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The Butts Hill Fort Restoration Committee and Battle of Rhode Island Association (Committee) are 
updating and implementing their planning, preservation, and management plan for the Revolutionary 
War era Butts Hill fortification in Portsmouth, Rhode Island. The Butts Hill Fort on Fort Street 
(Assessors Map 28, Plat 71) is a contributing element to the Revolutionary War era Battle of Rhode 
Island Historic District, listed on the National Register of Historic Places, designated a National 
Historic Landmark by the National Park Service in 1974, and is also a contributing site to the 
Washington-Rochambeau Trail. Future grounds upkeep and property management of the Butts Hill 
Fort will occur within an historically and archaeologically sensitive area. The Committee is 
consulting with the Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission (RHIPHC) and 
is preparing a Master Plan for submission to the Town of Portsmouth and others before any major 
vegetation removal and/or restoration of the grounds. The Committee has requested that The Public 
Archaeology Laboratory, Inc. (PAL) review previous archaeological site work conducted on or near 
Butts Hill to assist them with implementing their Master Plan by identifying archaeologically 
sensitive areas and providing recommendations as to where future archaeological investigations 
might be warranted near the Butts Hill Fort.  
 
Environmental Setting 
 
The Butts Hill Fort sits atop Butts Hill, formerly Windmill Hill, between Dana Street and Fort Street 
in Portsmouth (Appendix A-1). The fort is on northern Aquidneck Island’s (often referred to as 
“Rhode Island” in historical documents and on historical maps) highest point on northern Aquidneck 
Island at about 200 ft above mean sea level. The fort offers a commanding view of Prudence Island 
and Narragansett Bay’s East Passage to the west and Tiverton and the Sakonnet River to the east and 
the Portsmouth and Middletown plain to the south.  
 
Butts Hill is west of the shear zone that separates Late Proterozoic granites of southeastern Rhode 
Island from those of the Narragansett Basin to the east. Bedrock underlying the hill includes 
Pennsylvanian Age (ca. 300 million years ago) Narragansett Basin Rhode Island Formation and 
Purgatory conglomerate (Hermes et al. 1994). Rocks of the Rhode Island Formation include fine- to 
coarse-grained quartz arenite, litharenite, sandstone, graywacke, shale, and conglomerate. Purgatory 
conglomerate is a buff to pale gray conglomerate with quartzite clasts, quartz, and some magnetite. 
J. Christopher Hepburn and Judith Rehmer (1981:47, 49) note that “coal has been mined in the Rhode 
Island Formation intermittently from 1736 to 1959,” and that Narragansett Basin coals “rank of 
anthracite with minor amounts of semi-anthracite and meta-anthracite.” Geologist George Ashley 
(1915:7) noted that coal outcrops were known along Narragansett Bay on western Aquidneck Island 
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in Portsmouth and elsewhere on the island (see Appendix B-12, B13, and B-14). Local oral tradition 
maintains that during the British occupation of Aquidneck Island the troops burned Portsmouth coal 
during their occupation of Newport and that two coal mines (Aquidneck [later New England] Mine 
and Case Mine) were opened on Butts Hill in 1808 (Ashely 1915:7) “Large amounts” of coal were 
recovered from cultural features archaeologically excavated next to the fort suggesting that 
Portsmouth or Butts Hill coal may indeed have served as a source of fuel during the British 
occupation and use of the Butts Hill Fort (Gradie and Mcbride 1988:14).  
 
The fort is within Rhode Island’s Narragansett till plains physiographic zone in eastern Narragansett 
Bay and is primarily underlain by rocky glacial till. Mapped soils surrounding the fort mostly include 
Rock outcrop-Canton complex (Rp) with 0 to 35% slopes and Newport silt loam (NeC) with 8 to 
15% slopes (USDA-NCRS 2022). Rock outcrop-Canton complex includes areas of bare rock and 
well drained soils on glacial upland hills and ridges. Rock, stones, boulders, and steep slopes make 
these soils ill-suited for community development and cultivation (Rector 1981:37), which may partly 
explain why the area surrounding the fortification remained untouched for so long. Newport silt 
loams are well drained sloping soils on side slopes of drumlins and glacial till uplands and are suited 
to cultivated crops and pasture (Rector 1981:27). Very rocky Canton and Charlton fine sandy loams, 
3 to 15% slopes, are west of the fort between present-day Route 24 and the water tower on the western 
property line.    
 
Cultural Context: The Siege of Rhode Island  
 
A detailed description of the Rhode Island Campaign of 1778 is beyond the scope of this narrative, 
and the author refers the reader to more comprehensive overviews of the campaign (e.g., Abbass 
2006; Alvernas 2016; Dearden 1980; McBurney 2011). However, an outline of some of the more 
poignant events of 1776-1781 are bulleted below so that the uninitiated reader has a basic 
understanding of the events to which the significance of the Butts Hill Fort contribute.   
 

 1776: Americans build a battery on Windmill (Butts) Hill 
 1776 (December): British occupy Newport 
 1776/1777: George Washington, Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army, assigns 

Major General Joseph Spencer to assume command of the American forces in Rhode Island. 
Brigadier General Benedict Arnold assigned as his second (January – April)  

 1777: General Richard Prescott assumes Command of the British force in Newport 
 1777 (March): Rhode Island General Assembly urges General Spencer to attack Aquidneck 

Island 
 1777 (July) Lieutenant Colonel William Barton orchestrates the kidnapping of General 

Richard Prescott at Overing Farm (Portsmouth/Middletown) in the hopes of a prisoner 
exchange for Major General Charles Henry Lee captured in December 1776 

 1777 (August): Continental Congress urges General Spencer to attack Aquidneck 
Island/Newport 

 1777 (September – October): General Spencer prepares to attack; preparations for the attack 
are frustrated and the campaign is called off  

 1778 (January): General Spencer resigns his commission in humiliation 
 1778 (March): General John Sullivan is assigned command in Rhode Island 
 1778 (July 23): General Washington orders General Sullivan to begin his attack on the British 

forces at Newport 
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 1778 (July 24): General Sullivan receives news that Continental reinforcements were en 
route and delays the attack 

 1778 (late July): Major General Robert Pigot orders a withdrawal of the British troops from 
northern Aquidneck Island to reinforce the defenses protecting Newport 

