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Figure 13: The Edict of Emancipation. This replica on the Trail is the fountain which 
commemorates the Edict of Emancipation by Charles Albert I granting civil rights to the 
Waldensians in 1848.  

 
All of these monuments and buildings are reconstructions of sites which are found in the 

Waldensian Valleys in Italy. The monuments represent events and places which tie the 

Waldensians of Valdese to their European Waldensian ancestors. It is not surprising that sixty 

percent of the monument reconstructions represent the European past of the Waldensians as that 

part of their history is much longer and wrought with conflict compared to the American 

Waldensians.  
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The other forty percent of the monuments and buildings on the Trail memorialize the 

history of the Waldensians of Valdese in particular and show the heritage of the Waldensians of 

Valdese as well as their Americanization. The first of these and site nine on the Trail is the Tron 

House. This is the original house of Charles Albert Tron the first pastor of the Waldensians in 

North Carolina. It is not surprising that the house of the first pastor of the American Waldensians 

is featured on the Trail. As I have shown the Waldensians are committed to preaching and this 

shows how the community value their preachers. 

 
Figure 14: Tron House. This is the original house of the first pastor of Valdese, Charles Albert 
Tron.  

 
The tenth site is the original saw mill of the town which was used by the original settlers 

and still works today. It commemorates the economic struggle faced by the first Waldensians of 

Valdese. The saw mill is used today in order to make wooden coasters which visitors to the Trail 

receive after walking through it. The coasters say “I walked the ‘Trail’” and are emblazoned with 

the symbol used by the Trail. These wooden coasters can be compared to the medieval 
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pilgrimage badges received by pilgrims in the Middle Ages. According to Dianna Web 

pilgrimage in the Middle Ages which concentrated on local sites grew “from two roots: the 

cultivation within early Christian communities of the memory of their honoured dead [and 

secondly] the already established custom…of recourse to particular hallowed places for curative 

and sometimes divinatory purposes.”164 Visiting the shrine and receiving a souvenir would be 

part of this first reason for local pilgrimage. The Trail in Valdese commemorates the memory of 

those Waldensians who came before and receiving the coaster helps to instill this memory in 

those who visit the Trail.  

The eleventh building on the Trail is the Refour house which is a replica of the house of 

one of the first families that settled in Valdese. This house is built in a similar fashion to the 

typical houses found in the Waldensian Valleys of the late nineteenth century. One member of 

the family, Anna Refour, brought many family mementos which are displayed inside the house 

on the Trail. This house then showcases the mixing of past and present. The architecture being 

typical of the Piedmont represents the ties of the American Waldensians to their European 

counterparts. The fact that it was built in Valdese represents the present and the strong ties to the 

past which the American Waldensians exhibit. The twelfth site is a reproduction of the 

community oven built in 1893. Recall from chapter one the women of Valdese put on their 

Waldensian costumes in order to raise money for this oven. In the Waldensian Valleys each town 

had a community oven used by all the families to bake bread. The Waldensians of Valdese, 

because they were unfamiliar with American ovens and wanted to bake bread in the fashion of 

their European counterparts undertook to build this oven. The oven showcases not only the ties 

                                                           
164 Dianna Web, Medieval European Pilgrimage, c. 700-c. 1500 (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 4.  



60 

 

the Waldensians of Valdese made with the past but also the innovation of the women who took it 

upon themselves to raise the money for the oven. 

The thirteenth monument is a war memorial which lists the names of all those men and 

women who have served in the United States military and are related by blood to the original 

settlers. It demonstrates the willingness of the Waldensians of Valdese to embrace their new 

country, the United States of America, by serving in its military. The fourteenth site is a Boccia 

court. Boccia ball is a game played in Italy and by the original settlers who played twice a week. 

Today it is still played by residents of Valdese at the courts located near the church and the 

Amphitheatre where the play “From this Day Forward” is performed each year. Boccia ball is 

another cultural tie to the European Waldensians. The final monument on the Trail is a Pentagon 

September 11th Memorial. Eric Allen Cranford, a descendent of Waldensians, died in the terrorist 

attack on the Pentagon and the monument includes a piece of rubble from the Pentagon. This 

memorial, along with the war memorial, showcases the American-ness of the Waldensians of 

Valdese. Even though the American Waldensians actively commemorate their past heritage they 

also value their heritage as American citizens. The sites of the Trail demonstrate an effort to 

preserve the history of the Waldensians and to connect the communities of Piedmont with those 

of Valdese.  

