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Abstract/ Executive Summary

During the first week of May, 2022, an archaeological survey was conducted on an approximate .4 acre sloping back yard of
the historic Old Spring Tavern house at 3706 Nakoma Rd., Madison, Wisconsin to determine if burials and/or other 
significant archaeological deposits were present. The project area is located in the SW 1/4 of the NE 1/4 of the SW 1/4, 
Section 28, T7N R9E.  The Old Spring Tavern was built in 1854 as a stage coach stopping place and inn and became a 
private residence in 1895. It is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and is a City of Madison Landmark. The 
property is also within the boundaries of an uncatalogued burial site, the Nakoma Mounds (47 Da-153) consisting of two 
linear  mounds for which the exact location had been uncertain. Surface evidence of the mounds appear to have been 
destroyed but sometimes burials found beneath mounds remain and would be protected under Wisconsin state law,  Wis. 
Stats. 157.70. Ancient Native American artifacts have been found in the vicinity and it was possible that intact historic 
period archaeological deposits or features were present associated with the original inn that would be of historic importance.
The survey, which included historical research  and close order shovel testing, was conducted because the new owner, David
Gordon, seeks to develop part of the back lot and so information on the presence of burials and other important 
archaeological and historic deposits  needs to be determined for Wisconsin Historical Society and City of Madison historic 
preservation approvals. Research indicates that the mound group was likely on an adjacent property and the survey found 
that there had been considerable disturbance to the land due to previous erosion and modern landscaping and found no 
evidence of  burials, mounds or other Native American use of the property and no evidence of deposits or features 
associated with the historic Old Spring Tavern. 

Introduction
 
    During the first week of May, 2022, an archaeological survey was conducted on an approximate 0 .4 

acre sloping back yard of the historic Old Spring  Tavern house at 3706  Nakoma Rd., Madison,  

Wisconsin to determine if burials and/or other significant archaeological deposits are present (Figures 

1, 2, 3).  The project area is located in the SW 1/4 of the NE 1/4 of the SW 1/4, Section 28, T7N R9E.   

The Old Spring Tavern was built in 1854 as a stage coach stopping place and inn and became a private 

residence in 1895. It is listed on the National Register of Historic Places  and is a City of Madison 

Landmark. The property is also within the boundaries of an uncatalogued burial site, the Nakoma  

Mounds (47 Da-153), consisting of two linear mounds for which the exact location had been uncertain. 

Surface evidence of the mounds appear to have been destroyed, but sometimes burials found beneath 

mounds remain and would be protected under Wisconsin state law,  Wis. Stats. 157.70.  Ancient Native 



American artifacts have been found in the vicinity and it was possible that intact historic period  

archaeological deposits or features were present associated with the original inn that would be of 

historic importance. The survey, which included historical research and close order shovel testing, was 

conducted because the new owner, David Gordon, seeks to develop a part of the back lot and so 

information on the presence of burials and other important archaeological and historic deposits needs to

be determined for Wisconsin Historical Society and City of Madison historic preservation approvals. 

Environment 

    The property is located along Nakoma Rd. just west of wetlands bordering Lake Wingra, a small, 

spring fed  body of water that drains to Lake Monona and the Yahara River drainage system. A large 

spring is located on the east side of Nakoma Rd. and access to this as a fresh water source would have 

been vital for location of the stage coach inn at this place.  The original land survey records maintained 

by the Board of Commissioners of Public Lands describe pre-settlement vegetation of the area as oak 

forest with marsh to the east that is associated with Lake Wingra.

      The soils are classified as McHenry Silt Loam, Eroded found on slopes.(USDA 1978:43). The 

McHenry Loam series has a characteristic profile consisting of a seven inch dark brown silt loam, a     

brown and yellow brown silty clay loam and brown sandy clay loam B Horizon extending to a depth of

18-33 inches, and a light yellow brown C Horizon below that. 

     The modern visible landscape consists of the two story brick house, formerly the Old Spring Tavern,

a modern garage, and a large backyard occupying a modest to rather steep slope that had been terraced 

in the 1990s to improve drainage and deter erosion, according to the most recent former landowner,  

John Stowe  (Figures  3, 4). The terraces had been graded and bordered with limestone features on the 

upslope sides. There are small flower gardens, bushes and several trees at the edges of the lot including 

an oak at the south end. 



Background Research 

    Prior to the field survey all relevant historic documents and maps were reviewed along with   

archaeological studies and  reports for the area. Prehistoric artifacts and one mound group, the Nakoma 

Mounds (47 Da-0153), were recorded for the vicinity of the project area by Charles E. Brown in 1915, 

but, since then, the mounds have been destroyed by house and /or road construction. Brown reported 

that the group consisted of two linear mounds measuring 80-100 ft. long and 12 -15 ft. wide on the 

property of  J.F  Baker located  immediately west of  “Verona Rd”  (modern day Nakoma Rd.) and 170 

ft. north of the  westward bend in the road (Brown 1915:109-110) (Figure 5).  The mounds were once 

part of an ancient Native American mound landscape that surrounded Lake Wingra and its wetlands 

consisting of over 10 effigy mound groups with at least 233  effigy, conical and linear mounds that date

between A.D. 700 and 1100 (Birmingham 2011:147-160).

