






























corner hole of a post-constructed building. Because 
these features set squarely in the center of several 
proposed house lots, the VHLC decided to proceed 
with extensive salvage excavations. 

A layer of soil that had been disturbed by more 
than three centuries of cultivation covered the area 
surrounding the house and trash pits. Owing to 
constraints of time and money this plow zone was 
removed mechanically to reveal a domestic complex 
consisting of a dwelling, one outbuilding, two wells, 
and a dozen trash pits. 

Preliminary search of the York County records, 
which fortunately were spared the destruction com­
mon to the records of many countries during the Civil 
War, indicated that the tract of land on which Bennett 
Farm is situated was first granted to Samuel Bennett 
sometime before 1636. By 1639 the estate passed to 
his daughter Hannah, who married Abraham Turner 
five years later. Not long after Turner's death Han­
nah married Humphrey Tompkins, in 1648. It was 
the home of the Tompkins family, from the time of 
the marriage of Humphrey and Hannah through the 
death of their son Samuel in 1702, that was exca­
vated at Bennett Farm. 

As excavation of the site proceeded it became 
evident the Tompkins house had been a frame struc­
ture built around posts set into the ground. It mea­
sured 20' x 34', was without cellars or storage pits, 
and may have had wood and clay hoods covering 
open hearths. The artifact assemblage recovered 
from Bennett Farm suggested the Tompkins family 
subsisted at an austere level. Approximately 40% of 
the ceramic objects discarded were inexpensive, 
locally manufactured, utilitarian items. About half of 
these were products of potter Morgan Jones, who 
operated a kiln in Westmoreland County in 1677. 
Imported ceramics found at the site consisted pri-

marily of Raeren stoneware jugs, Staffordshire 
slipwares, and plain delftwares. No Chinese porce­
lain was found. 

Since wells are often a rich source of artifacts, 
archaeologists anticipated that the picture of life at 
Bennett Farm would be greatly enhanced by the 
refuse tossed into the two wells. Unhappily, only a 
handful of artifacts were found, although each well 
contained a surprise at the bottom. About four-and­
one-half feet down in the first well occurred a dark, 
circular stain which had the appearance of a decayed 
barrel. This suspicion was soon verified by bisecting 
the stain to expose a distinct barrel profile. Contin­
ued excavation uncovered a fully intact barrel imme­
diately below the exposed stain, providing clear 
evidence that the well shaft had been lined with 
barrels placed one on top of the other. This depar­
ture from the more typical method of lining wells 
with compass bricks might be interpreted as another 
manifestation of the financial limitations of Humphrey 
Tompkins. The second well proved even more bar­
ren than the first. It contained only two artifacts, one 
of which was a section of wooden ladder found 
protruding from the bottom layer of the eleven-foot­
deep well. 

Fortunately, the twelve trash pits at Bennett 
Farm were as artifact-rich as the wells were poor. 
Among the several informative artifact components 
recovered, a large number of items related to the 
utilization of natural resources. In this group agri­
cultural activities were represented by twenty-six 
hoes, two shovel nosings, a scythe blade, and an iron 
plowshare. Fishing and oystering were indicated by 
boat and fish hooks, while two axes, a forming chisel, 
and a saw blade fragment testified to the importance 
of woodworking in the life of the 17th-century 
planter. 

Assemblage of River Creek artifact!, including an Erz:glisk delftware mug, a Dutch maiolica plate, a Rhenish stoneware facetted jug, a glass 
tumbler, and a brass tobacco box with a marked English pipe. 
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Right: Chinoiserie-decorated English delftware basin, excavated from 
a 1650-80 context at River Creek. Painted in blue, the motif copies 
Chinese porcelain of the transitional period between the Ming and 
Ch,ing dynasties. 

