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Levanna

 Prehistoric Sherd Types

Marcey Creek

Dames Qtr

Selden Island

Accokeek

 Wolfe Neck

Vinette

Popes Creek
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Dated features present at site

Numerous features containing diagnostic historic 
artifacts.

 Historic Artifacts  Historic Features

Pottery (all) 321

Glass (all) 246

Furniture

Arms

Clothing 13

Personal items 3

Tobacco related 10

Activity item(s) 354

Misc. kitchen 276

Human remain(s)

Faunal material

Floral material

Misc.

Other

Const feature

Foundation

Cellar hole/cellar

Hearth/chimney
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Privy/outhouse

 Well/cistern

Trash pit/dump

Sheet midden

Planting feature

Road/walkway

Depression/mound
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Railroad bed

Earthworks

Mill raceway

 Wheel pit

Unknown

Other

furnacestack,,platfor
m,flue,channel

All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts

Radiocarbon Data:

Sample 1: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 2: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 3: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 4: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 5: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 6: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 7: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 8: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 9: +/- years BP Reliability

Additional radiocarbon results available

Architectural 1001

Creamware 13

Jackfield

Mn Mottled

North  Devon

Staffordshire

Tin Glazed 5

Porcelain 10

English Brown

Eng Dry-bodied

Nottingham

Rhenish

 Wt Salt-glazed 38

Stoneware

Pearlware 3

Ironstone 5

Whiteware 53
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The Antietam Iron Furnace Complex (18WA288) is located near the town of Mt. Aetna, Maryland. The site is frequently referred to as the “Mt. Aetna Furnace”. 
However, this name is problematic given that multiple furnaces have born this name. The Antietam Iron Furnace is more properly described as the first iron 
furnace constructed at Mt. Aetna. The site is situated near the base of South Mountain where a high-grade iron ore (limonite) outcrops near the surface. Prior 
to archeological investigations the furnace site lay under a 20º slope covered with secondary plant growth.

Historical research documented the construction of Antietam Furnace in 1761 by William James. Throughout most of its history, however, the furnace 
operated under the ownership of Daniel and Samuel Hughes. During the American Revolution, the furnace played a very important role in the manufacture of 
cannons (of various sizes), cannonballs, and grapes shot. The Hughes secured contracts to supply artillery to both the Maryland Council of Safety and the 
Continental Congress in Philadelphia during the war. Numerous historical documents attest to the rapid changes at the site as it geared up to meet the 
demands of the Continental Army. Operations at the Antietam Furnace are believed to have ceased sometime before 1783. By the end of the revolution, the 
Hughes family possessed what was probably the largest iron works complex in western Maryland, as it included several furnaces, forges, and iron works. 

The site was rediscovered accidentally by members of the Mt. Aetna Volunteer Fire Department (VFD) in 1976, during construction of an addition to their fire 
hall. While archeological inquiry could not be undertaken at that time, a few years later when the VFD began planning the construction of a shooting range, 
they sought assistance from the Maryland Historical Trust. MHT investigated the site with an exploratory trench and found that it was historically significant. 
Data recovery excavation was subsequently undertaken in the vicinity of the property to be impacted by the proposed shooting range.

Data recovery was conducted in three stages. Stage 1 work, carried out in the spring and summer of 1982, involved the excavation of thirty 2X2 meter units, 
three 1X2 meter units, and one 2X3 meter unit. The remnants of the furnace stack were identified and exposed on all sides, but excavation to its base was not 
completed until the following year. Other structural foundations and a considerable portion of a wheelpit were exposed and outlined. In addition, three backhoe 
trenches were placed in a field along the southern perimeter of the furnace complex to locate additional parts of the site and forested areas of the property 
were surface surveyed to the extent possible. A fourth backhoe trench was cut through the center of the furnace site between the stack and the wheelpit, 
which revealed intact stratigraphic deposits. The first phase of excavations revealed that more remained of the furnace complex than previously expected, 
causing the Mt. Aetna VFD to abandon its plans to construct a firing range. The second stage of excavation was carried out in the fall of 1982, focusing on the 
portion of the site between the furnace stack and the wheelpit. Thirteen 2X2 meter units and nine 1X2 meter units were opened, the latter primarily along the 
edge of the backhoe trench placed through the center of the complex in the spring/summer season. Excavations also continued in the units opened up earlier 
in the year. Following completion of the second field season, the Antietam Furnace Site was successfully nominated to the National Register of Historic 
Places. Excavations resumed at the site in the fall of 1983. Three additional 2X2 meter units were opened. Fieldwork demonstrated that more structural 
features existed in the central portion of the site and that they extended to a greater depth than had been presumed at the end of 1982.

