



































least fourteen had been scuttled by Corn-
wallis along the Yorktown shore to dis-
courage an amphibious assault by French
naval forces.

The Battle of Yorktown was the last major
battle of the American Revolution. Peace
returned, and Yorktown again became a
small Tidewater port town. The sunken
ships were forgotten and left to decay for the
next century-and-one-half.

In 1934 the National Park Service and
The Mariners Museum set out to locate and
salvage Cornwallis’ fleet. A hard-hat diver,
operating from a wooden barge, soon found
the remains of a wooden ship just a few
hundred feet from shore near Ballard Street.
From it and another vessel near Gloucester
Point divers recovered iron cannon and
shot, bottles, pewter ware, ship timbers and
fittings and an assortment of smaller objects,
many of which were placed in the Yorktown
Park Service visitor’s center and The Marin-
ers Museum, evidence that Cornwallis’ ships
still remained relatively intact.

Methods for underwater archaeology
were not established then, so the recovery
did not include a scientific study of the ships’
hulls and artifacts, or even their location,
orientation, and state of preservation. Arti-

facts were not separated by site, and, since
technology of the day did not allow for
adequate conservation, many objects have
deteriorated since removal from the protec-
tive river mud.

Further sporadic attempts to locate and
salvage ships in the Yorktown area occurred,
but there were no large-scale excavations
until forty years later when a group of sport
divers discovered a large wooden hull off
Cornwallis’ Cave. When word spread during
the summer of 1975 that Jarge quantities of
well-preserved artifacts could be recovered
there, many divers converged on the site to
contribute to the deterioration of the ship-
wreck and its contents. Their activities at-
tracted the attention of state and federal
agencies. Aware that the wrecks being
threatened were listed on the National Re-
gister of Historic Places, the Virginia Re-
search Center for Archaeology authorized a
brief survey of the Cornwallis Cave vessel in
mid-October 1975. Identification of the re-
mains of a large wooden-hulled ship, a major
section of its bow exposed to the elements,
focused local newspaper attention on the
Cornwallis ships and on the danger that
further pillage of the site would result in
irretrievable loss of valuable archaeological

Plan of Yorktown during the siege, October, 1781, by a Frenchman
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data. The Virginia Marine Patrol warned
divers that the wrecks were state property,
not to be disturbec without written permis-
sion, and several Virginia lawmakers drafted
bills for the protection of underwater his-
toric property. In July 1976 a special under-
water antiquities law, predecessor to the
Virginia Antiquities Law, went into effect.
Bicentennial 1976 saw an intensive effort
to learn more about the York River ship-
wrecks. In April the Research Center con-
ducted a survey near Yorktown with the help
of The Mariners Museum and the David
Taylor Naval Ship Research and Develop-
ment Center in Annapolis, Maryland. Navy
personnel, using sensitive magnetic detec-
tion equipment, located a number of areas
where the presence of shipwrecks contain-
ing ferrous metals such as cannon, shot,
fittings and bolts were indicated. The areas
were recorded for future study.
Recognizing the significance of the proj-
ect, the Virginia General Assembly voted an
emergency appropriation that enabled the
Research Center to contract with the Ameri-
can Institute of Nautical Archaeology in
June 1976 for an intensive survey of the
Cornwallis Cave Wreck, to determine the
extent of hull remains and make recom-

mendations for additional work. This survey
revealed that approximately ten per cent
remained of a ship originally about 118 feet
long. Several bulkheads, visible near the
bow, indicated compartments for storage of
ship’s equipment and supplies. The survey
report stated that the wreck was significant
because few ships of this period remained in
any form, fewer still of such historic signi-
ficance, but the site surveyor concluded,
“if another, better preserved vessel from the
period can be located, I would recommend
concentrating efforts in that direction.”
Data from the 1976 magnetometer sur-
vey, combined with historical data compiled
by John O. Sands of The Mariners Museum,
led Research Center archaeologists to con-
clude that the possibility of locating other
shipwrecks from the British fleet was great
enough to warrant anintensive, comprehen-
sive survey of the York River near York-
town. In 1977 the Navy team assisted in
a second magnetometer survey, this time
locating additional “targets” in the deeper
mid-river water. In early 1978, with a grant
from the National Endowment for the
Humanities and the support of the
Yorktown Victory Center and the Virginia
Institute of Marine Science, the York River

YORK RIVER SHIPWRECK PROJECT
SURVEY JUN-SEP 1978

FEET
O 100 200 300 400
AR e
SCALE

\ KEY:

O3 SONAR TARGET

O MAGNETOMETER TARGET

© MAGNETOMETER TARGET

X SHIPWRECK [o)

(o] Yo 88
b

GL 136

GL |08 )k\/ c

i (o] i~
e O o o es}( Yo.89




Shipwreck Project began.

