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One Story and Artifact at a Time: The Civil War Camps at Muddy Branch and the 

Blockhouse and Outpost Camp at Blockhouse Point 
By Don Housley 

From late summer of 1861 to spring of 1865 some 29 Union regiments or parts of regiments 
from 13 states camped at or near Muddy Branch. The troops picketed and patrolled the upper 
Potomac River crossings and protected, from Confederate attack, the Chesapeake and Ohio (C & 
0) Canal, an important Union supply line. In addition to guarding the Potomac, troops at Muddy 
Branch were assigned provost duty at nearby towns, picket duty at major crossroads, and 
occasional blockhouse duty on three bluffs over looking the Potomac from Pennyfield Lock to 
Seneca, including duty at Blockhouse Point. An historical study of the camps at Muddy Branch 
and an archaeological investigation of the outpost area of Blockhouse Point provide a unique 
opportunity to combine the research techniques of history and archaeology to reveal -one story 
and artifact at a time--the military experiences and interactions with locals of those Union troops 
who guarded the Potomac River in upper Montgomery County. 

Originating in Gaithersburg, Muddy Branch crosses the Darnestown (Route 28) and River 
Roads before flowing into the Potomac River near Pennyfield Lock (known as Whitehouse Lock 
during the Civil War). The Philadelphia Inquirer, early in the war, noted the significance of the 
Muddy Branch area: By reason of the amount of cleared and level ground on the Maryland side, 
upon which the Rebels could form in any force for offensive movements it is by far the most 
important of any of the Potomac Fords.1 

Writings in military orders, regimental histories, and soldiers' personal letters tell us the 
camps at Muddy Branch were located on four different sites: at the mouth of Muddy Branch, 
where Muddy Branch crosses the Darnestown Road, possibly along Travilah Road about a mile 
before it reaches River Road, and at Dufief's mill. An example of the difficulty in pinning down 
exact locations for the camps is the beginning of a letter by Lt. Colonel Wilder Dwight of the 2nd 

Massachusetts Infantry in which he wrote: Muddy Branch Camp, Camp Near Seneca and stated: 
General Banks uses the former designation for the division, while General Abercrombie uses the 
latter for his brigade. 2 Despite the ambiguity of some sources, it is still possible to identify an 
area of military activity for the Muddy Branch troops. It is an area roughly framed by the 
Potomac River and the Darnestown, Travilah, and Seneca Roads. Their picket duty along the C 
& 0 Canal usually extended from Great Falls to the mouth of the Monocacy. 
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As early as May of 1861, Confederate cavalry threatened the locks and transportation traffic 
along the canal. On June 10, 1861, General Robert E. Lee, wrote Colonel Eppa Hunton, 
commanding in Loundon County: It is necessary to destroy the navigation of the Chesapeake 
and Ohio Canal, to prevent its being used by the enemy. 3 Just two days earlier, Union General-
in-Chief Winfield Scott ordered Colonel Charles P. Stone into Montgomery County to guard the 
river crossings and to occupy the towns of Rockville, Darnestown, and Poolesville. When this 
"Rockville Expedition" ended on July 7, Stone set up the "Corps of Observation" with nearly 
12,000 men camped in and around Poolesville.4 

In addition to Confederate raids across the Potomac, other events caused Union military 
leaders to shore up the Potomac defenses: the rout of Union troops at First Bull Run (July 21, 
1861), the lowering water levels of the Potomac, and the Southern sympathies of many 
Montgomery County residents. George McClellan, (then Major General, Department of the 
Potomac) ordered the securing of the roads near the Potomac and the construction of defensive 
works and signal stations. By late August 1861, Major General Nathaniel P. Banks established 
division headquarters with three brigades (some 14,000 men) at Darnestown with parts of his 
troops stationed from Harpers Ferry to Muddy Branch.5 While troops of the 34th New York 
Infantry picketed the Potomac and canal area in late summer, it was not until September 20, 1861 
that a full regiment camped at the mouth of Muddy Branch. Moving from Harpers Ferry, the 
12th Massachusetts Infantry was commanded by Colonel Fletcher Webster, the son of senator 
and former Secretary of State Daniel Webster. Colonel Webster was the first of several sons of 
prominent New England families associated with Muddy Branch. The regiment picketed the 
Potomac, built bake ovens, and recorded the first casualty at a Muddy Branch camp: Private 
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Rufus A. Peck, Company I, while killing beef, was struck by a falling beam. He lived about half 
) an hour after the accident. 6 Of immediate concern for "Webster's Regiment" was the presence 

of Confederate troops across the river. On October 1, when six Confederate regiments were seen 
across the Potomac nearly opposite their riverside camp, the regiment moved about a mile inland 
to a location across River Road. Five days later, Division General Banlcs ordered Webster to be 
on the alert after rebel infantry and one battery attacked Great Falls.7 