 1778 (August 3-5): British scuttle ships and transports to protect Newport Harbor in 
anticipation of the arrival of the French Navy in support of the American land forces 

 1778 (August 9): General Sullivan informs the French Admiral, the comte d’Estaing, that he 
intends to move against the British in Newport the following day   

o Soon after he sends his letter to d’Estaing, Sullivan learns the British have evacuated 
northern Aquidneck Island and begins moving his troops across the Sakonnet 
Passage from Fort Barton (Tiverton) 

o Comte d’Estaing is informed Admiral Howe and the British Navy have arrived at 
Rhode Island and informs General Sullivan of his intent to engage the British fleet  

 1778 (August 10):  The French and British navies engage, but the engagement is thwarted by 
a gale that batters and disperses both fleets 

 1778 (August 15): General Sullivan orders his troops start advancing on Newport 
 1778 (August 16-19th): Troops advance and begin establishing defensive earthworks 
 1778 (August 20): d’Estaing returns, but informs General Sullivan that he will be retiring the 

French fleet to Boston for repairs 
 1778 (August 28): The situation has become untenable, and General Sullivan orders his 

troops to withdraw back to northern Aquidneck Island and establishes his post at Butts Hill 
 1778 (August 29): General Pigot decides to hinder the American retreat and advance – The 

Battle of Rhode Island begins 
o By the end of the day the Americans casualties = 30 killed, 137 wounded, and 44 

missing; British casualties = 38 killed, 210 wounded, 44 missing 
 1778 (August 30): General Sullivan orders the evacuation of Aquidneck Island 
 1778 (September): General Pigot returns to England 
 1779 (March): General Sullivan is reassigned and leaves the Rhode Island command 
 1779 (October): The British evacuate Newport and abandon the Butts Hill Fort 
 1780 (January): Americans reoccupy Aquidneck Island 
 1780 (July): The French arrive and encamp in Newport 
 1781: Butts Hill Fort is reengineered 
 1781 (summer): French troops and navy leave Newport for Yorktown, Virginia 
 1783 (August): Butts Hill Fort is abandoned and removable elements are auctioned off 

 
 Research Review 
 
This archaeological reconnaissance is intended to supply the Committee with information about the 
types, nature, and distribution of and expectations for cultural resources in or near the Butts Hill study 
area and identify archaeologically sensitive areas for future planning. PAL Senior Archaeologist 
Joseph Waller staff conducted a review of archaeological and historic architectural resource 
inventory files at the RIHPHC in Providence to identify previously recorded archaeological sites and 
historic properties that are listed or have been evaluated as eligible for listing in the State or National 
Registers of Historic Places, properties that have been inventoried but not evaluated for listing, and 
archaeological reports on previous investigations that have been undertaken at the Butts Hill Fort, its 
immediate vicinity, and the Battle of Rhode Island in general. PAL staff also reviewed historical 
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maps (Appendix B), historic aerial photographs (Appendix C), and Light Detection and Ranging 
(LiDAR) shaded relief maps (Appendix A-2) and contacted the following individuals:  
 

 Dr. Kathy Abbass, Rhode Island Marine Archaeological Project 
 Christina Alvernas, Middletown Historical Society 
 John Brown, Narragansett Indian Tribal Historic Preservation Office 
 Dr. Timothy Ives, Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission 
 Dr. Kevin A. McBride, University of Connecticut 
 Gloria Schmidt, portsmouthhistorynotes.com 
 Joseph Studlick, Director, Battle of Rhode Island Association 
 Charlotte Taylor, Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission 

 
Archival Research 

 
RIHPHC state archaeological site files record three cultural resources (archaeological sites RI 361 
and RI 1754 and the National Register-listed Battle of Rhode Island Historic District) atop Butts Hill 
and six pre-contact, three post-contact, and two archaeological sites with no recorded site information 
within one-mile of Butts Hill (Table 1). Recorded archaeological sites include Native American 
artifact scatters of indeterminant age, a Late Woodland Period (ca. A.D. 1000 to 1500) Native 
American artifact scatter, seventeenth- to twentieth century habitation sites, and of course the late 
eighteenth-century American Revolution Period Fort Butts military fortification (RI 361). The Fort 
Butts archaeological site is at the northern line of American Revolutionary War British defense works 
on Aquidneck Island and is the northernmost part of the Battle of Rhode Island Historic District 
(Appendix A-3).  
 
Table 1. RIHPHC-inventoried Archaeological Sites within One-mile of Butts Hill.  

Site No. Site Name Site Types Time Period 

RI 350 Brownell House Habitation/agrarian 17th – 20th centuries 

RI 353 Founder’s Brook; Common 
Watering Hole 

Domestic Post-contact; commemorative plaque 

RI 361 Fort Butts Miliary fortification 18th century 

RI 1632 -- Artifact scatter Unknown pre-contact Native 
American 

RI 1754 Fort Butts Water Tank and 
Pipeline 

Artifact scatter Unknown pre-contact Native 
American 

RI 2054 No site information 

RI 2055 No site information 

RI 2199 Barker Brook VI Artifact scatter Late Woodland pre-contact Native 
American 

RI 2201 Barker Brook V Artifact scatter Unknown pre-contact Native 
American 

RI 2203 Barker Brook VII Artifact scatter Unknown pre-contact Native 
American 

RI 2422 Chappell Farm Artifact scatter Unknown pre-contact Native 
American 
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Narragansett Bay’s Aquidneck Island appears to have been a contested area between the Narragansett 
Indian and Wampanoag Indian tribes with the Pocasset group of Wampanoag Indians residing on 
northern Aquidneck Island, Tiverton, Rhode Island, and Fall River, Massachusetts in the seventeenth 
century. Roger Williams encouraged William Coddington of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to settle 
on Aquidneck Island, and Coddington secured the land from the Narragansett in 1638. Encroachment 
on Native lands, cultural traditions, and rights eventually erupted into armed conflict beginning with 
a Wampanoag Indian assault on the English settlement of Swansea, Massachusetts Bay, in June 1675 
marking the beginning of King Philip’s War (1675–1676). The war ended over a year later with the 
killing of King Philip at the hands of Pocasset Indian John Alderman, one of Benjamin Church’s 
company, in Bristol, Rhode Island on August 12, 1676. The war reduced the local Narragansett and 
Wampanoag Indian population with many of their warriors shipped off to the West Indies and sold 
as slaves opening up the formerly occupied Indian lands to English settlement. 
 
