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In 2004 a team of archaeologists from James Madison University made an
exciting discovery: the location of the Spindle House at Spotsylvania
Battlefield. The following article appeared in 2005 in Volume IV of the journal
Fredericksburg: History and Biography which was published by Central Virginia
Battlefields Trust. 

Why is this discovery of civilian site relevant to military history? The Spindle
House was a landmark during the early days of the fighting. A site that both
sides used and targeted during the Battle of Laurel Hill. Understanding the
precise location of civilian structure can help to better interpret the military
reports and writings. 

We hope this history helps you gain a deeper appreciation for the stories
buried in the land. While Spindle Field and the house site is preserved by the
National Park Service, Central Virginia Battlefields Trust (CVBT) has preserved
land along Brock Road where General Warren rallied his troops for attacks
into the fields and two tracts along the Po River (the direction where Mrs.
Spindle escaped). Thanks to the support, interest, and generosity of
battlefield enthusiasts like you, CVBT continues to preserve and share “lesser-
known” stories and sites at Spotsylvania Battlefield.

CVBT Staff

I N T R O D U C T I O N



As armies converge on battlefields, it is often the established domestic
community that pays a great cost. Certainly for those who are students
of the Battles of Fredericksburg, the evidence is in the devastation of that
town caught between opposing forces from November of 1862 through
May of 1863, as well as in the upheaval of lives made refugee during a
terrible winter. Just over a year later, as the Confederate army of Robert
E. Lee confronted the Union army of General Ulysses S. Grant in western
Spotsylvania County, large and small farms found themselves in the way
these massive forces and also fell victim to their violent struggles. On
May 8, 1864, Union forces rushing to Spotsylvania Court House from the
recent confrontation at the Wilderness, moved against a Confederate
force blocking their way. Standing on a low ridge between the two
armies, the farm of Sarah Spindle quickly became the focus of an
engagement known as the Battle of Laurel Hill. While Mrs. Spindle and
her family survived these events, her house was burned and destroyed.

Over time, the exact location of the Spindle farmstead became lost. To
better interpret the events of the Battle of Spotsylvania Court House for
the public, the National Park Service has spent the past several years
conducting a series of archaeological investigations to locate this site.
Despite its prominence as a mid-nineteenth century farm, however, post-
war agricultural activity had cleared and covered the farm remains,
which made their discovery illusive. The National Park’s third
archaeological project in this area, conducted by researchers from James
Madison University in the summer of 2004, built on the previous work and
finally located the Spindle house site.

Third Time’s the Charm: 
Historical Archaeology and the Sarah Spindle

House on the Battlefield of 
Spotsylvania Court House

By Cora Brien and Clarence R. Geier



Site History

Historic information on the Spindle farmstead and the personalities and
events involved with its period of occupation is currently minimal and very
preliminary. The following is abstracted from research conducted by Eric Mink
(1997) and KCI Technologies (1997). This work shows that in 1796, Thomas
Wiglesworth, the head of an already established household, acquired the tract
of land. The deed states that his grandfather had lived there and that a house
had been constructed on the property before 1796. Virginia State Land Tax
records for 1820 confirm that a dwelling was in place at that time, but 1821
records indicate that a “new dwelling house” was built. It is not clear whether
the new residence was part of the same complex as the first, or if it was
established on a new site. (1)

In 1837, Benjamin Spindle, who had married Thomas Wiglesworth’s daughter
Maria, purchased a 304-acre tract from the Wiglesworth family. Four children
were born to this union: William H., Thomas W., Mary E., And Maria V. Spindle.
At some time prior to 1852, however, Maria Wiglesworth Spindle died of
unknown causes. In November of 1852, Benjamin married his second wife,
Sarah Buckner, of Caroline County (2).

 House site was near the interpretive sign visible in the field.



