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Lay	of	the	Land
Oil And Archaeology

Two decades after the Exxon Valdez 
spilled at least 11 million gallons 
of crude into Alaska’s Prudhoe Bay, 

they are still cleaning up and assessing 
the damages, including destruction of 
dozens of archaeological sites. When 
BP’s Deepwater Horizon well exploded 
killing 11 men and releasing 200 mil-
lion gallons of oil into the Gulf of 
Mexico, the preservation community 
was much better prepared to deal with 
the disaster that threatened hundreds 
of sites along the Gulf Coast (See “Cop-
ing With The BP Oil Spill,” page18).

In 1997, several federal agencies, 
including the National Park Service 
and the Environmental Protection 
Agency, collaborated on an 11-page 
policy document spelling out just how 
archaeological and historic sites would 

be protected in case of another major 
oil spill in American waters. That plan-
ning is paying off today as cleanup of 
the BP spill continues. While oil was 
still gushing from the broken well, a 
contract archaeology firm was hired to 
assess the sites and the damages. The 
firm worked with archaeologists from 
the states affected by the spill to inves-
tigate some 500 threatened sites and to 
protect them, if possible. At last count, 
53 are contaminated with oil.

One lesson learned from the Alaska 
experience was that the cleanup crews 
were capable of inflicting as much 
damage to cultural sites as the spilled 
oil. Consequently, in Louisiana and the 
other affected states, officials have 
instructed BP’s cleanup crews to leave 
the sites alone and work around them, 

and thereby avoid making a bad situa-
tion worse. Clearly the early planning 
led to the preservation of many sites in 
the Gulf. The long-term impact remains 
to be seen, but it could have been a lot 
worse. The next time disaster strikes,  
be it oil spills, forest fires, or earthquakes, 
we all need to be better prepared to 
save the nation’s cultural treasures.
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In 2004, the Ninth Circuit Court of 
Appeals, in a decision that culminated 
years of legal wrangling, upheld an 
earlier ruling that the 9,400-year-old 
remains known as Kennewick Man 
should not be repatriated to Native 
Americans who claimed them. 

In 2007, with little fanfare, the U.S. 
Forest Service gave the 10,300-year-
old remains of an individual found in 
a cave (he’s sometimes referred to as 
On Your Knees Cave Man) in south-
east Alaska to the Tlingit tribe.

Kennewick Man, who became 
something of a celebrity as a result of 
the legal battle, remained in the cus-
tody of the Army Corps. of Engineers 
and underwent a thorough study by a 
team of scientists. On Your Knees Cave 
Man, of whom few people have heard, 
was placed in a beautiful ceremonial 
wooden box and then buried. 

According to the noted forensic 
anthropologist Douglas Owsley of 
the Smithsonian, the Kennewick Man 
skeleton has yielded a remarkable 
amount of information about this indi-
vidual and, by inference, the ancient 
world he inhabited. The development 
of new diagnostic technologies in the 
future will likely make him, and his 
world, even more comprehensible.

On Your Knees Cave Man also 
underwent a certain amount of scien-
tific study, such as DNA testing, before 
the Tlingit, who claimed him as their 
ancestor, respectfully buried him.

Depending on one’s point of 
view, both of these examples—one 
a victory for scientists, the other for 
Native Americans—illustrate how the 
Native American Graves Protection 
and Repatriation Act should work. 
They also illustrate, along with a num-
ber of other issues, why the law, which 
is now 20 years old (See “NAGPRA At 
20,” page 25.), remains so contentious.

Misunderstanding NAGPRA
As an archaeologist who strongly  
supports and helped draft NAGPRA, 
I was disappointed by your Fall 2010 
News article “New NAGPRA Regula-
tion Alarms Researchers” that covered 
the new federal regulation concerning 
the repatriation of culturally unidentifi-
able human remains.  A statement you 
attributed to Sherry Hutt, the manager 
of the National NAGPRA Program, and 
reported without comment, that “the 
rule applies only to human remains... 
from sites on tribal land, or the aborigi-
nal land of tribes,” is simply false.  The 
rule applies to all culturally unidentifi-
able Native American human remains in 
museum or agency collections regard-
less of where they were found.  

Also, contrary to the article, there 
is no “provision in the statute that 
[such a] regulation must be promul-
gated.”  The rule was issued over the 
strenuous objections of the major sci-
entific organizations, museums, and the 
NAGPRA Review Committee.  Sadly, it is 
another abuse of authority by a federal 

office whose mismanagement and bias 
(as recently documented by GAO) have 
undermined the letter and spirit of 
NAGPRA, to the detriment of American 
archaeology.

Keith Kintigh
Arizona State University

Past President, Society for  
American Archaeology
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t he Archaeological Conservancy 
is the only national nonprofit 
organization that identifies, 
acquires, and preserves the 
most significant archaeological 
sites in the United States. 
Since its beginning in 1980, 

the Conservancy has preserved more 
than 405 sites across the nation, 
ranging in age from the earliest 
habitation sites in North America to 
a 19th-century frontier army post. 
We are building a national system of 
archaeological preserves to ensure 
the survival of our irreplaceable 
cultural heritage.
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n NEW EXHIBITS

Fowler Museum of cultural history

UCLA, Los Angeles, Calif.—The carved 
and incised ceramics from various pre-
Columbian traditions included in the 
new exhibit “Fowler in Focus: Mono-
chrome Ceramics from Ancient Mex-
ico” reflect a rejection of color in favor 
of the sculpted form. Ranging from the 
Preclassic to the Postclassic periods, 
these styles reveal intercultural con-
nections, such as those between Teoti-
huacán, the great Classic urban center 
in Central Mexico, and the Maya region. 
This selection from the Fowler collec-
tion—including elegant jars shaped as 
calabashes, vessels expertly sculpted 
with shrimp tails, parrots, and crayfish, 
and bowls carved with figural scenes 
or fantastic creatures—highlights how 
ceramic styles were shared, appropri-
ated, and transformed at specific his-
torical moments in ancient Mexico. 
(310) 825-4288, www.fowler.ucla.edu 
(Through January 2)

New Mexico history Museum
Santa Fe, N.M.—The General Archive of 
the Indies in Seville, Spain has chosen 
Santa Fe for the American debut of “El 
Hilo de la Memoria: Three Centuries of 
Spanish Presence in the United States 
of America,” an exhibit of nearly 140 
rare documents, illustrations, and maps 
detailing Spain’s early presence in 
North America. The documents, many 
of which have never been displayed 
outside of Spain, span Ponce de León’s 
first contact in Florida through New 
Mexico’s incorporation as a U.S. Terri-
tory. (Through January 9) (505) 476-
5200, www.nmhistorymuseum.org. 
The exhibit will then travel to the El 
Paso Museum of History in El Paso, Tex. 
(January 23-April 4). 

Florida Museum of Natural history
University of Florida, Gainesville, Fla.—
The new 3,000-square-foot interac-
tive exhibit “Dugout Canoes: Paddling 
Through the Americas” features Ameri-
can dugouts from ancient times to the 
present. Find out how dugout canoes 
have affected life and travel throughout 
the Americas. Discover the world’s larg-
est archaeological find—101 ancient 
dugouts at Newnans Lake, and how 
scientists study dugouts from the past. 
Learn how the dugout tradition is alive 
and well in native communities today. 
(352) 846-2000, www.flmnh.ufl.edu/
exhibits (New long-term exhibit)

Canadian Museum of Civilization
Gatineau, Quebec, Canada—The new exhibit “Haida: Life. 
Spirit. Art.” offers a rare opportunity to see more than 80 
objects from the McCord Museum’s collection of 18th- and 
19th-century Haida masterpieces. These remarkable works 
of art, including carved feast bowls, bentwood boxes, masks, 
rattles, argillite sculptures and a woven and painted hat, 
provide fascinating insights into the Northwest Coast culture. 
The McCord Haida collection is one of the earliest and most 
significant in North America, and it consists mostly of objects 
collected in 1878 by George Mercer Dawson during his travels 
to Haida Gwaii (formerly the Queen Charlotte Islands). (800) 
555-5621, www.civilization.ca/haidaart (Through January 23)

Los Angeles County  
Museum of Art
Los Angeles, Calif.—The spectacular exhibit 
“Olmec: Colossal Masterworks of Ancient 
Mexico” explores the Olmec civilization, 
which began sometime around 1400 
B.C., centered in the Gulf Coast states of 
Veracruz and Tabasco. Olmec architects 
and artists produced the earliest monu-
mental structures and sculptures in Mexico, 
including enormous basalt portrait heads of 
their rulers, colossal sculptures that weigh 
between seven and 10 tons each. Olmec 
artists were unsurpassed in their ability 
to work with this extremely hard stone. 
The exhibition also includes small-scale 
jadeite objects that embody the symbolism 
of sacred and secular authority among the 
Olmec. (323) 857-6000, www.lacma.org 
(Through January 9). The exhibit then moves 
to the de Young museum in San Francisco. 
(February 19–May 8)
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Events
n CONFERENCES, 
LECTURES & FESTIVALS

Pueblo Grande Museum
Auxiliary Indian Market
December 11–12, Pueblo Grande 
Museum, Phoenix, Ariz. The annual 
market features over 300 top Native 
American artists presenting paintings, 
sculptures, jewelry, baskets and other 
works. The event also includes music 
and dance performances, artist dem-
onstrations, and traditional foods. (602) 
495-0901, www.pueblogrande.org 

crow canyon Archaeological center’s
Distinguished Lecturers series
Fridays November through May, 
Gates Archaeological Laboratory on 
the Crow Canyon campus, Cortez, 
Colorado. Light refreshments will 
be served at 7 p.m., lectures begin at 
7:30 p.m. Contact Amy Skaggs at (970) 
565-8975, askaggs@crowcanyon.org,  
www.crowcanyon.org 

Lighting the serpent
December 20, Serpent Mound, Peebles, 
Ohio. Celebrate the Winter Solstice and 
help the Friends of Serpent Mound 
volunteers light about 900 luminary 
candles that will outline the effigy 
mound. Take a casual stroll and reflect 
upon the history and importance of this 
world-renowned earthwork. Visitors 
may sponsor a luminary with proceeds 
going toward the site’s public pro-
gramming endeavors. (800) 752-2757,  
www.ohiohistory.org

society for historical Archaeology
Annual conference
January 5–9, Hilton Austin Hotel, Austin, 
Tex. This year’s theme is “Boundaries 
and Crossroads in Action: Global Per-
spectives in Historical Archaeology.” 
The conference will include some 800 
scholarly presentations and workshops 
on all aspects of historical archaeology. 
In addition to educational presenta-
tions by archaeologists from around 
the world, the conference will host 

an Archaeology Market Place that will 
include exhibits from the archaeologi-
cal community. Contact Grace Jan at 
(240) 404-6479, gjan@mgmtsol.com, 
www.sha.org

World championship hoop Dance contest
February 5–6, Heard Museum, Phoenix, 
Ariz. More than 70 of the top native 
hoop dancers from the United States 
and Canada compete for the World 
Champion title and cash prizes. Fry 
bread and other traditional foods 
will be available. (602) 252-8848,  
www.heard.org/events

Tulane Maya symposium & Workshop
February 11–13, New Orleans Museum 
of Art and Tulane University, New 
Orleans, La. This year’s symposium, 
titled “The Rise of Maya Civilization,” 
will focus on new research being con-
ducted throughout the Maya area that is 
elucidating how they developed com-
plex societies. In keeping with tradition, 
the symposium will incorporate a wide 
variety of specialties such as epigraphy, 
archaeology, and art history to explore 
the ancient Maya civilization. Activities 
will include a keynote lecture hosted at 
NOMA by Richard Hansen, a viewing of 
the pre-Columbian collection at NOMA, 
and workshops on Preclassic Maya art 
and iconography. Contact Sherman 
Horn at (504) 865-5110, shorn@tulane.
edu, www.tulane.edu/~mari/TMS 

southwest Indian Art Fair
February 19–20, Arizona State Museum, 
Tucson,  Ariz. Southern Arizona’s pre-
mier Indian Art Show and Market returns 
for its 18th year. Meet 200 Southwest 
native artists and learn about the cul-
tural significance that informs, inspires, 
and imbues their work. The handmade 
art includes pottery, Hopi katsina dolls, 
paintings, jewelry, baskets, rugs, and 
blankets. Artist demonstrations, native 
food, music, and dance performances 
round out the two-day celebration. 
(520) 621-6302, www.statemuseum.
arizona.edu

J. Paul Getty Museum
Los Angeles, Calif.—The exhibit 
“Obsidian Mirror-Travels: Refracting 
Ancient Mexican Art and Archaeology” 
explores representations of Mexican 
archaeological objects and sites made 
from the Colonial era to the present. 
Featuring images of ancient Maya and 
Aztec ruins by archaeological explorers 
such as John Lloyd Stephens, Desiré 
Charnay, and Augustus and Alice Le 
Plongeon, the exhibition showcases 
depictions of the Aztec Calendar Stone 
and other Mexican antiquities as well 
as panoramic visions of Mexico—all in 
the context of the Spanish conquest, 
the 19th-century French intervention 
in Mexico, and the lengthy presidency 
of Porfirio Díaz (1876–1910). Some 
of the works exhibited are accurate, 
while others are fanciful; each portrays 
a distinct vision of Mexico. (310) 
440-7300, www.getty.edu/research 
(Through March 27)
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In	the	NEWS
Early 17th-Century Cannon  
Platform Found In Newfoundland
The discovery sheds light on defenses of Canada’s first English settlement.
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A rchaeologists have recently 
found the remains of a nearly 
400-year-old stone gun platform 

built north of the settlement’s northern 
defensive wall overlooking the harbor 
at the Cupids settlement, Canada’s old-
est British colony on Conception Bay 
in Newfoundland. Founded in 1610, 
just three years after Jamestown, the 
settlement was threatened by pirates, 
and in 1612 colonizers erected the gun 
platform.

The semi-circular stone platform 
was first discovered in 2009, but 
archaeologists weren’t able to identify 
its purpose until recent excavations 
uncovered more of the platform. “Given 
its location and design, there can be 
little doubt that it is the remains of a 
gun platform built to mount a cannon,” 
said Bill Gilbert, chief archaeologist 
with the Baccalieu Trail Heritage Cor-
poration, a nonprofit organization that 
conducts archaeological investigations 
in the region. “It is clear from the arti-
facts recovered that it was built early in 
the 17th century and dismantled in the 
early 19th century,” added Gilbert, who 
has been leading investigations at the 
site since the initial survey of the area 
in 1995 pinpointed the settlement’s 
location. 

“Obviously, security was a major 
concern for an early English colony 
on the eastern edge of North America,” 
he said. Since the early 16th century, 
Newfoundland had been the center of 
a major seasonal cod fishery that drew 
approximately 10,000 French, 5,000 
English, and several thousand Spanish 
and Portuguese fishermen each year. 
When the migratory fishing fleets 

arrived in the spring, the colonists at 
Cupids had no way of knowing whether 
or not war had broken out between 
England and one of these nations over 
the winter. Despite the threats, Gilbert 
has determined the settlement lasted 
much longer than previously thought, 
with at least one building still in use in 
the 1690s. Recent historical research 
corroborates his conclusion.

“Cupids represents an important 
first step in the establishment of per-
manent European settlement in North 
America,” said Gilbert. “The fact that so 
much of the settlement has survived 
archaeologically renders it an invalu-
able resource for those who want to 
understand this pivotal point in the 
story of the European colonization of 
the New World.” 

Excavations conducted at the site 

over the past 16 years have uncovered 
the remains of six early 17th-century 
structures, including the original dwell-
ing house and storehouse built in 1610. 
The researchers have also found a cem-
etery that appears to date to the same 
year, sections of the defensive wall 
erected around the settlement, and over 
150,000 artifacts. The artifacts include 
clay pipes and pipe fragments, ceramics, 
glass trade beads, copper shoe and belt 
buckles, thimbles, and numerous other 
objects.  Many of these items are on dis-
play at the new Cupids Legacy Centre, 
which contains major exhibits on the 
archaeology and history of Cupids, and 
houses the archaeology laboratory. A 
yearlong 400th anniversary celebration 
was held in 2010 to commemorate the 
beginning of permanent English settle-
ment in Canada. —Tamara Stewart

Researchers expose the gun platform at Cupids this fall.
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in the privy were at first assumed to be associated with 
Padelford’s medical practice, but analysis showed them to 
be feminine hygiene syringes. The large numbers of ceramic 
dinner sets indicate to the researchers that the brothel was 
likely of the “parlor house” type that featured dining, drink-
ing, and dancing. It’s assumed that the prostitutes put such 
an emphasis on personal hygiene because they were serving 
a middle class clientele. —Tamara Stewart
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A Parisian prostitute prepares her toilet in this 1899 photo.  

