
Fresh 
Exhibits
Above all, WNCHA strives to promote history. Our new 
permanent exhibit on the history of the area is now up. The 
popular bridal exhibit will return mid-March, augmented 
with fresh finds. And plans are underway for new 
exhibits drawing from our collections: one showing how 
fashions repeat in both clothing and furniture, and another 
featuring wonderful handmade 19th- and early 20th-
century quilts and woven coverlets. Stay tuned for details!

WNCHA faces many challenges—of leadership, 
finance, keeping the museum interesting and 
relevant—but we’re facing them with an exciting 
array of plans for 2010. We hope you’ll join us!

Executive Direction
When we found ourselves in need of an executive 
director last year, Ron Ashe bravely jumped in 
on a temporary basis. But with his term up at the 
close of 2009, the search is on again. Since we also 
need to raise money to fund the position better, 
that will be another area of focus in early 2010.

Special Events
Our biggest fundraiser in 2009 was an evening com-
bining a bridal exhibit preview party, a silent auction, 
and a special dinner at Fernihurst (another historic 
building on the A-B Tech campus). Plans are underway 
to repeat that success on March 25, possibly expanding 
the number of seats at the Fernihurst dinner, which is 
a gourmet event catered by Culinary Arts students. 
Tickets sold out quickly last year, so be sure to get in on 
this wonderful treat as soon as notifications go out!

Upcoming Events	  For more information, call the museum at (828) 253-9231.

From fundraising to new exhibits, 
plans are afoot for the new year
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January 16, 1 p.m. Contra dance for teens. $5 includes 
live music and refreshments.
February 13, 11 a.m. Victorian tea party for boys and 
girls. Craft: valentines. $25 child, $20 parent or adult.

March 25. Bridal exhibit preview party and Fernihurst 
dinner. Details TBA. 
March 26. Bridal exhibit opens to the public.
March 27. Easter-egg hunt. $5 child, adults free.

Coming 
attractions: a 
c.1898 dress; 
fine dining at 
Fernihurst; a 
woven 1837  
coverlet.



conducting research into the family. 
She had my attention now! We 
traded information, and together 
we reconstructed much of Charles 
Van Bergen’s life.
	 He was born in Paris in 1869. 
His wealthy parents, Anthony 
and Julia, were members of the 
“American Colony,” a closely knit 
community of Americans living 
in Paris. The young Charles was 
educated in England and earned 
his medical degree from Cambridge 
University. His brother, Harry, 
spent most of his life in France 
and helped found the American 
Hospital of Paris. Their sister 
married into German aristocracy, 
becoming Countess Alice Grote of 
Mecklenburg-Schwerin.
	 Sometime prior to 1900, 
Charles moved to Buffalo, NY, and 
married Amelia Thorne. He taught 
and researched at the University 
of Buffalo, leading to several 
published articles in the Journal 
of Medical Research. He also made 
major donations to the school. 
	 He moved to Asheville in 
1898 to assist Dr. S. Westray Battle 
at the newly opened Asheville 
Sanatorium. The couple became 
members of the All Souls Church, 
bought the Smith-McDowell 
House, and hired the Olmsteds to 
landscape the property. In 1907, 

Until recently, the lives of former 
Smith-McDowell House owners 
Dr. and Mrs. Charles Van Bergen 
remained shrouded in mystery. 
As I reported previously (“The 
Influential Van Bergens,”  
March/April 2008), although they 
had the house re-landscaped by 
the Olmsted brothers, we knew 
little about their lives before and 
after their time in Asheville . . . 
until now.
	 Gleaning information about 
the past can require really good 
detective work; sometimes it is 
just dumb luck. Several months 
ago a woman contacted me from 
Los Angeles. A distant relative 
of the Van Bergens, she was 

they moved to France and sold the 
property to General Alfred Bates. 
	 Eventually the Van Bergens 
settled in New York City, with 
frequent trips to France. They had 
no children. After Amelia’s death 
in 1925, Charles began pursuing 
an interest in archeology. He spent 
time in Egypt and then moved to 
Los Angeles (where he remarried a 
woman named Ida). 
	 From 1929 to 1932, the doctor 
funded and directed several excav-
ations in California, Arizona, and 
Utah sponsored by the Los Angeles 
Museum. The diggers, many of 
them graduate students, were 
known as “Van Bergen’s gophers.” 
The work led to spectacular finds 
of red-on-buff ceramics, mirrors, 
shell and bone tools, and other 
artifacts at Grewe, an a.d. 1150-1450 
Hohokam settlement in Arizona.
	 While we still have no 
photograph of Van Bergen, we 
do have the description that  
accompanied his application for 
an emergency passport for a quick 
trip to Venezuela in 1892: “Age 
23, 5 feet 10½ inches, with a round 
forehead, brown eyes, Roman nose, 
full mouth, long chin, brown hair, 
olive complexion and a long face.” 
	 Charles died in 1944. He and 
Ida are buried in Forest Lawn 
Cemetery in Los Angeles.

