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Dedicated to the Memory of Frederick Gale Ruffner, Jr. - see Page 16 

 
This issue of the newsletter is featuring articles related to our legacy as Ruffners and our family 

association. How fortunate we are to know our Ruffner roots and be able to pass along these connections 

to those we are directly related to and others who may be interested in our heritage. The RFA has 

established sources such as our website and the archives at Longwood University to build this legacy to 

meet the needs of our family and those seeking information. 

 

To continue these efforts, we are eager to add new board members to meet yearly, if able, for discussion 

and formulation of future plans. Our board meetings are congenial, productive and based on volunteerism. 

For instance, the 2015 reunion needs members willing to help in the planning, promotion and 

coordination of that event. Another focus might be following up on the projects we have already started – 

such as the archives. Our organization is truly at a crossroads with our current board hoping “younger” 

members will continue the work initiated by the Ruffner descendants who first met in the 1990s, some of 

whom have now passed on. Many of the current board members have been serving the RFA for well over 

a decade and look forward to “passing the baton” to the next generation. 

 

A high point of my personal legacy was a recent trip to Nebraska when my Uncle Paul celebrated his 90
th

 

birthday. What a lucky man to have two older sisters (my mother Dorothy Rinker from Pennsylvania and 

Aunt Betty Beebe from Washington) fly in for the festivities (see page 15). Four generations were among 

the guests who came to recognize this phenomenal man who likes to dance the polka, plant an extensive 

garden, go hunting & golfing and work in the garage on antique cars & engines. They have maintained a 

close 

 

 

 

President's Message (continued) 

 

connection between themselves and encouraged my cousins to do the same. Our grandmother would be 

happy to know that email and Facebook have replaced the many letters they wrote – a lifetime legacy of 

caring and communication. 

 

I hope when you read the following articles submitted by members of our dedicated  board of directors, 
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you will recognize how important your support of the Ruffner Family Association is today and will 

continue to be in the future. Please consider offering your time and talent as a board member or worker 

for the upcoming reunion in Charleston, WV. Perhaps you have other ideas on how you could become 

involved.   

 

Whatever the reason, we look forward to hearing from many of you very soon so that you can proudly 

share with your children how you helped ensure the legacy of the Ruffner line. 

Phyllis Hershock 

RFA President 

717/755-6574 

chershock@cyberia.com 
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Mission of the Ruffner Family Association 

Chartered and incorporated in 1999, to support an association of members who will 

research and preserve their common heritage through the collection of artifacts and 

documents which form the basis for knowledge and appreciation of the historic role played 

by the Ruffner Descendants and their collateral lines in the settlement and development of 

the American Frontier. 

 

Check our Website – www.ruffnerfamily.org 

 

THEN THE DOOR OPENED TO A WHOLE NEW WORLD 

By Robert Newman Sheets (desc. Benjamin) 

 
A friend once asked me what it was that I got out of “going to those family reunions”. 

After all, isn't doing genealogy just a bunch of names and dates for people you will 

never know? The answer lies within three words: 1) Family, 2) Associating and 3) the 

surname Ruffner. Put them all together and you have the Ruffner Family Association – 

the key that opens a door to a world you might not have ever known. To me personally, 

the door is a symbol of the passage which we as cousins can enter that world in our 

expanded family relationships that not only enrich our own lives but brings joy and 

happiness to a remarkable legacy – the descendants of Peter and Mary Ruffner. Just 

think about what has happened since we created the Ruffner Family Association – we 

have opened our own doors to cousins from across this great nation and in turn been 

welcomed into their homes. No truer love has a family than to welcome family through 

that door and to share a table of love and nourishment. 

 So how did it all begin? Why did it begin? Was it just reunions? They had been 

going on for years all across the country. But something magical happened in 1991 

when the descendants of Harrison and Catherine Ruffner gathered at their Homestead 

in Mason, Illinois. Cousins George Ruffner and Budge Ruffner conspired to repeat that min-reunion again in 1993 

at Budge's home in Prescott, Arizona, homesteaded by George Ruffner in 1882. We were blessed by a number of 

our younger cousins attending who had lots of questions about the Ruffner Family History and how we had all 

made it to the Western states and from where? There was planted the seed. Enthused by the fun of being together 

and sharing family history we called for another reunion, but where? Virginia Rigg (then 89 and attending from 

Denver) suggested Charleston, WV where she had seen many historical markers for Ruffner sites. Shirley Ann 

Sheets, Genealogy Librarian at the Denver Public Library, volunteered to organize a reunion in 1995. Armed with 

the “Peter Ruffner Books” compiled by Doris & Olive Ruffner in 1966, Shirl set out to create a “Long Distant 

Reunion.” There in Charleston and Malden, West Virginia the seed began to grow following a large gathering of 

many cousins who would know about each other for the very first time.  

 

To say it plainly, we were all “blown away” by the impact of the Ruffner Family on the history of the Great 

Kanawha River Valley. Historic homes, schools, buildings, churches all bearing the Ruffner name and a State 

Capitol building standing on the Ruffner Farm property. Once again, we were blessed by a large number of 

youngsters all asking the question, “Where did we all come from and how are we all related?” On the second day I 

got some butcher paper, rolled it out on my bed at the hotel and made a genealogy chart showing all of the first 

three generations of the Ruffner Family so each person could identify their branch of the Family Tree. 

http://www.ruffnerfamily.org/
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As they say, “the Genie was out of the bottle.” 