The items shown here are similar to some of the artifacts  

found in the Boston privy. 

The Oldest Profession In Olden Times
An analysis of a 19th-century Boston brothel  
reveals details of the lives of prostitutes.

A 
recent study of more than 3,000 artifacts recovered from 
a Boston brothel is yielding insights into the lives of 
prostitutes there in the 19th century. The items include 

ceramic sherds from more than 1,700 vessels, numerous 
leather shoes and shoe fragments, clay pipes, buttons, and 
textiles as well as perfume and patent medicine bottles, hair-
brushes, fancy combs, carved bone toothbrushes, and vaginal 
syringes made of delicate glass that were used to maintain 
personal hygiene and to avoid disease and pregnancy.

“What we have examined so far reveals much about 
the daily practices of the women who lived and worked in 
this North End brothel,” said Boston University archaeolo-
gist Mary Beaudry. “The finds from the privy give us an inti-
mate glimpse into their bodily routines of personal care and 
hygiene that formed important aspects of the work that they 
so often had been forced to turn to when no other form of 
gainful employment could be found.”

The artifacts were recovered back in 1993 when a 19th-
century back lot and privy were discovered in north Boston 
during a major highway project known as the  “Big Dig.” 
However, the features post-dated 1840, and the state deter-
mined that only sites older than that would be excavated. 
Consequently, the features could be observed and mapped, 
but not excavated. 

“Members of the archaeological team were so con-
vinced of the information potential of the features, however, 
that Martin Dudek, of John Milner Associates, headed up a 
volunteer team that excavated a double privy and cistern in 
the back lots of what would have been 27 and 29 Endicott 
Street,” said Beaudry. “Only after the material from the privy 
was salvaged did the archaeologists learn that the residence 
had been a brothel.” 

Despite its research potential, the collection, which 
has been stored in one of John Milner Associates’ offices in 
Littleton, Massachusetts since it was excavated, went largely 
unanalyzed until Beaudry, her students, and some other 
researchers took on the assignment.  

According to historical documents, a Mrs. Lake ran the 
brothel in the 1860s, and she married William Padelford, a 
homeopathic physician, in 1867. Several large syringes found 
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Utah’s Nine Mile Canyon could 
become the most studied archae-
ological area in the state thanks 

to a new grant program funded by the 
industry that once threatened it. The 
Bill Barrett Corp., a Denver-based com-
pany that drills for natural gas atop the 
nearby West Tavaputs Plateau, recently 
established the grant, which could 
provide three million dollars to fund 
projects for the study and preservation 
of archaeological sites in the canyon. 

According to Barrett spokesperson 
Jim Felton, $250,000 is already avail-
able, and $5,000 more will be added to 
the grant every time the company drills 
a new well. At least 600 more wells are 
planned. The money will be spent on 
research, monitoring, conservation, 
interpretive signage, and other educa-
tional projects. 

 “Barrett needs to be commended,”  
said Jerry Spangler, executive director 
of the Colorado Plateau Archaeological 

Alliance. “It’s a very positive step, and 
I hope it sets a standard for other cor-
porations to follow.” Spangler, who 
helped negotiate the grant, noted that 
“Nine Mile Canyon has one of the rich-
est concentrations of rock art in North 
America, and less than 10 percent has 
been surveyed.” Some of the images are 
perhaps 4,000 years old, but most are 
probably from the Fremont people who 
were in the area from a.d. 900 to 1250. 

Barrett voluntarily established the 
grant to supplement other company 
efforts that were mandated by the 
Bureau of Land Management, which 
manages the land, to preserve and 
protect cultural resources in the areas 
affected by drilling. For example, Bar-
rett has spent three million dollars 
to suppress dust kicked up by trucks 
traversing a gravel road through the 
canyon to reach the field, according to 
Felton. The company previously used 
magnesium chloride to suppress the 

dust, but the corrosive chemical mixed 
with the dust and covered the rock art 
along the road, generating an uproar. 
About three years ago, the company 
switched to a BLM-approved dust sup-
pressant made from pine resin.

Barrett is also committing another 
$10 million that will be combined with 
an equal amount from the county and 
state to pave the road so that the dust 
will no longer pose a problem. Spangler 
noted that the road used to be narrow 
and difficult to travel, but when Bar-
rett smoothed and widened the road 
to handle the truck traffic, it also made 
the canyon more accessible to tourists. 
The public can see something now that 
they couldn’t 20 years ago, but that 
also increases the risk of vandalism, he 
said. So far, that does not appear to be 
a problem, and educational projects 
funded by the grant program may help 
minimize any threats to the sites.

—Paula Neely

This is one of Nine Mile Canyon’s myriad rock art panels.

Money will benefit 
Utah’s archaeological  
treasure.

New Grant For  
Nine Mile Canyon 
Money will benefit 
Utah’s archaeological 
treasure.
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Homolovi and 12 other state parks. The Hopi began discus-
sions with state park administrators, the City of Winslow, and 
other parties to come up with a plan to re-open Homolovi, 
which holds the remains of four major ancestral Hopi pueb-
los that date from a.d. 1250 to 1400. The tribe feared that 
looters could damage these ruins, which are of great signifi-
cance to them.

“I am glad the park will reopen and it will be safeguarded 
and protected,” said Cedric Kuwaninvaya, a Hopi council 
representative. “As a result, we will protect and preserve our 
ancient homelands and share our cultural heritage.” 

This is a “unique agreement” for Arizona State Parks, said 
Ellen Bilbrey, the agency’s chief public information officer. She 
added that it’s “a continuation of the partnership” between the 
state and the Hopi that dates back nearly 25 years. Homolovi 
is on Hopi land, and in1986 the tribe asked the state to estab-
lish a park there to manage and protect the ruins.

The park’s opening date will be announced soon,  
Bilbrey said. —Tamara Stewart

A group of tourists watches a demonstration of traditional Hopi pottery firing techniques at the park.

The Hopi Tribal Council has approved a resolution that 
will reopen Homolovi Ruins State Historic Park in 
northeast, Arizona, which has been closed since last 

February due to state budget cuts. Contributions from the 
tribe will help re-employ rangers and other park staff, allow-
ing the park to stay open through mid 2011. 

The resolution, sponsored by Hopi Chairman LeRoy N. 
Shingoitewa and passed by the council, allows the tribe to 
enter into an intergovernmental agreement with the Arizona 
State Parks board in order to assist with park operations and 
maintenance. According to the agreement, the park will be 
operated by Arizona State Parks for 12 months, after which 
time there is an option to renew the agreement for another 
two years. The tribe will provide $175,000 to subsidize the 
park operations, and the state will keep the entrance fees. 
The park will be subject to quarterly management reviews 
by the state and the Hopi, and future funding will be subject 
to approval by the Tribal Council.

In January, the Arizona State Parks Board voted to close 

Homolovi Ruins State Historic Park To Reopen 
Hopi Tribe will help Arizona State Parks manage Homolovi.
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Personalized Pipes Found At Jamestown 
The 400-year-old pipes may have been gifts for prominent people.
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Fragments of the personalized pipes uncovered by archaeologists.

J
amestown archaeologists recently found 
fragments of eight 400-year-old pipes, person-
alized with the names of distinguished 17th-

century English politicians, explorers, and Virginia 
Company investors. Jamestown was the first per-
manent English settlement in the New World.

“Finding these pipes has illuminated the 
complex political and social network in London that was behind 
the settlement,” according to William Kelso, director of archaeology 
at Historic Jamestowne. Kelso said the pipes may have been gifts 
for investors and prominent individuals, who would have seen that 
the colonists were making a product with the intention of turning 
a profit for those investors. 

The pipe fragments contained enough letters to spell out 
or suggest the names of the intended recipients, who included 
Sir Charles Howard, Lord High Admiral of the English Fleet and 
Queen Elizabeth’s closest courtier; the Earl of Southampton (Henry  

Wriothesley), Shakespeare’s major patron and top Virginia 
Company official: and Sir Walter Raleigh, famous explorer and 
Elizabethan courtier.

Finding a pipe that could have been made for Raleigh sur-
prised Kelso. Although Raleigh was not directly associated with 
Jamestown, he is often credited with popularizing the smoking 
of tobacco. It’s possible that Raleigh’s pipe was an attempt to 

get him to endorse Virginia-made pipes, he said.
Kelso thinks that other pipes could have been produced for all 

the earls, lords, knights, and captains listed in the Charter of 1609, 
as the names on the fragments suggest. Whether any ever reached 

their intended recipients in England is unknown. 
Stamped with distinctive diamond-shaped markings, 

the pipes were made from Virginia clay. It’s likely they were 
crafted by Robert Cotton, the first English pipemaker sent 
to Jamestown, after he arrived in 1608. The names were 
impressed on the pipes using individual pieces of type, 

which could be the earliest known examples of printing in 
English America, said Kelso.

The pipestems were discovered in the fill of an abandoned 
1608-1610 well built by Captain John Smith in the center of 

James Fort. After the well’s water became undrinkable, 
it was filled with trash and food remains. Archaeologists 
found the pipe fragments mixed in with the discarded 
bones of horses and dogs that colonists ate during the 
“starving time” winter of 1609-1610, when the fort was 
under siege and only 60 of 215 colonists survived.

—Paula Neely
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                here aren’t many places in Alaska like this—an 
          arid shelf  near the northern limit of  boreal forest,  
     featuring a stare-for-an-hour view of  the meandering 
    Tanana River. Thirty yards below, neon green islands of  
willow and spruce explode from the twisting gray braids of  
river bar. In the distance, white peaks of  the Alaska Range 
rake the sky. Sage, here since the days of  Beringia, perfumes 
the air as it does only on the state’s south-facing slopes. Most 
notable, there are no mosquitoes, which take shelter from the 
bluff ’s heat in the forest, 20 steps away. 

As a visitor to the Broken Mammoth site admires the 
view, the man who made his career here remarks on its 
enduring appeal. “The traditional Athabaskan name for this 
site is ‘place where one can see far,’” said David Yesner. “I 
can stand here and half  close my eyes and see this as a grass-
land with elk and bison. It’s easy to imagine yourself  as a 
Paleolithic hunter. “They liked this nice flat spot,” Yesner, 
an archaeologist at the University of  Alaska Anchorage, said. 
“We find hearth upon hearth, some of  them 500 years apart. 
It suggests it was a nice place to camp. It’s still a nice place 
to camp.” 

Yesner, good-humored and talkative, wearing a yellow 
shirt with a print of  a saber-toothed cat, directed six students 
during the field school, which was sponsored by the Univer-
sity of  Alaska Anchorage and Alaska Office of  History and 
Archaeology. He camped in his motor home parked on a for-
mer section of  paved highway above the site, which is near 
Fairbanks. His students slept in tents on the hillside above 
him. It was his ninth and final field school at this site, one of  
the oldest known human occupations in North America. 

Broken Mammoth, named for fragments of  mam-
moth tusks found by state archaeologist Chuck Holmes 
in 1989, is helping researchers understand the first people 
who scrambled over the land bridge into a vast new world. 
Yesner is investigating this pre-Clovis site that’s yielded 
artifacts characteristic of  what archaeologists call the 
Early Beringian Tradition or, in some cases, the Nenana 
Complex. These artifacts, which have been discovered at 
several sites in the Nenana Valley, are typified by, among 
other things, large blades and cobble tools that are 13,000 
to 14,000 years old. 

Broken Mammoth’s excellent preservation of  organic n
e

d
 r

o
z

e
ll

A New Life 
ThE New WorldIN

T 



american archaeology 13

remains such as animal bones, mammoth ivory, and bone 
and ivory tools enable him to test hypotheses about environ-
mental change, animal extinction, and the subsistence strat-
egies of  some of  the first Americans as they crossed Beringia 
and entered the New World. The researchers have uncovered 
clues to those questions while pondering the larger picture—
why and how do people colonize new continents, and how 
might they adapt to rapid environmental change?

Yesner’s first field school took place in 1990. “One-hun-
dred-fifty students have been here over the years, and we’ve 
had lots of  volunteers,” he said. “This place has helped 
make the new generation of  Alaska archaeologists.” His 
most recent crew, which included Yesner’s 16-year-old son, 
Dan, came from places as far flung as Bayonne, France. 

One of  the students, Tierney Hogan, 21, worked long 
hours in the gritty soil. She and her coworkers sometimes 
hiked down to a nearby pond at a roadside gravel pit to cool 
off. To wash their clothes, and to indulge in the luxury of  
a warm shower, they had to travel to a Laundromat in the 
neighboring community of  Delta Junction. “I’ve learned a 
lot about the general practice of  an archaeological dig,” she 

Data from the Broken Mammoth site in 
central Alaska are contributing to the 
story of the peopling of the Americas.

By Ned Rozell

The Tanana River and the Alaska Range are seen 

from the Broken Mammoth site. Some of the earliest 

inhabitants of the New World once hunted game here.

David Yesner excavates one of the site’s earliest occupations.
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swans. Thousands were harvested. Maybe using nets.”
Male hunters as well as women and children may have 

all camped there for a few months during bird migrations 
and other animal movements in the fall. These people could 
have built their residences in river valleys, where thousands 
of years of meandering river channels erased the sites.

                  etired archaeologist Chuck Holmes, who discover- 
          ed Broken Mammoth, is working on two nearby 
           sites named Mead and Swan Point that also have 
                   Early Beringian occupations. He said all three loca-
tions have yielded evidence that families occupied the sites, 
and consequently they don’t conform to the seasonal camp 
model. Mead and Swan Point “were like little short term 
camping places, maybe for processing game,” Holmes said. 

Were it not for Holmes, Broken Mammoth would have 
been destroyed by a project to improve Alaska Highway 
2, known locally as the Richardson, in the mid 1970s. The 
transportation department wanted to use the 80-foot bluff 
as a source of gravel, and archaeologists surveying it for 
cultural resources, digging test excavations about 20 inches 
below the surface. They found only a few artifacts, and con-
sequently the gravel quarrying began and continued on and 

said before screening soil as fine as wheat flour. “And I don’t 
think you could ask for a better view.” 

Researchers such as retired University of Alaska Fair-
banks biology professor and Beringia scholar Dale Guthrie 
have suggested sites with expansive views like this were the 
perches of ancient hunters who spotted big game in the val-
ley below. Guthrie wrote that similar bluff-top sites in inte-
rior Alaska were seasonal camps to which hunters traveled 
from either base camps or villages located in river valleys 
below. But the data Yesner and others have recovered from 
Broken Mammoth lead them to conclude that it was more 
than just a temporary lookout; ancient people seem to have 
occupied the site for weeks, or even months. 

The depth of the hearths—some of which are almost 
superimposed upon one another despite being centuries 
apart in age—suggests more intensive camping on the site. 
Researchers have recovered artifacts such as mammoth ivory 
foreshafts, teardrop-shaped stone points, and a bone needle 
that suggest tool making and sharpening, butchering of 
game, and clothing manufacture. “It’s more than just a casual, 
single-purpose camp of guys scanning for game,” Yesner said. 
“At Broken Mammoth, yes, we find big game, but we also 
find marmot, pika, fox, and the birds—geese and ducks and 

R 

Daniel Yesner, David’s son, raises a cloud of dust while excavating loess soil. Daniel, who is 16 years old,  

has attended his father’s field schools since he was four.
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off until 1989, destroying about half of the site.
That year Holmes, then working for the state’s Office 

of History and Archaeology, was driving by the bluff. He saw 
black layers in the exposed profile and climbed up for a 
closer look. He found black hearth stains and fire-cracked 
rocks, and he later returned and dug a test pit that revealed 
animal bones and mammoth tusk fragments. Holmes’ discov-
eries forced the transportation department to stop quarry-
ing gravel there. 

                  uring the last Ice Age, Siberia and Alaska were join- 
                 ed by a land bridge, known as Beringia, that spanned 
           what is now the Bering Sea. Until recently, archaeolo-
gists considered the Clovis, who lived about 13,000 years 
ago, to be the first people to cross Beringia and colonize the 
New World. Broken Mammoth, which has several occupa-
tions ranging from about 4,000 to 14,000 years ago, is just 
one of a number of pre-Clovis sites of similar age, such as 
Mead and Swan Point, in the central Tanana River Valley. 

