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PALEOENVIRONMENTS AND ENVIRONMENTS
OF THE NORTH ATLANTIC REGION

John R. Cross
Introduction

Archaeologists have long recognized the
importance of understanding past physical
environments (e.g., landscapes, climate, plant and
animal communities) for understanding human
adaptation in prehistory and history. The
reconstruction of past environments establishes a
background and a context for examining the cultural
heritage of the North Atlantic Region and for
understanding the processes and events that have
shaped that heritage. The brief discussion that
follows provides an outline of the changing
character of environments in the Northeast over the
past 11,000 years, the span of human history in the
region. This overview will not attempt to provide a
single, detailed, and comprehensive synthesis of
paleoenvironmental research results. Instead, it will
present a broad picture of paleoenvironmental
change and a discussion of the kinds of evidence
that may be used to enhance our understanding of
the environmental context for the archaeological
record in the North Atlantic Region.

The North Atlantic Region covers a large,
environmentally diverse area, from the eastern Great
Lakes to the Atlantic Ocean, and from the interior
mountains of northeastern New York and northem
New England to the sandy coastal plains of Cape
Cod, Long Island, and New Jersey. There is also
considerable time depth (at least 11,000 years) to
the human presence within the region. Within these
boundaries of time and space, the archaeological
record of the North Atlantic reflects a wide range of
environmental circumstances that were confronted
by the region’s peoples throughout its long
prehistory and history. Through archaeological
research, it is possible to examine the varied
responses or adaptations of individuals, groups, and
populations to those circumstances and the varied
ways in which they altered their environments. Time
and space provide dimensions along which
archaeologists may study cultural processes in the
past by looking at similarities and differences in the

archaeological record at a number of spatial and/or
temporal intervals.

Physiographic Provinces

The North Atlantic Region may be divided into
a number of physiographic zones on the basis of
underlying bedrock structure, topographic relief,
landforms, and surficial geology. Fenneman (1938)
designated seven physiographic provinces for the
region: (from west to east) the Great Lakes
Lowland, the Appalachian Plateau, the Adirondack
Highland, the Hudson-Champlain Lowland (part of
the Ridge and Valley Province), the Piedmont, the
New England Upland, and the Coastal Plain. Within
each physiographic province were smaller
geomorphological units, designated as “sections” by
Fenneman. The Fenneman system has been used by
archaeologists (e.g., Dincauze 1974; Funk 1983) and
other researchers over the past 50 years to establish
a common frame of reference for discussing
topographic variation on a broad scale. The
classification has been amended a number of times,
for example by Lull (1968) and Denny (1982), in
response to the need for greater detail in examining
topographic features relevant to forestry and
geology, respectively. Figure 1 shows Lull's (1968)
adaptation of Fenneman'’s original classification.

The boundaries between physiographic zones do
not always co-occur with the boundaries that may be
drawn to distinguish soil zones, vegetation zones,
animal habitats and ranges, or river drainage
systems. The physiographic provinces are, in
contrast to vegetation zones or animal ranges,
comparatively fixed over the 11,000-year course of
human history in the Northeast. However,
physiographic provinces are not necessarily "natural”
geographic units that circumscribe units of culture
or adaptation in the past, nor are they appropriately
scaled for addressing many research questions in
archaeology. One of the problems that pervades the
study of northeastern paleoenvironments is the issue
of scale. Often there is a mismatch between the
spatial and temporal scales at which researchers
monitor paleoenvironmental change and the spatial
and temporal scales at which people experienced
their world and lived their lives. Humans respond to
weather and to short-term, localized conditions, not



Figure 1. Physiographic Provinces of the North Atlantic Region (from Lull 1968:13)



to long-term climate and averaged conditions that
may characterize thousands of square miles or
hundreds of years (Cross 1988). Archaeologists who
work within the region need to select both a
framework and a scale for environmental description
that are appropriate for the research questions that
are being asked. They also must be aware of the
limitations of "borrowed” environmental data that
were generated to address the research concemns of
other disciplines (Dincauze 1981; Will 1982).

Pleistocene Glaciation

With the sole exception of a small portion of
southwestern New York, the entire North Atlantic
Region was covered by glacial ice at the height of
the most recent (Pleistocene) glaciation about 21,000
years ago (Davis 1983:Figure 11.1). From an ice
dome centered over Hudson Bay, the Laurentide ice
sheet covered much of the Northeast under ice that
in places was a mile or more in thickness. The ice
sheet did not begin to recede until about 17,000
years ago (Hughes et al. 1985). The “retreat” of
glacial ice occurred when the rate at which the ice
melted exceeded the rate at which the ice was
accumulating. The movement of glacial ice did not
occur uniformly along a single front, but as several
ice lobes, each with its own rate and direction of
flow (Krall 1977; Larsen 1982; Oldale 1992; Shafer
and Hartshom 1965). The interaction of three lobes
of ice in southeastern Massachusetts—the South
Channel lobe, the Cape Cod Bay lobe, and the
Buzzards Bay lobe—are largely responsible for the
configuration of Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard, and
Nantucket (Oldale 1992:42; Stone 1982:158).

By 13,500 years ago, the ice front had retreated
to the present-day coastline of Maine and to the
Champlain Valley in Vermont and New York
(Oldale 1992:Figure 18). Between 13,000 and
12,000 B.P. (radiocarbon years Before Present), an
embayment extended upstream in the St. Lawrence
River channel, effectively dividing the ice sheet in
two and cutting off the ice to the south from its
source (LaSalle and Chapdelaine 1985). The
resulting stagnation of the southern part of the ice
sheet resulted in its rapid melting, and by 12,000
B.P. glacial ice was confined to the northern
portions of Maine (Oldale 1992:Figure 18).

The Laurentide ice sheet had a significant
impact on the surficial geology of the North Atlantic
Region. The abrasive power of a moving mass of
glacial ice was enhanced by the bedload of rock
material carried within the ice or pushed along
beneath the ice or at its margins. Freeze-thaw
mechanisms plucked large pieces from bedrock
outcrops, adding a continuous supply of abrasive
material. Much of the material deposited in end
moraines or under the glacial ice is poorly sorted till
(occasionally called “boulder clay,” which describes
the range of particle sizes it contains). Rock
particles carried within or on top of glacial ice are
likely to have undergone at least some sorting and
stratification by meltwater as they were deposited.
Some of these deposits reflect the sorting of
materials by size at the margins of the ice (e.g., in
kames or kame terraces) or in meltwater channels
within the ice (e.g., eskers). The most uniform
sorting of glacially-transported material occurred as
sediments were deposited by meltwater streams that
gradually slowed as they moved away from the ice
margin (e.g., outwash plains). As Price (1973) has
pointed out, the category boundary between
unstratified (till) and stratified (sorted) glacial
deposits is not always clear, since the degree of
sorting is a continuous variable, not a binary
opposition.

While much of the topography in the Northeast
is bedrock-controlled, the gradational and
depositional processes associated with the glacial ice
are very much in evidence in the present landscape,
from the cirques and glacially-scoured valleys in the
White Mountains of New Hampshire and western
Maine, to the drumlin fields of Boston Harbor and
New York State, to the outwash deposits and
moraines of the Coastal Plain. The southernmost
extent of the Laurentide ice sheet is marked by
terminal moraines on Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket,
and at Ronkonkoma on Long Island (Shafer and
Hartshom 1965:119). There is another prominent
line of moraines 8-50 km behind these terminal
moraines (including the Charlestown moraine of
Rhode Island and southeastern Massachusetts, the
Buzzards Bay moraine, the Sandwich moraine on
Cape Cod, and the Harbor Hill moraine on Long
Island [Shafer and Hartshorn 1965:Figure 2]). These
moraines were produced by the actions of separate
ice lobes that were in different stages of stagnation



or, in the case of the Sandwich moraine,
experiencing a localized readvance of ice.

Pro-Glacial Lakes

Broad pro-glacial lakes formed between the
moraine deposits and the retreating margins of the
Laurentide ice sheet, providing a dramatic example
of how different early Holocene landscapes were
from modern ones. Large lakes occupied portions of
the Connecticut River Valley (Ashley 1972; Curran
and Dincauze 1977; Hartshorn 1969; Larson and
Hartshorn 1982; Shafer and Hartshorn 1965), the
Hudson River Valley (Connally 1972, 1982), Cape
Cod Bay (Larson 1982; Oldale 1982, 1992), the
Nashua River Valley in Massachusetts (Crosby
1899; Jahns 1953; Koteff 1966, 1982; Stone 1980),
the Taunton River drainage (Larson 1982), the
Sudbury and Concord River valleys (Goldthwait
1905; Koteff 1964), the Lake Champlain Valley
(LaSalle and Chapdelaine 1990; Mott et al. 1981;
Snow 1980), and the present-day Lake Ontario
Basin (LaSalle and Chapdelaine 1990). The lakes
were formed by the impoundment of meltwater and
runoff by moraine and other unconsolidated
deposits. The lakes drained when the blockages gave
way or when rising lake levels overtopped a point in
the basin, creating a spillway that was rapidly
enlarged and downcut by moving water. Many of
the pro-glacial lakes in the Northeast went through
a series of stages during which the size and
configuration of the lake changed through time in
response to blockage and drainage events and to
variations in the influx of meltwater.

Curran and Dincauze (1977) have argued that
the relict shorelines and deltaic deposits of
pro-glacial lakes may have been occupied by the
Paleo-Indian hunter-gatherers who first settled the
region. Their suggestion is supported by the
distribution of Paleo-Indian sites along glacial-lake
strandlines in the middle Connecticut River Valley
(Hasenstab 1987a; Ulrich 1979) and in the Lake
Champlain Basin (Loring 1980). The spatial
distribution of Early Holocene archaeological sites
in the North Atlantic Region is inextricably linked
to the nature and distribution of lakes and ponds
(e.g., Nicholas 1990), many of which no longer
exist. The convergence of palynological,
hydrological, and archaeological research has

re-energized the study of the region’s prehistory by
challenging broadly-held assumptions about regional
palecenvironments with carefully documented
results from specific sites (e.g., Brakenridge et al.
1988; Newby et al. 1994; Thorson and McBride
1988).

Sea-Level Changes

The relative position of the boundary between
land and sea has been among the most variable
elements of the North Atlantic Region's
environmental history. During the Pleistocene glacial
maximum, the volume of water tied up in glacial ice
in the northern hemisphere was enough to lower sea
levels globally by as much as 75 meters (Bloom
1983:43). As the ice sheets melted, water was
returned to the oceans, raising sea levels worldwide.
For the glaciated coastline of the North Atlantic
Region, the relationship between the position of land
and sea is complex, and involves (1) worldwide
(eustatic) changes in the water volume in ocean
basins, (2) localized (isostatic) adjustments of the
earth’'s crust in response to the loading (and
subsequent unloading) of the weight of glacial ice,
(3) downwarping of the crust in response to the
added weight of water from higher sea levels, and
(4) the variable timing of these events along the
region’s coasts. .

In a summary discussion such as this, there is
always a danger of oversimplifying a very complex
geological picture. Fine-grained studies that combine
archaeology and coastal geomorphology (e.g.,
Kellogg 1989; Sanger 1988; Young et al. 1992)
demonstrate convincingly the importance of
interdisciplinary research conducted at comparable
spatial and temporal scales. The reconstruction of
shoreline positions during periods of lower sea
levels is much more than an exercise in tracing the
contour lines for a given water depth on a
bathymetric map, as these studies have shown. The
nature of marine transgression (i.e., the rate, the
associated wave-energy level) is dependent on local
factors such as the configuration and structure of the
shoreline (Shipp et al. 1987). For these reasons, one
cannot assume a uniform sea-level history for large
segments of the North Atlantic coastal zone (Bloom
1983; Gordon 1983). The development and
application of complex geophysical and



climatological models has enabled researchers to
understand the unique sea-level history experienced
by each section of coastline during the Holocene
(Bloom 1983:43). This growing understanding has
replaced the search for a single world-wide sea-level
curve. While broad, summary statements may be
appropriate for framing research questions, they
cannot substitute for site-specific interdisciplinary
research. What follows is a coarse-grained overview
of sea levels in the Northeast for the past 10,000
years.

At the height of the latest Quaternary glaciation
ca. 21,000-17,000 B.P., sea levels were from 75-100
meters lower than at present and large areas of the
Atlantic continental shelf were exposed (Edwards
and Merrill 1977; Roberts 1979; Stright 1990).
During the lowstand of sea levels, the shoreline of
Southern New England would have been located
approximately 75 miles south of Nantucket and
Martha’s Vineyard. This section of the continental
shelf would have been free of glacial ice and would
have supported diverse and abundant populations of
plants and animals. Georges Bank at the entrance to
the Gulf of Maine would have been dry land until
about 4,500 years ago (Appolonio 1979; Grant
1970; Sanger 1975, 1988), and the Gulf of Maine
would have been a nearly tideless body of water
known as the DeGeer Sea. The most recent
reconstructions of the southern New England
shoreline combine bathymetric data with sea-level
curves, and indicate that at approximately 8000 B.P.
rising sea levels isolated Nantucket and Martha's
Vineyard from the mainland (Uchupi et al. 1994).
With the inundation of Nantucket Sound, Vineyard
Sound, and Cape Cod Bay, and the presence of deep
ocean waters in the South Channel to the east, the
people living on Cape Cod at any point during the
past 8,000 years would have had access to a range
of marine environments (Dunford and Cross 1994).

Scallop draggers and fishing vessels have
recovered Pleistocene fossils (e.g., mammoth and
mastodon remains) and prehistoric artifacts from the
continental shelf (Crock et al. 1993; Edwards and
Merrill 1977; Roberts 1979; Sanger 1988; Spiess et
al. 1983; Whitmore et al. 1967). For data on much
of the Paleo-Indian, Early Archaic, and Middle
Archaic  Periods, archaeologists are limited
effectively to those portions of the North Atlantic
Region that sit above the intertidal zone. Although

the exposed continental shelf was undoubtedly part
of the inhabited landscape for human groups in the
early and middle Holocene, there is little expectation
that intact archaeological sites can be identified for
much of the shelf owing to the reworking of
sediments by the rising ocean (Belknap and Kraft
1981; Bloom 1983; Gordon 1983; Oldale 1992).
However, it is possible that in a few locations the
right combination of circumstances (e.g., low-energy
inundation, archaeological deposits buried deeply
prior to marine transgression) have preserved very
early archaeological sites (Emery and Edwards
1965; Hoyt et al. 1990; Kraft et al. 1983; Stright
1990).

In addition to the eustatic rise of sea levels,
some areas formerly under glacial ice experienced a
marine transgression (e.g., the Gulf of Maine north
of Boston), as rising seas maintained contact with
the retreating ice front well inland of the present
coastline (Belknap et al. 1987; Bloom 1967, 1983;
Schnitker 1974). The presence of a thick deposit of
glaciomarine rock-flour mud known as the
Presumpscot Formation indicates the extent of the
marine transgression in southem and central Maine
between 12,500 and 11,500 B.P. (Belknap et al.
1987:182; Bloom 1963; Thompson 1982). The land,
which had been isostatically depressed by the weight
of the ice, began to rebound by 11,000 B.P.
Between 8000 and 10,000 B.P., the isostatic
adjustment of the land in southern Maine reached a
maximum point, effectively raising the land 60-70
meters above present sea levels (Belknap et al.
1987:202).

South of the Gulf of Maine, there is little
evidence for a marine transgression. Instead, the
sea-level record suggests that inundation has been a
continuous process, although there has been a
pronounced slowing of the rate of inundation since
about 3000 B.P. For the Connecticut shoreline, the
rate of submergence decreased from 1.2 m/1,000
years for the period between 7000 and 3000 B.P. to
a rate of 0.85 m/1,000 years during the last 3,000
years (Bloom and Stuiver 1963). Studies on Long
Island (Rampino 1979) and along the Mid-Atlantic
coast (Belknap and Kraft 1977) show the same
overall pattern, although the precise rates of
inundation differ from the rate suggested by the
Connecticut data. Bloom (1983:45) has pointed out
that in many of the shallow embayments of the



Northeast coast the rate of sedimentation exceeded
the rate of inundation by about 3000 B.P., resulting
in the development of tidal flats. These tidal flats
were quickly colonized by salt-marsh grasses such
as Spartina, which formed the coastal peat deposits
that have figured prominently in the ecological and
chronological reconstruction of the region’s
Holocene sea-level record (Bloom and Stuiver 1963;
Johnson 1942, 1949; Kaye and Barghoorn 1964;
Keene 1971; Redfield 1965).

Because of the comparative stability of the last
3,000 years, shellfish and other coastal and estuarine
resources would have become more productive and
predictable from a human standpoint (Oldale 1992).
Changes in water temperature, salinity, and
circulation patterns accompanied sea-level rise, and
these are reflected in the stratigraphic changes in the
relative abundance of different shellfish species in
shell middens at archaeological sites within the
region (e.g., Braun 1974; Ritchie 1969; Shaw 1988).

Sea levels in the historic period have shown a
continued slow rise, most evident in the erosion of
waterfront property and structures, and in the
archaeological evidence for the vertical “growth” of
the stone-faced earthen wharves at the Salem
Maritime National Historic Site in Massachusetts.
Over the past 200 years, the wharf owners found it
necessary to raise the elevation of the wharf surface
to keep it above the tidal range of a higher sea
level. The pattern of slow increases in sea levels
during the historic period is well documented in the
tidal measurements recorded for communities
located along the Atlantic seaboard (Bloom and
Stuiver 1963; Gordon 1983; Grant 1970).

Other apparent changes in relative sea level
during the historic period have had major impacts
on maritime navigation and commerce. Such
changes include the erosion of shorelines in New
Jersey and the filling in of Nantucket and Salem
Harbors. These events reflect either continuing
processes of sedimentation or the sedimentological
consequences of dredging channels or interrupting
the longshore movement of sediment by building
jetties and sea-walls. These human-induced
modifications of the natural environment, in tumn,
brought about changes in plant and animal
distributions, wetland and river hydrology, and
ecological relationships. The environmental
consequences of human activity in the past

constitute an important research focus for
archaeology in the North Atlantic Region, since
archaeological sites may preserve long- and
short-term records of human impacts on local
ecosystems.

Soils and Sediments

The distribution and characteristics of soils in
the North Atlantic Region have played an important
role in its prehistoric and historic patterns of land
use. The term “soil” is defined differently by
farmers, agricultural scientists, engineers, and
geologists. For agricultural purposes, soils are
“natural bodies on the earth’s surface... supporting or
capable of supporting plants out-of-doors” (USDA
1975). For engineers, "soil” refers to surface
deposits of unconsolidated materials that may be
excavated without requiring the use of explosives
(Hunt 1972:341). From a geological perspective, a
soil is ”"a natural entity, a type of weathering
phenomenon occurring at the immediate surface of
the earth in sediment or rock..” (Holliday
1990:525). The rate and nature of the weathering
process is a function of climate, organisms (both
flora and fauna), the landscape setting or relief, the
parent material on which the soil is being formed,
and time (Jenny 1980).

The commercial importance of soils in the
historic period underlies the United States
Department of Agriculture Soil Classification
System (USDA 1975); the system emphasizes those
soil properties which are most relevant to the
concerns of homeowners, developers, engineers,
farmers, and those seeking deposits of clay, sand, or
gravel for commercial use. A given soil type may
support a characteristic suite of plants that require a
narrow range of soil moisture and pH. A soil may
also be more or less suited to different forms of
agriculture (e.g., planting or pasture) or other land
use. Taken together, the origin or source of the soil,
its age, texture, permeability, chemistry, and
associated micro- and macro-organisms form the
basis of the USDA classification system.

The ways in which archaeologists use the term
"soil” include elements of the agricultural and
geological definitions (e.g., Dincauze 1981),
although it is important to distinguish soils from
sediments in archaeological contexts. A soil is



formed through weathering processes that alter the
chemistry, texture, and mineralogy of surface
sediments within identifiable soil horizons. By
contrast, a sediment is defined as “... any particulate
matter on the surface of the earth that has been
deposited by some process under normal surface
conditions” (Stein 1985:6). This definition of
sediment is broad enough to include deposits
accumulated through human activity (such as refuse
disposal). Subsequent weathering of archaeological
deposits may result in the formation of soil horizons
within sediments, as zones of leaching or mineral
accumulation develop. In this way, it is possible to
discuss and interpret both sediments and soils for an
archaeological context.

The soils within the North Atlantic Region are
predominantly light-colored acid forest soils (Podzol
soils), and range from the Brown Forest Soils of
western New England (developed on lime-rich
parent material), to the Podzol Soils of northem
Maine (formed on non-lime parent material), to the
coarse outwash sands of the Coastal Plain (Hunt
1972:185; Lull 1968:14-16). The primary parent
materials for the soils in the Northeast are glacial
tills, water-sorted sands and gravels, and
fine-grained lake bottom sediments. These, in turn,
have been derived from a variety of bedrock types,
including granite, schist, gneiss, shale, slate,
sandstone, phyllite, and limestone (Lull 1968:14).

On a regional level, archaeologists have used
general soil characteristics to explain the distribution
of prehistoric sites (Dincauze and Myers 1981; cf.
Hasenstab 1983) or to predict where particular kinds
of archaeological sites may be found by
archaeological surveys (e.g., Moorehead 1922;
Thorbahn 1980). At a smaller scale, however, the
complexities of soil formation processes are often
underestimated by archaeologists who attempt to
map archaeological site distributions directly onto
present-day soil conditions. There have often been
changes in local hydrology and vegetation
(especially during the past few hundred years) that
have altered both the rate and the nature of soil
formation. For this reason, modem soil conditions
cannot be "read” as direct analogues of past
conditions. At a fundamental level, there is also an
issue of scale; broad-scale soil units do not
differentiate soils with enough precision to capture
the small-scale variation that may have been
important to human groups in the past (e.g., level
areas characterized by good drainage for habitation
sites, small deposits of clay for making ceramics, or
earthy hematite for use as pigment). As a result,
there is a coarse-grained predictive quality to such
efforts, even when archaeologists use the county soil
maps (at 1:20,000 or 1:25,000 scales) created by the
Soil Conservation Service of the United States
Department of Agriculture.