The settlement of Pocasset (renamed Portsmouth) was established on northern Aquidneck Island at a 
spring near Founder’s Brook and Town Pond. Portsmouth was initially an agricultural community. 
Although it did not develop a significant maritime community, Portsmouth benefitted from 
Newport’s expansion into a primary seaport. Portsmouth sheep, cattle, and horses, as well as dairy 
and grain products produced at local farms were brought to Newport for export shipping.  
 
The three-year occupation of Aquidneck Island by British and Hessian troops during the American 
Revolutionary War disrupted the agrarian lives of the Portsmouth locals. At this time, Rhode Island’s 
primary political, trading, and export center shifted from Newport to Providence. In late 1776, 
American forces built a small battery on Butts Hill. After the British took control of Newport in 
December 1776, they improved the defensive fortification on Butts (Windmill) Hill with a proposed 
battery of six guns, guardhouse, and magazine for just over 100 men (Appendix B-1–B-4). As the 
British Regulars settled into Newport and it became apparent that they were in for an extended siege 
surrounded by hostiles, a barracks for 300 soldiers and officers was added to the fortification 
(Appendix B-5–B-8). This configuration persisted throughout the duration of the Rhode Island 
campaign and Battle of Rhode Island until the British evacuated Newport in the fall of 1779 
(Appendix B-9–B-11).  
 
With the British evacuation, followed soon after by the arrival of the French in 1780, the fortifications 
on Butts Hill were once again reengineered to, more or less, its current configuration. What had been 
discrete battery and soldier’s barracks were merged into a single solid fortification surrounded by a 
large earthwork (Appendix B-12). With a few exceptions, such as the sacking of Fall River, 
Massachusetts following the Rhode Island Campaign in 1778 and more notably the Battle of Groton 
Heights and burning of New London under command of the traitorous Benedict Arnold in September 
1781, the Battle of Rhode Island marked the last serious offensive in southern New England and the 
fortifications at Butts Hill were never seriously threatened again.  
 
Upon the surrender of General Cornwallis and his forces at Yorktown, Virginia on October 19, 1781, 
and war officially ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris on September 3, 1783, the fortification 
at Butts Hill was completely abandoned. It did not however fade from the collective memory of 
Portsmouth’s residents, and it continued to be proudly marked on the Stevens (1831), Walling (1855), 
and Everts and Richards (1895) plans of the town (Appendix B-13–B-15) where a series of historic 
roads surrounded Butts Hill. While farmsteads line present-day East Main Road from roughly 
Turnpike Avenue to Hillside Road on early- and mid-nineteenth century maps (see Appendix B-13 
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and B-14), the first structure (that of C.H. Dyer) does not appear at or near the fort until the latter 
nineteenth-century (see Beers 1870; Everts and Richards 1895 [see Appendix B-15]).    
 
Agricultural fields surrounded the Butts Hill Fort with several farmhouses present along Sprague 
Street in the early- through mid-twentieth century (Appendix C-1 and C-2). The earthwork 
surrounded the open parade ground and was visible and clear of vegetation at this time. An access 
road through the west wall of the earthwork allowed access to the fort’s interior in the early twentieth 
century (see Appendix C-1). While not clear on the 1939 aerial photograph, Babits (1978:10) and 
Gradie and Mcbride (1988:6) both noted that the fort’s interior was leveled and graded for a baseball 
field in the 1930s. this may partly explain some of the disturbances apparent within the fort’s interior 
on later aerial photographs. Fort Road surrounding the exterior perimeter of the fort was largely 
unimproved. By 1951-52, the fort was becoming increasingly vegetated. The access drive through 
the west wall of the earthwork was becoming obscured and an oval track is visible within the parade 
field north of the former barracks (see Appendix C-2). Beginning in the mid- to late-twentieth 
century, the farmlands began to be sold off and were developed first with the construction of the 
Portsmouth High School and the Reise Terrace residential development in the early 1960s (Appendix 
C-3), Lowell Drive and its associated housing, a small water tower, and expansion of the school’s 
athletic fields by the early 1970s (Appendix C-4, C-5, and C-6). While agricultural and residential 
activity appears to have largely avoided impacting the fort throughout the first half of the twentieth 
century, activities and property use began to encroach upon the fort during the latter half of the 
century such as the improvement of Fort Street outside the west, north, and east walls of the fort by 
1962 (see Appendix C-3). By 1972, the tennis courts south of the fort were installed. Babits (1978:59) 
notes that “much material, including coins, musket balls and bone, were recovered outside the 
redoubts … [particularly] … when the Portsmouth High School tennis courts were pit in.” The fort’s 
interior became fallow, the oval track was becoming obscured, and Education Lane was extended 
(see Appendix C-4). There were little visible changes to the fort between 1972, 1981, and 1988 (see 
Appendix C-5 and C-6). Major changes were however just on the horizon with construction of the 
Fort Street water tower off the fort’s west side in the late twentieth century followed by the wind 
turbine outside its southwest corner in the early twenty-first century (Appendix C-7 and C-8). 
  
Report Summaries  
 
Specific archaeological site reports reviewed as a part of this study include those by Babits (1978), 
Leveillee and Lance (2011), Gradie and McBride (1988), McBride (1988), and Reilly (1971) for the 
Butts Hill Fort area proper and Fragola and Mair (2005), Garman et al. (1998), and Leveillee (2015) 
for the Battle of Rhode Island in Portsmouth in general. The Rhode Island Marine Archaeology 
Project’s (RIMAP 2009) “Planning, Preservation and Management Plan for Butts Hill Fort, 
Portsmouth RI” prepared for the National Park Service and Newport Collaborative Architects 
includes a summary of RIMAP’s Phase I archaeological survey for the Portsmouth wind turbine on 
Butts Hill. The results of the archaeological investigations are summarized chronologically below.  
 