Though Broken Mammoth is in the general area of 
Beringia, Yesner believes that its earliest occupants were 
related to, but were not necessarily ancestral to, the Clovis 
people. “They may have been an offshoot of the southward-

migrating ancestral Paleo-Indian peoples, moving south by 
land and/or sea, an offshoot population that moved into 
interior Alaska and the Yukon,” he said. “I like to refer to them 
as proto-Clovis, which suggests both a slight antecedence 
in time, and an ancestral relationship, though perhaps not a 
direct ancestor-descendant relationship.”

There is a “lot of overlap in technology,” Yesner noted, 
between the Early Beringian Tradition and the Clovis culture. 
The similarities include the use of large blades, end scrapers 
and side scrapers, unifacial tools, and ivory foreshafts that 
were attached to spear points, all of which have been recov-
ered from Broken Mammoth. The most notable dissimilarity 
is the Early Beringian’s absence of fluted points, the signa-
ture artifact of the Clovis. Rather than fluted points, Broken 
Mammoth has yielded different types of stone points, known 
as Chindadn, of various sizes and shapes ranging from trian-
gular to teardrop. 

 Most of his colleagues accept his pre-Clovis dates, even 
though they “aren’t quite sure what to do with them,” accord-
ing to Yesner.  “Some consider the early Beringian sites to 
be unrelated to either Clovis or the possible pre-Clovis in 
the continental U.S. and Canada.” Ted Goebel, the associate 
director of the Center for the Study of the First Americans 
at Texas A&M University, who has worked in Alaska, agreed. 
“The earliest occupation at Broken Mammoth is certainly 
pre-Clovis,” he said. “Whether it is related to Clovis—well, 
that is the controversy.” Goebel noted there are a handful 
of sites in central Alaska that are of Clovis age or older, “and 
we should be willing to entertain the idea of a connection 
and explore it as a possibility. The problem, of course, is that 
fluted points have not been recovered from any of these 
early Alaskan sites.”  

But he added that fluted points haven’t been found in 
any of the documented pre-Clovis sites in the New World. 
They have been recovered from younger sites in Alaska, how-
ever, and Yesner surmised that those points could be the ves-
tige of Paleo-Indians returning northward at the end of the 
Ice Age in pursuit of bison herds that thrived on the region’s 

Chuck Holmes (in foreground, with hat) and other researchers 

excavate during Yesner’s second field school in 1991.

A student carefully exposes the lower limb bones of an elk.
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grasslands. “So the fluted point appears to be a continental 
North American invention,” he said, “probably for hunting 
mammoth, which had already become extinct (or almost 
completely so) at the time of arrival of the first Alaskans, but 
continued to thrive for as much as a thousand years to the 
south of the ice sheets.”

             he glaciers, which can still be seen as they retreat into 
      the Alaska Range, never advanced as far as Broken 
       Mammoth. The dominant soil here is nutmeg-colored 
loess, deposited by the wind, that explodes in clouds at one’s 
step. Loess is the product of uncountable tons of blue ice 

pressing down on rocks as the glaciers inched downhill. 
The resulting pulverized rock flows from beneath glaciers, 
flushed to the light by summer meltwater; it turns the Tanana, 
the Yukon, and other glacial rivers the color of iced coffee. 

When the Tanana changes course over its broad flood-
plain, loess dries on gravel bars. Strong winds whisk the dirt 
from streambed to hilltop. In this way, about six feet of soil 
has covered the Broken Mammoth site in the last 15,000 
years. “You get these hellacious winds sweeping down from 
the Alaska Range,” Yesner said. “There are times when the 
students were working, a huge wind came up, and there was 
(an inch) of loess on the site.” 

That windblown soil is calciferous due to the nature of 
the mountains; the loess has helped neutralize the acid leach-
ing downward from today’s late Holocene boreal forest. This 
has resulted in Broken Mammoth’s preservation of mammal 
and bird bones, bone and ivory tools, and the more enduring 
stone points, such as knives, scrapers, and burins.

About 15,000 years ago, roaring winds probably made 
this “a pretty nasty place to live,” said Yesner. Other research-
ers doing pollen sampling have determined that birch and 
willows came in before about 14,000 years ago. Roughly 
13,500 years ago, poplars began creeping into the Tanana 
River valley. Softwoods plus grasslands “created an aspen 
parkland similar to Yellowstone,” he said. “It was great for 
populations of bison and elk. The winds out of the Alaska 
Range would blow the grasslands clear of snow. For a couple 
thousand years you had the right kind of ingredients for a 
hunter’s paradise.” Then climate change took its toll.

Having recovered and analyzed thousands of artifacts 
from Broken Mammoth, Yesner has drawn some conclu-
sions as to how these ancient Americans subsisted. Dur-
ing its earliest occupations, the site was predominantly an 
autumn and winter encampment, as is indicated by analysis 
of bison and elk teeth researchers found at the site. Herds 
of both animals would be heading from the high country to 
the lowlands in fall.

 “The earliest people moved quickly through the coun-
try, bringing with them curated materials—like obsidian 
from sources hundreds of miles away—and utilizing virtu-
ally every technological resource available to them, from 

T

These bird bones were found at the site’s 14,000-year-old level.

A beveled ivory foreshaft recovered from one of the site’s oldest occupation areas.
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mammoth tusks to river cobbles and quartz ventifacts,” he 
said. “They hunted large and small game, but they may also 
have hunted mammoth, since we have one date on mam-
moth tusk material that is the same as the charcoal dates 
for the lowest unit.” It’s thought that they used the ivory for 
a flexible part of their weapons called a foreshaft, which 
held stone points and helped absorb some of the shock of 
the weapon striking an animal or the ground. “(Ivory) was 
important material because you didn’t have a lot of wood to 
play with,” said Chuck Holmes.

 Then the Younger Dryas, a brief ice age that occurred 
about 12,800 to 11,500 years ago, brought colder and drier 
conditions to interior Alaska, and Yesner and his colleagues 
have concluded that ancient people left the region for some 
500 years. Around 12,500 years ago, “human populations 
recolonized in larger numbers, with more permanent settle-
ments reflected by larger hearths and more diverse activities,” 
Yesner said. “Bison were more the target, waterfowl were no 
longer being targeted to the same extent, and caribou appear 
to have replaced moose in the diet. This suggests that cooler 
and more arid conditions continued on to some degree.”

During this time Broken Mammoth’s occupants, prepar-
ing for their subsequent return, cached tools and animal 
parts. “This caching behavior is characteristic of Clovis,” he 
noted, “but also of more sedentary Eskimo peoples histori-
cally in the Arctic.  All of these people not only fully utilized 

these resources available to them, but also produced excel-
lent clothing and probably tent-like dwellings that allowed 
them to survive well under these conditions.”

Then, about 10,000 years ago, spruce trees, which 
dominate the view today, began to spring up coincidently 
as a warming trend occurred. “That wrecked the hunter’s 
paradise,” said Yesner. “When the spruce came in, it had a 
major impact on them.” With the spruce came wildfires that 
changed ecosystems and perhaps shooed the northern hunt-
ers further south and along Alaska’s coast. “People said, let’s 
look at other options,” he said.

Broken Mammoth was abandoned until the mid-Holo-
cene, roughly 6,000 years ago. People might have returned 
then because of the infiltration of salmon up the rivers, the 
predecessors of fish that swim in the Tanana River today. 

As he wrapped up the field season in the sunny days of 
late August, Yesner mentioned the book he’s working on will 
expand on these conclusions. He also admitted that the last 
week of each year’s school is a bit melancholy, but this one is 
all the more so. “It’s been a 20-year journey for me,” he said. “I 
kind of came of age here in my professional career. It’s kind 
of sad. I’ve been looking at this view for 20 years.”

NED ROZELL is the author of three books and hundreds of newspaper 
columns on science, natural history, and adventuring in Alaska.  
He lives in Fairbanks.

Approximately half of Broken Mammoth was destroyed by work on the Richardson Highway, which is seen in the center of this picture.
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Coping With 
the Bp oil Spill

The nation’s largest environmental disaster poses 
great challenges and uncertainties for archaeologists.

By Keith O’Brien   

T
he sTeel-boTTomed boaT 
was bouncing on the waves now, 
streaking east through the shal-
low waters of  Barataria Bay. Just 

off  the bow, dolphins were trying to 
keep pace while overhead brown peli-
cans were soaring, moving through the 

air on wings the size of  oars. Even the 
shrimpers were out today, the moratorium 

against fishing having been lifted months ago.
But just beyond the shrimp boats, the rem-

nants of  America’s largest oil spill were still plain to see. 
Cleanup crews moved across a spit of  Louisiana beach in 

yellow haz-mat suits. Front-end loaders collected trash bags 
full of  oil and dumped them into a mammoth garbage bin.  

And miles of  yellow and orange boom, the floating barriers that 
keep oil from reaching shore, ringed the land in an attempt to 
ward off  the 4.9 million barrels of  oil that had surged into the 
Gulf  of  Mexico last summer. 

“You think the shrimp is good?” archaeologist Alvin 
Banguilan asked the boat pilot. “You think the shrimp is okay 
here?” The pilot nodded. Like most people, Banguilan was 
curious about the environmental impacts of  the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill in the Gulf. But on this late summer morn-
ing, he and the other archaeologists on the boat had other 
concerns as well. They were interested in surveying a pre-
historic site that hadn’t been inhabited in hundreds of  years; 
a remote shell beach, with three squat mounds, that doesn’t 
show up on most maps, but which once supported a thriv-
ing population; a place that, until the oil spill, hadn’t been 
visited by archaeologists in almost a decade.
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An archaeologists walks along the coast of 
Mississippi’s Cat Island to determine if oil has 
affected the archaeological resources there. a
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Once, just a few months ago, archaeologists believed 
that coastal erosion posed the greatest threat to sites like 
this remote marsh, officially known as the Toncrey site. But 
last spring, that all changed. Erosion was eclipsed by the oil, 
which was closing in on Toncrey and other sites. 

The naTional nighTmare began on april 20 when 
Transocean Ltd.’s Deepwater Horizon rig exploded south-
east of the mouth of the Mississippi River, killing 11 men 
and unleashing a flood of oil from a BP well some 5,000 feet 
down. Within weeks, roughly 50,000 workers came to the 
Gulf to take part in the seemingly endless cleanup operation. 
Most were concerned about the environmental, commercial, 
and cultural impacts of the spill. The plight of the oil-soaked 
pelicans and out-of-work shrimpers dominated the news 
and the narrative. But among the workers was a contingent 
of archaeologists—a handful at first, then a few dozen—with 
concerns of their own.

“We’d never expected anything like this before,” said 
Amanda Hill, an archaeologist and the environmental review 
coordinator for the Alabama Historical Commission, the state 
agency charged with protecting the state’s historical proper-
ties. “It really wasn’t on our radar. Okay, millions of gallons 
of oil in the Gulf are headed toward our coast—what does 
this mean for us? We didn’t know what to expect. We didn’t 
know how bad it was going to be. Was it going to be three 
feet of oil submerging everything on the coast? We weren’t 
really sure and nobody could give us any answers.”
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A system, however, was in place to address the crisis and 
the threat it posed to the myriad archaeological sites dotting 
the coastline from Louisiana to Florida. Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) states that federal 
agencies must consider the effects of “federal or federally 
assisted undertakings” on historic properties. But the NHPA 
did not directly address how to do that during an emergency 
response. So in 1997, the heads of several federal agencies, 
including the Department of the Interior, the Environmental 
Protection Agency and the National Park Service, drafted and 
signed an 11-page document, spelling out just how archaeo-
logical and other historic sites should be protected in the 
event of an oil spill.

The agreement states that “public health and safety 
is paramount,” and further acknowledges that those lead-
ing a clean-up operation may have to make decisions that 
“adversely affect historic properties.” But the agreement also 
dictates that those leading a cleanup effort must assess the 
impact of a spill on historic properties, must have access to 
reliable expertise concerning such sites, and should consider 
hiring experts to oversee this operation.

By May, with oil still spewing from the Gulf floor, the 
cleanup had become a federal undertaking, directed by the 
Coast Guard with the assistance of the National Park Service, 
under Section 106. BP hired HDR, Inc., an engineering and 
consulting firm based in Omaha, Nebraska, to coordinate the 
protection of the Gulf’s endangered cultural resources. Ban-
guilan, an HDR archaeologist based in Atlanta, arrived in early 

The beach of a barrier island (left) off the Louisiana coast has been blackened by oil. A length of boom (right) keeps more oil from coming ashore.
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May, setting up at BP’s headquarters in Houma, Louisiana, 20 
miles north of the Gulf marshes threatened by the oil. 

Despite the plans that had been drawn up, “we were 
making this up as we went,” conceded Chip McGimsey, Loui-
siana’s state archaeologist. Very early in the spill, the Loui-
siana State Historic Preservation Office and BP developed 
an agreement to address impacts on cultural resources in 
Louisiana. But even with that agreement, the technical chal-
lenges were daunting. 

Protocols had to be drafted on the fly, determining how 
to get archeologists to sites and how to get their recommen-
dations to cleanup crews. There were also manpower issues. 
For the first couple of weeks, Banguilan said, they lacked 

the archeologists necessary to staff the Shoreline Cleanup 
Assessment Technique (SCAT) teams surveying the coast by 
helicopter and boat. Fives or six SCAT teams went out every 
day, but in the early days only one crew had an archeologist 
on board. Banguilan asked BP for more archaeologists—
and received them—there were still problems. Thousands 
of response workers competed for a limited number of 
helicopters every day, and high winds or rough seas could 
quickly derail the best of plans. “If weather was bad,” he said, 
“the mission was scrubbed.”

There were other obstacles as well. The 1997 federal 
agreement concluded that parties needed to identify his-
toric sites prior to an oil spill disaster. But in Louisiana there 
are some 7,000 miles of meandering coastline, including 
countless inlets, bays, canals, and saltwater marshes, most 
of which had never been systematically surveyed. “So in the 
beginning,” McGimsey said, “we really didn’t know where all 
the sites were.” 

That put Banguilan in a difficult position. “I was working 
16-hour, 18-hour days,” he said. “I’d be up until two a.m.  And 
then the next morning at 5:30 I’d be on a helicopter again. 
But that didn’t matter. There was a sense of purpose here. 
We’re doing something here.”

Meanwhile, 4,000 miles away, in her office in Anchor-
age, Alaska, Debbie Corbett watched, horrified, as the oil 
kept pumping into the Gulf. Corbett, the regional historic 
preservation officer for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 
Alaska, had seen this sort of calamity before. Having worked 
to protect cultural resources in the wake of the Exxon Valdez 
oil spill two decades ago, she knew the dangers the Gulf’s 

Alvin Banguilan and Jeff Hokanson inspect ceramic sherds and faunal remains at the Toncrey site.
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SCAT teams arrive to survey an oiled shoreline 

on the Louisiana coast.
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archaeological sites faced.“Oh, my God,” Corbett thought. 
“It’s happening again.

WhaT many people remember from march 1989, 
when the tanker the Exxon Valdez ran aground in Prince 
William Sound, are the birds that were blackened with oil and 
dying. What archaeologists remember is the panic caused by 
not knowing how the oil would affect sites, or how much 
protection the sites would receive, or what role they would 
play in the cleanup. 

Not surprisingly, mistakes were made. Logistical prob-
lems, lack of staffing, and poor communication hobbled the 
cleanup.  Archaeologists were supposed to be informed of the 
cleanup of sensitive sites in advance. But sometimes “work 
orders for many segments were prepared and reviewed 
after cleanup had taken place,” Alaska State Historic Preser-
vation Officer Judith E. Bittner wrote in a 1996 article on 
the cleanup.  At other times, Bittner noted, archaeologists 
monitored cleanup activities on a “sporadic basis,” leaving 
culturally sensitive areas essentially unwatched.

