
Form Ma. 10-300 10-7'' 
{B=J. 

UNITEL) STATES DEI'A KTMENT OFTHE INTERIOR 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM 

SEE l N ST RU CTlO N S IN HOW TO COMPLETE NATIONAL REGISTER FORMS 
TYPE ALL ENTRIES -- COMPLETE APPLICABLE SECTIONS 

 NAME 
. : . . . . .  . . . . 

HISTORIC Fo'r t ~ h ' i s w e l l  , . . . .  . . , .  .:# 

ANDIOR COMMON 

F o r t  C h i s w e l l  S i t e  (?referr&) 

~ L O C A I I O N  

' F o P t  Chiswell X - VICINITY OF 9 (William C .  wampler) 
STATE 

5 C O D E  
COUN'IY 

V i r g i n i a  k'ythe 1°F 
Y* CLASSIFICATION i=l 

- .  
CATEGORY OWNERSHIP 

-DISTRICT ,PUBUC 

-BUILDINGIS) -PRIVATE 

S T R U C T U R E  %SOTH 
&SITE PUBLIC ACQUISITION 
-0ILIECT -IN PROCESS 

,BEING CONSIOERED ' 

STATU S 
-0CCU PIED 

-UNOCCUPIED . 
-WORK IN PROGRESS 

ACCESSlBlE 
&YES: RESTRICTED 

,YES: UNRESTRICTED 

-NO 

PRESENT USE 
AGRICULTURE --MUSEUM 

-EDUCATtONAL . -PRIVATE RESIDENCE 

~ ~ O V V N E R  OF PROPERTY I 
NAME Es. C?.rcott Cavis 6 

------ V i r g i n i a  D e p t .  a£  Highways and T r a n s p o r t a t i o  -- 
STREET CI NUMBER 1221 Broad S t r e e t  

RFD Richmond,  V i r g i n i a  23219 
CITY. TOWN STATE 1 

Max Meadows .# - VICINITY OF V i r g i n i a  24360 

BLOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
CJUXTHOUSE. 
AEG~STRYOF DEEDS.ETC Wythe County Courthouse 

-- 
SJHEET k NUMOER 

- 
CLiY. TOWN STATE 

Wy t h e v i l l  e V i r g i n i a  24382  

REPRE SENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 
TITLE 

V i r g i n i a  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission Statewide Survey  

DATE 

-FEDERAL L A T E .  -COUNTY -LOCAL 

DEPOSITORY FOR 

EURVEYPCCoRDS Virginia R e s e a r c h  Center f o r  Archaeology 
I - . .Y .L.Y 

c T r c b '  Wren Kitchen, Col lege  o f  William and 'LgZbg. virginia 23186 



CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

town of Fort Chiswell, 

It has borne t h i s  name since 1761. Excavations by 
University of Virginia archaeologists,  i n  cooperation with 

of that  s i t e  which 

Excavations along the  southern edge of the area nominated have uncovered prehis tor ic  
remains dat ing from the Middle Archaic period. These excavations a l s o  uncovered rem- 
nants representat ive of t he  three known periods of 18th century occupation, one s truc-  
t u re  of wh h survived u n t i l  t he  20th century. Also encountered on the  site was t h e  4 stone foundation of the  20th century building known as the Davis House, constructed 
c i rca  1910 and destroyed i n  1968. This survived'above ground u n t i l  highway construc- 
t i on  began. 

The three  successive periods of occupation extracted from the h i s t o r i c a l  records a r e  
tha t  of Alexander Sayers, 1752-1765, Colonel W i l l i a m  Byrd, 1760-1761, and tha t  of Jamea 
McGavock, who came t o  the  s i t e  i n  1771, and whose descendents still retained ownership 
of the family home i n  1901 when it burned. 

S t ruc tura l  remains from t h e  Sayers period of occupation were all of brick, two chimney 
bases and a br ick  box 4 f e e t  by 4 fee t .  ~ h e s e  appear t o  be from two log cabins and a 
smokehouse, A l l  th ree  s t ruc tures  have a similar orientation. 

The second period of occupation was tha t  of Colonel William Byrd and h i s  men. A d g -  
azine was dug i n t o  the  .ground along another or ientat ion,  but adjacent t o  the  Sayers 
cabin. This magazine appeared t o  have had a brick superstructure above ground. 

