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(7) Narrative 

Sum marv Descri~tion 

lies in a narrow valley with steep hills abutting on the creek- On 
the west. the creek winds throueh a still more narrow valley before turbling; over 

The DroDertv on which 44CF7 is located is ~rivatelv owned and is currently vacant. The site 

the Falling Creek Ironworks. 

The Falling Creek Ironworks is recognized as the first successful, integrated iron 
production facility in English North America. The exploitation of natural commodities was a 
principal objective of the Virginia Company of London from the earliest period of their Virginia 
venture. Despite difticulties in establishing the ironworks, a party of workers succeeded in 
co~npleting a portion of the facility in  1620 and produced a sample of iron prior to the arrival 
of three replacements later that year (Kingsbury 1906:472; 1933:240). In addition to the three 
replacement workers, by late June 1621 a fourth individual, John Berkeley (along with his son, 
Maurice. and three family servants), was dispatched to Virginia as Master of the ironworks with 
20 men skilled in ironworking. Berkeley's party specifically included workers to "be employed 
upon the Furnace" and "upon the Forge," explicit evidence for an integrated operation 
producing both cast and wrought iron (Kingsbury 1906a:472). 

The production of iron was abruptly halted by the PowhatanIEnglish conflict of 1622- 
A total of 27 persons were slain at the ironworks, including John Berkeley (Kingsbury 
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1933565). The slaughter of the inhabitants of the Falling Creek settlement was compounded oy 
the thorough destruction of the facility by the Native Americans (Beverley I947:54-55; Stith 
1965:218). While considerable interest existed in teestablishing the operation through the end 
of the Virginia Company period, the level of destruction effectively terminated this apparently 
successful endeavor. 

Archaeological - Descri~tion 

Historical data for 44CF7 is augmented by a relatively intact archaeological record. 
Research has shown that the site contains important archaeological resources, i.e., slag and 
charcoal deposits, foundations, and artifacts, that can potentially contribute to a better 
understanding of the early development of the iron industry in Virginia and the nation. 

The first contemporary reconnaissance of the Falling Creek Ironworks site was 
(44CF7)- 

, the ruins of which 
small pieces of 

furnace cinder, presumptive relics of the ironworks of 1622" and observed that the "exact 
original site" had been covered by "repeated washings of the soil" (1885:79). Of particular 
significance is the fact that Brock (1885:79-80) distinguished the lucation of the Virginia 

d Cary's eighteenth-century forge- 
the latter being manifested by extensive deposits 
proximately one acre to a depth of 2 ft. Brock 

(1885:80) also identified a possible ore (limonite) mining site at a nearby tract, known locally 
as "Iron Bottom, where may be found plentifully what is known as bog iron on the surface." 

Nearly half a century later, the site of the Falling Creek Ironworks became subjected to 
ind~scriminatr digging that continued sporadically for 30 years. In 1925, Roger C. Bensley, 
developer of the nearby "Bensley Village" community and owner of the site at that time, 
"unearthed" apparent industrial remains that he interpreted to be elements of the ironworks 
complex (Gregory 1957:20-2 1). These remains were variably described as being between 4 and 

I 1 ft. below the surface of the ground in association with considerable quantities of charcoal, 
"blast furnace slag, " and ~netallic objects. Bensley apparently observed both undisturbed deposits 
and structural remains including a 'charcoal pit ... about fifty feet in diameter," portions of "the 
foundation and a part of the walls of the original ironworks," and the remains of a timber frame 
wharf adjacent to Falling Creek (Gregory 1957:20, 47; Richmond News Leader 1925). Digging 
again in 1942, Bensley 'uncovered relatively nearby" the remains of what he referred to as the 
-'hide-out or barricade to protect the workmen ... in the event of Indian attack" (Gregory 
19572 1 ). This "barricade" was described as "built in the general form of a cart wheel with a 
central room and corridors leading off like spokes of a wheel from a hub" (Gregory 1957:21). 
Bensley's last episode of digging occurred in 1955 when 'he was running a bulldozer doing 



WPS Form ID-900-a 
(8-86) 

.United S t a t e 8  Dopartwnt of the Intariar 
National Park lorvice 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
CONTINUATION SHEET 

Sect ion 7 Page 3 - - 
Falling creek Ironworks Archaaologiaal Sita (44C17) 

chastarfiald county, Virginia 

some landscaping" at the ironworks site (Gregory 1957:21). At that time, he observed 'a part 
of the bIast furnace ... and that the inside was circular in shape" (Gregory 1957:21). 'A great 
many pieces ... of ancient and original iron works materials" including "rounded billets or pigs" 
were recovered at that time and distributed to 'his acquaintancesn (Gregory 1957:Zl). 

