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On the Brink: The Tenuous Fate of the Iconic Hilltop House
To Harpers Ferry residents, more than a historic hotel is at stake
By Amy Mathews Amos
Fewer than 30 years had
passed since abolitionist John
Brown raided the federal Armory in Harpers Ferry, W. Va.,
but by 1888 Thomas Lovett was
ready to build his hotel. His
grandmother had been given
her freedom, along with property in Winchester, Va., in 1819.
Somehow, she had managed to
acquire additional property in
Harpers Ferry, and by the time
Lovett was a teenager in the
1860’s his parents were running a boarding house there.
With Storer College nearby
– one of the few schools available to “freedmen” at the time
-- they had a steady stream of
customers. Now a young man
with a wife and family, Lovett
was about as well-positioned
to own his own hotel as an African-American could be in the
late 19th-century. He built it
on the cliff towering over the
conﬂuence of the Shenandoah
and Potomac Rivers, reportedly proclaiming “where the
martyrdom of John Brown took
place, I will build my hotel.”
Flash forward 120 years.
It’s 2008, and after decades of
fame, Lovett’s Hilltop House
Hotel has fallen into disrepair.
Prominent guests such as President Woodrow Wilson, inventor Alexander Graham Bell, and
writer Mark Twain no longer
vacation on its veranda. Storer
College has closed its doors, no
longer spawning social reform
such as the Niagara Movement
(the precursor to the NAACP)
in Hilltop’s rooms. It still pro-

vides food and lodging, but
only the view “worth a voyage
across the Atlantic,” as Thomas
Jefferson once wrote, remains
as magniﬁcent as it was 100
years ago. A group of investors calling themselves SWaN,
led by multi-millionaire Fred
Schaufeld (perhaps best known
as the owner of the Washington Nationals baseball team),
bought the declining hotel the
previous year, with an eye towards restoration.
Today, a chain link fence surrounds the property. The hotel
and restaurant have been shuttered for seven years. The front
porch and much of the hotel’s
face has collapsed. And the
small historic town of Harpers
Ferry is divided.
Some residents want to give
SWaN the green light to rebuild
Hilltop House into the large
hotel, conference center, and
wedding destination that investors proposed in May 2009
- more than doubling the number of rooms and the facility’s
footprint on the clifftop.
Others feel duped. “When
SWaN ﬁrst bought the property, they promised to restore
it to a boutique hotel on the
order of the Inn at Little Washington,” says Elayne Edel, referring to the renowned inn
and restaurant in Washington, Va. Edel and her husband,
construction executive Wayne
Bishop, now own the house
where Thomas Lovett and his
wife Lavinia once lived while
running Hilltop House. From

her front porch, she can see
the whitewater staircase of the
Potomac through the public
right-of-way across the street,
and down the block, the ugly
fence surrounding the abandoned hotel. “If SWaN built
the hotel according to their
current plans, their parking
would come up to my garden,”
she says pointing to a stone
wall surrounding the meticulous patio and ﬂower beds accenting the charming historic
home.
That’s because in addition to
the original hotel and its nearby annex, SWaN has purchased
25 residential lots in the adjacent neighborhood holding at
least 10 residences, including
several historic Armory buildings that are now also in disrepair. These holdings extend beyond the block that originally
contained the hotel, spreading
west of Columbia Street into a
residential neighborhood.
Edel and Bishop think the
proposed 180- room hotel is
too big for the historic site. The
previous Hilltop House had 80
rooms, and its buildings and
parking remained in a single
block, east of Columbia Street.
Edel and Bishop are leading a
group of local activists to downsize the effort into something
they believe is more compatible with the historic nature of
the small town. Last fall, after
a week of door-knocking, they
presented a petition with 107
signatures to the Town Council
asking them to cap the number

The Hilltop House sits abandoned awaiting its future.

of hotel rooms at 120, keep the
hotel’s zoning east of Columbia Street, and establish design
standards to ensure that the
structures match the historic
nature of Harpers Ferry.
In most places, a hundred
signatures might not sound
like much. But in tiny Harpers
Ferry, that’s roughly a third of
its 300 or so residents. The signatories included an historical
architect, a retired admiral,
numerous former town ofﬁcials and business owners, and
at least two residents central
to obtaining Harpers Ferry’s
designation as a Historic District on the National Register of
Historic Places, Linda and Ron
Rago. Yet this past March, the
Harpers Ferry Planning Com-

mission released a zoning plan
for the site that allowed a 160
room hotel, plus 20 additional
guest rooms in nearby residences.