There may have been another reason for General Banks' order for Webster to be on alert that 
day. According to The Montgomery County Sentinel published on Friday, October 11, 1861, 
President Abraham Lincoln was in the area visiting his commanders. The story read: 

On Sunday morning last [Oct. 6], President Lincoln, accompanied by General McClellan, 
Secretary [Secretary of State William H.] Seward, [and two assistants] passed through this place 
[Rockville], enroute for the camp of the New York Nineteenth, near Muddy branch, where they 
were met by Gen. Banks, and spent some time in private intercourse.8 

Most likely President Lincoln remembered that journey because it was one of his first meetings 
in the field with Generals McClellen and Banks. He may also have remembered it because of the 
traffic jam and the stench. The 19th New York Infantry guarded General Banks' division supply 
depot where Muddy Branch crossed the Darnestown Road. With an average of 1,200 wagons at 
the depot each pulled by four to six horses or mules, the smell must have been overwhelming. 

On October 22, 1861 one day after the Union's disastrous defeat at Ball's Bluff, the 1th 
Massachusetts moved to Poolesville and by December was in winter quarters at Frederick. 
Fletcher Webster later died leading his troops at the battle of Second Bull Run, August 30, 1862. 

The next occupants of the Muddy Branch camps were not a single regiment but brigades 
assigned to General Banks' Division. From October 26 to December 4, 1861 Brigadier General 
Alphesus S. Williams commanded at Muddy Branch. Williams, a Yale graduate, veteran of the 
Mexican War, and prominent Detroit lawyer and newspaperman, came to Washington hoping to 
receive the command of a Michigan brigade. Instead, he was assigned to General Banlcs as a 
brigade commander in the newly created Army of the Potomac.9 After the battle of Ball's Bluff, 
General Williams' 3rd brigade (5th Connecticut, 28th New York State Volunteers, 46th 
Pennsylvania, 19th New York Infantries and Rhode Island 1st Regiment, Light Artillery, Battery 
A) moved from Darnestown via Edwards Ferry to the Muddy Branch location vacated by 
Webster, about a mile in direct line from the river. 10 On the next day, elements of Banlcs ' 1st 
Brigade (2"d Massachusetts, 27th Indiana, 29th Pennsylvania, 3rd Wisconsin, and 83rd New 
York/91h Regular State Militia Infantries) moved to near the mouth of Muddy Branch. The 19th 
New York remained where Muddy Branch crossed the Darnestown Road guarding the division 
supply depot. ~all, three Muddy Branch camp locations were occupied with Williams' brigade 
alone numbering some 5,000 men, the most troops ever posted to that Muddy Branch location.11 

While Banks' brigades were at the Muddy Branch sites for only six weeks, the stories from 
the regimental histories and personal recollections illustrate these significant themes: adapting to 
the conditions at Muddy Branch, developing a strategy to defend the Potomac crossings in the 
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area, interacting with a local population holding conflicting loyalties, and transforming an army 
of civilians into an army of soldiers. 

For convenience and health reasons, Williams' choose as his brigade headquarters Colonel 
Webster regimental camp a mile from the Potomac. In letters to his daughter, Williams wrote 
about sending her pictures of his log cabin headquarters. Apparently, Williams kept his word. 
The photograph of Williams' Muddy Branch headquarters was found at the U.S. Army Military 
History Institute. Hand written at the top of the photograph is Head Quarters 3rd Brigade Genl 
Banks Division October 3 Js', 1861. At the bottom, a note says, Log Cabin built by Col. Fletcher 
Webster of Mass12 A private in the 5th Connecticut stationed at Muddy Branch, described the 
exact scene in a letter: You will see about the centre( sic) of the picture a log house covered with 
a white canvas that is his [General Williams] dwelling and on the left that group of men is the 
guards saluteing(sic) the field officer of the day, the one you will see on horse back to the right. 13 

General Williams' headquarters Courtesy of USAHMl-Massachusetts MOLLUS collection 

With headquarters established, Williams formulated the procedure for picketing the canal: 

About 200 men are put on each afternoon carrying 24 hours' rations and returning the 
following evening after being relieved. It is a hard duty, as the poor fellows are not allowed fires 
and the weather has been very inclement. Still they go on with wonderful cheerfulness. There is 
a strange excitement in the prospect of shooting at one another across the river. We have had, 
however, very little picket firing and do not encourage it. The Rebels appear on the opposite 
bank, but so long as they remain quiet we do not trouble them. 14 

At the end of this November 9th letter, Williams worried about the negative effects a large 
military presence would have on the local population. 

The country immediately about us is not very productive, and the farmers have been pretty 
closely skinned and complain bitterly that they are often obliged to sell at prices fixed by the 
government. I fear their complaints are well founded, but "necessity knows no law." There is a 
great rush to me at each new encampment for guards for houses. I have invariably tried to 
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protect the people, and always send out small pickets to houses near our camps. I am greatly 
annoyed by daily complaints and try hard to correct the evil and do justice where 
damage is done. I fear, however, we are suffering the usual consequences of an armed 
occupation, making more enemies than friends. Indeed, I fear there is not much real loyalty in 
this part of Maryland, and that the people would greatly rejoice to see us driven out. 15 

Brigadier generals were not the only ones recording memories of their experiences at Muddy 
Branch. Regimental histories and letters from men of lesser rank produced stories giving a more 
complete history of the brigade camp. As expected with many raw troops stationed far from 
home, most early Muddy Branch remembrances dealt with the typical military complaints of bad 
weather, bad food, disease, inadequate equipment, incompetent officers, and boring drill and 
picket duty. However, some troops prided themselves on relying on their own ingenuity. For the 
19th New York it meant inventing a fireplace for their tents to ward off the impending winter 
cold by constructing a covered ditch in the tent, which acted as a flue. At the inside end was a 
firebox and outside was a mud plastered chimney or barrel. An infinite amount of comfort was 
derived from them, although they did, once in a while, set tents on fire. 16 According to their 
regimental history, even General Banks was so impressed with the new fireplace that it became 
the standard for the army. Building substantial huts for the winter sometimes resulted in 
competition. The men [of the 281

h New York] commenced building log houses, with the 
expectation of passing the winter here. Great skill was shown in this work, the companies vying 
with each other to have the best. The houses were oblong in shape and covered with small tents; 
the cracks were filled with mud, often moss, and this gave them a neat appearance. 17 

Despite efforts to build substantial huts equipped with fireplaces, the soldiers' major 
complaint was the unfit location of Muddy Branch as reflected in a son's letter to his mother: 

We are in the worst camp we have ever had. It is in a hollow, where the dampness collects, and, 
as we have had a great deal of rain lately, it has been a perfect bog. There are more ailings 
among the men than we ever had before . ... we began by digging out the earth inside our tents 
when the cold weather first came, and though it was warmer the dampness was very un-
wholesome. 

Your loving Son18 

The "loving son" was 2nd Lieutenant Robert Gould Shaw of the 2nd Massachusetts Infantry. 
Eight months after this letter was written, Shaw was wounded at the battle of Antietam and 
returned home to Boston where he accepted the colonelcy of the 54th Massachusetts, one of the 
first black regiments in the Civil War. The rest of his story was told in the movie, Glory! 

Agreeing with Shaw, the historian of the g3rd New York also condemned Muddy Branch: 

A grave mistake had been made in its selection, and the disorders suffered by the men were 
plainly traceable to the impure water and the malarial condition of the locality. The name of the 
stream, Muddy Branch, was enough to condemn it and it did not belie the term. Unless, because 
of some pressing military necessity no troops should have been kept there, even over night, but to 
such bad judgment many a veteran now owe the aches and pains, and broken constitution, which 
he will carry to his grave. 19 
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With so many troops in the Muddy Branch area, there must be at least one story out of the 
ordinary. Such a story is that of Charles Fuller, a slight and sallow complected18-year-old 
private in Colonel Knipe's 46th Pennsylvania Infantry. He enlisted on September 2, 1861, only to 
desert from Darnestown on October 5. Fuller was officially mustered out in absentia near 
Muddy Branch on October 31. Desertions were not uncommon, but Fuller left because he was 
discovered to be a female. Not waiting for official action, Fuller, actually Elvira Ibecker, left 
camp and conned a local farmer into believing she was the wounded son of Colonel Knipe 
chasing to Rockville a disgruntled soldier who had also shot the colonel. At Rockville, Elvira 
disappeared. The Montgomery County Sentinel reported the attempted assassination of Knipe and 
the wounding of his son. A week later, on October 11, the newspaper printed a retraction. With 
new information, the story of the attempted murder of Knipe and the wounding of his son (who 
was never in camp) was called a hoax. It was all a ruse by Ibecker to avoid formal discharge 
proceedings. Why she had been so eager to serve remains a mystery.20 

General Banks and Army Surgeon Charles Keeney agreed that staying in the area for winter 
was a grave mistake because of increasing sickness, inadequate hospital space, and the lack of 
passable roads.21 By early December, Banks' division moved to Frederick. Despite the harsh 
conditions and endless hours of drill, the time spent by the soldiers at Muddy Branch changed a 
group of individuals into an army. Reflecting on the meaning of the weeks at Muddy Branch for 
his 27th Indiana regiment Edmund Brown wrote: Most, if not all, will doubtless agree that from 
this time dates the development of the Twenty-seventh into a regiment of volunteer soldiers. 
Before that we were not really ready for active service; after that we were.22 

With the removal of Banks' division to winter quarters the 19th Massachusetts Infantry, 
commanded by Colonel Edward Hinks, moved to Muddy Branch for a three month stay until 
March of 1862. As the sole military unit responsible for guarding a 12 mile section of the 
Potomac and canal from Great Falls to Seneca and for providing provost guards at Darnestown 
and Rockville, the 19th Massachusetts made one more contribution to the defenses of the 
Potomac at Muddy Branch. They built and occupied three defensive blockhouses, including the 
blockhouse and small camp at Blockhouse Point and blockhouses at Pennyfield Lock and Seneca 
Mill. Built during January and February of 1862, these blockhouses (more like earthen bunkers) 
served as early warning lookout stations. Their regimental history stated that the three 
blockhouses were built 48 feet each way, of the shape of a Greek cross, four feet thick, twelve 
feet high, with loopholes for infantry arms, roofed with logs three feet thick and covered with 
three feet of dirt. 23 An outpost duty report dated February 19, 1862 showed that nearly half of the 
regiment was away from the main Muddy Branch camp doing provost and lock duty, with about 
55 men assigned to each of the three blockhouses.24 

To date, no recollections have surfaced relating to the occupation of the blockhouse and camp 
at Blockhouse Point. Letters and stories do exist from the main camp at Muddy Branch giving a 
sense of the 19th's military duties and interactions with the local populace. Importantly, these 
written sources give us a major clue as to one of the camp's locations. Captain John G. B. 
Adams fondly remembered his provost duty among the Darnestown citizens, who he said were in 
sympathy with the South, but as we behaved like gentlemen they were very kind, often sending us 
biscuits for breakfast. The night before his company left Darnestown, Mrs. Hayes fixed a special 
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dinner and her daughter, who was a pleasant young lady but a re-hot reb, presented me with a 
rebel flag .25 Adams did not say what he did with the flag. Private William Hoitt wrote home 
about his easy duty at Muddy Branch searching canal boats for excess whiskey. He said he 
probably was chosen for this duty because he had been strictly temperate since I have been out 
here, something I cannot say for every one in the Regiment.26 Canal duty was not always so easy, 
as Captain Harrison Weymouth discovered while commanding the outpost camp at Pennyfield 
Lock. One cold December night he rescued a man in a general's uniform who had accidentally 
fallen into the canal. The man turned out to be the governor of Rhode Island, William Sprague, 
who was on his way to Poolesville to visit the artillery batteries he helped raise with $100,000 of 
his own money. He later married the daughter of Lincoln's Treasury Secretary, Salmon Chase.27 

Importantly, Charles Gibbs, a member of the regimental band, in his January 15, 1862 letter to 
his father, provided a small plan of our encampment which I think will ~ive you a small idea of 
where we are. The map contains these labels for various camp locations:2 