Tangible evidence of the Falling Creek Ironworks has also been observed in areas away 
from 44CF7. Gregory (1957:41-43) suggested that the granite and sandstone usad for the 
construction of the nearby turnpike bridge over Falling Creek and a culvert at Grinddl Creek 
( 1828- 1829) were saivaged from the remains of the early seventeenth-century blast furnace. 
Recent inspection of the bridge by staff members of the Department of Historic Resources 
(DHR) revealed the occasional presence of granite blocks coated with an iron residue indicating 
that Gregory's suggestion may be correct. According to Howard A. MacCord, Sr. @ersonal 
communication 1990)' similar remains can be observed in the stonework of the Ampthill Mill 
ruins on the north side of the creek, Though no direct historical evidence is available to indicate 
that the furnace remains were salvaged in the early nineteenth century, the reuse of available 
construction material is a reasonable expectation. 

While Bensley's activities certainly affected the integrity of the ironworks site, they did 
serve to positively identify the presence of industrial remains associated with the operation of 
a furnace on the south bank of Falling Creek. Several metallurgical assays of specimens 
recovered from the site revealed that the iron had been in a molten state, which required a 
furnace temperature of at least 1,500" C (Gregory 1957:17-19). These analyses served to 
confirm the distinction observed earlier by Brock between the remains of Archibald Cary's forge 
on the north bank of Falling Creek and the furnace remains on the south bank. 

The indiscriminate digging by Bensley is best summarized in a letter from Bensley to 
archaeologist Roland Wells Robbins in 1952: "this property had a very interesting past and I 
derive quite a lot of pleasure plundering and digging and dreaming of how it once was" (Roger 
Bensley to Roland Wells Robbins, 27 July 1952). In 195 1, Robbins visited the Falling Creek site 
at the request of the American Iron and Steel Institute to take a 'quick look." Robbins was then 
excavating the remains of the Saugus ironworks in Massachusetts for the First Ironworks 
Association, a project funded by the American Iron and Steel Institute. Both groups were aware 
of the early Falling Creek site and concerned about their claim that the Saugus facility was the 
"first" ironworks site in colonial America. Robbins was asked to investigate the site to determine 
whether evidence existed that would confirm that the Falling Creek site actually operated before 
its destruction during the 1622 conflict. 

Robbins recorded his Falling Creek visit in his Saugus daily log for 1951, providing an 
interesting sketch map of the site (Robbins 1951:38A). He reported that he locaked evidence of 
an old dam and deserted canal that ran along the north side of the river from the early dam to 
the gristmill ruins. Robbins observed that the stream banks from the dam upstream- 
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were steeply sloped and that the area "permits no working area for casting, etc. " (Robbins 
195 1 :38B). He continued his observations by recording that 'the geneml area where the ruins 
of the grist mill stand [are] most desirable for blast furnace operations. Here, either side of 
Falling Creek provides ideal elevations for a furnace bridge, as well as working area . ..." 
(Robbjns 1951:38B). Robbins further favored this area, he said, because it provided navigable 
waters that terminate at the falls. He also calcuiated that a dam at the 'cascadesn would provide 
a good head of water to power the furnace. The area between the James River and the railroad 
trestle could be ruled out, Robbins determined, because it provided no elevations for the furnace 
bridge and was prone to flooding. 

Robbins stated that he "carefully" looked at the conjectured furnace site area located on 
Bensley's property, but notes that he found no slag or other evidence. He reported that he found 
metal waste, metal, brick, and refractory brick, 20 to 25 ft. west of the gristmill ruins, and 
noted that "this evidence indicates that foree activitv took dace in this area some time anon 

Is forge, as approximately 

gn (Robbins 195 1 :38C). 

Robbins returned his attention to the Falling Creek site in early 1961, as he neared the 
end of a five-year project for Sleepy Hollow Restorations at the Phillipsburg Manor Upper Mills 
slte in North Tanytown, New York. As Robbins began to consider his next project, he wrote 
to Jamestown curator J. Paul Hudson: "I now want to concentrate on seeing if we can get 
something going on the Falling Creek sitew (Roland Wells Robbins to J. Paul Hudson, 3 January 
1961). He went on to request information from Hudson on digging that had occurred at the Site 
since he had last visited and proposed a "walking and probing survey" to determine "what there 
was to work with" (Roland Wells Robbins to J. Paul Hudson, 3 January 1961). Hudson 
responded to Robbins by suggesting that he should write to Frederick Pease of the Chesterfield 
County Historical Society and to state Senator Lloyd C. Bird, to propose his plan and find out 
who owned the property. He also suggested that Robbins contact John D. Capron of the 
Lynchburg Foundry Co~npany about possibly funding the work. Hudson ended the letter with 
the following endorsement. " I don't know of any other archaeologist in America more capable 
than you to excavate the site of a Colonial period ironworks. Your experience at John Winthrop, 
Saugus, Sterling, and elsewhere makes you the only logical choicew (J. Paul Hudson to Roland 
Wells Robbins, 3 January 1961). 