Please don’t go

Steve Ramberg doesn’t want
SWaN to go away. Ramberg is the
Secretary of the Planning Commission, the government entity
responsible for developing the
zoning ordinance that will guide
the development of the project
– a project larger than anything
the town has faced in its 350-year
history. When SWaN proposed its
large hotel and resort in 2009, the
town was “ill-prepared to receive
it” in Ramberg’s view. So the
Planning Commission decided to
build a framework to do so.
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The Commission soon realized that the town’s entire zoning ordinance was out of date,
and spent the next few years
comprehensively revising it. As
part of that process, it crafted a
draft Overlay Ordinance specifically designed to guide development of a destination hotel
on the magniﬁcent Hilltop cliff.
Central to that process, according to Ramberg, was creating
an ordinance that allowed the
new hotel to be large enough to
be economically viable.
“So what do we know about
that?” asks Ramberg. “One
thing we know is the existing
hotel failed,” he says. “It was
seasonal.” When Hilltop House
closed in 2008, it had about 80
guest rooms. “[SWaN] claims
to be saying they need a larger
hotel in order to have a year
round business with meetings,”
says Ramberg. “And we asked
‘well how many rooms does it
take to have a viable business
model?’ It’s inexact. So we said
let’s take a look at something
that we’d like our hotel to be on
the list on, such as Best Hotels
in West Virginia.”
The Planning Commission
examined a U.S. News and
World Report list of “Best Hotels of West Virginia” to determine what it took for a hotel to
make such a list. Because SWaN
indicated that they needed to
cater to year-round business
travelers, the Commission zeroed in on the hotels that included meeting facilities. “The
[hotels] that actually support

meetings and conferences were
at 160 [rooms] or above,” says
Ramberg. “And so we said, 160
looks like about the minimum
that you could support the
business model. That was the
rationale.“
To supplement their analysis, the Planning Commission
examined a market study completed by Pinnacle Advisory
Group and OPX, consultants
for a proposed hotel in Frederick, Maryland with a similar
business model. That analysis
recommended 200 rooms. Ultimately, the hotel in Frederick
was never built.
And so this past March, the
Planning Commission proposed
a draft Overlay Ordinance that
allowed a 160 room hotel plus
an additional 20 rooms in residential properties also owned
by SWaN, a 480 person restaurant, and parking west of Columbia Street - all subject to
approval by the town’s Board
of Zoning Appeals
“If we set [the room cap] too
low …if we put out a framework
in which there is no business
solution, they’re going to go
away,” says Ramberg. “So what
we wanted to do was put a cap
on it that did not disallow the
business model that they wanted to use and we thought was
good for the town.”
In late September, the Planning Commission updated their
proposed Overlay Ordinance
and expanded its boundaries to
incorporate two additional residential lots owned by SWaN.
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That version removes a specific cap on the number of rooms,
but allows the hotel to increase
its footprint 50 percent beyond
that of the original hotel and
annex. It also allows for two
levels of subsurface parking
west of Columbia Street, in addition to two levels of surface
parking in residential lots
owned by the developers. But
it limits the size of the restaurant to 340 seats. The Commission will hold a public hearing
on October 8 to receive input
on the proposal, and then send
it on to the Town Council for
ﬁnal approval.

Location, Location,
Location

Barbara Humes sees things
differently. Humes has worked
closely with Edel and Bishop to
downsize the proposed ordinance, and chairs the Harpers
Ferry Water Commission. She
argues that the hotels the Planning Commission examined in
its analysis aren’t comparable
to the Hilltop House site: they
aren’t located in a historic district in a historic town, and
they aren’t located in a residential neighborhood.
Instead, she crafted her own
list of boutique historic hotels that are thriving throughout the country, including the
Hermitage Hotel in Nashville,
Tennessee, the Red Lion Inn
in Stockbridge, Massachusetts,
the Strater Hotel in Durango,
Colorado, and the Blennerhasset Hotel in Parkersburg, W.VA.
Each of these hotels located in
historic districts has no more
than 125 rooms, and several
have fewer than 100.
Humes and her allies aren’t
against having a hotel. “We
just want it to be the appropriate size, to reﬂect the historic
nature of Harpers Ferry,” she
says. “We really see ourselves
as residents who are trying to
work with the town and decision makers to bring to the table additional research above
and beyond what the Planning
Commission has put forth.”
In a recent letter to Fred
Schaufeld, Humes notes that
Harpers Ferry National Historic Park ranked second in a USA
Today Reader’s Choice poll for