Lhes tone  foundation walls o f .  three b u t l d i y s  from the  th i rd  (McGevock) period of oc- 
cupation survived below ground. His tor ica l  records recount numerous. buildings'-at  Fort 
Chiswell during the  McGavock period. McGavock constructed an ordinary, a magazine 
(storehoyse) , a j a i l  and stocks ; a dwelling hause, a blacksmith's shop, a carpenter's 
shcp, and a m i l l .  One building excavated measured 20 feet by 20 feet . It coincides 
with cour t  records ordering the construction of a courthouse of t he  same dimensions a t  
Fort Chiswell. A second s t ruc tu re  measured 66 f e e t  overa l l  and consisted of a house 
17 f e e t  by 32 f e e t  with a 25 foot  by 23 foo t  addition. Each sec t ion  had a stone f i r e -  
place. A basement was located i n  the or ig ina l  building which was on the west end. 
This second McGavock s t ruc tu re  matches a photograph taken c i rca  1900 claimed t o  be t h e  
o r ig ina l  McGavock home. The th i rd  s t ruc ture  located, which measures 31 f e e t  by 23 feet, . 

5s thought t o  be t h e  McGavock ordinary or kitchen constructed c i r c a  1772. A l l  of t he  
buflclir~gs appearing t o  da t e  from the McGavock period have fourrdation~ of s tone and bear 
a similar  or ien ta t ion .  A l l  of the  buildings associated with the  Sayers cwplex  hfd 
brick remains and a common orientat ion.  Their or ien ta t ion  contrasted msrkedly with 
tha t  of the bui ldings of t he  McGavock complex. 

The archaeological work undertaken on t h i s  s i t e  concerned i t a c l f  with the  area i n  the  
path of highway construction. T e l l t a l e  s igns of another s t ruc ture ,  off t h e  right-of- 
way but  w i t h i n  the nominated area, a r e  v i s i b l e  a t  a bend i n  the  creek northwest of the  
complex of iden t i f i ed  buildings, These could be the remains of one of a t  l e a s t  two 

mills knawn t o  have been on the site, one conetirutted by Sayers circa 1754 and the 

other  constructed by McGavock cfrca 1773. 
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The a r e a  i n  Augusta County which even tua l ly  was named F o r t  Chiswel l  was once p a r t  
of a 100,000 a c r e  t r a c t  of land opened f o r  se t t l emen t  A p r i l  26, 1745 and adminis-  
t e r e d  by t h e  Woods River Company, a group o f  men granted  permission by t h e  Execu- 
t i v e  Counci l  t o  t a k e  up t h e  l and .  The F o r t  Chis\vell land was p a r t  -of I 1 5 0  a c r e s  
surveyed by t h e  Company's agent ,  John Buchanan, recorded November 12,  1747 and re- 
f e r r e d  t o  as Buffa lo  Lick.  

Thomas Walker pa ten ted  t h e  b f f a l o  Lick property i n  1752. S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r  t h e  
t r a c t  was d iv ided  between John Elontgomery and Alexander Sayers.  S a y e r s  ' s h a r e ,  
which inc luded t h e  F o r t  Chiswel l  proper ty ,  cons i s t ed  of  504 acres, which he pur- 
chased f o r  1 5  pounds. Althaugh Sayer s  d i d  n o t  r e c e i v e  a deed t o  t h e  p rope r ty  u n t i l  
1758, by March 25, 1754 he  had app l i ed  f o r  and secured permission - to  b u i l d  a m i l l  
t h e r e .  He and h i s  wife and two c h i l d r e n  r e s ided  on t h e i r  proper ty  i n  a l o g  cabin .  
A k i t c h e n  and smokehouse were p a r t  of t h e  Sayers  domestic  complex. 

On March 29, 1757 Alexander Sayprs  purcbssed two l o t s  i n  t h e  town of New London, . 

on which h e  was requ i red  by law t o  bu i ld  a h o v s ~ :  within  a year  of t h e  d a t e  of pur- 
chase .  Saye r s  is known to have been l i v i n g  i n  llew London soon t h e r e a f t e r  when h e  
was i n d i c t e d  by t h e  Bedf ord County Court  f o r  blasphemy and i n t o x i c a t i o n .  