While Robbins spent most of 1961 "renewingn major excavations at Sterling Furnace in 
New York, he again wrote to Hudson concerning Falling Creek late in the year. In January of 
1962, Robbins wrote to Frederick Pease, who responded enthusiastically to Robbins' 
recommendation for a survey of the site and invited him to visit the site in the near future. Pease 
wrote Robbins, "anything you can do about restoring the furnace on Falling Creek will meet 
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with much approval with the people of Chesterfieldn (Frederick H. Pease to Roland Wells 
Robbins, 6 January 1962). In a subsequent Ietter to Hudson, Robbins noted that Pease did not 
mention financial support for the project, but felt that this was not unexpected as Robbins had 
not specifically discussed costs. Robbins explained that his normal fee was $100 per day pius 
expenses, and that the survey that he had in mind would "run under one-thousand dollarsn 
(Robbins to Hudson, 17 January 1962). Robbins continued the letter: 'the Falling Creek furnace 
is a very controversial subject; did i t  or didn't it exist; if i t  existed, did it produce? HOW much? 
The survey that I want to conduct would probably answer the question whether the site that Mr. 
Pease, the late Roger Bensley, and others believe to be the site of the 1622 furnace, is just that" 
(Robbins to Hudson. 17 January 1962). 

Robbins continued his correspondence with both Hudson and Pease during Januq  and 
February attempting to arrange funding for the project through a variety of sources including 
federal and state government agencies. the county government, and the county historical society. 
His ongoing discussions with Pease resulted in his return visit to the site in February of 1962. 
Robbins notes that while he had planned to take transit readings and make tests, the weather was 
very bad causing him to limit his work. He summarized his 1962 field investigation and thoughts 
on the Falling Creek site in a March letter to J. Paul Hudson: 

The area containing a deposit of charcoal and slag is located below the roadway 
The iron works evidence extends 4-1 - at the base of a knoll. Erosion is, and has been 

cutting away the northerly s ope of the knoll. This has been created by a marsh 
at the top of the knoll which drains from the northerly slope. While I inspected 
the top of the knoll for evidence of charcoal, ore, and flux materials, none of 
these materials were noted. This could have been suitably situated for the 
charging bridge, although i t  seemed quite high. The small pond there must not 
be ruled out as a possible source of water for the furnace waterwheel. To 
eliminate the knoll as the site of the charging bridge, leaves but one area to be 
considered. This would be westerly of the possible site of the furnace and below 
the site of the road-. Maybe I shouldn't say below the roadway, as 
it would appear that the area was cut down from its original height, grading i t  to 
the lower area which, fortunately, was built up. Some 40' or so to the northerly 
side of the ironworks evidence exists of a partially filled canal [probably the 
ravine noted on MacCord's map]. This canal originates just to the northwest of 
the site and runs easterly for 250' to 300,' emptying into the tidal waters. In 
places it is only 7'-8' wide at the present bottom. This would have given good 
protection for small boats when the waters of Falling Creek were flooded. If this 
canal is of early vintage. then the land to the southerly side of the canal over to 
where the ironworks evidence exists would have been tied in together. This is not 
the case todav. It appears as though it has been both washed out and taken out in 
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places. If this is true, and the furnace units occupied some of the areas, basic 
foundations were destroyed. 

As I studied the elevation of t h r  water and the head it would 
provide for a waterwheel for a furnace located at the site of the charcoal and slag, 
it seemed doubtful it would operate even a breastwheeI. Also, to run a flume 
from the stream, just above tide head, to a waterwheel located here presents 
problems. It would have had to been [sic] a suspended flume, which is not good 
considering the danger of the flood waters which would harass the uprights. 
Between the stream water above the tide head, and the possible site of the wheel, 
protrudes a natural outcrop of led e which extends into the stream. As its top is 
higher than the headwaters- and there is no evidence of the ledge 
having been cut thru, then the flume would have had to go around the ledge. 
However, if the land was once level over to the canal, a straight flume couid have 
been used. 

I t  is my opinion, based on the limited inspection I made, that if any evidence of 
a blast furnace and its supporting units are to be found at the controversial site, 
they will be located below and possibly to the southerly side of the present 
roadway -. If the furnace stood between the roadway and the canal, 
remnants rliay be found. While this site should be carefully tested before other 
areas should be given consideration, 1 would not rule out the northerly side of the 
stream, nor possibly, other sites to the southerly side of the creek (Roland Wells 
Robbins to J. Paul Hudson, 1 March 1962). 

qobbins ends the letter with the observation that grading was taking place on the property along 
Route 1 , probably indicating that development was imminent. He recommended that the furnace 
site not be purchased until a survey was completed to determine the "potential of the siten 
(Robbins to Hudson, I March 1962). 