    J. F. Baker's circa 1915 address could not be found, but the probable exact location of the mounds 

were identified  in 2018 when an archaeological report on the monitoring gas repairs at 3622 Nakoma 

Rd. reported that, according to the landowner, mounds had existed on the property but had been 

destroyed by terracing of the property by a previous landowner (Sterner 2018). This is almost certainly 

a reference to the Nakoma Mounds and this location generally corresponds to Brown's description.  

This information places the mounds on the property just north and directly across the east-west running

street, Old Spring  Road, which is now a dead end (Figure 6).

       According to the National Register of Historic Places nomination at the Wisconsin Historical 

Society (Dean 1973) and the City of Madison Landmarks Commission, the Old Spring Tavern is a two 

story brick structure built by Charles Morgan in 1854 as a stopping place and inn on stagecoach road 

between Madison and the southwest Wisconsin lead mining region. The location was no doubt selected 

because of the existence of large spring to the east that would have provided water for horses, oxen,and

humans. Morgan's partner James Gorham bought the property in 1860 and converted it to a private 



residence in 1895. 

    Both the Wisconsin Historical Society and the City of Madison Landmarks Commission state that 

the back of the current house facing west was originally the front of the house and the stage coach road 

ran along it to the northeast. The source of this information are not given. If this was so, the change 

would have probably taken place under Gorham's ownership. An 1861 map of Dane County in the 

Library of Congress shows a road (now Nakoma Rd) running generally north-south just east of the inn. 

(Ligowski 1861). Since this presumably would be the front entrance of the inn, it would have been 

where it is now ( Figure 7).  Another structure is shown across the road that could have been a stable or

a barn.  As  further discussed below, there is no evidence of  a road in the current back yard in the form 

of linear depressions, compressed soils, wagon ruts along with broken wagon parts, horse shoes, and 

other debris from activities that would have taken place on or near a road or trail. However, the former 

landowner, John Stowe, reported that modern landscaping in front of the Old Spring Tavern house 

along Nakoma road unearthed a variety of wagon parts as well as horse shoes, which he collected.  

With this in mind, the “Old Farm Road” noted by Brown (Figure 5) may, in fact, be the old stage coach

trail that ran by the property at 3622 Nakoma Rd. and the Old Spring Tavern on the next lot to the 

south.  

Field Investigation

     The field investigation took place between May 2 and May 4, 2022 . Following  visual examination 

of the property, twenty close shovel tests were placed in the back lot to identify cultural deposits, 

burials, and other features, and these were accompanied by soil coring. The interval between tests was 

generally five meters although adjustments were made around the rock terraces, bushes, and an oak   

tree with an extensive root system. The shovel tests measured 30-38 cms (12-15 inches) in diameter 

and dug through a 25 to 36 cms (10-14 inches) thick layer of dark brown topsoil into an underlying 

yellow clay loam subsoil where any disturbances could be easily detected in the lighter colored soil 



such as burial pits and other features, prehistoric and historic (Figure 8). The holes were troweled and 

examined and back dirt was screened to recover small artifacts. Soil cores using a 3/4 inch soil corer 

were placed at the bottom of many tests adding another 15 to 20 cms (six to eight inches) of soil that 

was also carefully examined for disturbances.

Results 

    Shovel testing within and outside the terraced areas revealed that much of the dark brown loam 

topsoil had been disturbed by the 1990s landscaping in the central part of the  back yard extending 

down to the house. Elsewhere, the 25 -36 cms (10-14 inches) thick dark silt loam topsoil covering the 

yellow clay loam appeared to be original but eroded. No features of any sort were observed in the 

shovel tests and the back yard of the historic house as a whole was found to be remarkably clean of 

artifacts. Only two objects were recovered: a piece of a brick and a sherd from a modern screw top jar. 

Conclusions

    No significant archaeological deposits, artifacts or features were found during the May, 2022 survey 

of the back lot/back yard of the historic Old Spring Tavern at 3706 Nakoma Rd., Madison Wisconsin. 

The area had been disturbed by recent landscaping and previous erosion, but even so, the lack of 

remnants of cultural features and absence of cultural material indicated that important archaeological 

deposits including human burials had never existed on the back lot slope. In my professional opinion, 

plans to develop the back lot would be able to proceed without affecting historic or prehistoric sites, 

subject to approval of the Wisconsin Historical Society Division of Historic Preservation and the City 

of Madison Landmarks Commission.  
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Figure 1. The historic Old Spring Tavern at 3706 Nakoma Rd. 



Figure 2. Portion of Madison West USGS quadrangle showing location of the project area.



Figure 3. Map showing survey area at the Old Spring Tavern property on Nakoma Rd.



Figure 4:  The back yard , looking south towards the back of the house. 



Figure 4. Above, sloping back yard looking west; below, looking southwest. 



  

Figure 5. The Nakoma Mounds (47 Da-0153) as mapped by Charles E. Brown, adjusted for orientation 
with up being north.



Figure 6. Reported location of former mounds at 3622 Nakoma Rd. 



Figure 7:  Detail from the 1861 Map of Dane County in the collections of the Library of Congress  
showing area of the location of the Old Spring Tavern. 



Figure 8. Sample shovel test showing disturbed soil into underlying yellow-brown clay loam
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