Figure 2. Soils of the North Atlantic Region (from Hunt 1972:Figure 8.8)



On a site-specific level, soils and sediments are
potential sources of information on the depositional
and post-depositional contexts for archaeological
sites, features, and artifacts. Archaeological
excavations create opportunities for soil scientists to
observe profiles and take samples for addressing
geological questions that extend beyond the
objectives of the archaeological research. Often
archaeologists can give geologists estimates for the
age of a sediment or soil horizon (drawing on

artifact typology or radiocarbon dating of associated
materials) that may clarify the rate of soil
accumulation or formation in ways that would not
be accessible from a purely geological examination.
Archaeologists working in the North Atlantic Region
are encouraged to pursue interdisciplinary
cooperative arrangements that derive the most
information from the necessarily destructive act of
archaeological excavation (see Brakenridge et al.
1988; Johnson 1942, 1949 as model efforts).

Box 1: General Definitions of Soil Horizons (from Holliday 1990:527)

h B horizon with an accumulano:n ot' orgamc
matter; mmliyassnczamd wﬂh an E horizon

s B horizon with accumulation of iron and/or
aluminum; y as'socxated with an E horizon

n accumu]ancm of l:xchangeablc sodium-
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y B or C honzun with accumu!anon of gypsum

develo ment, but no accumulation of other
(weakly dcvclcuped By

‘Bor C honzon with accumulation of salts more
soluble than gypsum




From the perspective of soils and sediments,
archaeological sites are especially complex, since
human occupation and activities modify soil
micro-environments chemically (e.g., through the
addition of phosphates [Eidt 1977]) and introduce
organic and inorganic materials, such as bones,
shells, and clays, that may alter the trajectory of soil
formation at the site. An archaeological site thus
becomes a unique sediment/soil micro-regime,
distinct from the soils that surround it. At the same
time, an archaeological site, once created, is subject
to the same kinds of processes of soil formation,
bioturbation, cryoturbation, and weathering as any
non-cultural sediment (Lyford 1963; Strauss 1981;
Wood 1978). Failure to distinguish  between
anthropogenic sediments and the horizons that are
created during soil development may compromise
the quality of excavation data, especially in cases
where stratigraphic relationships are critical to
interpretation. The problem of equivocal
interpretation can be minimized through the active
participation of soil scientists in archaeological
projects and by the application of rigorous standards
for excavation, collection, and documentation in the
field (Harris 1979, 1989; Shaw 1994).

Soil chemistry and microstructure may be used
to identify and interpret activity areas and the
depositional and post-depositional processes that
have contributed to the formation of an
archaeological site (e.g., Adovasio et al. 1978;
Courty et al. 1989; Volmar 1995), yet few such
studies have been undertaken in the Northeast, for
several reasons. First, the systematic collection and
analysis of soil samples from an archaeological site
must be built into the project's research design;
archaeologists need to make clear the research
questions for which soils data might provide an
answer. In addition, the well-controlled collection
and analysis of soil samples is expensive in terms of
time, effort, and money, as Stein's excavations of
Northwest coast shell middens demonstrate (Stein
1992). 1t is important to take enough samples from
the appropriate archaeological contexts to yield
unambiguous results. The complex nature of soil
formation processes and the incomplete state of
knowledge about small-scale variations in soil
chemistry at archaeological sites pose further
problems. Archaeologists may want to engage the
services of a soils scientist or pedologist for the

interpretation of soils within a site or a project area.
While trained archaeologists may be able to identify
and describe soils systematically, soil classification
is only one among many research tools available in
soil geomorphology and archaeological pedology
(Eidt 1985; Holliday 1990:536-537).

Drainage Systems

The river systems of the North Atlantic Region
have played an important role in its human history
as resources (for fish and other wildlife, rich
floodplain soils for agriculture, and for water power)
and as networks along which people, material, and
information moved (Cook 1984; Hasenstab 1987b;
Moore and Root 1979). For these reasons, rivers and
tributary streams figure prominently in the landscape
as geographic reference points, historically
meaningful locations, and travel corridors that
channel interaction (Ingold 1993).

In general, prehistoric archaeologists working in
the Northeast have viewed drainage systems as (1)
“natural” units of social integration beyond the site
level and (2) spatial units with which to examine
interaction, material culture variation, and social
distance (e.g., Bourque et al. 1984; Cox 1991;
Dincauze 1973; Funk 1976; McBride 1984).
Drainage divides are often seen as ecological or
territorial boundaries to the spread of cultural traits
or groups. This view is drawn from the observation
that native peoples of the Northeast relied on the
linearity of river systems to define social and
political boundaries during the Contact Period. Snow
has adopted the drainage basin as his central
organizing concept for the study of prehistory, and
uses river drainages to define (in a spatial sense) the
technological and stylistic characteristics of artifact
assemblages, the extent of horticulture, and patterns
of adaptation, ethnicity, and territoriality (Snow
1978, 1980).

Although there are often similarities within
artifact assemblages at different sites within a given
river drainage system, all too often archaeologists
have assumed a priori the existence of cultural
boundaries at drainage boundaries, and have
interpreted the archaeological record accordingly.
Bunker (1989) has argued that ceramic styles may
be used to differentiate groups within the Merrimack
River drainage, with the fall line serving as a



boundary. In general, however, the relationship
between geomorphological or geographic boundaries
and social boundaries must be confirmed by
empirical tests using archaeological data. One of the
challenges facing archaeologists in the North
Atlantic Region over the next decade will be to
evaluate models of social interaction and integration
at a number of scales, including (but not restricted
to) drainage systems. The National Archeological
Survey Initiative (NASI) provides an opportunity for
researchers to address inter-regional, regional, and
local questions for the human past of the North
Atlantic Region.

Surface Freshwater

Rivers, streams, and freshwater bodies such as
lakes, ponds, swamps, and bogs have played a vital
role in the human history of the Northeast as
sources of water and as resource-rich ecological
zones (Nicholas 1991). The spatial distributions of
wetlands, rivers, and streams provided the reference
points for traversing the landscapes of the past, a
fact that is supported strongly by the persistence of
Native American place names for many of the
present-day freshwater features in the Northeast
(Huden 1962).

The character and distribution of wetlands in the
region has varied considerably over the past 11,000
years (Hasenstab 1984, 1990; Nicholas 1988, 1990;
Webb et al. 1993). During the Holocene, the
wetlands of the Northeast resembled a changing
mosaic. Large late-glacial lakes drained, kettle-hole
ponds, bogs, and swamps passed through stages of
infilling and eutrophication, and beaver-dam
impoundments created new freshwater bodies. In
addition, rising sea levels re-shaped the region’s
coastlines, estuaries, and marshes, and impacted the
water table of the Cape Cod aquifer (Oldale 1992).

Regional records of water-level fluctuations in
the Northeast have been combined with pollen data
and an index of effective soil moisture to show
long-term trends in the relative wetness or dryness
of the region at 3,000-year intervals for the past
12,000 years (Webb et al. 1993). The data indicate
that warmer and drier conditions prevailed in the
early-middle Holocene, beginning at about 8,000-
9,000 years ago and lasting until about 6000 B.P.
Recent geomorphological and sedimentological
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studies in Vermont (Brackenridge et al. 1988) and
Connecticut (Thorson and McBride 1988) support
the picture of a regional warming trend during this
interval. These studies are clearly of interest to
archaeologists, although researchers must resist the
temptation to apply broad-scale palecenvironmental
reconstructions indiscriminately to all early and
middle Holocene sites. Since we know so little
about the nature of paleoenvironmental variation on
the shorter term or the smaller spatial scale, it is
important for archaeologists to involve palynologists
in the selection of sampling locations for pollen
cores (Gaudrean 1988; Sanger et al. 1977). The
configuration of the basin being sampled and the
nature of the wetland itself will determine whether
the sediment contains a regional sample of pollen
(i.e., collects runoff from a broad area) or reflects
local conditions (Jacobson and Bradshaw 1981). It
is to these more limited scales of environmental
variation that the archaeological record is most
sensitive.

Wetlands are areas of high biotic productivity
and therefore constitute zones of high resource
diversity. From its beginnings as a discipline,
professional archaeology has recognized the
comrelation between wetland habitats and human
settlement and subsistence in prehistory and history
(e.g., Moorehead's [1922] archaeological survey of
Maine). The predictive value of wetlands for
locating archaeological sites has been strengthened
through the empirical results obtained by cultural
resource management surveys over the past twenty
years and by the application of Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) methods to the regional
archaeological data base (e.g., Hasenstab 1983,
1989).

Euroamerican settlement and land-use pattemns
have been conditioned by a similar set of concerns
for drinkable water, abundant and predictable food
supplies, and transportation/communication. In the
historic period, the economic and industrial
development of the region was closely linked with
the distribution and nature of freshwater sources.
Small mills were built along many of the smaller
streams and tributaries of the region’s rivers and
often became the focal points for settlement. In
addition, production centers and population centers
such as Lowell (Massachusetts), Biddeford and Saco
(Maine), and Dover (New Hampshire) sprang up in



the mid-nineteenth century at places where water
power could be hamessed readily and where the
transportation of raw materials and finished products
could be accomplished quickly and comparatively
inexpensively. Ice-harvesting from freshwater ponds
and lakes became important in supporting the
expansion of markets in perishable foods.
Freshwater sources also supported year-round and
seasonal fisheries. Over the past century, the lakes,
ponds, and rivers of the Northeast have been focal
points for recreational and tourist activity, often
resulting in changes in the rate of sedimentation, the
chemistry of the water column, and the introduction
and or stocking of fish species to meet the demands
of sport fisheries.

Vegetation and Climate

The past thirty years have seen a significant
increase in both the number of pollen cores that

have been taken in the North Atlantic Region and in
the sophistication with which palynologists and
archaeologists have interpreted the data derived
from those cores (see, for example, Bemabo and
Webb 1977; Bradstreet and Davis 1975; Davis 1965,
1983; Delcourt and Delcourt 1987; Gaudreau and
Webb 1985; Newby and Webb 1994; Webb et al.
1993; Winkler 1982). The general pattern of
postglacial vegetative succession was identified by
the early work of Deevey (1939, 1943, 1951) as a
series of four stratigraphic zones, each dominated by
one type of pollen. From the earliest pollen zone to
the most recent zone in southern New England, the
dominant pollen types are (1) herb, (2) spruce, (3)
pine, and (4) oak, comresponding to tundra, spruce
parkland, pine forest, and temperate deciduous
forest, respectively (Gaudreau and Webb 1985:247).
For northern Maine, the most recent pollen zone
was dominated by hemlock, birch, and beech, rather
than by oak.

The efforts of a generation of palynological
researchers have greatly increased the degree of
resolution with which the local and regional scales
of climatic and vegetational changes may be
distinguished from one another. What has replaced
the old, broad-brush characterization of sequential
stages of plant communities is an awareness that the
vegetational history of the Northeast is extremely
complex and variable. Following the retreat of
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glacial ice, plant species moved into the region
according to their individual tolerances for
temperature and precipitation conditions and their
inherent seed dispersal rates; plant species did not
move into the region as entire communities (Davis
1983; Gaudreau and Webb 1985; Webb 1987). What
have been described in the literature as forest
communities are, in fact, combinations of tree
species that have had little time to adapt to one
another in an evolutionary sense (Davis 1983:173).

The distribution of plant species at the end of
the Pleistocene affected the pattern of postglacial
dispersal for different taxa. For example, chestnut
(Castanea dentata) expanded slowly outward from
a limited Late Pleistocene geographic range on the
western side of the southen Appalachian
Mountains. Oak species (Quercus) spread more
rapidly over a broad area. The differences between
chestnut and oak dispersal patterns during the
Holocene appear to have been related to climate
(especially to temperature and precipitation) and,
possibly, to the distribution of favorable soil
conditions as well (Davis 1991; Pennington 1986;
Prentice et al. 1991). Seed dispersal, especially for
the comparatively heavy seeds of fagaceous species
(e.g., chestnut, beech, and oak), was not limited to
wind and gravity. Johnson and Webb (1989) have
demonstrated that birds such as the blue jay
(Cyanocitta cristata) effectively distribute viable
seeds of fagaceous trees up to several kilometers
from the parent trees. This could have effectively
shortened any time lag that might have existed
between the establishment of suitable conditions for
a species to thrive and the de facto "arrival” of
seeds.

Davis (1983:166), Overpeck et al. (1992), and
others have pointed out that these early- and
mid-Holocene plant associations and forests would
not have precise analogues in the modemn forests of
eastern North America (e.g., Braun 1950). At any
point during the Holocene, the geographic
distribution and relative abundance of plant species
in an area were part of an ongoing, dynamic
interplay of temperature, precipitation, soils, the
character of vegetation in adjacent areas, and the
history of vegetation locally. For this reason, the
plant species that were associated with early- and
mid-Holocene forests in the Northeast were the
product of historically-specific circumstances that



Box 2: Proxy Data in Paleoenvironmental Research

have not been duplicated elsewhere. For the most
part, the modern forests of the Northeast represent
secondary or tertiary growth; in their composition
they reflect several hundred years of extensive land
clearance and, to a lesser degree, the introduction of
non-native species (Cronon 1986).

Recent studies in palynology have also
challenged the commonly held assumption that
forest communities advanced northward along a
single front. Gaudreau (1988) has pointed out the
patchiness of the vegetational mosaic that would
have characterized the forests of the Northeast for
much of the region’s human past. For the late glacial
period, a number of palynologists and archaeologists
(e.g., Davis and Jacobsen 1985; Nicholas 1990)
have argued that there was greater biotic diversity
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and productivity in late-glacial plant communities
than archaeologists had traditionally assumed (cf.
Fitting 1968; Ritchie 1965). As Gaudreau (1988) has
noted, the perception of low environmental diversity
is a form of sampling bias; because there are few
pollen sampling sites for the late-glacial period, the
existing data have been extrapolated to cover the
entire region. This, in turn, has underestimated the
attractiveness of late-glacial vegetation for
populations of humans and other animals and has
created the illusion of “sameness” across the region.

The plant pollen and macrofossil data point to a
period of warmer and drier conditions in the early
and middle Holocene, reinforcing the interpretations
based on water-level, sedimentological, and
geomorphological data mentioned above (Davis




1983; P. Newby, personal communication 1994;
Simon 1991; Webb et al. 1993). Davis noted a range
expansion of pine and hemlock into the alpine zone
of the New Hampshire and New York uplands
(Davis 1983:176), which she interpreted as a period
of higher temperatures and lower precipitation than
the present. A return to cooler and moister
conditions at about 6000 B.P. brought about a
reduction in the altitudinal range for both species.

What many of the most recent paleo-
environmental studies address is the distinction
between annual values for temperature or
precipitation (expressed as 10-year or 100-year
averages), on the one hand, and inter-annual
variation in temperature or precipitation within
10-year or 100-year periods, on the other. The
arguments for changes in surface water levels and in
the ranges of plant species require archaeologists to
re-evaluate the nature of seasonality, which can no
longer be regarded as an unvarying annual cycle of
weather, temperature, and precipitation throughout
the Holocene. Recent data on the earth’s climate
history indicate that in the early Holocene there was
a more pronounced seasonality in solar radiation
than exists today (COHMAP 1988). Both long-term
trends and short-term fluctuations in climate are of
concern to archaeologists who seek both broad
themes of human adaptation and responses by
particular peoples to their immediate circumstances
in the same archaeological record.

The pollen zones that inform the large-scale
view of post-Pleistocene changes in the Northeast
were envisioned by researchers working in the
pre-radiocarbon-dating era as climatic and
chronological markers (Gaudreau and Webb 1985),
although, on the basis of recent data, the large-scale
trends appear to be time-transgressive rather than
synchronous. At the regional scale, latitude seems to
be the controlling factor for the mapped vegetation
distributions, whereas at smaller scales, patterning is
regulated by elevation and topography (Gaudreau
1988; Gaudreau and Webb 1985). Two of the best
chronological markers within the Northeast pollen
data are the decline in eastern hemlock (Tsuga
canadensis) pollen and macrofossils (occurring at
approximately 4650 years B.P.) and a dramatic
increase in pollen from ragweed (Ambrosia spp.)
and other herbaceous plants that indicates
widespread land-clearing during the historic period
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(Gaudreau and Webb 1985:254). The hemlock
decline shows up in pollen cores throughout the
region at approximately the same time, a pattern that
is consistent with the presence of a pathogen (e.g.,
a fungus) rather than a change in climate.

The increase in pollen from herbaceous species
has been linked repeatedly with human alteration of
the landscape in prehistory (Patterson and Sassaman
1988) and history (Cronon 1986; Gaudreau and
Webb 1985; Kelso 1994). Macrofossil evidence in
the form of charcoal in stratigraphic contexts
supports the position that fire was used in both the
prehistoric and historic periods to encourage browse
for herbivores and as a way to alter the composition
of forests and other plant communities within the
region (Johnson 1994). In the historic period, land
was cleared to create agricultural lands suitable for
pasture or crops, to open up space for the built
environment (e.g., roads, houses and associated
outbuildings, mills, town commons), or as a
consequence of harvesting timber. Cronon (1986)
has provided a useful summary of the ecological
transformation of the “wilderness” to meet the
agrarian needs of Euroamerican colonists.

Animal Populations

The changing vegetation of the Northeast during
the Holocene has received a great deal more
attention from researchers than the Holocene record
for animal populations. The primary reason for this
imbalance may be found in the conditions under
which floral or faunal remains may be preserved in
the paleontological and archaeological records.
There are many potential pollen-coring locations in
the Northeast, and their distribution is comparatively
uniform across the region. By contrast, animal bones
are seldom preserved in the predominantly acidic
soils of the North Atlantic Region. The
limestone-derived soils in portions of New York
State and the artificially calcium-enriched sediments
in shell midden sites are exceptions to the general
rule (Ceci 1984). Calcined bone fragments (i.e.,
fragments in which the organic fraction has been
removed by burning) will often be recovered from
archaeological contexts (Knight 1985; Spiess 1992;
Spiess et al. 1985), although it may be difficult to
identify the fragments at the species level. Bones
recovered from waterlogged contexts or which have



been in contact with copper salts (a weathering
by-product of copper artifacts) may also be
preserved (e.g., Heckenberger et al. 1990,
Willoughby 1935), although these situations are
rarely encountered. In general, then, the number of
sampling locations for Holocene fauna is restricted
geographically and by localized soil conditions.
Archaeological sites are one of the best sources
for Holocene faunal remains, and archaeological
collections have been wused to demonstrate
distribution ranges for species (Loomis and Young
1912; Spiess 1992), especially for extinct species
such as the Great Auk (Alca impennis) or sea mink
(Mustela macrodon). Faunal remains from
archaeological sites represent selective samples of
the faunal communities in the vicinity of the site at
the time of its occupation. Species such as
white-tailed deer, because of their importance as a
source of food and hides, are over-represented in
archaeological sites, while species with little food
value, such as chipmunks, are underrepresented. For
this reason, archaeological sites do not monitor
faunal communities with the same fidelity that bogs
and ponds sample pollen from the surrounding area.
In addition, the larger animals that are
overrepresented in archaeological sites are not
sensitive paleoclimatic indicators because they are
buffered by their size from environmental stresses.
Smaller animals (e.g., land snails [Barber 1988]),
may serve as sensitive paleoclimatic indicators but
are less often encountered at archaeological sites.
Holocene changes in animal populations are tied,
in a general sense, to changes in Holocene
vegetation. This large-scale correlation between
faunal and plant communities underlies the Biotic
Provinces classification system (Dice 1948). As
originally conceived, biotic provinces joined
together data on animal ranges and plant
distributions. The system was expanded to include
the marine environment, which was subdivided on
the basis of ocean temperature, circulation patterns,
and associated fauna. Several archaeologists have
used the biotic provinces outlined by Dice to
explain spatial patterns in the distribution of artifact
styles (e.g., the distribution of Early and Middle
Archaic stone tools in Ontario [Wright 1979]; low
numbers of Early Archaic artifacts in the Northeast
[Funk 1976:232; Ritchie 1979]). The biotic province
concept has been criticized because (1) it creates the
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illusion of discretely bounded, internally uniform
biotic associations, (2) plants have recolonized the
Northeast during the Holocene according to their
own temperature tolerances, precipitation
requirements, and rates of seed dispersal; they have
not moved as entire communities, and (3) the biotic
provinces assume a stability of ecological
relationships through time that is not justified, given
the variable and mosaic character of the Holocene
vegetation record.

The most dramatic shift in faunal communities
in the Northeast would have been the extinction of
many species (including mastodons and other
megafauna) at the end of the Pleistocene. It has
been assumed that caribou occupied the tundra-like
landscapes that followed the retreat of glacial ice
(Gramly 1982), and caribou bone fragments have
been found at the Whipple site (Spiess et al. 1985)
and at Duchess Quarry Cave in New York (Funk
1983). As spruce-fir, mixed pine-deciduous, and
hardwood forests came to dominate different
portions of the region (or succeeded each other in
some places), the ranges for caribou, moose, and
white-tailed deer shifted further to the north,
corresponding with the large-scale trajectories for
climate and vegetation during the Holocene.

Summary

As beneficiaries of more than a decade of
paleoenvironmental research, archaeologists have
come to recognize that present plant and animal
associations reflect particular historical
circumstances rather than immutable,
time-transgressive communities. The fact that
vestiges of the biotic province typology remain in
reconstructions of the region’s prehistory illustrates
the cumulative nature of the archaeological
literature. What is known of the region’s human past
must be re-examined continually in light of new
paleoenvironmental information and new research
methods. The quality and accuracy of archaeological
interpretations of the past are linked directly to the
quality and appropriateness of the data and models
on which the interpretations are based. The research
potential of studies that investigate the dynamic
relationships among human, plant, and animal
populations within the North Atlantic Region is very
high, and the cultural resources of the National Park



Service properties in the region could play a
significant role in addressing these research
questions.
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THE PALEO-INDIAN PERIOD
(CA. 11,500-9000 B.P.)