Following his 1962 visit to the Falling Creek site, Robbins continued his attempts to 
obtain funds for a survey and excavation project, writing to both I .  Paul Hudson at Jamestown 
aboul federal and state funding and Mr. Marcus Elcan of the Lynchburg Foundry Company 
about private donations. He also stayed in touch with Mr. Frederick Pease, who informed him 
that the property was for sale by the firm of Rucker and Richardson in Richmond. They would 
sell a 300 ft. wide strip along the river, an 8-acre tract, for approximately $20,000. Robbins 
corresponded with Thurlow G. Gregory in the fall of 1962 after reading his article in the 
Virqinia Muqcr7ine qf History and Binxruphy, noting that while he was not "close to the- 
-controversy. naturally I have been very much interested in it" (Robbins to 
Thurlow G . Gregory. 2 1 September 1962). Gregory responded by challenging Robbins' use of 
the word controversy, stating that 'I do not concede that there is a controversy .... I accept the 
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Virginia Company of London as being the final authority upon that matterw (Gregory to 
Robbins, 24 September 1962). 

In 1963, Frederick Pease wrote to Robbins to report that he had worked on an excavation 
of the Falling Creek site conducted by Howard A. MacCord, Sr., of the Virginia State Library 
(Pease to Robbins, 19 August 1963). This more extensive formal archaeological testing was 
carried out by MacCord and the Archeological Society of Virginia in July 1963 (MacCord 
1964). A total of 13 trenches was exposed by a "traxcavator" and hand excavation in the low- 
lying area \ Falling Creek. Excavation of these trenches 
revealed the pnrmce of industhldcp7nitshchucoll) covering an area approximately 75 
ft. in diameter immediately adjacent to the access road. A discrete charcoal deposit was also 
observed nearby on the south side of the road, possibly corresponding to the "charcoal pitn 
discovered by Bensley. Excavation of the industrial deposits resulted in the identification of 
possible structural remains, though continued digging appropriately was halted and the remains 
covered. The industrial debris and the possible structural remains, however, suggested that the 
"main blast furnace ... will be found under the existing roadn immediately to the south 
(MacCord 1964: 12). The location of the principal structural remains under the existing road 
would be consistent with the report that Bensley "encountered iron ore and slag as he dug a road 
to his new swimming pool in 1925," and with the observations made by Robbins (Richmond 
News Le&r 1925). MacCord also identified three "groupsn of notches that were w e d  into 
the rocks at the falls of Falling Creek to the west, possibly used to support the ironwork's dam, 
and flume trestle are represented by extant rock cuts at the falls on the western half of the site. 
Finally, reexamination of the archaeological assemblage recovered by MacCord (curated by the 
DHR, Richmond) revealed the presence of a previously unidentified fragment of iron "pig," 
further confirmation of the presence of a furnace producing cast-iron from ore at 44CF7. 

Following his 1963 excavations, MacCord and Roland Robbins carried on a brief 
correspondence concerning the ironworks that resulted in Robbins' third and final visit to the 
site, with MacCord, in 1968. At this point, the site area seems to have been cleared of all 
vegetation, probably as part of the apartment complex's recreation area. 

To better understand the archaeological character and potential of the Falling Creek 
Ironworks, DHR staff conducted a brief on-site reconnaissance in February 1990. Accompanied 
by Howard A. MacCord, Sr., six auger tests were excavated along the r o a d i n  the 
approximate area where MacCord had recovered evidence of the ironworks in 1963. Though 
only limited slag was revealed, an extensive charcoal deposit corresponding to that observed by 

entitied. That deposit, 
, was found to be up to 2 ft. thick and extended nearly 3 ft. below 

niodern grade. A sample of the charcoal was submitted for radiocarbon analysis and an 
uncorrected date of 390 +/- 70 years B.P. was obtained (A.D. 1490- 1630, Beta-35886). Though 
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'late" radiocarbon dates need to be interpreted with caution, the range reasonably excludes any 
association of the charcoal with Archibald Cary's forge operation during the eighteenth century. 

The land-based reconnaissance was supplemented by an underwater exploration. 
Underwater archaeologists from the DHR examined the large pool at the base of the falls 
adjacent to the Ampthill Mill ruins in an effort to identify any remains of the "tools thrown into 
the river" by the Indians during the 1622 uprising (Hening 1969:135). Little siltation was 
observed in the pool due to the continuous scouring of that area by-Falling Creek. 
At the southern base of the falls, a large stone was observed that exhibited an "L-shaped" notch 
used to support a dam post, similar to those still in situ above water. The stone, however, 
appeared to be resting on an iron bar with characteristics suggesting a "pig" of cast iron. The 
iron bar was left in situ for future recordation and retrieval. 