Following a service in the Salines Church founded by 

Henry Ruffner and a garden picnic at the Hale House, 

an enthusiastic gathering of Ruffner kin demanded a 

repeat and as the genealogy compiled by Olive and 

Doris told us – it all began in Luray, Virginia. Our 

Oklahoma Cousin Doug Ruffner volunteered to 

organize the 1997 Reunion at the original Peter & 

Mary (Steinman) Ruffner Homestead. Along with 

Nancy Lee Shifflett in Luray, we added to the Reunion 

the erection of a monument to Peter & Mary at the 

original family burial ground. There we all were, in the 

great Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, totally immersed 

in the Ruffner Spirit. There was the original Home- 

stead, the homesteads of all their children and even the 

town of Luray which was built in 1812 on the land 

owned by the Ruffners. After three amazing days we gathered for our closing picnic and it was clear that the 

enthusiasm was not to be quelled and the call was made for an organization to keep the reunions going. I was asked 

to chair a committee of twenty to create a society. We did it through phone calls and emails, almost creating our 

own Facebook. Another great joy coming out of that picnic was when Ken & Joan Reid offered to put out a family 

newsletter and thus was born the Ruffner Roots & Ramblings. And this is how the next two years of organizing our 

family “club” unfolded. It was a journey of all these distant cousins who had claim to the ancestors on the 

Hawksbill Creek Homestead, coming together in a spirit that reflected the journey Peter and Mary took bringing 

them to Colonial America. 

 We can't overlook the experience we had during our first Luray Reunion in 1997, when trying to visit the 

Ruffner House B&B. All the other Ruffner homes had opened their doors to us thanks to Nancy Lee Shifflett – all 

but the original Homestead. After a heated confrontation with the operators of the B&B, even after receiving 

permission from the property owners living in New York City, we returned to our motel to nurse our 

disappointment in the bar. I turned to George Ruffner and said, “There is one way to make sure we will never be 

turned away from Peter & Mary's home and that is to buy it.” There was much laughter at such a grandiose idea 

but, two years later the property was back under Ruffner ownership after 159 years. Not long after that great idea 

was spoken in the Ramada Inn Bar, I received a call from Francis and Clara Brown in Luray, alerting us of the 

entire property being put on the auction block. Could it be possible? And then the McNeely Family spoke up: Jim 

and Judi in Ohio purchased the Homestead and his brother Sam and Betty McNeely moved from South Carolina to 

begin the program of restoring the property. See what happens when we open doors! And that has continued to be 

our family's story. 1999 became a terrific year with the Official Rededication of the Homestead followed by a 

caravan of cars & cousins retracing the 1805 journey of Emanuel and and his family from Page County to Ohio. 

There in Lancaster we had our first Ohio Reunion 

directed by Cousin Roberta Kirwin. 

 The 1999 Reunion was a landmark 

gathering in our family history beginning with the 

door opening for us at the Emanuel Ruffner 

Homestead hosted by the generous and warm 

welcome by Marge and Robert Rowles. No 

opening of a Ruffner Family Door better illustrates 

the title of this tome than to be greeted by Bob & 

Marge at one of the most beautiful and historic 

homes in America. There in the old German Barn 

we saw the original Conestoga Wagon that brought 

the family from Virginia to Ohio. And it was in 

that barn gathered by the wagon that we held the 

first inaugural meeting of the now chartered 

Ruffner Family Association. Sam McNeely was 

Ruffner Family gathering at Hale House, Malden, WV - 1995 

Bank Barn & Conestoga Wagon - Emanuel Ruffner Ohio Homestead - 1999 
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elected as our first president with a twenty member board of directors. And as if that was not enough excitement, 

we were treated to a surprise at the banquet by the appearance of Edith Washington Johnson and Margaret 

Washington Clifford, granddaughters of Booker T. Washington whose childhood was lived in the Lewis & Viola 

Ruffner home in Malden, WV. 

 Your Association was off and running full speed. We launched a Genealogy Survey for each branch of the 

family organized by Cousin Joe Ruffner of Alabama. This effort was to bring up to date the great compilation by 

Doris and Olive Ruffner. In June of 2000 we all went to the Washington Family Reunion in Roanoke, VA on the 

Burroughs Plantation where Booker T. Washington was born a slave. Thus began a tradition of supporting 

scholarships through Tuskegee University founded by Washington. Today we continue to share reunions and special 

events as a truly American community sharing historical roots.With the Homestead back in Ruffner ownership and 

our president well settled in Luray, we voted to return there for our 2001 Reunion. On the way  

there many of us met first in Lexington, Virginia to engage with the many historical Ruffner sites connected to 

Washington & Lee University. With our new president Sam and Reunion Chairman, Nancy Lee planning a  

glorious reunion, we truly had “returned home”. Highlighted by a family supper and reception on the great lawn of 

the Homestead, Jim and Judi McNeely “Opened their door” to our connection to the ancestors Peter & Mary 

Ruffner. 

 From 2001 on, the RFA took on some ground breaking projects to the benefit of all its members and 

actually for our nation's history: Incorporation as a Not For Profit organization; publishing an outstanding 

newsletter; conducting a Genealogy Census; supporting scholarships; holding national reunions and development of 

memberships. We also launched into an inventory of Historic Sites; Preservation of Family Burial Grounds; 

creating a Ruffner Historical Collection and Archive; creating a Ruffner Endowment Fund; erected monuments and 

Historical Markers; conducted research into the Ruffner Swiss-German ancients roots; supported restoration of 

ancient family homes; secured an agreement with the Library at Longwood University to be the permanent home of 

the Ruffner Archive; published the Genealogies of our branch families based on the second generations and most 

recently we obtained the IRS designation as a 501 (3)(c) Not for Profit Foundation. We continue to reach out to 

members and possible members through a beautiful Website that is listed in this issue of the RR&R. 

 Over the years we were fortunate to have at the helm some outstanding leaders in Sam McNeely, K. Dan 

Ruffner, Mark Flasch and Phyllis Hershock. Our Ruffner Roots & Ramblings has been edited by Joan Reid, Pam 

Flasch with Joan again back at the desk making 

our newsletter one of the best in the nation. 

 As the years rolled by we continued 

with some outstanding Reunions and some 

iconic Annual Meetings full of great memories: 

2002 our Annual Meeting was held at the 

Booker T. Washington Family Reunion in 

Malden, WV; 2003 Reunion returned to 

Prescott, AZ with installation of another 

monument; 2004 Annual Meeting in Cincinnati, 

OH; 2005 Reunion held in Lancaster, PA 

honoring the “Ancient Mothers beginning with 

Mary Steinman Ruffner; 2007 we headed to the 

Rocky Mountains for a Reunion in Estes Park, 

CO; the Middle of the Country hosted our 2008 

Annual Meeting in Effingham, IL; back again to 

Luray for a Reunion in 2009; Boston pulled us 

to Patriots Day 2010 sharing our Annual 

Meeting with the Newman Family Society 

Annual Lantern Service at the Old North 

Church; the Northwest was our 2011 Reunion site at Issaquah, WA; returning to Luray for the Town's Bicentennial 

and our Reunion in 2012; the next two years we held Annual Meetings in Lancaster, OH and Denver, CO. 