John R. Cross

introduction

Archaeological sites dating to the Paleo-Indian
period (ca. 11,500-9000 B.P.) constitute the earliest
widely-accepted evidence for human occupation of
the North Atlantic Region. With the label of
"earliest,” Paleo-Indian sites have received a great
deal of attention from archaeologists and,
unfortunately, from artifact collectors. Because of
their comparative scarcity and the high prices paid
for Paleo-Indian artifacts on the antiquities market,
Paleo-Indian sites are potentially vulnerable to
destruction by looting. From an anthropological
viewpoint, Paleo-Indian sites are the best sources of
information about the peoples who first settled the
North Atlantic Region. Each site preserves a
material record (however faint) of human action in
the distributions and associations of artifacts and
features, organic remains and residues, and soil
chemistry. Artifacts removed from their
archaeological context without careful
documentation have largely been stripped of their
research potential. The overall rarity of Paleo-Indian
sites and the interest that they generate has led
archaeologists to a greater reliance on minimally
documented find spots and existing collections for
their interpretations than is true for any other time
period (e.g., Anderson 1991a; Brennan 1982).

The shortage of controlled excavations at
Paleo-Indian sites highlights gaps in our
understanding of the time period and establishes a
set of research priorities. Many of the federal and
state agencies charged with cultural resource
management have recognized this problem in formal
policy statements or informally through the
interpretation of existing regulations. In most cases
that are subject to the cultural resource management
review process specified by Section 106 of the
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966,
Paleo-Indian archaeological contexts are often more
intensively and extensively examined during survey,
site examination, and data recovery than are sites
that date to more recent time periods. The increased
attention to carefully documented excavations at
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Paleo-Indian sites will result in a stronger empirical
basis for interpretation than we currently have for
the period.

The existing literature on the Paleo-Indian period
in the Northeast reflects a diversity of theoretical
and interpretive frameworks that have been brought
to bear on the available archaeological data. Few
interpretations or insights are self-evident from the
Paleo-Indian data; weather/climate, plant and animal
communities, and other features of the immediate
post-glacial landscape were different from those of
later (and better-known) periods. It is likely that the
temporal “distance” that separates Paleo-Indians
from Contact Period Native Americans is matched
by cultural "distance” as well; the opposite ends of
the time line of regional prehistory might be
expected to exhibit the greatest differences from one
another. In addition, the Paleo-Indian archaeological
record is almost exclusively known from stone tools
and debitage; little else has been preserved. As a
consequence, archaeologists faced with poor
preservation, small samples, and minimal contextual
data have been forced to make a number of
assumptions in order to arrive at interpretations of
the Paleo-Indian period at the site or regional level.

Archaeological research on Paleo-Indians
illustrates the importance of understanding broader,
regional contexts for prehistory that cross-cut or
extend beyond the administrative boundaries that
define states, regional jurisdictions for federal
agencies, or international borders. In the case of
Paleo-Indians, widespread similarities in material
culture and evidence for long distance movements
(whether of groups, individuals, or items of material
culture) raise a host of questions that archaeologists
cannot address with data that are restricted to a
single state, administrative region, or park boundary.
Much of what archaeologists would like to know
about Paleo-Indians is regional or even continental
in scope, rather than site-specific (see Anderson
[1990, 1991a)], Kelly [1992], Mason [1962], and
Meltzer [1988]). For example, researchers are
particularly interested in how data on intra-site
patterning, assemblage composition, raw material
selection, and site location compare with data from
other Paleo-Indian sites, in both eastern and western
North America. Archaeologists would also like to
know more about how and where eastern North
America was first settled, the routes by which



subsequent exploration and settlement of the region
occurred, and the nature of Paleo-Indian social
organization in the face of low population densities
and resource uncertainty (Anderson 1991b; Shott
1990).

The Nature of the Archaeological Record

The archaeological record is an end product of
(1) human behavior that leaves physical remains, (2)
post-depositional processes that selectively destroy
some of those physical remains or alter the context
in which they are found, and (3) the archaeological
methods that are used to sample and document the
physical remains and their context. The relationship
between the archaeological record and human
behavior is the subject of a large body of literature
that illustrates the subtlety and complexity of the
issues involved (e.g., Binford 1979, 1980; Clark
1991; Gould 1978; Hodder 1982; Kent 1986;
Schiffer 1972).

From the moment an archaeological site is
created by human activity there is an ongoing,
selective loss of material and contextual information
through weathering, erosion, and disturbance of
archaeological sediments. Organic materials such as
wood, bark, hide, and textiles decay quickly and are
rarely preserved in archaeological sites, except under
extraordinary circumstances (e.g., waterlogged
deposits [Johnson 1942, 1949; Purdy 1988] or
contact with copper salts [Heckenberger et al. 1990;
Willoughby 1935]). Bone is often preserved in
limestone-derived soils or in the artificially high-pH
soil regimes of shell middens. Yet even in cases
where delicate bones have been preserved,
archaeologists cannot assume that the assemblage of
preserved bone is identical to the assemblage of
bone originally deposited at the site. Field studies of
the weathering, transport, and loss of bone material
on recent sites illustrate the cumulative impacts of
scavenging by carnivores and rodents, trampling,
erosion, and wet/dry or freezefthaw cycling on bone
assemblages (e.g., Behrensmeyer and Hill 1978;
Gifford-Gonzalez 198x). The field of archaeological
taphonomy addresses the relationships between (1)
the material record of human behavior at the time it
was originally generated and (2) what remains after
the passage of decades, centuries, or millennia. The
archaeological record for Paleo-Indians in the
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Northeast consists almost entirely of stone tools and
debitage. Although calcined bone fragments have
been identified at the Whipple (New Hampshire)
and Bull Brook (Massachusetts) sites (Spiess et al.
1985), sample sizes are extremely small.

From a taphonomic perspective, Paleo-Indian
sites have suffered the greatest losses of contextual
information through the cumulative effects of
weathering, soil disturbance, erosion, and
redeposition simply because of the age of the sites.
In most instances, the observable stratigraphy at
Northeast Paleo-Indian sites consists of natural
weathering profiles in which visible -cultural
stratigraphy has been effectively erased. The
absence of clear cultural stratigraphy within
Paleo-Indian components creates many difficulties
for archaeologists by introducing ambiguity into the
possible associations that may exist among artifacts,
features, and samples of datable material. It is hard,
for example, for archaeologists to distinguish
between long-term (and spatially overlapping) re-use
of a site by small Paleo-Indian groups and a single
occupation of the site by a large group. That such
widely divergent interpretations could be offered for
the same excavation data highlights the equivocal
nature of an archaeological record that has
experienced more than 10,000 years of
post-depositional processes.

In very few instances can the spatial
relationships recorded for artifacts be “read” directly
as a map of human activity at an archaeological site.
Only rarely do archaeologists encounter contexts
where the burial of a site has been so rapid and
catastrophic that it preserves a moment in time (e.g.,
the burial of the settlement of Cerén in El Salvador
under volcanic ash [Sheets 1979], a mudslide at the
Ogzette site in coastal Washington [Daugherty 1980;
Kirk and Daugherty 1978], or the collapse of an
Inuit dwelling on its occupants in Barrow, Alaska
[Dekin 1987]). For the most part, Northeast
archaeologists must face the comparatively indistinct
physical record left by artifact loss or discard, site
abandonment, and site re-use.

Archaeologists have found it wuseful to
distinguish between primary contexts (i.e., those in
which the spatial distribution of archaeological
materials matches the spatial distribution of
activities) and secondary contexts (i.e., those in
which the spatial distribution of archaeological



materials does not correspond to the location where
an activity occurred). Examples of secondary
contexts include refuse dumps of food waste and
lithic debitage that have been redeposited away from
residential areas (Clark 1991) and sediments that
have been swept up, used to fill a pit, or
incorporated in the construction of a floor, platform,
or mound.

Contexts characterized by erosion and
redeposition also may concentrate artifacts spatially,
although the patterns and clusters are non-cultural.
Sites in sandy soils may experience deflation by
wind or water, in which the soil matrix is removed,
leaving zones or “floors” that contain spuriously
high artifact densities. Artifacts from sites exposed
at the surface on lake shores or along river banks
may be carried or pushed by blocks of shore ice
during “ice-out” in the spring (e.g., Will 1995).
Archaeologists must exercise extreme caution in
assigning a primary context to any horizontal
clustering of artifacts without first considering the
alternative cultural and non-cultural processes that
might generate a similar result.

Alluvial (flood) deposits in the Northeast
provide one of the few contexts in which sediment
deposition from flooding episodes may create clear
stratigraphic separation between occupations (e.g.,
Dincauze 1976; Petersen 1991; Petersen and Putnam
1992; Sanger et al. 1992). Because of the time,
expense, and logistical difficulties involved in the
discovery, testing, and excavation of deeply buried
sites, they constitute a small (but important) part of
the known prehistoric site sample in the North
Atlantic Region.

Earliest Evidence for Human Occupation in the North
Atlantic Region

Few debates in archaeology have generated
more controversy than the subject of the peopling of
the New World (e.g., Adovasio et al. 1978; Bryan
1978; Dillehay 1989; Dincauze 1984; Haynes 1980).
Areas of contention include the timing of initial
migrations across the Bering Land Bridge, the
migration routes that may have been followed to get
south of the main ice sheets, the nature of the
associated artifacts, the possible role of humans in
contributing to the extinction of Pleistocene fauna,
and the rate at which human populations expanded
geographically and numerically to inhabit the
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hemisphere (Anderson 1990; Dincauze 1984, 1993b;
Meltzer 1988). There is a general consensus among
archaeologists that hunter-gatherer groups using
Clovis-like fluted points inhabited much of North
America by 11,500 B.P. Much of the ongoing
discussion and debate revolves around the question
of whether or not there are any earlier (that is,
“pre-Clovis") sites in the region.

Nineteenth-century claims for an American
"Paleolithic”, comparable in age to the Old World
Paleolithic, were based on a series of large,
chipped-stone tools found in gravel deposits in
Trenton, New Jersey. The superficial resemblance of
these tools to Paleolithic handaxes from Europe
prompted much speculation on their age (e.g.,
Abbott 1876). Ultimately, the stone tools were
shown to be early-stage preforms of comparatively
recent age (Holmes 1890, 1919; Meltzer 1980).
Over the past century, there have been few
arguments presented in the archaeological literature
for sites in the North Atlantic Region that are more
than 20,000 years old. The evidence presented in
support of claims that artifacts at the Timlin site in
New York pre-date the last glaciation (Raemsch and
Vernon 1977; Timlin and Raemsch 1971) has not
been convincing for most archaeologists (Cole and
Godfrey 1977; Funk 1983).

The most likely candidate for a pre-Clovis site
in the Northeast lies outside the boundaries of the
North Atlantic Region at the Meadowcroft
Rockshelter in western Pennsylvania (Adovasio et
al. 1978, 1981). In the lower levels of the
rockshelter, archaeologists found a biface (of a form
termed “Miller Lanceolate” which has been
suggested as a precursor of fluted points) and
several flake tools (including unifacially-worked
Mungai knives) in strata dated to 14,000 B.P. An
extensive program of excavation, radiocarbon dating,
and sediment analysis has addressed many (but not
all) of the concerns raised by skeptics (e.g.,
Dincauze 1984; Haynes 1980). As of this writing
(1995), the archaeological profession remains
divided over the interpretation of Meadowcroft
Rockshelter as a pre-Clovis site.

A second site that could be cited in the context
of a pre-Clovis discussion is Dutchess Quarry Cave
Number 8 in eastern New York (Funk et al. 1969;
Funk and Steadman 1994; Kopper et al. 1980,
Steadman et al. 1994). A phalanx from a caribou



(Rangifer tarandus) was recovered from the lower
levels of the cave in possible association with a
Cumberland-style fluted point. The bone had been
broken, perhaps by humans (Guilday 1969). The
radiocarbon date of 12,530+370 B.P. (I-4137) on
bone collagen is nearly 2,000 years older than other
dated Cumberland contexts (Dincauze 1984;
Steadman and Funk 1987). In fact, the Dutchess
Quarry Cave date is more than 1,000 years older
than the earliest date for Clovis artifacts, thus
making it by definition a “pre-Clovis” association.
However, the association between the dated caribou
bones and the fluted point is ambiguous and
suggests that the sample of bone collagen simply
does not date the target event (i.e., the use of the
fluted point) (Levine 1990; Steadman and Funk
1987).

Temporal and Geographic Framework for Paleo-indian

The number of securely dated Paleo-Indian sites
is quite low, if one only considers sites for which
radiocarbon dates are available (see Curran
1987:Table 1.1; Levine 1990:Table 1). The existing
dates for fluted points in the Northeast fall within
the 10,000-11,000 B.P. time range (Haynes et al.
1984; Levine 1990). Although the fluted points
found in the east resemble western Clovis points in
their size and shape, the dates for eastern fluted
points more closely match those for the more recent
Folsom points in the west (Haynes et al. 1984:185).
Since the publication of Mason's synthesis of eastern
Paleo-Indian traditions in 1962, there has been a
growing recognition of regional variation in fluted
point technology and typology. Many archaeologists
prefer to distinguish an Eastern Fluted Point
Tradition from a Clovis Tradition that is
continent-wide in its distribution, but varies
regionally in its temporal span (e.g., Curran 1987,
MacDonald 1968; Meltzer 1988).

Within the Eastern Fluted Point Tradition,
MacDonald (1968:141) has suggested three temporal
divisions on the basis of fluted point technology and
morphology. The four criteria used by MacDonald
are (1) the presence or absence of a ground “nipple”
(a striking platform that has been isolated and
prepared for detaching a flake that creates a shallow
channel [or flute] that extends from the base of the
point toward the tip), (2) the length of the flute, (3)
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the extent of grinding along the margins of the
biface, and (4) the depth of the basal concavity
created by platform preparation for fluting the
biface. Using these criteria, MacDonald has
identified an Early tradition that most closely
resembles western Clovis on technological grounds
(represented at the Shoop and Shawnee-Minisink
sites in Pennsylvania and at the Thunderbird and
Williamson sites in Virginia). A Middle tradition is
characterized by fluted points with deep basal
concavities; representative sites include Bull Brook
in Massachusetts (Byers 1954; Grimes and Grimes
1984; Grimes et al. 1984; Jordan 1960), Debert in
Nova Scotia (MacDonald 1968), and Vail in Maine
(Gramly 1982). The Late period within the Eastern
Fluted Point Tradition is identified by a variety of
fluted and non-fluted point styles (e.g., “pumpkin
seed” or Crowfield points, Cumberland points, and
basally-thinned Holcome-type points). Variations on
MacDonald's sequence of fluted point traditions may
be found in Anderson (1991a), Gramly and Funk
(1990), and Shott (1990).

As Curran (1987:17) has pointed out, this
typological framework interprets variation in fluted
point morphology, technology, and function
exclusively in chronological terms. Geographic and
cultural factors cannot be dismissed as sources of
the variation observed within the Eastern Fluted
Point Tradition, however. At the present time, there
are not the supporting radiocarbon dates or
archaeological data from stratified fluted point sites
to favor a strictly chronological interpretation for the
observed differences in eastern fluted points.
Alternative explanations emphasize the degree of
variation in artifact form that may exist across a
broad geographic area as an outcome of the
flexibility inherent to stone tool production, use, and
modification in a hunting and gathering society
(Callahan 1979; Frison 1968). While there may be
temporal trends within the Eastern Fluted Point
Tradition, it is likely that archaeologists will need to
understand time, place, and circumstance within a
cultural framework in order to demystify the
Paleo-Indian presence in the North Atlantic Region.

The geographic distribution of Paleo-Indian sites
in the Northeast reflects the biases imposed by the
erosion or deep burial of landforms and surfaces
dating to between 10,000 and 12,000 years B.P. and
the variable intensity of systematic archaeological



Figure 3. Paleo-Indian Sites in the Northeast.
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research across the region (Mulholland 1984). The
majority of Paleo-Indian habitation sites in the
Northeast have been found on the relict shorelines
of pro-glacial lakes (Curran and Dincauze 1977;
Loring 1980; Storck 1991), on river terraces (Curran
1987), or in other sandy, well-drained soils (Carty
and Spiess 1992; Gramly 1982, 1988; Gramly and
Funk 1990; Grimes et al. 1984; Hasenstab 1987a;
MacDonald 1968; Moeller 1980; Spiess and Wilson
1987).

Gramly and Funk (1990) have identified five
basic Paleo-Indian site types: (1) lithic
quarry/workshop sites (e.g., Bonnichsen 1984; Funk
1976, Ritchie and Funk 1973); (2) habitation sites
(e.g., Curran 1987; Gramly 1982; Grimes et al.
1984); (3) kill/butchery sites (e.g., Gramly 1982);
(4) burial sites and caches (e.g., Deller and Ellis
1986; Gramly 1988); and (5) isolated find spots
which may represent loss or discard of artifacts
away from the clusters of cultural material that
define other kinds of sites (e.g., Brennan 1983).
These categories of sites do not necessarily define
the full range of Paleo-Indian activities that may be
represented in the archaeological record, nor do they
establish a universally-applicable framework for
addressing all research questions. As with any
classification system in archaeology, the site
typology is a research tool. As such, its applicability
and utility in a given research context is open to
critical evaluation and debate.

Towards the end of the Paleo-Indian period in
the Northeast, a number of distinctive, non-fluted
biface styles appear in the archaeological record,
including long lanceolate forms that resemble
parallel-flaked Eden points of the Plano tradition in
the west (Benmouyal 1976; Bourque et al. 1983;
Doyle et al. 1985; Fowler 1972; Kraft 1977; Ritchie
and Funk 1973), small, unfluted lanceolate points
(Kraft 1973; Ritchie 1953), and triangular points
with deep basal concavities (Cavallo 1981;
Keenlyside 1985; McGhee and Tuck 1975). While
artifacts attributed to the Late Paleo-Indian period
have been identified throughout the Northeast, the
number of controlled excavations for sites dating to
this time period is exceedingly small (MacDonald
1983:106).

At the time that Paleo-Indians entered the
Northeast (ca. 11,500 B.P.), large areas of the
Atlantic Continental Shelf were above sea level.
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This broad coastal plain would have been a likely
route by which Paleo-Indian groups reached the
Debert site in Nova Scotia (Bonnichsen et al. 1985;
Boms 1965, MacDonald 1968, 1983). The
continental shelf has yielded fossil remains from
Pleistocene fauna (Emery and Edwards 1977; Kraft
1973; Roberts 1979) and occasional Paleo-Indian
and Archaic Period artifacts. While it may be overly
optimistic to expect that intact Paleo-Indian sites
may yet be identified on the continental shelf, these
finds serve as a reminder of the permanent gaps in
our geographic picture of the Paleo-Indian, Early
Archaic, and, to a lesser extent, the Middle and Late
Archaic Periods in the Northeast.

Settiement

The nature of the archaeological record for the
Paleo-Indian period imposes constraints on the kinds
of statements about Paleo-Indian societies that can
be supported directly by archaeological data. From
a methodological standpoint, it is often very difficult
to distinguish between competing hypotheses that
may generate similar patterns in the archaeological
record. For example, is an extensive spatial
distribution of Paleo-Indian artifacts produced by (1)
the repeated, non-overlapping use of the site through
time, (2) occupation of the site by a large group of
people, (3) occupation of the site for a long period
of time, or (4) some combination of the above?
While these are problems that apply to prehistoric
archaeology in general, they are particularly
pronounced in the case of Paleo-Indian sites.
Archaeologists  interested in  reconstructing
Paleo-Indian social organization must also confront
the stratigraphic ambiguities of weathered (and often
deflated) soils, preservation conditions that generally
limit recovery to stone tools, debitage, and
occasional calcined bone fragments, the cumulative
effects of ten or more millennia of bioturbation
(e.g., burrowing animals, insect and earthworm
activity, tree throws), and a decreased degree of
resolution for radiocarbon dates in the
10,000-12,000 B.P. range.

The initial settlement of North American by
Paleo-Indians has provided a series of challenges
and paradoxes to archaeologists (Kelly and Todd
1988), even if one does not accept evidence for
pre-Clovis populations. If one assumes that Clovis



assemblages represent the physical traces of the
earliest people to inhabit the New World, then the
geographic spread of Paleo-Indians to the southern
tip of South America and to the Maritime Provinces
of Canada was accomplished in a matter of several
hundred years. This conclusion has created a picture
of Paleo-Indians as mobile bands of hunter-gatherers
whose movements covered vast distances and who
ultimately populated the continent, albeit at low
population densities (Beardsley et al. 1953; Ritchie
1957; Mason 1962). The community pattern
classification proposed by Beardsley et al. included
a "Free-Wandering” pattern that was defined to
accommodate the Paleo-Indian archaeological
record; no known ethnographic cases matched this
type of community pattern. In recent years, several
Northeast archaeologists have chosen to use the
"Restricted Wandering” community pattern
(Beardsley et al. 1953) to describe the movements
of Paleo-Indian groups (Funk 1983; Kelly 1992; cf.
Ritchie 1983). This shift in terminology
acknowledges the necessity for hunting and
gathering groups to acquire sufficient environmental
and locational information to negotiate the physical
and social landscape with as little risk as possible
(Wormington 1983).

From a paradigmatic viewpoint, it is possible to
calculate the population growth rates and the
average annual travel distances that would have
been required for early Paleo-Indians to accomplish
this kind of expansion (e.g., Feidel 1992). From a
practical point of view, however, the expectations of
the model appear unrealistic. Demographic studies
of recent hunter-gatherers suggest that high mobility
inhibits rather than increases population growth.
This should certainly be the case for Paleo-Indian
groups faced with unfamiliar weather pattemns,
topography, and a seasonally-variable resource
structure. A recurrent theme in the ethnographic
literature is the extent to which hunter-gatherers
possess a detailed knowledge of the natural and
cultural landscape (e.g., Ingold 1993). Moving to a
new area would involve costs and risks for
hunter-gatherers, since it would require some time
to develop a working familiarity with the social,
spatial, and temporal dimensions of a new
landscape. The advantages of moving to a new area
may have been offset somewhat by the increased
risks posed by (1) resource uncertainty, (2) isolation
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from other groups that collectively comprised a
social “safety net” and mating network (Wobst
1974), and (3) unfamiliar terrain, which would have
made logistical movements more uncertain (e.g.,
returning to a camp or planning a rendezvous at a
particular time and place). For Paleo-Indians to have
settled North America as rapidly as the
archaeological record suggests, they would have had
to overcome these obstacles.