The various episodes of exploration at 44CF7 have demonstrated the presence of 
undisturbed deposits associated with the Falling Creek Ironworks. Unfortunately, only limited 
information was obtained under controlled scientific conditions. Existing data also addresses only 
the industrial component of a much larger community that existed in the vicinity of Falling 
Creek prior to the uprising of 1622. The location of the residential area has not been determined 
nor has the presence of suitable limonite deposits at 'Iron Bottomw been confirmed. The 
ironworks site therefore exists as a discrete entity as yet uncvaluated in relation to its associated 
archaeological con text. 

In the fall of 1993, staff members from the William and Mary Cater for Archaeologicd 
Research (WMCAR) conducted archaeo1ogical investigations at Site 44CF7 (Higgins et d. 
1994). This investigation was undertaken for the DHR as part of their long-term effort to 
identify and evaluate Wginia Company-period (1607-1624) sites. The purpose of this study was 
lo evaluate the site's eligibility for nomination to the National Register of Historic Places. This 
work sought to verify archaeological resources reportedly associated with the seventeenthcentury 
ironworks (MacCord 1964). to assess the present integrity of the site, and to define the entire 
site area through additional survey and testing in an attempt to identify potentially related 
components, such as workers' housing. 

In view of the high level of work on 44CF7 in the past, the 1993 WMCAR study sought 
to minimize additional impact to the site yet provide comprehensive systematic coverage of the 
site core area (44CF7) and several areas peripheral to the site with potential for associated 
resources. The testing plan utilized a reference baseline and grid transects established at the 
beginning of the investigation. A combined total of 171 shovel tests were dug at intervals of 30 
f t .  (9.14 tn) or less at three locations. Fortv-seven of the shovel tests were dug in Survey Area 

, and 44CF7 and its 
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immediate environs. Subsequently, the shovel test results were plotted on a site plan to identify 
areas of artifact concentration. 

A combined total of two 7 x 7 ft. (2.13 x 2.13 m) test units, one 5 x 5 ft. (1.52 x 1.52 
m) test unit. and three 2.5 x 2.5 ft. (76 x 76 cm) test units were hand-excavated at 44CF7. NO 
test units were excavated in Survey Areas A and B. The placement of the test units at 44CF7 
was based on positive shovel test and the approximate locations of previously identified features 
and deposits (MacCord 1964). Soil layers were excavated by natural boundaries and removed 
to subsoil. Upon exposure of the subsoil, the units were cleaned and inspected for cultural 
depositslfeatures. All features, including the cut features in the rock ledges along the falls, were 
documented by measured drawings and by black-and-white and color photography. In general, 
features were not excavated; however, featuresJdeposits which could not be identified in plan 
were tested to determine their age and function. Wevations were recorded from a temporary 
datum located .5 ft. (15 cm) above ground surface at h e  southwest comer of each unit. Each 
temporary datum was then tied into a permanent datum represented by a 1.0 ft. (30 cm) iron 
pipe at the base of the rock cliff on the western half of the site. The permanent datum is located 
at coordinate 1005.5N-962E. Artifacts were collected according to soil layerllevel. 

To date, no evidence for worker's housing has been found; however, testing by WMCAR 
revealed a light scatter of charcoal and slag over a floodplain that measured approximately 300 
ft. east-west x 100 ft. north-south. This low density scatter generally consisted of small pieces 
mixed in alluvial deposits. In contrast, virtually pure layers of charcoal and slag were found 

near the southern boundary of the site. A thick deposit of Sl 
, and the charcoal layer A? 

approximately 145 ft. east-west x 45 ft. 
north-south. 

The charcoal and slag layers are the same deposits identified by MacCord in 1963. While 
no artifacts were recovered from these deposits during the current survey, they yielded several 
wroug ht-~ron tools. spikes, and brick bats during the earlier investigation (MacCord 1964:9- 12). 
Several of the bricks were coated with slag suggesting that the furnace or auxiliary forge may 
have been brick lined. Traces of crushed oyster shell found beneath the slag during that 
investigation possibly represent mortar for the furnace brickwork or flux added during the 
smelting process (MacCord 1964: 7). 

Analyses of charcoal and slag samples provide information on the age of the deposits as 
well as the ironworking processes. It is known, for example, that the predominate type of wood 
burned for charcoal fuel was yellow pine with lesser amounts of red oak and hickory (MacCord 
1964:8). The predominance of pine is unusual given that hardwoods were generally preferred 
because they burned hotter (Salmon 1986: 1.5). 
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Radiocarbon analyses of charcoal samples recently collected by DHR archaeologists 
provide a date of A.D. 1490-1630, supporting the association of the deposits with the 
seventeenth-cen tury ironworks. Metallurgical assays of slag specimens indicate that these 
deposits were by-products of a blast furnace and distinguishes them from the remains of 
Archibald Cary's eighteenth-century r( of Falling Creek (Gregory 
1957: 17-19). 

