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(Description by Mrs. M. M. Ralsten, a graduate from Parsons School of 
Design, Paris, in Architecture and Design.)

Original Condition
In the beginning the dwelling at "Wildwood" was an unpretentious double 

log cabin started in the fall of 1835 and finished 1836, having been built 
by John Lilly, Sr. , of Bluestone. The original house consisted of four 
rooms, two up and two down, with a breezeway or center hall between. More 
than likely the stairway to the upper rooms went from this hall. Origin 
ally there were two windows on the front in each of the four rooms but now 
there is only one window where there were two. This conclusion was arrived 
at by examining squares cut out of the original logs. Since no mention was 
made of an outside kitchen, such as sometimes used in more pretentious 
homes of this period, I take it that food was prepared in a large fireplace 
in one of the downstairs rooms. "' •' ,

Period Subsequent to 1874
Itrwas not until 1874 that "Wildwood" was remodeled as on,^

The four rooms were"^ept~as they were Hut two rooms were added to the back - 
a dining room and kitchen with a loft or attic""o~ver these',"made^accesllbte 
by a small stairway going up from the kitchen. A wide stairway with early 
banister goes up from the front hall. All rooms were covered with pine 
sheathing; probably this was there from the first.

Recent History of the House
Large beams have been exposed in the two upstairs bedrooms, which give 

them much charm. The sheathing tras Ije'en^^aken^b^f erf 6ne: Wdrdx$m: arid logs 
exposed; the other is covered with plaster board. The pine sheathing is 
still in the halls. There is a fireplace in each of the four rooms but 
mantels have been removed; three of the originals are on the premises. The 
floors are in good condition (pine) and all original except in dining room 
and kitchen. These rooms were turned into a kitehen-family room about ten 
years ago. The outside of the house was white clapboard and a front porch 
was added at the time of the remodelling. The house has a gas furnace in 
the basement but I am sure it is not usable now. There was no basement 
originally. Aluminum siding now covers the house.

Restoration plans
The house will be restored to its 1874 (or thereabouts) condition. Alum 

inum siding will be replaced with white clapboard; the original porch, known 
from an old photograph, will replace the present one; rooms will be restored 
as they were in Beckley's time. Cost is estimated at $34,000.

Note: Mrs. Ralsten, has many valuable and interesting family heirlooms to 
use in the house. These include Alfred Beckley's memo book as he was 
building ''Wildwood"; his diary; a booklet on his trip to West Point; his 
appointment as 2nd lieutenant signed by Andrew Jackson; another letter sign 
ed by John C. Calhoun, then Secretary of War, and one by Robert E. Lee; 
about ~4"dd pieces of "mail to "arid from him and his family; the first Mrs. 
Beckley's wedding dress and pearl tiara; General Beckley r s favorite chair,
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7. Description - continued (Alfred Beckley Home)

and other items.* There are plans to add the Lucille Ralsten lot s'hbwn on 
the property map to the complex, and converting the house to a museum.

* According to tradition, several of these treasures were buried by General
Beckley under his first wife's crypt - then exhumed by Lieutenant (later 

"President) Rutherford B. Hayes, only to be returned to General Beckley.
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (; i

The land on which "Wildwood" was built once was owned by John Beckley, 
a man prominent in early American history; the house was built for his son, 
Alfred, as_a_jogu-|triuc1tiincej^ the most typical name 
in southwestern Virginia history. The house was remodeled by General

•WM.4ai(*««*«s^-»ii«aSMH^^

Alfred Beckley, founder of the City of Beckley. a municipality of 20,000
^l JU^a^T*^*?^*^^™'**^****^'

persons. The house is now owned by the Raleigh County Historical Society, 
which has plans to restore it to the period of General Beckley's ownership.