Anderson (1990, 1991a) has suggested a model
for the Paleo-Indian expansion into eastern North
America that addresses some of these concems.
According to the model, the initial Paleo-Indian
“colonization” of North America would have
followed the major river systems that drained the
area from the Rocky Mountains to the Appalachians.
These rivers systems converge in the central
Mississippi Valley, from which groups may have
expanded into the eastern woodlands along the
Ohio, Cumberland, and Tennessee Rivers. Anderson
noted that the greatest concentration of early
Paleo-Indian sites in the eastern United States
occurs in these three river valleys (1991a:5). Instead
of an incremental expansion of Paleo-Indian groups
across a broad area, Anderson suggests a deliberate
strategy of colonization from staging areas —
locations where comparatively large groups could
develop a familiarity with the resources of
ecologically-rich zones and where the demographic
and subsistence viability of the group could be
protected. The existence of staging areas would
lower the risks of subsequent expansion efforts by
providing a “fall-back” position.

From a regional perspective, Anderson has
identified what may have been localized "staging
areas” in the vicinity of the Williamson site
(Virginia), the Shoop site (Pennsylvania) and the
Plenge site (New Jersey). Anderson proposes that
from these and other such sites, the area
encompassed by the North Atlantic Region may
have been settled. Dincauze (1993a, 1993b) has
applied the colonization model to Paleo-Indian sites
in New England and the Maritime Provinces. The
implications of the colonization model are
far-reaching, since they challenge the notion that
Paleo-Indian geographic expansion was a cumulative
effect generated by the free-wandering behavior of
small, autonomous bands of hunter-gatherers.



Subsistence: Specialists or Generalists?

The comparatively indistinct picture of
Paleo-Indian life beyond stone tool production, use,
and discard has encouraged a reliance on
ethnographic analogy to interpret the Paleo-Indian
archaeological record in broader anthropological
terms. There has been considerable latitude in the
ways that Northeast archaeologists have interpreted
data from the same group of sites. Thus, some
researchers see Paleo-Indians as specialists in their
hunting behavior, focusing on herds of caribou after
the extinction of Pleistocene megafauna (e.g.,
Gramly 1982). Others view Paleo-Indians as
generalists who pursued broadly-based subsistence
strategies (Dent 1985; Dincauze 1981; Dincauze and
Curran 1983).

In western North America, Paleo-Indian artifacts
occasionally have been found in direct association
with the remains of extinct Pleistocene fauna such
as mammoth, masodon, horse, camelops, and giant
bison (Frison 1968; Frison and Todd 1986; Stanford
1983). There has been no compelling evidence in
the Northeast to suggest that Paleo-Indians engaged
in hunting Pleistocene megafauna, despite the
number of paleontological contexts in the region
that have been investigated as potential Paleo-Indian
kill/butchery sites (e.g., Jackson 1987; Meltzer 1988;
Moecller 1984). The received view that Paleo-Indians
in eastern North America were specialists in the
hunting of big game (i.e., Pleistocene megafauna)
has not yet been supported by any archaeological
data (see discussions in Dincauze 1981; Griffin
1964; Meltzer 1988). The debate over Paleo-Indian
subsistence patterns has shifted to whether
Paleo-Indians specialized in the hunting of caribou
(Gramly 1982, 1988; Spiess and Wilson 1987) or
were engaged in generalized foraging from a broad
spectrum of resources (Dent 1985; Dincauze and
Curran 1983). At this point in time, the sample of
identifiable faunal remains from Paleo-Indian sites
is far too small to evaluate these competing models.
As proxy measures for specialist hunting or
generalist hunting and gathering, archaeologists have
used site location (e.g., places where game
movements could be monitored or intercepted),
lithic tool types, assemblage diversity, and territorial
ranges as inferred from the “exotic” lithic materials
in the assemblage (indirectly supporting a model of
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long-distance movements by groups following
caribou herds).

Spiess and Wilson (1987:79) apply a logistical
mobility model to the Paleo-Indian archaeological
record, drawing on a growing literature within
archaeology that links assemblage composition and
diversity with typologies of hunter-gatherer
subsistence behavior (Binford 1976, 1979, 1980,
1982; Cleland 1976; Kelly 1992; Shott 1990). One
of the critical distinctions made in these models is
between foraging (hunting or collecting resources
according to their abundance in the vicinity of a
habitation site) and logistically-organized behavior
(linking group movements and the activities of
task-specific groups to the spatial and temporal
distribution of targeted resources). Spiess and
Wilson suggest that Paleo-Indians may have been
logistically organized and that task-specific groups
may have cached food, tools, and lithic raw
materials at different points on the landscape for
later use by the rest of group (Spiess and Wilson
1987; Gramly 1988a).

Settlement and subsistence models have enjoyed
a broad appeal among archaeologists as a way to
inject an element of vitality and action to an
incomplete and static archaeological record. One of
the drawbacks of these models is that they collapse
variation into a single dimension (e.g., logistical vs.
foraging behavior, focal vs. diffuse adaptation).
Seasonal variation in activity, a division of labor
along gender, age, or status lines, and the potential
conflicts between collective and individual interests
are thus reduced to a single label.

A brief review of the Paleo-Indian literature
points out the extent to which archaeological data
lose their neutrality when they are exposed to the
polarity of competing interpretive frameworks. The
complex web of reasoning and assumptions that
supports archaeological interpretations of
Paleo-Indian societies is potentially fragile, since it
is assembled from the bits and pieces of data
recorded at a number of sites. The archaeological
record is a product of individual and collective
activity under a historically-specific set of
circumstances. In grouping together the existing
sample of sites to generate a single picture of
Paleo-Indian subsistence, settlement, demography, or
technology, archaeologists may sacrifice a sense of
the flexibility and diversity of Paleo-Indian society.



Ethnographic Analogy

One of the challenges of Paleo-Indian research
in the Northeast is to develop models that bridge the
gap between a static, selectively-preserved
archaeological record of the distant past and the
behavior of living peoples. Archaeologists often rely
on ethnographic analogies to inform their
interpretations of archaeological data (Binford 1978,
1980; Spiess and Wilson 1987). As Isaac (1990),
Wobst (1978), and others have pointed out,
however, the use of ethnographic analogy is not
without problems. The ethnographic record reflects
particular historical circumstances; it is neither
timeless nor is it comprehensive as a source for an
inventory of cultural practices. In applying
analogies, archaeologists often compare
ethnographic and archaeological traits directly,
without considering the broader historical and
cultural contexts within which the traits existed.

Several models of hunter-gatherer societies have
been applied to Paleo-Indians to explain their
subsistence patterns, residential mobility, assemblage
composition, spatial distribution of activity areas
within a site, and long-distance travel and
interaction. In order to understand the archaeological
evidence for Paleo-Indian activity, archaeologists
have drawn on ethnographic accounts of Plains
bison hunters, Arctic and sub-Arctic hunter-gatherers
(e.g., the Naskapi, the Cree, the Nunamiut),
Australian aborigines, the Hadza of East Africa, and
the San of southern Africa.

It is a literature that has, on occasion, been
uncritical in distinguishing between informed
speculation and rigorous demonstration, as Moeller
(1980) has pointed out. For example, did
Paleo-Indians travel long distances using Inuit-type
dog sleds, as an artist’s reconstruction of the Adkins
Site in western Maine shows (Gramly
1988a:frontispiece, 37)? No direct evidence for the
presence of domesticated dogs in North America
predates 6000 B.P. (Olsen 1985), although it is
certainly possible that dogs accompanied
Paleo-Indian groups. The need for sledges is
inferred by (1) the assumption of high mobility over
a large geographic area and (2) the weight of hides
that would have been required to cover a
hypothesized temporary structure whose dimensions
are given by the distributions of stone tools and
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debitage. Since travel by dog sled would be
accomplished most easily in the cold-weather
months, Gramly and Funk (1990:6) have suggested
that many of the long-distance movements of
Paleo-Indians would have taken place in winter. It
is difficult to evaluate this chain of reasoning from
the archaeological evidence alone. The
reconstructions of Paleo-Indian sites and adaptations
that are presented in the archaeological literature are
often separated from empirical data by several
layers of inference. Archaeological interpretation
may be seen as a blend of (1) data obtained through
excavation and analysis, (2) methodological
assumptions about the nature of the archaeological
record and how it might be sampled and interpreted,
(3) ethnographic analogy, and (4) assumptions about
hunter-gatherer society and the palecenvironments
that characterized the early Holocene.

The building of specific scenarios from
somewhat equivocal archaeological data is not a
problem per se, since speculation may be useful in
framing testable hypotheses. A far greater problem
in Paleo-Indian studies is the tendency for
assumptions and assertions to become entrenched in
the regional literature as demonstrated facts. The
Crowfield Paleo-Indian site in southwestern Ontario
provides a case in point (Deller and Ellis 1984). A
large number of heat-fractured Paleo-Indian artifacts
were recovered from the site, many of them from a
pit feature. In their discussion, Deller and Ellis
move rapidly from the realm of possibility to the
realm of likelihood to the realm of certainty that the
heat-fractured artifacts are grave goods from a
cremation burial (Deller and Ellis 1984:50), despite
the absence of identifiable human bone fragments at
the site. As the authors have pointed out, if
Crowfield were to turn out to be a Paleo-Indian
cremation burial, it would be among the earliest
mortuary contexts reported for the New World and
would be the first evidence for cremation burial
associated with a fluted point tradition (Deller and
Ellis 1984:50). Although the Crowfield feature may
well be a cremation burial, the transition in
argument from suggestion to assertion leaves little
room for evaluating alternative interpretations. As an
unchallenged assertion, the Crowfield interpretation
has been incorporated into the Paleo-Indian
literature as a definitive case of Paleo-Indian
cremation burial (e.g., Gramly and Funk 1990).



Perhaps no area in Paleo-Indian research illustrates
the fragility of arguments built on incompletely
demonstrated assertions more strikingly than lithic
analysis, particularly in the identification of raw
material (see Box 3 below).

Assemblages and Lithic Resource Use

Paleo-Indian components are most readily
identified by the presence of fluted points, although
these are by no means the only artifacts that may be
considered diagnostic of the time period. There are
a wide variety of artifact types that have been
identified at Paleo-Indian sites in the Northeast,
including gravers, spokeshaves, limaces, piéces
esquilleés, burins, scrapers, and polyhedral cores. A
number of these terms are borrowed from Upper
Paleolithic types, thus linking Paleo-Indians
conceptually to Old World roots while at the same
time establishing a terminological barrier between
Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic technologies.

The distinctiveness of Paleo-Indian lithic
technology, assemblages, and patterns of raw

material selection have played a major role in the
development of Paleo-Indian research in North
America (e.g., Lothrop and Ellis 1989; Mason 1962;
Meltzer 1984, 1988; Isaac and Tankersley 1990). A
number of researchers in North America (e.g.,
Gardner 1977, Goodyear 1989, 1993; Wilmsen
1970; Wormington 1957) have commented on the
preferential use of cryptocrystalline silicates by
Paleo-Indians, a pattern that appears to be
continent-wide in its distribution. In many instances,
artifacts made from a particular raw material are
found several hundred kilometers from the bedrock
source(s) of the material. There has been
considerable debate over whether this represents (1)
interpersonal exchange between trading partners, (2)
exchange between groups, perhaps along lines of
kinship (Grimes et al. 1984), (3) long-distance
seasonal movements of the entire group to quarries
(Gardner 1977:258-259; Lothrop 1987), (4) trips to
source areas by task groups, or (5) the utilization of
secondary sources of raw material, such as stream
cobbles or stones in glacial deposits that may have
been moved some distance from a bedrock source
(Meltzer 1984).

Box 3: Identification of Lithic Sources

vert 1992; Calogero 1992; Dmcauze 1976; Luedtkn 1993; Ritchie and_chm:s 1993)

presence of exou (l.e non-loml) mw matenals in an assemblage indicates trade, espccmlly for areas of the
glaciated Northeast. Other sources of raw material include small bedrock deposits whose localized distribution falls _
below the threshold of many geological maps (e.g., Emerson 1895; Lavin and Prothero 1992;) and bedrock sources
now immdated on the continental shelf, includmg Georges Bank and the bmad plain cxtendmg somh beyond
Martha's Vineyard and Nantucket.
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The geographic extent of lithic "supply and
consumption” zones has been used to define the
interaction of Paleo-Indian groups (e.g., Spiess and
Wilson 1984). For example, Gramly (1988b) has
suggested that there are three New York Paleo-
Indian regions: the westernmost is characterized by
assemblages made primarily from Flint Ridge and
other Ohio cherts, central New York assemblages
are predominantly of Onondaga chert, and eastern
New York artifacts are made primarily from Hudson
Valley cherts. Social boundedness has also been
inferred from the spatial distribution of
morphological and technological traits on fluted
points. For example, fluted points from the Debert,
Vail, and Whipple sites share deep basal
concavities. In overviews of regional prehistory,
these sites are often discussed as if they were part
of a single unit of culture or time (e.g., Gramly
1984; Spiess and Wilson 1984).

Summary: Gaps in Understanding Paleo-Indians

As Frison (1983) has suggested for High Plains
Paleo-Indians, “..the unknown far exceeds the
known,” a situation that applies equally well to the
northeastern Paleo-Indian cultures. Inevitably, there
will be gaps in our understanding of the
Paleo-Indian period that arise from the nature of the
archaeological record itself. The limited preservation
of material culture and faunal and floral remains, the
absence of human skeletal material, and the loss of
sites due to land development, erosion, or
inundation by rising sea levels are constant
reminders of missing information. The lack of
fine-grained chronological resolution for
Paleo-Indian radiocarbon dates will also remain a
source of ambiguity in interpretation for the
forseeable future. As Haynes (1984) has argued, for
the time being at least, archaeologists will have to
settle for precision measured in terms of centuries
rather than decades. Other areas of Paleo-Indian
research are constrained more by the conceptual
frameworks of archaeologists than they are by the
nature of the archaeological record.

Researchers must constantly re-evaluate the
Paleo-Indian literature to determine the strength of
the empirical evidence that supports the
interpretations that have been offered for the initial
settlement of the region. The issue of whether or not
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the Eastern Fluted Point Tradition represents the
earliest human presence in the Northeast remains
unresolved, although, to date, the Meadowcroft
Rockshelter in western Pennsylvania remains the
sole example of a possible “pre-Clovis” site. Within
the Eastern Fluted Point Tradition, Anderson (1990)
and Dincauze (1993a, 1993b) have presented models
for the spread of Paleo-Indian groups into eastern
North America. These models re-examine
archaeological data in ways that recognize the roles
of human action, experimentation, and particular
circumstances in shaping Paleo-Indian assemblages,
site structure, and site distributions.

One of the most obvious gaps in our knowledge
is a sense of Paleo-Indian social organization that
reaches beyond individual and collective hunting
behavior. The picture of Northeast Paleo-Indians
presented in the published literature is one in which
discussions of gender are notably few (see Chilton
1994; Gero and Conkey 1991; Dent 1991; Sassaman
1992), as are discussions of age and kinship. Thus,
Paleo-Indian models have been confined to a
perspective that is exclusively adult, male, and
non-communal. While speculation has been offered
in some realms that highlight or dramatize the
dangers and rigors of survival (e.g., killing fields,
meat caches, long-distance migrations), it has not
been matched by comparable attention to
model-building in the realms of social organization,
inter- and intra-group dynamics, demography, and
ideology.

Gender, kinship, age, and status are important
for defining roles, power relations, and access to
resources in any society. Resources may include (1)
the skills, time, and effort of others, (2) information,
broadly construed to include ceremonial/ritual
knowledge as well as data on the social and natural
environment, and (3) material items, including food.
From this ethnographically-informed perspective,
archaeologists may be able to develop models that
are better suited to anthropological explanation than
models in which all decision-making is dictated
solely by the distribution of potential food sources.

What is securely known about Paleo-Indian
subsistence patterns is drawn from bits of calcined
bone recovered from a number of sites in the region
(e.g., the Udora Site in Ontario [Storck and Spiess
1994] and the Whipple Site in New Hampshire
[Spiess et al. 1995]). Samples are small, often



representing the bones of a single animal, and
therefore cannot be used to demonstrate the relative
importance of certain species to the Paleo-Indian
diet (Storck and Spiess 1994). The evidence that has
been called upon to support models of Paleo-Indians
as hunting specialists or foraging generalists is
largely circumstantial, although the consensus
among archaeologists has begun to shift towards the
generalist model in recent years. Interannual and
intra-annual (i.e., seasonal) variation in weather and
in the timing, availability, quality, and quantity of
food resources would have had a significant impact
on Paleo-Indian groups, and reflect the operation of
palecenvironments at the scale of human experience.
For the most part, archaeologists have interpreted
the Paleo-Indian archaeological record in the
Northeast as a patterned response to averaged
environmental conditions. A single, aggregate
picture of Paleo-Indian adaptation in the Northeast
will undoubtedly yield over the next few years to
reconstructions that highlight variation and
variability within Paleo-Indian traditions.
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THE EARLY AND MIDDLE ARCHAIC
PERIODS (CA. 9000-6000 B.P.)

John R. Cross

Development of the Archaic Concept

The term “Archaic” has been an integral part of
the literature on Northeast prehistory for over fifty
years, although its meaning is by no means
straightforward (Cross 1990:84-85). Different
conceptions of the “Archaic” include (1) a period of
time from 9000 to 2500 B.P., subdivided into Early,
Middle, and Late Periods (Snow 1980:159-186); (2)
an evolutionary stage of hunting-gathering-fishing in
the post-Pleistocene temperate-forest environments
of the Northeast (Funk 1978, 1983; Ritchie
1969a:31; Willey and Phillips 1958:107); and (3) a
combination of archaeological traits that defined the
"Archaic Pattern” within the framework of the
Midwestern Taxonomic Method, a pre-radiocarbon
era system of specifying the degree of similarity or
difference between and among archaeological
components without reference to their chronological
relationships (Brose 1973; McKem 1939; Ritchie
1944:319-320; 1955:3).

William Ritchie was the first researcher to apply
the term “Archaic” to the Northeast archaeological
record in his use of "Archaic Algonkian” to identify
the cultural traditions at the Lamoka Lake site in
New York, whose occupants that did not engage in
horticulture or make ceramics (Fitzhugh 1972; Funk
1988; Jefferies 1988; Ritchie 1932, 1971a; Willey
and Phillips 1958). In his discussion of the "Archaic
Pattern,” Ritchie also included several other cultural
traditions in New York (Ritchie 1944:319-320; see
also McKem 1939). Subsequently, researchers in
areas of North America outside the Northeast
extended the use of ”“Archaic” to regional and local
cultural traditions that predated ceramics and
horticulture (see discussions in Dragoo [1959] and
Starna [1979]). As a result, archaeologists were
faced with an array of “Archaic” cultures that
exhibited a great deal of temporal, geographical, and
cultural diversity. Since the adoption of horticulture
and the introduction of ceramics were thought to
represent  significant technological and cultural
achievements, the term ”Archaic” took on meaning
above and beyond a simple list of traits. “Archaic”
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became a broad characterization for the
chronological and developmental interval that
separated Paleo-Indian traditions from societies that
made ceramics and practiced horticulture (Meighan
1956; Starna 1979).

In recognition of the shift in research goals from
describing similarities and differences in traits to
understanding cultural sequences in evolutionary
terms, Willey and Phillips (1958) proposed an
"Archaic Stage” of cultural development that could
be applied on a broad geographic scale. The stage
concept formalized what had become the
predominant usage of the term “Archaic” among
archaeologists (Meighan 1956). Vestiges of the
Midwestern Taxonomic Method and the
evolutionary stage concept remain in the artifact
types and cultural units used by researchers in the
North Atlantic Region, despite challenges to the
arbitrary (and often misleading) categorization of
regional prehistory that may result (Bendremer
1993; Filios 1989, 1990; Leonard 1993; Sears 1948;
Shaw 1989; Stoltman 1978). One of the greatest
challenges facing archaeologists in the North
Atlantic Region today is the critical examination and
re-examination of the regional archaeological record,
terminology, and literature from a consistent
theoretical position.

Early and Middle Archaic

The Early Archaic Period (ca. 9500-8000 B.P.)
is generally considered to be a period of transition
from the technological and subsistence strategies
used by Paleo-Indians at the end of the Pleistocene
to strategies that were adapted to what were the
essentially modem plant and animal communities of
the Holocene (Braun and Braun 1994; Dincauze
1990; Funk 1983; Griffin 1967:178; 1978; Snow
1980:157). The nature of the transition between the
Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic Period is poorly
known, in part because so few Early Archaic sites
have been examined systematically in the Northeast.
The Middle Archaic Period (ca. 8000 B.P. to 5500
B.P.) has been characterized as a period of
population increase and the establishment of
strongly seasonal patterns in settlement and
subsistence (Braun and Braun 1994; Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977). Archaeologists working in the
region often discuss the Early and Middle Archaic



Periods together rather than singly (e.g., Dincauze
and Mulholland 1977; Funk 1991b; McBride 1984;
Starbuck and Bolian 1980), a concession to the
scant archaeological information available,
particularly for the Early Archaic Period.

Three major research topics have shaped
archaeological inquiry into the Early and Middle
Archaic Periods. The first of these addresses the
degree to which there is continuity in population,
adaptation, social organization, or artifact traditions
across the boundaries that archaeologists have used
to distinguish the Early Archaic Period from the
Paleo-Indian and Middle Archaic Periods. The
second research question focuses on the apparent
scarcity of Early and (to a lesser extent) Middle
Archaic sites in the Northeast. The third research
topic is the relationship between the peoples and
artifact traditions of northeastern and southeastemn
North America during the Early and Middle Archaic
Periods. Each of these topics will be discussed at
some length below.

