Assessment Two: Case Study

Valley Forge is the historic location of the American Continental Army’s winter encampment in 1777, during the American War of Independence. Situated in Pennsylvania, this large open space was reclaimed by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania in 1893 to serve as its first state park, beginning the commemoration of the site as an important identity marker in the American consciousness. Since the 20th century, Valley Forge’s importance to national identity has only grown, becoming a National Park in 1976, significantly, two hundred years after the Declaration of Independence. This essay will focus on Valley Forge’s self-perception and self-presentation as a national heritage site. It will spotlight curatorial themes and presentation techniques employed by the heritage site, focusing specifically on how Valley Forge has been presented to reflect contemporary sociocultural and political thought. 
The exhibition of history and heritage is a cultivated relationship with the past, developing throughout time. David Lowenthal seconds this by writing, ‘the past as we know it is partly a product of the present, we continually reshape memory, rewrite history, refashion relics.[footnoteRef:2] This quote rings true of the visitor’s experience at Valley Forge, from its small museum to the monuments erected around the park. As one of the oldest historic sites in the modern United States, it has experienced fundamental altercations to its landscape, reflecting the changing perception and identity of the American population, as American historian Lorett Treese writes ‘structures in the landscape at Valley Forge reveal more about the tastes and attitudes of succeeding generations than they do about Washington's army.’[footnoteRef:3] Officially, the site today presents its goal as aiming to preserve the memory and living conditions of the soldiers who were camped there, as their website reads ‘the park features 3,500 acres of meadows, woodlands, and monuments commemorating the sacrifices and perseverance of the Revolutionary War generation and honouring the power of people to pull together and overcome adversity during extraordinary times.’[footnoteRef:4] Yet, how does Valley Forge achieve this?  [2:  David Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 26.]  [3:  Lorett Treese, Valley Forge Making and Remaking a National Symbol (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. xvii.]  [4:  “Valley Forge,” National Park Service, accessed March 25, 2024, https://www.nps.gov/vafo.html.] 

The site itself is dominated by its central large open field surrounded by woodland. As it is famous for being a previous winter encampment, the tangibility of the location was transitory, as the army marched out of Valley Forge in the Spring of 1778 to continue the fighting. This contrasts with traditional examples of tangible heritage sites that can point to a physical central location dominating its landscape. Because of the site’s lack of buildings contemporary to its original function, Valley Forge instead relies on intangible memory and perceptions to disseminate and exhibit its heritage. The tangible sites that are present across the park’s landscape are either reconstructions, redevelopments or were erected after the Revolutionary War as memorials. Some of these include The National Memorial Arch. Washington Memorial Chapel, replicas of soldiers’ winter cabins, as well as various statues and other memorial markers. Alongside these sites stand its visitor’s centre, visitor’s theatre, as well as car parks, toilet facilities, and a gift shop; all the necessities one would be expected to find at a contemporary heritage site. 
As mentioned, due to the lack of tangible architecture, Valley Forge relies on storytelling to impart its memory to its visitors. As a heritage site, it has come to reflect American national identity in a way that Benedict Anderson terms an imagined community. ‘It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, met them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.’[footnoteRef:5] Even in a country as large and as vast as the United States, this imagined community is strongly felt and held among the population, and is sharpened around monuments that reflect this sense of communion more intensely. As one display writes ‘the landscape you see today embodies the peace that the Continental Army earned for us and honours their sacrifice and triumph at Valley Forge.’[footnoteRef:6] For many, the heritage at Valley Forge represents the country itself and therefore its dissemination and presentation of the past must strive to reflect this.  [5:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), p. 6.]  [6:  Figure 1.] 