The Significance of Butts Hill in Portsmouth - Reilly (1971) 
 

The first academic consideration of the historical and archaeological content of the Butts Hill Fort 
began during the years leading up to the Nation’s bicentennial celebration. In 1971, historian James 
F. Reilly drafted a significance statement proposing that the fort on Butts Hill was an important 
historical site and that it should be designated a national historic site. Reilly noted that soon after the 
British occupation of Newport in December 1776, they began fortifying their position and improved 
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Butts Hill in 1777, as it was an important location that overlooked Howland’s Ferry on Aquidneck 
Island’s north end. After the British briefly abandoned the fort in 1778, the Americans held it as a 
base of operations during the weeks leading up to the Battle of Rhode Island and for covering their 
subsequent retreat from Aquidneck Island. The British once again reoccupied the fort after the 
American evacuation until they too eventually withdrew from Newport in 1779, when the Americans 
once again re-occupied the fort and eventually along with their French allies as well.  
 
Reilly highlights several important events in the history of the fort. In April of 1780, a committee 
was appointed to dispose of the barracks (note plural) at Butts Hill and the north fort barrack was 
consigned to a Mr. William Cooke, who sold it to the town of Portsmouth. Portsmouth used it as an 
almshouse until September when American General Heath reclaimed the former barracks, had it 
demolished, and reclaimed the construction materials for use elsewhere. In August 1781, five cannon 
were removed from Butts Hill to Easton Point and two field pieces were sent to Brenton’s Point to 
fortify Newport’s defense. In 1783, the fort’s gates, buildings, and “other installations” were 
eventually sold at public auction a couple of months before the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783 
and war officially ended.   
 

Report on Preliminary Archaeological Investigation Fort Butts 1777-1781 - Babits 
(1978) 

 
In 1978, Brown University under the direction of Dr. Lawrence Babits conducted the first 
professional archaeological investigation of the Butts Hill Fort. To date, Babits’ work remains the 
most comprehensive archaeological investigations of the fort itself. Although there had been some 
earlier digging at the site, previous work had been unsanctioned and un-systematic by relic hunters 
looking for cannon balls or other eighteenth century cultural materials associated with the British 
occupation of Newport and the Battle of Rhode Island. Brown University archaeologists combined 
hand excavation and machine-assisted trenching to excavate a series of archaeological test trenches 
within the “North Redoubt” and “South Redoubt” fort areas to evaluate the fort’s potential to contain 
subsurface materials and features and assess any ethnic differences reflected in the deposits, identify 
areas of potential future work, and examine the area of the barracks (Appendix E-1). Excavating 
archaeologists recovered late eighteenth and early nineteenth century cultural materials that included 
creamware, pearlware, tin-glazed earthenware (a.k.a. delft), stoneware, redware, and porcelain 
ceramic sherds; clay pipe fragments, leather, amber and green bottle glass shards, calcined (burned) 
and unburned bone, shell, buttons, brass tokens, a buckle, and sleeve links, gunflints, and musket 
balls and identified 5 cultural features that included a possible barracks footing (Feature 1), layer of 
flat shale stones (Feature 2), thin brick, shale, and fieldstone Feature 3, rock Feature 4, and shale rock 
Feature 5.   
 
Brown University researchers concluded that the Butts Hill Fort had a potential to address research 
questions about the use of space by the various occupants of the fort, occupation, use, and structure 
of the barracks, eighteenth century global trade and exchange, and British and post-British use and 
modification of the fort. Babits noted that North Redoubt is well protected and little disturbed as 
original soils are capped beneath fill deposits. The site of the former barracks and the South Redoubt 
between the barracks and the fort’s earthwork is also promising. While much of the construction 
material used in the barracks appears to have been robbed and recycled by the locals immediately 
following the war, the site’s archaeological record may provide information on the internal use of 
space, foodways, and perhaps studying differences between the lives of the common soldiers and 
officers. The integrity of the central parade ground is uncertain, and Brown University recommended 
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a program of archaeological remote sensing to characterized the fort’s interior and assess the potential 
for intact archaeological deposits.  
 

Phase I Archaeological Reconnaissance Survey, Water Tank and Pipeline Project, 
Fort Butts Hill, Portsmouth, Rhode Island - Gradie and McBride (1988) 

 
In July 1988, The Public Archaeology Survey Team, Inc. (PAST) conducted a Phase I archaeological 
survey that included a visual inspection, a metal detector survey, and the excavation of 20, 50-x-50-
centimeter archaeological test pits on 0.6-acres on Butts Hill next to the fort for a proposed water 
tank and pipeline project (Appendix E-2). Archaeological testing recovered eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century artifacts such as green bottle and lead glass shards, coal, stoneware and creamware 
ceramic sherds, lead glass, and brick, some of which may have been associated with the military 
occupation of the post and confirmed that a portion of the fort’s glacis extended into the northern 
limits of the water tower study area. Phase I subsurface archaeological testing also identified pre-
contact Native American archaeological site (RI 1754). RI 1754 was a stone tool manufacturing site 
and perhaps processing campsite with quartz chipping debris and lithic cores (the by-product of 
chipped stone tool making), a quartz scraper, and a fragment of a groundstone pestle. PAST 
concluded that project construction would impact a portion of the fort and potentially significant 
archaeological deposits associated with the British, American, Hessian, and/or French occupation of 
Butts Hill and recommended a Phase II archaeological survey to determine the limits and significance 
of the archaeological components that extended into the area of the proposed water tank.   
 

Phase II Intensive Archaeological Survey Water Tank and Pipeline Site Fort Butts 
Hill Portsmouth, Rhode Island - McBride (1988) 

 
In 1988, PAST conducted a Phase II archaeological survey at the proposed water tank and pipeline 
project next to the Butts Hill Fort. The Phase II archaeological survey involved the excavation of 40 
additional 50-x-50-centimeter archaeological test pits within the 0.6-acre Project area (Appendix E-
3). Archaeological testing recovered additional cultural materials such as green bottle glass, clay pipe 
fragments, a gunflint creamware, porcelain, and stoneware ceramic sherds, metal associated with the 
occupation and use of the Butts Hill Fort. PAST demonstrated that the distributions and densities of 
eighteenth-century cultural material suggested a thin random scatter of materials and were 
insufficient to suggest the presence of dwellings, trash deposits, or activity areas. Phase II 
archaeological testing also yielded 37 Native American artifacts that included quartz lithic chipping 
debris, two quartz bifaces, and a quartz scraper from disturbed soil contexts that may be associated 
with a larger occupation located outside of their study area. PAST’s Phase II archaeological study 
was sufficient to address the archaeological content of the 0.6-acre water tank and pipeline Project 
area and construction was allowed to proceed.  
 