The documentary record substantiates the ar­
chaeologically derived inference that Humphrey 
Tompkins was a small-time planter of lower middle 
class status. Hannah Tompkins' deed of gift dated 
167 4, for example, contained no mention of owning 
slaves or servants, a definite indication of modest 
economic circumstances. Samuel Tompkins, who 
inherited the plantation, evidently did little to im­
prove his lot, for an appraisal of his estate in 1702 
described virtually all the furnishings as old, again 
made no reference to slaves or servants, and valued 
his total estate at some fifty-eight pounds sterling, a 
rather paltry amount for that time. In sum, the 
artifactual, architectural, and documentary evidence 
all point to the same conclusion, that Humphrey 
Tompkins was at the short end of the socio-economic 
scale. 

Less than a quarter mile away, in an era of 
Poquoson now called River Creek, Richard Trotter 
established himself about the same time as his neigh­
bor Humphrey Tompkins. The tract originally may 
have been part of a land grant made to Augustine 
Warner in 1635. By the mid-1640s River Creek was 
acquired by Thomas Trotter, father of Richard, and it 
remained in his family until the turn of the century, 
when it was willed to a relative, Richard Dixon. 

Once again, imminent destruction of this impor­
tant site was brought to the attention of the VHLC by 
Hugh Wornom in 1979. After consulting with owner 
Bill]. Kaoudis, archaeologists surveyed the property 
and uncovered a large trash pit. The plow-zone layer 
was removed mechanically from the surrounding 
area, exposing a second trash pit along with a series 
of ditches enclosing two large post buildings. The 
post buildings represented domestic structures of 
two different periods, the later building having been 
built over one end of the earlier one. 

The early structure, which measured 20' x 
36', contained a large feature that may have been a 
storage pit, and also had evidence of a wood-and-clay 
chimney. This building probably dates to the second 
quarter of the 17th century, and the later dwelling to 
the third quarter, during Richard Totter's tenure. 
The Trotter structure, approximately 20' x 34', 
was architecturally more sophisticated. It contained 
the most strikingly complete remains of a wood-and­
clay chimney yet found in Virginia. Along the eastern 
gable of the building lay a pad of orange clay eleven 
feet long and four feet wide, with a patch of scorched 
clay in the center. At each corner of the pad were 
holes for principal posts. Across the back were four 
less substantial posts, while two light studs had been 
placed at each end. Additionally, there was evidence 
that each exterior corner post had been replaced at 
least three times during the life of the chimney. 
Although wood and clay, or "Welsh," chimneys are 
believed by archaeologists and architectural histor­
ians to have been common features of many 17th­
century Virginia dwellings, the materials of which the 
chimneys were constructed rarely survived. Conse­
quently, details of size, carpentry, or placement of 
the chimneys are virtually unknown. The River 
Creek find, therefore, can provide scholars with 
many missing answers. 
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One might be tempted to assume that post 
buildings, constructed from materials less expensive 
than those employed in brick structures, were built 
only by individuals of lesser means. This does not 
appear to be true during the 17th century, however. 
Such prominent men as Captain Thomas Pettus and 
former North Carolina Governor William Drummond 
lived in post buildings in James City County at the 
same time the unprepossessing Humphrey 
Tompkins inhabited a house of similar construction. 
Consequently one needs to look beyond architectural 
remains for clues to social position and wealth. 
Artifact assemblages from associated trash pits are 
useful in this pursuit. 

In contrast to the finds from Bennett Farm, a 
16' x 10' pit at River Creek contained no coarse­
wares. Rather it yielded elaborately painted delft­
wares (including a magnificently decorated basin), 
imported Raeren and Westerwald jugs, a brass to­
bacco box, and a glass tumbler -all suggesting that 
Trotter was a man of substantial means. 

A 1706 probate inventory of the possessions of 
Richard Dixon, who inherited virtually the entire 
Trotter estate in 1700, records that Dixon owned 
nine slaves and had a total worth of some 400 pounds 
sterling. Though this may not all have come from the 
Trotter holdings, it is not unreasonable to use this 
document as a crude measure of Trotter's economic 
status. It would place him among the 20% of wealthi­
est men in York County. In addition, other docu­
ments indicating positions held and servants owned 
by Richard Trotter clearly show him to be more 
influential and to possess greater resources than 
Tompkins. 