As would be expected, oil was initially the main con-
cern.  Archaeologists worried that the crude would taint 
sites and skew radiocarbon dating, the procedure that mea-
sures the ratio of radioactive carbon in organic artifacts to 
determine their age.  Adding carbon, such as oil, to a site 

where such artifacts exist can produce misleading results, 
reducing the viability of the tests. Laboratory results in 
1990 indicated as much. 

So in 1991, state officials in Alaska began studying the 
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The ribs of a 19th-century shipwreck poke through the sand at this Alabama beach. Tar balls from the oil spill have settled next to the ribs. 

The tar balls have changed the sand’s chemistry, but it’s not known what effect they’ll have on the vessel’s remains.

An archaeologist surveys a portion of the Alabama coast. 

She uses flags to mark the areas where she finds artifacts.
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problem on sites that took on oil. Researchers dug test pits 
in the intertidal zone at several sites where oil had been 
observed two years earlier. They collected sediment samples 
and gathered artifacts, including mussel shells, mammal bones, 
and other items. The researchers then radiocarbon tested the 
artifacts and made a somewhat surprising finding.

“The results of the study show that reasonable dates 
can be obtained from the tested sites despite presence of oil 
remains,” the state researchers concluded in the final report 
published in August 1992, some three and a half years after 
the spill. But the report went on to note that “caution must 
be used in projecting those conclusions to other sites in the 
oil spill area.” Indeed, another study in 1993 found that oil 
did have some effect on the radiocarbon dating method, 
requiring increased processing and cleaning of samples to 
ensure accurate results. 

By and large, however, the problem was not the oil. It 
was the people charged with collecting it. “We had some 
looting problems—looting and vandalism,” Corbett said. “A 
boat pulls into a bay for the night, or due to weather. The 
crew doesn’t have any work to do. They get out, walk around, 
and people were actually digging and collecting from sites. 
You get a lot of people in one area and you’re going to get 
some who have other agendas.”

You also get people who simply don’t understand the 
value of archaeological items.  At one cleanup site in Alaska, 
according to Bittner’s 1996 report, crews not only shoveled 
oil into bags, but artifacts as well. Many more sites suffered, 
ironically, because of the masses of people who came out 
to save the coast. Staging areas, foot traffic, trucks, and high-

Having removed surface oil from this beach, SCAT teams employ mechanical augers to search for oil that could be buried  

below ground. The augurs are used in areas where no archaeological resources have been found.
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A coat of oil covers the waterline of the mid-19th–century  

Pass a l’Outre lighthouse in Louisiana. The remains of  

the lightkeeper’s house are submerged.
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pressure hoses all took their toll. In one sample of 35 sites, 
71 percent suffered some sort of damage due to the cleanup 
efforts, staging, crowds, vandalism, and looting. 

 “All the local people want the oil gone,” said Daniel 
Odess, assistant associate director for park cultural resources 
for the National Park Service. It’s politically unpopular to 
move slowly in the wake of an oil spill. However, among the 
lessons learned from the Exxon Valdez spill is the importance 
of moving quickly but methodically, realizing that removing 
the oil could do more damage to cultural resources than 
leaving it to degrade in due time. 

“Ironically, the oil, we’ve found, is predictable,” said Jeff 
Hokanson, HDR’s vice president and director of cultural 
resources. “It floats, has buoyancy, has physical properties 
that can be somewhat predicted. Humans, we’ve found, are 
unpredictable.”

aT bp’s headquarTers in houma, cleanup officials and 
archaeologists have been trying to apply the Exxon Valdez 
lessons. If oil is found near or on a site, the archaeologists 
recommend that it be left alone to avoid any response-related 
damage. The crews can still clean the area, Banguilan said, 
but no one is to touch the affected areas. BP’s cleanup crews 

have complied. “I’ve been incredibly pleased,” Odess said. 
And slowly, mile by mile, the SCAT teams have covered 

ground.  As of mid-September, archaeologists had surveyed 
thousands of miles of coastline from Louisiana to Florida 
and surveyed over 500 sites, 100 of which were previously 
unknown, along the Gulf Coast. To their amazement, only 53 
of the 500 sites have taken on oil. “As the efforts to remove 
oil from the beaches wind down, the archaeologists will be 
turning their attention to investigating and characterizing the 
sites to provide adequate information for cultural resource 
managers,” Odess said. Representatives for the tribes with 
historic interests in the area will be part of the process.” 

For the most part, the immediate threat has passed. 
Since BP capped the well in mid-July, reports of surface oil on 
beaches and marshes have grown less common, and cleanup 
crews have been removing the boom. But threats still remain 
to cultural resources as the work progresses. In Alabama, in 
early September, one crew stumbled upon a 19th-century 
anchor, walked away with it, and posted their great find on 
a treasure hunting web site. Once officials learned of this, 
the crew members were instructed to take the anchor to 
a marina where archaeologists recorded and studied it 
prior to resubmerging it to prevent oxidation. “We are now 

Heavy oiling at Fort Livingston, found on Louisiana’s Grand Terre Island, will pose a challenge to conservationists and archaeologists 

as they make recommendations to clean and preserve this 19th-century structure listed in the National Register of Historic Places.
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determining how best to proceed, with regard to preserv-
ing and curating the anchor properly it so that it will be 
protected,” said Amanda Hill.

Archeologists plan to remain in the Gulf, studying the 
impact of this spill for years to come. The Exxon Valdez data 
showing that the oil had very little effect on radiocarbon 
dating is encouraging, Odess said, but it’s an “open question” 
whether that will be the case on the Gulf Coast. The oil in 
the Gulf is different than the oil that washed ashore in Alaska 
in 1989. “It’s much less viscous,” he said. “So the potential to 
penetrate into the interior of an artifact is greater.”  The types 
of artifacts are also different—shell middens are uncommon 
in Prince William Sound, for example. 

Studies will need to be performed here, as they were 
in Alaska, to determine what effect the oil has had on radio-
carbon dating. There are already plans to excavate sites to 
document the extent of the oil’s presence. Exactly how 
deep has the oil penetrated? How is it altering the ground 

chemistry? And what effect will it have on sites over time? 
“These are questions,” McGimsey said, “to which nobody has 
any answers yet.”

Yet one thing is obvious: a better, more organized 
database of archeological sites will be necessary to protect 
resources in the future. In the early weeks of this response, 
in addition to the everyday logistical issues, archeologists in 
the Gulf were often working in a vacuum of information: 
aware of some sites on the coast, but not all of them; work-
ing with computerized records at times, but not always. The 
quality of information about sites, Odess said, was often poor. 
Sometimes archeologists didn’t even know the exact loca-
tions of the places they were supposed to be protecting, 
since coastal erosion had radically changed the site’s place-
ment on the map.

“One thing we clearly need going forward is a much 
more robust archeological resource geographic information 
system, with a complete and reliable database backing it up.  

And that’s going to take a significant fund-
ing effort,” Odess said. “This is a big country. 
So collecting information, validating sites, 
and discovering new ones is an enormous 
undertaking that—even if the funding was 
available—would take a decade, or more, of 
work to do.”

But the investment would be worth 
it, he said.  A detailed, up-to-date, national 
database would help archaeologists protect 
American cultural resources from the next 
environmental calamity—resources like the 
Toncrey mound site in Barataria Bay.  As best 
as archaeologists can tell, the site was occu-
pied from a.d. 800–1500 based on pottery 
sherds identified during a recent visit by 
archaeologists in May and from the previous 
research a decade before. By all accounts, 
the Toncrey site was a thriving Woodland 
and Mississippian period settlement, with 
people congregating around the mounds, 
now about four or five feet tall, and living 
nearby within close proximity to each other 
and the water, their primary source of food.

Fortunately, the site appears to have 
dodged the worst of the disaster. But the 
oil came close here, repeatedly lapping at 
the Gulf-facing side of these marshes. Just 
a short boat ride away, cleanup crews were 
still at work, cleaning beaches.  And no one 
seemed to know what the future might 
hold. “Oil, for the most part, just sits there,” 
said McGimsey. “So the concern now is: 
What kind of chemical contamination will 
there be?”

KEITH O’BRIEN, winner of the Casey Medal for  
Meritorious Journalism, is a freelance writer.This 19th-century anchor, which was taken by a cleanup crew, has been returned.
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The bones of over 2,000 Pecos Valley 
native people and more 

than 500 stone tools, textiles, and jewelry—dug up in the 
1920s by archaeologists working for two Massachusetts 
museums—have been reinterred in a mass grave at Pecos 
National Historical Park in northern New Mexico. A sacred 
Haida and Tlingit beaded tunic and a basketry hat, once the 
property of the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, are 
now back in Haines, Alaska, where the Raven Clan can use 

NAGPRA  At  20

them once again for their traditional dance ceremonies.
The Willamette Meteorite, a sacred object the Clackamas 

Indians called Tomanowo,  however, has not been returned 
to Oregon. It remains, as it has for more than a century, at 
the American Museum of Natural History in New York. In 
deference to its heritage, the museum’s planetarium closes 
its doors to the public once a year so that the Confederated 
Tribes of the Grand Ronde can renew their spiritual ties to 
the 15-ton hunk of nickel and iron.

The Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation 
Act has profoundly affected 
archaeology, forcing its 
practitioners to collaborate  
with Native Americans. 
Though many of its effects 
have been beneficial, a number 
of researchers believe the law is 
being used to hinder science. 

Rubie Watson (center) of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology repatriates  
a Rio Grande glaze ware bowl to officials from Jemez Pueblo in New Mexico. 

p
r

e
s

id
e

n
t

 a
n

d
 F

e
ll

o
w

s
 o

F
 H

a
r

v
a

r
d

 C
o

ll
e

g
e

By Mike TonerBy Mike Toner

The Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation 
Act has profoundly affected 
archaeology, forcing its 
practitioners to collaborate  
with Native Americans. 
Though many of its effects 
have been beneficial, a number 
of researchers believe the law is 
being used to hinder science. 



26 winter  •  2010-11

Hundreds of such stories—some joyous, some bitterly 
contentious—mark the 20-year history of the Native Ameri-
can Graves Protection and Repatriation Act. NAGPRA, as it is 
known, was signed into law on November 16, 1990. It made 
repatriation the duty of all federal agencies and more than 
1,500 federally-funded museums. 

For the last 20 years it has attempted to balance the 
rights of Indians to recover the remains of their ancestors, 
grave goods, sacred objects, and items of cultural patrimony 
with institutions who see their collections as a key to under-
standing America’s past.

Despite early fears that NAGPRA would ignite a so-called 
“battle of the bones,” the act—under-funded, cumbersome, 
and at times legally challenged as it has been—has resulted 
in some congenial, if sometimes grudging, collaborations 
between Native Americans, scientists, federal agencies, and 
the institutions holding collections of indigenous material. 

“We look at our collections differently now,” says Patri-
cia Capone, associate curator at Harvard University’s Pea-
body Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, which had the 
remains of more than 10,000 Indians on its shelves when 
NAGPRA was passed. So far, the Peabody has returned nearly 
a third of them, as well as 3,800 associated funerary objects, 
to dozens of tribes. Still more repatriations are planned, but 
Capone says the loss of museum material has been offset 

by thousands of interactions—“ranging from five minutes on 
the phone to several day visits”—with more than 500 tribal 
organizations. “These consultations have provided a valuable 
context and rich cultural connections for the research we 
do,” she says.

Future discourse may not be so sanguine. As NAGPRA 
enters its third decade, the tenuous grass-roots collabora-
tions it has fostered contrast sharply with a growing divide 
at the national level, where archaeologists and museum offi-
cials contend the Department of the Interior, which admin-
isters NAGPRA, is favoring Native American interests at the 
expense of science.

Researchers openly question the objectivity of NAG-
PRA’s staff and of the seven-member committee that reviews 
disputes between Indians and institutions. “You would 
be hard pressed in recent years to find a dispute that was 
resolved in favor of a museum,” says University of North 
Carolina, archaeologist Vincas Steponaitis, himself a member 
of the committee from 2004 to 2009. “The deck is stacked 
against them.” 

The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
echoed those charges in a July 2010 report, which found that 
Interior officials had bypassed existing rules in filling some 
committee posts that were, by law, supposed to reflect the 
interest of the scientific and museum community. Critics say 

Hundreds of people escort a truck carrying the repatriated remains of over 2,000 individuals  

who were reburied at Pecos National Historical Park in northern New Mexico.
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they were filled with individuals more sympathetic to tribal 
interests. The GAO said Interior’s  “black box” appointment 
procedures were “not transparent or fair” and warned that 
the actions had “damaged the credibility of NAGPRA and 
its committee and contributed to the perception of a lack 
of objectivity.” The GAO reported that on several occasions 
the committee had decided in favor of actions completely 
outside the scope of the law, such as returning culturally 
unidentifiable remains to tribes that aren’t recognized by the 
federal government, or to coalitions of tribes.

Such concerns have been magnified by Interior Secre-
tary Kenneth Salazar’s decision in March to impose a new 
administrative rule that would speed the return of remains 
and extend repatriation’s once-limited reach to the more 
than 120,000 individuals whose tribal affiliations have yet to 
be determined, and may never be.

Dennis O’Rourke, president of the American Association 
of Physical Anthropologists warns that if fully implemented, 
the changes would have “devastating consequences” for 
science and virtually empty museums of Native American 
remains. “The new rule attempts to legislate the wholesale 
reburial of indigenous history,” he says. “And it threatens to 
do that just as science is developing an incredibly rich array 
of new tools for studying the bio-cultural history of the first 
Americans.”

“It would be an incalculable loss to science,” agrees 
Bruce D. Smith, curator of North American Archaeology at 

the Smithsonian Institution. He and 41 other members of the 
National Academy of Sciences have warned that the loss of 
skeletal remains for research “will result in North America’s 
indigenous societies becoming one of the world’s least 
known and least understood populations in terms of diet, 
disease, and health.”

Ford Bell, president of the American Association of 
Museums, which represents the interests of 17,500 museums 
and 500,000 museum workers, says flatly that the new rule 
“exceeds the regulatory authority granted to the Department 
of Interior in the original NAGPRA law.” Even the Museum of 
the American Indian has expressed concern that the new 
rules are so focused on accelerating repatriation that they 
risk “undermining NAGPRA’s purpose.” 

In  part,   the new rule is a response to what  
some tribes see as slow progress in 

the law’s first 20 years. To date, approximately 42,000 sets 
of human remains and over one  million “associated funer-
ary objects” have been identified as “culturally affiliated” and 
offered to tribal organizations and native Hawaiian organiza-
tions. NAGPRA officials don’t track how many have actually 
been returned.

The task has been costly and cumbersome for both sides. 
Institutions have been required to inventory their holdings, 
determine which of the 546 federally recognized tribes may 
be culturally related, notify them, and negotiate when and 

The Field Museum in Chicago repatriated this sea monster hat to the Kaagwaantaan clan of the Sitka tribe in Alaska in 2004.  

The ceremonial hat is made of wood and topped with three stacked basketry rings. 
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how the holdings will be returned. So far, the count includes 
166,000 sets of culturally affiliated and unaffiliated remains 
and two million funerary objects. 

For many museums, the inventory itself has been a jour-
ney of discovery. “When I came here in 1995, the museum’s 
collections were in deplorable conditions,” says Wendy Tee-
ter, curator of archaeology at UCLA’s Fowler Museum. “Very 
few people were even studying them. NAGPRA has made us 
improve their curation and more people are doing research.” 
Other institutions are still doing their inventories even 
though the law required that they be completed by 1995.  
Sherry Hutt, manager of the National NAGPRA Program, says 

one institution still working on the task told her that its hold-
ings may include at least 2,000 sets of human remains. 

Museums and universities aren’t the only ones having 
trouble meeting the demands of NAGPRA. The GAO con-
cluded this year that several federal agencies have also fallen 
short.  After 20 years, only 55 per cent of the inventoried 
human remains and 68 per cent of the associated funerary 
objects held by eight agencies have been offered for return 
to tribal entities. The largest holdings belong to the Interior 
Department’s own agencies, including the National Park Ser-
vice and the Bureau of Land Management. An archaeologist 
for Interior’s Fish and Wildlife Service told the GAO it could 

Peabody Museum workers deinstall a memorial totem pole for repatriation to the Saanya Kwaan Teikweidi clan of the Tlingit tribe.
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take 28 years and $35 million to comb the agency’s collec-
tions for Native American items.