Reviewing these Reunions and Meetings which covered well the nation demonstrates the breadth of the migration 

of our family down from the 1739 Homestead of Peter and Mary in Page County, Virginia. Truly an American Saga 

as more doors are opened to us in the exploration of who we are – and more personally, who I am. For all of us find 

RFA Board Members visit the Taft Home (residence of Col. Ernest H. Ruffner 

from 1912 to 1937) - June 2004 in Cincinnati, Ohio 
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within the Ruffner Family Association the beautiful awaking of the lives of our ancestors and of our contemporary 

cousins. So, as each generation comes to join and appreciate the magic of the story, they find their lives enriched 

and become a part in  

 

 

 

THE RUFFNER FAMILY LEGACY. 

 

 “Come on in, the Door is Open – Welcome to Our Home - 

We are The Ruffners” 
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Isaac Ruffner's Legacy..........Luray, Virginia 
By Betty Lou Gaeng (desc. Peter Jr.) 

 
 It has long been human nature to marry and have children, so that our name will be remembered by future 

generations. Another human hope is to leave a legacy for our descendants. Isaac Ruffner, the founding father of the 

town of Luray, had no offspring, thus he never had this satisfaction. Instead, the small town of Luray, nestled 

alongside Hawksbill Creek in Page County, Virginia is Isaac Ruffner's legacy. 

 Very little has been written about Isaac since very little is known. It is known that he was welcomed into the 

world by his parents Peter Jr. and Elizabeth Burner Ruffner at the pioneer home established by Isaac's grandparents, 

Peter and Mary Steinman Ruffner. It has long been assumed that he was the eldest child, probably born about 1775. 

He was one of a family of eleven children—four sons and seven daughters. 

 Isaac Ruffner's name does not show up on the early census or tax records. When the 1810 federal census 

was taken, he was residing at his parent's home. It appears that he always made his home at Big Spring, the 

Ruffner's ancestral home. 

 One of the earliest mentions of Isaac was on January 7, 1810, when along with his father Peter Jr. and his 

mother Elizabeth, he entered into an indenture conveying fourteen and one quarter acres of land, more or less, to 

John Haun. This land lay along the Hawksbill on both sides and included two and a quarter acres which Peter Jr. 

had previously given to his son Isaac. (Deed book S, page 72) 

 Isaac's name is again mentioned on January 7, 1811 when along with 13 other men he became a bondsman 

when John Humbaugh was appointed sheriff of Shenandoah County. (Deed Book S, page 70) 

 When Isaac's father, Peter Ruffner Jr., died in May of 1811, Isaac's inheritance consisted of 390 acres along 

the Hawksbill. 

 On September 14, 1812 in Shenandoah County, Isaac Ruffner deeded a parcel of 90 acres of land lying on 

the west side of Hawksbill Creek to Christian Forrer for payment of $810. This was part of the 390 acres situated on 

both sides of the Hawksbill left to Isaac by his father Peter Ruffner Jr. (Deed Book T, page 376) 

 There was no official town in this area of Shenandoah County and Woodstock, the county seat was far to 

the west. With no roads suitable for wagon travel, it was a long and rough trip to reach Woodstock, making it 

difficult to conduct official business. For years it had been discussed and petitioned by the men of the area that 

there was need for a new county. However, for this they first needed their own town. 

 A Ruffner sketch in the West Virginia Historical Magazine of 1902, stated that the ten acres of land that 

were to be the beginning of Luray were a portion of Isaac Ruffner's fields which were not being used and had no 

buildings on the land. According to this same sketch, Isaac offered his land for the establishment of a town with 

these succinct words, “It is poor land—too steep to plow—you may have it.” At this time, Isaac was unmarried; he 

alone made the decision. On February 6, 1812, the town of Luray was proposed: 

 

 Be it enacted by the General Assembly, that ten acres of land, the property of Isaac Ruffner, near the 

Hawksbill Creek in the County of Shenandoah, so soon as the same shall be laid off into lots with convenient 

streets, be established a town by the name of Luray, and that William Marye, John R. Whiting, John W. Abbott, and 

Jonas Ruffner, Gentlemen, shall be, and they are hereby appointed trustees thereof. 

 

 Unlike the beginnings of most towns, Isaac Ruffner, the man who owned this land did not take official part 

in the procedures. After offering his land, little is heard of Isaac, except for his signature on the simple fee deeds of 

conveyance to the buyers of the lots—the laying out of Luray was left to the trustees. He did not take part as one of 

the trustees. Whether Isaac was to make any suggestions, such as the naming of the main street as Peter Street, we 

do not know. 

 One tradition credits William Staige Marye as the one who suggested the name Luray for the town. 

However, another tradition says that it was Isaac Ruffner himself who suggested this name to William Staige 

Marye, and Marye wrote it down just as he understood it from Isaac's own lips. William Staige Marye was well-

schooled, and Isaac may not have been. Perhaps we will never know the true story. Unlike William Staige Marye, 

Isaac appears to have been a simple farmer—an unassuming man, who was perhaps a little shy. Unlike his more 

flamboyant brother Jonas, he was never cited for racing his horse through the streets. Isaac clearly did not choose to 

be in the limelight, and he had no offspring to expound his accomplishments or generosity after his death. 
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 Plans were still underway for the final step in the establishment of the town of Luray. A map drawn by the 

surveyor James Modisett depicting the first 18 lots conveyed by Isaac Ruffner to the purchasers was presented to 

the Shenandoah County Court, and the clerk entered the following: 

 

  

Pursuant to the Act of the General Assembly of Virginia we the subscribers, three of the trustees named in the 

aforesaid Act proceeded on the 20
th
 August 1812, to lay out a Town on the lands of Isaac Ruffner in the County of 

Shenandoah of which the above is a map drawn by Mr. James Modisett the surveyor who attended and made the 

Survey agreeable to our instructions. Given under our hands this 27
th
 November 1813. 

