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As we entered the federal government's fiscal year, we 
have been challenged with government shut-
downs.  This has affected archaeology and cultural re-
sources in many ways.  It has put "non -essential" feder-
al employees (including archaeologists) out of work.  It 
has halted many projects that are dependent on federal 
funding or are located on federal property.  It has closed 
National Parks and other federal landholdings.  Many 
properties containing cultural resources remain open 
without federal oversight.  Other properties, such as 
National Parks, have remained closed.  This has had a 
negative effect on heritage tourism, with people having 
traveled long distances to visit historical and other park 
destinations and have been unable to do so.  People 
have been unable to access private or non-profit muse-
ums such as Jamestown, because their access is 
through public land.   

Because of the shutdown, it has left sites vulnerable to 
looting, both because of the lack of professional over-
sight and the lack of regular visitation.  This is of ex-
treme concern.  It has put archaeological project sched-
ules behind.  This lost time can never be recouped.  It 
has robbed projects of valuable time with clear weather. 

The shutdown has been a burden for federal employ-
ees.  Full time federal employees have been promised 
back pay, however those who work as contractors will 
not be able to recoup their losses.  When so many ar-
chaeologists are underpaid, this is an extreme situation. 

In spite of these and other setbacks, the archaeological 
community continues to conduct excellent work.  We 
continue to do state-of-the-art projects and put forth 
tremendous efforts. Our archaeological certification is 
second to none. A glance at the program for the upcom-
ing Council of Virginia Archaeologists/Archeological 
Society of Virginia Annual meeting  is a testament to 
the good work that continues to be done in Virginia.  

Also, as many of you know, last week the SHA respond-
ed to Eric Cantor and Lamar Smith's USA Today letter 
advocating NSF funding regulations. The issue of NSF 
funding is certain to re -emerge with the end of the gov-
ernment shutdown, and it raises bigger questions about 
how we articulate the value of historical archaeology 
beyond our scholarly circles.  The SHA needs your help 
on both counts documenting the value of NSF-funded 
historical archaeology research.  They want to under-
score specific social and economic values of archaeology 
that need to be better articulated to members of Con-
gress and the general public. 

Currently a form is posted on the SHA Blog that asks 
you to provide us some specific examples of the value of 
NSF-funded archaeological research.  This form can be 
used to inform legislators and others of the value in ar-
chaeological research. Please take some time to fill out a 
form and think about ways to help promote archaeology 
in Virginia.  
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With the retirement of Tidewater Regional Archaeologist Dave Hazzard, I am now the DHR Threatened Site Program 

Coordinator.  As such, I am now responsible, with committee oversight, for coordinating the evaluation of TS pro-

posals, selecting projects, and developing agreements with consultants. The overall goal of the program is to fund ar-

chaeological resources which are under threat of destruction and which have no legal protection. Funds are used for 

site survey, evaluation, and excavation but also artifact analysis, background research, and report writing.  The pro-

gram is guided by a committee made up of archaeologists from DHR, ASV, and COVA.  Proposals are distributed to 

the committee members and evaluated using a quantitative form.  The top proposals are selected for funding and ne-

gotiation with consultants begins.  Although the funding level has been $50,000 for the last several years, the 2013-

2014 fiscal year has $72,500 set aside for Threatened Sites projects. 

We are all responsible for our cultural heritage.  The Council of Virginia Archaeologists, as the professional organiza-

tion for the state, has the responsibility to protect the archaeological resources within the Commonwealth.  A portion 

of this effort should be directed to providing information on threatened sites to DHR.  Along with ASV, you are the 

boots on the ground in monitoring our resources and determining what threats might exist with regard to particular 

sites.  Is there a site where the new housing development will be built?  Has the river eroded away a portion of a 

known resource?  Are there artifacts now appearing on a beach where none were observed before?  Are unsupervised 

metal detectorists digging on a battlefield and removing artifacts without any recordation?  Sites are being destroyed.  

We need to get out ahead of the threats and develop strategies to preserve data which will be lost, preserve sites when 

possible, and study and report on recovered materials.  Much of this can be accomplished if these sites are reported in 

proposal form to the Threatened Sites Committee.  Funding is available and it is only a question of prioritizing what is 

in jeopardy.   