The separate locations of the slag and charcoal deposits indicate the existence of distinct 
functional areas and imply a relatively high degree of integrity to this part of the site. The 
charcoal "was probably the stockpile of charcoal made and maintained for charging the blast 
furnace and was located near the uphill side of the furnace for convenience in loading the 
furnace from the topn(MacCord 19648). The slag deposit, on the other hand, was a waste pile 
as well as the possible location of bn auxiliary forge. Similar deposits have been documented on 
other ironworks sites, i.e., Saugus, and are usually separated by furnaces and related structures. 
The research by MacCord and the WMCAR indicate that the main furnace may be located 
beneath the road just west of the WMCAR's Test Units 6 and 7. Although no clear evidence of 
a structure was found during the current research, a large chunk of slag was identified that may 
be associated with the building remains described by MacCord (19649). 

The site chosen tbr the ironworks and the manner in which the facility was constructed 
were similar to other colonial furnaces (Hartley 1957; Salmon 1986; Troup, Barnes, and Barka 
1978; Sanford, personal communication 1993). The success of this venture was in large measure 
dependent upon the skill of the ironworks master and his workers. The availability of natural 
resources also factored into its success including an adequate water source; close proximity to 
suitable limonite deposits, and abundant timber for the production of charcoal. Site 44CF7 was 
located relatively close to an ore source, a tract known locally as Iron Bottom. However, the 
archaeological evidence indicates that this tract is located outside of the surveyed areas. Stone 
and timber were also available on the 100 acres "surrendered for use of the Iron Works" by 
property owner. John Blower (Hatch 195759). Ironmaster of the Falling Creek works, John 
Berkeley, and Sir Edwln Sandys. representative of the Virginia Company, considered the Falling 
Creek site to be ideally suited for the facility (Hartley 1957:36-37). 

Stone construction at 14CF7 is not clear from the archaeological evidence; however, 
furnaces were usually built of stone blocks with lesser amounts of bricks. The typical furnace 
stack measured about 25 ft. square at its base and tapered toward the top; it usually stood 30 ft. 
high and often was constructed in the side of a hiI1. Crossing a wooden bridge from the hilltop 
to the top of the stack. workmen (known as fillers) charged or fueled the furnace with alternating 
layers of charcoal and ore. As noted above, the charcoal and slag identified at 44CF7 are the 
remains of fuel and waste piles associated with this operation. 
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Site 44CF7's furnace was probably situated under the present location of the access road 
or immediately adjacent to i l  on the north. In addition, auxiliary structures such as a refining 
furnace, chafery, and sheds may have been close by (Hatch and Gregory 1962:269; Nod Hume 
1975: 177-178). Traces of at least one of these structures may have been found (MacCord 
1964:9). 

Site 44CF7 was much better suited for a furnace and auxiliary structures in terms of its 
elevation, working space, and access to navigable water than the cr&k9s banks above (west 00 
the falls (Robbins 195 1). ,. The presence 
of postholes or sockets c:into the stones at the falls are evidence of a dam and possibly a flume 
that may have been associated with 44CF7. These structures would have been essential 
components of the ironworks, providing the necessary flow and volume of water to operate the 
fumace(s) . 

Historical data suggests that 44CF7 was intended to be an integrated works to include a 
blast furnace, a refinery furnace, and a chafery. While the establishment of the ironworks was 
slow. iron was apparently being produced on the site by 1620. It is possible that only part of the 
facility had been completed at that time. Soon after Berkeley's arrival in the summer of 1621, 
he indicated that increased iron production would be achieved by the spring of 1622 (Kingsbury 
1933:548). This information coupled with the archaeological results raise some question as to 
the size of the operation at the time of Berkeley's amval. The principal work area, for example, 
appears to have been relatively small for a typical complex of furnaces and related structures. 
It is possible that at least some of the auxiliary structures for the main fumace were still in the 
planning stages or under construction at the time the site was destroyed in 1622 (Hartley 
1957:4 1-42). 
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(8) Narrative Statement of Significance 

Site 44CF7 is significant in that it can address important archaeological and historical 
issues concerning iron production in colonial America. Historical and technological details 
pertaining to the establishment and operation of this facility have been extensively documented, 
and the site's archaeological potential has been demonstrated (Gregory 1937,1960; Hatch and 
Gregory 1962; MacCord 1964; Higgins et al. 1994). Analyses of the site's historical data, its 
physiographic setting, and its archaeological remains, indicate that 44CF7 has local, regional, 
and national significance. 

Site 44CF7 meets the foilowing two criteria e;tablished by the National Register of 
Historic Places: 

Criterion A .  The site is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 
broad patterns of history, namely 

The Falling Crkk Ironworks date to the Virginia Company period (1607-1624) 
which represents the earliest period of permanent English settlement in Nonh 
America, 

The site, established during the first period of exploration and settlement along 
the James River, is contemporary with well-documented, seventeenthcentury 
settlements of Martin's Hundred and Flowerdew Hundred (Noel Hume 1883; 
Deetz 1993) and is related to the early developvent of Tidewater, Virginia, and 

the site represents the earliest initiative at iron production in Virginia, and is 
recognized as the first successful, integrated iron production facility in English 
North America. 