On April 26, 1979 Poquoson celebrated the 
248th anniversary of its founding by dedicating an 
historical marker and opening an archaeological mu­
seum in the Poquoson Public Library. Inspired by the 
Charles River Parish, particularly officers Mrs. John 
Dressler and Mrs. Charles Phillips, the museum 
displays artifacts and documents from both Bennett 
Farm and River Creek in a case donated by James C. 
Moore. The VHLC excavations at Poquoson are an 
outstanding example of cooperative effort between a 
community and a state agency to preserve and 
interpret the cultural heritage of the community for 
the benefit of all citizens. 

Nicholas Luccketti 
Senior Historical Archaeologist 



Archaeology in Southwest Vir;ginia: 
VHLC Findings Provide New Data 

on Late Prehistoric Settlement 
In November 1979 the Virginia Historic Land­

marks Commission was notified by members of the 
Wolf Hills Chapter of the Archaeological Society of 
Virginia that an important late prehistoric site in 
Russell County ( 44RU7) was threatened by housing 
development. The location of 44RU7 had been for­
mally recorded in 1963 and a brief description subse­
quently published in C. G. Holland's Archaeological 
Survey of Southwest Virginia. Holland described the 
site as an aboriginal village on a "slope northwest of 
Mountain Creek." Recorded artifacts and archaeo­
logical remains included shell and limestone tem­
pered ceramics, chert projectile points, a fenes­
trated shell gorget with an incised rattlesnake 
design, and numerous human burials. These traces 
of past human activity suggested a Late Woodland 
Period site with a probable occupation date of some­
time between A.D. 1000 and A.D. 1650. 

Of immediate concern was the installation of a 
private landowner's sewage drainfield. VHLC ar­
chaeologists responded quickly by organizing an in­
tensive field examination to evaluate the extent of 
past impacts and the potential disturbance of future 
development. Construction had already cut through 
a central portion of the site, . exposing five human 
burials, four fire hearths outlined by burnt-orange 
clays, many postmolds indicating substantial building 
activity, and other cultural features . 

The VHLC's field examination was designed to 
avoid extensive salvage excavation, which is a dan­
gerous crisis response that conscientious cultural 
resource management strives to circumvent when­
ever possible. Although parts of 44RU7 were immi­
nently threatened, and other portions might be im­
pacted in the future, it was considered imprudent to 
excavate too much too soon. Therefore, the primary 

objectives of the field examination were to record all 
cultural features exposed in the profiles of drainfield 
trenches, to determine the spatial limits of the site, 
and to map these important data accurately so the 
effect of future impacts could be carefully evaluated. 
Willing cooperation of the private landowner and the 
assistance of members of the Wolf Hills Chapter 
greatly facilitated achievement of these objectives. 

The particular remains at 44RU7 consumed 
only part of the VHLC's interest, however, for the 
significance of a site emerges when it is considered 
within a broad regional context. Both state and 
federal historic preservation laws make clear the 
VHLC' s responsibility for protecting and under­
standing cultural manifestations of the historic and 
prehistoric periods within a regional context. Toward 
this end the VHLC maintains a comprehensive state­
wide inventory of archaeological resources which 
compiles specific data that can be used to understand 
the evolution of cultural systems and to suggest how 
events at any one site affected the evolution of these 
systems. When the VHLC began its investigation of 
44RU7, therefore, the larger region of which it is a 
part, Southwest Virginia, could not be ignored. 

Southwest Virginia is an area of unsurpassed 
natural beauty. The Blue Ridge Mountains, the rug­
ged Appalachian Highlands, and the Appalachian Pla­
teau are carved by the extensive and often intertwin­
ing drainages of the New, Holston, Clinch, and 
Powell rivers. This mountainous topography is blan­
keted by a lush environment shaped both by regular 
seasonal changes and dramatic changes in elevation. 