The first phase of the project was a side-
scanning and bottom-penetrating sonar sur-
vey in the area where previous research
indicated the highest potential for ship-
wrecks. The sonar prints out a “map” of the
river bottom, indicating by dark blotches any
objects protruding from the bottom. The
sonar confirmed that a number of large
objects lay in the river, in deep and in shallow
water, off both the Yorktown and Gloucester
Point shores. Using combined data from the
sonar, the magnetometer and historical re-
search, a team of eight archaeologists began
investigating these underwater sites in late
June, diving with conventional self-contained
underwater breathing apparatus (SCUBA).
Large areas of river bottom were searched
systematically, using an underwater grid
system. With wvisibility rarely better than
1-2 feet, divers worked largely by feel alone,
searching for wooden timbers, stone ballast
or artifacts which might indicate the pres-
ence of a buried shipwreck.

Two badly deteriorated wrecks were lo-
cated just off the Yorktown beach in about
twenty-five feet of water, one extending
down the sloping edge of the river’s deep
channel, its deepest timbers lying at a fifty-
foot depth. One of the remains may have

been the site salvaged in 1934-35, which
recovered artifacts had indicated was prob-
ably the 24-gun HMS FOWEY.

On Labor Day two more wrecks were
discovered, lying close together on a soft
mud bottom several hundred yards east of
the first two. Both appeared in excellent
condition, one of them undoubtedly the best
preserved 18th-century shipwreck yet dis-
covered in America, with an estimated 40%
of its hull intact. Such architectural features
as breast hooks, deck beams and knees,
bulkheads and the stumps of two masts were
recognizable. A test pit cut into the hull with
an airlift (a device which uses suction to
remove silt and overburden from a site),
provided a number of artifacts dating to the
Revolutionary War period and yielded addi-
tional information about the hull itself.

Later a third wreck was located, just to the
west. This one, too, seems in good condition,
with a large section of hawser (heavy hemp
anchor rope) still lying inside the hull. These
three wrecks, together with the first two and
the Cornwallis cave wreck comprise six iden-
tified shipwrecks lying along the Yorktown
shore.

Meanwhile a second team of arch-
aeologists searching simultaneously on
the Gloucester Point side of the river discov-
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ered two more sites. At one, divers
encountered numerous large amorphous
clumps. Measurements of one confirmed the
suspicion that the object was an iron cannon
of the type carried on 18th-century ships.
Since little was known about the vessel or the
extent of preservation of its metal fittings
and equipment, plans were made to raise the
cannon for analysis. By coincidence the date
the nautical archaeological team raised the
1100-pound cannon from what was prob-
ably one of Cornwallis’ scuttled merchant
ships was October 10th, the 197th anniver-
sary of the day it sank.

The other Gloucester Point wreck, upon
examination, revealed copper-sheathed hull
planking such as generally covered war-
ships below the waterline to protect the
wooden hull against marine borers. The
wreck has been tentatively identified as the
remains of Cornwallis’ single 44-gun frigate,
CHARON.

Diving operations continued through the
fall in an effort to locate additional ship-
wrecks for analysis next spring. Plans for
1979 include rescue salvage excavations of
the original two wrecks discovered, since
both lie close to the river channel where
continuing channel erosion threatens to
wash them away. Advanced planning will

determine the best methods and equipment
for excavation of the most significant ship-
wreck. Archaeologists are considering con-
struction of a cofferdam around the entire
wreck to protect operations against marine
borers, jellyfish, currents and silting, and so
that the water surrounding the operation
can be filtered to improve visibility for pho-
tography and accurate measuring. Access to
the site might be by pier from the nearby
shore, an arrangement which would also
permit the public to watch an in-progress
archaeological excavation.

With identification of eight shipwrecks
dating to the American Revolution, the York
River Shipwreck Project is moving ahead
successfully. The collection of related 18th-
century shipwrecks is unique, and data from
the ships will add to knowledge of ship
construction and shipboard life during the
period of our country’s struggle for free-
dom. The excellent condition of the cannon
and many wooden and leather artifacts add
to optimism that this project will provide the
public with an exciting glimpse into the
little-known naval actions which led to
American independence.