Brown University and PAST’s archaeological surveys remain the most comprehensive 
archaeological investigations of the Butts Hill Fort. Appendix E-4 presents a composite overlay of 
their archaeological survey areas in relation to the extant earthwork.  
 

Planning, Preservation and Management Plan for Butts Hill Fort, Portsmouth RI 
- RIMAP (2009) 

 
In 2008, RIMAP conducted a Phase I(b) archaeological survey of a proposed wind turbine south of 
the Butts Hill Fort. The wind turbine was being proposed at or near a temporary Revolutionary War 
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encampment and/or a small expeditious earthwork prepared for the Battle or Rhode Island. RIMAP 
archaeologists excavated 16 archaeological test pits: 12 at the proposed wind turbine footprint and 
workspace and 4 along a connecting access road to Education Lane. Archaeological testing recovered 
post-contact period cultural materials including brick fragments; creamware, pearlware, redware, and 
earthenware ceramic sherds; a clay pipestem; various glass shards such as bottle and window glass; 
and iron hardware. Recovered cultural materials were not considered archaeologically significant and 
construction of the wind turbine proceeded.   
 

Reconnaissance/Phase I (A/B) Archaeological Survey Greater Rhode Island 
Project Right-of-Way, Massachusetts and Rhode Island - Leveillee and Lance 
(2011) 

 
In 2014, PAL completed a Phase I (a/b) archaeological assessment for proposed upgrades to electric 
transmission lines and substations surrounding Mount Hope Bay, which included the transmission 
line that parallels the west side of Butts Hill. PAL observed the water tank, wind turbine, and 
remnants of the Butts Hill fortification and citing the presence of pre-contact Native American 
archaeological site RI  1754 on the hill assessed this section of the existing transmission line and 
proposed transmission improvements project as being archaeologically sensitive. PAL recommended 
Phase I site identification archaeological testing for project-related construction impacts (e.g. pole 
locations, grading areas, staging and work areas, substation construction locations) within 
archaeologically sensitive areas.  
 

Phase I(c) Archaeological Survey Patriots Park Enhancement Project, 
Portsmouth, Rhode Island - Fragola and Mair (2005) 

 
In 2005, PAL completed a Phase I archaeological survey of Patriots Park in Portsmouth. The Newport 
Chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) established 
Patriots Park in 1976 to commemorate and memorialize the First Rhode Island Regiment, who 
bravely fought at the Battle of Rhode Island and repulsed several advances by Hessian units. 
Subsurface testing demonstrated disturbed soil conditions and recovered nineteenth and twentieth 
century cultural material that was neither associated with the First Rhode Island Regiment nor the 
Advanced Redoubt. No additional archaeological investigations were recommended and Patriots 
Park was improved and enhanced.  
 

Phase Ic Archaeological Survey of the Carnegie Club and Phase II Site Examination 
of the Barker Brook I (RI2197), Barker Brook V (RI 2201), Barber Brook VI (RI 2199), 
and Freeborn-Chase Farmsteads (RI 2057 and RI 2206), Portsmouth, Rhode Island - 
Garman et al. (1998) 

 
In 1998, PAL completed Phase I site identification and Phase II site examination archaeological 
surveys at the Carnegie Club in Portsmouth to identify and evaluate archaeological sites that might 
be impacted by golf course construction. PAL identified seven Native American archaeological sites 
(Barker Brook I-VII) and also conducted Phase II site examination of the Barker Brook I, Barker 
Brook V, and Barker Brook VI Native American sites and the eighteenth-century Freeborn-Chase 
Site, delineated an unmarked burying ground, and conducted a metal detector survey for artifacts 
associated with the Battle of Rhode Island. The eighteenth-century Freeborn-Chase and 
William/Alden Barker sites and late nineteenth to early twentieth century Tenant Farms 1 through 3 
sites were also within the Carnegie Club Project area. PAL conducted limited or no archaeological 
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testing at the William/Alden Barker and Tenant Farms 1 and 2 sites as the proposed project 
construction were not threatening them. PAL recommended the Late Archaic (5000 – 3000 B.P.) 
Barker Brook I Native American site and the Freeborn-Chase and Tenant Farm 3 post-contact sites 
as eligible for listing in the National Register and that a site protection buffer be established around 
the Freeborn-Chase and Tenant Farm 3 sites to ensure that they might be protected and that future 
visitors might to continue to appreciate the historic character of the landscape.  
 
Archaeological metal detection was conducted within four survey areas between Almy and Lehigh 
Hills, which factored into Battle of Rhode Island on August 29, 1778. Although more than 200 
metallic signatures were identified, none of them related to the Battle of Rhode Island, and no battle-
related artifacts were recovered from any of the archaeological test units excavated on the property. 
PAL archaeologists hypothesize that years of deep plowing and perhaps previous amateur metal 
detector relic hunting may have removed many of the artifacts associated with the battle or that the 
surveyed areas may not have played a significant role in the engagement. PAL also did not locate the 
mass grave of Hessian soldiers (a.k.a. “Hessians Hole”) killed during the battle and which is 
presumably located on the grounds.  
 

Phase I Archaeological Survey Newport Distribution Supply Line-Lines 61 & 62, 
Portsmouth, Rhode Island - Leveillee (2015) 
 

In 2015, PAL conducted a Phase I archaeological survey of the Newport Distribution Supply Lines 
61 and 62 in Portsmouth for National Grid. PAL conducted archaeological testing, which included 
the hand excavation of 50-x-50-centimeter test pits and a metal detector survey at proposed Structures 
91 and 92 pole replacements within the geographical setting of the Battle of Rhode Island. Systematic 
ground surface inspection, test pit excavation, and metal detector survey did not produce any 
significant cultural materials, and no additional archaeological investigations were recommended.   
 