Turning now to how Valley Forge achieves this, for most, the visitor experience begins at its visitor centre, where the museum is located. The experiences and memories of the winter encampment that the museum and the site more broadly intently display can be grouped into three exhibitions. Demography, ancestry, and ethnicity being one, the phenomenological experience of the ‘ordinary’ foot-soldiers as well as the generals the second, and finally, lasting legacy. 
The first, demography, ancestry, and ethnicity, are evident throughout the museum, as well as the monuments erected around the heritage park. In an exhibit titled ‘A Diverse Community’[footnoteRef:7] the accompanying text informs the reader that the soldiers encamped at Valley Forge ‘came from diverse backgrounds and locations, each contributing to the encampment’s unique culture.’ It continues by listing numerous ethnicities and nationalities who assisted in the war effort, from the Oneida, Tuscarora, and Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohicans to Englishmen, Poles, Prussians, and so forth. Furthermore, it explicitly states that ‘the diversity of the encampment foreshadowed the variety of ethnicities and cultures found in the United States today,’ highlighting how the past is not always diametrical to the present, and how Valley Forge can serve as a heritage site for all Americans of all ethnicities and nationalities. Outside of the museum in the theatre, the rhetoric of an American past all can identify with continues, as a twenty-minute educational video is played for visitors, highlighting the role of black soldiers as well as native tribes in the war effort. Continuing back in the museum, the curators demonstrate that American History is indivisibly intertwined with Black history, by featuring an exhibit titled ‘The Monument to Patriots of African Descent.’[footnoteRef:8] This exhibit displays a large image of three black men dressed in American Revolutionary attire holding muskets. All three are orientated to face three different directions. According to the author, this intentionally reflects, ‘Free men who fought and hoped for an honourable experience, Slaves who were granted freedom but later sought acceptance, Forsaken slaves whose promise of freedom was abandoned.’ This highlights not only the positive recollection of memory for some African Americans but also the experience of those who fought to preserve American ideals whilst being excluded from the promise of freedom America battled to achieve. In addition to this museum exhibit stands a memorial stone erected outside with the same image as described above carved into its face. Likewise, it is titled ‘The Monument to Patriots of African Descent.’  [7:  Figure 2.]  [8:  Figure 3.] 

The implicit aim of these curatorial decisions is to reflect ideas of how one can use the memory of Valley Forge as a pathway to contemporary American identity, recognising and relating to its history by interpreting the camp as demographically relatable to modern American society. This is explicitly demonstrated in one exhibition that allows the visitor to check various military records to see whether any of their ancestors were stationed at Valley Forge in the winter of 1777. This offers a direct link to a relational memory of Valley Forge, one that is unique to each visitor and reflects the current drive to rekindle the past through ancestorial connection. 
A personal connection with the memory of the soldiers at Valley Forge segues to the second most prominent exhibited feature at Valley Forge, phenomenology. This idea of relational experience is on display in the museum in an exhibit titled ‘Occupation.’[footnoteRef:9] It reads, ‘imagine a group of soldiers foraging in your fields or cutting trees from your land to build their huts… families faced difficult choices: struggle to coexist with the Army that occupied their land and homes or leave Valley Forge… would you have stayed or moved?’ Intriguingly, this display focuses on the experience of those who occupied the land before the army sought out a winter encampment. A similar display inside one of the recreated huts outside of the museum delves into more detail, writing ‘shocked civilians were forced to sell livestock and food they had stored for their own use. Many found themselves sharing their small homes with officers and staff.’[footnoteRef:10] The contemporary cultural significance depicted in these displays subtly points towards prevailing literature regarding colonialism and settlement in the United States but also illustrates how the exhibits use lived experience and phenomenological techniques to disseminate knowledge.  [9:  Figure 4.]  [10:  Figure 5.] 

Another phenomenological approach to information is the presentation of disease during the winter of 1777. Nearly 2,000 soldiers died of disease during this winter, as the camp struggled to contain influenza, typhus, typhoid, and dysentery. [footnoteRef:11] One visual display simply illustrates a recreated scene of how one wooden cabin would have appeared, packed with sick men being tended to by women.[footnoteRef:12] To one side of this image is another of a man undergoing an inoculation against smallpox. In addition to this visual display, an information board explains how inoculations for smallpox work, finishing with a sentence reading, ‘Valley Forge became one of the first locations for a state-mandated mass-immunisation program in history.’[footnoteRef:13] Noticeably, the visitor centre was renovated in February 2022, and the museum exhibition is brand new to the site. The focus on disease and inoculation at Valley Forge reflects contentious issues present in contemporary America, recovering from the global Covid 19 pandemic. As discussed above, the Continental Army’s memory possesses a sacred power over the imagined community of the American consciousness and is undoubtedly a source of great pride for many Americans. Therefore, the perception of their actions contains great influence over contemporary thought.   [11:  “Health and Medicine,” National Park Service, accessed March 25, 2024, https://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/valley_forge/health%20_medicine.html#:~:text=Two%2Dthirds%20of%20the%20men,%2C%20typhus%2C%20typhoid%20and%20dysentery.]  [12:  Figure 6.]  [13:  Figure 7.] 