—DBy John Broadwater,
Nautical Archaeologist

Typical 18th Century Brig suggested by wreck YO88
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A Survey of
Current Pre-historic
Archaeological
Activity

During 1978 the number of prehistoric
sites recorded at the VRCA has more than
doubled to 4800, a growth that will probably
recur in 1979. This explosion of site loca-
tions dramatically illustrates the shift from
past emphasis on large-scale excavation of a
few chosen sites to a program of wholesale
identification, survey, and testing of
significant prehistoric sites within the Com-
monwealth. The anticipated goal of develop-
ing a comprehensive site conservation and
preservation plan has been stimulated by a
quantum increase in the number of required
environmental impact surveys, and federal
directives for and assistance in performing a
state-wide inventory of archaeological sites.
Though the program is tempered by
periodic necessity for “rescue” operations on
sites threatened by development, current
planning is directed toward the identifica-
tion and evaluation of those sites most
worthy of preservation.

Surveys in a portion of the South Holston
Lake area, a portion of the Gathright Lake
area, and various smaller surveys through-
out the Commonwealth have made im-
portant contributions to the site inventories
maintained by the VRCA and to overall
development of settlement pattern and loca-
tional predictive models. The South Holston
Lake survey, carried out with the assistance
of the Wolf Hills Chapter of the Archaeolog-
ical Society of Virginia, located over sixty
varied sites dating from the Early Archaic
through the Late Woodland periods, a
timespan of 10,000 years. The drawn-lake
operation yielded important information
about the effects of long-term inundation on
archaeological sites.

Survey on the 650 acre tract along the
Elizabeth River slated for development as
the Portsmouth Refinery resulted in the
recording of thirteen sites. Intensive testing
of the one relatively intact site revealed
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evidence of intermittent occupation during
the Middle and Late Archaic periods (from
c. 4500-1800 B.C.), with extensive occupa-
tion during the Early and Middle Woodland.
Examples of Currituck Beaker, Accokeek,
and Stony Creek wares from the Early
Woodland, and Mockley Ware from the
Middle Woodland, were found in associa-
tion with shell deposits displaying variable
concentrations and species composition
through time. Future excavations at the site
should yield valuable information about
changing cultural adaptation in response to
rising sea level and concomitant areal
environmental changes. Further light may
also be shed on the little-understood early
Currituck Beaker wares found at this site
and others in Tidewater Virginia and North
Carolina.

Surveys of Crump Memorial Park in Hen-
rico County and a portion of the upper
reaches of the Gathright Lake in Bath and
Alleghany Counties located approximately
twenty small sites in upland and low-order
stream environments. Surveys in these and
other previously studied marginal
environments where resource availability
was low or singularly restricted are adding a
new dimension to settlement pattern studies.
By locating, plotting and studying the rela-
tionships such small sites have to larger,
more intensively occupied sites of the same
time period, the VRCA hopes to be able to
produce a more complete analysis of the
prehistoric occupation of Virginia.

To date, excavations that combine re-
search with rescue have been conducted at
Portsmouth Refinery site, White Bank Park
in Colonial Heights, the Buzzard Rock site in
Roanoke, Croaker Landing in the newly
developed York River State Park, the Crab
Orchard site just west of Tazewell, and the
Culler site in Page County.

Three small blufftop sites were excavated

in the White Bank Park confines. Primary
activities at all three dated from the Late
Archaic Savannah River period, and cen-
tered on exploitation of the varied microen-
vironments of this Fall Zone location, par-
ticularly the replenishment of stone tools
from abundant quartzite cobble deposits
there. Ceramics from later occupations of
the main White Bank Park site indicate
continued periodic use of the area by Pied-
mont and Coastal Plain groups, drawn to
this rich diverse area of closely juxtaposed,
easily exploitable resources.

Excavations at the Buzzard Park site at
Roanoke (now in the path of a highway
project) produced evidence of sporadic oc-
cupation from 4000 B.C. until 1000 A.D.
Radiocarbon dating indicated more inten-
sive settlement during the period 1000-1300
A.D., when the earliest Dan River hamlet yet
excavated in Virginia flourished there. Two
circular house patterns, a possible longhouse
pattern, and several butchering and hide
preparation areas were found in association
with midden deposits left by the Dan River
occupants. The dates obtained and the intra-
site settlement pattern data recovered shed
new light on the lives of these Late Wood-
land agricultural people.