Field Review 
 
PAL Senior Archaeologist Joseph Waller walked the Butts Hill Fort and its perimeter (where 
accessible) on April 19, 2022 and July 23, 2022 to document the current existing conditions and 
assess the fort’s archaeological potential. This archaeological assessment of the property is based on 
the presence of reported archaeological sites, favorable environmental conditions (slope, drainage, 
the presence of resources, etc.) that correlate with known archaeological sites, historical and cultural 
features visible on the landscape, and the degree to which previous ground disturbances and land 
modifications (cutting, filling, grading, erosion, previous excavation, etc.) have impacted ground 
surfaces.  
 
The ±205,400 sq ft polygonal, bastioned and demi-bastioned fort sits atop Butts Hill (Appendix D-
1). An earthwork comprised of a parapet, escarpment, revetment, ditch, counterscarp, and glacis 
(Appendix D-2) encircle an open parade ground (Appendix D-3) and a former soldier’s barracks at 
the southeast corner of the fort (Appendix B-7; Appendix D-4). Within fortification’s interior, much 
of the parade ground and barracks are currently open and cleared of vegetation through the recent 
efforts of the Committee. Local bedrock outcrops within the southern limits of the parade ground 
near the soldiers’ barracks (Appendix D-5). The earthworks and a portion of the northern parade 
ground is currently overgrown with trees, brush, and thick coastal vegetation (Appendix D-6). 
Several well-worn paths follow the crest of the parapet, provide public access to the Portsmouth High 
School grounds to the southeast, and traverse the earthworks to access the ditch between the 
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escarpment and counterscarp (Appendix D-7). Primary public access is via an opening in the 
earthworks on the east side of the fort at Dyer Street where a granite marker provides a brief history 
of the fort (Appendix D-8). Through the efforts of the Committee, a gate and barrier prohibit vehicular 
access to the parade ground.  
 
Archaeological Assessment 
 
The Butts Hill Fort is a significant historical feature associated with the American Revolutionary 
War. The earthwork itself is remarkably intact and parts of it likely maintain significant 
archaeological research potential for addressing historical and archaeological research questions 
about late eighteenth century American, British, and French defensive fortifications and engineering. 
The lands surrounding the fort and portions of its interior also may provide unique information 
pertaining to the British, Hessian, and French military encampments, organization, internal fort 
structure and use of space and perhaps military operations associated with the Siege of Newport, the 
Rhode Island Campaign, and the Battle of Rhode Island. Future archaeological investigations may 
permit comparisons with some of Rhode Island’s other extant Revolutionary War Period 
fortifications, which also have been partially subjected to previous archaeological investigations such 
as the American, British, and presumably French Conanicut Battery on Conanicut Island 
(Jamestown) (Senulis 1977) or the American’s Fort Barton that guarded the Sakonnet Passage in 
Tiverton (Babits 1980) that also served a role in the campaign of 1778.  
 
The parade ground within the fort is open and relatively free of vegetation. Oral history and aerial 
photography suggest that the central interior of the fort may have been partly or largely disturbed by 
grading and use as a baseball field in the early twentieth century, recreational off-road vehicle use, 
and perhaps by other means. The partially overgrown northern interior and southern interior fort 
section (that includes the former soldier’s barracks) may maintain more archaeological integrity.  
 
Fusilier Frederick Mackenzie (1930) sketched the British battery and barracks on Butts Hill as they 
looked in July of 1778 in the month leading up to the Battle of Rhode Island (see Appendix B-6). His 
sketch also includes an encampment for the British 22nd Regiment of Foot. Although some the 
encampment has undoubtedly been disturbed by twentieth and twenty-first century development, 
remnants of a part of the encampment may be preserved south and west of the Butts Hill fortification 
particularly west of Portsmouth High School’s tennis courts.  
 
Phase I and Phase II archaeological survey for the then-proposed Butts Hill water tank identified pre-
contact Native American archaeological site RI 1754. Archaeological site files indicate Native 
Americans occupied Aquidneck Island since at least the Middle Archaic period about 7,000 years 
ago and likely earlier. The Butts Hill high ground affords views of Narragansett Bay’s East Passage 
and the Sakonnet River, and it is unsurprising that Portsmouth’s first peoples chose to settle this 
prominent landform for camping and observation. Construction, repair, and modification of the 
earthwork throughout the war has undoubtedly disturbed archaeological deposits that may have been 
associated with previous Native American occupation of the hill. However, archaeological evidence 
for small- to moderate-sized pre-contact Native American hunting or processing camps, resource 
processing, and signaling camps such as chipped-stone and ground-stone tools, fire pits and other 
features, pottery sherds, and food remains could potentially exist in any areas spared from earth 
moving. Native American artifacts associated with these activities also could potentially be 
intermixed in the archaeological strata or cultural features resulting from eighteenth-century military 
occupation and use of the hill and construction of the fort.  
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The Butts Hill Fort property includes areas of low, moderate, and high archaeological sensitivity 
(Appendix A-5). “Low” archaeological sensitivity areas are areas of twentieth or twenty-first century 
cutting, filling, grading, construction. These areas are unlikely to contain contextually intact 
archaeological deposits. “Moderate” archaeological sensitivity areas are those on gentle slopes and/or 
level areas that may only have been marginally impacted by nineteenth through twenty-first century 
land modifications and use. The degree to which the central parade ground has been disturbed is 
presently unknown. Until proven otherwise via archaeological remote sensing and/or traditional 
ground truthing using test excavations, one should assume that the central parade ground maintains 
some archaeological integrity and therefore is moderately sensitive for containing contextually intact 
archaeological deposits. “High” sensitivity areas are those with the best potential to include 
significant archaeological deposits. They include the fortification’s earthwork, sections of the fort’s 
interior and the fort’s near-exterior where archaeological evidence of military encampments, other 
earthworks associated with the Battle of Rhode Island/British occupation of Newport, and/or Native 
American occupation.   
 
Recommendations 
 
The Butts Hill Fort is a significant historical feature associated with the American Revolution. The 
site is listed in the National Register of Historic Places, a National Historic Landmark, and a 
contributing site to the Washington-Rochambeau Trail. Any potential ground disturbing work at the 
fort, which includes academic archaeological investigations, may require compliance with relevant 
federal and state historic preservation regulations and laws such as Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended and/or the Antiquities Act of Rhode Island (Rhode 
Island General Law 42–45.1) and be subject to review by the RIHPHC.  
 
