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INTRODUCTION 

Wilson's Creek National Battlefield is located in southwest 
Missouri, approximately 180 miles southeast of Kansas City. The Civil 
War battlefield includes 1752 acres, which approximates the area of the 
battle which determined whether the North or South would gain control of 
much of the state of Missouri (See Figure 1). 

This report contains a descriptive account of archeological test 
excavations at the John A. Ray house. Residents here observed the 
struggle between the two armies and used the house as a hospital after 
the battle on 10 August 1861. Although the occupation of the Ray house 
spanned more than 100 years, the present excavations were undertaken to 
acquire both architectural information and material culture from the 
mid-nineteenth century, relating specifically to the time of the battle 
of Wilson's Creek. This report includes a brief introduction to the 
history of the Ray house; both pre- and post battle, together with 
descriptions of the excavations and synthesis of the artifactual and 
architectural remains. Distributional analysis of remains will also be 
included. Archeological testing at the Ray house was enacted as part of 
the overall building stabilization scheme proposed by the National Park 
Service. Interest in the actual happenings of the Battle of Wilson's 
Creek is of secondary importance for the purposes of this report. The 
initial objective of this project was to examine the area around the 
foundation of the structure prior to ground disturbance from the 
stabilization process. Figure 2 is a photograph of the Ray house as it 
looks today. 

The Ray farm is built in a region of rolling hills associated with 
the western Ozarks. Physiographically, the park is included in 
the Springfield Plateau of the western Ozarks. This region near 
Springfield is situated at the edge of the western savanna and prairie 
lands (National Park Service 1976:11-14). The predominate vegetation 
occurring along the ravines and floodplains includes black walnut, 
American elm, and green ash. Upland forests predominately contain 
numerous species of oak and hickory. Prairie grasses, including little 
and big bluestem and Indian grass, are found on the Springfield Plateau. 

In the past the vegetation encouraged the existence of numerous 
game animals including white-tailed deer, elk, wolf, bison, and black 
bear. The floodplains supported beaver, mink, muskrat, and otter (Sauer 
1920:59). Local fish include catfish, carp, buffalo, bass, sunfish, and 
sucker (Pflieger 1975) . 

In 1861 the Wilson Creek bottoms were farmed, while the hills and 
hollows were covered with scrub oak and underbrush. Several farmsteads 
with houses and outbuildings were located in the area. Only one of 
these structures, the John A. Ray house, is extant. 

It was anticipated that the composition of the recovered material 
assemblage would shed light on the lifeways of the occupants of the Ray 
house both prior to, during, and after the battle of Wilson's Creek. 
Contexts associated with the occupation of the house during the 1861 
battle will be stressed. However, post battle changes over time, as 
shown in the archeological record, will also be discussed. 



Figure 1. Wilson's Creek National Battlefield, near Springfield, Missouri. 
ho 



Figure 2. The John A. Ray House, 23Gr233. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

During the early part of the eighteenth century, the Osage and 
Missouri were occupants of western Missouri. In 1789, the Delaware and 
Shawnee moved into the area and exchanged hostilities with the Osage 
until 1808. After that the Osage ceded all claims to land in Missouri 
and moved west. The Shawnee and Delaware were sent to reservations in 
southwestern Missouri before moving further west in the 1830s (Morrow 
1981). 

The earliest white settlers to the Springfield area are believed 
to have come from Tennessee, Kentucky, and South Carolina, predominately 
during the years 1818-1835. John P. PettiJohn and his family were the 
first white settlers in the Springfield area (St. Louis: Western 
Historical Company 1883:125-130). 

Greene County was established in 1833 and in 1838 Springfield was 
incorporated. By 1859 Springfield had a population of 2500 and served 
as a depot for the Butterfield Stage Line (American Guide Series 
1954:329-335; St. Louis: Western Historical Company 1883:59-65). 

Ray House — Pre-Battle 

John A. Ray married Roxanna Steele, the widow of the former land 
owner and mother of four children, in approximately 1849. Ray himself 
was widowed and had a small daughter. John Ray at this time owned two 
slaves, probably named Wiley and Rhoda, ages 19 and 14 respectively 
(Bearss 1968:34). Besides buying the Steeles1 120 acres, Ray also 
purchased additional land from the government. Adjacent to the land 
that Ray bought from the Steele estate in 1851 was 40 acres (the NW*s of 
the NÊ s of Sec. 25) on which no one had lived. On the first of October 
1852 these tracts of land were granted to Ray and his heirs. 

Construction on the new house probably began shortly after 
acquiring the land. It is known definitely that the Ray family was 
living in the extant house at the time he was appointed postmaster of 
Wilson's Creek on 18 January 1856. Ray held this position as postmaster 
for over ten years with the post office located in his home. It was 
said that Ray used the northeast front room, the Lyon room, as the post 
office (Bearss 1968:40). 