Digging Up the Past John Turk pursues elusive former 
         resident CharlesVanBergen

Facing page, above: Workers in the 
Van Bergen–Los Angeles Museum 
expedition map a dig site at Grewe 
in 1931. Below: Hohokam bone 
hairpins were among many treastures 
dug at the site in the early 1930s.

Editor’s Note:  
 Pinching Pennies
Tough times call for renewed 
efforts—and creative thinking! 
WNCHA is feeling the pinch, 
but we’re working hard to 
reduce our expenditures and 
increase our income.
	 Past board president 
Stephen Jones is kicking off a 
membership drive for the new 
year. He’ll be encouraging 
lapsed members to rejoin and 
encouraging new memberships. 
Do you have any suggestions to 
add to our list?
	 The early part of the year is 
a slow time at the museum, and 
after some number-crunching 
we’ve realized it makes sense 
to close on Sundays from 
mid-January through mid-
March. We’ll also be relying 
on volunteers to make up the 
difference now that part-time 
employee Alicia Chapman 
has moved on to start student 
teaching (we’ll miss you, 
Alicia!). If you have a morning 
or afternoon to spare—whether 
once a week or once a month—
now is the time to step forward.
	 We’ll also be transitioning 
in 2010 from this printed 
newsletter to an on-line version, 
saving hundreds of dollars in 
printing and mailing costs every 
issue. This change will also 
allow us to run full color and 
include more content. We want 
to be sure all our members are 
in the loop, so please help out 
by letting us know your e-mail 
address! Drop us a line at smh@
wnchistory.org.

 —Jessamyn Reeves-Brown

Congratulations to the Henderson 
County Heritage Museum for 
winning WNCHA’s Outstanding 
Achievement Award for 2009! 
	 “We could not have done 
this without the hard work of 
the community, our volunteers, 
and our past and current board 
members,” said museum director 
Jennie Jones Giles. “This museum 
is the story of the people of this 
county and belongs to each 
resident of the county.”
	 Housed in four rooms of 
the 1904 Historic Courthouse in 
Hendersonville, the non-profit 
museum opened in April 2008 at 
the building’s grand re-opening. 

WNCHA presents award to 
Henderson County Heritage Museum

It was established to 
foster an appreciation 
for the rich multi-ethnic 
heritage, history, and 
culture of Henderson 
County, its people, and 
its institutions; and to 
preserve the county’s 
heritage for present and 
future generations. 
	 The Museum’s first 
exhibit, “Let Freedom 
Ring,” focuses on a rare 
military collection as the 
story of the people of the 
county is told through 
the nation’s military 
conflicts, beginning with 
the Cherokees’ fight to 
keep their land through 
the current conflict in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Upcoming themes will 
include pioneers and 
builders, transportation 

and communication, women, black 
history and culture, health and 
medicine, and more.
	 Said Giles, “In each changing 
exhibit, people will connect to their 
ancestors and learn about the place 
they call home. The museum is a 
journey to yesterday, a journey that 
takes you home.”

The recently restored Historic Courthouse, built 
in 1904, is home to Henderson County’s award-
winning Heritage Museum.
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Many of the antique clothes that have survived to this day were put 
aside because they were special. Ballgowns, wedding dresses, tiny 
debutante bodices—these are the items that tended to get passed down 
lovingly to the next generation.
	 But equally interesting is what people wore in their everyday lives. 
What were the jeans-and-T-shirt outfits of the 19th century? What did 
working women wear?
	 On loan to the museum is this practical work dress dating to ca. 
1855–60. It was made of sturdy, washable cotton and dyed dark blue 
with indigo—just as jeans are to this day. The surprisingly psychadelic 
print (see inset) was formed by the resist method: wax was patterned 
onto the fabric before dyeing, and wherever the wax was laid the 
dye did not stick. The only trimmings are of the same fabric, to avoid 
laundering issues; the buttons are washable glass in a matching blue.
	 Although the sewing machine became popular in the 1850s, many 
women still sewed all their clothes by hand, as did the maker of this 
dress. In fact, work dresses were often sewn with tighter, tinier stitches 
than dressy ones, as they had to survive harder wearing and washing.
	 You can see this dress in person in the 1850s bedroom until March.

On Exhibit: An 1850s Work Dress