Continuity and Change

Despite the fact that archaeologists have made
substantial gains over the last twenty years in
identifying diagnostic Early Archaic artifacts and
locating features and strata that can be dated to the
eighth and ninth millennia B.P., the Early Archaic
remains poorly understood. With few exceptions,
sites at which Early Archaic artifacts have been
recovered in the Northeast are “context-poor”--there
are few artifacts, few features, few associated faunal
remains, and little discernible stratigraphy.
Researchers have been able to document the
presence of an Early Archaic component, either
through a radiocarbon date or a diagnostic artifact,
but have had little else to offer about Early Archaic
societies.

It comes as no surprise, then, that archaeologists
have adopted a wide range of positions on the
subject of the Paleo-Indian/Early Archaic transition.
Snow (1980:157-159) has argued for a “clear
discontinuity” between Paleo-Indian and Early
Archaic populations and adaptations. He presents a
model of catastrophism to explain the sudden
collapse of Paleo-Indian lifeways in the face of
ecological changes that overtaxed the focal
subsistence adaptations of Northeast Paleo-Indians
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(see Cleland [1976] for a discussion of “focal” and
“diffuse” adaptations). The Early Archaic Period,
according to Snow’s model, represents either a
“re-colonization” of the region by the remnant
Paleo-Indian population (equipped with new tools
and strategies for survival) or by the movement of
groups into the region from the Southeast.

Other researchers view substantial continuity
between Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic populations
and technological traditions (Cavallo 1981; Dumont
1981). Custer (1984) and Gardner (1977) discuss
Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic traditions as a single
unit in the Mid-Atlantic region, drawing on the
technological similarities evident in the Paleo-Indian
fluted point-Dalton-Hardaway sequence of bifaces.
Within the Northeast Region, however, the Late
Paleo-Indian and earliest Early Archaic lithic
assemblages contain few examples of Dalton and
Hardaway-Dalton points (Funk 1978, 1991a).

The temporal equivalents of Dalton points in the
Northeast are long, parallel-flaked lanceolate points
(Benmouyal 1978; Doyle et al. 1985; Spiess et al.
1983a; Wright 1979:34-35) and several varieties of
unfluted triangular points with deeply incurvate
bases (e.g., Cavallo 1981; Doyle et al. 1985;
Keenlyside 1985; McGhee and Tuck 1975). The
lanceolate points are often referred to as "Eden” or
“Plano” points, and are widely seen as part of a Late
Paleo-Indian tradition of the Great Lakes-St.
Lawrence River Valley (Doyle et al. 1985; Wright
1979). Similar parallel-flaked, lanceolate bifaces
have also been identified at sites in southeastern
Massachusetts, on Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard
(Davin  1989; Frederick Dunford, personal
communication 1994; Fowler 1972).

The smaller triangular points have been reported
from sites on Prince Edward Island (Keenlyside
1985), in Labrador (McGhee and Tuck 1975), in
Maine (Doyle et al 1985), and in northern New
Jersey (Cavallo 1981). A number of archaeologists
have made the case that these triangular points with
incurvate bases are derived from the comparatively
short fluted and unfluted points found at
Paleo-Indian sites such as Reagan in Vermont
(Ritchie 1953) and Plenge in New Jersey (Kraft
1973).

The present sample of radiocarbon dates for the
lanceolate and triangular points overlaps
considerably with the 10,000-8000 B.P. time frame



for the Early Archaic (Doyle et al. 1985; Keenlyside
1985). Therefore, it has not been clearly established
whether there is a sequential relationship or
contemporaneity between the cultural traditions that
produced Late Paleo-Indian lanceolate or triangular
points and those that made and used the stemmed
and notched points traditionally identified with the
Early Archaic Period. Either scenario is rich in
research potential for examining the nature of
cultural continuity and change on site-specific, local,
regional, and inter-regional scales.

Early and Middle Archaic Sites and the Hiatus Model:
The Record of Absence or the Absence of a Record?

Research on the Early and Middle Archaic
Periods has been driven for the past 30 years by the
fact that the archaeological record for the period
from 9000 to 5500 B.P. has remained poorly known.
In the 1960s, William Ritchie (1965) and James
Fitting (1968) independently arrived at the
conclusion that portions of the northeastern forests
during the Early and Middle Archaic Periods were
characterized by comparatively low productivity in
terms of the resources most important for human
groups. What became known as the "Ritchie-Fitting
Hypothesis” explained the paucity of Early and
Middle Archaic sites as a reflection of a real
phenomenon, namely low population densities.
Nearly all Early and Middle Archaic research in the
25-30 years that have elapsed since the
Ritchie-Fitting Hypothesis first was enunciated has
been directed towards resolving the issue of whether
or not there was a hiatus of several thousand years
in the Northeast prehistoric record (Dincauze and
Mutholland 1977; Funk 1977a, 1991b; Funk and
Wellman 1984; Nicholas 1988, 1990; Robinson et
al. 1992; Sanger 1979b; Snow 1977, 1980; Starbuck
and Bolian 1980; Tuck 1974; Wright 1978).

A number of archaeologists have framed the
apparent scarcity of Early and Middle Archaic sites
in the Northeast as an explicit research question and
have examined the archaeological evidence both for
and against competing hypotheses (e.g., Funk and
Wellman 1984; Sanger 1979b). Hypotheses that
have been advanced to account for the
comparatively small sample of Early and Middle
Archaic sites include:
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(1) Data on Early and Middle Archaic site
distributions are incomplete. Site destruction (e.g.,
by sea-level rise, riverine erosion, or recent
construction activities) and deep burial (e.g., by
alluvial sediments), have left a prehistoric record
that cannot be sampled adequately by existing
archaeological survey strategies (Funk and Wellman
1984; Nicholas 1990; Robinson and Petersen
1993:65; Sanger 1979b);

(2) Models of settlement and land use based on the
recent past cannot be applied directly to the study of
more ancient periods. Following the Early and
Middle Archaic Periods, significant environmental
changes occurred (e.g., in local weather patterns, the
distribution and character of wetlands, the nature of
coasts and estuaries, and the composition and
seasonal structure of biotic communities). Therefore,
models based on the last 4,000-3,000 years cannot
be used as analogues for the period from 9000-5500
B.P. (Nicholas 1988, 1990);

(3) Early and Middle Archaic sites are often not
recognized because they contain few artifacts that fit
within existing typologies. These typologies are
heavily weighted towards chipped stone projectile
points (Byers 1959; Funk and Wellman 1984;
Robinson 1992; Robinson and Petersen 1992, 1993;
Sanger 1979b);

(4) Early and Middle Archaic sites are absolutely
rare because population numbers were low, resulting
in a record of fewer and smaller sites than are
associated with other time periods (Funk 1979,
1991a, 1991b; Funk and Wellman 1984; Ritchie
1965, 1971a; Snow 1977, 1980).

Unless and until a program of survey and
excavation is initiated in the Northeast that
addresses the issues of locating and sampling Early
and Middle Archaic sites from a rigorous theoretical
and methodological position (Wobst 1983), none of
these hypotheses can be dismissed with any
confidence. The conventional standards developed
within cultural resource management for stratifying
a project area, selecting a sampling interval and unit
size, determining site boundaries, and arriving at a
percentage of the site area to be excavated do not
guarantee the collection of sufficient information to



evaluate the hypotheses listed above. The
substantive issues raised by the competing
hypotheses require that sampling strategies, field
methods, and analytical procedures be tailored to a
specific set of research questions and to the nature
of the archaeological record for the Early and
Middle Archaic periods. There is no “all-purpose”
prehistoric archaeological survey that will sample all
temporal, spatial, functional, and cultural contexts
simultaneously or with equal emphasis.

For example, Northeast archaeologists often use
the distribution of potential freshwater sources to
identify nearby areas that are likely to contain
prehistoric archaeological sites (e.g., Moore and
Root 1979; Spiess 1989). These areas are subjected
to more intensive subsurface testing than are other
portions of a project area, yet the resulting site
sample may only represent a small and skewed
fraction of the archaeological record for behavior,
land-use strategies, or seasonal activities in
prehistory. While the proximity of surface
freshwater may have been an important criterion for
selecting a site for habitation during certain seasons,
it may have had no bearing on site selection in areas
covered by snow during the winter months.

In addition, habitation sites comprise a narrow
segment of a broad spectrum of activities that
potentially are represented in the archaeological
record (Binford 1976, 1980). Activities that might
be underrepresented at habitation loci include (1) the
primary acquisition of food through
collecting/gathering, hunting, and fishing, (2) the
acquisition and processing of non-food resources,
such as bark, wood, and other vegetable fibers,
materials with medicinal properties, pigments, shells,
lithic materials, mastic, and clay, and (3) ceremonial
observances of various kinds (e.g., symbolic
gift-giving to establish social ties, the celebration of
life course transitions such as birth, initiation to
adult status, marriage, and death, and interaction
with the spirit world [Jett 1994; Simmons 1986])).
The archaeological investigation of research
questions directed at these topics will require
bridging arguments that link sampling strategies and
excavation methods to explicit theoretical
frameworks.

Instead of being a two-dimensional problem
(i.e., identifying prehistoric cultural resources on a
map), the search for Early and Middle Archaic sites
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in the Northeast is complicated by additional factors.
Sites that have survived the cumulative impacts of
erosion and development are often deeply buried
and are in areas presently covered by dense
vegetation, these conditions impose logistical
constraints of sample adequacy, time, money, and
safety on survey and excavation projects (e.g.,
McManamon 1994; Petersen 1991; Will 1995;
Wobst 1983). The attrition of some Early and
Middle Archaic sites and the deep burial of others
have afforded researchers a limited view of these
periods of Northeast prehistory.

By contrast, the comparative abundance of Early
and Middle Archaic sites in the Southeast is due in
large part to a tradition that dates back to the days
of W.P.A. and Reservoir Salvage archaeology of
excavating large, deep units in floodplain deposits
(Broyles 1966; Chapman 1973, 1975, 1985; Coe
1964; Lewis and Lewis 1961; Webb and DeJamette
1942). Few excavations in the Northeast have been
undertaken on a comparable scale to the floodplain
excavations in the Southeast, although in those cases
in which archaeologists have sought out landforms
and buried ground surfaces dating to the Early and
Middle Archaic periods, they have enjoyed a
measure of success in locating early sites (e.g., Funk
1991b; Kraft 1975; Nicholas 1990; Petersen 1991;
Robinson et al. 1992; Sanger et al. 1992; Thomas
1992).

For the most part, the interpretation of the Early
Archaic archaeological record has been expressed in
broad paleoenvironmental terms; reconstructions of
Early Archaic cultural life are derived from the
constraints and opportunities presented by
contemporary plant and animal distributions and
climate (e.g., Dincauze 1990; Dumont 1981; Funk
1983; Snow 1980). Although the ecological
foundations of the Ritchie-Fitting Hypothesis have
been challenged on palecenvironmental grounds
(e.g., Calkin and Miller 1977, Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977; Nicholas 1988, 1990; Robinson
1992) and by a growing body of archaeological data
(Ellis et al. 1991:25; Johnson 1993; Levine 1989;
Wright 1978), several archaeologists have been
reluctant to dismiss it entirely as an explanation
(e.g., Funk 1991b; Funk and Wellman 1984;
Haviland and Power 1981; Ritchie 1979; Snow
1980). Instead of viewing the forests of the
Northeast as an absolute ecological barrier to human



habitation, these researchers see the presence of low
numbers of hunter-gatherer groups in the Northeast
during the Early Archaic. Snow (1980:157) has used
catastrophe theory to argue for a decline in human
populations during the Early Archaic Period,
referring to “...a clear archaeological discontinuity...”
between Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic Periods.
Other researchers view the mosaic forests and
wetland habitats of the Northeast as capable of
supporting a larger regional population of Early
Archaic peoples than could have been supported
during the Paleo-Indian Period (e.g., Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977; Nicholas 1990; Yesner et al.
1983).

The fact that diametrically-opposed positions are
being argued for the same Early Archaic data
suggests that there is no clear consensus among
Northeast archaeologists over the theoretical or
methodological approaches that could resolve the
debate. The issue is not simply a lack of Early
Archaic data (which has created a measure of
uncertainty), but is, rather, the absolute certainty
with which both sides view the same body of
archaeological data. The low absolute and relative
frequency of diagnostic Early Archaic chipped stone
artifacts in the Northeast has been interpreted as
evidence for low population numbers and at least
partial support for the Ritchie-Fitting hypothesis
(e.g., Funk 1979, 1991a; Snow 1980; Spiess et al.
1983:239). Alternatively, the presence of even low
numbers of Early Archaic artifacts and sites in the
region has been used to reject the Ritchie-Fitting
hypothesis as overly restrictive (Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977; Johnson 1993; Levine 1989;
Trubowitz 1979).

While the debate continues over the relative size
of the regional Early Archaic population, there is
greater agreement among archaeologists over the
Middle Archaic period. In light of recent evidence
for a substantial Middle Archaic archaeological
record in the Northeast (e.g., Cassedy 1983, 1984,
Cross and Doucette 1994; Eisenberg 1991; Funk
1991b; Robinson et al. 1992; Starbuck 1977,
Starbuck and Bolian 1980), the Middle Archaic can
no longer be characterized as a period of extremely
low population density, as the Ritchie-Fitting model
suggested.
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Early Archaic Connections with the Southeast

The Early Archaic in the Northeast has been
identified largely through projectile point sequences
developed in the Southeast, where a number of
deeply stratified, multicomponent, riverine sites have
been excavated that contain components dating
between 10,500 and 7750 B.P. (Broyles 1966, 1971,
Chapman 1976, 1980, 1985; Claggett and Cable
1982; Coe 1964). Archaeologists working in the
Southeast see a technological and morphological
transition from regional late Paleo-Indian to Early
Archaic traditions in the Quad-Dalton-Hardaway-
Palmer-Kirk-Bifurcate sequence of projectile point
types (Anderson 1991b; Chapman 1985; Goodyear
1982; Sassaman et al. 1990; Smith 1986). The
Southeast sequence has also been applied to the
Early Archaic of the Mid-Atlantic states, with little
modification (Custer 1990; Egloff and McAvoy
1990; Stewart 1991).

The transition is less clear in the Northeast,
since few sites have yielded “diagnostic” Early
Archaic materials in stratified contexts or in clear
association with radiocarbon dated material. The
combination of suitable material for radiocarbon
dating, stratigraphic integrity, and unambiguous
associations between dated material and diagnostic
artifacts has proven elusive at most Early Archaic
sites. Often, archaeologists have been forced to rely
on the coarse chronological resolution afforded by
depth measurements in the absence of clearly
defined stratification (e.g., Dumont and Dumont
1979; Lavin and Russell 1985).

At a number of sites within the region,
archaeologists have obtained Early Archaic
radiocarbon dates from well-defined stratigraphic
contexts, but have recovered few associated artifacts
that might be considered “diagnostic” of the Early
Archaic Period (e.g., Petersen 1991). Other sites
have produced radiocarbon dates from the ninth-
tenth millennia B.P. from excavation levels that
contained diagnostic Early Archaic artifacts, (e.g.,
Ward’s Point, Richmond Hill, and Old Place on
Staten Island, New York [Ritchie and Funk
1971:44-59]), although the associations among
diagnostic Early Archaic artifacts, radiocarbon-dated
samples, and excavation levels at the sites do not
clearly resolve the chronological position of artifact
types within the Early Archaic time frame.



BOX 4: RADIOCARBON DATES AND NORTHEAST PREHISTORY
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In general, Early Archaic assemblages of the
Northeast contain few bifaces that would be
classified as Hardaway-Dalton, Palmer Corner-
Notched, Kirk Comer-Notched, or Big Sandy points
(Funk and Wellman 1984:81; Levine 1989;
Mulholland 1984; Wright 1978). The largest
assemblage of Early Archaic Kirk Corner-Notched
points from the Northeast is derived from surface
collections at the Nettling site in southwestern
Ontario (Ellis et al. 1991). Other Early Archaic
artifacts have been reported from dated contexts at
the Staten Island sites, which were excavated by
avocational archaeologists and reported by Ritchie
and Funk (1971), from sites in the Upper Delaware
River Valley (Dumont and Dumont 1979; Kraft
1975), and from sites in the Upper Susquehanna
River drainage (Funk 1977, 1991b).

The first dates obtained for Kirk-related
components at sites in the Northeast were more
recent than Kirk components in the Southeast by
1,500 years or more (e.g., the Harry’s Farm [Kraft
1975] and Rockelein [Dumont and Dumont 1979]
sites in New Jersey; the Sheep Rock site in
Pennsylvania [Michels and Smith 1967]). Initially,
the dates were viewed as a challenge to claims that
the Southeast and Northeast shared contemporaneous
projectile point styles (Snow 1980:162-163). Tuck
(1974) has argued that the use of "Kirk” to
designate both comer-notched points and stemmed
points may have contributed to confusion, since
Kirk Comer-Notched points are as much as 1,500
years older than Kirk Stemmed points. As Funk
(1981:92) has also pointed out, legitimate questions
may be raised about the identification of certain
points as Kirks and about site stratigraphy at these
sites, particularly in light of radiocarbon dates from
other sites that suggest comparable ages for similar
Northeast and Southeast artifact types during the
Early Archaic.

The Bifurcate Tradition of the Early Archaic

Bifurcate-base points, dated in the Southeast to
the end of the Early Archaic and beginnings of the
Middle Archaic Period (8850 B.P.-7750 B.P.
[Anderson 1991b; Chapman 1976]), have been
found at a number of sites in the Northeast, though
seldom in unambiguous stratigraphic contexts or in
clear association with radiocarbon-dated materials
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(e.g., Johnson 1993; Kopec 1985; Lavin and Russell
1985; Snow 1977; Taylor 1976; Wyatt 1977). Snow
(1980:166) has argued that Northeast bifurcate-base
points are of more recent age than Southeast
bifurcates, and has suggested that there was a
considerable time lag associated with the diffusion
of Early Archaic styles into the Northeast. However,
most archaeologists feel that Northeast and
Southeast bifurcate-base points are of comparable
age (Funk 1979; Johnson 1993; Kuhn 1986; Spiess
et al. 1983; Thomas 1992:189).

One of the few dated contexts for bifurcate-base
points is the Dill Farm Locus 1 Site in East
Haddam, Connecticut (8560+270 B.P. [Pfeiffer
1986:31)). Bifurcate-base points have been found at
several sites that have yielded radiocarbon dates in
excess of 8000 B.P. for pit features, such as the
Double P Site in Bridgewater, Massachusetts
(8555+200 [Simon 1991]) and the Heath Brook Site
in Tewksbury, Massachusetts (8460160, 8360180
[Glover and Doucette 1992]). At a more general
degree of association, bifurcates have been found in
levels dating between 7000 and 9000 B.P. at several
sites in New York and New England (e.g., Dincauze
1976; Funk 1979; Kuhn 1985; Snow 1977). The
dates are not uniquely associated with bifurcate-base
points, however, since the dated stratigraphic levels
often contained a variety of projectile point types
from the Early and Middle Archaic Periods.

The distribution of bifurcate-base points is
uneven across the North Atlantic Region. They are
frequently reported from sites in eastern
Massachusetts and Rhode Island (Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977; Mulholland 1984; Johnson 1993;
Taylor 1976; Turnbaugh 1980), northwestern
Connecticut (Nicholas 1988:272-273), and the
Champlain Lowlands (Thomas 1992). However,
bifurcate-base points are only rarely reported for
other areas within the region, such as upstate New
York and northern, central, and eastern Maine
(Robinson 1992; Spiess et al. 1983).

The named bifurcate types in the Southeast
sequence include St. Albans, MacCorkle, LeCroy,
and Kanawha (Broyles 1966). Not all of the
bifurcates identified in the Northeast fit easily into
the types defined for the Southeast, although
Northeast researchers have been reluctant to suggest
an alternative classification (e.g., Ritchie 1971b).
Kuhn (1986), in his examination of bifurcate-base



points from the Northeast, was unable to identify
clusters of variables that could isolate bifurcate
point types that were unique to the region.
Systematic attempts to document and interpret
bifurcate-base points in technological, functional, or
stylistic terms have been constrained by small
sample size and a scarcity of radiocarbon-dated
contexts (Johnson 1993; Kuhn 1986). The inclusion

of potential sources of variation in artifact form in
the analyses (such as the properties of a given raw
material or the artifact’s relative position along a
use-life trajectory) threatens to reduce sample sizes
even further. However, the creation of smaller
samples using behaviorally meaningful criteria is
still a preferable option to interpreting all variation
in bifurcate-base points along only two
dimensions—time and space.

BOX 5: POINTS AND PEOPLE
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Archaeologists in the Northeast and elsewhere have used typologies of projectile points as a foundation for
ordering, deserbing, and cxplaining the ancient past. Much of tis application of typology s based on the Cor
X at different projectile point types represent different cultures. However, there are many
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Ambiguous associations Prehistoric chronologies have been built from da
good associations (Kuhn 1985; Hoffman 1985; Lavin and Ru
have been used to support revisionist prehistory that allows great deal of latitude in interpretation without retaining
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 There is an assumption that similarity acr > and through time indicates the extent
985, 1987; Watanabe 1975; Weissner 1981; Wobst 1977) that suggests many ways in which
naterial culture may arise (e.g., gift-giving, conscious signalling of status or position [gender, marital
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Normative tendencies Researchers must be very specific in identifying the empirical basis for claiming similarities
or differences within and between assemblages; from a theoretical standpoint, there is no reason to assume that
variation in a class of material culture will conform to a normal distribution or that central tendency measures
(mean, mode, standard deviation) provide a universal framework for understanding the archaeological record.
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The Identification of Early Archaic Artifacts

The recognition of artifacts as diagnostic of the
Early Archaic Period continues to challenge
researchers in the North Atlantic Region. Although
projectile points similar in form to those identified
in Early Archaic contexts in the Southeast are found
in the Northeast, they are comparatively rare (for
example, compare the numbers of specimens in
assemblages described by Broyles [1966, 1971},
Chapman [1985], and Coe [1964] with those
described by Bolian [1980], Funk [1977, 1991},
Ritchie and Funk [1971], Spiess et al. [1983], and
Turnbaugh [1980]).