 

Wm Marye     Jonas Ruffner     John R. Whiting 

 

 At a court held for the County of Shenandoah on Monday the 7
th
 day of February 1814, this plan of the 

Town of Luray was returned to Court and Ordered to be recorded. 

 

Teste, P. Williams, U.S.C. 

 

 A few records referring to Isaac Ruffner appear for the next few years. On Monday, December 1813, Isaac 

Ruffner, along with John Hahn and John R. Whiting, presented a petition for turning the road from the head of 

Hawksbill Creek to the town of Luray, intersecting with the road to Fredericksburg and Alexandria, beginning at the 

old road at Forrer's saw mill. This road was planned to run to the town and then intersect with the road leading from 

New Market to Thornton's Gap. The court ordered that James Headley, William Kemp, Jonas Ruffner and Chairman 

Ailshite, or any three of them, view the ground for the turning of the road. 

 In the year 1814, Isaac conveyed another lot from his land to the trustees of the Hawksbill Creek Baptist 

Church for the establishment of a place of worship. Then in May of 1818, several more deeds were executed by 

Isaac Ruffner conveying more of his land to purchasers, and the town of Luray grew in size. 

 Shortly before these last transactions took place, Isaac's marital status changed. The records for Shenandoah 

County show that on March 21, 1818, a bond was issued for the marriage of Isaac Ruffner and Molly Conn, Jr., 

with Raphael Conn as bondsman. Molly was the grandniece of Raphael Conn. 

 Raphael Conn lived at Hamburg, and was the well-to-do owner of vast acres of land as far away as Illinois. 

He purchased two lots of Luray town land at the second sale in 1818. On May 9, 1818, he paid $185.00 and became 

the owner of lots 39 and 40; the deed signed by Isaac Ruffner. Raphael Conn was also a slave owner, and when he 

died in 1831, he gave each of his 17 slaves their freedom. 

 Isaac and Molly Ruffner were to have no children, and Isaac died in 1820. He never lived to see the 

formation of Page County in 1831. Isaac's wife Molly followed him in death nine years later and her dower rights 

in her husband's estate passed to the surviving siblings of Isaac and/or the heirs of those who were deceased. It is 

assumed that Isaac and Molly are buried with the ancestors on the Big Spring land. There are no records of this and 

no grave markers are present. 

 Isaac's legacy was not to be for his own 

children, but rather his legacy was a town. Luray's 

existence along the Hawksbill Creek is due to an 

unassuming and quiet man—Isaac Ruffner—a 

man whose passing was little noted; much like his 

life. 

 It is altogether fitting that a plaque is in 

place at the site of the first lot for the Town of 

Luray. This then is Isaac Ruffner's legacy and he 

will be remembered not only by those of us who 

share the same family roots, but by others—the 

residents of Luray, as well as strangers who pass 

by and stop to read the inscription: Dedicated to 

the Memory of Isaac Ruffner. 
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Photo courtesy of Marilyn Courtade 

 

MY OTHER RUFFNER FAMILY 
by Sam McNeely 

(desc. Joseph) 

 
 In 1995, I received a phone call from the Cole sisters, Lew and Marty, who were childhood friends of our 

mother, saying a group of Ruffners would be gathering in Charleston, West Virginia. Because the invitation came 

from a man named Bob Sheets in Colorado, the sisters thought that brother Jim and I were not related since all our 

family came from Virginia. It turned out we were indeed related to these Ruffner “cousins.” 

 In 1997, I received an invitation from the same group of Ruffners to a reunion to be held in June in Luray, 

Virginia. Betty and I decided we would attend to investigate for ourselves if there was any kinship. As Nancy Lee 

Shifflett likes to tell: I walked into the meeting room at the Ramada Inn and announced “I don't know whether I am 

supposed to be here or not, but I am a Ruffner and I was invited to be here.” Thus began a life changing cycle of 

events that many marvel at to this day. 

 At the 1997 monument dedication on Sunday 

morning at the Ruffner homestead, Reverend Paul Mishler 

commented “our Ruffner ancestors would be proud of what 

we were doing there on this day.” My thoughts immediately 

went back to my mother, a Ruffner, who had died almost 

thirty years earlier. She gave me the impression she was 

unaware of the prominent ancestors she was descended from, 

many of whom were buried within walking distance of where 

Jim and I were born in Malden, WV. 

 As we were returning to our home in South Carolina 

after the reunion, I remarked to Betty I would like to later 

return to Luray and install a more permanent fence around 

the monument. I contacted brother Jim and told him what a 

wonderful experience the reunion had been and asked if he wanted to share the cost of the fence with me. He 

agreed and in September, 1997, Jim, Judi, Betty and I met in Luray to install the fence to keep the horses in the 

pasture away from the monument. Like us, Jim and Judi also adopted a love for the Valley from which our 

ancestors descended. 

 In early 1999, it was learned all the ancestral property would be sold to the highest bidder by auction. Jim 

and Judi became aware of this and decided they would attempt to purchase a large portion of the property 

containing the Ruffner home and other buildings. Their efforts were successful and in March 1999, after 167 years 

of ownership outside our family, the property was once again returned to a member of the Ruffner family. I had told 

Jim and Judi if their efforts to purchase the property were successful, Betty and I would go to Luray for 

approximately six months to help with the early transition of the property. In mid-March 1999, I loaded my pickup 

truck with a variety of tools and went to Luray to begin what I envisioned as a short term stay. I awoke the first 

morning to fourteen inches of newly fallen snow and my immediate thought was “old boy what have you gotten 

yourself into?” Now fifteen years later I realize it is a relationship that in my wildest dreams would never have 

happened had I not decided to attend that 1997 reunion. I have met so many wonderful Ruffner “cousins” that space 

limitations prevent me from beginning to name all of them. Needless to say, I hold them in my heart and in my 

memories, as sadly too many have left us in the intervening years. I have been able to visit many places where our 

ancestors settled and began new lives of their own on the American frontier. 

