
 
 
 

The Luke Miller House 
 

Archaeological Research Update 

Pen and Ink Sketch by Vernon Howe Bailey 
Appeared in the June 30, 1936 Edition of The New York Sun 

“Sketches of New York’s Suburbs—No. 340 
Madison, N.J. ---- Miller House. 

Caption that appeared underneath the sketch:  Erected prior to 1750 by Andrew Miller, this building 
at 105 Ridgedale Avenue, Madison, is but a short distance of the old Minisink Trail, which was used by 
Indians while they traveled between Minisink Island, in the Delaware River, and the highlands of the 
Navesink. Beneath the sub-cellar of the old house is a tunnel leading to an old forge sixty feet 
north of the site. This tunnel was used by occupants of the house when Indians raided the premises. 
Major Luke Miller, a grandson of the builder, lived in the house for ninety-one years. The building is 
now owned by Mr. and Mrs. Matthew G. Jones.  Tomorrow------Newark, N.J.-----Federal Square 
 



Archaeological Study of the Miller Blacksmith Forge 
 

and 
 

Re-opening the Secret “Indian Raid” Tunnel 
 

In late 2007, The Madison Historical Society received a 
grant of $10,197 from the NJ Historical Commission 
toward the $14,720 cost of an archaeological study of the 
Miller Forge. An additional $3,500 was raised at the 
Madison Historical Society’s Historic House Tour and 
Wreath Auction at The Luke Miller House on December 9, 
2007. These funds collectively provided the bulk of the 
financial resources required to initiate some intriguing 
research projects in spring, 2008. Research projects 
included an archaeological dig inside and around the forge, 
a study of the forge building to estimate its age, a ground-
penetrating radar scan above the “secret tunnel,” and 
locating and partially clearing the forge-side tunnel 
entrance.   
 
The hardwood floor and concrete sub-floor over the 
forge-side tunnel entrance were removed by the Madison 
Department of Public Works on February 6, 2008. Once the 
flooring was removed, Mayor Mary-Anna Holden personally 
dug through layers of exposed soil and located the 
entrance to the secret tunnel, which had been buried for 
approximately 80 years. It is believed that the tunnel was 
partially or fully filled in and sealed during the 1920s, 
when water pipes for modern indoor plumbing were 
installed from the borough’s water line on Ridgedale 
Avenue, into the forge, through the tunnel, and into the 
house via the sub-cellar (originally a root cellar, today a 
wine cellar).  
 
The formal archaeological dig in and around the Miller 
Forge was conducted on May 15, 16, 19, and 20. 
Participants included the project leader, Ian Burrow, PhD, 
RPA, Vice President, Hunter Research Inc. of Trenton, NJ, 
and several other researchers from his organization; Mark 
DeBiasse, Madison High School History Department chair 
and many of his students; Cathie Coultas, President, The 
Madison Historical Society; and Peter Rothenburg, 
Curator, The Museum of Early Trades and Crafts, Madison, 
NJ.  
 



Following is a summary of the research findings provided by Dr. 
Burrow, along with his recommendations for additional research: 
 
Research findings:  
 
Thirty shovel tests were excavated, and two excavation 
units. The shovel tests showed very clearly that there is a 
forge-related deposit between the building and Ridgedale 
Avenue. Slag, charcoal, coal, iron bar-stock, fasteners, 
hooks, horseshoes, nails, and other iron items were 
recovered, as was a more limited amount of ceramics and 
glass, apparently mostly of earlier 19th century date. Most 
of the material was found in a very dark, almost black, soil 
deposit with high carbon content that one would expect in 
an area of forge activity. One hand-made brick that was 
recovered could relate to the forge structure and is 
clearly earlier than the bricks in the building.  
 
The large quantities of slag, implying high-termperature 
treatment of ore or iron, is suggestive of processes beyond 
what might be expected in a basic blacksmithing operation. 
This is a research area that requires further attention. 
 
The footing of the north wall of the building is stone, 
although it is brick above grade. The building is clearly 
complex, but the almost total absence of forge debris or 
artifacts from the interior, in such contrast to the area 
just outside, is intriguing. The unstable loose rubble in the 
area of the reported tunnel entrance could not be removed 
without jeopardizing the stability of the wall above, so the 
researchers could not, at this point, say anything new about 
the tunnel. It is noteworthy, as Peter Rothenburg pointed 
out, that the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) 
drawings, rendered in 1936, provide no measurements or 
details on the materials used for the tunnel, and its course 
is shown as dashed lines. This does raise the question of 
how much the HABS record is based on personal 
observation and how much on report.  
 



Recommendations for additional investigative research:  
 
a.) Use a small, rubber tread tractor hoe to cut a trench 
across the line of the tunnel about mid-way between the 
forge and house. This would be done under immediate and 
close archaeological direction (this is common practice 
and is usually done with operators who have worked with 
Hunter Research previously). The objective would be to 
expose the exterior of the tunnel to examine its structure 
and date. If feasible, a section of the roof could be removed 
to examine the interior. (Editor’s note: the present 
homeowner is interested in re-opening the house-side tunnel 
entrance, located in the wine cellar, which may be a simpler 
and less risky method to reopen and research the tunnel). 
 
b.) Open up larger areas on the lawn in front of the forge 
building, a primary objective being to establish if there is in 
fact a second building at that location, within which testing 
had been conducted May 15-20, 2008. 
 
 
The findings and recommendations above were presented by         
Dr. Burrow at the Madison Historical Society’s Annual 
Dinner Meeting at The Madison Hotel, June 5, 2008. As a 
result of the recommendations, an application is being 
prepared for another grant. Grant funds awarded will be 
used to conduct an additional dig in 2009. Excavation would 
take place in front of the forge, up to the fence, to search 
for additional iron items, ceramics, and glass, and to 
establish if there is in fact a second building at that 
location. Grant funds will also be used to stabilize the 
stone and brick wall above the forge-side tunnel entrance 
so that it may be further excavated and researched.  
 
 

Coming Soon! 
 

The Official Luke Miller House Web Site! 
 

www.lukemillerhouse.com 


