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ABSTRACT

In the early winter of 1987, a portion of the well known Sawyer site (44RN39) in the City
of Salem, Virginia, was subject to bulldozing. Members of the Archeological Society of
Virginia were monitoring the site at the time, and several Native American pit features
were noted after impact. Salvage excavations were initiated with notification to David
Hazzard of the VDHR Threatened Sites Program. As copper artifacts were noted in the
pit fill, Hazzard approached the senior author with the possibility of directing the excava-
tion. With the ASV volunteers, excavations continued through December 1987 until the
site was covered with 8-10" of rubble.

The site proved to be protohistoric with glass beads, copper, and iron artifacts recov-
ered. Ten Native American pit features were recorded with 4 being fully excavated, 3 being
bisected, 2 going unexcavated, and 1 likely a large post. The artifact assemblage included
a majority of Dan River series ceramics, small triangular projectile points typed as Madi-
son, Clarksville, and Hamilton. Lithics were primarily of chert although quartz and
chalcedony were also used. The vertebrate fauna fit well with patterns seen at similar
mountain sites.

The site was interpreted as that of a household with year-round occupation. The clus-
tering of pit features is hypothesized as that of a structure and a series of post molds as a
wind break. The date of occupation is ca. A.D. 1621-1635 and represents a protohistoric
site as opposed to direct European contact.
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1: Introduction

The Sawyer site (44RN39), sometimes referred to as
the Thomas/Sawyer site after its two previous owners,
is located in the Ridge and Valley Physiographic Prov-
ince of Virginia within the City of Salem, Roanoke
County (Figure 1). Found on a second terrace on the
south bank of the Roanoke River, the site is within a
relatively broad alluvial bottom. The site runs in a
linear fashion parallel to the river for 1500’ following
the terrace edge. Soils are of a sandy alluvium over an
orange/yellow clay subsoil. The soil is well drained
and productive. Two decades ago, the site was in pas-
turage but more recently has been developed into a
light industrial park. Usually the fertile topsoil is carted
away for sale and the terrain elevated through rubble
deposition to raise the elevation about the 100 year
flood level. Development has been haphazard with
the 100-150" linear lots subject to development at
different times.

The site was discovered by Mr. Joseph Coffee of
Salem in 1979 (Moldenhauer 1987) using predictive
attributes distilled from Coe’s (1964) work in North
Carolina. The now defunct Virginia Research Center
for Archaeology designated the site as 44RN39. In
anticipation of the site’s development, the Roanoke
Valley Chapter of the Archeological Society of Vir-
ginia (ASV) began on-site excavations in 1980 under
the directions of Mr. Horace Hood, long time mem-
ber of the ASV (Barber 1988). The recovery of Dan
River series ceramics and small triangular projectile
points indicated a Late Woodland occupation al-
though a limited number of collected broadspears were
Late Archaic. As early as 1987, 19 features had been
recorded. According to Moldenhauer (1987), com-
mon features were straight-sided, flat-bottomed refuse

filled pits as well as relatively large, shallow roasting
pits with an large number of fire-cracked rock inclu-
sions. One feature was interpreted as a subterranean
kiln and was dated to A. D. 1585+60.

Due to the threats of development, the site was
included in the Virginia Division of Historic Land-
marks’ (now the Virginia Department of Historic
Resources) list of threatened sites. In the late fall of
1987, a member of the Roanoke ASV Chapter noted
earthmoving activities on 44RN39 in an area just east
of the previous ASV activities. In an examination of
the exposed subsoil, several pit features were visible.
It was indicated by the owner, Mr. Joseph Thomas,
that all the topsoil would be removed and the area
then covered by 10" of rubble by the end of Decem-
ber of that year (Figure 2). Mr. Thomas was kind
enough to grant permission for excavation while work-
ing around the prehistoric component. The ASV im-
mediately initiated salvage excavations. Upon the
recovery of copper artifacts, Mr. David Hazzard,
VDHL Threatened Sites Coordinator, was contacted
and subsequently enlisted the senior author to coor-
dinate excavations (Barber 1988). Although salvage
efforts in this area ended at the beginning of 1988,
over the next five years, four additional salvage cam-
paigns were carried out at the site. Due to the varied
excavation eras and time periods, the site was divided
arbitrarily into Area A (the original excavations by the
ASV in the western portion of the site; Area B (near
center site); Area C (falling between Area A and B and
to the south); and Area D (the eastern portion of the
site extending from Area B to the trailer park to the
east).
































































































































































































































































