 In my journey, I have also learned that we are descended from a remarkable family whose offspring have 

distinguished themselves in many facets of our country's being. As I look back, I am most proud of what Jim and 

Judi have done to restore the ancestral property to the beautiful place it has now become. A place where many of 

our family have been able to visit, see the cemetery and walk the same ground our ancestors did many years ago. 

 Lastly, my one regret is I never got to meet Lester Ward “Budge” Ruffner, who along with George Ruffner, 

gave roots to the organization which has allowed me to take this journey of a lifetime. One that I deeply cherish. 
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PRESERVING THAT MOMENT 
By K. Daniel Ruffner (desc. Emanuel) 

 
 The Ruffner Family Association has been officially in existence since 1999, but the impact of the group 

began much earlier. The Ruffner family over the past 280 years has grown from a single couple, Peter and Mary, to 

an extended family of thousands. Within this family are many important stories and contributions to the American 

journey. Many Ruffner cousins throughout this time have passed along to their children our shared history. Doris 

and Olive Ruffner were just two people who joined the Ruffner family through marriage, but had the interest and 

organizational skills to write down and “catalog” the Ruffner family tree from Peter and Mary into the 1960s. These 

books were discovered by many curious Ruffner descendants throughout the years and became the modern 

documentation of the family for four decades. 

 My own journey to the RFA began in 1996 in Cincinnati, Ohio. I had just turned 33 and had a curiosity to 

research my own family roots. With the fairly recent growth at that time of the personal computer and the 

expanding role of the Internet, I planned on organizing a simple family tree with no expectations of the story I 

would quickly uncover. One Saturday I went to the library in downtown Cincinnati, Ohio with the names of great 

grandparents and little else. I picked up a book of the history of Fairfield County, Ohio and requested some 

reference CDs. Within an hour I was all the way back to Virginia with my full generational connection to Peter and 

Mary. 

 Leaving the library that day I had many copied pages and notes to put into my individual genealogical 

database. I had lots of questions and uncovered much more over the next few months. But the Ruffner family 

heritage was still distant and something only shared within my immediate family. 

 That same year, I mentioned to my parents, Kail and Rosalyn Ruffner, the Ruffner House B&B in Luray, 

Virginia. They decided to make the trip to Luray where they visited the Page County Library. A big find for them 

were the books by Doris and Olive Ruffner.....and finding their own names in those books! With all that they would 

have considered the visit a great success, but one evening during their stay at the Ruffner House they had the 

chance to meet Nancy Lee Shifflett. From her they learned of a Ruffner reunion being held in Luray in June 1997. 

The end result is that we all attended and began the development of wonderful friendships with many people who 

had a shared connection to Peter and 

Mary Ruffner. 

 This year will soon come to a 

close and much time has passed since 

that initial discovery. For almost 20 

years, my family and I have had a great 

opportunity to link this shared history 

with a family community. I know my life 

is much richer for that experience. I also 

feel just as rewarded by the Ruffner 

family's connection and renewed 

friendship with the Booker T. 

Washington family. My daughter Kate 

and I have had the opportunity to travel 

and connect with the Washington family 

at five wonderful locations. This has all 

been a special journey and one I would 

like to see continue. (Photo shows the 

BTW group during their 2014 White 

House tour. Dan and Kate Ruffner appear on the far left in row 4.) 

 The RFA is experiencing the inevitable maturing and life-cycle ebb and flow of an organization such as 

ours. Many of the people with the initial vision, interest, and energy are no longer with us or unable to carry the 

load they once did. We may not always be able to generate the same interest in reunions, but the contributions to the 

Ruffner legacy can still continue,. How that image will evolve is under consideration by the board and membership. 

 We have a unique and wonderful family story we can continue to gather and preserve for ourselves and 

later generations. Unlike in the recent past, a Ruffner seeking to find out more about their heritage does not have to 
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rely on the luck of an immediate family historian or chance finding in a library catalog. Our use of the Internet and 

social media offer ways for anyone to find and connect into that information. My overall point in this article is to 

say that the RFA should work to keep its presence out there and realize our ability to reach people is not shrinking 

but expanding. We may just need to recognize our reunions may still play a part in our identity and personal 

connection. Keeping our presence out there may produce more information to catalog and preserve. We can still 

give someone “that moment” of realization of their Ruffner family heritage! 
 

 

A CASE FOR LONGWOOD UNIVERSITY 
by James Ruffner McNeely, Sr. 

(desc. Joseph) 
 

 I want to take this opportunity to make a plea to all of our Ruffner cousins to send their collections of 

family history to Longwood University in Farmville, Virginia, for safe keeping and for all family members and 

future generations to share. 

 I think back on a story that my brother, Sam, and I have related to our RFA cousins many times about 

growing up in Malden, the heart of where Joseph Ruffner and family made history during their salt-mining days. As 

a child, I asked our Mother many times if we were related to the Joseph Ruffner whose historic plaque is displayed 

on Kanawha Boulevard in Charleston. Her answer was always: “No, Son! Those Ruffners were really wealthy 

people.” Sam and I went through a great part of our life not knowing we were related to “those wealthy people.” We 

also believed that we only had three cousins on the Ruffner side of our family.  

 Imagine our excitement when brother Sam, inquisitively, went to his first Ruffner Reunion in Luray, called 

me from there, and said: “Jim, these people are not only our cousins, some of them even look like us.” From that 

day on, our lives changed. Not only was Joseph related to us, we learned that we were 7
th
 generation descendants 

from his side of the family. We later surmised that our Mother didn’t know much about her family primarily 

because both her mother (Cammie) and father (Herman Ovis Ruffner) had died before she turned 17 years of age. 

Our Mother died in 1968, at age 50, not having known the rich history of her family we have since learned in the 

last two decades. 