Criterion D. The site has yielded. and ]nay be likely to yield, information important in history, 
namely 

The site contains significant archaeological data that can potentially provide 
important information about the first iron industry in Virginia and the English 
New World, including iron production processes, products, and site composition 
and construction techniques. 
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The history of the Falling Creek Ironworks is better known than that of most English 
settlements established during the Virginia Company period. This is due in Iarge measure to the 
research of Charles Hatch and Thurlow Gates Gregory (Gregory 1957, 1960; Hatch and Gregory 
1962). whose combined works provide considerable historical and technological detail. 

The Falling Creek Ironworks is recognized as the first successful, integrated iron 
production facility in English North America. The exploitation of natural commodities was a 
principal objective of the Virginia Company of London from the earliest period of their Virginia 
venture. Samples of iron ore were returned to England with Captain Christopher Newport in 
1608 and again later that year. The latter material, possibly obtained from the Falling Creek 
area, was apparently processed in to iron with considerable su~cess. ~rchaeological and historical 
evidence suggests that limited forge experimentation was also conducted in Virginia during the 
Virginia Company period (Cotter 1958: 1 1). 

The onset of Sir Edwin Sandys' term as treasurer of the Virginia Company in London 
in 1618 resulted in a renewed commitment to industrial development, particularly to iron 
production. In cooperation with Southampton Hundred plantation, an expedition of 80 persons 
under the command of a Captain Blewett was dispatched 'wth all manner of prouisions for the 
settinge vp of an Iron Worke in Virginia" (Kingsbury 1906:587-588). Unfortunately, the high 
mortality rate resulted in the death of Blewett and his principal associates upon their arrival. The 
ilnportance of the iron-making venture, however, is reflected by the subsequent provision in 
16 19 of a 150 person relief supply "to set vp three Iron workes; proofe hauing been made of 
the extraordinary goodnesse of that ironn (Kingsbury 1933: 1 15-1 18). It should be recognized 
that the "three Iron workes" almost certainly represented the Company's intent of a single three- 
component facility of blast furnace, refinery, and chafery (forge?) rather than three *patate 
plants (Hatch and Gregory 1962:269). The relief supply would be placed upon a site for the 
facility chat probably had been selected by Blewett's party because there was "excellent water 
and good oare" (Kingsbury 1933: 128- 129). 

Despite the death at sea of "the Chiefe men for the Iron worke," the relief supply 
apparently succeeded in completing a portion of the ironworks in 1620 and producing a sample 
of iron prior to the arrival of three replacements later that year (Kingsbury 1906:472. 1933:240). 
In addition to the three replace~nent workers, a fourth individual, John Berkeley (along with his 
son, Maurice. and three family servants), was dispatched to Virginia by late June 1621 as Master 
of the ironworks with 20 Inen skilled in ironworking. Berkeley's party specifically included 
workers to "be employed upon the Furnace" and 'upon the Forge," explicit evidence for an 
integrated operation producing both cast and wrought iron (Kingsbury 1906a:472). 
Correspondence received i n  England from Berkeley indicated his considerable satisfaction with 
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the location of the facility at 'The falling Creeke" and that increased production would be 
achieved by spring of 1622 (Kingsbury 1933548). 

The continued development of the ironworks by Berkeley's party was also linked to a 
shipbuilding venture proposed by the Virginia Company to commence during the spring of 1622. 
In August 1621. the governor and Council were directed to begin cutting timber during the 
winter in anticipation of the arrival of a 'Shipwright wth a ginge of thirty or fortie Carpenters 
and boatwrights* the following spring (Kingsbury 1933496497). The colonists were 
particularly directed to choose the site to be timbered with "respect vnto the nearness of the iron 
works, and of the Saw Millsw (Kingsbury 1933:496-497). This comment suggests that the 
Falling Creek ironworks may have also included a sawmill, or that such a facility was located 
nearby. 

The production of iron was abruptly halted by the PowhatanIEnglish conflict of 1622. 
Twenty-seven persons were slain at the ironworks, including John Berkeley (Kingsbury 
1933565). Beverley ( I  94754) and Stith (1 965:2 18) reported the escape of two children, 
indicating a total resident population of 29 persons (23 men, 2 women, and 4 children). The 
number of men is consistent with the skilled labor force that accompanied Berkeley to Virginia 
and is indicative of the level of effort needed to maintain production once the facility had been 
established. The slaughter of the inhabitants of the Falling Creek settlement was compounded 
by the thorough destruction of the facility by the Native Americans (Beverley 194754-55; Stith 
1965:2 18). Though there was considerable interest in reestablishing the operation through the 
end of the Virginia Company period, the level of destruction effectively terminated this 
apparently successful endeavor. Alexander Spotswood's "Tubal Furnacew was to be the next 
successful iron furnace in colonial Virginia, established over a century later. 