The first mechanism is to alert DHR archaeologists as to the current or impending destruction.  If the site fits the crite-

ria, a Threatened Sites proposal form should be filled out.  Evaluations are now being made on an as-needed basis and 

the significance of the project may require immediate action.  Although projects are competitive, flexible evaluations 

make it more responsive to unforeseen needs.   The bottom line is that COVA needs to be involved in the Threatened 

Sites Program with proposals submitted where sites are being lost.   The past belongs to all of us and we all have the 

responsibility to help preserve it.  

 

Michael B. Barber,  

State Archaeologist         
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Archaeology and Metal -Detecting:  

Time to Draw the Line in the Sand  

 

Michael B. Barber, Ph.D., RPA  

State Archaeologist, Virginia Department of Historic Resources 

 

 

Introduction  

For many decades, metal-detecting on archaeological sites has been anathema.  Oft times associated with detectorist 
relic hunters, the metal detecting devices themselves are symbolic of destruction of archaeological sites.  However, ar-
chaeologists have more recently recognized that these machines can actually be useful and, with proper archaeological 
methodology and recordation, the data they produce can be beneficial to our understanding and reconstruction of the 
past.  

The Bad News  

But while archaeologists are learning to use the devices in the service of archaeology, the public does not understand 
the destructive impact of metal -detecting by relic hunters on archaeological sites.  For the most part, people generally 
consider this activity to be a harmless hobby which allows an individual to experience the thrill of discovery.   There 
are a number of rationales which are used to justify these activities. 

1. Archaeology is too slow.  Granted, archeology is not known for its great pace.   However, archaeology is a slow 
process because it is destructive.  Once a site is excavated, it cannot be patched back together in its exact original form.  
Because of this, when it is being dismantled, it must be meticulously recorded through drawings, field notes, photog-
raphy, GIS, GPS, ground penetrating radar, magnetometers, and anything else which may ensure a better understand-
ing of a site and its occupying culture.  It is often commented that archaeologists dig for a few weeks in the summer 
and then disappear for the rest of the year.  There is a reason for that ï they are processing, analyzing, and stabilizing 
all the artifactual material they have recovered, reviewing all the literature which might come to bear on a site in both 
time and space, and placing that culture into a regional and/or global context.   

2.  Metal detecting saves history as the metals will rust away in the ground.  By removing the artifacts from 
the ground, the relic hunters have often stated that they are ñsaving historyò because, as they rationalized it, artifacts 
just rust away in the ground and other metals oxidize until they are gone.  If this is the case, I would ask how we know 
about the Bronze Age of Europe, the Old Copper Culture of the Great Lakes, or trading of brass from Jamestown to the 
Powhatan for the production of ornamentation associated with status?   Sure, some of these things can be gleaned 
from the ethnohistoric record.  But the recovery of these metals in an archaeological context allows us to interpret the 
cultural contexts.   The truth be known, these metal artifacts may last in the ground for many thousands of years.  And, 
of course, the reason being that they have reached an equilibrium with their environment.  Their condition has stabi-
lized with regard to their surroundings and further deterioration is arrested or very much slowed.   The irony is that 
when they are removed from this context, they almost immediately begin to deteriorate.  Air is not the friend of buried 
metals.  So unless the metal detecting relic hunter has a trained conservator at his disposal, which is not very likely, the 
artifacts are doomed.   

3. If the site is so important, how come no archaeologist has contacted the land ïowner.  Metal detecting 
relic hunters often use this argument to gain access to a particular property.  To the land-owner, this makes perfect 
sense.  Where are these concerned archaeologists who want to protect these extremely important sites?   Until the met-
al detectors were unleashed, they were nowhere to be seen.  Now they are suddenly up-at-arms, trying to keep these 
nice relic hunters from following a harmless hobby.  Itôs a question of numbers: numbers of sites versus numbers of 
archaeologists.  The Council of Virginia Archaeologists, the professional organization in the state, has ca. 65 members 
which include most of the professionals within the state.  Say for the sake of argument, it represents only half the com-

HOT TOPIC  
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munity and there are really 130 archaeologists working in Virginia.  There are currently ca. 42,585 sites recorded with 
the DHR in Virginia.  With the lack of survey coverage in most of the state, these are just the known sites, probably 
less than 10% of the sites in the Commonwealth.  Even with this low number of known sites, each Virginia archaeolo-
gist would be responsible for monitoring and land owner interface for a mere 328 sites.  

