Heritage Arts and Crafts Festival, 304-725-2055, www.jeffersoncountywvchamber.org.

The 2014 festival takes place Sept. 26-28, featuring some 200 juried artisans, along with area wines and

bluegrass music. Advance tickets: $5 for adults; $2 for children.

http://thepedalpaddle.com/
http://www.ohurley.com/
http://www.shepherdstownvisitorscenter.com/
http://www.historicshepherdstown.com/
http://catf.org/
http://www.jeffersoncountywvchamber.org/
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