Equally spectacular is the rich and diverse ar­
chaeological record of the region. Man settled 
Southwest Virginia early, although sporadically, dur­
ing what is known as the Paleo-Indian Period (possi-

View from the west of archaeologist mapping locations of cultural features exposed in the walls of the drainfield trenches. 
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View from the north showing the mountainous context of 44RU7 and the developing community of trailer homes. 

bly as early as 10,000 B. C. ). Evidence of more 
intensive Archaic Period occupations can be dated to 
approximately 8000 B. C., when many remote val­
leys and adjacent uplands were inhabited by hunter­
gatherers exploiting the area's vast resources of 
edible plants and animals. From 8000 B. C. until just 
prior to European settlement, Southwest Virginia 
supported many aboriginal groups and two major 
cultural traditions: the Archaic, dating from ca. 8000-
1000 B. C., and the Woodland, dating from ca. 1000 
B.C.-A.D. 1650. Material remains from the region 
indicate that the indigenous populations interacted 
with neighboring cultures in adjacent areas of what is 
now central Virginia, northern and western North 
Carolina, Tennessee, western Kentucky, West Vir­
ginia and Ohio, and southwestern Pennsylvania. 

Despite the significance of these archaeological 
resources, archaeologists paid limited attention to 
Southwest Virginia until fairly recently. Early investi­
gations included Lucien Carr's 1877 exploration of a 
mound in Lee County for Harvard University's Pea­
body Museum and limited surveys in 1914 and 1915 
by Robert Wainwright, a volunteer for the Smithso­
nian Institution's Bureau of American Ethnology. In 
1940 Waldo Wedel of the National Museum of Natural 
History completed a partial reconnaissance of Salt­
ville, Virginia. A few other works touched briefly on 
the archaeological resources of the area, but it was 
not until the summers of 1963 and 1964 that the 
region as a whole was studied systematically by 
C. G. Holland for the Smithsonian Institution. 

One explanation for the apparent lack of scien­
tific interest in the area was the early preoccupation 
of American archaeology with the monumental re­
mains of the "Mound builders, " of which Virginia has 
few examples. Another obstacle to archaeological 
inquiry was the fact that Southwest Virginia was 
reportedly uninhabited at the time of European con­
tact in 1671. Lacking historical knowledge of the 
people responsible for leaving the region littered 
with archaeological material, archaeologists could 
not apply the Direct-Historical Approach, a method­
ology based on the examination of artifact assem­
blages attributable to aboriginal groups known 
through, and accurately located by, historical re­
cords. With no reference point for Southwest Vir­
ginia firmly grounded in documented sources, the 
area's prehistory lay neglected. 

Over the last twenty years, however, interest 
in the Mound builders has waned, and the continuing 
refinement of radiocarbon dating has diminished the 
primacy of the Direct-Historical Approach. Cultures 
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known only through their material remains can now 
be ordered chronologically without historical refer­
ence points. As a result, archaeological investigation 
in Southwest Virginia has greatly accelerated since 
Holland's regional survey. Subsequently, important 
sites in Montgomery and Russell Counties were 
excavated under the auspices of the Virginia State 
Library and archaeologist Joseph Benthall, and inten­
sive salvage excavations were undertaken in the 
area under the supervision of Col. Howard MacCord. 
More recently, effective implementation of state and 
federal historic preservation laws has provided a 
major impetus for archaeological work throughout 
the region. Many contract surveys, the appointment 
of professional archaeologists to the staff of the 
United States Forest Service monitoring the Jeffer­
son National Forest, and the work of a VHLC 
Regional Preservation Office at Emory and Henry 
College have resulted directly from this legislation. 
An important consequence of all these investigations 
has been the development of a substantial data base 
for the region. 

In light of information gleaned from other sites 
in Southwest Virginia, one of the most important 
questions posed by the VHLC archaeologists con­
cerned the unexpected location of 44RU7. Investiga­
tion was directed at discovering whether the site had 
been a densely occupied late prehistoric village-a 
type of site traditionally interpreted as a largely 
agricultural community inhabited by groups of be­
tween 100-400 individuals-or whether it had been a 
less densely settled hamlet repeatedly occupied by 
small groups over several hundreds of years. The 
type of site most commonly and intensively investi­
gated within the region has been the large agri­
cultural community. This preoccupation with large 
agricultural sites has supported a belief that late 
prehistoric settlements were almost exclusively lo­
cated on the extensive floodplains of major rivers. 
44RU7, however, is situated along a sloping valley 
floor, over 600 feet from its nearest reliable water 
source, the confluence of two small perennial 
streams that form the headwaters of the North Fork 
of the Holston River. VHLC archa,~ologists first 
considered the possibility that the site was not the 
location of a village, but of a smaller hamlet less 
dependent upon agriculture than a village. 

