















































Avrchaeology 1n Soutlnwest Virgina:
VHLC Findings Provide New Data
on Late Prelnstovic 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-
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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 archazologists 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 attvibutes important in tracing the site’s cultural affiliations with survounding vegions as well as its indigenous
development.
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