In 1855, Benjamin added additional property to his 304-acre tract by
purchasing 8 acres of an old roadway between his property and that of John
and Martha Perry. Before Benjamin’s death, on February 2, 1860, he had
acquired a total of 332 acres of land, which, upon his death, was divided
between his wife Sarah and the children. The four children from his marriage to
Maria received 203 acres, to divide among themselves. His children Richard and
Ella, who had been born to Sarah, received 79 acres. Sarah, his widow, received
50 acres, which included the house. All available information suggests that the
farmstead had prospered under Benjamin’s tenure. Twenty slaves (9 male, 11
women and children) resided on his lands and crops raised included tobacco,
wheat, oats, Irish and sweet potatoes. Identified livestock included horses,
dairy cows, and pigs. (3)

Sarah Spindle took ownership of her lands and home in 1860. The dwelling
stood to the south of a one-lane road extending west from Brock Road, which
is still visible today. The exact dimensions and plan of the home are unknown,
but some suggestion is provided by an itemized inventory made when Benjamin
died. From those descriptors, the structure appeared to have been two stories
tall, one room wide, with exterior chimneys at both ends. The first floor
probably consisted of a parlor, central passage, dining room (hall and parlor
plan) with a shed chamber addition, and an entry closet. The second floor is
believed to have had a chamber over the parlor, a room over the passage, and
set of stairs to/from the lower story. The kitchen was detached from the
exterior of the house. Structures not mentioned in the available record would
logically have included slave quarters, barns, a stable, possibly a spring house,
and other agricultural support buildings. Sarah resided in the dwelling for four
years before it was destroyed during the Battle at Spotsylvania Court House.
The house was never rebuilt. (4)



The Battle of Spotsylvania Court House: Engagement at Laurel Hill

The Battle of Spotsylvania Court House followed the stalemate at the Wilderness,
fought days earlier. As the two armies withdrew from the Wilderness, on May 7th, Grant
hoped to position his troops between Richmond and the Confederate army. Instead,
Lee’s troops raced ahead of Grant’s force and took a defensive position near the
Spindle house. Over the next few days, the Confederates created an extensive line of
earthworks whose plan earned it the name of the “Muleshoe.” These trenches extended
from the area south of the Spindle house and provided a defensive perimeter blocking
the move of the Union army south toward Spotsylvania Court House and Massaponax
Church. Brigadier General Richard H. Anderson took position immediately south of the
Spindle house and extended his line from west to east, thus covering Brock Road and
blocking the Union route (5).

As the Union troops advanced from the Wilderness, the command of Major General
Gouverneur K. Warren took stance across from Anderson’s Confederate force. The
deployment of these two armies left the Spindle farm midway between them and in a
position vulnerable to the ravages of both.

Warren rallies his troops at Spotsylvania  (Library of Congress)



On May 8, 1864, the fighting began in what came to be known as the
engagement at Laurel Hill (though actually fought at Spindle farm). Warren
ordered his men to advance towards Anderson and his Confederates. By this time
Anderson had placed his men behind a hastily, but well placed line of shelter
trenches and set his artillery in a position to sweep the fields in front. Union
casualties were extensive as the soldiers advanced across the open fields
surrounding the Spindle house. About noon, Warren ordered his men to retreat,
which they did and then began to create their own defensive line of earthworks
opposite those of Anderson. During the afternoon, Major General John
Sedgwick’s Sixth Corps took position on Warren’s east flank. This joint force
attacked again at about 6:30pm in the hope of breaking the Confederate lines.
Although they reached the line upon which the Spindle house stood, the advance
bogged down. The Union troops were forced to retreat under the cover of
darkness (6).

It was during the engagements fought on May 8 that the Spindle house
succumbed to the violence. According to historian Gordon C. Rhea, the house
“occupied a small rise between the emerging battle lines. It was a simple
wooden farmhouse of two and a half stories, with an orchard and outbuilding
nearby. At the outbreak of the war, Sarah Spindle lived there with five children
and eighteen slaves. At least one son was fighting in Lee’s Army. His mother was
inside eating breakfast on May 8 when the battle swirled into her yard. Federal
sharpshooters occupied the dwelling and outbuildings and began picking off
South Carolinians across the way. To end the nuisance, the Confederates hurled
incendiary shells into the house. ‘and then I saw a sight I never wanted to see
again,’ a southerner reminisced. Sarah Spindle, her hair streaming behind her,
darted from the flaming building and crossed the field between the armies
towards the Po (River) to seek shelter.” (7) Additional fighting took place at
Laurel Hill and on the grounds of the Spindle farm on May 9, 10, 11 and 12, but
by that time the farmstead had been completely wrecked.



Archaeological Fieldwork: Attempts to locate the Spindle House

Starting in 1997, the National Park Service attempted to locate the Spindle
house, which had been destroyed on May 8, 1864. Though early attempts
were not successful in locating the dwelling or any of its associated
structures, each investigation provided additional information on the site
setting as a whole. Theses studies included systematic geophysical studies of
the ground, including soil resistivity and metal detecting (8), as well as
programs of archaeological trenching of observed surface features and
geophysical anomalies (9). Both of these studies referenced, and to some
degree focused on a large, apparently man-made ridge of earth, 15 feet
north-south of 60 feet east-west that extended in a line parallel to the
access road to the site. Given its size and placement, it was reasonable to
associate this feature with the house structure. 