Archaeological Si~nificance 

As a Virginia Company period site, 44CF7 is in an important class of archaeological 
resources. No comparable ironworks, i.e., blast furnace site dating to the seventeenth century 
has been documented in Virginia. The results of archaeological investigations of the site by 
MacCord (1964) and more recently by WMCAR (1994) indicate that the site contains significant 
archaeological data, i.e., discrete charcoal and slag deposits, structural remains, and artifacu, 
that can poten tiaI1y provide important information about the development of the first iron 
industry in Virginia and the English New World, during the early seventeenth century, and its 
relationship to the early development of Tidewater, Virginia. 

The analysis of well-preserved deposits and features at 44CF7 integrated with historical 
information can contribute to our understanding of iron production processes, and site 
colnposition and serve as a coinparative base for examining other ironworking operations in the 
local area and region. Archaeological data from 44CF7. for example, can be compared to data 
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gathered from forge sites at Jarnestown and other settlements during the period, as well as 
eighteenth-century furnace sites which have been documented in Virginia. 

Site 44CF7 is of local importance historically as well as of national significance. It was 
established during the earliest period of exploration and settlement along the James River and 
is contemporary with the well-documented, seventeenthcentury settlements of Martin's Hundred 
and Flowerdew Hundred (Noel Hume 1983; Deetz 1993). On a national level, 44CF7 represents 
the first initiative at producing iron in the English New World and predates the Saugus 
Ironworks in Massachusetts. 

The type of operation undertaken at 44CM was begun at the Saugus Ironworks in the 
1640s. The latter site was subject to extensive archaeological and historical research from 1948 
to 1953, resulting in the restoration of a large industrial complex. The site consitts of blast and 
refinery furnaces, a rolling and slitting mill, a warehouse, and the ironmaster's house (Robbins 
1948-1953; Hartley 1957:facing page 113, 165-184). Additional archaeological mearch at 
44CF7 would likely yield remains similar to those found at Saugus, including a fumace(s), 
auxiliary structures, and work and storage areas. Some evidence for structures at 44CF7 have 
already been found (MacCord 19&:9). 

The research suggests that furnace-related deposits, as well as remains of auxiliary 
structures probably exist beneath a modem access road which is located immediately adjacent 
to the documented remains. Considerable activities, i.e., landscaping, and road construction has 
occurred on the property during the past fifty years which may have jeopardized some of these 
resources; however, the results of archaeological testing indicate that the most significant 
remains on the site are relatively intact (Higgins et al. 1994). 

In summary, the site contains great potential for addressing many important 
archaeological and historical issues concerning iron production in Colonial America. The site 
meets National Register Criterion A in that it is associated with the development of the first iron 
industry in Virginia and the English New World, during the early seventeenth century, and its 
relationship to the early development of Tidewater, Virginia, and Criterion D in that it contains 
archaeological remains that may potentially yield information important in understanding early 
i ron production processes. 
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Figure 1 .  Site MCF7 and environs (U.S. Geological Survey pSGS] 7.5-minute Drewrys 
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Figure 2. Plan of current investigations of 44CF7 showing archaeological areas, sites, and 
locations 
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Figure 7. Site 44CF7, north profile of Test Unit 8 

Figure 8. Site 44CF7, south profile of Test Unit 6 

Figure 9. Site 44CF7, west profile of Test Unit 6 

 fig^.: 10. Site 44CF7, west profile of Test Unit 7 

Figure 1 1. Site 44CF7, plan showing rock cuts 
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DATE: 1994 
VlEW OF: 44CF7, looking southeast from lower falls of Falling Creek, site includes wooded 

area along right bank of river 
NEG. NO.: 
PHOTO 2 OF 5 

DATE: 1993 
VlEW OF: 54CF7. plan view ot'Test Unit  6, Layer E slag deposit 
NEG. NO.: 
PHOTO 3 OF 5 

DATE: 1993 
VIEW OF: 44CF7, plan view of Test Unit  7, Layer E charcoal layer 
NEG. NO.: 
PHOTO 4 OF 5 

DATE: 1993 
VIEW OF: 4dCIF7. plan view of Features 13, 14, and 15 rock cuts 
NEG. NO.: 
PHOTO 5 OF 5 
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( 10) Geographical Data 

Verbal Boundarv Descri~tioq 

- 
3 at a scale of l W =  200'. 

Boundarv Justification 

Boundary determinations were made based on the results of systematic archaeologicd 
testing by WMCAR (1993) and the locations of previously identified, extant features, and 
subsurface deposits (MacCord 1964; Higgins et al. 1994). 