Investigation of site size and feature density 
revealed, however, that the site is relatively large, 
measuring 340-400 feet in diameter, and that its 
features, while dense, do not often intrude into one 
another. By examining the degree of artifact homo­
geneity across the site, VHLC archaeologists dis-



covered a stylistically similar assemblage. A dark 
black-brown midden soil was spread unevenly across 
the entire site. All these observations suggested that 
the settlement was intensive but short-lived, and 
that the site did, in fact, function as a village. 

These findings at 44RU7 suggest that the tradi­
tional model emphasizing agricultural potential as the 
primary determining factor in late prehistoric settle­
ment needs to be modified since other variables also 
appear to have conditioned the selection of village 
locations to a significant degree. It is possible, for 
instance, that at the time 44RU7 was settled all the 
more suitable agricultural locations were already 
inhabited. Growing populations may have pushed 
new settlements into areas not well suited to exploi­
tation by the traditional farming technologies. While 
theories of population growth and pressure are ever­
popular within anthropological circles as explanations 
for a variety of phenomena, from technological inno­
vation to cultural migrations, they must always be 
rigorously demonstrated. A testable population pres­
sure theory based on 44RU7 might be advanced to 
suggest that prehistoric groups living in more 
densely populated areas along the Tennessee and 
New Rivers continued to grow, forcing expansion 
into the more isolated areas of Southwest Virginia. 

An alternative explanation might be found by 
examining the site's location in relation to the re­
gional topography, which is dominated by northeast­
to-southwest-trending mountains that place severe 
restrictions on overland travel. In general, the major 
rivers have provided the least obstructed transporta­
tion routes. It is not surprising, therefore, that many 
archaeological sites are found along their banks. 
Occasionally, however, erosional forces have also 

formed gaps, facilitating travel through the moun­
tains and between the major river valleys. 44RU7's 
location at the mouth of such a gap is undoubtedly 
significant. The site probably served as a strategic 
link in a regional network of trade or communication. 

Data from one site alone cannot provide ade­
quate explanations for site selection, demonstrate 
changes in population, or delineate regional trade or 
communication networks. A regional perspective is 
needed to provide archaeologists the opportunity to 
step aside momentarily from past cultures' clutter 
and to explore the dynamics of how and why people 
have changed. Artifacts, often the dominating pas­
sion of archaeology, are only tools to be used in 
understanding the movements and nature of the real 
subject matter: the people who produced them, and 
mankind in general. Only by observing the intricate 
regional relationships among artifacts, "ecofacts," 
and attributes of the natural environment can archae­
ologists sometimes catch a rare glimpse of the struc­
ture and meaning of man's persistence. 

The VHLC's work at 44RU7 has continued 
nearly two decades of sustained archaeological in­
vestigation of Southwest Virginia. The effort is one in 
which concerned, properly trained amateurs work­
ing through the Archaeological Society of Virginia 
have played an indispensable role. In the southwest­
ern part of the state an important and fruitful ama­
teur-professional relationship has developed which 
will continue to insure that the valuable archaeologi­
cal resources of the region are properly monitored, 
preserved, and interpreted. 

Keith Bott 
Former VHLC Archaeologist 

Shell tempered ceramics displaying attributes important in tracing the site)s cultural affiliations with surrounding regions as well as its indigenous 
development. 

32 



Notes on Vlrginia 

MORSON'S ROW 

Ula .. ..a.,~-
', .. , .. 

~. Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission 
-'· Morson's Row 
, 221 Governor Street 
Richmond, Virginia 23219 

- -- . - . 
:1.. ; _ .:. ~ "'~.:;:,::::-.& 

BULK RATE 
U.S. POSTAGE 

PAID 
RICHMONO, VA. 
PERMIT NO. 304 