The recognition problem is compounded by the
fact that a number of Early and Middle Archaic
projectile point types are similar in their
morphology to more recent types in the Northeast.
A paired list of potentially misidentified point styles
would include Early Archaic Hardaway-Dalton
points with Late Archaic Brewerton Eared Triangle
points (Funk 1991a:50; Johnson and Mabhlstedt
1984:61), Early Archaic Swanton Comer-Notched
points with Late Archaic Brewerton Comer-Notched
points (Dincauze 1993d), Early Archaic Palmer
Comer-Notched and Kirk Corner-Notched points
with Late Archaic Comer-Notched points of the
Laurentian Tradition (Funk 1991a:50; cf. Brennan
1979), Middle Archaic Stanly/Neville points with
Late Archaic Snook Kill/Atlantic points (Johnson
and Mahlstedt 1984:23; Mulholland 1984), Middle
Archaic Morrow Mountain II/Stark points with Early
Woodland contracting-stem points (Jones 1989;
Johnson and Mabhlstedt 1984:23-24), and Middle
Archaic Merrimack points with Late Archaic
Small-Stemmed points (Spiess et al. 1983). In
practice, any archaeologist who attempts to sort
artifacts into categories confronts first-hand the
difficulties of applying type definitions to groups of
variable objects that have been shaped, used,
re-worked, andfor discarded (Adams and Adams
1991; Brown 1979; Dunford and Cross 1994;
Dunnell 1971; Starna 1979).

The cumulative nature of the regional
archaeological data base often forces a
re-examination of artifact typology. Excavations at
the Johns Bridge site in northwestern Vermont
(Thomas and Robinson 1983) resulted in the
identification of a new Early Archaic biface

35

type—the Swanton Comer-Notched point. The
stratigraphic and radiocarbon data support the
position that the comer-notched points date to
8000-7500 B.P. (Thomas 1992). Similar
corner-notched points have been identified at 13
other sites within the Lake Champlain Basin
(Thomas 1992), on the divide between the Hudson
River drainage and the Champlain Basin (Snow
1977), and on the upper St. Lawrence River (J.V.
Wright, personal communication 1987 [cited in
Thomas 1992:193]). Spiess et al. (1983:228) report
that points similar to Swanton Comer-Notched
points have been found at several locations in
western Maine. Future research within and in the
areas adjacent to the Champlain Basin will enable
archaeologists to explore the nature of what appears
to be a geographically- bounded Early Archaic
tradition.

The Gulf of Maine Tradition

The idea that the Early Archaic archaeological
record in the Northeast does not replicate precisely
the typological, technological, or chronological
sequence identified for the Southeast or Midwest is
nothing new (Byers 1959). On the basis of his
excavations at the deeply stratified Ellsworth Falls
sites in Maine, Douglas Byers concluded that the
earliest tradition at the sites—the Kelley phase—was
characterized by large scrapers, cores, roughly
flaked knives, hammerstones and a lack of stone
projectile points. In Byers's view, the Kelley phase
represented an “Unspecialized Lithic” developmental
stage in regional prehistory. Byers's argument was
not widely accepted, and for thirty years it remained
a footnote in discussions of Northeast archaeology.

In recent years, however, researchers in northern
New England have also begun to question the
applicability of artifact types and models developed
elsewhere for explaining the local prehistoric record
for the early Holocene (e.g., Bunker 1992; Robinson
1993; Sanger et al. 1992; Thomas 1992). Robinson’s
research on collections and excavation records from
a series of sites in northeastern Massachusetts, New
Hampshire, and Maine have led to the following
definition of the Gulf of Maine Tradition (Robinson
1992:96):



“The lithic tradition is characterized by three
broad patterns: 1) a flaked stone industry
dominated by core, uniface and flake
technology; 2) a relatively minor role for
bifaces and flaked stone projectile points;
and 3) the early development of a diverse
assemblage of ground stone tools, including
ground stone rods, full-channeled gouges,
celts and adzes, among other forms. It is the
combination of these broad lithic patterns as
a polythetic set that is considered to be
diagnostic of the tradition. No single artifact
type is considered to be diagnostic of, or
exclusive to, the tradition.”

Robinson focuses on the period between 9000
and 7000 B.P. in northern New England, thereby
including elements of both the Early and Middle
Archaic Periods as they have been defined
traditionally. The broad definition of the Gulf of
Maine Tradition accommodates a growing
archaeological record for the Early Holocene in
northern New England that does not replicate the
patterns observed for southern New England or for
areas further to the south along the Atlantic
seaboard. One of the key issues remaining is
whether the archaeological manifestations subsumed
by the tradition are united by something other than
this divergence. The initial suggestion of a Gulf of
Maine Tradition has been well-received by a number
of archaeologists (e.g., Dincauze 1993d). Its relative
utility as an interpretive framework will be
evaluated over the next few decades of research on
Northeast prehistory.

The debate over the early Holocene
archaeological record has focused greater attention
on artifacts other than projectile points, a trend that
no doubt will continue over the next several years.
The imperishable lithic assemblage for the Early
Archaic also may include large, roughly chipped
sandstone bifaces (Funk and Wellman 1984), tubular
atlatl weights (Ellis et al. 1991), flake cores, and a
variety of formal and ad hoc unifacial tools
(Petersen 1991). In many cases, it is difficult to
identify Early Archaic artifacts other than projectile
points in collections or in assemblages from
minimally-stratified multicomponent sites. To date,
we have no examples of perishable Early Archaic
material culture—items made from hide, hair, plant
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fiber, bark, wood, bone, antler, or shell. Perhaps the
next few years will see the excavation of
waterlogged  sediments in Early Holocene
archaeological contexts or the identification of
negative basketry and textile impressions in Early
Archaic clay-lined hearths at Northeast sites, similar
to the ones reported by Chapman and Adovasio
(1977) for the Icehouse Bottom Site in Tennessee.

Summary: The Early Archaic Period

In summary, the Early Archaic is a period about
which archaeologists have many questions but few
answers. The archaeological record for the Early
Archaic in the Northeast is sparse; often
archaeologists have been able to do little beyond
documenting an Early Archaic presence at a site
through a small sample of diagnostic artifacts or an
old radiocarbon date. The Early Archaic of the
North Atlantic Region is not a cleanly bounded unit
of prehistory in a spatial, temporal, or social sense.
There is evidence in the form and technology of
Early Archaic stone tools from the North Atlantic
Region for connections with the Great Lakes-St.
Lawrence River Valley, with the Midwest, and with
the Southeast. A case may also be made for
continuity through time for several of the Late
Paleo-Indian and Early Archaic traditions within the
region.

It is also likely that the observed variation in
Early Archaic lithic assemblages across space and
through time is matched by variation within and
between Early Archaic societies, although we
currently lack direct evidence for inter-group and
intra-group social dynamics. In order to gain
insights into Early Archaic society, Northeast
archaeologists will need to re-examine the
theoretical underpinnings of existing interpretations
for the Early Archaic, formulate research questions,
develop the methods for addressing them, and seek
out archaeological contexts that can best resolve the
research questions.

The Early Archaic - Middle Archaic Transition

For nearly twenty years following the
introduction of radiocarbon dating, northeastern
archaeologists had no dated components for the
broad temporal interval that separated Paleo-Indian
sites from the Late Archaic occupations at the



Lamoka Lake Site in central New York (Ritchie
1979). The Archaic Period was viewed largely in
terms of Early and Late Stages (e.g., Fowler 1963,
1968). The initial descriptions of Early Archaic
assemblages in the literature included artifact types
that have subsequently been identified as belonging
to Early, Middle, and Late Archaic traditions. The
recognition of a separate Middle Archaic Period in
the Northeast is a comparatively recent
phenomenon, dating to the late 1960s and early
1970s, as archaeologists began to identify projectile
points similar in form and technology to those
described by Coe (1964) and Broyles (1966, 1971)
for the Middle Archaic of the Carolina Piedmont
and West Virginia, respectively. In both the
Northeast and the Southeast, archaeologists have
used the shift from comer- or side-notched bifaces
to stemmed bifaces as a stylistic marker for the
boundary between Early and Middle Archaic
traditions (Justice 1987; Tuck 1974).

Excavations at the Staten Island sites mentioned
above generated both radiocarbon dates and artifact
types that were comparable to Early and Middle
Archaic material from the Southeast (Ritchie 1979;
Ritchie and Funk 1971). At the time, the Staten
Island data were seen as supporting the position that
Early and Middle Archaic occupation of the
Northeast was confined largely to the areas south of
the Hudson River (see Fitting 1968; Ritchie 1965,
1979).

The Neville, Stark, and Merrimack Complexes

Perhaps the single study that has had the greatest
impact on the course of Middle Archaic research in
the region is Dincauze’s analysis and interpretation
of data from the Neville Site in Manchester, New
Hampshire (1971, 1976). The Neville Site report
laid the groundwork for later discussions of the
Middle Archaic in the Northeast in four areas: (1)
type and population descriptions for three diagnostic
Middle Archaic projectile points types—Neville,
Stark, and Mermimack; (2) radiocarbon dates for
general excavation levels at the site; (3) a discussion
of the non-projectile-point component of the Middle
Archaic assemblage; and (4) the suggestion that the
Middle Archaic inhabitants at the Neville site relied
on anadromous fish as an important food resource.
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Using the Neville Site excavation records and
artifacts, Dincauze identified a sequence of Middle
Archaic projectile point styles that was supported by
the available stratigraphic information and bracketed
between radiocarbon dates (7740:+280 and
5910:180 B.P. [Dincauze 1976:124]). Dincauze
proposed three Middle Archaic complexes—
"Neville”, "Stark”, and “Merrimack”—according to
the predominant projectile point type for each of the
strata at the site. From the excavation data it was
not possible to resolve issues of contemporaneity or
succession for the three complexes, although
Dincauze interprets the coarse stratigraphic
associations as supporting a sequential model. The
early “Neville complex” included Neville and
Neville Variant points, perforators, biface preforms,
unhafted flake knives, beaked or steep-bitted flake
scrapers, quartz-crystal scrapers, and hammerstones.
The “"Stark complex” was characterized by the
prominence of Stark points in the assemblage and
lesser numbers of Neville, Neville Variant, and
Mermimack points, perforators, biface preforms,
spokeshaves, “nosed” scrapers, winged atlatl
weights, and fully-grooved axes. The "Merrimack
complex” assemblage included Merrimack points,
lesser numbers of Stark points, winged atlatl
weights, polyhedral cores, steep-edged scrapers,
"nosed” scrapers, carinated scrapers, and end
scrapers.

The identification and description of Middle
Archaic projectile point types for the Northeast
stimulated a burst of activity, as archaeologists
re-examined collections for previously undetected
evidence for Middle Archaic sites in the region
(e.g., McManamon 1980; Yesner et al. 1983). In the
published literature for southern New England
before 1970, many Middle Archaic points had been
identified either as "Early Archaic” artifacts (e.g.,
Cote 1958; Fowler 1968) or in ahistorical terms that
described their outline geometry (e.g., "hastate”
points [Ritchie 1965:144, 149], “Cormner-removed
#5,” "Comer-removed #8” [Fowler 1963; Robbins
1980}).

In addition to collections research, archaeologists
also undertook new excavations at a number of sites
with Middle Archaic components in the region, such
as Weirs Beach (Bolian 1980), NH31-20-5 (Cassedy
1984; Starbuck 1982), Eddy (Bunker 1992), and
Wadleigh Falls (Mayman and Bolian 1992) in



central and southern New Hampshire. Sites with
Middle Archaic components in central and southern
Maine include Hirundo (Sanger et al. 1977),
Cobbosseecontee Dam South (Bourque 1992),
Blackman Stream (Sanger et al. 1992), Gilman Falls
(Sanger et al. 1993), and a series of sites near the
outlet of Sebago Lake (Yesner et al 1983). In
southern New England, Middle Archaic components
have been reported from the Shawsheen River
drainage (Bullen 1949), WMECO (Thomas 1980),
the Taunton River drainage (Bradley 1994),
Cedar Swamp/Westborough (Hoffman 1991), and

Annasnappet Pond (Cross and Doucette 1994) in
Massachusetts, and at the Lewis-Walpole (Starbuck
1980), Burwell-Karako (Lavin and Russell 1985),
and Dill Farm (Pfeiffer 1986) sites in Connecticut.
In New York State, Middle Archaic stemmed
bifaces have been recovered from the Russ, Sylvan
Lake Rockshelter, North Bowdoin Rockshelter,
Muddy Brook Rockshelter (Funk 1977, 1991b; Funk
and Wellman 1984), and Mohonk Rockshelter sites
in New York State (Eisenberg 1991). Figures 4-6
show the location of these and other Middle and
Early Archaic sites.

Figure 4. Early-Middle Archaic Sites in Southern New England.

38



Figure 5. Early-Middle Archaic Sites in Northern New England.
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Figure 6. Early-Middle Archaic Sites in the New York Region.
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As a result of these excavations, the
archaeological record for the Middle Archaic Period
is more substantial than the record for the Early
Archaic, regardless of whether the number of sites,
the number of artifacts recovered, or the size of the
area excavated is used as a comparative measure.
Despite an intensification of survey efforts, other
portions of the region continue to show little
evidence for the Neville-Stark-Merrimack series of
stemmed projectile points. Middle Archaic stemmed
points are infrequently reported for much of
Vermont (Thomas 1991:6-1), central and western
New York (Funk 1991b), and northern, eastern, and
much of central Maine (David Sanger, personal
communication 1994; Robinson 1992; Spiess et al.
1983). Dincauze’s initial observation (1976: 140-141)
that these diagnostic forms generally were not
associated with the Great Lakes region, the St.
Lawrence River Valley, and adjacent areas still

appears to hold.

The Guif of Maine and Proto-Laurentian Traditions

A second round of collections analysis has
addressed the possibility that Middle Archaic
assemblages in the region do not always include
Neville, Stark, or Merrimack bifaces (Robinson
1992; Robinson and Petersen 1992). Drawing on
evidence from a series of mortuary features dated
from approximately 8000-6000 B.P. at sites in the
Mermimack drainage of New Hampshire and
Massachusetts and in the Penobscot drainage of
central Maine, Robinson has outlined the Gulf of
Maine Tradition (Robinson 1992). Ground stone
tools, particularly full-channelled gouges, adzes, and
stone rods are important components of the
tradition. The chipped stone assemblage is
characterized by a low frequency of bifaces in
relation to cores, unifaces, and flake tools.
Excavation data from the Sharrow site (Petersen
1991; Petersen and Putnam 1992) and from Gilman
Falls (Sanger et al 1993) provide partial support for
the position that Middle Archaic assemblages in
northeastern New England differ from assemblages
associated with Neville and Stark points. The
debitage reflects the observed pattern in the chipped
stone tools—it is largely the by-product of a
non-biface-directed lithic technology. At Gilman
Falls, Sanger and his colleagues report on a lithic
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workshop at which narrow phyllite preforms were
first flaked and then ground to make elongate
cylindrical rods similar to the ones reported by
Robinson (1992) for Middle Archaic mortuary
contexts (Sanger et al. 1993).

For much of Vermont and New York State, the
Middle Archaic Period record consists of
assemblages linked to what Funk (1988) has called
"Proto-Laurentian.” This Proto-Laurentian phase
dates to the end of the Middle Archaic Period (ca.
6000 B.P.) and is characterized by large
side-notched Otter Creek points.

The impacts of these developments on the future
of prehistoric archaeology in the region cannot be
anticipated fully at this time, although it is likely
that Middle Archaic research will enter a period of
healthy debate and re-examination. Implicit in the
recent research on the Middle Archaic are several
challenges: (1) to the position that large portions of
the region were uninhabited during the Middle
Archaic Period, (2) to the criteria used to identify
Middle Archaic sites and assess regional population
densities using “projectile-point-centric” measures,
and (3) to reconstructions of the Middle Archaic
that do not move beyond narrowly-construed
settlement and subsistence models.

Similarities in the geographic distribution of
Early Archaic and Middle Archaic biface styles in
the Northeast and the parallel trajectories of the
Southeast and Northeast projectile point sequences
raise a host of questions about cultural continuity
and social interaction. These questions will require
researchers to develop new theoretical frameworks,
research methods, and a vocabulary that can bridge
the gap between large-scale archaeological patterns
and the particular cultural contexts within which
people lived their lives in the past.

Connections with the Southeast during the Middle
Archaic

Technological and morphological similarities
between contemporary stemmed biface forms in the
Southeast and Northeast have been interpreted by
archaeologists as evidence for historical connections
between Middle Archaic populations in the two
regions (Dincauze 1971, 1976). The straight-
stemmed Stanly and the contracting-stemmed
Morrow Mountain II projectile point types identified
by Coe (1964) in the Carolina Piedmont find



equivalents in the Neville and Stark types of the
Northeast as they have been described by Dincauze
(1976). Other items of shared material culture for
the Middle Archaic include full-grooved axes
(Dincauze 1976) and winged atlatl weights (Coe
1964; Cross and Doucette 1994; Dincauze 1976).

Cassedy’s (1983) regional study of Middle
Archaic stemmed bifaces confirmed Dincauze's
observations on site-to-site comparisons in stemmed
biface morphology between the samples from
Neville site in New Hampshire and samples from
the Doerschuk and Hardaway sites in North
Carolina. A comparison of measurements for Stanly
and Neville points reveals that Stanly points are
larger, on average, than Neville points (Cassedy
1983; Dincauze 1976). The Doerschuk and
Hardaway sites (which provided the sample for the
type description for Stanly points) are located in
close proximity to extensive rhyolite outcrops that
were the source of stone for tools. The absence of
significant constraints on raw material availability
may account, in part, for the larger overall size of
the Carolina Piedmont Stanly points (K. Sassaman,
personal communication 1994, 1995).

There are demonstrable similarities in
technology and morphology between Middle
Archaic artifacts in the Southeast and portions of the
Northeast. Cassedy (1983) has noted minor
differences in the ratios of neck width:base width
and in the shoulder angle that might be used to
monitor inter- and intra-regional variation in
stemmed biface form. His research underscores the
need to keep analytical frameworks open and
flexible, and to avoid confusing the goals of analysis
with the end task of sorting artifacts into “types”. In
a similar vein, Dincauze (1976:26) has recognized
the non-equivalent goals and methods of examining
artifact variation within a particular site using a
“population approach” and making comparisons
among different sites using a “typological
approach”. What this means is that archaeologists
should avoid the tendency to seek a single standard
for "Middle Archaic-ness” against which to evaluate
individual sites within the region (Dunford and
Cross 1994).

The geographic distribution of Neville and Stark
points in the Northeast mirrors, to a significant
degree, the distribution of Early Archaic bifaces in
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the region. In general, those portions of the North
Atlantic Region that exhibit a sequence of Early
Archaic artifact styles comparable to the Southeast
types also show parallels to the Southeast during the
Middle Archaic Period. Neville points are
technologically and morphologically similar to
Stanly points in the Southeast (Coe 1964), Stark
points may be linked to Poplar Island points in the
Mid-Atlantic region (Dincauze 1976; Kinsey 1971;
Ritchie 1971) and to Morrow Mountain II points in
the Southeast (Coe 1964; Sassaman and Anderson
1994). The distribution of Merrimack points is
limited to southern New England (Dincauze 1976;
Funk 1979). The temporal equivalent of Merrimack
points in the Carolina sequence is the Guilford
Lanceolate (Coe 1964). The divergence of the
Northeast and Southeast sequences at the end of the
Middle Archaic has been interpreted as evidence for
the development of localized styles (Dincauze
1976). Taken together, these Middle Archaic
manifestations are part of what Dincauze has termed
the "Atlantic Slope Macrotradition.”

- As Robinson (1992) and others have -
demonstrated, however, the Middle Archaic
archaeological record for much of the North Atlantic
Region does not conform to the Neville-Stark-
Merrimack associations of southern New England.
Instead of assemblages dominated by stone
projectile points, assemblages in northeastern New
England are characterized by non-biface-directed
flake production and ground-stone tools (e.g.,
Petersen 1991; Robinson 1992; Sanger et al. 1992).
Non-biface-directed lithic technology and the use of
ground-stone gouges, celts, axes, abrading stones,
and atlatl weights have been documented at sites
with and without diagnostic Neville-series bifaces in
the region (e.g., Bradley 1994; Bunker 1992;
Cassedy 1984; Cross and Doucette 1994; Dincauze
1976; Dunford and Cross 1994; Richard Will,
personal communication 1994). Sorting out the
temporal and spatial distribution of different classes
of Middle Archaic material culture constitutes a
major research priority within the region,
particularly with the recognition of Middle Archaic
traditions other than those of the Atlantic Slope
Macrotradition.



Subsistence Patterns and Seasonality

The Middle Archaic has been interpreted as a
period when seasonal patterns of settlement and
subsistence became firmly established (Braun and
Braun 1994; Dincauze 1976; Dincauze and
Mulholland 1977). This interpretation is derived
from the locations of the Neville and WMECO sites
(at the falls of major rivers) and from the levels of
iodine and mercury in a single soil monolith from
the Neville Site (Dincauze 1976; Thomas 1980).
The presence of iodine and mercury was taken to
indicate the presence of decomposed waste from
anadromous fish species. The reconstruction of
subsistence patterns for the Middle Archaic has been
built on this foundation (e.g., Braun and Braun
1994; Dincauze 1991; Funk 1983; Richardson 1985;
Snow 1980). However, the complexity of soil
chemistry requires that the character of the parent
soil be evaluated systematically and that the
diagenic and taphonomic relationships linking
decomposition and inorganic soil chemistry be
demonstrated before the Neville case is accepted as
proven.

Dincauze (1976) has commented on the variety
of wetland settings and topographic locations of
other Middle Archaic sites in the Northeast,
particularly those associated with the interior
wetlands of eastern Massachusetts (Bradley 1994;
Bullen 1949, Cote 1958; Cross and Doucette 1994).
These sites undoubtedly reflect the use of resources
other than anadromous fish. In instances where
faunal material has been preserved at Middle
Archaic sites (e.g., along the Little Ossippee River
[Richard Will, personal communication 1994),
Cobbosseecontee Dam South [Bourque 1992], at the
WMECO Site [Thomas 1980], and at the Brigham
and Sharrow Sites [Petersen 1991; Spiess 1992]),
subsistence appears varied. Faunal remains reflect
the exploitation of turtles and many species of fur-
bearing mammals. Very few of the remains are
attributable to fish, and deer bones are only a minor
component of the faunal assemblages (Spiess 1992).