If future work will use federal monies or require federal permits or permissions, Section 110(f) of the 
National Historic Preservation Act “requires that Federal agencies exercise a higher standard of care 
when considering undertakings that may directly and adversely affect” National Historic Landmarks 
and “to the maximum extent possible, undertake such planning and actions as may be necessary to 
minimize harm to such landmark” (National Park Service 2022). Such actions include “cases when 
an agency’s undertaking directly and adversely affects an NHL [National Historic Landmark], or 
when Federal permits, licenses, grants, and other programs and projects under its jurisdiction or 
carried out by a state or local government pursuant to a Federal delegation or approval so affect an 
NHL.” (National Park Service 2022). Future work at this National Historic Landmark may therefore 
also require consultation with the National Park Service.   
 
Future property land management actions have the potential to adversely impact the Butts Hill Fort 
National Historic Landmark. PAL recommends that the committee avoid or minimize future ground 
disturbing activities within and around the fort to the best extent possible. Several recommended 
actions are bulleted below. They include that:   
 

 Future walkways and paths should be raised above existing grade to cap and protect the 
historical and archaeological features below as opposed to impacting them. Fill such as 
mulch, coarse sand, or crushed stone should be placed atop permeable geotextile fabric or 
some other type of landscaping barrier. Such protective measures are impermanent and 
reversible and will not adversely affect the contents of the site and its future research 
potential.  
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 Much of the fort is vegetated. Large trees and secondary vegetative growth to be removed 
should be cut flush to the ground. Root systems should not be grubbed or stumped to prevent 
inadvertent disturbances to and compromise the underlying integrity of the fort and its 
associated features. 

 Signage, flagpoles, or other features should be replaced in-kind or in disturbed areas of the 
site if at all possible to avoid further impacting the site.  

 
PAL also recommends that the Committee establish a routine inspection schedule to assess, evaluate, 
record, and document the existing conditions of the fort as part of the long-term management of the 
property.  
 
If future impacts to the site are unavoidable, targeted archaeological investigations to include 
systematic metal detection and the controlled excavation of archaeological test units should proceed 
any site-specific ground disturbing activities within impact areas such as at foundation piers for 
observing platforms, the footprints of interpretative panels or historical markers, parking areas, visitor 
kiosks, etc. to assess and evaluate the archaeological content of these areas. The Committee should 
consult with the RIHPHC about appropriate site evaluation and testing methods and strategies for 
any planned subsurface impacts to the fort and the surrounding grounds. Recommended methods 
may include systematic metal detection under the direction or supervision of trained archaeologists 
particularly in those areas south and west of the fort where period documents and maps indicate the 
British 22nd Regiment of Foot was encamped in July 1778 (see Mackenzie 1930). 
 
The Butts Hill fort maintains significant archaeological research and educational potential. Cultural 
materials and archaeological deposits associated with the American Revolutionary War, the 
American-Franco alliance, and pre-contact Native American occupation have the potential to be 
present anywhere on the hill. As a National Historic Landmark, the Butts Hill fort is of interest not 
only to many Rhode Islanders, but also perhaps the Nation and even the British, French, and German 
governments. Should the Committee consider proceeding with future research programs to include 
academic archaeology, PAL recommends targeted research to minimize unnecessary impacts to the 
site. Non-destructive archaeological remote sensing would be a logical first step in archaeological 
site characterization useful for developing archaeological research programs within the fort that target 
specific research questions. Archaeological remote sensing to include ground penetrating radar 
(GPR), magnetometry, soil resistivity, and/or other remote sensing techniques within the earthworks 
may identify fill and disturbed soil strata, potential features associated with the American, British, 
Hessian, and French occupations of the fort throughout the Siege of Newport and the Rhode Island 
Campaign and beyond, the depths of bedrock and apparent archaeological strata, and provide new 
information on internal site structure and the use of space and perhaps insight on the evolution of the 
fort’s design from the its first construction by the Americans through the British and French 
improvements to the fort. Three-dimensional site modeling such as photogrammetry and/or small-
scale LiDAR will also provide a high-resolution digital record of the fort’s structure and nuanced 
mapping of its features for future research planning and posterity.  
 
Given the site’s National Landmark status, future archaeological research programs should be 
conducted with the town’s (landowner) permission and under a state archaeological permit issued by 
the RIHPHC and developed in concert or with the input of the RIHPHC, the designated state agency 
tasked with preserving the state’s cultural heritage, and the Narragansett Indian, Mashpee 
Wampanoag, and Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head (Aquinnah) Tribal Historic Preservation Offices 
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on whose ancestral tribal lands the fort is sited. Such an inter-agency approach to the development of 
an archaeological research design will ensure that future archaeological projects will address a 
broader range of research questions and topics while minimizing impacts to the site. Any future 
research program should also include plans for the temporary and permanent curation of any 
recovered cultural materials and their conservation so that they are preserved and available for future 
study. To date, Brown University’s preliminary archaeological investigation of the Butts Hill Fort 
(see Babits 1978) remains the only academic program that has studied the site’s archaeological 
content. Following Brown University’s work, Principal investigator Lawrence Babits’s (1978) 
proposed several topics for future archaeological and historical consideration. Future research topics 
and questions that the Committee may wish to consider studying include:  
 

 Artifact distributions between the redan and the north ditch are apparently different and might 
reflect cultural differences. Further study may provide information on the differential use of 
space and occupation by the British, Hessian, American, and/or French.  

 
 Further study of barracks site might provide information on the building’s location, the 

location of its doors and windows, and internal use of space.  
 

 Recovered pearlware ceramic vessels appear to have been associated with the fort’s 
occupation and use. If true, it reflects its fairly early arrival to the Americas. What 
implications does this have regarding eighteenth-century trade and commerce, is it 
exclusively associated with the British occupation of the fort and its grounds, and might it be 
used to identify British occupation of the fort elsewhere?  

 
 Is the current configuration of the fort and access roads largely a result of the French 

occupation? If so, can additional study of the site provide insight into the French’s occupation 
of Aquidneck Island?   
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Glossary of Terms1 
 
Abbatis: A defensive barricade or row of obstructions made up of closely spaced felled trees, their 
tops toward the enemy, their branches trimmed to points and interlaced where possible. 
 
