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Southampton County, Virginia
built around 17901790-1800
Listed on NRHP due to its association with the Southampton
Slave Insurrection in 1831 (also referred to as the Nat Turner
Rebellion)

In early April 2011, Archaeological Consultants of the Carolinas, Inc. (ACC),
conducted a limited archaeological evaluation at the original location of the Rebecca
Vaughan House in Southampton County, Virginia. Funding was provided by the
Southampton County Historical Society.
The house is thought to have been built around 1790-1800, although its exact date
of construction and builder are unknown. The construction style is typical of late
eighteenth to early nineteenth century houses in this part of Virginia.
The house is listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) and the
Virginia Landmarks Register (VLR) due to its association with the Southampton
Slave Insurrection. Here in the Carolinas, this event is better known as Nat Turner’s
Rebellion.
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Nat Turner Rebellion 1831
50-60 African Americans participated in
the revolt – most later executed
50-60 whites were killed
The Rebecca Vaughan House was the last
house where residents were killed by Turner’s
followers

The slave uprising was especially bloody, as men, women, and children were
murdered during the revolt. Approximately 50-60 enslaved Americans participated
in the revolt, most of whom were later executed Click. Similarly, approximately 5060 whites were killed Click, Click. The Rebecca Vaughan House was the last house
where residents were killed by Turner’s followers. Rebecca, her two sons, and a
niece were murdered on the property. Rebecca’s niece was murdered in the yard,
and Rebecca was murdered in the house on her knees while praying. Her sons
were killed while approaching the house along the lane linking the house to Barrow
Road
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Although the insurrection left a long lasting memory, its physical effects on the
house itself were minimal. None of the plantations raided were burned or materially
damaged, although the insurrectionists likely rummaged the houses looking for
food, weapons, etc. The plantations attacked were intentionally not burned so as to
avoid alerting the neighbors as the insurgents progressed toward Courtland.
Similarly, firearms were also forbidden because of the alarm the noise would create.
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Property in 1900

Following the Southampton Slave Insurrection and on through the Reconstruction
Period, little is known about the property owners and occupants. However, it seems
that throughout most, if not all, of the twentieth century the house was rented by
tenants, many of whom may have been African American
The oldest photograph of the property is from circa 1900. Although fine details of
the house are not visible, the view shows an active farm complex. Five structures
are visible: the house, two farm buildings, and possible kitchen, and a small
outbuilding. How many of these structures are linked to the original property is
unknown.
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The current property owner, Mr. Vee Pittman, donated the house to the SCHS. In
2004, the house was moved to a new location in Courtland.
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This investigation is part of the greater Nat Turner Trail program, and was
conducted at the request of the Southampton County Historical Society (SCHS).
The objective of the archaeological field investigations was to identify architectural
features and details which could be used to accurately reconstruct details of the
house which had been obscured over the years.
Field investigation focused on exposing structural features, such as chimney bases
and piers or footings, which could assist in the accurate reconstruction of the house
in its new location in Courtland, shown here.
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The original site setting is currently an open pasture along an old farm road. It is on
a slightly elevated ridge line, with a walnut tree located just beyond the eastern end
of the house’s former location.

8

This is an overview of the foundation plan for the Rebecca Vaughan House, as
exposed during this investigation…
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…and as shown in plan view.
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porch and kitchen additions, reconstructed chimneys, and concrete
concrete
block piers
remnant of the original brick foundation wall

These photos show the depth of the brickwork and the layout of the brick in the
cellar. The top of the brickwork is within a few inches of the ground surface and the
base of the brickwork is about 1.5 ft below the present ground surface. brickwork in
the northwestern corner of the house, which appeared to be more complex than a
simple brick wall. After examining photos of the house and consulting with
Architectural Historic Ellen Turco or Circa, Inc. (personal communication 2011), we
determined that this is likely the location of the entrance to the cellar, and the
brickwork represents the remnants of the entryway steps. The bottom photo shows
a portion of the front wall foundation collapsing inward. This collapse may have
necessitated the construction of the modern piers.
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New construction on top of original
brick foundation

Modern foundation renovations were built atop some of the original brickwork.
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English Bond (alternating courses
of headers and stretchers)

The layout of the brick in the cellar, which was determined to be English Bond
(alternating courses of headers and stretchers)
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3 brick types identified:
1.

Relatively crude handmade bricks, uneven surfaces
w/roughened exterior, common during the late 18th-early
19th centuries, cellar wall and chimney base remnants
constructed with these

2.

Well-made, smooth-surfaced, factory-produced

3.

Factory-made w/ holes through them width-wise

We identified three brick types at the site. Most are relatively crude handmade
bricks, common during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These
have uneven surfaces and a roughened exterior. A second type is a well-made,
smooth-surfaced, factory-produced brick. The third type is modern factory-made
brick with holes through them. Very few of the latter two brick types were found,
and the cellar wall and chimney base remnants were constructed with the
handmade bricks. The mortar at the site is very fragile, has sand and small bits of
shell, and has mostly washed/eroded away, sometimes appearing as if no mortar
was used. However, mortar residue was present on most of the bricks cleaned in
the laboratory facilities of ACC.
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Data Retrieved from Archaeological
Contexts
Although house measured 18x32 ft, we revealed that the
house originally had a cellar measuring 18 x 19 ft, with
brick walls that were 1 ft wide
Entrance to the cellar located on the northern end of the
western wall, steps exposed
Part of the house without a cellar was likely underpinned
with bricks
Chimneys likely made entirely of brick
Foundation was constructed using an English Bond
pattern

We were able to retrieve valuable data from archaeological contexts at the Vaughan
House which can assist in accurately reconstructing architectural features at the
new location of the house. While the house measured 18 x 32 ft, we revealed that
the house originally had a cellar measuring 18 x 19 ft, with brick walls that were 1 ft
wide. The part of the house without a cellar was likely underpinned with bricks as
well. We identified an entrance to the cellar, located on the northern end of the
western wall. While we found no evidence of the western chimney, a partially intact
portion of the eastern chimney was identified. Only limited details of the chimney
remains, but we can conclude that they were likely made entirely of brick.
We were also able to distinguish that the foundation was constructed using an
English Bond pattern, which uses alternating courses of headers and stretchers.
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Archaeology Benefiting
Architectural Restoration
Construction details identified through
archaeological excavation will be used to
accurately reconstruct elements of the
original structure that had been obscured
over time.

The Rebecca Vaughan House is considered a valuable resource because of it
relationship to the Southampton Slave Insurrection. However, the archaeological
site at the original location may be linked to research themes besides its association
with a significant event and person. It retains examples of construction features and
techniques from more than a quarter century before the rebellion occurred, as well
as intact features associated with a late nineteenth/early nineteenth century
residence. The house site is likely to reveal details about artifact and activity
patterns from antebellum and post-bellum occupations. It is also rich with deposits
associated with the occupation period spanning the late nineteenth through middle
twentieth century, a period during which local informants suggest the house was
occupied by African Americans. It is our hope that further work will be conducted at
the site in the future.
In the meantime, this archaeological excavation has provided previously unknown
details about the original construction of the house that will be utilized in its
reconstruction and restoration prior to being opened for public visitation as part of
the Nat Turner Trail.
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