A Concord stage of the Butterfield Overland Mail started its 
western route out of Springfield on 17 September 1858 passing the Ray 
house on its way to San Francisco. The first eastbound stage passed the 
Ray house on 8 October and for two and one-half years the Butterfield 
stages continued to pass that way until 1861 (Ormsby 1942). 

For a number of years during the late 1830s and into the 1840s two 
roads (the Delaware Trace and the Telegraph Road) led southwest from 
Springfield to the Arkansas state line. The Telegraph road reached 
Springfield in the spring of 1860. The first message was sent over the 
line above the road on 30 April 1860. The telegraph between Springfield 
and Fort Smith paralleled the route used by the Butterfield Overland 
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5 
Mail, and by the summer of 1861 this road was known locally as the 
Telegraph or Wire road. This road passed directly in front of the Ray 
house (Bearss 1968:53). 

Ray House — Battle Period 

The battle of Wilson's Creek took place on 10 August 1861 as a 
result of a confrontation between Union forces led by Brig. General 
Nathanial Lyon and Confederate forces led by Major General Sterlinq 
Price, Generals Ben McCulloch and N. Bart Pearce. The battleground 
located 10 miles southwest of Springfield, straddles the Greene and 
Christian County line and was a fight for control of Missouri during the 
first year of the Civil War. See Bearss (1960) for a detailed descrip­
tion of the battle. 

John Ray is reported to have sat on his front porch, while his 
family hid in the cellar beneath the house, and watched the battle as it 
took place across the Wire Road on the ridge now known as Bloody Hill. 
One of the fired shells is reported to have struck his chicken house in 
the back yard. Other projectiles narrowly missed the house and failed 
to explode when hitting the ground. As soon as the firing ceased the 
Ray family started taking care of the wounded and dying soldiers (Bruton 
1930). Mrs. Bruton (Ray's daughter) reported that the house resembled a 
field hospital with wounded men lying all around inside and outside of 
the house. Lyon had been killed in the fighting on Bloody Hill while 
leading a charge by the 2d Kansas (Bearss 1968:14) and his body was 
brought to the Ray house on the afternoon of 10 August. Shortly after 
the battle, ambulances began carrying the soldiers off the field, 
although some remained there nearly a week. 

Ray House — Post Battle 

John A. Ray died intestate in July 1875, leaving his wife Roxanna 
with six childre'n: three married daughters-Mrs. Frances E. Steward, 
Mrs. Livonia Green, and Mrs. Olivia Dryden, and three sons: John W., 
Marshall, and Edward Ray. 

An examination of the record of the Greene County Probate Court by 
Bearss (1968:67) states that when John Ray died he left his heirs 280 
acres of land. This was 160 more acres than William Steele had left his 
family in 1848, and contradicts local rumor that John Ray had acquired 
his land by marrying Roxanna Steele (Bearss 1968:67). 

Roxanna Ray died shortly thereafter on 26 March 1876, leaving 
eight children: three by her first husband (William Fletcher Steele, 
Mary Yarbrough, and Andrew McCord Steele) and five by her second (Olivia 
Dryden, Livonia Green, John W., Marshall and Edward Ray). On Saturdav 
11 November 1876, the Ray estate was sold at the Greene County 
courthouse to the highest bidder, Matthew M. Alexander, for $1,539.50 
(Bearss 1968:76). 



During the years 1876-1882 the Ray property transferred owners 
numerous times. On 11 October 1878 the Alexanders sold to Mary Johnson 
for $36.00 a tract of land at the extreme northeast corner of the NW*s of 
the NE% of Sec. 25. R.W. Stevens on 18 May 1882 purchased from the 
Alexanders a number of tracts of land not previously sold for a price of 
$4,320. The Stevens then sold on 26 December to James M. Ryrie and 
Aaron D. Auten for $4,000 their undivided two-thirds interest in the 
tracts they had acquired from the Alexanders (Greene Countv Deed Books 
36, 47, 48). 

In July of 1883, Stevens, Ryrie, and Auten formed a corporation 
known as "The Wilson Creek Mining and Smelting Company." The land owned 
between these people changed ownership numerous times until finally 
James Ryrie purchased the four-acre parcel of land still owned by Mary 
Johnson (Greene County Deed Book 54, 64, 87, 110). In 1903, part of 
this land was sold by Ryrie to the Greene County court for a highway and 
school. 

In July of 1904, John McConnell purchased a number of tracts of 
land from the Ryries in Greene County. One piece of land contained the 
Ray house. McConnell lived in the Ray house from 1904 until his death 
in 1934 (Bearss 1968:84). McConnell's daughter Bessie (McConnell) 
McElhaney who grew up in the Ray house was given the house after her 
father's death. She retained posession of this property until it was 
purchased by the Wilson's Creek National Battlefield Commission. 

