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Management Summary

A Phase | archaeological survey of a 17-acre property in northern Rutherford County,
North Carolina was conducted during the months of August to October, 2012. This report
presents the results of that survey along with information gathered during a brief archaeological
study of the area 2007-2008. The subject property is owned by Rutherford County and it is
believed by many to be part of “Biggerstaff’s Old Fields,” a farm owned by Aaron Biggerstaff, a
prominent Loyalist of the Revolutionary War era. It was on this farm where nine Loyalist
prisoners were hanged by Patriot forces under the command of Colonels William Campbell and
Isaac Shelby on October 14, 1780, seven days after the Battle of King’s Mountain. Rutherford
County is planning to develop the 17-acre property into an educational center to commemorate
the Revolutionary War and the North Carolina patriots and Overmountain Men who were
instrumental in the Patriot victory at Kings Mountain. Plans are to turn a house on the property
into a visitor’s center.

The hanging of Loyalist prisoners at Biggerstaff’s Old Fields is an event deeply
embedded in the history and lore of the American Revolution of the Carolina backcountry.
Returning from Kings Mountain with nearly 700 prisoners, the Patriot army encamped on
October 13 and 14 north of the Second Broad River at Biggerstaff’s Old Fields near Robertson
Creek. Here, a faction of the army intent on exacting revenge for alleged atrocities committed by
the Loyalist against Patriots in the region prompted Colonel Shelby to convene a trial. About 40
of the prisoners were tried, convicted, and ordered to be hanged. Nine of the individuals were
actually hanged before Colonel Shelby put a stop to the Killing. Early in the morning after the
hanging, the Patriot army broke camp and embarked on a speedy march northward away from
Kings Mountain, arriving at Quaker Meadows on the Catawba River later that day.

The archaeological survey of the 17-acre property was conducted with several objectives
in mind. The first objective was to search for evidence that might indicate where the hanging tree
and graves of the hanged Loyalists might be located. To this end, an intensive survey of the
property was conducted and selected areas were examined using shovel testing and metal
detectors in an attempt to identify possible grave sites. A second major objective was to identify
possible house and farmstead sites, historic road traces, and other landscape features that might
provide better context and understanding of where Biggerstaff’s Old Fields was during the years
of Revolutionary War. A third objective was to identify and record other archaeological or
historical sites and features that might be of interest to the county as it develops the property into
an education site.

Four archaeological sites were identified during the survey. Site 1 is a farmstead that
includes two house structures and several outbuildings, along with agricultural fields. The larger
of the two houses, the Long House, is the structure being considered for renovation as an
interpretive center. The farmstead and associated agricultural fields cover all of the 17-acre
county property, and historically the farmstead was even larger. Site 2 is an early road trace that
extends east-west across the county property north of the Long house. This road is quite old, and
could have been used during the Revolutionary War. Site 3 is comprised of two major road traces
that extend through the wooded area on the north side of the county property. These road traces
are severely eroded, but also may represent roads from the Revolutionary War period. Site 4 is
comprised of a road trace and the remains of a bridge situated in the south part of the county
property. This road is believed to have been constructed about 1855. Reported locations of the
hanging tree and the Loyalist graves were investigated during the survey, but no evidence of these
features was identified. The findings of the survey and recommendations relating to the
preservation and development of the 17-acre county-owned property are described in the
remainder of this report.
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