4. Itôs only a hobby, I just add the relics to my collection.   This may be true in some cases but destroying his-
tory for some pretty things on oneôs mantle cannot be justified.   With archaeology, when context is gone, itôs gone for-
ever.   Archaeological resources are fragile, finite, and non-renewable.  And the truth be known, many of the metal de-
tected artifacts are pulled from the ground for sale.  Just take a look at eBay.  These ñrecoveredò artifacts have high 
sale value and the professional relic hunters know just what they can get for what artifact.   Itôs not the altruism of be-
nign collecting nor the ñsaving of historyò that drives many of the relic hunters but the profit margin to be made in the 
market square. 

5. The site was going to be destroyed anyhow so whatôs the harm in recovering the artifacts prior to 
destruction?    This is an argument that even some misguided archaeologists support.  The site will be developed, 
there is no Section 106 legal protection or the archaeologists have sampled the site and are gone, whatôs the harm in 
recovering the artifacts.  The harm is providing grist for the sale -of-artifacts mill.   Any artifact that enters the market 
encourages the destruction of other sites for profit. 

 

Archaeologistsô Rationale 

Some individuals have eloquently justified the cooperation between archaeologists and the relic hunting community.  
The argument goes that these folks are somehow Civil War ñscholarsò who have dedicated their lives to the under-
standing of the conflict.  The cooperative effort is justified as the relic collectors are very knowledgeable of troop move-
ments during the Civil War, have done documentary research of the Civil War, are familiar with the Civil War maps, 
know where the Civil War sites are located, and are familiar with the material culture associated with the Civil War.  
What they fail to add is that the relic collectors are also responsible for the destruction of the data base associated with 
the Civil War.  And if one is hired for a CRM work where Civil War sites are expected, should not the archaeologist be 
knowledgeable of troop movements, have studied Civil War documents, know Civil War maps, be familiar with Civil 
War materials culture, and be able to locate Civil War sites.  Thatôs the job.      

 

What Archaeologists Can Do  

 The archaeological community in Virginia and elsewhere has been developing strategies to counter this whole-
sale destruction of sites.  What can archaeologists do? 

1. Protest Metal Detecting TV shows.   Television is a powerful tool in the public realm.  TV shows like National 
Geographicsô ñDiggers,ò Spike TVôs ñAmerican Diggers,ò and Travel Channelôs ñDig Warsò destroy numerous sites as 
the public watches.  While upsetting in and of itself, the damage goes far beyond the sites aired but mesmerizes the 
public into a belief that metal detecting is harmless fun, an avenue to historic discovery, and an opportunity to find 
buried treasure.  The general public does not have an adequate information base to realize the destructive nature of 
the activity.  The archaeological community needs to strongly protest these programs through general media, letters to 
the networks, and public education.   SHA has developed an on-line petition which protests the show on all three 
channels; it can be found at www.change.org/petition and do a search for ñNational Geographic archaeology.ò 

Addresses:  Mr. John M. Fahey CEO   Spike: www.Viacom.com/contact/  

                    National Geographic Society   

                    1145 17th Street NW   www.travelchannel.com/contactus  

                    Washington DC 20036     

 

2. Educate the Public.   The professional community in Virginia has always supported public education.  It is ap-
parent that now is the time to go beyond presentations on the importance of archaeology, archaeological method and 
theory, and more esoteric topics to address the problem at hand, the destruction of resources through uncontrolled 
metal detecting.  This needs to be part of the message to the public in general and land-owners in particular.  In my 
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experience, the metal detectorist is a lost cause.  No amount of reasoning will convince these people that they are de-
stroying their own history.  Land -owners are the key as they control the resource and trespassing remains illegal.  They 
need to be convinced that they are the stewards of the past and that the protection of resources is their responsibility.  

DHR and COVA have continuously worked with the ASV on publications, teaching trunks, public exhibits, and, most 
importantly, the Certification Program.  This program teaches the avocational  community archaeological methodolo-
gy with some theory in order to bring their expertise to the technician level, a level which would allow them to act as a 
crew chief on most archaeological endeavors.  The great benefit to historic preservation is the understanding of the 
value of the archaeological resources which come with the program.  Grads can now act as monitors of sites and have 
reported several instances of illegal metal-detecting on public lands.   