 It is quite likely, and very possible, that if brother Sam had not chosen to attend the first Luray Reunion, we 

would still be ignorant about our Ruffner family heritage. Were it not for the Ruffner Family Association, we: 

 
 Would not have known about our rich family history. 

 May not have known that our family migrated to Luray from Switzerland and Germany. 

 May not have known that Luray was the birthplace of the Ruffners in America. 

 May not have found our 300+ cousins living throughout the United States. 

 May not be in possession of the Ruffner House. 

 May never have known where our ancestors were buried. 

 Would never have published individual histories on most of our first generation family. 

 

 Someone once said: “we never seem to want to know anything about our ancestors until there is no one left 

to ask.” Our Mother obviously didn’t ask her parents about ancestors. Sam and I could have done the same. I would 

not want that to happen to our children and their children. 

 Thus, I urge all family members to share their histories. Send them to Longwood University for archival. If 

you feel your family histories are too precious to send as they are, then make copies and send those. I have been to 

Longwood, seen Ruffner Hall, learned that William Henry Ruffner was the 13
th
 President of that University, met the 

people, saw the facility and can say unequivocally that your possessions will be in great hands. Much of the family 

history for Joseph Ruffner has already been turned over to them for safe-keeping and is being cataloged into their 

system now. 

 The Ruffner Family Association has given us the opportunity to live a more complete life than would have 

been possible otherwise. 

 

Do your future generations a favor they may not know 

they want until “there is no one left to ask.” 
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ROOTS AND LEGACIES 

 

ELIZABETH RUFFNER, A voice crying to be heard 
By Betty Lou Gaeng (desc. Peter Jr.) 

 
 As the daughter of Peter and Mary (Steinman) Ruffner, our pioneer ancestors, Elizabeth Ruffner needs to be 

officially remembered.  Her small voice has been crying out and going unanswered far too long.  It is now the time, 

even our duty, to tell her story—and, at last, it is a work in progress.  

Only a small child when death took Catharine, her older sister, Elizabeth must have been overcome with 

grief.  She had not only lost her only sister, she had lost her anchor in a houseful of boys.  Just as it may have been 

during her life in the Ruffner household, through the years, Elizabeth’s little voice has been mostly silent.  Her five 

brothers, Joseph, Benjamin, Peter Jr., Reuben and Emanuel, and their descendants, have clamored and claimed our 

attention.  However, just like her brothers, Elizabeth left a long line of descendants. Those descendants also blazed 

trails and helped in the settlement of our country.   

Actually, little has been known about 

Elizabeth Ruffner, except that she was born at 

her parent’s Big Spring home along the 

Hawksbill in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley on 

4 March 1755.  David Ruffner, her nephew and 

our family’s first historian, verified this.  We 

know from information contained in her father 

Peter Ruffner’s will executed 15 January 1778 

that she married Jacob Stover sometime prior 

to that date. This marriage is confirmed, again 

by her nephew David.  His Notes tell us that 

“Elizabeth was married to Jacob Stover 

(Staufer) near Strasburg (Stoverstown) (the 

brother of Joseph Stover, the rich merchant).”  History tells us that Jacob, and his brother Joseph, were both sons of 

Peter Stover, the founder of Strasburg.   

 Thus, when Elizabeth married, and went to live near Strasburg, many miles distant, across the Shenandoah 

River and the Massanutten Mountains, she became the first of the Ruffner children to leave her childhood home far 

behind. 

  Except for the fact that she had a large family, Elizabeth’s voice still 

remains a silent one; the events of her personal life unknown. Even the actual 

date of Elizabeth’s death is a mystery.  As indicated by information available 

in an early census record, she died sometime before 1810—much earlier than 

the 1816 date often mentioned previously.  It does appear that most likely 

Elizabeth did not live long enough to see all her children grow to adulthood.  

Elizabeth’s grave site is unknown—quite possibly on a hill overlooking 

Riverview Cemetery in Strasburg where several other early-day members of 

the Stover family are buried in unknown graves.  

 Two hundred and fifty years ago the world was definitely a male-

dominated one.  Women were seldom heard from, and to find records of their 

 lives from that time is a challenge. I am not a descendant of Elizabeth—my 

line is through an older brother Peter Ruffner Jr.  However, following her 

tracks has brought me very close to Elizabeth and her family, and even though 

the project has been a time-consuming challenge, I am glad to have accepted 

that challenge. The story of Elizabeth and her descendants is coming together 

and will eventually be complete.  The research is revealing some remarkable 

stories of Elizabeth’s descendants—stories such as the following ones. 

Sketch of early-day Strasburg 

Major Joshua Stover 
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Elizabeth had two grandsons, Joshua and Nathan Stover, brothers who were both killed on the same day, 3 

May 1863, at the Battle of Chancellorsville during the Civil War.   

 She had two gr-gr-grandsons, Robert Spangler Veach and Louis Stover Veach, brothers who died in 

Washington, D.C. on the same day, 15 October 1918, victims of the world-wide Spanish flu epidemic. 

 Elizabeth had at least one descendant who carried her birth name—a gr-gr-grandson who was named 

Joshua Ruffner Stover.  He was the grandson of Joshua Stover, killed in the Civil War and mentioned above.  Born 

in October of 1881, Joshua Ruffner Stover died in 1900 and left no descendants. 

 More about them will be told at a later time.  Since this started as an article regarding the female side of our 

Ruffner family’s roots and legacies, what follows is a short, but a very interesting biography of one special lady—a 

gr-gr-gr-gr-granddaughter of Elizabeth Ruffner Stover. 

 

 

BERNICE “BERNE” EVELYN ERSEPKE DIETZ (1929-2012) 

 

Bernice “Berne” Evelyn Ersepke
8
 (Ethel Longmire

7
, Edgar 

Longmire
6
, Margaret Rebecca Kern

5
, Mary Stover

4
, Joseph Stover

3
, 

Elizabeth Ruffner
2
, Peter Ruffner

1
)  

 Bernice was born 22 August 1929 in San Francisco, San Francisco 

County, California, the daughter of Ethel Longmire (1908-1997) and 

Bernhardt M. Ersepke (1906-1977).  Her father was a machinist and worked 

for the railroad. 