“After 20 years of NAGPRA, only about 20 percent of our 
ancestors have been returned—a rate of about one percent a 
year,” says Bambi Kraus, president of the National Association 
of Tribal Historic Preservation Officers. At that rate, she says, 
full repatriation could take another 80 years.

Until now, however, NAGPRA did not require the return 
of “culturally unidentified” remains. Because traditional 
Native American cultures and territories were fluid and 
because many collections were poorly documented, the 
majority of human remains—nearly 124,000 sets—were 
classified as culturally unidentified. 

Hutt contends there is “anecdotal evidence” that muse-
ums and federal agencies have used unnecessarily rigorous 
scientific standards to classify individual remains as cultur-
ally affiliated, thus limiting the number of remains subject 
to repatriation. “Others have chosen to put the maximum 
number of human remains in the culturally unidentified 
category to avoid moving forward with repatriation until 
further regulations required it.”

“We know of 130 different museums, universities, and 
repositories that still hold collections of human remains, 
funerary objects, sacred objects, or objects of our cultural 
patrimony,” says Brenda Shemayme Edwards, chairwoman 
of the Cado Nation of Oklahoma. “It is sad that our ances-
tors continue to be regarded as natural resources instead of 
human beings.”

Not all Native Americans are in a rush to rebury their 
ancestors. The state of Georgia notified a half dozen tribes in 
1995 that it had the remains of 403 individuals and 187,000 

funerary objects recovered from decades of excavations at 
Etowah, a Mississippian mound site in northwest Georgia. 
The state, the Muscogee Nation and the Eastern Band of the 
Cherokee informally endorsed reburial of the remains in 
one of Etowah’s remaining earthen mounds, but no formal 
request from the tribes, as required by NAGPRA, has been 
forthcoming.  In recent years, Muscogee cultural officials 
have helped archaeologists map the mound complex, but 
the bones remain in a state repository. 

NAGPRA’s   roots lie in simple, human-
istic concerns. In the early 

1970s, Maria Parsons, a Yankton Sioux activist known as Run-
ning Moccasins, was incensed when an Iowa road construc-
tion crew unearthed a cemetery of mixed white and Indian 
graves near Glenwood, Iowa. The whites were reburied, but 
the remains of an Indian mother and child were sent to a 
laboratory for study. In response to Parson’s protests, Iowa 
enacted the country’s first Indian graves protection act. 
Other states eventually followed suit. 

Then, in 1989, Congress passed the National Museum 
of the American Indian Act, which required repatriations by 
the Smithsonian Institution. With the passage of NAGPRA 
the following year, Congress sought to balance the interests 
of Indians and the scientific community, but it dodged the 
divisive issue of what to do about remains that, while clearly 
Indian, could not be conclusively linked to modern-day tribal 
entities.

Pressured by tribal interests to close that perceived loop-
hole, Interior moved this year to address the issue through 
an administrative rule, which did not require Congressional 

A member of the Tlingit tribe (center) holds a hat carved in the form of a seagull that, along with the red carved 

beaver canoe prow piece (left foreground), was repatriated by the American Museum of Natural History.
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approval. The new regulations, drafted and redrafted numer-
ous times since 2002, alter the tenuous balance that marked 
NAGPRA’s first 20 years, making it possible for tribes, even 
those that are not federally recognized, to demand the return 
of any remains exhumed from former tribal lands or “aborigi-
nal territory.”  

“The new regulations expand the definition of ‘aborigi-
nal lands’ to cover most of the continental United States, 
based on where tribes happened to be living in recent 
times” says Steponaitis, a former president of the Society 
for American Archaeology (SAA), which played a key role 
in the initial NAGPRA compromise. “And now that cultural 
affiliation is no longer required, any federal tribe can pretty 
much claim anything. Under the new rule, once a claim is 
made the museum is obliged to consult with the claimant 
and any other tribe that might have an interest. After this 
happens, the museum must offer the 
remains either to the claimant tribe, 
or to another tribe on whose aborigi-
nal lands they were found, even if the 
remains are thousands of years old 
and predate the latter tribe’s arrival 
on those lands. I fully support NAG-
PRA in principle, but this is not what 
Congress intended when the law was 
passed.”

“Repatriation of ancestors should 
take precedence over the broader 
interests of science and the public,” 
the Smithsonian’s Smith acknowl-
edges. “But where no biologically or 
culturally descendent tribe has been 
identified, the remains should be care-
fully curated in museums and federal 
repositories and made available for 
scientific research and education.” 
Kraus couldn’t disagree more. “It’s 
time the country found a respect-
ful way to deal with the remains of 
unidentified Native Americans, too,” 
she says. 

So far there have been no whole-
sale claims for unidentified remains. 
A few museums have reexamined 
their collections and decided that 
4,000 sets of “unidentified” remains 
could be reclassified and returned. 
The changing landscape of NAGRPA, 
however, is making the task of 
complying with the law even more 
daunting. Since 1994, NAGPRA has 
awarded grants totaling $33 million 
to tribes, museums and other institu-
tions to support their efforts. Expen-
ditures by museums and tribes are 
not tabulated, but NAGPRA’s review 

committee predicts that the new rules will generate a 300 
to 400 percent increase in repatriation claims over the next 
three years. The committee estimates that tribes will need 
$4.2 million in federal grants to fund repatriation activities 
next year. Interior’s budget calls for less than half of that 
amount. The committee also warned bluntly that without an 
increase in NAGPRA’s national staff it will be “impossible” to 
keep up with the workload.

“Many museums feel the expense of implementing 
the new rule will be crushing,” the American Association of 
Museums warned Hutt. For now, museums are not required 
to return grave goods associated with culturally unidentified 
remains, but the new rule encourages them to do so and 
some tribes want this to be made mandatory.  

NAGPRA’s Hutt, who was instrumental in crafting 
Interior’s new rule, insists that such fears are overblown. 

Having received the 10,300-year-old human remains found in On Your Knees Cave in Alaska 

from the Forest Service, the Tlingit placed them in this ceremonial box and then buried them.
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“NAGPRA is not going to empty museum shelves,” she 
scoffs. But she insists that the repatriation of remains must 
move faster. “After 20 years it’s time for Native Americans 
to have the same basic human dignity—respect for the 
dead—that we all enjoy,” she says. “When it comes to sci-
ence, NAGPRA is neutral. We do not encourage research. We 
do not discourage it.”

Despite       such assurances, the SAA says the 
new rule “fails to recognize scientific 

study as an important part of increasing knowledge about 
the human past.” Archaeologists fear that the push for repa-
triation will erode the collaborative spirit of NAGPRA’s first 
two decades and force its critics to seek redress, either in 
Congress or in the courts. The stakes may be highest when 
it comes to determining the disposition of a handful of truly 
ancient remains that may hold clues to the peopling of North 
America.

The advocates for science won a round in 2004, when 
the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals held that the skeletal 
remains of Kennewick Man, found along the banks of the 
Columbia River in eastern Washington in 1996, should not 
be repatriated to the Umatilla and other tribes that claimed 
them.

“The court ruled that without evidence of a significant 
and special genetic or cultural relationship to modern Ameri-
can Indians, the remains were not, as NAGPRA defines them, 
Native American,” says Alan Schneider, the Portland attorney 
who represented prominent anthropologists seeking the 
right to conduct extensive studies of the 9,400-year-old 
bones. Today, Kennewick Man lies locked in climate-con-
trolled storage in the basement of Seattle’s Burke Museum. 

In the meantime, Schneider says the 9th Circuit ruling 
—which requires “special and significant” cultural ties for 
tribal claims to remains to be recognized under NAGPRA—is 
often ignored and widely misunderstood by federal agencies 
seeking the disposition of other ancient remains. “To appease 
tribal interests, they may cover over new discoveries and pre-
tend they never occurred,” he says. “They allow local tribes 
to dictate the process and the final outcome, which can be 
a quick transfer of remains. Such practices make a charade 
of archaeological preservation laws and erode our ability to 
learn about the past.”

Schneider and others are curious to see what will 
become of Spirit Cave Man, whose 10,500-year-old remains 
were unearthed on Bureau of Land Management property 
near Fallon, in western Nevada in 1940 and held for more 
than a half century in the Nevada State Museum before being 
dated. The remains came from the ancestral territory of the 
Fallon Paiute-Shoshone and the tribe wants them. For now, 
the museum retains the remains, but the state has barred any 
testing of the remains until the Bureau of Land Management 
decides whether NAGPRA applies. 

Seattle archaeologist Jim Chatters, the first scientist 
to examine the remains of Kennewick Man, says such dis-
putes show the importance of this issue. “Kennewick Man, 

along with other recent finds, is altering conventional views 
of how, when, and by whom the Americas were peopled,” 
he says, noting that recent advances in DNA and isotopic 
analysis of skeletal material, as well as technologies yet to 
come, has increased the scientific value of these discover-
ies. “Remains like this are extremely rare. We need to study 
all of them extensively, and not knuckle under to political 
pressures of the moment. That winds up with them buried 
somewhere that prevents us, or future generations of Indian 
descendants, from ever learning anything from them.”

“For the field of archaeology, nothing is more informa-
tive about a person’s way of life than his bones,” says Smith-
sonian anthropologist Douglas Owsley, one of two dozen 
scientists who have been studying Kennewick Man for 
the last six years. A full report on their findings, scheduled 
for publication in 2011, is expected to show, among other 
things, that he more closely resembled Polynesian peoples 
than the northeast Asian ancestors of contemporary Ameri-
can Indians. “What we have been able to learn about Ken-
newick Man is just amazing,” says Owsley. “We are going to 
be able show things about him that we once would not have 
thought possible.”

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer in Atlanta, Georgia.   
His article “The Clovis Comet Controversy” appeared in the  
Fall 2010 issue of American Archaeology.

Though they are candidates for repatriation, these  

Mississippian-period stone effigies housed at Etowah  

Indian Mounds State Historic Site have not been claimed.
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The Complexity 
Of Colonial
Encounters

For some time archaeologists 
assumed that when 18th-century 
Native Americans were  
exposed to European culture,  
they embraced it at the  
expense of their own.  
But Mary Ann Levine’s  
investigation of a native village 
and one of its prominent residents 
indicates things weren’t so simple. 

By Michael Sims
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Franklin and Marshall College field school 
students excavate a trench at Otstonwakin.

For some time archaeologists 
assumed that when 18th-century 
Native Americans were  
exposed to European culture,  
they embraced it at the  
expense of their own.  
But Mary Ann Levine’s  
investigation of a native village 
and one of its prominent residents 
indicates things weren’t so simple. 

By Michael Sims

M
a

r
y

 a
n

n
 l

e
v

in
e



american archaeology 33

ON A HOT SUMMER DAY in north 
 central Pennsylvania, in a lush valley a few 
 miles east of Williamsport, near the little 

              town of Montoursville, archaeologist Mary Ann 
             Levine stood in a field, describing the indigenous 
village that once stood there. Nearby, a dozen of her students 
worked the site, which is at the confluence of Loyalsock 
Creek and the Susquehanna River. The name Montoursville 
comes from the surname of an influential translator and 
diplomat of mixed Native and European descent, usually 
referred to as Madame Montour. During the 18th century, 
Montour lived in, and may have founded, a village here called 
Otstonwakin.

For thousands of years, the river and its fertile drainage 
basin have lured settlers. Otstonwakin is not only provid-
ing Levine information about indigenous settlements in the 
region, it is also revising notions about how they responded 
to the arrival of Europeans. Levine is attempting to recon-
struct the village through archaeological data and get a 
better understanding of Montour’s role here prior to the 
French and Indian War. Her project explores the complex 
interactions between Native Americans and Europeans on 
the 18th-century frontier. She’s especially interested in the 
role women like Madame Montour, who was half Algonquin 
and half French, played in mediating those interactions.

It’s easy to understand why British poets Robert Southey 

and Samuel Taylor Coleridge once planned a utopian commu-
nity for the Susquehanna region. The river’s winding route is 
still beautiful. This is one of the oldest river systems on Earth; 
before the Chesapeake Bay flooded near the end of the Pleis-
tocene, it was the Susquehanna’s lower valley. Driving here 
now, you pass through Amish country—hidden coves with 
the occasional covered bridge, vast cornfields on rolling hills, 
bearded men in suspenders and hats. Seen from nearby Bald 
Eagle Mountain, the merging of the Susquehanna and Loyal-
sock is surrounded with fertile bottomland. “The location of 
Otstonwakin at the confluence of a river and a creek was for 
more than one purpose,” Levine explained. “Certainly it was 
there for agricultural purposes, but it also put the residents 
of Otstonwakin in a central location for colonial economics.” 
A fur-trade-era village like Otstonwakin had to be on a major 
trading thoroughfare. 

Levine is an archaeologist at Franklin and Marshall Col-
lege in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Much of her career has been 
devoted to a re-examination of prevailing assumptions about 
indigenous cultures in the Northeast. Her work at Otston-
wakin is questioning a commonly accepted acculturation 
model that assumes Native people passively accepted Euro-
pean culture. Challenging conventional wisdom has been a 
hallmark of Levine’s career. Prior to the Otstonwakin project, 
she re-examined several assumptions in prehistoric archaeol-
ogy, including one concerning the source of pre-Columbian 

A researcher sets up a total station in preparation for mapping the locations of artifacts.
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copper in Late Archaic and Early Woodland periods. It had 
been assumed that all Native Americans east of the Great 
Lakes obtained their copper exclusively from Lake Superior 
sources. But, using instrumental neutron activation analysis 
to determine the chemical signatures of copper artifacts 
recovered from various sites, Levine showed that, though this 
was true for the Late Archaic, by the Early Woodland period 
natives had resorted to local sources to procure copper. 

In Madame Montour, Levine has found an ideal histori-
cal figure on which to focus both an archaeological and an 
ethnohistorical case study to further challenge the received 
wisdom of Native America lifeways, this time in the Colonial 
period. The child of a French father and a Central Algonquin 
mother, Montour was born Isabel Couc in Québec around 
1667. In French Canada this mix of heritages was called 
Métis, a term that began as an ethnic slur for mixed-race 
offspring, but has evolved to describe a distinct aboriginal 
group. Couc’s Algonquin mother was baptized in adulthood 
as a Christian and spoke Central Algonquin; her father spoke 
French. Couc grew up speaking both these languages and 
soon picked up English and a spectrum of Iroquoian and 
Algonquin dialects. 

LEVINE WAS ALSO BORN IN QUéBEC and 
grew up speaking English and French, so she can read French 
archival material about Madame Montour. She also read the 
accounts of Moravian missionaries and other travelers who 
reported native settlements, including Otstonwakin, and she 
familiarized herself with the archaeological record of other 
villages in the region.

But the exact location of Otstonwakin was unknown. 
One account, Levine explained, “back in the days of Works 
Progress Administration archaeology” in the 1930s, men-
tioned the discovery of Colonial-period Native American 
graves on what was then identified as “the J. T. Roberts’ prop-
erty.” A few summers ago, Levine and one of her students 
located the Roberts’ property, and thereby established the 
location of the burials described in the WPA document. They 
discovered that the federal government had acquired most 
of the property by right of eminent domain, and it is now 
largely covered by a highway. Nevertheless, the location of 
the cemetery indicated to Levine that a Native American vil-
lage must be nearby. Because the funerary goods unearthed 
in the 1930s included objects typical of the early 18th cen-
tury, including a brass kettle, iron trade ax, brass bracelets 
and finger rings, glass trade beads, and modified European 
cloth, Levine concluded that the cemetery could have been 
associated with Otstonwakin. As a result, she concentrated 
her search on the neighboring properties that weren’t 
affected by highway construction. 

In 2006, she excavated nine test pits on a nearby farm, 
uncovering several European and native artifacts. Levine 
asked the farmer if she could continue the excavation next 
year and he agreed. Every summer nowadays, Levine said she 
arranges her excavations around the seasonal rhythm of the 
farmer’s “plowing, planting, growing, and harvesting.” 

She began surveying by the river and gradually moved 
to other areas. The land in the valley is mostly flat and the 
river’s flood plain keeps the fields as rich as they were in 
Madame Montour’s era. “A lot of the village is in the plow 

Mary Ann Levine at a mountain overlook with the West Branch of the Susquehanna River and Otstonwakin in the background.
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zone,” Levine said. “Plowing has probably disturbed a lot of 
Otstonwakin.” As a consequence, “surface collection is really 
quite important to our mission here.” Even though it’s likely 
that artifacts found on the surface have been disturbed, she 
noted that a number of studies on plow-zone artifacts have 
indicated that the primary effect is that the items’ vertical 
positions—their depth below the surface—change, while 
their horizontal positions don’t change markedly.  So despite 
a certain amount of dislocation, they still contribute to 
Levine’s understanding of the village’s layout. 

