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Under the Forest Floor

Excavations at 2 Confederate Winter Encampment, Orange, Virginia

MATTHEW B. REEVES AND CLARENCE R. GEIER

Situated in Orange County, Virginia, on the lands of Montpelier (plantation

home of James and Dolly Madison), are a series of encampments occupied by
the Confederacy during the winter of 1863 and 1864 (figure 8.1). Preliminary
surveys and historical research indicate that three brigades—nearly 4,600
men—were camped on the Montpelier property now owned by the National
Trust for Historic Preservation and operated by the Montpelier Foundation.
In the spring of 2002, the Montpelier Archacology Department began surveys
on the northern portion of the property where local relic hunters had noted
the presence of a number of Confederate winter encampments. These surveys
revealed several camps, one of which was surveyed and was determined to be
well preserved, containing over five acres of hut sites. With this discovery in
hand, Montpelier hosted two field schools (one with James Madison University
and one with the State University of New York at Potsdam) that conducted ad-
ditional field survey, the mapping of one section of the encampment, and the
excavation of four hut locations. This paper presents the initial findings of this
fieldwork. Observations are made concerning camp layout and differences in
the architectural plan of the four excavated huts and their associated material

goods.

HisToricAL CONTEXT

For Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia, 1863 had been a pe-
riod of contrasting emotion. Following decisive Confederate victories at Fred-
ericksburg in December of 1862 and at Chancellorsville in May of 1863, July
produced a decisive defeat on the fields of Gettysburg. In early December
1863, following months of anticlimactic activity after Gettysburg, the Union
army ceased active operations and established winter quarters in the vicinity of
Brandy Station, Virginia, north of the Rapidan River. Some twenty-six miles
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Figure 8.1. .ocation of Montpelier and camps (photo by the author).

southwest of Brandy Station and south of the Rapidan, near the town of Orange,
Lee’s army made similar preparations. By this time, both armies had suffered
staggering casualties, the figures reaching into the hundreds of thousands. Yet
in the winter of 186364, despite these losses, both sides maintained the will to
fight. No end of the war was in sight.

As the Army of Northern Virginia endured the harsh winter, the Union army
received a new overall commander. While General George G. Meade retained
direct control of the Army of the Potomac, General Ulysses S. Grant was made
commander of all Union armies, east and west. Despite this position, Grant kept
himself apart from the political enterprises of Washington and established his
headquarters with Meade’s army in the field. After a winter that was alternate-
ly good and bad, cold and mild, and in general wet, the aggressive new Union
commander prepared his army for a spring offensive. On Tuesday, May 3, 1864,
shortly after midnight and under a shield of darkness, his troops crossed the
Rapidan at Ely’s and Germanna fords in an effort to advance through the terrible
landscape known as the “Wilderness” before being detected and countered by
Lee’s army. Despite these efforts, Lee’s army responded at surprise, and on May
5, 1864, Lee and Grant came head to head at the Battle of the Wilderness; the
first of a devastating series of engagements that would bring Grant to the doors
of Richmond.

Given this background, the winter encampments at Montpelier were estab-
lished as part of an overall deployment whereby Lee used the high banks of the
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Figure 8.2. Map showing locale of Montpelier and the Confederate Division Camps in
Orange County, Virigia (photo by the author)
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half mile farther east. By late January his men had been forced to move to the
Montpelier site locale because of a depletion of their firewood supply (Caldwell
1992:168). Brigade history relates that during their occupation of the camp, sol-
diers spent time foraging for firewood and supplies, conducting patrols along
the Rapidan River, and preparing and repairing a ten-mile stretch of the Plank
Road leading from Liberty Mills to Orange (Caldwell 1992:168). The latter two
activities were closely tied to Lee’s desire to be able to respond quickly, and in
strength, to any Union attempt to move south across the Rapidan River. Lee’s
relentless efforts to secure intelligence on Union movements allowed him to
rapidly deploy against Grant’s troops at the onset of the spring offensive, forcing
‘Grant to fight in-the “wilderness™ Paramountto this effort were the repairs that
Lee’s troops made to the local road networks. Paving of local roads not only al-
leviated the boredom of camp life and kept the troops active, but also ensured
that local transportation routes were well maintained, guaranteeing a quick de-
ployment of troops and supplies.

The value of these efforts was made clear in May 1864, when Lee consolidated
his forces and moved them quickly to the front when Grant’s army crossed the
Rapidan some thirty miles east of McGowan’s camp. Grant’s advance caused a
rapid chain reaction down the Confederate line. Within half an hour of receiv-
ing marching orders, the Montpelier camps were abandoned. The hurried man-
ner in which McGowan's camp was abandoned was recalled by a staff officer:



