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SUMMARY DESCRIPTION 

The Cool Spring Battlefield lies in the Shenandoah River Valley in the northeast comer of 
Clarke County, Virginia (Figure 1). The district includes the preserved natural and cultural 
setting affected by the events of July 16-20, 1864, related to the Civil War battle of Cool Spring 
(USDI 1992: Map 30). Consistent with the concept of a battlefield, the district includes the 
terrain and hydrography over which the battle was fought and which served to shape the tactical 
progress of the engagement in time and space. In addition, it includes the archaeological and 
architectural remnants of plantations, farmsteads, transportation, mining, and industrial centers 
that were a part of the economically prosperous community over which the conflict was fought. 
While the ecological and cultural landscape of the area has changed since 1864, the physical 
landscape, identified archaeological sites, and certain of the more prestigious architectural 
elements of the mid-19th-century social landscape, remain. When combined with the existing 
historic record, these resources allow the events of the battle and related support activities to be 
documented, reconstructed and visually interpreted. 

Environment and Topographic Features 

General The Cool Spring Battlefield includes a 3 mile length of the northeast flow of the 
Shenandoah River in northeastern Clarke County, in the Ridge and Valley Province of Virginia 
(Figure 1). The shape of the district determined by the flow of events associated with the Civil 
War Battle of Cool Spring (USDI 1992: Map 31; Figure 1). Within the district, three topographic 
settings characterize the local landforms. These include a wide, heavily dissected valley uplands 
which bound the relatively narrow bottomlands of the trench of the Shenandoah River on the 
west. Immediately east of the river, and serving to define its easternmost valley wall, are the 
sharply angled slopes which rise towards the spine of the Blue Ridge Mountains and which serve 
to define the eastern boundary of the valley of the Shenandoah River in this area. 

Diverse bedrock geologies have contributed to shaping the local terrain conditions. 
"Terrace deposits" underlain by dolomitic limestones serve to shape the array of upland valley 
ridges and knolls that bound the course of the shenandoah on the west. Alluvium dominates the 
floor of the valley, though exposed limestone bedrock floors the bottom of the river in most areas. 
The mountain walls east of the Shenandoah reveal a geological sequence which includes the 
formations of phyllite, sandstones and quartzites at the mountain base, and slates, phyllite, 
medabasalts, and epidosite along the ridge line (Hubbard 1990). A break in the mountain ridge, 
Snickers Gap, is a primary feature of the historical district. 

Drainage and hydrography have shaped local landforms in ways critical to interpreting 
mid-19th-century land use and the military events of July 16-20, 1864. On the east, sharp-walled, 
V-shaped, deeply-entrenched, markedly-sloped, commonly west- flowing drainages have 
dramatically dissected and shaped the terrain. From north to south, Rocky Branch, Raven Rocks 
Run, and a converging array of ravines, including Pigeon Hollow, sculpt the interior of the 
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mountain wall producing, narrow, moderately to sharply angled, descending ridges which typically 
terminate in a series of elevated knobs above the points where their flows enter the trench of the 
Shenandoah River (Figure 1). 

One exception to this pattern is produced by Joe Bell Run. This drainage is on the east 
side of the district, is the most substantial of the mountain drainages, and unlike its counterparts, 
tends to drain southwest from the vicinity of Snickers Gap. The development of this system has 
shaped the formation of a high, weathered ridge, Big River Mountain, which separates and shields 
a weathered, dissected interior mountain valley, currently housing the community of Pine Grove 
(Figure 1) &om the Shenandoah River Valley proper. This interior valley was a frequently used 
Civil War encampment area and played a key role in support activities involved with the Battle of 
Cool Spring. 

To the west of the Shenandoah River, the upland valley floor consists of weathered, flat to 
moderately sloping, relatively wide ridges which have been dissected and shaped by an array of, 
commonly spring-fed streams. Primary streams draining this area include Wheat Spring Branch 
and Long Marsh Run (West Va). These streams tend to be relatively slow running and have 
moderately sloping floors within narrow U-shaped valleys. Associated bottomland features vary, 
but floodplain is the typical terrain element. Lesser, often spring-fed tributaries also shape the 
upland topography (Figure 1). 

The cutting effect of the Shenandoah River has caused it to lie within a narrow, typically 
less than 1\2 mile wide, trench. On the east side, steep to bluff-like landforms, broken and 
weathered by entering tributary streams, rise abruptly from low terraces or, more typically, 
floodplain. On the west, the upland valley features exhibit greater weathering, though bluff, to 
markedly sloping walls are not uncommon. Low first, and, occasionally, second terraces occur, 
though floodplain is the more common landform. High weathered upland knobs or ridge endlobes 
frequently overlook the valley floor, two of the highest and more distinctive being situated to the 
north and south of the ravine through which the Benyville Pike (Route 7) passes (Figure 1). 

At present the Shenandoah River lies within a vertically-sided trench, typically 10 to 20 ft. 
or more below the bounding floodplain. Information on the average depth of the river itself is not 
available; however, the number of fords identified locally, coupled with observations made in the 
winter of 199411995, indicate lengthy periods in which the flow is shallow, allowing ready 
'crossing. Limestone bedrock, which crosses the width of the river bed in many areas, is often 
exposed or lies within a couple of feet of the water surface during periods of low water. One area 
of note is Parkers Hole, a steep-walled dropoff situated east of Parkers Island and north of the 
entrance of Raven Rocks Run (Figure 4). Given the occurrence of several major floods in the 
area since the Civil War it is important to note that, while floodplain and lower terraces do flood 
during periods of primary water flow, in no area within the area investigated is there significant 
evidence of cutting or erosion of the faces of the local terrain features. In fact, on the floodplain 
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north and south of the Benyville Pike and west of the river, as much as 1.5 ft.of recently 
deposited alluvium was observed. 

Recent studies, focusing primarily on Frederick County (Mitchell, Comer and Hofstra 
1993), suggest that while localized glades or prairies may have been present, diverse woodlands 
would probably have been the dominant vegetal circumstance on the mountains, valley uplands 
and across most of the Shenandoah bottomlands at the time of historic contact. When cleared, 
however, the floodplain and terraces of the Shenandoah along with uplands ridge areas provided 
for an agricultural base capable of maintaining a major wheat industry (Edmonds and Stiegler 
1981 1: General Soil Map), which, prior to the Civil War, served as the focus of a plantation based 
agricultural community and a dispersed rural industry centering on the milling of grain. Mountain 
soils tend to be generally poorer and less productive, and yet, allowed clearing of land for pasture 
and at least the localized planting of crops including com. 

While no exact measures of the character and extent of deforestation exist, it can be 
argued from the historical record that the cleared land, particularly in the mountain areas, was far 
greater than today. Comments made by soldiers present in the summer of 1864, historic records 
considered during the project, and a limited number of photographs from the early 20th-century, 
suggest that many of what are now wooded mountain slopes were open and deforested. The 
extent of the clearing and the absence of pioneer stand vegetation, suggests that much of the land, 
if not cleared for planting, would have served as upland pasture. Field studies of woodlands on 
the uplands above the east side of the Shenandoah reveal relatively modem and recent forests, the 
character of which suggests less than 50 years of growth. 

The Cool S~r ine  Battlefield The conflict at Cool Spring took place on lands included 
within two prestigious plantations (Figure 4): Cool Spring, owned by Frances McCormick, on the 
west bank of the Shenandoah River; and the lands of Judge Richard Parker, whose plantation 
called Retreat occupied the east bank. A pair of low islands, jointly referenced as Parkers Island, 
lay midway within the flow of the river, Parkers Hole lying east of the north end of the 
northenunost island. 

The principal battlefield locale(Figure 4) is a rectangular area, 4,000 ft. northeast- 
southwest bv 5.000 ft. northwest-southeast. includine bottomland features east and west of the 
shenandoahd~i;er and their immediately adjoining uilands. West of the river, Cool Spring Run 
serves as a southern defining feature for the infantry engagement of July 18, while an unnamed 
stream, identified as Rodes' Run for this discussion, bounds the area on the north. On the west, 
activity extended to the second line of upland ridges ca. 2,500 ft. west of the banks of the 
Shenandoah, attaining the Castleman's Feny-Wyckliffe Church Road, which passes Cool Spring 
Mansion. To the east, staging activities involving the Union Army advance took place on the 
floodplain and terrace features west, and in front of Parker's Retreat; troops accessing tile 
bottomland by way of a narrow, weathered, and descending ridge passing down Pigeon Hollow 
Run to the rear of that mansion. Union artillery support for the Federal advance and subsequent 
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withdrawal was in place on certain of the bottomland terraces near Retreat and on upland 
prominences north and south of that point. The flow of the Shenandoah, and the upper and lower 
Parker Island within its stream, contributed to shaping the events of the battle. 

The bottomland features between Rodes' and Cool Spring Run are anything but planar. In 
fact, the floodplain adjoining the Shenandoah is probably narrower in this area than at any other 
point within the proposed district. Except in the areas where the two primary tributary streams 
and a less-developed drainage join the river, the planar floodplain area is rarely more than 80 to 
150 ft. wide (Figure 4; Photo 3). To the west, a weathered and dissected first terrace creates a 
series of four high knolls and knobs that attain heights of from 20 to nearly 40 A. above the 
floodplain. These knobs are separated from each other by moderate to deeply defined ravines, the 
central of which heads up beyond the first line of upland ridges in a sinkhole east of Cool Spring 
Mansion (Figure 4, Photo 19). The northernmost ravine (Figure 4), which may be a product of 
ancient flooding of Rodes' Run, has effectively shaped a large, nearly conical, domed knob above 
the junction of Rodes' Run with the Shenandoah River, this feature controlling the northeast 
corner of the battlefield. 

Considered in terms of transit, people moving across this weathered interior terrace from 
north to south would move up markedly angled slopes from the area of Rodes' Run, would cross 
a domed ridge and then descend nearly 20 A. into a ravine, ascend a markedly angled slope onto a 
slightly longer terrace ridge, and then cross a series of marked undulations until descending into 
the floodplain of Cool Spring Run. For forces moving west from the Shenandoah River, the 
deeply cut ravines leading to the uplands to the rear may have contributed to channeling 
movement. To attain the immediate high ground, however, after crossing a narrow, flat to then 
slightly sloping floodplain, markedly angled (20%+) slopes would have to be ascended. Once 
upon the terrace knobs, the land between them and the uplands landforms drops away 
significantly on the north end, before beginning to ascend again. 

The series of upland ridges between Rodes' and Cool Spring Runs, which include the 
western sector of the battlefield, are heavily eroded, with rock outcrops on the ridge faces and 
slopes being common and, in some areas, forming substantial terrain features (Photo 18). Locally, 
drainage patterns converging from the north and south have defined a narrow, linear series of 
upland ridges which parallel the line of weathered terrace knobs and the flow of the Shenandoah 
River. These ridges rise 80 to 100 ft. above the floodplain, attain their greatest height on the 
south end and slope downward towards Rodes' Run. The heights of these ridges vary from being 
40 ft. above the terrace knobs at the south end of the battlefield, to approximately the same height 
as those knobs south of Rodes' Run (Figure 4). The length of this ridge is broken at one point 
near midway along its length by a ravine passing east from the uplands interior. 

The landforms between the terrace and upland ridges is broken from north to south by the 
previously discussed drainage system. Moving to the interior, or west, the circumstances of any 
military advance would vary. South of the middle ravine, slopes rise at a moderate angle towards 
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the upland ridge but then confront a nearly vertical "bluff' of limestone (Figure 18) which extends 
from the slopes of Cool Spring Run for nearly 600 ft. northeast. While providing a defensive 
advantage to forces in position on the upper ridge, for advancing troops it created a real obstacle. 
On the other hand, for forces retreating from the upper ridge, it created the effect of a defensive 
line that in itself could be defended. 

The middle ridge area, north of the uplands derived ravine, is fronted by a moderately 
sloping rise that ultimately attains its apex. The northern third of the ridge, however, is weathered 
by Rodes' Run. To its front is a deeply developed ravine that extends southwest and then east to 
enter the Shenandoah River. This erosional feature creates a low, 10 fi. +\- high, but relatively 
sharp drop from the ridge face into the ravine (Figure 4). 

The battlefield area west of the first upland ridge line has been shaped by the interior 
drainage net of Rodes' and Cool Spring Run and by the intermediary system that heads up in a 
sink hole formed east of Cool Spring Mansion (Figure 4). As a composite, these drainages 
produce a second upland ridge which joins that of the first series on the south above Cool Spring 
Run and then extends north in a gentle arc ending above and south of Rodes' Run. The Cool 
Spring Mansion is situated at the midpoint of this weathered ridge line. 

Cool Spring Run, which defines the battlefield on the south side, rises in a large spring 
complex to the south of the McCormick mansion. From its origin it flows through a very narrow, 
deeply entrenched (30 tt. +\-), V-shaped valley, widening and becoming somewhat less sloped as 
it enters the Valley of the Shenandoah. In this area, resistant limestones have created a sharp 
angle or hook where the first and second upland ridges join, the outer edge of which takes the 
form of a sharply walled limestone outcrop on the west and low, vertically walled bluff on the 
southeast (Figure 4). For Confederate soldiers advancing against the Union position, the ravine 
would have Sewed as area in which massed troops could be out of the line of sight of Union 
troops in the fields below, and could be protected from Union artillery fire from the east side of 
the Shenandoah. For Federal skirmishers retreating from their advance position, the limestone. 
bluff would have served as a defensive line that could be used to hold back any Confederate 
advance across the ridge to the west. 

On the north side of the battlefield, the more developed flow of Rodes' Run is important. 
This stream is somewhat more U-shaped in character with a narrow but distinctly shaped 
bottomland. Valley walls on the north side are more moderately angled than those to the south. 
An erosional scar that originates east of the mansion and flows northeast creates a relatively wide, 
gently to moderately walled valley between the north ends of the first and second upland ridge 
series. This locale is important, because it provided a setting in which Rodes' Confederate 
Division formed in relative security prior to their first advance against the Union right flank. A 
large number of troops could have massed in this area and would not have been seen by the Union 
forces in place to the east. In addition, forces massed in this area would have been visually 
screened from Union artillery positions on bluffs east of the Shenandoah River. 
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The lesser middle drainage that forms east of the mansion hrther compounds the terrain 
situation between the first and second upland ridges. In its center its depth approaches an interior 
basin being deeper than the ravines which exit it. On the north, associated drainages form a saddle 
with the flow of Rodes' Run. On the south, the weathering has created a narrow-U-shaped 
enclosure that creates an excellent defensive militaly position. In fact, it is so ideal, that it almost 
appears manmade (Figure 4). Certainly, for either Union or Confederate soldiers holding this 
position, unless threatened with being flanked, the setting created an ideal position of strength. 

While the area to the east of the Shenandoah River does not lie within the immediate zone 
of conflict, its setting was critical to shaping ihe Union advance and subsequent retreat, and for 
influencing the character of the support that could be provided the forces in the field. Unlike the 
west bank, the bottomland features on the east side include extensive floodplain, with weathered, 
low, and narrow first terraces extending along the valley wall in some areas. These low relief 
features were as much as 20+ ft. lower in altitude than the line of terrace remnants to the west of 
the river. Except in those areas where narrow mountain streams entered, the bounding valley wall 
was bluff-like in character, slopes rising in a nearly vertical angle for as much as 60+ ft. on the 
north end near Rocky Run to as much as 200-300 ft. on the south below Big River Mountain 
(Figure 4). 