The bedstead on which Lyon's body was placed on 10 August 1861 and 
the counterpane in which he was wrapped were among the items purchased 
by Ollie Dryden at the auction of her mother's property. Subsequently 
she sold these objects to Mrs. Bessie McElhaney, who in turn sold them 
to the National Park Service. 
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PREVIOUS ARCHEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS AT THE RAY HOUSE 

Basically, only two previous studies regarding the history, arche­
ology and relevance of the Ray house have been conducted. The first was 
conducted in 1968 by Edwin C. Bearss to satisfy research needs in WICR-
H-2, the Historic Structures Report completed for the National Park 
Service. Bearss stated that the purpose of the report, as suggested by 
needs of the park superintendent, was determining "the chronological 
history of the Ray house; to confirm and document its association with 
and locate the Telegraph Road (Butterfield Stage Road) and the battle of 
Wilson's Creek, and to provide the other historical and architectural 
data necessary for the authentic restoration-reconstruction of the his­
toric structure" (Bearss 1968:i). 

What followed was a detailed description of the Ray house and the 
Civil War, the Steele and Ray families and the Ray house, the construc­
tion and non-battle history of the Ray house, the "Trail of Tears" and 
the Ray house, the deaths of John A. and Roxanna Steele Ray, real estate 
transactions on the original Ray property from 1876-1908, the Ray house 
in the twentieth century, and finally the Ray house on maps and in 
photographs. 

The second investigation of the Ray house was reported by Robert T. 
Bray (1975:7-16). His volume dealt with the entire Wilson's Creek 
National Battlefield area and contained a small section on the Ray 
house. The report is titled Inventory and Evaluation of the Archaeo­
logical Resources: Wilson's Creek National Battlefield, Missouri. In 
this report Bray discussed the structures and features associated with 
the house, together with artifacts recovered from surface inspection 
and metal detector survey. A sketch map of suggested locations of 
structures associated with the Ray house, based upon documentary and 
oral history was also included. 

Today, as in 1975, no outbuildings are standing on the farm land 
surrounding the Ray house. In 1975, the remains of a coal pile behind 
the house were still visible on the surface. They are vaguely visible 
today. This coal is thought to be of 20th century origin. Location of 
nine structures has been suggested by Bray. These are: 1) slave cabin, 
2) second building, 3) chicken house, 4) privy, 5) coal (wood) shed, 6) 
smoke house, 7) cistern, 8) outbuildings, and 9) barn (see Figure 3) . A 
map of the battlefield drawn by Captain N. Boardman as reproduced in 
Bearss (1968:95-96) shows two sizable outbuildings located close to­
gether southeast of the extant house. Bessie (McConnell) McElhaney who 
grew up in the Ray house ca 1904 remembers having dismantled the slave 
cabin used during the Ray period of occupation. She suggests the 
location shown on the map. Her son, Glen McElhaney, suggested the 
location of other outbuildings including the barn built by the Rays 
which burned in 1852, as being about 50 yards southeast of the house. 

Bray (1975:12) states that his attempts to locate structures 
associated with the Ray house included surface inspection with a metal 



Figure 3. Locations of structures associated with the Ray House, as 
suggested by Bray (1975). 
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detector on features outside the wire fence which enclosed the yard at 
that time. He states that many feature "locations are sufficiently 
obvious" (1975:12). Today the only feature visible in the vard is a 
scant remnant of the purported coal (wood) shed. Other concentrations 
of artifacts found in the surrounding plowed fields during the 1983 
investigations will be discussed later. A number of artifacts were 
found outside the fence by Bray but all were associated with nineteenth 
and twentieth century farming operations. The outbuilding had a con­
centration of metal artifacts and is suggested by Bray as a "fairly 
sizable structure that was being used as an implement shed" (1975:12). 
He says there is no indication that it dates from the Civil War period. 
The barn was not tested because of heavy brush and ground cover. 

Bray then went on to summarize his findings: his comments regard­
ing the farm outbuildings will be paraphrased here as discussed in his 
report (1975:14-16). According to Bray, the most credible of the oral 
and documentary histories indicate that at the time of the battle there 
were at least two outbuildings near the Ray house. These are the 
chicken coop, probably outside the fenced in yard, southeast of the 
house, and adjacent to the slave cabin which is thought to be a struc­
ture southeast of the southeast corner of the dwelling. Bray's archeo-
logical survey did not verify either of these by the discovery of 
material remains, although one iron artifact was found in the area of 
the chicken coop. 

Less certain was a building identified as a smoke house by Glen 
McElhaney, inside the present yard fence near the well, at a point which 
Bray considered to be disturbed. A barn may have stood southeast of the 
house. Although no indication of a privy was observed, there undoubted­
ly was one at the time of the battle and, probably, one or more since 
then. 

