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Redoubt 9: 

Archaeological         

Investigations  
 
 

In the summer of 2016, the Wil-

liam and Mary Center for Archae-

ological Research (WMCAR) con-

ducted archaeological data recov-

ery investigations at the site of 

Redoubt 9, a Civil War fort in the 

Williamsburg Line of Confederate 

fortifications. The site was exca-

vated on behalf of the Virginia 

Department of Transportation 

(VDOT) and in association with 

the proposed widening of I-64. 

 

The WBA is very grateful to Dr. 

Christopher J. Shephard of the 

WMCAR for providing the fol-

lowing content and images con-

cerning the archaeological inves-

tigations and data recovery he 

directed on Redoubt 9  prior to 

widening of I-64. 

 

"The battle of Williamsburg has re-

ceived less importance in history than 

it has merited."  

 

 

Edwin Brown- 1st Mass Vol Infantry 

Redoubt 9: Historical Background 

  The Williamsburg Line 

October 2018 

Although Confederate military records pro-

vide general information regarding the con-

struction of the Williamsburg Line of fortifi-

cations, specific details about the size and 

configuration of Redoubt 9 are lacking. In 

April 1861, Benjamin Ewell, president of the 

College of William & Mary, received a com-

mission as major in Virginia’s volunteer forc-

es and was charged with building a defensive 

line of earthworks that eventually consisted 

of 14 major fortifications spanning a four-

mile wide section of the James-York Peninsu-

la. The Williamsburg Line was designed to 

impede a Union overland advance toward 

Richmond, the Confederate capital.  

 

The  Line was tested on May 5, 1862 when 

Confederate forces retreating from Yorktown 

occupied it and fought a rear-guard action 

against pursuing Union forces. Initial assaults 

by Union infantry failed to take Ft. Magruder, 

the large bastion fort that anchored the Line; 

but word later reached Union commanders 

that some of the redoubts on the Confeder-

ate left  were unoccupied.  Union Gen. Han-

cock took unmanned Redoubts 11 and 14 

and then began to push southwest toward 

Redoubts 9 and 10. South Carolinians de-

fending the redoubts fired on the advancing  

Figure 1 

Union skirmishers, but were quickly driven 

away. A failed Confederate counter-attack 

and darkness ended the fighting (Figure 1).  

Confederate forces withdrew during the 

night, and Union forces occupied the Wil-

liamsburg Line the next day and for the rest 

of the war. 
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 The most detailed depiction of Redoubt 9 is represented on 

Hope’s “Map Showing the Position of Williamsburg” from 1862, 

where it appears as an unorthodox lunette-shaped fortification 

(Figure 2). Instead of a symmetrically placed gorge, a narrow  

Figure 2 

opening pierces the right flank face with a small traverse, likely 

designed to protect the defenders from the rear and to absorb 

ricochet from incoming ordinance. Although major portions of 

the fortification had been affected by the construction of I-64 

in the 1960s, remnants of the northern parapet, the northern 

defensive ditch, the southwestern wall, as well as a portion of 

the interior of the earthen fortification remained intact. Metal 

detecting and systematic shovel test pit excavation during the 

2009 and 2016 investigations revealed four artifact concentra-

tions (Loci 1-4), two within the I-64 median and one on each 

right-of-way. Test units were excavated within and around  

these loci during the data recovery, with the units within the 

median (Loci 1 and 2) yielding the highest volume of Civil War-

related artifacts and features (Figure 3).  

Figure 3 

 

 

Locus 2: Interior of Redoubt 9 

One of the first features that was identified within Locus 2, a 

portion of the I-64 median that would have been the interior of 

the fortification, was a brick hearth. The feature consisted of a 

U-shaped single course of bricks, the opening of which faced 

northwest. The interior of the hearth exhibited a circular patch 

of fire-reddened clay with some charcoal flecking (Figure 4). 

The limited charcoal within the feature, along with its fire-

reddened interior, suggests that the hearth might have held a 

cast iron stove with a circular footprint similar to those used 

with the Sibley Tent. There was no other evidence to suggest a 

Sibley Tent stood in this portion of the site, and post molds 

around the feature showed no discernable pattern, but these 

types of stoves were often retrofitted to fit in a wide variety of 

canvas tent styles during the war. The brick hearth, with evi- 

Figure 4 

dence of a cast iron stove placed at the southern end of the 

redoubt itself, indicates that the area could have been the loca-

tion of an officer’s tent. As officers were required to write re-

ports and create accounts of various day-to-day activities, it is 

logical to assume that the high density of ink bottles also found 

within this portion of the site is an indication that it was fre-

quented by officers.  