Visitors to the Trail are varied. They include members of the community, school children, 

and those who have an interest in the history of the Waldensians or of Valdese. The Trail holds a 

couple of events which attract members of the community annually. First is an Easter Sunrise 

Service which begins in front of the Cave Church which is a perfect backdrop for the 

resurrection story and ends inside the Temple of Ciabas. The second event is the Christmas 

Lights which are displayed in the month of December in celebration of this holiday. The Trail 
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also provides learning materials for those school fieldtrips which are taken there and these 

materials include a brief history as well as fictional pages from a diary of a young girl in the first 

immigrant group.165 

Another way in which the Waldensians of Valdese continue to preserve their history is 

through the play “From This Day Forward.”  The efforts of the museum, the Trail, and this play 

are an attempt to preserve as closely as possible an authentic memory of the past. The play 

“From This Day Forward” was written by Fred Cranford and was first performed in 1967. It tells 

the story of the Waldensians from 1680 to the coming to America in 1893. It is performed 

Fridays and Saturdays during the months of July and August outdoors in the amphitheater. The 

play memorializes the experiences and events of the Waldensians of the past and allows visitors 

and present day Waldensians alike to interact with history and create lieux de memoire. Colleen 

McDannell has said that memory, “can be an imaginative reconstruction of pieces of the past. 

Through memory we try to recapture an authentic past. However, since the past has changed 

through remembering we cannot truly remember it.”166 The performance of the play and the 

construction of monuments of the past are imaginative reconstructions that attempt to preserve 

the past of the Waldensians of Italy and Valdese and help those in the present remember this 

history as authentically as possible. 

Finally, the Waldensians of Valdese preserve a historical narrative through pilgrimage to 

the Piedmont. In June 1980 a group of Waldensians from Valdese traveled to Torre Pellice to 

tour the Valleys. This trip has continued and groups from Valdese travel to the Piedmont every 

three years. The group not only visits the sites and monuments that are recreated in the Trail but 

                                                           
165 For more information on any of these see the Trail of Faith Website at www.waldensiantrailoffaith.org. 
166 Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1995), 39.  
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also the villages from which many of the original colonists came. These include Torre Pellice, 

Prali, Bobbio Pellice, Rora, Mecello, and Roderetto. Many times travelers will be able to meet 

and visit relatives who still live in these villages and still practice the Waldensian faith.167 

 

Figure 15: This map of the Waldensian Valleys show the towns where many of the American 
Waldensians still have relatives living. Map is from the Waldensian Presbyterian Church 

                                                           
167 Gretchen Lane-Costner, Curator of the Waldensian Heritage Museum, in conversation with the author, December 
22, 2014.  
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Historical Committee, History of the Waldensian Presbyterian Church, front cover.  

 

Conclusion  

It is through a commitment to the preservation of a historical narrative through education 

that the modern day Waldensian community strengthens its connection with the European 

Waldensian community of the past. Memory and history intertwine to become a lieux de 

memoire in the community of the Waldensians of Valdese through museums, plays, and 

pilgrimages. This memory in turn creates the Waldensian identity and connects those of the 

present with those of the past.  

  



64 

 

Epilogue  

In the introduction I defined culture, using Clifford Geertz, as history, symbol, and 

actions which form and perpetuate communal identity. Edward Tylor further defined culture as 

“that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”168 I have used three cultural 

practices of the Waldensians -- commitment to the vita apostolica, medicinal practices, and the 

preservation of a historical narrative through education -- to demonstrate that the Waldensians of 

the present share these practices with the Waldensians of the past. In defining religion as culture 

I further expand this notion to state that the Waldensians share a religious culture. This shared 

religious culture creates a communal identity as Waldensian. Gabriel Audisio, a prominent 

Waldensian scholar disagrees with me. He states that after the Waldensians joined the 

Reformation the barbes, and I would infer the Waldensian community at large, gave “up their 

own religious sensibility, their original culture, and their ancestral past; in short, they had opted 

to lose their own identity.”169 I submit that the Waldensian religious and cultural identity evolved 

but did not disappear.  