In an attempt to summarize the identifications and relative loca­
tions of outbuildings, Bray produced a sketch map with the house and 
suggested structures plotted on it according to the directions given 
him, although not to scale (Figure 3). Features shown on the map were 
ranked on a scale of dependability with regards to their historical 
authenticity (1-4). 

1. Two adjacent buildings are suggested southeast of the Ray house-a 
slave cabin and a possible chicken coop. The approximate locations 
are shown on the sketch map. The identifications and authentica­
tions are supported by oral histories which are purported to be 
first-hand accounts. The chicken coop, reported by McElhaney as 
being south of the drilled well, was probably a late one, and not 
from the original Ray occupation. 

2. A building identified as a smokehouse was in the south corner of the 
yard of the Ray house. The location is indicated archeologically 
according to Bray. Identification is a first-hand account, but the 
authentication is unsupported. 
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3. A barn southeast of the Ray house and privy southwest of the Ray 
house. Locations and identifications are first-hand accounts but 
they are not verified archeologically. 

4. A probable outbuilding location southwest of the Ray house, and a 
building at the site of the coal pile. Locations are indicated 
archaeologically, but not supported by contemporary accounts or by 
oral histories. 

A cistern behind the house is believed to be of post Civil War 
origin. Other features mentioned in historical accounts including a 
cattle shed, spring house, and fenced garden were not found in the 
surface examination by Bray. The following is a quote from Bray regard­
ing the evaluation of the Ray house archeological potential: 

The archaeological potential near the Ray house is good. 
There are undoubtedly two, possibly four, outbuildings dating 
from the Civil War period. These could probably be located, 
identified, authenticated and partially described by archaeo­
logical work. 

There are other building sites that apparently post date the 
Civil War period (1975:16). 

Hence a precedent was set many years ago suggesting the 
archeological relevance of further investigation of the Ray house and 
associated outbuildings. Work done in the past was composed of only a 
surface examination and is not sufficient to answer present management 
concerns with the upcoming stabilization of the Ray house. 

GOALS OF STUDY AND FIELD METHODS 

Goals of Study 

The Civil War battle which took place along Wilson Creek and 
surrounding the John A. Ray house has been investigated at length from 
the historical military perspective but rarely from a personal 
viewpoint. While the Ray house itself was not an integral part of the 
battle per se it did provide shelter and a vantage point for the family 
as well as a temporary military hospital after the battle. The house 
also was the initial resting place for the body of General Nathanial 
Lyon, killed in the battle on Bloody Hill. Furthermore, the Ray house 
is the only extant building remaining in the park from the time of the 
battle. To date, very few archeological attempts have been made to 
examine the Ray house structure or material culture. 

The proposed stabilization of the house by the National Park 
Service will involve, during the initial phase, the restoration of the 
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building foundation. Therefore, the primary focus of the present 
archeological work will be upon foundation related attributes which may 
be lost in construction. 

Recovered architectural information together with cultural remains 
will be used to answer questions relating to the structure as it stood 
in 1861 along with its changes over time. The following is a list of 
foundation related priorities which were assigned prior to the March 
1983 field work. The number of objectives met was predicated bv many 
factors including weather and amount of recovered information. The 
projects list here are in order of importance as agreed upon by Park. 
Service personnel. 

1. Examine the subsurface remains associated with the east fireplace 
and missing west fireplace. 

2. Investigate the east side of the house near the ventilator to 
determine whether evidence of a former cellar entrance is present. 

3. Excavate under the back porch to determine if a former cellar 
entrance is present. 

4. Test inside the house under the floor to examine possible evidence 
of a fireplace in the kitchen and adjoining room. 

5. Test to evaluate the condition of archeological resources in the 
basement. 

6. Locate an area in the back yard for the septic tank, water tank, 
etc., that will have minimal impact on archeological resources 
associated with the Ray House. 

It is proposed that the data recovered from the Ray house excava­
tions may be used to answer the above architectural questions as well as 
illuminate the socioeconomic level of the Ray family and others over 
time. Artifacts found relating directly to the battle will also help us 
focus on the actual involvement of the Ray family/house with the battle. 
Given the limited time and scope of this research, all questions could 
not be fully answered. It is hoped, however, that enough architectural 
and archeological evidence will be gained to guide future archeological 
testing. This in turn will aid in discerning the nature of the Ray 
house as it stood 10 August 1861. 

Methods 

Prior to fieldwork, library research was conducted to study the 
battle and its relation to the Ray house. Very little archival 
information could be gleened regarding photos or accounts of the house. 
The project archeologist and a crew of five archeologists worked for a 
total of six days at the site. The field crew consisted of six persons: 
Bill Chada, Linda Haws, Chris Riddle, Chris Schoen, and Jim Zalesky under 
the supervision of Susan Monk. Debbie McBride is responsible for all 
photographs and figures. 