Bastion: A projection of the curtain wall, usually at the corners, made up of four sides, two faces and 
two flanks, which better enabled a garrison to defend the ground adjacent with crossfire. 
 
Battery: An emplacement for artillery. 
 
Counterscarp: The outer side of a ditch or moat. 
 
Demi-bastion or Half-bastion: A half-bastion with only one face and one flank. 
 
Ditch: A wide, deep trench around a defensive work. When filled with water, it was termed a moat 
or wet ditch; otherwise a dry ditch or fosse.  
 
Glacis: A broad, gently sloped earthwork or natural slope in front of a fort, separated from the fort 
proper by a ditch and outworks and so arranged as to be swept with musket or cannon fire.  
 
Guardhouse: The headquarters for the daily guard. 
 
Magazine: A place for the storage of gunpowder, arms, or goods generally related to ordnance.  
 
Parapet: A breastwork or protective wall over which defenders, standing on banquettes, fire their 
weapons.  
 
Redoubt: An enclosed fortification without bastions. 
 
Revetment: The sloping wall of stone or brick supporting the outer face of a rampart.  
 
Scarp: The interior side of a ditch or the outer slope of a rampart.   

 
1 All definitions are taken from Chartrand (2016) Forts of the American Revolution 1775-83.  
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A-1. Butts Hill Fort on the Prudence Island, Rhode Island USGS 7.5 minute topographic 
quadrangle. 
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A-2. Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) plan of the Butts Hill Fort on Butts Hill.  
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A-3. Battle of Rhode Island National Register of Historic Places district boundaries (source: 
Sullivan 1973). 
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A-4. Fort Butts Portsmouth RI Site Plan (source: Gates 1978). 
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A-5. Butts Hill Fort archaeological sensitivity assessment.  
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B-1. Detail of the Blaskowitz (1777) A Topographical Chart of the Bay of Narragansett with the 
Butts Hill Fort on Windmill Hill.  
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B-2. 1777 Detail of Plan von Rhode Island with the Butts Hill Fort on Windmill Hill 
(Anonymous 1777a).   
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B-3. Plan of a Battery for Six Guns and a Redoubt for One Hundred Men and Two Royals 
Erected Upon Windmill Hill (Anonymous n.d.).  
 



      

Technical Memorandum 
Butts Fill Fort Restoration Master Plan     
Archaeological Reconnaissance and Assessment 
page 30 of 62 

 

 
 
  

B-4. Plan of the Works at Windmill Hill, December 3rd 1777 (Anonymous 1777b).  
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B-5. 1778 7 Detail of Plan of the Northern Part of Rhode Island in the Township of 
Portsmouth (Anonymous 1778a).   
 



      

Technical Memorandum 
Butts Fill Fort Restoration Master Plan     
Archaeological Reconnaissance and Assessment 
page 32 of 62 

 

 
 
  

B-6. Detail of Sketch of the North End of Rhode Island 11th July 1778 showing the Butts Hill 
Fort (source: Mackenzie 1930).  
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B-7. Plan of the Adjacent Coast to the Northern Part of Rhode Island, May 25th, 1778 (Fage 
1778).   
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B-8. December 1777 Plan of a Barrack for 300 Men and Officers 
Erected at Windmill Hill with an Abbatis (Anonymous 1777c).   
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B-9. Detail of the Plan de Rhode Island 1778 (Anonymous 1778b).   
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B-10. Detail of the Plan de Rhode Island (1778) (Anonymous 1778c).   
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B-11. Detail of the Plan of the Position of His Majesty’s Troops at Rhode Island after the 
Defeat of the Rebels the 29th of August 1778 (Anonymous 1778d).   
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B-12. Detail of the Plan a Rhodes-Island et Position a l’Armee Francoise a Newport 
(Anonymous 1780).   
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B-13. Detail of the Stevens (1831) Map of Portsmouth with the Butts Hill fortification.  
 



      

Technical Memorandum 
Butts Fill Fort Restoration Master Plan     
Archaeological Reconnaissance and Assessment 
page 40 of 62 

 

 
 
  

B-14. Detail of the Walling (1855) Map of Portsmouth showing the “Old English Fort.”  
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B-15. Detail of the Everts and Richards (1895) Map of Portsmouth with the “Old Fort” 
on Butts Hill.   
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APPENDIX C: AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHS 
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C-1. 1939 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-2. 1951-52 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  



      

Technical Memorandum 
Butts Fill Fort Restoration Master Plan     
Archaeological Reconnaissance and Assessment 
page 45 of 62 

 

 
 
  

C-3. 1962 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-4. 1972 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-5. 1981 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-6. 1988 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-7. 2014 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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C-8. 2018-2019 aerial photograph of Rhode Island’s Butts Hill Fort.  
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APPENDIX D: PHOTOGRAPHS 
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D-1. Butts Hill Fort photograph key locations for the following photographs. 
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D-2. Butts Hill Fort representative earthworks, view east (April 2022).  
 

 
D-3. Butts Hill Fort parade ground, view south (July 2022).  



      

Technical Memorandum 
Butts Fill Fort Restoration Master Plan     
Archaeological Reconnaissance and Assessment 
page 54 of 62 

 

 
 

 
D-4. Barracks site within the Butts Fill Fort barracks, view southeast (July 2022).  
 

 
D-5. Exposed bedrock outcrop north of the Butts Hill Fort barracks site, view southeast 
(July 2022).   
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D-6. Overgrown northern site conditions, view north (July 2022). 
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D-7. Worn pedestrian path over the earthworks to the Portsmouth 
School, view north (July 2022).   
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D-8. Butts Hill Fort commemorative marker.   
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APPENDIX E: ARCHAEOLOGICAL TESTING MAPS 
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E-2. Plan of Phase I Archaeological Testing Butts Hill Water Tank and Pipeline Project 
(source: Gradie and McBride 1988).  
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E-3. Plan of Phase II Archaeological Testing Butts Hill Water Tank and Pipeline Project 
(source: McBride 1988).  
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E-4. Composite overlay of Babits (1978), Gradie and McBride (1988), and McBride (1988) 
Archeological Testing at the Butts Hill Fort. 