Franklin and Marshall students were scattered across 
the open soil of the unplanted field, working in pairs among 
weedy maple seedlings and a few remaining cornstalks. 
Some students were setting up a laser transit to establish 
transect grid lines to precisely coordinate the location of 
each artifact. “Every single object has a known spatial coordi-
nate, so that, number one, we can produce distribution maps, 
and number two, identify areas to investigate further.” Other 
students sifted soil samples taken from carefully dug test pits 
approximately 30 feet apart. Levine’s husband, James Delle 
of Kutztown University, who is himself an archaeologist 
(sometimes they assist each other on digs), moved slowly up 
the rows with a metal detector, searching for indications of 
lead and brass artifacts. 

“When we found this on the first field day in 2007, it 
was the first object that really confirmed to me that we had 
unequivocally found the location of Otstonwakin,” Levine 
said as she held up the surviving upper half of a corroded 
brass ring. “This was a very thrilling find.” Rings of all descrip-
tions were heavily traded during this period.  Furthermore, 
this ring’s circular bezel would have held an inset glass stone. 
“Signature 18th-century Native American sites have a suite 
of artifacts that mark them as of that era,” Levine explained. 
“Glass trade beads are among them.” So, knowing the general 
location of Otstonwakin, and uncovering numerous native 
and European artifacts that dated to the village’s occupation 
period, she concluded “we really are where we need to be.”
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Levine was convinced she had found the village when she uncovered this brass ring missing its glass stone. 

Rings of all types were commonly traded in the 18th century.

Brass mouth harps, like this one found at the site, were often 

acquired by Native Americans during the fur trade.

M
a

r
y

 a
n

n
 l

e
v

in
e



36 winter  •  2010-11

IN ADDITION TO THE RING, Levine and her 
crew have discovered a variety of musket balls, flaked and 
ground stone tools, arrows and spear points—some of 
which predate Otstonwakin—and beads of glass and brass. 
Glass beads, she said, were “created in Europe, in places like 
Italy, for market here in North America,” among other places. 
Brass beads were fashioned by the Native Americans from 
different types of European brass objects.

As with the beads, many other brass objects recovered 
from the site were modified from their original form to suit 
another purpose. This evidence contradicts the notion that 
the natives quickly became Europeanized, embracing a new 
culture and its products that were clearly superior to their 
own. Levine believes the real story was more complicated, 
that a melding of cultures took place that resulted in, for 
example, this repurposing of many European items. 

She recovered a European-style brass kettle—its curled 
rim is still apparent—that was cut and crimped into a new 
piece of technology, for use as a decorative ornament on 
clothing. “One aspect of trade,” Levine pointed out, “is the re-
imagining of artifacts that had a use in one culture, but then 
found another in its new environment.” The researchers have 
also found “tinkling cones” that were made out of pieces of 
brass folded over into triangles or other shapes and affixed 
to leggings to produce a jingle that accompanied dancing, or 
even walking. 

She held up the tiny crown of a brass thimble. “Thimbles 
were part of the material repertoire,” she said. “Sometimes 
they exist as such, as a brass thimble, but quite frequently—
such as this one—they’re perforated through the crown.” 
Like tinkling cones, such modified thimbles would have been 
attached to clothing; some have been found with leather 
thongs still attached. 

Levine’s evidence suggests that Otstonwakin’s occu-
pants were working with lead as well as brass; several pieces 
of molten lead suggest that the metal was being cast on the 
site, and she’s discovered a lead brooch that could have been 
made there. She hasn’t, however, found stones that have been 
carved out to serve as molds for casting lead brooches, as 
other archaeologists investigating similar sites in the Eastern 
Woodlands have. 

Together, such modest artifacts as tinkling cones and 
thimbles help Levine conjure the lost sounds of Otston-
wakin, making us seem slightly closer to hearing the voice of 
frontier figures such as Madame Montour. After she spent her 
early life in Québec, Montour shows up elsewhere, includ-
ing at Fort Detroit, Michigan, a fur trading crossroads that 
brought various cultures together. This seems to be where 
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Native Americans in the 18th century adorned themselves 

with glass beads from Europe, such as this one.

A student in the foreground digs for artifacts in a field of  

soybeans. The flags indicate the locations of artifacts 

found by a metal detector survey.
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she picked up political savvy and further expanded her 
menu of languages. Having survived two husbands already 
(French-Canadian fur traders, historians think), in 1709 
Montour married an Oneida chief named Carondawana—
though the historical documents are unclear on this matter, 
Levine surmises that Carondawana and Montour could have 
founded Otstonwakin—and she also began working as an 
interpreter in Albany for Robert Hunter, the Colonial gov-
ernor of New York. From this time on, she shows up more 
and more in colonial records. She then became a frontier 
intercultural diplomat in her own right, serving as an inter-
mediary between delegates of the Five Nations Iroquois and 
Governor Hunter. By 1727 she was translating for Pennsylva-
nia Governor Patrick Gordon and Iroquois chiefs negotiating 
land treaties. 

“We know that she was here by 1727,” said Levine. 
“Could be before, but it hasn’t crept into the archives earlier 
than that.” Levine is especially interested in the encounters 
between natives and settlers during the period that historians 
call the Long Peace, which dates from William Penn’s 1681 
founding of the colony, which was named after his father, until 
the mid-1750s. Certainly there wasn’t anything approaching 
real harmony between natives and colonists, but the “relative 
peace,” Levine said, “was created in large measure by inter-
cultural diplomats” such as Madame Montour. There were 
also ongoing epidemics as natives fell to European diseases 
to which they had developed no resistance. 

The Long Peace ended with the French and Indian 
War, which lasted from 1754 to 1763, turning the formerly 
peaceful region into a battleground. Madame Montour died 
around the time the war started, apparently near the age of 
70. Her son, Andrew, also became an important intercultural 
diplomat in this later period that Levine describes as “more 
volatile than his mother had to deal with in terms of diplo-
macy.” For his government work he was awarded an 880-acre 
land grant, Montour’s Reserve. Montoursville is likely named 
after him rather than after his mother. 

Not surprisingly, the best people to serve as diplomats 
between cultures were themselves genealogically a frontier, 
an individual melting pot of blood groups and cultures and 
languages. Madame Montour was such a person. And she 
is significant in part because there is a record of her work. 
“Naturally,” Levine explained, “the accounts of these intercul-
tural diplomats, the go-betweens, report the most on men. 
Women were occupying these positions quite capably, but 
they are being brought to light at a slower pace than their 
male counterparts.” Levine is trying to correct this imbalance. 
“I like the term ‘rediscovery,’” Levine said. “Archaeologists are 
simply finding things again. We’re re-discovering Madame 
Montour and Otstonwakin.” 

MICHAEL SIMS’s latest natural science book is In The Womb: Animals from 
the National Geographic Society. His travel article about Natchez Trace 
Parkway appeared in the Summer 2009 issue of American Archaeology.

Heavy equipment was used to backfill excavation units at the conclusion of the 2009 field season.
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Robert Drolet has examined more 
than 50 sites during his long-term 
investigation of the lower Nueces 
River Valley in Texas. He’s made 
some important and surprising 
discoveries along the way.

Taking On a
Texas-sized 

PrOjecT

By Richard A. Marini
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FoR THe PaST 11 SummeRS, Robert Drolet, 
an archaeologist at Texas A&M University–Corpus 
Christi, has been excavating sites in the lower 
Nueces River Valley in South Texas, collecting and 

identifying artifacts left behind by the peoples who made 
this area their home for almost three millennia. Dozens of 
sites and thousands of artifacts—projectile points, scrap-
ers, and the tools used to make them—have, like individual 
pieces of a mosaic, created a surprising, even controversial 
picture of what life was once like in this river valley.

Every summer since 2000, Drolet has run an archaeol-
ogy field school, co-sponsored by the University and the Cor-
pus Christi Museum of Science and History, during which an 
ever-changing roster of students and volunteers learn basic 
archaeological techniques. Early on, they completed a sys-
tematic site survey of a 37-square-mile portion of the valley 
and, later, explored more than 50 habitation and quarry sites 
along a nearly nine-mile stretch of the Nueces, which emp-
ties into the Gulf of Mexico. They’ve found evidence that 
the area has been continuously populated from about 3,000 
years ago through contact between the Native Americans 
and Europeans in 1536, when the Spanish explorer Cabeza 
de Vaca arrived in the valley.

On a hot and humid July morning, approximately a 
dozen students worked at two excavation areas about 75 
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yards apart on a rise above the nearby Nueces River. Recent 
rains triggered a mosquito population boom and the muggy 
air is thick with the tangy smell of citronella candles. The 
students were in the final week of the eight-week program 
and, having lived and worked together for most of the sum-
mer, they developed an easy camaraderie, even going so 
far as to tease Drolet (they call him Doctor Bob) about his 
taciturn manner. 

They worked at one of the three Late Prehistoric base 
camps, known as NU-54, that have been uncovered in the val-
ley. Each camp had easy access to river quarries, where the 
natives gathered the raw materials they used to make tools. 
Surrounding the camps were several smaller hunting camps 
spread over the valley bottoms or along feeder streams.

Having accumulated large amounts of data, Drolet is able 
to hypothesize about what life was like for the inhabitants 
of the area over the millennia. He believes members of sev-
eral extended families lived in the base camps, the largest of 
which covered 10 acres. “We’ve found evidence that these 
multiple households were occupied over several hundred 
years, but we don’t know how big the individual households 
were,” he said. “These households may not have even been 
contemporaneous. The settlement probably grew over time.”

 The camps were organized to support the natives’ 
hunter/gather economy. Here, everyone shared responsibility 

Bob Drolet (middle) leads a survey crew looking for evidence of sites. Red flagging is used to mark sites and surface artifacts.  

The student on the left is carrying a machete that’s used to cut through heavy brush.
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for obtaining and preparing food, manufacturing tools, 
making pottery—the essential activities of daily survival. “I 
wouldn’t call it a ‘hard life,’ at least not as measured by the 
times,” said Drolet, his grey hair sticking out from beneath 
a worn baseball cap, his weathered face a testament to his 
years as a field archaeologist. “When you live this way begin-
ning as a young child, it becomes a lifestyle. It’s how you 
survived.”

Compared to deposits found in the base camps, those 
excavated at the hunting camps were shallower and yielded 
fewer items, which consisted primarily of basic tools such as 
knives and scrapers, and weapons, such as bi-faces and pro-
jectile points. “This is where the hunters stayed when they 
were out searching for food,” he said. “They weren’t here 
often and they probably didn’t stay long, at least compared 
to the base camps, which were inhabited full time.”

The researchers have also found the raw material used 
to make arrow points at these temporary camps, suggesting 
the hunting parties were capable of making replacements 
if the points they brought from the base camp were lost 
or broken. Drolet believes the natives butchered their kills 
either at the hunting camps or in the field because only post-
cranial bones (i.e. everything but the skull) have been found 
at the base camps.

The tools the natives used for hunting and food prepara-
tion came from the gravel deposits found along large bends 
of the Nueces. The cobbles obtained from these lithic quar-
ries are mostly chert, and they range in size from pebbles 

to softballs. Drolet’s teams found manufacturing debris that 
indicated the natives would carefully inspect these cobbles, 
flaking off a piece or two, and take the most promising back 
to the camps to be worked while discarding the others. 

THe NueceS Valley is not much more than a 
shallow depression in the surrounding countryside. 
Until Drolet arrived in the late 1990s, most of the 

archaeological work previously done in South Texas focused 
on the coastal habitations. The valley, Drolet said, was “ripe 
for study.”

He has long been interested in studying settlement pat-
terns to understand why people chose to live where they 
did. “If you study any kind of settlement pattern, even today, 
it’s based on the needs of people and their everyday life,” he 
said. “Where are the natural resources, where do the homes 
go, where is food prepared? It wasn’t any different in prehis-
toric times.”

Drolet previously worked in South America where, he 
noted, population growth resulted in more complex, hier-
archical settlements. There, as well as in other places in the 
New World, those with the greatest status lived in the largest 
homes. Things were different in the South Nueces River Val-
ley. The living areas he’s found suggest an egalitarian society, 
one without chiefs or social rank; where living quarters were 
shared and everyone did everything, from making tools to 
preparing food. “In each base camp we find similar assem-
blages,” he said. “This leads us to believe that everybody 
was making the same tools, the same pottery. They hadn’t  
reached a level of specialization we’ve seen elsewhere.”

Unlike other hunter-gatherer societies, however, the 
people of the Nueces River Valley were not nomads. Instead 
they were stationary, indicating a more complex level of 
organization than that of typical hunter-gatherer societies. 
“Between the Late Archaic and Late Prehistoric periods, the 
only real difference in settlement patterns is that the base 
camps got bigger,” Drolet said. “But all the other river val-
leys in the region were already occupied, so there was no 
place else for them to go. So they were essentially forced to 
become sedentary.”
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Students excavate and record stratigraphic profiles of a large 

trench at the Late Prehistoric base camp called NU-54.

These sherds of Mexican galera ware were recovered from NU-54.
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To survive, they would have needed year-round 
resources, and analysis of several soil samples taken from the 
NU-54 site suggests its inhabitants could have been grow-
ing corn. “There were a half dozen or so carbonized corn 
kernels in the samples,” Drolet said. In recent history, corn 
has not been cultivated in the area where the kernels were 
found, and they could have come from elsewhere via trade. 
But Drolet believes corn could have been cultivated there 
centuries ago, perhaps down near the river. “Even though 
hunter-gatherers weren’t supposed to have grown corn, 
why couldn’t they have?” he said. “Corn isn’t difficult to 
grow, it takes only three months to harvest and, if the crop 
fails, they’re not out anything.”

Because of disease and other factors, the Late Prehis-
toric peoples disappeared by the 1820s, so there’s no eth-
nographic record to support Drolet’s contention. But other 
evidence suggests the natives knew enough to modify their 
environment and increase their chances of survival. For 
example, French and Spanish records tell of the natives using 
fire to clear the valley of scrub and expand the grasslands, 
which attracted deer, bison, and other large game. Yet they 
conserved the forests that hug the meandering Nueces 
because these were rich sources of food, such as grapes and 
berries. “Is that agriculture? Is it animal husbandry?” asked 
Drolet. “I don’t know, but we have to accept some level of 
environmental intelligence among these people.”

PeRHaPS THe PRojecT’S biggest mystery is 
the complete absence of human remains at any of the 
excavated sites. According to local lore, later historic 

groups practiced cannibalism, but Drolet believes that if that 
were true, it’s likely human remains would have been found 
at the camps. He doesn’t think the human bones decom-
posed because animal bones from the same time periods 
have been found. At NU-54, for example, his team uncovered 
long mammal bones that were burned and crushed, and Dro-
let’s theorizes the natives were processing grease from the 
bones and using it for cooking and preparing hides. He once 
thought they might have added bone temper—a graham 
cracker crumb-like substance made from the pulverized 
bone shafts—to their pottery to make it stronger. But recent 
examinations of more than 400 shards collected over three 
years found they used river gravel instead. 

Drolet’s most surprising discovery took place at NU-54, 
which is believed to be the site of Fort Lipantitlán, a Mexi-
can fort built sometime during the 1830s. No remains of the 
fort have been found. Drolet has uncovered mostly pre-fort 
material, indicating, as might be expected, that the area was 
inhabited long before the Spanish arrived. 

What’s surprising, however, is that Drolet’s teams found 
Spanish, Mexican, and native artifacts in the same strati-
graphic level, suggesting that these groups co-existed for at 
least several decades. (Texas was then part of Mexico, which 

Students standing waist-deep in the Nueces River gently submerge fine mesh screens filled with excavated dirt. The water separates tiny 

items such as seed and charcoal remains, which float, from the heavier dirt, which sinks.
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gained its independence from Spain in 1821.) “Some say 
flooding caused this mixing, but this site is on a ridge and 
there’s no evidence—no flood lenses of sand and silt—to 
support that claim,” he said. “And people who’ve lived here 
for decades say they’ve never seen this area flooded.”