In July of 2004, archaeologists from James Madison University, lead by Dr.
Clarence Geier and assisted by Cora Brien conducted a weeklong excavation in
another attempt to determine a more certain position of the Spindle house
and to ascertain whether any archaeological remains of the structure still
existed. Building on the earlier work of KCI Technologies Inc. and the National
Park Service, an effort was made to re-establish the field grid used to conduct
tests in those previous studies. This step was accomplished with reasonable
accuracy by referencing surface depressions associated with the earlier tests
and through a site visit by Douglas Campana, who had conducted some of the
earlier NPS research.

The 2004 field study focused on the excavation of two, 2.5 foot wide trenches
placed in a large X pattern. These trenches were laid out to examine specific
aspects of the earlier test results, to re-evaluate the nature of the linear
surface feature, and to further evaluate in a large planar/landscaped area
that lay between the linear feature and the access road to the farmstead
(Figure 1). The program of testing combined an awareness of this
archaeological site’s significance with the need for timely fieldwork. The site
had been agriculturally disturbed, but the plowzone still retained a large
assemblage of artifacts dating to the period of site use and demolition.
Consequently, archaeologists excavated 2.5 foot squares at five-foot intervals
along the length of each trench (Figure 2) which exposed the depth of the
plowzone. This work also exposed lower soils and allowed a sample of
artifacts in the plowzone to be gathered.

Spindle Field during an autumn sunset.





Once this initial testing had been completed, the team brought in a backhoe
with a narrow bucket to remove the remaining soil along the length of the
two trenches. Guided by the depths of the plowzone, as revealed by the test
pits, the backhoe removed the soil to a height of 1 to 1.5 inches above the
base of the agriculturally disturbed soils. Archaeologists then removed and
screened the remaining soil and gathered artifacts in ten foot intervals, to
allow spatial comparisons (Figure 3).

The results of this field project proved to be very successful and rewarding.
Beneath the northern end of the north-south oriented trench, the remains
of a large basement feature was located (Figure 4) with a well laid brick
platform at its north end (Figure 5). An auger was used to assess the size
and shape of the basement feature and this work revealed a rectangular
structure measuring approximately 15 feet wide by 25 feet long, the long
axis being north-south. The laid brick feature was centrally located at the
north end of the basement and was almost square, measuring 6.5 feet
east-west by 6 feet, north-south. This complex feature is believed to
establish the location of the Spindle residence. Given the time constraints,
though, only the surface of the feature was exposed. The full depth of the
basement was not determined. It is interesting to note that the house site
lay approximately 30 feet north of the linear mound that had been so
intriguing to earlier test.





Conclusions

The series of archaeological projects conducted at the Spindle house site,
coupled with visual surveys of the surrounding lands, has provided insights
into the nature of this early nineteenth century middling plantation. The
material artifacts gathered in the study remain to be analyzed, but some
conclusions can still be drawn from field observations of that assemblage.

• Prior to the time when the Spindle house was constructed, the ridge area
south of the access road to the farmstead had been landscaped and
platformed to receive the house, the house yard, and possibly some of the
associated structures. Despite years of plowing, the house site still lies in the
landscaped area measuring at least 90 feet north-south by 120 feet east-
west, the length of the platform paralleling the access road.

• Assuming the length of the basement extends the greater length of the
structure, the building was at least 25 feet long by 15 feet wide. Assuming
that the exposed brick feature was indeed a chimney hearth floor, the house
would have been oriented north-south, facing east towards the Brock Road.
There is an alternative interpretation, however. Historic accounts identify a
pair of chimneys at opposing ends of the structure. Only one brick platform
was located, with no evidence of a second platform, in opposition, at the
south end of the basement. Further, while the size of the brick feature is
consistent with the dimensions of a chimney hearth, virtually no ash or
charcoal was recovered in the area between the exposed brick. This calls into
question the interpretation of the brick feature. If the feature was actually a
brick entranceway to the house, the chimney features remain to be located.
Furthermore, the orientation of the structure would be facing to the north and
the entrance access road. As will be noted, surface evidence of other possible
site features tends to reinforce the orientation of the house as facing north.



