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The Locher/Poffenberger (18WA461) site is an early 19th century rural farmstead and cabin located in the West Woods within the Antietam National 
Battlefield near Sharpsburg, Maryland. The West Woods was the site of a major and bloody portion of the Antietam Battle which took place on the morning of 
September 17th, 1862. Situated on the edge of the woods, the Locher/Poffenberger cabin bore witness to the carnage which resulted in over 23,000 
casualties in the one day battle. The cabin and farmyard were used by the Confederate forces as a bivouac prior to the conflict and as a field hospital during 
the height of the confrontation. The farmhouse, which has undergone various building episodes throughout the 19th century, presently stands as a two-room 
log cabin, one and ½ stories in height. The cabin was constructed on an unmortared-limestone block foundation. It is situated on a small limestone knoll to the 
west of an orchard, overlooking a farm lane and well. The log house, yard, and orchard were encompassed by a post-and-rail fence. A stone cold cellar with a 
corbelled-and-vaulted stone roof is built into the hillside south of the cabin. The cellar was covered with earth and sod, and contained a doorway to the north 
that was accessible to the cabin, and a doorway to the south that opened to the farm lane. A stone-lined well is located west of the root cellar adjacent to the 
old farm lane.

The property was originally situated on a 2,617-acre tract of land called “Resurvey on the Addition to Piles Delight” that was claimed and registered by Colonel 
Edward Sprigg in 1750. From this earliest recorded sale of the property until the very late 19th century, the portion of the property known as the 
Locher/Poffenberger farmstead was sold to numerous individuals, none ever occupying the farm. The wealthy owners of these lands kept this parcel as an 
investment, but resided in larger houses elsewhere on the property, in Sharpsburg, or in other states. The cabin site is known by the name of both the owner 
and the tenant at the time of the 1862 battle. In the 1860 census, Alfred Poffenberger was listed as the resident farmer of the property. According to the 
census, Alfred Poffenberger, aged 26, lived near the edge of the West Woods, with his wife, Harriet, a young son and daughter, a male farmhand, and a 
twelve-year-old male slave. He had a personal estate worth $500, and he rented his house and farmland from Mary Locher. Prior to the battle, Alfred and his 
family abandoned their home. The farmstead was solely occupied by Confederate forces the night before and the day of the battle. Several soldiers attested 
that portions of the battle were fought on and near the farmstead. The farm was also used during and after the morning battle as a field hospital. The farm’s 
location and resources would have made this a prime hospital locale. The cabin would provide shelter for the wounded, and the well would supply fresh water. 
The farm lay behind Confederate lines, and the road that led from the West Woods toward the Potomac, where the retreating Confederates and their wounded 
would have headed, was located directly south of the cabin. After Lee and his army retreated across the Potomac, Union soldiers occupied the farm for 
approximately four weeks.

In 1994 archeological test excavations were carried out in the Locher/A. Poffenberger yard and surrounding areas as part of the SAIP work by the NPS. The 
initial archeological survey of this property involved the excavation of 20 shovel test pits on the knoll where the cabin is situated, including the yard area to the 
north; in the young growth of trees to the east; on the lower bedrock benches to the west; and down the slope near the old farm lane and stone-lined well to 
the south. During the second phase of testing, 50 cm square units were excavated on a ten meter grid. Larger 1 meter units were then excavated, their 
location based on the presence of artifact concentrations and features. The assemblage as a whole contains sherds and artifacts small in size, consistent with 
sheet refuse and material thrown into the yard and subsequently traversed by the cabin occupants. The excavations identified several subsurface features in 
the cabin yard, including a cellar hole with earthen steps (Feature 3), two small pits (Features 5 and 6), an above ground architectural feature, and a stone 
root cellar.  

The testing at 18WA461 yielded a total of 9,753 artifacts. Two-hundred and ninety-four of these are activity items, much of it hardware. The activity item 
assemblage includes 36 metal nuts/bolts, 5 pieces of chain, a gimlet screw, 1 tool, 4 metal washers, 64 fragments of metal wire, 3 metal grommets, a metal 
ring, 2 metal fragments, 21 miscellaneous metal hardware fragments, 105 lighting-related items (blown-in-mold chimney glass fragments), 8 writing-related 
items (2 pieces of paper and 6 fragments of pencil lead), 7 toys (a ceramic doll part and 6 glass marbles), and 47 stable related items (12 horseshoe nails and 
35 tack rivets). A total of 3,429 architectural objects were encountered at the site (in addition to the standing structures). The assemblage includes 1,154 plate 
window glass fragments, 6 pieces of roofing slate, 8 parts from metal door lock(s), 9 hinge parts, a hook, 1156 cut nails, 5 roofing nails, 461 wire nails, 2 
pieces of pipe, 9 screws, 6 spikes, 36 staples, 388 fragments of brick and 188 pieces of mortar. Clothing items were also excavated, including 2 thimbles, 11 
metal buckles, 53 buttons, and 17 shoe parts. The great number of buttons is thought to be related to the functions of the house as a field hospital, in which 
numerous buttons could be lost as garments are removed to reveal wounds. A considerable number of kitchen-related objects were recovered, many of which 
were ceramic sherds. One of the sherds is Agateware, 1 is Buckley, 4 are creamware, 292 are pearlware, 12 are unidentified earthenware sherds, 7 are 
porcelain, 1249 are redware, 1 is Rockingham, 143 are stoneware, 230 are white granite, 946 are whiteware, and 36 are yelloware. Kitchen glass included 24 
blown-in-mold container/bottle glass fragments, 1 free-blown fragment, 137 machine made bottle glass fragments, 57 pressed container glass fragments, and 
2103 unidentifiable glass container/bottle shards. Other kitchen items include 4 pieces of cooking pot, 4 metal dish pieces, 9 utensil parts, 4 pig bones, 341 
unidentified mammal bones, and 95 oyster shell fragments. Personal objects from the site are 31 mirror fragments, 2 coins, 2 harmonicas, and a piece of 
jewelry. Fifteen white ball clay (kaolin) pipe stem fragments and 31 arms-related objects (3 bullets, 25 cartridges, and 3 shotgun shells) were found throughout 
the site. And finally, 155 miscellaneous items were recovered from the site; a carbon rod, 89 pieces of coal ash, 8 metal fragments, 7 plastic pieces, 57 rubber 
pieces.

In addition to the historic objects described above, a prehistoric ceramic sherd and a lithic flake were also recovered.

The Locher/Poffenberger site is unique, as it appears to be relatively intact even though it is located within the West Woods, which has been heavily 
pothunted since the battle. There is a substantial amount of farm and architectural metal items throughout the farm yard area, which would have hindered Civil 
War relic hunter’s use of metal detectors. In addition, the soils are relatively intact, most likely a result of the presence of large bedrock outcrops, which 
precluded plowing. The history of the site is not limited to its role in the battle, but extends to its use by tenant farmers from the time of its construction early in 
the 19th century, to its abandonment as a domestic structure around 1900. The research potential from the investigation of this farmstead is substantial, as it 
may be possible to retrieve data relevant not only to the battle related occupations, but also a sense of day to day life in 19th century rural Maryland.