Given the above, troops massing along the narrow bottomlands west of the river could, 
reasonably, have been observed by Confederate pickets to the east. More importantly, however, 
the bluff-like character of the vallev walls is of note in that it created a vertical wall severely 
restricting any movements into or but of the bottomland. Field studies made of the major iavines 
entering the bottomlands from the west. including those to the rear of Judge Parker's plantation 
house Gf ~e t rea t ,  showed clearly that while humans can pass through them, these deeply 
entrenched, V to bluff walled, valleys are totally incompatible to any reasonable movements of a 
sizable military force in a state of advance or retreat (Figure 4). The only reasonable access into 
the valley that could have been crossed by forces such as those involved, was a narrow, 
moderately sloping weathered ridge immediately east of Retreat and down which the roadway 
between Retreat and Snickers Gap passed. At best, for a force interested in rapid movement, this 
access route was only minimally acceptable, literally all that was available. For an army in retreat, 
it created an unacceptable bottleneck (Figure 4). 

With reference to observation and logistical support, it is important to note the series of 
knobs or peaks formed between the mountain drainages and above the Shenandoah. At two 
points on Big River Mountain (Figure 4), and on a series of endlobes northeast of Retreat, a series 
of high altitude (100 - 200 fi. high), flat-topped ridges were in place. These knobs would have 
served as ideal settings for artillery batteries, and for observation posts used in recording the 
events of the battle and general Confederate movements. On the other hand, except for the 
possible use of the higher altitude ridge upon which Retreat is situated, the terrace formations 
along the margin of the valley wall would have been too low in altitude, to provide any significant 
controlled fire against the Confederate positions on higher altitude landforms to the west. 
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The last feature of note is the Shenandoah River itself. Within the setting of the 
battlefield, the river changes from a single stream ca. 250 fi. wide, to two streams separated by 
intervening islands. The average depth of the river is uncertain, though in the winter of 1995 it 
appeared to be typically less than 5 fi. deep. The primary exception to this is Parkers Hole, an 
exceptionally deep pit in the flow of the stream east of the lower Parkers Island and north of 
entrance of Raven Rock Run. On the west side of the river, the bank rises as a near vertical bluff 
to heights of 15 to 20 ft. above the flow of the stream. On east, the bank appears to be slightly 
less high and is somewhat more weathered and eroded. The interior islands rise to a height ofjust 
above water level and exhibit evidence of flood weathering, to as great as 10+ feet above the 
stream, the upper, narrower island being the more developed. For troop movements these 
circumstances are important because, except in those areas where streams entered the 
Shenandoah or where man made fords accessed the floodplain, the vertical banks of the river 
would have, hampered mobility. 

Information on the environmental setting of the battlefield in June of 1864 is limited. 
Meaney (1980), indicates that the lower fields along the west side of the Shenandoah River were 
in wheat and that only scattered woodlands could be seen on the uplands. One of these 
"woodlands" included the northernmost of the first upland ridges, a factor which was to play a 
significant role in shaping the Confederate success during their first attack. 

The situation on the east bank is less certain. The facts that the Union had observers on 
the southernmost knob of Big River Mountain, and that artillery batteries were moved rapidly into 
position on both knobs on that mountain and on those between Retreat and Rocky Branch, 
suggest that the uplands in these areas had been significantly deforested, possibly being held as 
upland pasture. The bottomlands along the east bank, given the agricultural base of the 
plantation, and Union descriptions of them, appear to have been cleared for planting. Meaney 
notes, however, that the upper and lower Parkers islands and the edges of both the east and west 
banks of the river were wooded. This is a significant point, because such tree lines would have 
significantly blocked the vision of Union forces on the east bank who sought to provide rifle or 
artillery support for the forces contionting the Confederate infantry on the west side of the river. 
Similarly, Union troop movements would have been blocked, to some degree, from the eyes of 
Confederate pickets on the west bank. 

INVENTORY OF CONTRIBUTING RESOURCES 

The greater number of the following cultural resources and groupings of cultural resources 
are referenced using the file designation assigned to them by the Virginia Department of Historic 
Resources (VDHR) (44CK.. prefix for archaeological sites; 21-.. prefix for architectural sites). 
Resources given an F- or field designation were viewed in the course of the project. Their 
existence has been confirmed, but appropriate site or architectural surveys were not conducted of 
the resource. Contributing resources are presented with respect to their general geographic 










































































































































