	As mentioned, outside of the museum and visitor centre stands recreation of the wooden huts used by the Continental Army over the winter. Inside, visitors experience for themselves the phenomenological experience of ordinary soldiers. The interior design of most is bare, with only hay and straw lining the floor. some contain six bunk beds, though equally bare inside. Contrasting this stands an officer’s hut, decorated with furniture, a mirror, a bed raised from the floor, and a table.[footnoteRef:14] In this hut an information board reads ‘imagine you are an American officer… you, like many enlisted men, fight for freedom and the defence of the new United States of America… But do you have the ability to lead men in battle? Are you formally trained in the art of war or were you selected because of your family’s status?’[footnoteRef:15] This information placard excellently describes the tension between classes, still present in America today. Displaying both huts next to one another allows visitors to witness the contrasting living conditions between officers and foot soldiers. It memorialises both perspectives while maintaining an anxiety between the two, allowing visitors to identify personally with either.  [14:  Figure 8.]  [15:  Figure 9.] 

	The recreated huts at Valley Forge ‘by July 1948 … were completed. The park had its monuments to the common man.’[footnoteRef:16] The huts were built during a time of ‘gradual shift from the tendency to memorialise the past toward attempts to physically recreate it,’[footnoteRef:17] demonstrating how the lasting legacy of the heritage site has always been a continuous recreation of its memory, tending to reflect contemporary societal changes and beliefs. Prior to the construction of the huts came the consecration of monuments. This is most obviously displayed by the National Memorial Arch,[footnoteRef:18] built in a style similar to other war memorials and completed in 1917 during the First World War, when American soldiers had just begun being transported to France. Going back to the founding of Valley Forge as a heritage site, its commemoration originated from a newly felt sense of nationhood developing in the wake of the American Civil War, ending in 1865. This is explicitly stated in an information placard that reads ‘following the fracture created by the American Civil War, Americans again felt drawn to the unifying principles that the American Revolution Represented.’[footnoteRef:19] Adding to this perspective Treese writes, ‘as more and more foreigners arrived on American soil, Americans looked nostalgically back to the Colonial and Revolutionary periods, longing for the traditions and values that were thought to have prevailed.’[footnoteRef:20] The park has always occupied an established precedent the park, being permeable to contemporary discussion and change.  [16:  Treese, Valley Forge, p. 441.]  [17:  Treese, Valley Forge, p. xv.]  [18:  Figure 10.]  [19:  Figure 1.]  [20:  Treese, Valley Forge, p. xv.] 

	Concluding then, having discussed the visitor experience at Valley Forge, from its museum exhibition to its outside vista of monuments and recreated buildings, it is evident that Valley Forge combines memory, history, and understanding of the American Revolution with contemporary political affairs in a similar manner to which it has always strived to do. As Patricia Mooney-Melvin has written ‘every site, no matter how faithfully preserved, represents a collection of pasts. In addition to the accumulation of its own history, a site is a combination of where it currently is and what it is ‘supposed’ to represent.’[footnoteRef:21] As discussed Valley Forge’s heritage echoes this, by presenting the site through the lens of a diverse society, black history, and personal ancestry. It expresses Valley Forge’s intangible memory through phenomenological experiences, reflecting on disease and inoculation, colonial settlement discourse, and class and wealth-based inequality. Furthermore, heritage at Valley Forge has always reflected contemporary societal discourse and tensions, including war memory and nation-building. Masterfully, Valley Forge holds all of these previously discussed factors in perfect tension, continuing to express a deeply rooted sense of American patriotism and American identity.   [21:  Patricia Mooney-Melvin, "Harnessing the Romance of the Past: Preservation, Tourism, and History," The Public Historian 13 (Spring 1991), p. 46.] 
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Figure 2, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 3, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 5, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 6, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 7, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 9, photo taken by the author.
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Figure 10, photo taken by the author.
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