the best historic southern attraction in the United States.
She believes that a boutique
hotel catering to visitors seeking an authentic experience in
a historic town would be a positive alternative to a large hotel
and conference center.

Water, water
everywhere . . .

Humes sees another problem
looming that’s not addressed
in the proposed Overlay Ordinance either. The Town of
Harpers Ferry is facing $6.3
million in upgrades to its aging water system, regardless
of whether the hotel is built
or not. That includes replacing
ﬁve miles of underground pipelines, upgrading pumps, and
installing more modern treatment technologies. According
to Humes, the Water Commission doesn’t know exactly how
it will pay for that capital improvement. A new hotel could
help, but the boost would be minor: at current rates a 180 room
Hilltop House complex with a
340 seat restaurant would pay
a one-time connection fee of
about $633,000 – a substantial
sum, but only about 10 percent
of what’s needed to upgrade
the system. They would also
pay for the water they use, but
those fees typically cover regular operation and maintenance,
not capital improvement.
Wayne Bishop, who owns
Thomas Lovett’s house with
Edel and chairs the Harpers
Ferry Parks and Recreation
Commission, puts it another
way: “If the ordinance passes,
we will owe [SWaN] and be

stuck with the upgrades. We’ll
need to raise rates to cover capital improvement upgrades.”
According to Bishop “You never catch up with the bonds you
need to pay for this. Everyone’s
rates go up.” And that doesn’t
even consider additional police
and ﬁre protection needed for
a large facility and sewer upgrades, he notes.
In the past, when developers
proposed demanding projects,
communities often required
proffers as part of the approval
process to help meet infrastructure or other community
needs. But West Virginia’s code
now allows only for “voluntary
proffers” offered by developers,
not proffers required by local
governments as a condition for
approval. The September proposed Overlay Ordinance suggests some voluntary proffers
that would be “of interest to
the Town,” including improvements to key intersections to
accommodate the increased
trafﬁc resulting from the hotel,
and sites for residents and visitors to enjoy the view from the
promontory.
That’s not good enough according to Bishop. He feels
that Harpers Ferry ofﬁcials
are being negligent by failing
to negotiate with SWaN for
contributions to the town’s infrastructure needs. “The town
has complete control over the
zoning, the utilities, the town
streets and rights of way. But
the Planning Commission is on
its way to giving all that up,” he
says. “Once this [ordinance] becomes law, we are on the hook”
to provide those upgraded services.
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Show me the view –
but show me money
Mark Dyck has been involved
in the Hilltop House redevelopment since the beginning. Dyck
is an engineer with Gordon,
a ﬁrm based in Chantilly, Va.
and Charles Town, W.Va. and
has watched Schaufeld build a
team of architects, engineers
and market analysts over the
years to advise him on creating
a 5-star destination hotel.
“Fred Schaufeld’s vision
all along has been to create
something on this promontory that people visit and talk
about from Maine to California
-- you know, like ‘you have to
go see this hotel and experience it.’ Because that’s what
people talk about for the Inn at
Little Washington,” says Dyck.
“The comparison with the Inn
at Little Washington wasn’t a
room number comparison. It
was about the quality of the
hotel. It was about the experience of the guests when they go
there.” The 2009 design for the
new Hilltop House main facility
was based on a postcard image
of the hotel as it looked in 1912
– but about twice the size.
Dyck likens the vision to
the Omni Bedford Springs Resort in Bedford, Pennsylvania,
a sprawling 216 room historic
hotel and spa with extensive
amenities (including natural
mineral springs, a historic gulf
course, two pools and four restaurants) rebuilt in 2005 to cater to a largely metropolitan
crowd. The clientele isn’t so
much corporate (although Bedford Springs does have meeting
facilities and the kinds of escapist activities that businesses
seek for employee bonding),
but typically tourists – often
older couples able to afford a
“phenomenal experience” as
Dyck puts it.
In contrast, the original Hilltop House sits on four acres,
and shares a crowded clifftop
with residential neighbors in
historic homes. The size of
Schaufeld’s initial concept –
180 guest rooms, 480 seat restaurant, and wedding and conference facilities on nine acres

-- was based on the advice he
got from his consultants back
in 2007 to 2009. But that was
before the recession, and before the town of Harpers Ferry
erupted over his idea. Dyck says
that Schaufeld has begun a new
analysis to consider current
market conditions, which could
favor smaller hotels. “When
SWaN restarts the design process, they anticipate looking
at fewer rooms than originally
proposed,” he says.
Regardless, the competing
market analyses completed by
the Planning Commission and
Barbara Humes won’t matter.
Neither of them is a meaningful analysis in Dyck’s view.
“You can debate the number
of rooms all day long,” he says.
“But SWaN’s going to go and
get a professional. Whether it’s
80 or 150, they’re going to get
professional advice that they’ll
follow.”
But fewer rooms won’t necessarily translate into a smaller
footprint. That planned parking
structure next to Thomas Lovett’s
house would likely remain even
with a smaller hotel, according
to Dyck. That’s because under the
current plans, SWaN will have
to blast rock and earth from the
clifftop to build both the hotel
and a two-tiered parking garage
with subsurface levels. With
fewer rooms, they can reduce the
costs of blasting by eliminating
the underground parking, relying on surface slots alone.
And SWaN has no plans to
offer proffers to offset existing
water, sewer or other infrastructure needs. It considers those upgrades the town’s responsibility,
regardless of whether the hotel is
built or not. Instead, it estimates
that a rebuilt Hilltop House will
bring in hundreds of thousands
of dollars in new revenue from
hotel occupancy taxes, Business
and Occupation taxes and wine
and liquor taxes each year. According to Dyck, if the new hotel
exceeds current capacity, it will
be required to pay for improvements to meet that new capacity. Otherwise, it will tap into
the existing system as just another paying customer.

The exceptions – will
they rule?
Tucked into the September revisions to the proposed
Overlay Ordinance are two
clauses that seemingly could
undo all the others. Those
clauses would allow the Harpers
Ferry Board of Zoning Appeals
to grant developers exceptions
to any of the promontory’s proposed standards if it ﬁnds that,
among other things, the exceptions would eliminate an “Unnecessary Hardship” yet still
“allow the intent of the Zoning
Ordinance to be observed.” The
ordinance doesn’t deﬁne what
constitutes an Unnecessary
Hardship, but according to Ramberg, West Virginia law requires
the Planning Commission to include this broad exception in the
Harpers Ferry ordinance.

On the edge

For now, hovering over that
famous view, the Hilltop House
ruins are suspended in time. No
longer a seat of social change or
a getaway for America’s elite,
Thomas Lovett’s inn is simply awaiting her 21st century
makeover. She closed in 2008
when a guest reportedly fell
through a ﬂoor and engineers
determined that her structure

Wayne Bishop, owner of the Thomas Lovett house, with water commissioner Barbara Humes. Bishop used a John Pryne tune to craft a song
lamenting the Hilltop proposal.
was too unsound to save. And
so her new face will be a reconstruction, not a rehabilitation.
Ramberg of the Harpers Ferry
Planning Commission hopes to
move that process along, ﬁnishing up the town’s Overlay Ordinance this fall and locking the
town’s expectations and obligations in place. “It’s been four
years and it’s time to come to a
conclusion,” he says of the ordinance process.
But SWaN’s new market analysis is just beginning, with no set
timeframe for completion and

no foregone conclusions. The
market now is different than
it was a mere seven years ago
when this process began. Where
it will be in 10 or 20 years is anyone’s guess.
Which make the timelessness
of the cliff and surrounding rivers even more poignant. Economies rise and fall, luminaries pass
away, and social norms change.
But the people of Harpers Ferry
are hoping that history and community endure throughout, and
praying that the next 125 years
will be as glorious as the past.

