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I .  INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

On November 26, 1863, Captain Orlando M. Poe, Chief Engineer of the Department of 

the Ohio, rode to the south side of the Holston River to the ridges overlooking Knoxville.  

Accompanied by Major General Ambrose E. Burnside, who was concerned about 

continuing Confederate troop movements south of Knoxville, Poeôs mission was to lay 

out a series of defensive works on the hills along the approaches to town.  The western-

most of these lay west of the incomplete Knoxville and Charleston Railroad line and 

approximately 600 yards east of Confederate positions on Armstrong Hill.  This position 

consisted of a two-gun artillery epaulement surrounded by trenches for infantry (United 

States War Department [USWD] 1890b:294-303).  Known as Fort Higley, Poeôs work 

never saw combat and was largely concealed by forest after the war. 

 

Fort Higley was recorded as archaeological site 40KN220 by Sam Smith and Ben Nance 

during their survey of Civil War sites in Tennessee in 1997 (Smith and Nance 2003).  By 

2005, the site of Fort Higley was facing destruction as the area was being considered for 

residential development.  The site was listed on the Civil War Preservation Trustôs Top 

10 Endangered Battlefields in 2005 (Fitts 2005) and on Knox Heritageôs ñFragile 15ò list 

in 2007 (Knoxville News-Sentinel [KNS] 2007).  A portion of the property was placed 

back on the market in 2008 and was purchased by the non-profit Aslan Foundation with 

the intent to preserve it (Hickman 2008).  The Fort Higley property is now being 

considered for inclusion in a 1,000-acre preservation corridor planned for South 

Knoxville (Davis 2008).   

 

Funding for preliminary archaeological research at the fort was obtained from the 

Tennessee Civil War National Heritage Area (TCWNHA) by the Knoxville Civil War 

Roundtable (KCWR) in December 2008.  Archaeologists with MACTEC Engineering 

and Consulting, Inc. (MACTEC) performed the field investigations in April 2009.  The 

preliminary work included detailed topographical mapping of the extant fortifications and 

the surrounding area, along with metal detection of selected areas within the site.  In 

addition, three test units were excavated at strategic locations within the site.  Mr. Paul G. 

Avery, RPA, served as Principal Investigator and Field Director for the project.  Mr. 

Avery was assisted in the field by Dan Marcel, Neal Engel, Andrew Weidman, and 

Morgan Wilson. 

 

 

PROJECT AREA 

 

 

The project area is located on a high, steep ridge top approximately 500 meters southeast 

of the south bank of the Tennessee River (Figure 1).  The ridge on which the fort is 

situated is bound on the north by Cherokee Trail, on the east by a railroad, and on the 

south by an unnamed tributary of Goose Creek.  The earthworks encompass two small 

peaks connected by a narrow saddle.  The peaks are at an elevation of approximately 335 
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meters above mean sea level (amsl) while the saddle lies at slightly more than 330 meters 

amsl. 

 

 
Figure 1.  Project area location map. 
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