On 10 April 1949 in Reno, Nevada, Berne married her high school 

sweetheart Bruce Johnson Dietz.   Bruce, also a native of California, was 

born 16 February 1930 in Tulare, Tulare County, California, the son of 

Thomas G. Dietz and Jessie Johnson. 

 Berne and Bruce both graduated in 1947 from George Washington High School in San Francisco.  She then 

attended San Francisco City College.  

 Berne became a Navy wife.  Her husband Bruce Dietz served 28 years in the U.S. Navy before retiring as a 

Commander in the Medical Corps.  He saw service in both Korea and Vietnam.  Following his retirement from the 

Navy and until his death, he worked at George Washington University Hospital in Washington, D.C.  Bruce died on 

Christmas day 1983.   

 Berne had a busy life as a wife, a mother, a grandmother, and as a community volunteer.  In 1980-1982 she 

was elected president of the Rockville Business and Professional Women’s Club.  She was chosen as one of the 

Women of the Year by the State of Maryland.  She served as an Arlington Lady, representing the Chief of Naval 

Operations at burials of military personnel at Arlington National Cemetery.  She also volunteered in the White 

House Conference Center during the 1990s, and served as a docent at historical colonial homes in Alexandria, 

Virginia.  

 As shown by her picture, as well as being talented and a credit to her family and community, Berne was a 

very beautiful woman.   

 During the final six years of her life, Berne lived in Plymouth, Indiana with one of her sons and his family.  

She died 10 March 2012 at the age of 82.   

 Berne and Bruce Dietz are buried next to each other at Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington, Virginia. 

They were survived by three sons and their families, including six grand-children.  

 Bernice “Berne” Dietz is just one of the remarkable descendants of Peter and Mary Steinman Ruffner who 

will be featured in the upcoming book about Peter and Mary’s daughter Elizabeth Ruffner, her husband Jacob 

Stover, and their descendants. 

 Elizabeth Ruffner Stover’s children are her legacy to us, and the forthcoming information regarding her 

descendants will be the answer to Elizabeth’s plea to be heard. 

 

“Wisdom springs from life experience well-digested.” - Erik Erikson 
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THE RUFFNER HISTORIC 

SITES BOOK 
By Marria Blinn 

(desc. Emanuel) 
 

 Preservation of our family history is essential, however being able to gather actual stories of an ancestor's 

lifetime is equally important. It is more than just names and dates. It involves knowing where and how our 

ancestors lived, how they supported their families, their community involvement and other contributions they made 

to society. That is why the Ruffner Family Association decided to create a booklet, or book, of “Ruffner Historic 

Sites.” This book will allow us to share a visual history of the remarkable number of preserved Ruffner sites and 

enhance the story of our ancestors. 

 Last summer, I compiled a list of Ruffner historic sites, some of which were homes, historic plaques, 

bridges, businesses, roads, a stable, and a nature center. You can view this list on the Ruffner Family Assn. website 

at http://www.ruffner family.org/wp/historic-sites-and-monuments/. Once the list was complete, I started 

collecting information and pictures. 

 The data collected so far came from sources such as the National Register of Historic Places, WPA 

Historical Records Survey, Virginia Landmarks Register, historical societies, books, Ruffner family members, and 

documents. Primary sources are used as much as possible to verify information and ensure accuracy. Photographs 

are a bit trickier because they must come from a public domain site or directly from the individual who took the 

picture with their written consent for its use. If you have pictures of Ruffner sites, please send them to me at: 

Mari104123@aol.com 

along with written consent for their use. Also, If you know of a site not included on the aforementioned website, 

please let me know.  

 The format of each historic site writeup includes the following: 1) The address or coordinates; 2) A 

description of the physical site and its use; 3) Its historical connection to the Ruffner family; 4) The name and short 

bio of the person for which it was named and a photograph of the site. 

 Our ultimate goal is to provide a guidebook to take on family vacations and share family stories while 

visiting Ruffner Historic Sites from Pennsylvania to California and points in between. 

 

DISCOVERING OUR ROOTS 
by Marilyn Courtade (desc. Peter Jr.) 

 
Not many Americans have the opportunity, nor do they have the ways and means to trace 

their roots back hundreds of years. I feel fortunate to belong to a family that feels and 

demonstrates the importance of family history. It has opened my eyes to our special 

history and how each individual family is connected. 

 It is amazing that in this country, our Ruffner family had its beginnings with two 

people, and now we are spread out all over the United States. 

 It's exciting to travel to the places where our ancestors have lived. When I travel 

to these places, I can feel how it must have been in long ago days. Going to the different 

reunion destinations is something I would never have done had I not been part of the Ruffner Family Association. I 

have enjoyed meeting other members of our family and have made some lifelong friends. 

 I think when people are young, their family history may not seem so important, but as you get older, you 

soon find that it is important and needs to be passed along so that our roots will become known to the generations 

of the future. 

The younger generation should sit down and make a family tree beginning with Peter and Mary Ruffner, so they 

understand the genealogy of this pioneer family. They should also realize how fortunate they are that their history 

http://www.ruffnerfamily.org/wp/historic-sites-and-monuments/
mailto:Mari104123@aol.com
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has been documented by the Ruffner Family Association. Now, it is up to the young to carry the torch so future 

generations will not forget our family's beginnings, and will continue carrying that torch to each generation 

“When a knowledgeable old person dies, a whole library disappears.” 

—African proverb 
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RUFFNER COUSINS 
By Nancy Lee Ruffner Shifflett 

(desc. Peter Jr.) 

 
What now seems just like yesterday, but the truth be known was 17 years ago, when I made that long distance call 

to Denver, Colorado regarding an upcoming Reunion to be held in Luray, June of 1997, for Peter and Mary 

Ruffner's kin. 

 Little did I know about all the cousins scattered over this great country until I became involved in this 

wonderful family organization. 

 That, my dear cousins, is what I wish to share with you. Our organization has done a wonderful job 

connecting us far and wide by holding Reunions, developing a website to be proud of and a newsletter with 

informative articles and updates by RFA Historian Betty Lou Gaeng and Editor, Joan Reid. 