• The historic record provides some insight into the nature of the house
and its associated structures, although no historic comments reference to
the very large basement feature. Such a structure is no little thing in the
operation of a farm of this type and probably, at a minimum, would have
been used to store goods and produce. While the depth is not known, the
size of the feature is surprisingly large, particularly if it is running the
width of the house (postulate 2) rather than the length (postulate 1).
Certainly, a basement 25 feet in length would suggest a structure greater
than one room wide, as would be consistent with the hall-parlor model
suggested by the historic account above.

• While the field projects focused on locating the main dwelling, the
experience also allowed an opportunity to examine the enclosed lands.
Two things became evident. First at least two other structures are
suggested by landscaped platforms into a descending slope west of the
house. These include what may be a springhouse, at the base of a south
trending ravine almost 300 feet west of the dwelling. Significantly, the
three areas lie on a common, linear, east-west axis facing north towards
the farm road. The second observation was that the short farm lane
extending from Brock Road to the Spindle house is far more extensive
than suggested by historic maps. The road passes west, in front of the
previously noted possible structure sites, following the south side of the
ridge line. West of the structures, it begins to descend and continue
towards the Po River valley. A second lane appears to extend east from
the Po River valley towards Brock Road on the east, passing just above
the base of the east-west trending ravine floor to the rear or south side
of the farmstead complex. It is possible that one or both roads may have
been in place at the time of the Civil War even though they are absent
from period maps.



• While the exact date of the demolition of the fire damaged dwelling is
uncertain, there is little question that it was removed and salvaged without
being reoccupied. The long linear feature south of the house site was actually
shown to be a waste pile containing processed construction debris such as
pulled nails, and small pieces of brick along with household goods damaged
when the house burned. The type and condition of the recovered household
goods suggests that people went through the house to salvage useable items,
following the battle if not at the time of demolition. Excavation of the upper
levels of basement fill proved interesting, because the lower section of that
feature appeared to be filled with broken brick pieces, probably from the
chimney features. Whole brick pieces were not observed, suggesting that these
items may have been deliberately salvaged for reuse. The surface of the
remaining structural features, such as the laid bricks, suggest that a concerted
effort was made to remove any structural remains that might retard
agricultural activity. If the chimneys had been on shallow footers only one or
two bricks thick, it is not out of the question that such features may have been
removed in their entirety during the salvaging of the house. Why the complex
bricks in the recovered feature were left in place is uncertain.

Sunset in Spindle Field



The above information marks only the beginning of the discoveries that can be
made from the continued study of this site. Further investigation will provide
evidence of the Union military offensive, and demolition of the house on a
known date, while still occupied, establishes it as a domestic time capsule.
The site provides the unprecedented opportunity to glimpse the site layout
and material culture of a rural middling plantation of the sort that
contributed to the prosperity of Spotsylvania County in the early nineteenth
century. 

Spindle Field in early Summer



(1) KCI Technologies. The Spindle House Site, Fredericksburg & Spotsylvania
National Military Park, Spotsylvania County, Virginia. Mink, Eric The Spindle Estate:
Spotsylvania County Records Pertaining to the Real Estate and Personal Property
of Benjamin and Sarah Spindle, 1822-1868. NPS Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania
National Military Park, Fredericksburg, VA. 1997.

(2) KCI Technologies a1997: 9-13, Eric Mink 1997 : 4-9.

(3) KCI Technologies 1997: 9-13, Eric Mink 1997 : 4-9.

(4) KCI Technologies 1997: 9-13. 
Noel Harrison. Gazetteer of Historic Sites Related to the Fredericksburg and
Spotsylvania National Military Park, Volume I. National Park Service,
Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania NMP. Fredericksburg, VA. Pp. 283-284.

(5) Gordon C. Rhea. The Battles of Wilderness and Spotsylvania Courthouse. Civil
War Series. Eastern National District, National Park Service. 1995, pp. 25-27.

(6) Gordon C. Rhea 1995: 25-27.

(7) Gordon C. Rhea. The Battles for Spotsylvania Courthouse and the Road to
Yellow Tavern, May 7-12, 1864. Louisiana State University Press, Baton Rogue,
LA; 62.

(8) KCI Technologies 1997.

(9) KCI Technologies 1997; NPS field notes prepared by Douglas Campana and
Julie Steele.

 

Sources



The mission of Central Virginia Battlefields Trust is to preserve land associated with the area's
four major campaigns: Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, Wilderness and Spotsylvania.
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