1 the place where we stopped the first night 5 Cols house 
2 our Band quarters 6 the tent where we 
3 Parade ground 7fort office 

9 vicinity of the Webster Rgt camp 
10 spring 
11 Reg bake house 

4 head quarters 8 cemetry of Websters Rgt 12 place where we wash 
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Charles Gibbs Map Courtesy of USAMHI 1 
By noting the camp was in the vicinity of Webster's regimental camp and cemetery (#s 8 and 9 
on his map), Gibbs thus placed the camp of the 19th Massachusetts in the same location as that of 
Colonel Webster's 1th Massachusetts and General Williams' earlier camps. Gibbs' map also 
noted a new fort in the shape of a Greek cross, where the blockhouse at Pennyfield is located, 
and #4 Williams' log cabin head quarters in the 1861 photograph. Even with these clues, it is 
difficult to pinpoint the camp's location on today's landscape. The most troubling part of the 
map is Gibbs' drawing of a straight road from the lock at Pennyfield to Darnestown, which goes 
by the camp's headquarters. No such road existed on Martinet and Bond's map of Montgomery 
County in 1865, and neither does one today. Gibbs' straight road may be a composite of three 
roads: a road leading off of the road to Washington (River Road) down to the lock, Travilah 
Road, and then on to Darnestown via a sharp turn onto Turkey Foot Road. These roads existed 
in 1865 and today. If this combination of roads is correct, this Muddy Branch campsite is on 
Travilah Road between modern day Stoney Creek Road and Bissel Lane. This location is about 
one mile from the Potomac River, consistent with General Williams' statement. To add more 
evidence, Dr. Frederick Dyer, the 19th's sur~eon, wrote that the regiment's hospital was a mile 
from the camp in a house next to a school.2 The 1865 map shows a school nearby the house of 
N. F. Harris at the present day intersection of Travilah and Glenn Roads. Down one mile in the 
direction of River Road from this intersection is the approximate location of Bissel Lane. 

On March 12, 1862 the builders and first occupiers of the blockhouses left for service in the 
Shenandoah and then on to Virginia in McClellan's Peninsula Campaign. We have not found 
documentary evidence of any troop occupation of the Muddy Branch campsites or use of the 
blockhouse at Blockhouse Point between March and September of 1862, although the area was 
still picketed. But before the battle of Antietam (September 17, 1862) Brigadier-General Alfred 
Pleasonton, Commander of the U.S. Army Cavalry Division, sent reports--which later proved to 
be exaggerated--to General McClellan from the camp at Muddy Branch on the Darnestown Road 
giving the strength and whereabouts of the Confederate army moving into western Maryland. 

Between the battles of Antietam and Gettysburg (July 1-3, 1863), an independent brigade 
(10th Vermont, 39th Massachusetts, 23rd Maine, 14th New Hampshire Infantries and the 11th New 
York Cavalry) and later the 2"d Massachusetts Cavalry patrolled the area from Great Falls to 
Point of Rocks, including Muddy Branch. These detachments were regularly stationed at 
Poolesville, Seneca, Offutt's Crossroads, and occasionally at Muddy Branch. Again it is unclear 
if these regiments used the blockhouse at Blockhouse Point. For these troops, military activity, 
for the most part, was reflected in the Civil War poem All Quiet Along the Potomac Tonight. For 
troops Eicketing the canal during this time at Muddy Branch incidents like that facing the men of 
the 39 Massachusetts increased after Congress' decision to end slavery in the District of 
Columbia in the spring of 1862. There was a constant passing of boats on the canal and all 
roads led to Washington. Negroes on their way to the Nation's Capital might be intercepted, but 
if the black man asserted that he was running away from his master, he would have been a rare 
soldier who would turn him back. 30 

