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The Best Farm Short-Term Early War Encampment (18FR30-2) is a historic, Civil War era site defined by a relatively dense concentration of dropped .65 
caliber roundballs and .31 caliber buckshot, melted lead, and fire-hardened machine-cut nails. It is situated on the Best Farm within the larger Monocacy 
National Battlefield in the vicinity of the current battlefield park visitor’s center. The site and the surrounding landscape were the scene of fighting on July 9th, 
1864 during the Valley Campaign of Major General Jubal Early. He and his 20,000 Confederate troops pushed north through the Shenandoah Valley in an 
attempt to attack Washington DC from the north and to divert Grant’s pursuit of Lee in the South. In order to allow Grant sufficient time to send reinforcements 
to the weakly defended capital, and in defense of the strategic supply lines provided by the Georgetown Pike, the B & O Railroad, and the Monocacy River, 
General Lew Wallace and approximately 6,500 Union troops engaged General Early in the Battle of Monocacy. Although the Battle of Monocacy is considered 
a Southern victory, it delayed the Confederate advance on the capital by 24 hours, permitting Union forces sufficient time to muster an adequate defense of 
the city. For this reason the Battle of Monocacy is frequently referred to as the “battle that saved Washington”.

A more detailed account of the battle can be found in the synopsis report for 18FR30; the broader Monocacy Battlefield site. This report deals only with a 
portion of the small section (about 5.2 acres) at the northern end of an area on the Best Farm designated “Field F” during the archeological identification and 
evaluation study of the Best Farm, which began in 2001. During this study, a pedestrian walkover survey was conducted throughout the entire Field F tract; 
some 44 acres. The survey did not indicate a high potential for subsurface domestic or prehistoric archeological features. Historic research, however, 
identified significant Civil War-period military activities in Field F. Jedediah Hotchkiss’ map of the Battle of Monocacy depicts the location of a Confederate 
artillery battery, consisting of four 12-pounder Napoleans, in the vicinity of the visitor’s center. In addition, previous archeological research in other portions of 
the Best Farm had isolated evidence of pre- and post-battle short-term encampments, particularly on the west side of the Georgetown Pike in the area 
historically known as the Best Grove (see the 18FR30 synopsis report). Thus, additional interest was focused on whether similar short-term encampments 
existed on the eastern side of the Georgetown Pike, outside the Best Grove.

As the site for the proposed visitor’s center appeared to have some potential to provide information useful in the interpretation of the battle, a Phase II 
examination was warranted in preparation for the center’s construction. The Phase II examination of the visitor’s center area consisted of shovel testing 
followed by a systematic metal-detector survey. A total of 86 STPs were excavated across the entire 5.2 acre visitor’s center site, laid out on a 15.24 meter 
(50 ft) grid. However, only two of these STPs were positive and neither appears to be related to the Civil War encampment at 18FR30-2. Upon completion of 
the STP survey, fifteen 15.24 meter collection units, the corners of which were defined by the STPs, were randomly selected for investigation using a 
systematic metal-detector survey. Five additional collection units were selected for investigation in order to explore two discrete sites on the property (30-1 
and 30-2).

Site 18FR30-2 is composed of a total of 314 artifacts and is located near the southernmost portion of the 5.2 acre visitor’s center tract. It consists of a dense 
concentration of dropped .65 caliber roundballs and .31 caliber buckshot, melted lead, and fire-hardened machine-cut nails. The munitions are indicative of 
“buck and ball” rounds which were used during the early part of the Civil War, while the other items are typical of Civil War military campsites (see below). The 
arms-related assemblage recovered during the systematic metal-detector survey includes seventy-six .65 caliber roundballs, seventy .31 caliber pieces of 
shot, 18 Minié balls, 2 Smith carbine rounds, 1 Merrill carbine round, 6 percussion caps, 1 rimfire cartridge, 3 artillery shell fragments, 1 artillery fuse, 3 pieces 
of case shot, and 1 other arms-related object. Activity-related objects include 27 fire-hardened nails, 1 metal ring, and 2 undescribed “military” objects. The fire-
hardened nails are generally taken as evidence for the presence of campfires on battle-related sites. The nails become fire-hardened as lumber is scavenged 
from the architectural features of the surrounding countryside and burned as firewood. As such, they are categorized here as activity items rather than as 
architectural remains. Eight clothing objects were recovered including 2 metal buttons, 1 porcelain button, 4 buckles, and 1 undescribed metal clothing item. 
Four kitchen-related objects were identified; a knife, a fork, and 2 other utensils. Personal items from the site were 2 socket bayonets, and 3 other military 
accoutrements. And finally, miscellaneous artifacts from the site were 83 pieces of melted lead and 2 unidentified pieces of metal.

The site assemblage points towards the area’s uses as a military encampment at some point early in the Civil War. The primary evidence for the dating of the 
site is the tremendous density of dropped or discarded smoothbore ammunition. Smoothbore weapons were primarily utilized during the early years of the 
Civil War, although they were used in a limited capacity by both Union and Confederate troops throughout the conflict. The most common round for a 
smoothbore musket was known as the buck and ball. Which consisted of one .65 caliber roundball and three .31 caliber buckshot. When fired, the .65 caliber 
ball exhibits three distinctive dimples where the smaller buckshot is forced into the large soft lead ball. The majority, some 84%, of the .65 caliber rounds at 
18FR30-2 did not exhibit this dimpling, indicating that they were dropped or discarded. In addition, many of the .65 caliber rounds and .31 caliber pieces of 
shot exhibited well-defined seams and visible sprues, manufacturing flaws which often render these projectiles useless. It is likely that many of these flawed 
roundballs and buckshot were field-cast, and that the miscast projectiles were subsequently discarded. The presence of large amounts of melted lead lends 
support to this interpretation. In addition, concentrations of melted lead, combined with fire-hardened nails are considered to be indicative of campfires.  The 
fire-hardened nails testify to the presence of campfires during the historic period, and campfires built when there was little time to cut and season wood. The 
miscellaneous militaria; bayonets, military accoutrements, the buttons, etc. are also consistent with the interpretation of the site as a military encampment. 

The systematic metal-detector survey yielded undeniably valuable information for the interpretation of the Monocacy National Battlefield. However, due to the 
ephemeral nature of the site, its very brief period of occupation, and the results of the STP survey, it is not likely that significant subsurface features exist in 
association with 18FR30-2. As a result, it was determined to move forward with construction of the battlefield park visitor’s center in this location and any 
remaining archeological deposits in the vicinity would be severely impacted at this point.