John Beckley, from whom the city originally derived its name, possessed 
vast holdings in what is now southern West Virginia. While a student at 
William and Mary College, he was one of the original members of Phi Beta «»» 
Kappa *i3ssa^s?«4*y and later became one of the founders of the Republican^ ;-* 
Party. He was first clerk of the House of Representatives during the pre 
sidencies of Washington, the older Adams, and Jefferson. He was, in 1783, 
Mayor of Richmond, Virginia, and a member of the Board of Aldermen; clerk 
of the House of Delegates and Secretary of the Convention of Virginia on 
the .Constitution of 1788-f first ̂ Librarian of Congress and a warm friend, of 
Jefferson. His only son, Alfred, was born on Capitol Hill May 26, (1802^ 
during Jefferson's first term as President. John Beckley died in 18f*7^ 4-~""' 
S«' Subsequently his wife removed with Alfred to Philadelphia, that being 
her former home. In May 1814 they accepted an invitation to live with 
life-long friends, Captain and Mrs. John Fowler in Frankfort, Kentucky. 
While there Alfred was a pupil of Kean O'Hara, one of the finest classical 
teachers in the state. He obtained an excellent background for his future 
schooling at West Point.

In 1819 James Monroe, then President of the United States and a personal 
friend of John Beckley, on the application of his mother through General 
William Henry Harrison, gave him an appointment to West Point. Upon an 
invitation from General Harrison, who was then a U. S. Senator, Alfred 
Beckley became a guest of the family at North Bend, Ohio, for six months, 
studying with the Harrison children under a private instructor. He was 
then sent to West Point by Senator Harrison and arrived September 25, 1819. 
He graduated on July 1, 1823, and was commissioned a 2nd lieutenant of the 
4th Regiment of the United States Artillery. He served 12 years in the 
U. S. Armyr two in Florida, two at Old Point Comfort, Virginia, six at the 
Allegany Arsenal, Pittsburgh, and two years in the garrison at Fort Hamil 
ton, New York. In the Civil War he served as Brigadier-General, CSA.

In 1836, having married Amelia Neville Craig several years before, Alfre 
resigned his Commission as 1st lieutenant and moved from Pittsburgh to
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Harlow, Warren. Beckley, U.S.A. Beckley, 1955.

Raleigh County Issue, West Virginia Review, vol. 20 (March, 1943).

Lucille Campbell Ralsten, "History of 'Wildwood.'" reprint of paper 
given before the Raleigh County Historical Society some years ago. 
A copy is enclosed as Exhibit 1.

Berkeley, Mr. and Mrs. Edmund. Cf. letter concerning life of John Becklev. 
Exhibit 2. to y
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8. Statement of Significance - continued (Alfred Beckley Home)

Fayette County (now Raleigh County) with the idea of improving his interests 
in the Moore Beckley Patent, a vast tract of land 170,038 acres in extent, 
willed to him by his father, John. He brought his wife and three sons, John, 
Neville, and Henry Martin, to the vast wilderness in 1827. They had six sons 
and when their only daughter was six weeks old, Mrs. Beckley died of the 
"ague." In 1850 he was married to Jane Ropp; they were the parents of three 
more children.

General Beckley gave land to the town for all the streets, the court 
house square and half the building lots, including a school, church, and 
jail. His whole life after coming to Beckley was spent unselfishly for the 
development and betterment of the community. He was instrumental in forming 
Raleigh County; worked tirelessly to get the Giles-Kanawha Turnpike through 
Beckley; served in the state legislature. He served as Brigadier-General 
during the Civil War.^-^

He died May 26, (ISSS^ and was put to rest' at his beloved "Wildwood." 
The second Mrs. Beckley lived on in the home until she died in 1901; at 

her death it went out of the hands of the family and was sold to the Lilly 
Land Company. Until purchased by Dr. and Mrs. M. M. Ralsten (Mrs. Ralsten 
is a great-granddaughter of General Beckley) six years ago, it had never been 
unoccupied in the 128 years. .



ALFRED BECKLEY HOME




