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"Beautiful Confusion”

The Archaeology of Civil War Camp Life in an Urban Context

GARRETT R. FESLER, MATTHEW R. LAIRD, AND HANK D. LUTTON

We had no chance to examine the works as we marched through [ Yorktown]
¢ ' 2

to the make up of a soldier was strewn about in beautiful confusion.
Private Alfred Bellard, Sth New Jersey Infantry

"Cities are messy places” Eric Sandweiss cautions, and “rarely present us
with neat historical pictures that we can comprehend at a glance (Sandweiss
1996:319). Though Yorkcown, Virginia, was hardly a metropolis on the eve of
the Civil War, this sleepy York River county seat would soon find itself over-
whelmed by thousands of temporary inhabitants who would leave 2 lasting
physical imprint on its landscape. Not since the late eighteenth century had the
town held such importance as a port and urban center. First appropriated by
Confederate forces that expanded and enlarged Lord Cornwallis’s Revolution-
ary War defenses, Yorktown endured a month-long siege during the Peninsula
Campaign, then two more years as a Federal garrison before it was finally relin-
quished to its war-weary residents.

Given Yorktown’s complex and compressed Civil War history, interpret-
ing the archaeological evidence of its wartime occupation poses many of the
same challenges faced in any urban setting once inhabited by transient and
underdocumented populations. A case in point is the 1989 discovery and sub-
sequent excavation of a semisubterrancan “dug-out” winter hut identified by
the James River Institute for Archaeology, Inc. (JRIA), on one of Yorktown’s
central blocks. Situated in the midst of a confined urban setting successively
occupied by Confederate and Union forces, this temporary domestic feature
defied straightforward categorization. Was it constructed during the initial
Confederate occupation in the winter of 1861-62 or later, while the town was
in Federal hands? How long was it occupied? When was it backfilled, and by
whom? These fundamental questions shaped this feature’s analysis; for with-
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out a solid historical context, the interpretive value of the rich material culture
yielded by excavation would be significantly diminished. Simply put, this hut
and its contents could potentially “mean” something entirely different if associ-
ated with Yorktown's earlier Southern defenders or with Northern soldiers who
later occupied the town.

This chapter details the attempt to deal with the unique interpretive problems
posed by excavating this single dugout winter hut. Beginning with a historical
overview of the town and its Civil War occupation, the study continues with
a detailed discussion of the feature’s archacological excavation and a prelimi-
nary analysis of its architectural characteristics and material culture evidence.

Fmally%u%heuﬂ&dcﬁmtmmemenmmcerning the feature's association and

significance, the conclusion seeks to summarize and evaluate the interpretive
possibilities that emerged from the study of available documentary and physical
evidence.

AN EMBATTLED TOWN: YORKTOWN, VIRGINIA, 1781-1864

A bustling and prosperous port in the eighteenth century, Yorktown's fortunes
were dramatically reversed in the fall of 1781 when British and Franco-American
armies descended on the town in the climactic battle of the Revolutionary War.
The resulting siege proved equally devastating to the town’s inhabitants and built
landscape. The fighting, coming as it did on the heels of a long, slow decline of
Tidewater Virginia’s tobacco trade, severely shook Yorktown’s economic foun-
dation. “Yorktown is going fast to decay,” observed architect Benjamin Henry
Latrobe after a 1790s visit. “It has an excellent harbor, safe from every wind but
the east. But of what use is a harbor withour a trade?” (Hatch 1973:73). After
the war, the booming ports of Baltimore and Norfolk steadily siphoned off Yor-
ktown’s commerce, leaving many townspeople “destitute of employment.” Then,
on March 4, 1814, a devastating fire destroyed much of the town. When he vis-
ited Yorktown in 1848, historian Benson J. Lossing noted the persistent effects
of the conflagration: “from that blow,” he recorded, “the village never seems to
have recovered” (Richter 1998:21, 27).

In spite of its difficulties, Yorktown continued to function as the seat for York
County. The Marquis de Lafayette paid a visit on his triumphal 1824 American
tour, and he participated in activities commemorating the forty-fourth anni-
versary of the victory over Cornwallis. In the late 1830s, York County resident
Richard Randolph unsuccessfully attempted to promote the riverside town as a
summer resort, with “an extensive Hotel and bathery establishment, for the ac-
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THE SIEGE OF YORKTOWN VA.
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Army of the Potomac under command of Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan, US.A., April
Sth to May 3rd 1862. Prepared under the direction of Brig. Gen. J. G. Barnard, Chief
Engr., by Lieut. Henry L. Abbot, Top. Engrs. A.D.C. Chas. G. Krebs, Engr. Lith. by J.
F. Gedney, Washn.” (G3884.Y6s5 1862.A2CW673, Library of Congress Geography and
Map Division, Washington, D.C.).