3. Obtain Property Easements.  Recent Governors have focused on increasing the number of acres protected in 
Virginia through purchase of important lands by non -profit conservation organizations or public agencies or by the 
placement of such lands under easement. This includes an emphasis on preserving historic lands, landmarks, and sites 
of significance.  Archaeological sites may be protected by a preservation easement held by the Department of Historic 
Resources as part of a larger historic landscape comprising a listed property.  Or, if listing property in the state land-
marks register is not practical, protection of a site may be achieved through use of an open space easement held by the 
Department with special provisions for archaeological stewardship.  

4. Learn how to use a metal -detector.  Archaeologists are not imminently trainable.  Most have learned how to 
drive a car, navigate a computer, and master a transit.  Why then, can we not learn the intricacies of metal-detector 
use?  I have often been told by a few historic archaeologists that the only way to gain reliable metal-detecting results is 
by using experienced metal-detectorists.  In essence, this means resorting to employing those who have gained the ex-
perience over the years by destroying archaeological resources.  This is particularly prevalent in Civil War surveys 
where ñexperiencedò detectorists help to map the distribution of artifacts.  I object to this on two grounds.  First, there 
is the ethical problem of employing people who knowingly and blatantly destroy historic resources.  The archaeologists 
in question know their history yet still use them in the field.  Help an archaeologist on Friday, destroy a site on Satur-
day.   I do find this unacceptable. 

And the archaeologistsô rationale is often, ñThey have the experience to find things less experienced detectorists can-
not.ò  This leads to the second objection and basic premise: Archaeologists are trainable.  Contrary to common belief, 
archaeologists can learn things, can operate mechanical devices.  There is no reason on the face of the earth that an 
archaeologist cannot learn the proper use of a metal-detector.  And some have.  Recent programs such as ñAdvanced 
Metal Detecting for the Archaeologist,ò sanctioned by Register of Professional Archaeologists, is but one example.  To 
use our metal-detecting friends because they are experienced is a shallow panacea which says to me that someone is 
too lazy to learn how to use the appropriate equipment. 

            

Conclusion  

Like most scientific endeavors, archaeology is not easy to implement and not easy to explain to the public.  In general, 
people view artifacts as objects, not as fossilized behavior or symbolic rendition of a culture.  As objects, they seem to 
be stand-alone things which have value in and of themselves.  As anthropologists, we view an artifact as a piece of an 
overall assemblage and representation of the bits and pieces of culture to be built upon for the understanding of that 
culture.  If an object is removed from that database, the cultural reconstruction loses a piece of that understanding.  
An object out of context is an object lost to interpretation.  In addition to our local home -grown metal-detecting com-
munity, Virginia is being set upon by highly organized metal -detecting relic-hunting groups.  At least two groups ad-
vertise at the national level, bringing metal detectors from all over the country.  The ñhuntò sometimes involves up-
wards to 200 - 250 participants.   A site is rented from the land -owner, metal detected, artifacts dug up, and the site 
severely damaged if not completely destroyed.  Prizes are awarded, in some cases, for the ñbestò artifact, the relic hunt-
ers go home with their finds, and Virginia loses another piece of the Commonwealthôs story.  The actions of these col-
lectors may not be illegal, but they are unethical and profoundly and irreversibly destructive of our history.  
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CURRENT RESEARCH  
POPLAR FOREST  

Jack Gary  

Recent Excavations and Research 

Once again the spring and summer were busy times for the Poplar Forest Department of Archaeology and Land-
scapes. The Carriage Turnaround project, designed to better understand the pavings, boundaries and plantings asso-
ciated with a circular drive in front of Jeffersonôs retreat home, was in high gear. A goal of the project has been to date 
a circular maze of English boxwoods at the center of the 
turnaround and the border of American boxwoods on the 
outside of the turnaround. Excavating in, around, and un-
derneath the shrubs themselves we discovered that the box-
woods were planted on a layer of fill capping earlier land-
scape features. Artifacts within this fill solidly date the de-
posit to after 1845 when the house burned. Underlying the 
fill was a 3 foot wide linear feature that ran across the cen-
ter of the turnaround circle. The purpose of this long and 
shallow feature is still unknown, but a cross-section exca-
vated through it revealed a fragment of black transfer print-
ed whiteware with the Napier pattern. Manufactured no 
earlier than 1833, this pattern in conjunction with dates 
from the overlying fill provided the definitive evidence that 
the shrubs were placed here well after Jeffersonôs death in 
1826. It seems most likely that Edward and Emma Hutter 
had the boxwoods planted during renovations to the house 
and grounds in the mid -1850ôs. Thus we have been able to 
lay to rest any speculation that they were part of Thomas 
Jeffersonôs landscape design.    