Occasionally during this period, the quiet along the Potomac was interrupted with raids by 
Confederate partisan cavalry units led by Elijah Veirs White (35th Battalion, Virginia Cavalry) 
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and John Singleton Mosby (43rd Battalion, Virginia Cavalry). White, born in Poolesville, led a 
recruiting raid to Poolesville in September of 1862 and an attack on an 11th New York Cavalry 
camp at Poolesville in December.3 Mosby staged his first raid into Maryland at Seneca Mills on 
June 11, 1863, capturing a canal picket post and seizing supplies.32 Leading up to the battle of 
Gettysburg, the 2nd Massachusetts Cavalry, under the command of another son of a prominent 
New England family, Colonel Charles Russell Lowell, arrived at Poolesville to guard the 
Potomac from Great Falls to the mouth of the Monocacy. After Lowell received orders to move 
northward, Confederate cavalry general J.E.B. Stuart took advantage of Lowell's departure and 
moved his men into Maryland at Rowser's Ford (Violet's Lock) on the evening of June 27, 
1863.33 The next day a skirmish at Muddy Branch with seven enlisted men wounded was noted 
in the Official Records, but no further details were given.34 

After Gettysburg until the end of July 1864, the 2nd Massachusetts Cavalry implemented 
Colonel Lowell's more aggressive plan for protecting the Potomac River crossing from 
Confederate raids by White and Mosby. With two battalions stationed at Vienna, Virginia and 
one at Muddy Branch, Lowell, instead of just responding to hit and run raids, sent troops 
throughout Northern Virginia to identify and raid Confederate safe houses and supplies. 
Lowell's tactic of harassing the harassers was used until the end of the war by subsequent 
cavalry units at Muddy Branch. Because Lowell's plan took a toll on his men and horses, 
Muddy Branch, then commanded by Major DeWitt Clinton Thompson, became a camp where 
soldiers saw lighter patrol duties along the canal.35 Thompson, the former deputy-sheriff of San 
Francisco and the longest serving commander at Muddy Branch, also issued arrest warrants 
against prominent Montgomery County citizens for disloyal activities, including Matthew Fields, 
the editor of The Montgomery County Sentinel. Boldly, Thompson even arrested the wife of 
Confederate Elijah White while she was visiting friends in the county. 

The most significant event associated with Muddy Branch and the blockhouses was the result 
of Confederate General Jubal Early's attack on Washington, D.C. in July of 1864. Early's forces 
used the northern approaches to Washington, defeating a hastily gathered Union force at the 
Monocacy River near Frederick on July 9. On the same day, Major Thompson was ordered to 
call in his pickets and retreat to Washington, D.C. On July 12, with Thompson gone, Mosby 
burned the camp and mill at Seneca, then followed the towpath down to Blockhouse Point where 
he burned the fort. Continuing on, Mosby arrived at the mouth of Muddy Branch and burned the 
blockhouse and the abandoned squadron camp of the 8th Illinois Cavalry.36 James Williamson, a 
Mosby ranger, completed the story: We also captured 30 head of fine cattle left behind by the 
enemy, and then recrossed the river, camping at night near Dranesville. 37 

After participating in the pursuit of Early after his retreat from Washington, the 2nd 
Massachusetts was replaced at Muddy Branch by the 8th Illinois Cavalry. From July 26 to 
November 21, 1864, the 8th Illinois guarded the Potomac. By September, due to increasing 
illnesses, the camp moved to the fourth Muddy Branch site at DuFief's mill.38 From there, 
detachments of the 8th Illinois went into Loudoun County and participated in General Phillip 
Sheridan's scorched earth campaign against Mosby by making mass arrests and carrying off or 
destroying crops and animals.39 
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The last regiment stationed at Muddy Branch was the 1st New Hampshire Cavalry under 
Colonel John L. Thompson who served from November 21, 1864 to May 1865. Still concerned 1. 

with potential raids by Mosby or another attempt to invade the North, the 1st New Hampshire 
watched for and responded to Confederate troop sightings. The final duties for the troops at 
Muddy Branch involved searching the towpath, roads, and countryside for those persons 
involved in the assassination of President Lincoln and supervising the paroling of Confederate 
soldiers returning to Maryland. Colonel Thompson sent this final official message by a 
commander at Muddy Branch on April 17, 1865: All quiet along the lines. I have paroled twen[6 
men not to take up arms against the Government of the United States until properly exchanged. 4 

At war's end, campsite and blockhouse properties were returned to their owners, and those 
loyal to the Union were allowed to file claims against the government to compensate for their 
losses. Sarah Ellen Cady, owner of the Pennyfield blockhouse property, received $14,251.80 for 
fences, rails, forage, occupation of buildings, and erecting and burning a blockhouse. John L. 
DuFief, a wealthy landowner at Muddy Branch, claimed his warehouse at the mouth of Muddy 
Branch had been occupied continuously through the war, 400 acres of his land had been used for 
camps and drill grounds, and his mills had been used to quarter Union troops. He claimed 
$3,250 in damages.41 No claim yet has been found for any losses suffered by William Redding, 
the owner of the Blockhouse Point property. 