It was t h e  S a y e r s  b u i l d i n g  complex which was used a s  a campsi te  .by Col, lvi l l iam 
Byrd i n  t h e  F a l l  of 1760 dur ing  h i s  Indian Expedit ion.  Byrdls  communications 
w i t h  t h e  Governor and Execut ive  Council du r ing  t h a t  per iod  are d a t e l i n e d  "Camp 
a t  Sayers" and "Sayers M i l l w .  

' . , .  . ,  

I n  ea r ly  November 1760 whi l e  Byrd was camped a t  Sayers  M i l l ,  L i t t l e  Carpen te r  and 
32 o t h e r  Cherokee I n d i a n s  met with him and agreed t o  suspend h o s t i l i t i e s  u n t i l  
1-hrch if t h e  Army would proceed no f u r t h e r  t h a t  f a l l .  The I n d i a n s  were given 
t r a d e  goods and r e c o r d s  s t a t e  t h a t  t hey  v e n t  home well s a t i s f i e d .  

Byrd had been i n s t r u c t e d  by t h e  Executive Council  t o  u s e  h i s  own judgement as t o  
the s t a t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  t roops .  I n  l a t e  November he informed them rega rd ing  t h e  d i s -  
p o s i t i o n  of the f i v e  companies of t h e  Old Regiment and reques ted  permiss ion  t o  go  
t o  New York on personal business. 

I n  commnica t ion  wi th  Execut ive  Council v i a  a letter dated  February 7, 1761, t h e  
Saye r s  proper ty  is first  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  F o r t  Chiswell .  The name stems f r a n  Col.. 
William DyrdS f r i e n d s h i p  wi th  Col. 3ohn Chiswell  who owned t h e  l ead  m i n e s a t  near-  
by A u s t i n v i l l e ,  s e v e r a l  miles sou th  of t h e  Saye r s  t r a c t .  

F o r t  Chiswell  cont inued t o  be used as a m i l i t a r y  a r t p o s t  dur ing  1761 and t h e  e a r l y  
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months of 1762, when a formal t r e a t y  was made with t h e  Cherokees. According t o  a 
por t ion of t h e  A p r i l  23, 1762 Indiar! Treaty,  t r a d e r s  were t o  go a s  f a r  a s  F o r t  Chis- 
well w i t h  goods f o r  t h e  Indians .  

Ourins t h e  Byrd period of m i l i t a r y  occupation, t h e  subterranean lozenge shaped pat- 
d e r  magazine r;as b u i l t  immediately ad jacen t  t o  t h e  Sayers cabin.  I n  keeping wi th  
t h e  p r a c t i c e  of ~ c c a s i o n a l l  y f o z t i f y i  ng s o l i t a r y  cabins  anrl u t  t l i z i n g  them as forts, 
it is thought t h a t  C31. Byrii re inforced t h e  abandoned Sayers cabin  irc t h i s  manner, 
and considered it a f o r t .  'The widely f l u c t u a t i q  t roop population a t  F o r t  Chis- 
well, p l u s  t h e  list of eyuipmnt c a r r i e d  rwi ; inely  by ordinary s o l d i e r s  i n d i c a t e s  
t h a t  t h e  men would have camped in  t e n t s  wi thin  t h e  v i c i n i t y  of t h e  f o r t i f i e d  cabin. 
A nearby s p r i n g  would have provided them with water. 

T h e  F o r t  CMswell  proper ty  remained i n  the ownership of ~ l e x a n d e r  Sayers  dur ing its 
first period of m i l i t a r y  usage. Sayers, p r io r  t o  h i s  death  i n  1765, had mort- 
gaged t h e  l ands  t o  Walter Buchanan. Following his death  and t h e  subsequent death  
of h i s  mortgagee, t h e  property was t i e d  up i n  cour t  l i t i g a t i o n  between t h e  Sayers  
and 6uchamn h e i r s ,  u n t i l  1771 when James McGavock made h i s  f i r s t  payment toward - 
purchasing t h e  property.  By then t h e  land was wi thin  t h e  boundaries of B o t e t w r t  
County. 

James t4cGavock, a s k i l l e d  entrepreneur,  immediately c a p i t a l i z e d  on F o r t  Chiswel l ' s  
l o c a t i o n .  The proper ty  was s i t u a t e d  on t h e  main road westward t o  t h e  Fror t t ier ,  
a t  a poin t  where t h a t  thoroughfare in te r sec ted  a road leading scu th  i n t o  t h e  Carol inas .  