The ques-
tion, then became, ñwhat exactly was his design for the area in the 
middle of the turnaround?ò With the boxwoods physically blocking 
our ability to excavate further to answer this question, we made the 
difficult decision to remove them. After several months reviewing 
the data and deliberating with our landscape advisory panel, the 
shrubs were cut down in September. Prior to their removal they 
were carefully documented from above and on ground. Clippings 
have been rooted 
and are curated on 
site and at the 
Center for Historic 
Plants. The loca-
tions of the shrubs 
have also been 
surveyed and in-

cluded in our GIS. Theoretically we would be able to accurately re-
plant the boxwoods using the same genetic stock from the original 
plantings if we ever desired.      

Now with unfettered access, we will continue to excavate the area in 
the center of the turnaround in order to discover any remains of 
plantings or landscape features associated with Jeffersonôs design. 
The end goal for the project is to restore the Jefferson-era features 
including the paving of the turnaround itself.  

View of the Carriage Turnaround and boxwoods prior to removal. 

This is one of numerous aerial photographs of the boxwoods taken 

with a remote controlled helicopter.  

Field Technician Emily Tomlin working underneath the 

English boxwoods in the center of the turnaround.  

The linear feature containing the fragment of ceramic 

with the Napier transfer print (c.1833 -1846).  
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Lynchburg College at Sandusky Plantation  

Lori Lee  

Lynchburg College hosted an archaeology field school this summer at Sandusky Plantation in Lynchburg, Virginia. 

The ultimate goal of this project is to interpret the daily life of enslaved laborers and the planter family at Sandusky 

plantation in the nineteenth century and, later, to compare this to research Lee completed at Poplar Forest planta-

tion that focuses on the same timeframe. The goal this summer was to locate and investigate the remains of a nine-

teenth century detached kitchen that was located east of the main house. Historic Sandusky, now a house museum, 

intends to rebuild both the kitchen and an adjacent smokehouse. Prior to reconstruction, they wanted archaeologists 

to identify the former locations of the original structures and to collect archaeo-

logical evidence to avoid any mitigating impacts on these cultural resources 

through reconstruction.  

This project is significant for several reasons. First, it fleshes out the history of 

Sandusky plantation, where current interpretation centers heavily on Sanduskyôs 

occupation by Union General David Hunter from July 17 ï 19, 1864 during the 

Battle of Lynchburg. Second, it provides the foundation for an accurate recon-

struction project. Third, it explores an aspect of slavery that is currently under -

represented in historical and archaeological researchða nineteenth century 

plantation in central Virginia that was owned by a series of families that each 

owned a small number of slaves. 

Five Lynchburg College history graduate students and one Randolph College so-

ciology undergraduate student worked at the site for six weeks. Excavations re-

vealed a brick path and part of a brick wall from the kitchen. An 1817 insurance 

plat recorded the dimensions of each structure. Based on the archaeological evi-

dence and the known dimensions obtained from the plat, additional units will be 

excavated next summer to locate the corners of the kitchen. History graduate 

student Joe Olsen is currently working with Lee to process and catalogue the artifacts that were excavated this sum-

mer so that artifact analysis and interpretation can begin. History graduate student Victorian Lunsford plans to write 

a Master's thesis based on material culture recovered this summer and in previous excavations undertaken by Poplar 

Forest archaeology staff under the direction of Dr. Barbara Heath. 

A portion of the kitchen foundation at 

Sandusky. 

NATIONAL CAPITAL REGION ð Regional Archeology Program Web Site Launched  

The regional archeology program for National Capital Region has launched a new website (http://www.nps.gov/
rap/) that highlights archeology around Washington, D.C., and is geared towards the general public, kids, teachers 
and the historic preservation professional.   