Numerous features were encountered during the excavations at the Antietam Iron Furnace Complex. Prominent features include the furnace stack itself (quite 
small for the era), a stone capped channel to drain groundwater away from the furnace base, a series of features believed to have been bellows supports, and 
a large and well-constructed wheel pit and tailrace for supplying water power to the bellows. Additional features which may have been furnace support 
buildings/work areas were also excavated. These structures were covered by a heavy mantle of stone rubble and waste ore when the site was dismantled and 
abandoned as work moved to a new furnace (sometime before 1783).

The total number of artifacts recovered during the three field seasons at 18WA288 was approximately 2184 objects. Slag, iron casting overflow and waste, 
stone rubble, and brick fragments are not included in this tally. Excessive quantities of these artifacts were encountered, but only samples were retained. A 
total of 354 activity items were excavated, a majority of which are related to the historic iron production. Fifty-six unmarked pig iron fragments and 2 marked 
pigs were recovered at the site. A number of complete plates and plate fragments for iron stoves were excavated; 8 complete plates and 38 fragments from 5-
plate stoves, and 1 partial plate from a 6-plate stove. The latter was not manufactured on site. Four other rectangular iron plates were also recovered. One-
hundred and ninety-one iron hollowware fragments and one complete hollowware object (a pot) were excavated. One cannonball and one piece of grape shot 
were recovered. These are interpreted as activity items since they are not used as arms at the site, but are arms manufactured at the site, likely to satisfy the 
Revolutionary War contract (see above). Byproducts of the iron casting taking place at the site included 31 pieces of gate metal (runners, sprues, and 
wedges). As stated previously, large quantities of slag, and also casting overflow and waste were recovered, but only samples were retained. Tools thought to 
be related to iron manufacture include 10 iron chisels and wedges, a pointed iron bar, an iron file, 2 small hammerheads, a small wrought iron punch, and half 
of a small grinding stone. Six machine parts were encountered and 12 pieces of casting hardware as well. In addition to the activity items noted above, 3 
wrought iron washers, 4 wrought iron nuts, a hardware staple, a wrought iron bar, a large monkey wrench, and 2 sections of chain were excavated. A total of 
1001 architectural items were recovered including 14 pieces of furnace hardware, 928 hand wrought nails (mostly rose-headed, also L-headed and T headed), 
18 cut wire nails, a charred wooden beam, and 40 fragments of window glass. Thirteen clothing items were recovered, 10 of which are copper alloy or pewter 
buttons. The remaining clothing objects were a copper alloy cuff link, an iron shoe buckle, and a copper alloy shoe buckle. The kitchen assemblage included a 
total of 803 objects. Ceramics made up a considerable proportion of that assemblage and included 5 sherds of Delftware, 13 sherds of creamware, 3 of 
pearlware, 53 sherds of whiteware, 5 of ironstone, 10 porcelain sherds, 108 of redware, 38 white salt-glazed stoneware sherds and 86 other stoneware 
sherds. Two-hundred and six pieces of kitchen glass (mostly bottle glass) were recovered. A total of 276 animal bones (many of which were cut) were 
excavated, most of which were cattle bones, followed by pigs, sheep and some dogs. Three personal objects were excavated including two pocketknives with 
bone bolsters and an iron razor. And finally, 10 tobacco-related objects were found. All were kaolin pipe fragments.

Without doubt the Antietam Furnace represents the earliest blast furnace constructed in Washington County, and perhaps in Western Maryland as a whole. 
The short duration of operations, together with the sealed nature of the furnace site, afforded an excellent opportunity to examine eighteenth century iron-
smelting technology and its products. However, the research potential of the Antietam Furnace has by no means been exhausted. Hopefully the site will one 
day constitute an educational and recreational park for the people of Western Maryland and other interested visitors.