If Drolet is right, this would make the area the first 
recorded instance of Europeans and Late Prehistoric people 
living together peacefully, other than in the Spanish missions 
located throughout the area. “But the Native Americans were 
forced into the missions,” he said. “They were being accul-
turated and made into Christians. Here, the Indians came 
first and the Spanish arrived later to trade.  That’s an exciting 

situation to contemplate.”
Drolet, who has yet to publish these findings, thinks 

some historians, as well as locals who prefer the historical 
emphasis be on the fort itself, will dispute them. “It’s like the 
Native Americans are not part of the cultural history,” said 
Drolet. “That’s a common attitude in the U.S. But the fort is 
the end of the story, not the beginning.” 

oNe eVeNiNg, SHoRTly aFTeR the field-
work ended, the students gathered in the local com-
munity center to present their findings. In order 

to “graduate” from the field school, they had to present a 

This painting, which is based on data uncovered from a Late Prehistoric site known as SP-220, shows village residents performing various chores.
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scientific paper exploring a topic 
(these ranged from faunal analysis 
to lithic manufacturing to pottery 
remains) related to the project. 
The large room there served as the 
group’s after-hours gathering center, 
where they ate dinners provided 
by the ladies of the nearby Catho-
lic church and discussed the day’s 
findings.

Most of the attendees were 
friends and family, but several area 
residents were also there. This 
community has embraced Drolet’s 
work: Landowners allowed his crew 
onto their properties to survey and 
excavate. A rancher let them use a 
restored field house as their own 
base camp. Another loaned Drolet 
a pickup to shuttle students around 
the valley. 

Several years ago, when Texas 
Governor Rick Perry proposed 
building a 4,000-mile network of 
highways, rail lines and utility right-
of-ways he called the Trans-Texas 
Corridor, residents opposed to the 
plan asked Drolet to testify about 
how one portion of the network 
would destroy many of the archaeo-
logical sites in the area. The project 
has since been scaled down due to 
such vociferous public criticism.

The student presentations were 
put together in little more than a week—the final touches 
of several, in fact, were hurriedly made between dinner and 

Drolet’s introduction. But the students acquitted themselves 
well, demonstrating a thorough knowledge of their findings 
and impressing with their poise. 

As for Drolet, he’s decided this past field school will 
be the last of the project. He’s thankful for having had the 
freedom to do the kind of long-term, wide-ranging research 
that is becoming increasingly rare in archaeology because 
of its expense, and the institutional and public support it 
requires. 

Though the fieldwork is done, analysis of this summer’s 
data remains to be completed, and Drolet thinks it’s time 
to publish his findings and see how they hold up to profes-
sional scrutiny. He hopes to write a book about his research, 
using the various papers he’s presented at professional 
conferences over the years. Drolet suspects his publications 
will generate more questions that will in turn spur further 
research in the region. He may have stopped digging, but 
Drolet acknowledged that the investigation of the valley will 
“never be over.”

RICHARD A. MARINI is a health and medical reporter 
for the San Antonio Express-News.

 The crew had to bail out a flooded excavation unit at SP-220 during a heavy rain in 2008.

A group of students sort, clean, and catalogue faunal remains  

and lithic debitage from NU-54.
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new acquisition

Dan River Village Acquired
The Conservancy obtains the Belmont site.
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 This picture of the site was taken in 1966 after the excavated areas were backfilled.

L ocated in Martinsville, Virginia, 
the Belmont site is the Conservan-
cy’s eighth preserve in the state. 

While material recovered from the site 
spans from the Archaic to Late Wood-
land periods, the primary occupation 
of the site is a palisaded Late Woodland 
village of the Dan River Phase, that was 
inhabited from a.d. 1200 to 1450.

The site is mentioned in a land 
deed from the mid-1700s that refers 
to it as “Indian fields,” which is its first 
appearance in the historical record. 
In the 1930s, the area experienced 
a severe flood and several skeletons 
washed out of the site, attracting the 
attention of local residents as well as 
looters. Despite this, the site was not 
officially recorded until 1964, and it 
was named after Belmont, the nearby 
home of the Revolutionary War hero 
and founder of Martinsville, Col. Joseph 
Martin.

Belmont was first systematically 
excavated in 1964, and then in 1966, by 
members of the Archaeological Society 
of Virginia under the direction of Rich-
ard Gravely, an amateur archaeologist. 
In addition to Gravely’s notes, the entire 
100,000-piece artifact collection recov-
ered from the site was donated to the 
Research Laboratories of Anthropology 
at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, where it is still housed.

The archaeological society exca-
vated a portion of the village, but at 
least half of Belmont is believed to be 
intact. Over 200 archaeological features 
were identified, including human buri-
als, dog burials, refuse pits, and hearths. 
A variety of shell, bone, stone, and 
ceramic artifacts were recovered. The 

researchers found that the site was 
surrounded by a rare double palisade 
approximately 300 feet in diameter. 
Radiocarbon dates show occupation 
from a.d. 1200 to 1450. 

Belmont is located in the upper 
Dan River drainage, and in this area, 
between a.d. 1000 and 1450, archae-
ologists have identified a specific set 
of cultural patterns that are referred to 
as the Dan River Phase. These patterns 
included large villages with big storage 
pits and a style of pottery that featured 
designs made from impressing netting 
on clay that was tempered with 
sand or crushed quartz. 

The Conservancy 
had tried to acquire 
the Belmont 
site for years 

without success. When the property 
recently changed hands, Mary Rives 
Brown, a Martinsville real estate agent 
who was aware of the transaction, con-
tacted the Conservancy. Thanks to her 
efforts, the Conservancy obtained the 
site through a donation from the new 
landowners, Walter Nelson Woodson 
and Mary Holt Woodson Murphy.

—Andy Stout
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new acquisition

These cannons at Fort McHenry in Baltimore, which also played a role  

in the War of 1812, resemble those used at Old Fort Stokes.
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The War of 1812, in which America 
fought Great Britain from 1812 
to 1815, is sometimes referred 

to as America’s second war of indepen-
dence. Despite the importance of this 
conflict, some of the sites associated 
with it are largely forgotten. Old Fort 
Stokes, located in Easton, Maryland, is 
one such site. Consisting of a series of 
earthworks with placements for large 
canons, it has been noted in a few 
newspaper articles and in one local his-
tory book, but nothing more. 

The fort was constructed to defend 
the Town of Easton, and it may be the 
only remaining earthen fort on Mary-
land’s Eastern Shore. Though locals 
have discovered cannonballs at the site, 
one of which is now in the custody of 
the Talbot County Historical Society, no 
professional excavations have taken 
place there.

 The catalyst for the construction 
of the fort appears to have been a 
rumor that spread on March 28, 1813, 
that vessels from the British fleet were 
approaching Easton by way of the Tred 
Avon River. The residents of Easton 
panicked and a large number of them, 
joined by the Easton Light Infantry 
Blues, gathered to defend the town. It 
turned out that the rumors of a pend-
ing British attack were false. 

Unsettled by the possibility of such 
an attack, James Stokes, a local Method-
ist minister and owner of a shipbuilding 
firm, called together his employees and 
friends and erected breastworks for the 
defense of Easton along the river. These 
fortifications became known as Fort 
Stokes. The fort was reportedly armed 
with six cannons under the command 
of a Capt. Clement Vickers of the Tal-
bot Volunteer Artillery Company and 

was kept in a state of readiness for the 
remainder of the war. When the British 
attacked nearby St. Michaels in 1813, 
troops from Fort Stokes were sent to 
defend the town. 

Historical accounts claim that Fort 
Stokes contained one building, which 
was used as a garrison house, and that, 
except for times when rumors of British 
attacks were circulating, it was sparsely 
manned. The fort was also reportedly 
used as a communica-
tions outpost during 
the war, and small boats 
were launched from it 
to report on the move-
ment of the British fleet. 
When the British held 
nearby Sharp, Tilghman, 
and Kent islands, local 

Remembering The War Of 1812
Old Fort Stokes may be the only earthen fort  
from that conflict on Maryland’s eastern shore.

resident were told to send women, 
children, valuables, and livestock to the 
fort for protection.

Old Fort Stokes (over the years it’s 
become known as this) was purchased 
by Elm Street Development, a privately 
owned real estate development firm 
with communities throughout the 
Washington, Baltimore, and Eastern 
Shore regions, who in turn donated the 
site to the Conservancy. —Andy Stout
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Protect Our Irreplaceable
National Treasures

ACQUISITION

The Conservancy recently acquired 
the Shelton Stone Mound Com-
plex, which is believed to be a 

regional ceremonial site constructed 
by Woodland and Mississippian people 
sometime between 1000 b.c. to a.d. 
1600.  The 13-acre site is located on 
the eastern slope of Choccolocco 
Mountain overlooking Whites Gap in 
northeast Alabama. A team from the 
Jacksonville State University Archaeo-
logical Resource Laboratory, led by 
Harry O. Holstein, has been conducting 
field investigations there.

In August of 2003,  A. C. Shelton, 
having discovered many strange rock 
piles on his property, contacted Hol-
stein. He and his team visited the prop-
erty and found numerous stone conical 
mounds and several stone walls. They 
subsequently returned to the site a 
number of times, and in February 2006, 
they began to map it.  

The complex consists of 79 stone 
conical mounds and one horseshoe-
shaped mound. There are also 31 linear 
stone walls, one serpent-like and one 
“Z” shaped stone wall, and one oval 
boulder configuration.  The mounds 
range in size from about one and a half 
to seven feet in height and three to six 
feet in width.  The walls are of various 
heights, with the Z-shaped structure 
standing roughly four feet tall. All of 
the conical mounds and walls are  
made of sandstone cobbles that are 
found throughout the area. The com-
plex’s topography and the relation-
ships of mounds to walls are similar to 
that of other stone mound complexes 
in the area. 

The researchers believe the 

Set In Ancient Stone
The Shelton Stone Mound Complex  
is thought to have been a ceremonial site.

complex is composed of three distinct 
groups of mounds and walls that they 
identify as Groups 1, 2, and 3. Further 
observations seem to indicate that 
Group 2, which included the greatest 
diversity of structures and a natural 
amphitheater, may have been the focal 
point of the complex. 

Holstein and his colleagues think 
that the mounds and walls are most 
likely part of the spiritual beliefs asso-
ciated with Native American mortuary 
practices, which consist of erecting 
stone monuments in ceremonial places 
to commemorate important events, 
such as the passing of loved ones. Similar 

Harry Holstein stands next to the remnants of a horseshoe-shaped stone mound.
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stone complexes have been found in 
the immediate area and in other parts 
of the Eastern United States. 

A.C. Shelton informed Holstein 
that he would consider selling the site 
to Jacksonville State University, but Hol-
stein couldn’t arrange the purchase. So 
in October 2009, Holstein contacted 
the Conservancy.  After visiting the site 
and reviewing the fieldwork that Hol-
stein and his crew had done there, the 
Conservancy purchased the Shelton 
Stone Mound Complex, preserving it 
for the Jacksonville State researchers, 
as well as future generations of archae-
ologists. —George Lowry
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ACQUISITION

Protect Our Irreplaceable
National Treasures

University of Iowa researchers work at the site in 2000.
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n 1840, construction began on Fort 
Atkinson in Northeastern Iowa, 
which led to the development of 

a small town of the same name.  This 
fort was established by the U.S. Army 
to enforce the government’s Indian 
removal policy, and especially to moni-
tor the Ho-Chunk—then  known to 
the government as the Winnebago—
to ensure they didn’t return to their 
homeland in Wisconsin. The fort also 
served to prevent unlawful incursions 
from other tribes and European Ameri-
can settlers. The mid 19th century was 
a time of constant movement for native 
tribes as settlers moved west past the 
Mississippi River.  

Seeing an opportunity to trade 
with these newcomers, David Olmsted 
obtained a permit from the government 
in 1842 to build an Indian trading post 
about two miles southwest of the fort 
that’s known as Hewitt-Olmsted. (A man 
named Joseph Hewitt is also thought 
to have played a role in founding the 
establishment.)  This trading post con-
sisted of five one-story log structures: 
a large store, a storage house, a black-
smith shop, and two large residences.  
It was a place where the Winnebago, 
who lived nearby, could exchange 
goods and interact with white settlers.  

According to oral history, a Win-
nebago camp and an agricultural field 
were located near the trading post. The 
camp hasn’t been found, but archaeolo-
gists have uncovered evidence of the 
field, which contains a series of ridges. 
The ridges—lines of built up soil run-
ning roughly east to west across the 

A Glimpse Of The American Frontier
The Hewitt-Olmsted Trading Post could offer information 
about commerce between white settlers 
and Native Americans in the mid 1800s.

field—are a feature of native traditional 
farming.  This is only the second archae-
ologically verified ridged field in Iowa

The Hewitt-Olmsted trading post 
was shut down in1848, when the 
Winnebago left Northeastern Iowa for 
Minnesota.  The property was then sold 
to the Goddard family, who lived in 
the trading post for a couple of years 
before building their new homestead 
nearby.  Though the buildings fell into 
disrepair and were eventually torn 
down, the limestone foundations are 
still visible today.

In 2000, the University of Iowa 
conducted a field school at the site, 

digging 30 test units that yielded more 
than 12,000 artifacts, including beads, 
gunflints, musket balls, and pipe frag-
ments. Ted Schmidt and his family have 
owned the site for many years, and they 
were very excited about the research. 

The Conservancy had been work-
ing with the Schmidt family and the 
Iowa Office of the State Archaeologist 
for some time to make sure this impor-
tant site remains intact, and we recently 
purchased a five-acre parcel that encom-
passes the entire site, guaranteeing its 
preservation. The Hewitt-Olmsted Trad-
ing Post is the Conservancy’s second 
Iowa preserve. —Josh McConaughy
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Protect Our Irreplaceable
National Treasures

ACQUISITION

a s 18th–century colonial powers 
struggled for control of lands 
in the New World, they quickly 

learned that it was essential to gain the 
friendship and loyalty of the Indian 
tribes controlling the major waterways, 
and thus the large swaths of land.  In 
what is now the state of Alabama, the 
French managed to do this when they 
established their colony at Mobile in 
the southern part of the state in 1702. 

However, not too far north, along 
the Tombigbee River, the Chickasaw 
tribe maintained a friendly relationship 

The Tale of Fort Tombecbe
The Conservancy partners with the University  
of West Alabama to obtain the 18th-century fort site.

This photo of the Tombigbee River was taken from the fort site. In 1736, Jean-Baptiste Le 

Moyne, Sieur de Bienville traveled nearly 300 miles up the river to establish the fort.
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with the English, who were sending 
traders from the Carolinas to live with 
the tribe. This alliance brought English 
influence so close to the French colony 
that it presented a potential threat to 
France’s foothold in the region. Jean-
Baptiste Le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville had 
this in mind in 1736, when he traveled 
nearly 300 miles north of Mobile, up 
the Tombigbee River, to establish a fort 
near the Choctaw Indians, who were 
the mortal enemies of the Chickasaw. 

Bienville established the fort, called 
Fort Tombecbe, on a bluff above the 

river. From here, the French were able 
to court the Choctaw with trade goods 
and the promise of protection from the 
Chickasaw. During their occupation of 
Tombecbe, the French launched several 
military expeditions against the Chicka-
saw until the British took control of the 
fort in 1763, renaming it Fort York. They 
abandoned it in 1768. 

In 1794, Spain garrisoned the fort 
as part of its defense of its West Florida 
and Louisiana territories, and renamed it 
Fort Confederación. By 1797, the Span-
ish had signed a treaty with the United 
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occupation of the fort, and Ashley 
Dumas, with the University’s Center 
for the Study of the Black Belt, believes 
the group found traces of the French 
wooden palisade. This find, as well as 
the remains of a Spanish limestone 
brick oven uncovered during excava-
tions in 1980, illustrates the wealth of 
information that remains at the site. 

The University of West Alabama 
owned part of the fort, but much of it 
was in private hands. Recently, when a 
landowner defaulted on a loan, Dumas 
received word that a 23-acre tract 
adjacent to the university’s property 
was soon to be auctioned. Upon being 
contacted by Dumas, the Conservancy 
used emergency POINT funds to part-
ner with the university and purchase 
the land, with each party obtaining a 
50 percent interest. Fort Tombecbe 
will continue to be the focus of 
Dumas’ research, and it may one day 
be the site of an interpretive park 
where visitors can learn about the 
soldiers’ lives at this colonial outpost, 
as well as how they influenced, and 
were influenced by, the Choctaw. 