As the National Park Service approaches its second century of service and stewardship, the website is one tool to 
share the programôs connection to the National Park Service mission. 

Information about past and present archeology projects at national parks around the nationôs capital is presented 
through ñvirtual exhibitsò and multimedia presentations. Teachers as well as children and their parents will find in-
formation about archeology, fun things to do, and how to get involved. Professionals will find reference materials, 
links to key laws and policies, and important contact information.  

ñIt is exciting to launch a comprehensive web site for National Park Service archeology here in the National Capital 
Region,ò said Dr. Stephen R. Potter, NCRôs regional archeologist. ñWe hope that both the public and professionals in 
the field will find something of interest and we will continue to update and expand the site to serve the needs of the 
community.ò 
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44PO157, Indian Camp   
 
Barbara Heath  
 
From May 16 to July 19, 2013, archaeology field school participants and graduate students Meagan Dennison, Crystal 
Ptacek, and Hope Smith, under the supervision of Barbara Heath, continued work at the Frenchôs Tavern portion of 
the historic Indian Camp plantation in Powhatan County. The work is being conducted by the University of Tennessee 
Knoxville with funding provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities. The Indian Camp land was original-
ly patented by Frances Eppes in 1730, and was subsequently managed by John Wayles. Thomas and Martha Jefferson, 
Henry Skipwith, Francis Eppes Harris, and Hugh and Lucy French owned the property between the 1770s and 1840s. 
Men and women enslaved by Francis Eppes, and their descendants, lived at Indian 
Camp for most of the 18th century. Many of these people were relocated to Monticello 
and Poplar Forest by Thomas Jefferson, but their relatives, inherited by Henry Skip-
with or owned by Francis Eppes Harris, likely continued to live at the Powhatan 
County property until at least the early 19th century. This project will compare the 
material conditions of slavery at Indian Camp with conditions experienced by family 
members who were removed to Poplar Forest in the 1770s and lived there into the 
1820s. 

 
In 2013, our team continued excavations at 
44PO157. We discovered the site during a shovel 
test pit survey of the property in 2011, and began 
work on a block excavation in 2012. The site, 
which dates from circa 1770 to 1870, consists of a 
fairly deep (1.0-1.25 ft) plow zone overlying nu-
merous historic features. 
 
In 2012, we excavated a shallow subfloor pit that 
was filled in the last quarter of the 18th-century, 
and uncovered eight post holes related to a later structure, excavating six of them. 
The fill of the post holes contained a small number of domestic artifacts that pro-
vided a tpq of 1779 for construction, based on the presence of pearlware. Pearl-
ware was also found in the fill of molds associated with two post holes. The lack of 

any later artifacts in the molds, such as machine cut nails, bone china, or whiteware found in adjacent plow zone de-
posits, suggests that the structure was relatively short-lived. 
 
Together, the post holes form an octagonal building with a diameter of ap-
proximately 7.5 feet. Seven of the walls measure close to or exactly three 
feet; the eighth wall, facing due east, is approximately half of a foot longer, 
and may indicate the location of a doorway.  
 
These features supported a relatively small, lightly-framed, ornamental 
building. Analysis of carbonized wood in the fill of the post holes, undertak-
en by Dr. Heather Trigg and Courtney Williams of the University of Massa-
chusetts, Boston suggests that the structure was built with oak posts. It was 
likely built during Francis Eppes Harrisôs or Hugh Frenchôs ownership of the 
property, and might have functioned as a privy or a dovecote. 
 
Just east of the octagonal building, the remains of a second structure were 
uncovered. Four brick pier bases outline a building at least 9 ft. to a side. It 
is possible that the structure extended south or east, as time precluded complete testing in those directions. A large, 
disturbed area with extensive ash and charred wood just south of the south wall of the pier-supported structure may 
relate to a chimney formerly located there. No dateable artifacts were associated with the piers. A small posthole locat-
ed adjacent to the southeast pier may represent a repair to the structure. It contained a large piece of a pearlware plate 
base in its fill along with several large brick fragments. The overlying plow zone contained a mix of late 18th ïto-mid -

Crystal Ptacek and Kirstie Durham 

mapping a post hole. 

Meagan Dennison cleaning a post hole at 

44PO0157. 

Hope Smith and Lana Ilas mapping FT337G 

and H with Meagan Dennison. 