Mortuary Practices and Belief Systems

There is little evidence on which archaeologists
may draw to reconstruct mortuary practices in the
Middle Archaic Period in the Northeast. Until very
recently, the L'’Anse Amour burial mound in
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Labrador (dated to 7530:140) stood as the sole
example of a mortuary feature from this time period
(McGhee and Tuck 1975). The Wapanucket site
complex in eastern Massachusetts may have
contained one or more mortuary features dating to
the Middle Archaic (Robbins 1980), but researchers
have been unable to unravel the complexity of the
site from the existing records.

The only example of a mortuary feature
associated with the Neville complex in the Northeast
is a deep pit feature at Locus 1 at Annasnappet
Pond in southeastern Massachusetts (Cross and
Doucette 1994). Cremated human cranial fragments
were identified in association with three Neville
points, a perforator, red ocher concentrations, a
rectangular piece of flaked slate, and two winged
atlatls. The feature was radiocarbon dated at
7570150 B.P. Two other deep pit features in
adjacent excavation units yielded comparable dates,
although they lacked imperishable artifacts.

The Gulf of Maine Tradition was defined on the
basis of a series of collections and excavation
records from probable burial sites in Maine, New
Hampshire, and northeastern Massachusetts
(Robinson 1992). Collections from these sites
contain the characteristic stone rods, adzes, celts,
full-channel gouges, and splayed-bit gouges, but few
projectile points. The projectile points from the
Morrill Point site are broadly comer-notched;
several points have serrated edges. The blade
portions of the Morrill Point bifaces are generally
similar to the those of stemmed points from the
Bamney site in Labrador (McGhee and Tuck 1975)
and to a single specimen from the Hirundo site in
Maine (Sanger 1975). The ground stone assemblages
from the Gulf of Maine Tradition sites (Morrill
Point, Sunkhaze Ridge, Table Land, Passudumkeag
Sand Pit) described by Robinson (1992) share
elements with the Late Archaic Moorehead Burial
Complex and the Maritime Archaic Tradition,
particularly the stone rods and full-channel gouges
(Moorehead 1922; Snow 1980; Tuck 1978). The
further definition of the Gulf of Maine Tradition on
the basis of controlled excavations will force
archaeologists to re-assess the criteria which have
been used to identify all mortuary features
accompanied by ground-stone tools as Late Archaic
in age.



Summary: Understanding the Early and Middle Archaic
Periods

In a number of ways, the Early Archaic Period
is the most poorly known interval of prehistory in
the Northeast. In general, Early Archaic lithic
assemblages consist of tools made from local raw
materials, in contrast to the frequent use of
cryptocrystalline silicates by Paleo-Indians. For this
reason, Early Archaic sites and artifacts have
attracted less attention than Paleo-Indian sites and
artifacts from professional archaeologists and looters
alike. In their search for Early Archaic components,
archaeologists have faced a shortage of uneroded
landforms and readily accessible buried surfaces that
date to the early Holocene. For this reason, the
identification and examination of geomorphological
settings where Early Archaic sites may be located
constitutes a research priority. Archaeologists have
also been forced to confront the geographic
variation in Early Archaic assemblages within the
North Atlantic Region and the lack of clear
precedents and analogues for certain stone tools in
adjacent regions.

The past two decades have seen the definition
and clarification of Middle Archaic cultural
traditions in the Northeast (Dincauze 1976; Petersen
1991; Robinson 1992; Sanger and Belcher 1992;
Starbuck and Bolian 1981), and ongoing research
promises to expand our understanding further (e.g.,
Cross and Doucette 1994). Sites of the Middle
Archaic Period cultural traditions, like those of the
Early Archaic Period, are geographically limited to
portions of the North Atlantic Region. No tradition
can be said to characterize the region as a whole.
Just what the observed differences in assemblages
represent in social, chronological, or functional
terms remains an open question.

Archaeologists have offered empirical
generalizations about land use patterns during the
Early and Middle Archaic Periods, particularly about
seasonal exploitation of fish runs along rivers
(Dincauze 1976; Thomas 1981) and the use of
interior wetlands (e.g., Nicholas 1991). However,
rigorous archaeological surveys have not yet been
conducted in the region to identify Early and Middle
Archaic sites, so there is a strong possibility that
generalizations about land use during the early
Holocene are built on an inadequate sample of Early
and Middle Archaic sites.
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The nature of the historical and cultural
connections between the Early and Middle Archaic
populations of the Northeast and those of the
Mid-Atlantic, Southeast, and Midwest Regions will
remain an important focus of research.
Archaeologists have noted similarities between
Northeast and Southeast artifact forms and
technology during the Early and Middle Archaic
Periods (e.g., Dincauze 1976; Tuck 1974). The
empbhasis in these discussions has been on the initial
spread of artifact traditions rather than on the social
mechanisms and processes that sustained stylistic
similarities over broad areas and over long periods
of time. The Early and Middle Archaic Periods
present a challenge and an opportunity for
archaeologists—to develop the concepts and
vocabulary that can explain how and why artifact
traditions were created, perpetuated, and changed. In
order to achieve this goal, archaeologists will need
to address the social context within which artifacts
exist, including the stylistic and/or symbolic roles
played by material culture in many societies
(Hodder 1982; Larick 1985; Wiessner 1981; Wobst
1978), social boundedness, and the nature of social
interaction within and between groups. Answers to
these kinds of questions will not come easily, but
through their searching, archaeologists may draw the
Early and Middle Archaic Periods into sharper
focus. ‘

In summary, research on the Early and Middle
Archaic Periods is experiencing rapid growth as
archaeologists have come to recognize the
diverse assemblages that date to the interval from
9000 to 5500 B.P. Although the number of
excavated contexts remains low, especially for the
Early Archaic, archaeologists working in the North
Atlantic region can anticipate investigating,
describing, and explaining that diversity in the
coming decades.



THE LATE ARCHAIC PERIOD
(CA. 6000-3000 B.P.)

John R. Cross
Introduction

The Late Archaic Period has been viewed as a
cultural “florescence” according to the criteria used
by many archaeologists (Braun and Braun 1994,
Dincauze 1975; Funk 1983; Snow 1980). For this
period, archaeologists have identified more
sites—and sites in a greater variety of environmental
settings—than for any comparable interval of the
Archaic Period (Ritchie 1985) (see Figures 7-9). The
relative abundance of Late Archaic sites has been
taken as prima facie evidence for a peak in regional
population density during the period (Braun and
Braun 1994; Dincauze 1974, 1975; McBride 1984a;
Mulholland 1984; Snow 1980).

The presence of clustered mortuary features (and
associated artifacts) at several Late Archaic sites
attracted the attention of archaeologists and the
public in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries (e.g., Hawkes and Linton 1916;
Moorehead 1916, 1922; Smith 1926; Willoughby
1898). Mortuary ceremonialism has been a central
research topic for the Late Archaic Period ever
since, as archaeologists have combined collections
research, new analytical techniques, new excavation
data, and models of social organization to gain
insights into Late Archaic society through the study
of mortuary contexts (e.g., Barbian 1994; Barbian
and Magennis 1994; Bourque 1995; Cross 1990;
Dincauze 1968, 1975; Pfeiffer 1992; Ritchie 1959;
Rothschild 1983; Sanger 1973; Shaw 1988a; Tuck
1976). The comparative abundance, diversity, and
complexity of Late Archaic mortuary contexts have
played a key role in the perception of the Late
Archaic as a cultural “peak” in the prehistory of the
North Atlantic Region.

The Late Archaic Period in the Northeast has
also been seen as a time of significant ecological,
technological and cultural changes for the region’s
peoples. It is during the Late Archaic Period that
groups may have begun to experiment with cultigens
(Fritz 1990; McBride and Dewar 1987; Yarmnell
1993), long before maize horticulture became
established in the region (Bendremer et al. 1991,
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Heckenberger et al. 1992; Mrozowski 1994).
Evidence for the use of ceramic technology first
appeared in the archaeological record towards the
end of the Late Archaic (Kraft 1970; Ritchie 1959).
Among the indications of favorable environmental
conditions during the Late Archaic Period was a
marked increase in shelifish exploitation, perhaps
due to a slowing in the rate of postglacial sea-level
rise (Bourque 1975; Brennan 1975). Finally, artifacts
made from non-local materials were included in
mortuary contexts, suggesting interaction and/or
exchange within and between regions (Fitzhugh
1972; Pfeiffer 1992; Ritchie 1965a; Wellman 1984).

At this point in the telling of Northeast
prehistory, what had been a single, generalized
narrative from the Paleo-Indian Period to the Middle
Archaic Period breaks down into several stories,
each corresponding to a different cultural tradition
and a different geographic area. The Late Archaic
includes the following traditions: Maritime Archaic,
Laurentian, Shield Archaic, Narrow Point, and
Susquehanna. Although inter- and intra-regional
variation in artifact assemblages has been
demonstrated for the Middle Archaic Period, it is for
the Late Archaic Period that archaeologists first
begin to develop explicit arguments for distinct
biological populations, linguistic divisions,
adaptations, migrations, territoriality, and social
boundedness (particularly ethnicity) on the basis of
artifact styles (e.g., Dincauze 1976; Funk 1988;
Ritchie 1965; Snow 1980; Turnbaugh 1975).

The fact that the Late Archaic Period has been
a focal point for archaeological research for so long
gives us an historical perspective on how
archaeologists have changed their thinking in
response to new methods (e.g., radiocarbon dating),
new research questions, and new data (see Funk
1988; Ritchie 1985). Many of the culture-historical
terms associated with the Midwestern Taxonomic
Method (McKern 1939; Ritchie 1944) have survived
in the literature on the Late Archaic, despite all
these changes. For example, the definitions of
“Lamoka” and “Laurentian” have undergone
substantial revision over the years to accommodate
new excavation data and a regional radiocarbon
chronology (Curtin 1978; Funk 1988; Ritchie 1971a;
Tuck 1977). It is now widely accepted that Lamoka
is not the earliest Archaic manifestation in the
region; archaeologists also recognize that Laurentian



Tradition components do not include ceramics, as
Ritchie’s original formulation once held (Ritchie
1940, 1944). In addition, “Lamoka” and
“Laurentian” have been re-cast in "post--McKemn”
terms—as a “phase” and a “tradition” of the Late
Archaic Period, rather than as a “focus” and an
“aspect,” respectively.

A contributing factor to the changing perspective
on the Late Archaic Period in the Northeast was the
influx of a new generation of scholars in the decade
from 1965 to 1975 (see Fitzhugh 1975a; Funk 1988;
Newman and Salwen 1977). During this period,
researchers first identified Early and Middle Archaic
components in the region (Dincauze 1971, 1976;
Ritchie and Funk 1971), defined the Maritime
Archaic Tradition (Bourque 1975; Fitzhugh 1975b,
1977, Sanger 1973a, 1973b; Tuck 1975, 1976),
defined the Shield Archaic Tradition (Sanger 1973b;
Wright 1972a), and described Susquehanna
Tradition artifact types and mortuary ceremonialism
(Bourque 1975; Dincauze 1968, 1972). Large-scale
survey and excavation projects generated quantities
of data, artifacts, samples, and radiocarbon dates
that forced a reexamination of Northeast prehistory,
especially for the Late Archaic Period (Bourque
1975, 1976, 1995; Brennan 1977; Dincauze 1974;
Funk 1976, 1994, Funk and Rippeteau 1977, Kinsey
1972, 1977; Kraft 1970, 1975; Ritchie 1969; Ritchie
and Funk 1973; Sanger 1975; Sanger et al. 1977;
Snow 1975, 1977). The results and implications of
these studies are far reaching, although they remain
unevenly represented in regional syntheses of
prehistory.

Starting in the mid-1970s, cultural resource
management priorities began to claim an increasing
share of archaeological research efforts and
resources. As a result, the archaeological literature
has grown rapidly, particularly the “gray literature”
of contract reports and agency file reports, which
have a limited distribution or availability. The
number of archaeologists working in the region has
also grown in the past twenty years. This
combination of factors has limited the opportunities
for clear debate on research issues, since it has
become progressively more difficult for practitioners
of Northeast archaeology to maintain a shared frame
of reference.

Nowhere is the need for a shared frame of
reference and a shared vocabulary more apparent
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than in the interpretation of the Late Archaic Period.
Explanations for the Late Archaic archaeological
record bring sharply into focus the conceptual and
terminological difficulties of regional archaeology.
For example, the term “phase” has been used to
partition the archaeological record according to
spatial, temporal, or functional criteria. Dincauze
(1968) has used “phase” to designate temporal
divisions within a single cultural tradition. McBride
(1984a, 1984b) groups the several Laurentian
Tradition phases together for the lower Connecticut
Valley in a single “Golet Phase”; in this context,
"phase” defines a geographic subdivision of a
cultural tradition. The archaeological phases defined
for New York State combine elements of geography,
time, and material culture, although the “rules” for
assigning sites to particular phases are often vague
and inconsistent (Snmow 1980; Starna 1979b). In
Maine, archaeologists rarely use the term “phase,”
except to refer to a unit of culture defined elsewhere
(e.g., the Vergennes Phase of the Champlain
Lowland). The lack of consensus on terminology
reflects a broader debate among archaeologists over
the methods, assumptions, and explanations used to
reconstruct regional prehistory. As a result, the
prehistory of the Northeast remains incompletely
synthesized and is largely inaccessible to
archaeologists who work in adjacent regions.
Difficulties may also arise when one attempts to
translate the metaphors and language of large-scale
abstractions such as cultural traditions, phases, or
complexes into the "life-as-lived” world of human
experience. The confusion of metaphorical and
literal forms of expression in the reconstruction of
prehistory has led, in tum, to conceptual “dead
ends” that cannot be resolved with our existing
archaeological vocabulary and understanding of
cultural behavior. Examples from the regional
literature include: the description of a “composite
culture” resulting from the “contact metamorphosis”
of two other cultures (Ritchie 1971a:5); the
“grafting” of traits from one culture onto another;
the “amalgamation” of two cultures, resulting in a
"hybrid” culture; the distinctive “flavors” of regional
adaptations; and discussions of "genetic”
relationships between and among projectile point
styles. It is clear from these examples that many of
the metaphors that have been used to describe
culture  history contain deeply embedded



assumptions about the nature of culture change and
how that change may be monitored in the
archaeological record. One of the challenges facing
Northeast archaeologists in the future will be to
reexamine the assumptions that underlie our
understanding of regional prehistory from a rigorous
and consistent anthropological perspective.

Transition from Middle Archaic to Late Archaic

Each of the Late Archaic traditions that have
been identified for the North Atlantic Region had
Middle Archaic (or earlier Late Archaic)
antecedents. Archaeologists have attempted to
identify continuities within cultural traditions across
space and through time by looking at similarities in
material culture. However, the interpretation of
static archaeological ~data—measurements and

observations—in ways that reflect the dynamics of
cultural behavior is a difficult challenge (see Box 5).
What follows is a brief discussion of the Middle
Archaic origins for each of the Late Archaic
traditions recognized by Northeast archaeologists.

The Maritime Archaic Tradition (and what most
researchers see as the related Moorehead Burial
Complex of Maine) had its beginnings in a Middle
Archaic maritime tradition of northeastern New
England and the Maritime and Atlantic Provinces of
Canada (Byers 1959; Fitzhugh 1972; Funk 1983;
Harp 1983; McGhee and Tuck 1975; Robinson
1992; Sanger 1973b; Tuck 1975). Similarities in the
ground-stone tool assemblage (consisting largely of
gouges, adzes, and slate points), narrow, stemmed
bifaces, and mortuary features containing red ocher
have been cited as evidence for cultural continuity
linking the 7,500-year-old burial at L'Anse Amour
in Labrador (McGhee and Tuck 1975; Tuck and
McGhee 1976) with 4,500-3,800-year-old sites in
the area from Maine to Labrador. Recently,
Robinson (1992) has suggested that a series of
burials from northeastern Massachusetts, south-
central New Hampshire, and central Maine
(tentatively assigned to a Middle Archaic “Gulf of
Maine Tradition”) establishes a precedent for the use
of red ocher, ground-stone rods, and full-channel
gouges for the Moorehead Burial Complex in
Maine.

The Laurentian Tradition developed out of what
Funk (1983, 1988:17, 26) has called a "Proto-
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Laurentian” South Hill Phase in southeastern New
York State. The Proto-Laurentian phase,
characterized by Otter Creek points, dates to the end
of the Middle Archaic Period (ca. 6000 B.P.). The
limited evidence for ground stone tools in these
Proto-Laurentian components contrasts with the
prominence of ground stone tools in the Laurentian
assemblages as they were originally defined by
Ritchie (1940, 1944). A number of archaeologists
have interpreted the Laurentian Tradition as
developing from a Proto-Laurentian cultural
tradition at about 5200 B.P. and adopting the
ground-stone technology of the Maritime Archaic
Tradition from groups in the lower St. Lawrence
Valley (Funk 1988; Haviland and Power 1981; Tuck
1977).

The Shield Archaic Tradition, as defined by
Wright (1972a), is part of a long continuum of
cultural development in the boreal forest regions of
Canada. There are few diagnostic lithic artifacts
associated with the tradition. Archaeologists have
interpreted the generalized biface forms, scrapers,
and flake tools of the Shield Archaic as evidence for
a conservative lithic technology that has
characterized the Boreal Forest region from the Late
Paleo-Indian Period to the Contact Period. It is
likely that the lithic assemblage is a poor indicator
of the behavioral repertoire and technological
sophistication in perishable material culture that
allowed Late Archaic peoples to live in this region
(e.g., Rogers 1967; Speck 1935; Steegman et al.
1983). Missing in the archaeological record is
evidence for the clothing, containers, toboggans,
boats, traps, snares, nets, and snowshoes that are so
well documented for Boreal Forest hunter-gatherers
in the ethnohistoric and ethnographic literature.
Although no Shield Archaic sites have been
identified for the North Atlantic Region, sites with
Shield Archaic components have been reported for
New Brunswick, Quebec, and Ontario (Sanger
1971b, Wright 1972b, 1979, 1981). The Shield
Archaic is of interest to Northeast archaeologists
because of the geographic overlap (and possible
interaction) with groups associated with the
contemporaneous Laurentian and Maritime Archaic
Traditions within the St. Lawrence drainage.

The Narrow Point Tradition (also known as the
Small Point Tradition, the Taconic Tradition, and
the Appalachian Tradition) is widely viewed as



developing from the Middle Archaic of the Atlantic
coastal drainages of the Mid-Atlantic region and
southerm New England (Brennan 1967; Dincauze
1975; Ritchie 1969). In fact, Kinsey (1972) has
combined Middle and Late Archaic artifact types in
his definition of a "Piedmont Archaic” for the Mid-
Atlantic states. Dincauze (1975) has suggested that
an "Atlantic Slope Macrotradition” united much of
the eastern seaboard throughout the Archaic Period.
Researchers have cited the technological and
morphological similarities in the relatively thick and
small projectile points (either stemmed or triangular
in form) as evidence for continuity from the Middle
to Late Archaic over this broad area.

Susquehanna Tradition artifacts and components
first appear in the Northeast at approximately 4200
B.P. There has been considerable debate over
whether or not the Susquehanna Tradition represents
a migration of peoples, the diffusion of a particular
lithic technology and suite of tool types, the addition
of a new form of broad-bladed knife to an existing
Late Archaic tool assemblage, or some combination
of these (Bourque 1976; Cook 1976; Cross 1990;
Custer 1991; Dincauze 1975; Pagoulatos 1986;
Pfeiffer 1992; Sanger and Bourque 1986; Snow
1980; Truncer 1990; Turnbaugh 1975). There is
widespread agreement, however, that the
technological and morphological precedents of the
characteristic = broad-bladed bifaces of the
Susquehanna Tradition are in the Southeast with
Late Archaic Savannah River points (Claflin 1931;
Coe 1964) and, ultimately, with Middle Archaic
stemmed-biface types such as Newnan, Levy
(Bullen 1975; Purdy 1981), and Stanly (Coe 1964;
Justice 1987).

The tentative connections between Middle
Archaic and Late Archaic traditions outlined above
are in need of critical evaluation. In reconstructing
prehistory, Northeast archaeologists have focused on
traits such as projectile points that are typical or
“diagnostic” of a particular cultural tradition. In
effect, this has created an archaeological record that
emphasizes discontinuity—in culture, time, and
space. As a result, it has been difficult for
archaeologists to develop explanations for how
changes came about in prehistory. The problem has
been compounded by the comparative scarcity of
radiocarbon dates from the seventh and sixth
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millennia B.P. (dates between 7,000 and 5,000 years
ago) in the Northeast (Mulholland 1984).

The Maritime Archaic Tradition

Of the Late Archaic traditions in the Northeast,
the Maritime Archaic (particularly the Moorehead
Burial Tradition) has received the greatest attention
from the press and public over the past century.
Popularly known as “the Red Paint People” because
of the quantities of red ocher that were included in
associated burial features, these Late Archaic
peoples came to symbolize a mysterious and exotic
past in the public imagination (Snow 1980). There
has been no shortage of speculation about the
origins and eventual fate of the Red Paint People in
the professional literature either (e. g., Hadlock 1941;
Moorehead 1916, 1922; Snow 1980; Willoughby
1935). Early researchers had noted similarities
between tool assemblages of Maritime Archaic
hunter-gatherers (particularly slate knives and
projectile points) and those of circumpolar peoples,
and suggested that there was a historical connection
between the two groups (Byers 1959; Harp 1951;
Moorehead 1922; Smith 1926; Willoughby 1935).
Willoughby (1898, 1935) also cited traits of material
culture and mortuary customs held in common by
the "Red Paint Peoples” and by the Beothuk Indians
of Newfoundland to support his claim that the
Beothuks were descended from "Red Paint” groups
(Howley 1915).