During the winter of 1978 preliminary
excavations into an Early and Middle Wood-
land period stratified midden were carried
out at the Croaker Landing site, in New
River State Park. Located at the base of a
bluff overlooking the York River, the site
contained a series of superposed shell de-
posits, pits and pottery bearing levels, illus-
trating a developmental sequence previously
unrecorded in a single site in Tidewater.
Sherds of flat bottomed vessels with either
shell or grog (prefired clay) tempering, simi-
lar to Currituck wares found in Northeast-
ern North Carolina and the Hampton Roads
area, were found in strata below those yield-
ing Early Woodland Pope’s Creek ware and
Middle Woodland Mockley ware, two types
common to the lower Potomac and Tide-
water Maryland. Oyster, mussel, scallop, and
periwinkle shells and a variety of land-based
faunal remains, predominantly of box turtle
and deer, were found in various strata and
are currently being analyzed. Future full-
scale excavations of this important site
should enable us to understand better early
pottery manufacture and changing resource
exploitative strategies during the period c.
1000 B.C.-500 A.D.

In response to threatened destruction

View of test trenches at the Croaker Landing site, 44JC 70. Note the various shell and midden layers.




from proposed construction of a new county
building, rescue excavations were conducted
during spring and early summer at the
Pisgah site, 44 Tz 1, near Tazewell. VRCA
personnel were ably assisted by members of
the Appalachian Highlands, Roanoke Area,
Upper New River and Wolf Hills Chapters
of the Archaeological Society of Virginia.
Previous excavation of portions of the site,
(in 1971 and 1973,) had revealed a complex
and long-lived Late Woodland stockaded
village, the largest known in the Common-
wealth. The recent excavations, centered at
the western edge of the c. 600 foot diameter
site, revealed several large, circular houses,
numerous storage pits, trash pits, burials,
and a portion of the palisade or stockade
line. This last had apparently been rebuilt
three times during the occupation of the
expanding village.

In addition, the remains of a rectangular,
semi-subterranean structure approximately
40 by 65 feet were discovered just outside
the palisade. The first structure of its type
found in Virginia, it contained evidence of
rebuilding, signifying prolonged use. A
series of benches cutinto the subsoil founda-
tion of the building suggested use as a
ceremonial or meeting house by the six-

Late Woodland flexed, double interment at 44 Tzl.
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teenth and seventeenth century occupants
of this Late Woodland village.

Work at 44 Tz 1 was suspended when
county officials decided to postpone con-
struction of the proposed building. The
excavation area was backfilled to preserve
those features left unexcavated, and will be
reinvestigated under future problem orien-
ted research.

Highway construction forced the testing
and subsequent rescue excavation of a por-
tion of a Woodland and Historic period site
near Luray in Page County. The Culler site,
located on Hawksbill Creek, a short distance
above its confluence with the South Fork of
Shenandoah River, was excavated in August.
Only a narrow section of highway right-of-
way was dug, but this strip contained the
foundation and cellar of a late eighteenth-
century cabin, and stratified deposits from
both historic and prehistoric occupations.
Analysis of points and sherds showed that the
bulk of prehistoric occupation took place
during the Middle Woodland period, with
occasional use of the site during both the
Early and Late Woodland periods. Pottery,
while conforming to the general description
of Albemarle (crushed stone tempered
wares), displayed a remarkable diversity of
tempering materials with many combina-
tions and permutations of chert, jasper,
quartzite, shale, quartz, graywacke, and
other materials. Considering the quantity
and variety of points and pottery vessels
found, it seems likely that the site was well
known to Woodland sub-cultures who oc-
cupied it periodically as a base for hunting
forays, and to replenish their stone toolkits
from abundant on-site cobble deposits.

In addition to its expanded programs of
site location and assessment, conservation
and preservation planning, and rescue op-
erations, the VRCA 1s currently administer-
ing Federal grants for Acquisition and De-
velopment and Survey and Planning. Dur-
ing 1978 excavations by Dr. William M.
Gardner at the Thunderbird and Fifty sites,
in the Thunderbird Archaeological District,
were funded on a matching basis, and survey
and testing programs along the lower Poto-
mac received partial funding through two
Survey and Planning grants awarded to
Stephen Potter and Gregory Waselkov,
doctoral candidates in archaeology. The
VHLC-VRCA is pleased to support and
encourage sound archaeological research
within the Commonwealth.

—Prepared by William P. Boyer, Jr.,
Senior Pre-historic Archaeologist
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