 

Unlike the artifact concentrations in Locus 1, this portion of the 

site yielded few ceramic and glass tablewares, but high vol-

umes of military accouterment. Artifacts recovered  included 
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Figure 5 

.45 and .36 caliber conical bul-

lets, copper-alloy rivets and 

small buckles likely from a 

knapsack (a,d, and e), a frog 

stud bayonet scabbard (c), one 

copper-alloy sword hanger (b), 

two fragments of copper-alloy 

US Army General Service 

buttons and one US Infantry 

Officer’s button (Figure 5). In 

addition, a nearly complete         Figure 6  

beer or soda bottle produced by Charles Grove of Columbia, PA 

between 1840 and 1860 was recovered just northeast of the 

brick hearth (Figure 6,a). The bottle contained numerous cut 

nails, suggesting that it was repurposed to serve as a nail storage 

container. These artifacts again give evidence for the presence 

of officers who frequently quartered in more heavily fortified 

areas apart from the rest of the troops, as these areas offered 

extra protection in the case of a surprise attack. 

 

Locus 1:  Union Encampment Site  

The heart of the Union encampment (Locus 1), just north of Re-

doubt 9, was separated from the fort by an area that yielded 

few artifacts and no subsurface features. Higher densities of  

artifacts related to food preparation and consumption, such as  

ceramic cooking and storage vessels, and tablewares including 

American stoneware (b,d), ironstone (c), whiteware (f), and 

bottle glass were recovered from this area of the site (Figure 7). 

Subsurface features included a bowl-shaped circular refuse pit 

measuring approximately 4 ft. in diameter. Reaching approxi-

mately 1 ft. in depth, the feature yielded mostly cut/wrought 

nails. In addition, ferrous metal canteen fragments with a “bull’s 

eye” pattern were also recovered from the feature (Figure 8,a). 

Other artifacts within the feature included porcelain and white-

ware sherds, a bail-type bucket handle, and a mold-blown ink 

bottle. One copper-alloy New York militia military button with an 

eagle over a three-part shield motif was also recovered from the 

pit, suggesting that soldiers belonging to New York units may 

have been manning Redoubt 9. 

Figure 7 

 

 

Figure 8 

With only a portion of the site remaining and the documentary 

record lacking in information about the occupants of the Union 

encampment, assessing the permanence of the camp’s occu- 

pants must rely largely on indirect evidence. The relatively high 

quantity of the ceramic sub-assemblage, as well as a large num- 

… Turned Union Encampment 
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ber of glassware fragments and other objects such as a whole 

Civil War-era French champagne bottle, likely indicate that Un-

ion soldiers occupying the site had regular contact with civil-

ians. Densities of these artifacts are more comparable to those 

recovered during archaeological excavations at more urban 

Civil War fortifications in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., than 

those recovered from a Civil War encampment in rural Glouces-

ter Point, for example. Rather than being permanently sta-

tioned at Redoubt 9, Union soldiers likely spent the majority of 

their time at encampments in more populated areas in and 

around Williamsburg. The lack of other personal artifacts such 

as tobacco pipes, alcohol bottles, and high volumes of medicine 

bottle fragments supports this interpretation. 

 

Right-of-Way Features 

Toward the western road cut of I-64, parallel ditches and a fea-

ture representing a possible horse enclosure were investigated 

during the data recovery. The parallel ditches each measured 

approximately 12 to 16 inches in width and were approximately 

60 ft. in length (Figure 9). Located just west of the ditches were 

interconnected features that likely represent filled depressions 

associated with a once muddy and wet occupation area that 

was potentially used for horses. The linear eastern edge of the 

interconnecting features could indicate that the horses were 

kept in a coral style enclosure defined by a wood frame struc-

ture.  Relatively few artifacts were recovered from any of these 

features, which may reinforce the interpretation that the activi-

ty area functioned as an animal enclosure.   

 

The long linear ditches within the encampment could have 

served as drainage to keep portions of the camp dry during the 

often wet Tidewater summers. However, shallow ditches also 

served to define space within Civil War encampments, bolster-

ing and reinforcing the alignment of tents and other shelters. 

Roughly aligned with the I-64 road cut, the ditches appear to 

have separated the possible horse enclosure to the west from 

cooking and eating areas to the east (Locus 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Figure 9 

 

Conclusion: 

The combined results of the archaeological and documentary 

investigation of Redoubt 9 revealed that it was likely a lunette-

type fortification. Archaeological evidence indicates that, after 

its construction, the redoubt was rarely, if ever, manned by 

Confederate troops. Although the fortification was shelled by 

Federal troops during the Battle of Williamsburg, only a light 

scatter of spent munitions made it into the archaeological rec-

ord. After the battle, the Union occupied Redoubt 9 inter-

mittently, bringing with them nonmilitary-issued provisions 

such as ceramic and glass tablewares, bricks, and a small 

amount of alcohol that they bought, traded, or scavenged from 

local homes. They did not live at the fortification full-time, but 

likely lived in and around Williamsburg, spending a night or two 

at a time at the Redoubt 9 encampment when Confederate 

raids loomed. The majority of the soldiers manning the redoubt 

camped outside of its earthen walls northwest of its entrance 

where ditches separated a horse enclosure to the west and 

cooking and eating areas to the east. An officer likely had a tent 

with a hearth and small stove on the southern parapet/rampart 

of the fortification, suggesting that the layout of the camp aid-

ed in the maintenance of social/spatial distance between enlist-

ed men and officers. 
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