E a r l y  i n  1772 McGavock obtained permission t o  bui ld  an ordinary a t  Fort Chiswell .  
I n  3anuary 1773 he was granted permission t o  cons t ruc t  a m i l l  on h i s  land.  A 
prominent f r o n t i e r  c i t i z e n ,  HcCavock was' a l s o  named a 3 u s t i c e  of t h e  Court  i n  3an- 
uary 1773. Surviving records  from McCavock's businesses i n d i c a t e  t h a t  much r e t a i l  
a c t i v i t y  took place  a t  F o r t  Chiswell  during t h e  1770's  a s  wagon t r a i n s  passed through. 
McGavock erec ted  a blacksmith 's  and c a r p e n t e r ' s  shop on h i s  land and employed h i s  
sons i n  t h e s e  family  businesses.  

I n  1775 when games McGavock was named t o  t h e  Committee of Safe ty  of what was by 
then  F i n c a s t l e  County, t h e  F o r t  Chiswell site assumed a new s ign i f i cance .  It be- 
came t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  point  f o r  massive q u a n t i t i e s  of bar lead t r a n s p o r t e d  from 
t h e  nearby A u s t i n v i l l e  mines, a d i s t i n c t i o n  held u n t i l  t h e  c l o s e  of t h e  18 th  cen- 
t u r y .  Because McGavock was made Conmissary t o  t h e  m i l i t i a ,  s a l t  and powder were 
a l s o  s t o r e d  a t  F o r t  Chiswell i n  h i s  magazine storehouse.  Records s t a t e  t h a t  
t h e  Committee of Safe ty  met many times a t  F o r t  Chiswell dur ing t h e  l a t e  1770's .  

When t h e  e n t i t y  knoan a s  F i n c a s t l e  County was dissolved i n  l a t e  1776 and its land 
included i n  Montgomery County, t h e  f i r s t  cour t  sess ion  f o r  t h e  newly formed county 
was held a t  F o r t  Chiswell on 3anuary 7,  1777. The Court continued t o  meet t h e r e  
r e g u l a r l y  . 

see con t l n ~ - . t , i  ' shse+, ,#2 
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On A p r i l  8, 1778 games McGavock donated 20 a c r e s  of Land on which he of fered  t o  
b u i l d  a cour thouse  and town. E a r l y  i n  1779 c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  cour thouse  began; - 
l a t e r  t h a t  y e a r  t h e  C w r t  abandoned t h e  p lan  t o  b u i l d  a town a t  F o r t  Ch i swe l l ,  de-  
c i d i n g  t h a t  t h e  land was t o o  a r i d  and i n a c c e s s i b l e  t o  a t t r a c t  settlers. Although 
a j a i l  had been scheduled f o r  c o n s t r u c t i o n  a t  F o r t  Chiswell. ,  t h i s  i d e a ,  too ,  was 
abandoned f o r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s .  F i n a l l y  n ine  y e a r s  later,  t h e  Cour t  dec ided  t o  u s e  
McGavock's s t o r e h o u s e  a s  a p r i s o n ,  The fo l lowing Apr i l ,  David McCavock was a u t h -  
o r i z e d  t o  b u i l d  a p r i s o n  a t  F o r t  Chiswell .  

Throughout t h e  l a s t  q u a r t e r  of t h e  1 8 t h  cen tu ry  and t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  of t h e  1 9 t h  
c e n t u r y ,  McGavock Is o r d i n a r y  and s t o r e  f l o u r i s h e d  . However, a s  westward m i g r a t i o n  
through F o r t  Chiswel l  slowed, t h e  s i te  s t e a d i l y  dec l ined  i n  importance. 

Members of t h e  McCavock f a m i l y  continued t o  own and occupy t h e  p r o p e r t y  u n t i l  1901 
when t h e  o l d  IIcGavock home burned down. I n  1910 t h e  Davis f a m i l y  e l e c t e d  t o  bu i ld  

l 
a home in f r o n t  of t h e  t.lcGavock house r u i n .  T h i s  r e s idence  s tood  u n t i l  1968 when it 
was demolished.  
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