—Jessica Crawford
 

The Protect our Irreplaceable National Treasures 
(PoINT) program was designed to save significant 
sites that are in immediate danger of destruction.

PoINT 
Acquisitons
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States and the fort changed hands for 
the final time. While it is still known by 
its French name, it’s the Spanish occu-
pation that’s visible, 200 years later, in 
the form of earthen walls or berms that 
were built around the fort. There is also 
evidence of the Choctaw occupation 

that was located just outside the fort. 
The most recent work at the site 

took place this past spring and was 
sponsored by the University of West 
Alabama and the Alabama Archaeologi-
cal Society. The excavations focused 
on finding portions of the French 

The Colonial Dames of America, which then owned two acres of the fort site, erected this 

monument in 1915. The organization later deeded its land to the University of West Alabama.
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This dilapidated, abandoned house was demolished by the Conservancy.

SOUTHWEST—This fall a small, wood- 
en house more than 60 years old was 
demolished at the Conservancy’s 
Fort Gibson Preserve in east-central 
Oklahoma. The house had fallen into 
disrepair after being abandoned several 
years ago, and it lacked the structural 
integrity to be moved or rehabilitated. 
Local contractor Brad Klinkenbeard, 
who generously donated his services 
to the Conservancy, performed the 
demolition under the supervision of 
the Fort Gibson Historic Site’s staff. 

The preserve, which consists of 
two residential lots donated to the 

Conservancy in 2009 by Adam and 
Angela Mason, contains a portion of 
the original stone foundation and 
associated features of the early 19th-
century log fort. White wooden poles 
will be placed on the preserve to mark 
the location of the fort’s buried founda-
tion. A split-rail fence will also be built 
along the two sides of the preserve 
that face a street. 

Fort Gibson was built in 1824, 
and was occupied through most of 
the Indian Removal period prior to its 
abandonment in 1857. The post was 
reactivated during the Civil War and 

the army stayed through the Recon-
struction and Indian Wars periods, 
combating the problem of outlaws and 
squatters. In 1890, the army abandoned 
Fort Gibson for the last time. 

The Fort Gibson Historic Site, 
which is owned by the Oklahoma 
Historical Society and is adjacent to 
the Conservancy’s preserve, features 
a reconstruction of the early log fort 
as well as original buildings from the 
1840s through the 1870s. Exhibits 
detailing the fort’s history are located 
in the Commissary Visitor Center on 
Garrison Hill.

house Removed From  Fort Gibson Preserve
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More Excavations At Barton  

New Research  
At Graveline Mound
SOUTHEAST—Funded by a grant from 
the Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History, the University of Alabama 
recently spent three months excavating 
at the Conservancy’s Graveline Mound 
in Southeast Mississippi. Graveline is 
a platform mound approximately five 
feet tall that sits next to the Mississippi 
Sound, on the Gulf of Mexico. 

University of Alabama archaeolo-
gists John Blitz and Baxter Mann exca-
vated the mound in the early 1990s, 
before the Conservancy acquired it, 
and their data led to the conclusion 
that Graveline was built during the Late 
Woodland Period (ca. a.d. 400-700) and 
its construction took place in several 
stages. Blitz returned to the site with 
his crew last summer to gain a better 
understanding of the mound’s con-
struction and use. 

The researchers dug 13 test units 
in the mound, some of which were 
expanded into larger blocks. They 
determined that the mound was built 
in four stages. Its uppermost level is 
a sandy-textured soil that offered few 
artifacts. Below that is an organically 
rich midden level where most of the 
activity seems to have taken place. This 
level contained pottery sherds, stone 

NORTHEAST—Archaeologist Robert Wall of Towson 
University completed another season of fieldwork at the 
Barton site in western Maryland last summer. Directing a 
crew of Towson University students and members of the 
Archaeology Society of Maryland, Wall focused on ground-
truthing anomalies found in a magnetometer survey. 

Tim Horsley of the University of Michigan conducted 
the magnetometer survey in 2009, which identified sev-
eral village-size palisade patterns north and south of a 
previously identified late prehistoric village palisade that 
is about 330 feet in diameter. Wall and his crew exposed 
linear palisade features by digging small trenches where 
the anomalies were found. Further ground-truthing of the 
magnetometer data is planned for 2011.

On another part of the site, the researchers exposed 
a portion of a Susquehannock house pattern dating to 
about a.d. 1600. They also found a linear trench feature 
nearby that could represent another structure or a section 
of a palisade surrounding the Susquehannock settlement.

flakes, and preserved organic material 
such as bone, burned plant remains, 
and marine shell. 

Beneath that is another level 
approximately 15 inches thick with 
few artifacts, and below that is the 
level where the initial construction 
occurred. This level, which was also 

occupied before the mound was built, 
also contained a variety of artifacts.

Testing was also done around the 
mound, and the few artifacts and fea-
tures that were discovered suggest the 
area was of little purpose, and that the 
people who built and used the mound 
lived elsewhere.

An example of the sherds recovered from the mound.

Towson University students profile a feature on the Barton site.
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Reviews

Archaeology At 
colonial Brunswick
By Stanley South
(N.C. Department of Cultural Resources, 2010; 
308 pgs., illus., $20 paper;
www.ncpublications.com)

 Noted historical archaeologist Stanley South 
recounts the decade-long excavation of this 
important port on the Cape Fear River south 
of Wilmington, North Carolina. Brunswick was 
founded in 1726 and served as a major port for 
the region. British soldiers burned it in 1776, 
and it never recovered. By about 1830, it was 
abandoned. During the Civil War, a Confederate 
earthen fort was built on the site.

In the 1960s, the North Carolina 
Department of Archives and History sponsored 
excavations to document the ruins of the 
town and create a tourist site. South led 
the excavations, which were an important 
contribution to the developing field of historical 
archaeology. Using old records and maps as 
guides, South was able to reconstruct the layout 
of the town and identify the ruins of many of the 
buildings. The abundant artifacts he uncovered 
helped tell the story of the colonial era. 

Richly illustrated with photographs, maps, 
and drawings, this volume is a fascinating 
record of an early American town. It’s now an 
historical site that’s managed by the state and 
open to the public Tuesdays through Saturdays.  
See www.nchistoricsites.org/brunswic 

Olmec: Colossal Masterworks 
Of Ancient Mexico
Edited by Kathleen Berrin and Virginia M. Fields
(Yale University Press, 2010; 272 pgs., illus. 

$65 cloth; www.yale.edu/yup)

Many students of Mesoamerica consider the Olmec to be the 
“mother culture” of the region from which the Maya, Zapotecs, 
Toltecs,  Aztecs, and others sprang. While this may be a controversial 
view, the achievements of these ancient people of the Mexican Gulf 
Coast are impressive. Mesoamerican art, writing, astronomy, and 
architecture seem to have their origins with the Olmec beginning 
around 1800 b.c. and lasting until about 400 b.c. Olmec influence 
soon spread throughout southern Mexico, as evidenced by their 
artistic style. In fact, art historians have had more luck defining their 
artistic style than archaeologists have had defining Olmec culture.

With this in mind, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and 
the de Young Museum in San Francisco have assembled an impres-
sive collection of some 100 pieces of Olmec art, including monu-
ments, sculptures, adornments, masks, and vessels, many of which 
have never been seen outside of Mexico. This volume is the official 
catalog of the exhibit that runs through January 9, 2011 in Los 
Angeles and February 19 through May 8, 2011 in San Francisco.

Eight of the leading Olmec experts contributed essays for this 
book that covers every aspect of our knowledge of these ancient 
people. In the past 15 years, archaeologists have made impressive 
discoveries, and many of the mysteries of the Olmec are beginning 
to be unraveled. Prominent archaeological explorers of the big Gulf 
Coast sites of San Lorenzo, Tres Zapotes, and La Venta discuss the 
latest developments. Art historians add their insights and perspec-
tives to the archaeological record.

Best of all are the large color plates of the exhibit’s 100 objects, 
including the colossal heads that are the most familiar trademark 
of Olmec art, and 16 small jadeite figurines found in a spectacular 
offering at La Venta. This volume is an outstanding contribution to 
Olmec literature, and the exhibition is an American milestone.
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Reviews

In The  
Places Of 
The Spirits
By David 
Grant Noble

(School for 

Advanced 

Research 

Press, 2010; 

176 pgs, illus., $60 cloth, 
$30 paper; www.sarpress.sarweb.org)

For 40 years, David Grant Noble has been exploring the 
ancient and modern Native American cultures of the 
American Southwest and explaining them to thousands of 
Americans.  Trained in literature at Yale University, he found 
a new career in interpreting the often obscure and confus-
ing archaeological record for the general reader. His many 
books include Ancient Ruins of the Southwest, the seminal 
guidebook for the region.  A second career as a fine arts pho-
tographer complements his research and writing.

From Phoenix to Chaco Canyon and from the Gila Cliff 
Dwellings to Mesa Verde National Park, Noble has traveled 
the back roads of the Southwest to describe and photograph 
remote ruins and rock art. This volume is a testimony of his 
odyssey traveling through the land and encountering the 
Native people. While archaeology is about data, scientific 
method, and facts, subjects Noble has written much about, 
this book is more spiritual. It is a personal narrative of a keen 
observer that intertwines vivid descriptions with stunning 
photographs to lead the reader to the places that define the 
pueblo people.

It is also a stunning visual feast, with 76 black and white 
photographs that illustrate the spiritual feelings of the past 
and present that emanate from the ancient landscape. “The 
places we know—as individuals, families, or communities,” 
Noble writes, “can be infused with memory and spirit, and 
landscapes can have soul…. A place is more than a static 
landform or an ecosystem; it has the capacity to evoke 
emotion, transmit knowledge and wisdom, and even show 
people how to live.”

No one knows the ancient Southwest landscape better 
than David Noble, for he has explored its most remote and 
secret places. In the Places of the Spirits is a very personal 
chronicle by one of the Southwest’s most sensitive and 
insightful observers. It is a must read for everyone who loves 
the region’s Native American cultures. 

Leaving  
Mesa verde: 
Peril And 
change In The 
Thirteenth-century southwest
Edited by Timothy A. Kohler,  
Mark D. Varien, and Aaron M. Wright
(University of Arizona Press, 2010; 480 pgs., 
illus., $65 cloth; www.uapress.arizona.edu)

In the last half of the 13th century, the Puebloan people 
living in and around Mesa Verde in southern Colorado 
left, never to return. This was no inconsequential 
population. An estimated 20,000 people lived in large 
villages and small hamlets around Mesa Verde in 1250. 
By 1300, there were none. Why they left and where they 
went is one of the most enduring and complex problems 
in America archaeology. It has been studied from every 
possible angle for 100 years, yet a definitive answer 
continues to elude the best scientists.

In Leaving Mesa Verde, 15 archaeologists and one 
geologist present the latest data and insights on this 
question. If there is consensus on one issue, it is that 
the causes of the depopulation were multiple. New 
climate studies indicate that growing conditions for corn 
were variable and difficult during this period, but not 
impossible. Evidence of widespread violence continues 
to grow with each new research project. As these and 
other causes are considered, scholars seem to be 
moving toward a viable theory for the reasons of the 
migration.

As to the destination, archaeologists seem to 
be more divided than ever. One school finds evidence 
to support movement to the upper Rio Grande valley. 
Another sees no evidence for migration into the region. 
This is a lively debate that seems destined to continue 
for years to come. —Mark Michel
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Moundville was a large Mississippian ceremonial complex 

dating from approximately a.d. 1000 to 1450. 
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The San Juan River tour features 
beautiful scenery and Anasazi Ruins.

San Juan River Trip
When: May 10–17, 2011
Where: Utah
How Much: $1,795 per person 
                   ($175 single supplement)

Join our river adventure through the heartland of the 
Anasazi world.  From the vantage point of Utah’s San 
Juan River, you’ll experience one of the most scenic 
regions of the Southwest.

We’ll begin our adventure with two full days on 
land visiting sites, then we’ll board our boats and for the 
next four days float down the San Juan River, making 
frequent stops to visit Anasazi ruins that can be reached 
only by water.  At night we’ll camp under the spectacu-
lar Southwestern sky.

Native Peoples 
Of Alabama
When: April 2–8, 2011
Where: Alabama
How Much: $995 per person 
                   ($250 single supplement)

A place of natural beauty, Alabama is a 
state where great rivers and great cul-
tures meet. Here, the natural environ-
ment was integral to the daily lives of 
the Native Americans, who celebrated it 
in their spiritual practices. By the 1800s, 
Alabama’s plentiful game, timberlands, 
water, and fertile soils lured waves of 
settlers seeking a new life. Come with 
us as we follow in the footsteps of natu-
ralist William Bartram and explore the 
beauty and history of Alabama—from 
ancient earthen mounds to Creek War 
battlefields.  
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Jamestown attracts thousands of visitors each year. Archaeologists are excavating the original fort, which was rediscovered in 1996.

Colonial Chesapeake 
When: May 1–8, 2011
Where: Maryland, Virginia
How Much: $2,795  ($375 single supplement) 

From early European settlements to later Colonial capitals, 
the Chesapeake Bay region has played an important role in 
the founding and development of our nation. Join the Con-
servancy as we spend a week exploring the area’s rich and 
diverse historic culture.  Our exciting journey will take us 
from Jamestown, the first permanent English colony in North 
America, to the historic shipping city of Alexandria, Virginia, 

where tobacco merchants once dominated the shores of the 
Potomac River.  Along the way, we’ll visit the first capital of 
Maryland, St. Mary’s City, explore the bay-front town of Annap-
olis, stop in at Mount Vernon, and experience the colonial fla-
vor of Williamsburg.  During our adventure, local scholars will 
join us to share their expertise and explain how archaeology 
has assisted them in interpreting the region’s past.
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Patrons of Preservation
The Archaeological conservancy would like to thank the following individuals,  foundations, and 
corporations for their generous support during the period of  August through october 2010. Their 
generosity, along with the generosity  of the conservancy’s other members, makes our work possible.

Since the inception of the Conservancy’s Living Spirit Circle in 2002, participation 
has grown to nearly 100 members.  These dedicated members have included the 
Conservancy in their long-term planning to ensure that America’s past will  
always have a future.  

This elite group is open to those who wish to make a lasting contribution by 
including the Conservancy in their will or estate plans, or by making a life-income 
gift such as a charitable gift annuity. The Conservancy would like to thank the 
following Living Spirit Circle members for their thoughtfulness and generosity.
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The Archaeological Conservancy
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Make your mark in time.
Some Conservancy members think the 
only way to help save archaeological 
sites is through membership dues. 
While dues are a constant lifeline, there 
are many ways you can support the 
Conservancy’s work, both today and well 
into the future. And by supporting the 
Conservancy, you not only safeguard our 
past for your children and grandchildren, 
you also may save some money.

Place stock in the Conservancy.
Evaluate your investments. Some 
members choose to make a difference 
by donating stock. Such gifts offer a 
charitable deduction for the full value 
instead of  paying capital gains tax. 

Give a charitable gift annuity.
Depending on your circumstances, you 
may be able to make a gift of  cash and 
securities today that lets you receive 
extensive tax benefits as well as an 
income for as long as you live. 

Leave a lasting legacy.
Many people consider protecting our 
cultural heritage by remembering 
the Conservancy in their will. While 
providing us with a dependable source 
of  income, bequests may qualify you for 
an estate tax deduction. 

Whatever kind of gift you give, 
you can be sure we’ll use it to 
preserve places like Parkin  
Archeological State Park and 
our other 405 sites across  
the United States.

The Archaeological Conservancy
Attn: Planned Giving
5301 Central Avenue NE
Suite 902
Albuquerque, NM 87108-1517

Or call:
(505) 266-1540

Yes, I’m interested in making a planned-giving donation to The Archaeological  
Conservancy and saving money on my taxes. Please send more information on:

               Gifts of stock                     Bequests                       Charitable gift annuities

Name:  ______________________________________________________________________

Street Address:  _______________________________________________________________

City: _______________________________________  State: ______   Zip:_______________                           

Phone:   (           )   ___________________________

Parkin Archeological State Park
parkin, arkansas
Began as a Conservancy Preserve in 1985