There are several practices and religious doctrines that the Waldensians lost when they 

joined the Reformation in the 1530s. These include some practices that the Waldensians shared 

with their Catholic counterparts. The medieval Waldensians practiced confession to the barbes. 

The first confession was almost a rite of passage for the Waldensians of this time period.170 

However, after joining the Reformation, this confession was no longer practiced as the 

Reformers did not believe in the efficacy of private, auricular confession for the salvation of the 

soul because the Reformers believed people could directly confess their sins to God. The barbes 

                                                           
168 Peter Burke, What is Cultural History? (Cambridge: Polity, 2008), 30 quotation from Tylor’s Primitive Culture.  
169 Audisio, Preachers by Night, 222.  
170 See Cameron, The Reformation of the Heretics, 103.  
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themselves were replaced by the Reformed ministers who were educated in Geneva and did not 

practice celibacy as the barbes did. When they joined the Reformation the Waldensians also had 

to alter their belief in the role of works for salvation. Good works, although still optional, no 

longer played an important role in religious sensibility. Finally, the Waldensians also had to 

relinquish their belief in the literal reading of the Scriptures and accept interpretation as an 

acceptable path to understanding the Scriptures.  

Some of the beliefs and practices of the Waldensians, especially those that differed from 

the Catholics, continued after they united with the Reformation. One example is the denial of 

purgatory. The Waldensians believed that there were only two options in the afterlife, heaven or 

hell. The Roman Church espoused a third option, purgatory. The Reformers also rejected the 

idea of purgatory and thus this belief of the Waldensians did not change. Another example is the 

efficacy of the prayers of the Saints. Both the medieval Waldensians and the Reformers rejected 

the belief that prayers to the Saints made any difference in daily life or salvation of the soul and 

thus this belief was preserved with the unification of the Waldensians to the Reformation. 

Many of the beliefs and practices of the medieval Waldensians do not fall into these two 

categories of disappearance or continuance. Instead many practices evolved including the three 

that were discussed in the preceding chapters. This evolution is more the result of the 

conformance to modernity than religious sensibilities. According to Peter Berger, society is a 

human product that acts back upon human beings.171 He goes on to say that “religion serves to 

maintain the reality of that socially constructed world within which men [and women] exist in 

their everyday lives.”172 Religion and practices associated with religion are a product of social 

                                                           
171 Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1967), 3. 
172 Ibid, 42.  
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norms and serve to maintain these norms. As society evolves so too do religious and cultural 

practices. Practices that were normal in the past either disappear or are transformed in the face of 

modernity. It is thus no surprise that the cultural practices of the Waldensians evolved with the 

changing social and religious norms. This transformation has made some of the practices 

discussed earlier no longer unique to the Waldensian community. There are many religious and 

social communities that have similar practices to the Waldensians.173  

If the Waldensian community is not unique in these practices does it follow that the 

community itself is not unique? When examined separately the cultural practices discussed may 

not make the modern Waldensian community unique. However, I believe that the practices of 

preaching, charity, medicine, and education when taken together with the preservation of a 

historical narrative create a unique ethnic, religious, cultural, and communal identity which is 

preserved today by the Waldensians of Valdese and the Waldensians of the Piedmont.  

 
  

                                                           
173 Religious groups that hold similar practice to the Waldensians include other American immigrant religious 
groups such as the Amana Colonies, the Bishop Hill Community, and the Mennonites. For information on the 
Amana Colonies see Don Shoup ed., The Amana Colonies, (Iowa City, IA: Penfield Press, 1986). For information 
on the Bishop Hill Community see Jyotsna Sreenivasan, Utopias in American History, (Santa Barbara CA: ABC-
CLIO, 2008). For more information on the Mennonites see Donald B. Kraybill and Carl F. Bowman, On the 

Backroad to Heaven: Old Hutterites, Mennonites, Amish, and Brethren, (Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2001). It is not my purpose here to compare the Waldensians with these other immigrant communities but 
instead to show the evolution and maintenance of a communal identity between the medieval and modern 
Waldensians.  
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