For nearly 3 1/2 years the camps at Muddy Branch served as part of the vital outer defenses of 
Washington, D.C. While no major battles took place at Muddy Branch or the blockhouses, the 
troops protected, as best they could, the crucial workings of the canal and the crossings of the 
Potomac River, serving as an early warning system for Confederate troop movements into 
Maryland and Pennsylvania. But do any physical or tangible remains of the Muddy Branch story 
exist today? The answer is mixed. Obviously, Muddy Branch, the canal, and the Civil War 
crossroads and towns remain, but so far no archaeological evidence of the main camps at Muddy 
Branch have been discovered. They are probably located on land now developed or in still 
inhospitable areas. However, an outpost camp and blockhouse associated with the larger camps 
at Muddy Branch do remain within the Blockhouse Point Conservation Park overlooking the 
Potomac between Pennyfield and Violet's Locks. 

The documentary evidence describes the building and burning of the blockhouse. But what 
happened in between will probably be explained only by archaeology. For the last several years, 
under the direction of Montgomery County Park and Planning archaeologists James Sorensen, 
Ph.D. and Heather Bouslog, scores of volunteers have surveyed and excavated at Blockhouse 
Point trying to understand the remaining physical features of the outpost camp and blockhouse 
and to interpret what the artifacts say about the common and individual experiences of the 
soldiers. The preliminary archaeological findings show: (1) the blockhouse matches the 
construction dimensions as found in the written record, (2) a complex encampment existed for 
about 55 soldiers; and (3) an infantry and early war occupation of the site. 

While the collective surveys and artifacts presently lead to those conclusions, the individual 
artifacts from the outpost camp tease us to ask questions in search of stories like those found in 
the written evidence for the larger camp at Muddy Branch. Questions like: Why are we finding 
pieces of broken inkwells, but no writings from the camp? What food was in the remnants of 
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that tin can? (Maybe we don't want to know.) What was the reaction of the soldier when he first 
tried to use his water filter? Did his eyes bug out like a frog when he sucked on the hose trying 
to get a taste of clean water from Muddy Branch? Was he showing his consumer dissatisfaction 
with his purchase when the filter, slightly burned but in relatively good shape, was found 
discarded in a pit? Was that squashed Minie ball the result of an accidental firing or was it an 
improvised poker chip? How did that whiskey bottle, as evidenced by broken pieces of dark 
olive green glass, get into camp past the watchful eyes of that teetotaling canal picket? And, why 
were intact pistol bullets found next to evidence of a fireplace? More work on the site may help 
answer these questions--and probably raise more. 

The significance of the Blockhouse Point site cannot be overstated. Because of its location on 
a bluff overlooking the Potomac, the blockhouse and camp represent one of the few remaining 
Civil War sites in the county free from agricultural plowing and modern development. Protected 
since the early 1970s as a conservation park and with Park and Planning' s recent purchase of 
adjoining property, the Blockhouse Point area gives the county a public location to pursue future 
plans for a Civil War interpretive center. The center will provide an opportunity to remember 
those county residents--both with Confederate and Union sympathies, slave or free, military or 
civilian--who sacrificed during those extraordinary times. General Williams set the scene for 
this interpretation back at the beginning of the war, while commander at Muddy Branch. From 
Sugar Loaf Mountain, he looked around and wrote these reflections in a letter to his daughter: 

It is, indeed, a grand prospect, and along the whole distance long patches of the Potomac 
gleam out towards a pleasant sunset, seeming like silver lakes. Everything, of a quiet afternoon, 
... looks so peacefal and home-like, the cattle grazing on the hillsides, the smoke curling from 
the many farm houses, that one can hardly realize that thousands are armed for battle on either 
side of that pleasant river and amid those quiet valleys. But so it is, and one's heart feels heavy 
in the thought that it is so. 42 

About the author: Don Housley retired from teaching U.S. History and serving as chairman of 
the Social Studies Department at Wheaton High School in July of 2005. He now volunteers in 
the Office of Archaeology, Montgomery County Park and Planning. 
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