 As we met in June of this year for our annual Board of Directors meeting, it was with great concern about 

the future of our association. Presently the gray hair members may be out-numbering others. Those of us still 

around need to generate enthusiasm in our young folks and encourage our present members participation at RFA 

get-togethers and keeping us informed of their lineage. 

 We welcome any and all thoughts and ideas for our future Reunions. 

 
We're from he same seed but grew up separately 

My cousin, my friend we're from the same tree. 

Some things in common that we share one-to-one 

but other things are different & definitely homespun. 

All that I can say is I'm glad you're part of me 

and the seed that was planted is now our family tree. 

 

Author: Unknown 

 

TWEET ME! 
Communication. 
That is how we stay together as a family. How we celebrate our connection. How we 

celebrate the lives of those who have blazed a trail of notoriety, building and shaping 

America into the great country it has become. 

 As we continue to communicate, trying to keep and expand those connections, we 

en-counter new technology. Technology that can help us connect, communicate, share joys, 

share concerns, tell stories (try to keep a Ruffner from telling a story!), and promote family 

events. Today that technology comes to you as a Facebook page and a twitter account! 

 Yes, we are currently constructing a Facebook page and a Twitter account to help every Ruffner and 

Ruffner relative stay up-to-date with the goings on of the Ruffner family. 

 Addresses and invitations will be coming soon to electronic media near you! 

 Join me in communicating!  

Doug Ruffner (desc. Benjamin) 

 
In conjunction with the 200

th
 anniversary of Holly Grove Mansion, originally constructed in 1815 by Daniel 

Ruffner, the 2015 Ruffner Reunion and Board of Directors meeting will be held June 19
th
 thru June 21

st
 in 

Charleston, WV. Headquarters for the reunion will be the 

Holiday Inn & Suites in South Charleston. Additional details 

will be forthcoming in future editions of the newsletter and by 

special mailings. 
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Congratulations to Paul Ruffner of Bellevue, NE who celebrated his 90
th

 on October 11
th

. 

Paul's wife Anita and his four sons (John, Dave, Dan and Jim) hosted a gathering that included Paul's two older 

sisters – Dorothy (age 94 from PA) and Betty (age 92 from WA). Paul has 6 grandchildren and 5 great 

grandchildren. He grew up on a farm outside of Plattsmouth, served in WWII, and continues an active life style. 

 

Paul and his sisters, Betty & Dorothy 

 

 

In Remembrance 
MARTHA (MARTY) DARNEAL COLE, 

92, lifelong Malden, WV resident and the last of Malden's old salt makers, died Sept. 3
rd

. She was a retired educator 

and community historian. Marty, along with sister Lew, who died in 2012, were never married but that didn't 

prevent them from enjoying full and productive lives. 

 

The “Cole Sisters, as they were known to the McNeely brothers since childhood (see page 8) were connected to the 

Ruffner family through the  Shrewsburys. Their tireless efforts served to keep the history of Malden and its Ruffner 

and Booker  T. Washington connections alive. 

 

ROBERT “BOB” MARION STICKLEY, III 

(Robert Marion Stickley, Jr.
7
, Daisy W. Stover

6
, William Preston Stover

5
, Joshua Stover

4
, 

Joseph Stover
3
, Elizabeth Ruffner

2
, Peter Ruffner

1
) 

 

Robert Marion Stickley, III, age 79, of Salem (Roanoke Co., VA) passed away July 18, 

2013. Bob was born on March 6, 1934 to the late Robert Marion Stickley, Jr. and Frances 

Mildred Williams Stickley. 

 

He was a descendant of Jacob Stover & Elizabeth Ruffner Stover, daughter of Peter and 

Mary Steinman Ruffner. His gr-gr-grandfather, Major Joshua Stover, CSA, a veteran of 

the Mexican War, and a respected officer under the command of General “Stonewall” 

Jackson during the Civil War, lost his life on the battlefield at Chancellorsville in 1863. 
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Bob attended the University of Virginia and was retired from SCFA Architectural firm after 35 years. He designed 

Bethel Baptist Church, Grandin Court Baptist Church, Northside High School, and at Roanoke Memorial Hospital, 

the first open heart surgery and recovery departments, all NICU, ICU, CCU, dialysis units, nurseries, as well as 

extensive remodeling at Roanoke Memorial. He was a charter member of the Ostomy Society of Roanoke and was 

league secretary for 23 years of the Commercial bowling League at Viking Lanes and a prior member of the 

Roanoke Bowling Association Board of Directors. He was a member of Calvary Baptist Church. 

 

Bob was survived by his wife, Gail Howlett Stickley, two sons and a large extended family. At his request, his body 

was donated to science. 

 

In Memory of 

FREDERICK GALE RUFFNER, JR. 

1926 – 2014 
 

Fred, a longtime resident of Grosse Pointe, Michigan, died August 12, 2014. He was 

a powerful influence on the national literary and business scenes. He and his wife 

Mary founded Gale Research Co. in the kitchen of their Detroit home, which grew to 

become one of the world's largest library reference publishers. The founding of Gale 

launched 50 years of publishing innovation and volunteer service nationally, and 

helped to build thriving literary communities. 

 

Fred's publishing career started in 1956 with the creation of the Encyclopedia of 

Associations – the flagship title of Gale Research. Gale grew quickly, building a 

reputation for identifying information gaps and filling them with high-quality, 

comprehensive works, including Contemporary Authors and the Dictionary of 

Literary Biography. He sold Gale in 1985, with more than 2,000 books in print and a 

staff of 400 employees. 

 

The Association of American Publishers honored him with the 10th annual Curtis 

Benjamin Award, describing him as an individual “whose vision, imagination, and 

entrepreneurial spirit have generated publications which set new standards for 

information publishing.” Fred was also a steadfast advocate for libraries. In 1987, the 

American Library Association awarded him with an honorary lifetime membership for his publishing creativity and 

his leadership role in advocacy for libraries. 

 

 

 