Both Willoughby and Moorehead assigned “Red
Paint” artifacts, features, and sites to an ancient,
“pre-Algonkian” tradition. The idea that the “Red
Paint People” were biologically and culturally
distinct from the native peoples living in the region
at the time of contact has persisted in the
archaeological literature (Bourque 1975; Moorehead
1922:259; Sanger 1975; Snow 1980). In general,
researchers have argued that discontinuities in
material culture, mortuary ceremonialism, and
subsistence patterns separated Maritime Archaic
peoples from subsequent groups that occupied
northern New England and the Maritime Provinces
(Bourque 1975; Sanger 1973b, 1975, 1991; Spiess
et al. 1983c).

The formal designation of a Maritime Archaic
Tradition dates to the early 1970s and a series of
excavation projects undertaken in Maine and in the



Maritime and Atlantic Provinces of Canada
(Bourque 1975, 1976; Fitzhugh 1975a, 1975b;
McGhee and Tuck 1975; Sanger 1973a, 1975; Snow
1975; Tuck 1971, 1976; Tuck and McGhee 1975).
Tuck (1971) is credited with the initial use of
“Maritime Archaic” to refer to a Late Archaic
cultural tradition, expanding on the definition of the
"Boreal Maritime Archaic” that had been offered by
Byers (1959). The elements that unite the Maritime
Archaic Tradition are a reliance on marine resources
(especially sea mammals and swordfish), the use of
quantities of red ocher in mortuary contexts, and a
distinctive suite of bone tools and omaments,
pecked-and-ground stone tools (e.g., plummets,
gouges, slate "bayonets”), and stemmed/broadly
notched bifaces of Ramah “chert,” a distinctive lithic
material from northern Labrador (Bourque and Cox
1981; Sanger 1973a, 1973b, Tuck 1976, 1978a).
North of the St. Lawrence River, these traits first
appear together in the Middle Archaic L'Anse
Amour burial mound (McGhee and Tuck 1975;
Tuck and McGhee 1976). Tuck (1975) has
suggested a northern origin for the Maritime
Archaic Tradition in particular and for the elaborate
mortuary ceremonialism of the Late Archaic Period
in general.

On closer examination, it becomes apparent that
a great deal of diversity in cultural behavior is
subsumed within the Maritime Archaic Tradition as
it has been defined by archaeologists. Spiess
(1992:168), in looking at the faunal evidence from
Maritime Archaic sites in Labrador and Maine, has
noted that at sites north of the St. Lawrence,
Maritime Archaic groups focused almost completely
on coastal resources and on sea mammal hunting. At
these sites, there is little settlement or subsistence
evidence for caribou hunting in the interior (Spiess
1992). By contrast, Maritime Archaic groups in
Maine relied on interior/riverine resources, an
inference supported by site locations and the
available faunal data. The evidence for swordfish
exploitation during the Maritime Archaic is
restricted to Gulf of Maine sites such as Turner
Farm (Bourque 1975; Will 1981), Stanley (S.
Eldridge, personal communication 1994; Sanger
1975), and Nevin (Byers 1979). Thus, while
Maritime Archaic peoples engaged in hunting,
fishing, and gathering in the coastal zones of the
northwest Atlantic, there would have been
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considerable variation in the kinds of resources
exploited, the timing or seasonality of resource
availability, and the character of terrestrial and
marine environments in the geographic area from
Labrador to southwestern Maine. In general, few
Maritime Archaic sites have been systematically
excavated within the region, and fewer still have
soil conditions that allow the preservation of bone.
For these reasons, it may be premature to
characterize the Maritime Archaic Tradition as a
uniform subsistence adaptation (Snow 1980; Tuck
1978a).

For many years, sites of the Maritime Archaic
Tradition in Maine were known almost exclusively
from the richly furnished burials at large cemetery
sites (Moorehead 1922; B. Smith 1948; Willoughby
1898). The Eddington Bend site on the Penobscot
River was one of the few sites at which a habitation
component had been identified prior to 1970 (W.
Smith 1926). Although other habitation components
have been reported subsequently at Turner Farm
(Bourque 1975, 1976, 1995), Goddard (Bourque and
Cox 1981), and at a number of interior sites (e.g.,
Bourque 1971; Sanger 1975), archaeologists have
suggested that mortuary contexts provide the best
information for defining common cultural threads.
However, since the cemeteries, burial features, and
artifacts constitute the physical remains of the
mortuary subsystem and not a “whole cultural
system,” archaeologists have been reluctant to use
broadly inclusive terms to describe them (Sanger
1973a). Concepts such as the "Maine Cemetery
Complex” (B. Smith 1948), “Moorehead Complex”
(Snow 1969), "Moorehead Phase” (Bourque 1971),
and “Moorehead Burial Tradition” (Sanger 1973a,
1975) all acknowledge the distinctiveness of the
mortuary behavior associated with Maritime Archaic
components in the Gulf of Maine and the river
systems that drain into it.

Prior to the excavation of an early Maritime
Archaic burial at L’Anse Amour in Labrador, Sanger
(1973a, 1973b) had argued that the Moorehead
Burial Tradition represented the burial practices of
Laurentian Tradition groups in the Maine-Maritimes
area. With the demonstration of Middle Archaic
precedents for the mortuary ceremonialism of the
Moorehead Burial Tradition (at L’Anse Amour and
perhaps with the Gulf of Maine Tradition as well
[Robinson 1992]), the Laurentian hypothesis no



longer seems viable. Cox (1991) has suggested that
the Moorehead Phase in Maine was influenced in its
development by the earlier Vergennes Phase of the
Laurentian Tradition and by the Narrow Point
Tradition that had extended as far east as the central
Maine coast. Bourque (1990) and Cox (1991) have
argued that components of the Moorehead Phase are
sufficiently different from those of the Maritime
Archaic Tradition that they should not be included
within it. For the purposes of this overview, the
Moorehead Burial Tradition will be included within
the Maritime Archaic Tradition. However, these
challenges may renew research interest in the Late
Archaic which, in turn, may resolve a number of
unanswered questions about regional prehistory.

Despite the number of cemetery sites excavated
in Maine by Willoughby and Moorehead, there is
very little chronological control over variation
within the Maritime Archaic Tradition (Sanger
1973a). The few available radiocarbon dates for the
burial component in Maine indicate a span of 4500-
3500 B.P. (Sanger 1973a). Attempts to seriate burial
sites (Snow 1970) and features (Bourque 1971) have
yielded conflicting results. It is difficult, given the
unevenness of preservation conditions and the
variable quality of early excavation records, to
distinguish temporal trends, geographic trends,
functional variation, ideological content, or social
structure among the Maritime Archaic mortuary
data. Published reports on large cemeteries convey
a sense of the diversity of Maritime Archaic
mortuary practices and material culture (e.g., Byers
1979; Sanger 1973a; Tuck 1976). Dog burials,
accompanied by red ocher and artifacts, have been
reported from the Turner Farm Site (Bourque 1976)
and Port au Choix (Tuck 1976). The richness and
uniqueness of the burial features has frustrated
attempts to identify patterns and trends both within
and between sites.

The expectation that particular kinds of artifacts
and subsistence patterns will be unique to one of the
Late Archaic traditions in the Northeast has
occasionally resulted in misidentifications. For
example, ground slate pendants from Susquehanna
Tradition cremation features at the Turner Farm Site
in Maine have been reported erroneously as
Moorehead Burial Tradition artifacts (Snow
1980:199, Fig. 5.8). Although sea mammal effigies
and slate rods fit our preconceptions for the
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Maritime Archaic Tradition, the archaeological,
cultural, and chronological context for the artifacts
is unambiguously associated with the Susquehanna
Tradition. The use of red ocher in mortuary contexts
and even the hunting of swordfish are not restricted
to the Maritime Archaic Tradition in the Northeast
(Cox 1991; Cross and Doucette 1994; S. Eldridge,
personal communication 1994; Leveillee 1995;
Robbins 1980a; Robinson 1985a). Examples such as
these underscore the point that archaeologists must
continually examine and reevaluate the empirical
basis for their interpretations and reconstructions of
prehistory in light of new data, methods, and theory.

The uncertainties in the archaeological literature
over an internal chronology for the Maritime
Archaic Tradition and the social and ideological
significance of the Moorehead Burial Tradition are
overshadowed by one question: What happened to
the Maritime Archaic Tradition? After about 3800
B.P.,, no Maritime Archaic Tradition sites are
reported for the Maine-Maritimes Region (Sanger
1975, 1991; Sanger and Bourque 1976; Tuck 1984).
Sanger (1975) has suggested that rising sea levels
overtopped Georges Bank after 4000 B.P., allowing
greater circulation of colder ocean waters into the
Gulf of Maine. The cooling of the coastal waters
may have affected the availability of swordfish,
which, in turn, may have impacted Maritime
Archaic populations (Sanger 1975; Strauss 1987).
Although researchers have speculated on the fate of
Maritime Archaic groups in the Gulf of Maine, there
are few data that provide clear evidence for out-
migration, a reduction in population, or the
assimilation of Maritime Archaic groups into other
Late Archaic populations.

Sites and components associated with the
Susquehanna Tradition have been identified after
4000 BP. in Maine and the Maritimes.
Archaeologists have outlined contrasts between the
Maritime Archaic and Susquehanna Traditions in
artifact types (Bourque 1975, 1976; Sanger 1975;
Snow 1980), lithic technology (Cross 1990), bone
tool technology (Will 1981), mortuary pattern
(Sanger and Bourque 1986), and subsistence patterns
(Spiess et al. 1983c). Several models have been
proposed for the “transition” between traditions: (1)
the Susquehanna Tradition cultural system replaced
the Moorehead/Maritime Archaic cultural system
without a significant change in population; (2) the



appearance of Susquehanna Tradition components
indicates a repopulation of an area abandoned by
Moorehead/Maritime Archaic groups; and (3) the
Susquehanna Tradition represents a population
replacement of Moorehead/Maritime Archaic groups
as an outcome of niche competition (Bourque 1975;
Sanger 1975; Sanger and Bourque 1986)). These
scenarios by no means exhaust the social processes,
cultural mechanisms, circumstances, and events that
may account for the changes observable in the
archaeological record. The ultimate fate of the
Maritime Archaic Tradition in the North Atlantic
Region will likely remain a major research topic for
the forseeable future.

The Laurentian Tradition

The Laurentian Tradition has been part of the
vocabulary of Northeast prehistory since 1938 when
William Ritchie first introduced the term in
connection with his excavations at the Brewerton
and Oberlander 2 sites in north-central New York.
Initially, “Laurentian” was considered to be an
Aspect of the Woodland Pattern within the
Midwestern Taxonomic Method (Bailey 1939;
McKem 1939; Ritchie 1944). There have been a
number of subsequent revisions of the concept, most
notably: (1) the recognition that ceramics were not
associated with Laurentian phases; (2) the
abandonment of the McKern System terminology
(e.g., "focus,” "aspect” in favor of “complex,”
“phase,” and “tradition”; and (3) a reexamination of
the chronological position of Laurentian phases
relative to each other and to other Late Archaic
traditions on the basis of radiocarbon dates (Funk
1976, 1983, 1988; Ritchie 1955, 1965a, 1969b,
1971b). Ritchie’s (1965:79) revised conception of
the Laurentian Tradition has provided the foundation
for research, discussion, and debate for the past
thirty years:

The Laurentian may perhaps best be
regarded as an extensive Archaic cultural
continnum, widely spread throughout
northeastern North America, with its major
area of development and diffusion within
southeastern Ontario, southem Quebec,
northern New England, and northen New
York. Its most diagnostic traits, occurring in
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considerable morphological variety,
comprise the gouge; adz; plummet; ground
slate points and knives, including the
semilunar form or ulu, which occurs also in
chipped stone; simple forms of the
bannerstone; a variety of chipped stone
projectile points, mainly broad-bladed and
side-notched forms; and the barbed bone
point.

Archaeologists have interpreted Ritchie’s
definition of Laurentian either narrowly and
exclusively or broadly and inclusively (Tuck 1977).
This latitude in interpretation has been the source of
considerable disagreement and confusion in the
literature over what kinds of artifacts, assemblages,
components, and sites may be called properly
"Laurentian.” Ritchie (1971a) and Funk (1983,
1988) have advocated the position that an
archaeological component must contain certain core
traits from the list (particularly gouges, plummets,
ground slate artifacts, and broad, notched points) to
be considered Laurentian. The restrictive definition
eliminates from further consideration any
components that do not have the core Laurentian
traits. Other archaeologists have relied primarily on
the presence of diagnostic Laurentian Tradition
projectile points to define Laurentian components
(e.g., Dragoo 1959; Mason 1981). The Laurentian
Tradition is widely regarded as an adaptation (in
technology, settlement, subsistence, and social
organization) to the interior lake and forest
environments of northern and central New York, the
Champlain Lowlands, and the St. Lawrence Valley
(Funk 1983; Snow 1980; Tuck 1978).

Phases of the Laurentian Tradition

Four phases have been defined for the
Laurentian Tradition—Vergennes, Brewerton,
Vosburg (Funk 1988; Ritchie 1965), and Duck Bay
(Funk 1988). These phases are distinguished from
one another by their respective temporal spans,
different geographic distributions, and artifact
associations. The earliest of these, the Vergennes
Phase, dates from approximately 5000 to 4500 B.P.,
and is the most clearly defined of the Laurentian
phases (Funk -1983:321; Ritchie 1965a, 1968). The
large, side-notched Otter Creek points of the



Vergennes Phase are similar to the much earlier Big
Sandy points of the Southeast and Raddatz points
from Wisconsin (Funk 1976; Ritchie 1971b; Tuck
1974, 1977). According to several archaeologists
(e.g., Funk 1983:321; Haviland and Power 1981;
Tuck 1977:33), ground-stone tool technology that
had developed within a late Middle Archaic/early
Maritime Archaic tradition in the far Northeast was
"grafted on” to a Southeast side-notched point
complex to form the Vergennes Phase assemblage.
These researchers have argued that the adoption of
ground stone tool technology in the Lake Champlain
basin followed the movement of Maritime Archaic
peoples up the St. Lawrence River. The ground
stone tools of the Vergennes Phase assemblage
include gouges, ground slate points, “bannerstones”
(stone weights attached to spearthrowers), plummets,
and "ulus” (semi-lunar knives). Vergennes Phase
sites have been identified in the central-northern
Hudson Valley, northern Vermont, and portions of

the St. Lawrence drainage (Bailey 1939; Funk 1988;

Kennedy 1966; Ritchie 1968, 1979).

Researchers in Maine have also identified and
described Vergennes or “Vergennes-like”
components in the central and eastern portions of
the state (Cox 1991; Sanger 1975; Sanger et al.
1977). Although archaeologists working in Maine
have found the definition of the Vergennes Phase to
be useful in describing the assemblages from a
number of sites, they also take pains to point out
that the other phases within the Laurentian Tradition
are of limited value for explaining Maine prehistory.

The distribution of Brewerton Phase sites spans
central and western New York, Southemn Ontario,
and the St. Lawrence Valley in Ontario and south-
central Quebec (Funk 1976, 1983, 1988; Kennedy
1966; Ritchie 1940, 1968, 1971a, 1979b; Snow
1980; Tuck 1978a; Wright 1972b, 1979). The four
varieties of projectile point styles within the
Brewerton series (Ritchie 1971b) are more widely
distributed to the south and west of New York State
than are other Laurentian projectile point styles
(Dragoo 1959; Funk 1988; Mason 1981). What
distinguishes Brewerton from Vergennes is
projectile point form and the presence of copper
tools at Brewerton sites. According to Funk (1988),
ulus and ground-slate points have not been
recovered from subsurface contexts at Brewerton
sites. The excavation of several large Brewerton
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sites (e.g., Robinson, Oberlander no. 1, Frontenac
Island, Morrison's Island) has generated the largest
sample of mortuary features of any Late Archaic
tradition or phase (Kennedy 1966; Ritchie 1940,
1944, 1945). The preservation of human skeletal
material and bone tools, together with the size of the
site assemblages from midden and burial contexts,
has made the Brewerton Phase a focal point for
research on rank and status in Late Archaic society
(Rothschild 1983; Trubowitz 1977; Tuck 1976)

Of the three Laurentian Tradition phases initially
defined by Ritchie, the Vosburg Phase is the least
clearly defined (Funk 1988). Vosburg Phase sites
have been identified in the Hudson Valley,
southeastern New York, adjacent portions of
Delaware Valley, and western Connecticut (Funk
1988; Ritchie 1971b; Thompson 1973). Like the
Brewerton Phase, with which it is contemporary, the
Vosburg Phase dates from approximately 5200 to
4400 B.P. Both Brewerton projectile point types and
Vosburg Comer-Notched points are found at
Vosburg sites (Funk 1983:323), although Vosburg
components lack the copper tools often found at
Brewerton sites. Unlike earlier Vergennes
components, Vosburg sites show no evidence for
ground slate projectile points. Funk (1988) interprets
the Vosburg Phase as developing out of the
Vergennes Phase in eastern and southeastern New
York.

The mounting archaeological evidence in
southern Connecticut for Laurentian Tradition sites,
artifacts, and mortuary features (McBride 1984a,
1984c; Pfeiffer 1984) prompted Funk (1984, 1988)
to recognize a fourth phase for the Laurentian
Tradition—the Duck Bay Phase. At the Bliss-
Howard Site, Pfeiffer (1990, 1992) identified a
pattem of post molds that defined several
subrectangular house structures as well as a series of
cremation burial features. Unlike the other
Laurentian phases, the Duck Bay Phase is not
identified by a unique projectile point form. At the
Bliss, Bliss-Howard, Bashan Lake Locus A, Ames
Rockshelter, and Arbucci sites, projectile points of
the Laurentian Tradition include Vosburg,
Brewerton  Eared-Notched, Brewerton Eared
Triangle, and Beekman Triangle points (Pfeiffer
1990, 1992). The ground-stone tool assemblage for
the Duck Bay Phase includes winged atlatl weights
(or bannerstones), gouges, axes, and ulus—all



artifact classes associated with other Laurentian
components. Radiocarbon dates for Duck Bay Phase
sites range from ca. 4800 to 4100 B.P. (Funk 1988).
It is clear, therefore, that the delineation of a
separate Laurentian Tradition phase for the southern
Connecticut material is based primarily on
geography rather than on assemblage content or
chronology.

Alternative Perspectives: The Lake Forest Adaptation

It is clear from the preceding discussion that the
term “Laurentian” encompasses more than a half
century of definitions, incomplete revisions, and
conflicting opinions on its interpretation (Funk
1988; Tuck 1977). A number of archaeologists have
found the geographic boundaries of Ritchie's
Laurentian Tradition to be too confining. Snow
(1980) has suggested the term “Lake Forest
Adaptation” as an alternative to the narrowly
defined “Laurentian Tradition.” The use of “Lake
Forest” formalizes Ritchie’s own observations of the
forest environments associated with Laurentian
Tradition sites (Ritchie 1965a, 1971a, 1979a). It also
amplifies Tuck’'s (1977, 1978a) characterization of
the areas to which Laurentian Tradition groups
adapted. The greatest appeal of Snow’s formulation
lies in its inclusiveness and its emphasis on
adaptation (which implies flexibility in behavior)
rather than on rigid trait lists. Although a number of
archaeologists have adopted Snow’s terminology
(e.g., McBride 1984a; Pfeiffer 1992), others have
argued that the ecological characterization is too
broad, is inaccurate, or leads to an environmentally
deterministic view of Late Archaic societies (e.g.,
Dincauze 1981; Funk 1981, 1984). At an empirical
level, the distribution of sites and artifacts of the
Lake Forest Tradition on Nantucket, Martha's
Vineyard, and in other coastal or near-coastal areas
of southern New England requires a reexamination
of its characterization as an exclusively “interior”
adaptation (e.g., Mulholland 1984).

Artitacts the Laurentian

"Laurentian" outside

"Heartland”

There has been considerable debate in the
Northeast over the appropriateness of applying the
term “Laurentian” to the Late Archaic record outside
of New York State, northern Vermont, and adjacent
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areas in Quebec and Ontario (Cox 1991; Dincauze
1974, 1975; Funk 1983, 1988; Ritchie 1971a;
Sanger 1975). As originally defined by Ritchie, the
Laurentian Tradition included a suite of notched
projectile point styles (Otter Creek, Brewerton
[comer-notched, eared notched, and triangle],
Vosburg, and perhaps Beekman Triangle), ground
slate points, ulus, gouges, and scrapers. Funk and
others have argued that it is inappropriate to apply
the term "Laurentian” to archaeological complexes
that do not contain all of these elements (Funk
1983, 1988; Ritchie 1971b; Tuck 1977). Other
researchers have agreed with this position. Dincauze
has stated that there are no Laurentian Tradition
sites in southern New England (1975); instead, there
are diagnostic projectile point forms found in
southern New England that are similar to those
found in New York State.

The efforts to maintain the geographic and
paradigmatic integrity of Laurentian Tradition
phases have been at the expense of explaining the
cultural processes and specific historical
circumstances that account for the widespread
occurrence of Otter Creek, Brewerton, and Vosburg
biface styles outside the geographic boundaries
defined for Laurentian by Ritchie. Since the term
“Laurentian” has been declared “off-limits* to
researchers working in much of New England, there
has been a tendency to ignore the near ubiquitous
presence of Laurentian style Dbifaces at
multicomponent Archaic sites in southern New
England (e.g., Byers and Johnson 1940; Johnson and
Mabhlstedt 1982, 1984; Kerber 1994; Lavin and
Russell 1985; Robbins 1980a, 1980b). In the
absence of an acceptable referent for this
archaeological expression outside its defined range,
archaeologists have been reluctant to formulate
research questions about it. Ad hoc explanations for
the presence of Laurentian Tradition biface types
outside the Laurentian "heartland” emphasize the
small-scale, temporary movements of and contacts
between Late Archaic groups (e.g., Dincauze 1975).
Given the widespread distribution of Laurentian
projectile point styles in southern New England as
revealed by collections analysis (McBride 1984a;
Mulholland 1984), researchers can no longer treat
these distributional data as the product of random or
irrelevant "noise.” The nature of social interaction in
the Late Archaic Period and the relationship



between style in material culture and social
boundedness constitute significant research topics
for the Late Archaic Period. These issues must be
addressed explicitly if archaeologists are to reach a
clearer understanding of what the Laurentian
Tradition represents in cultural terms.

Relationship of the Laurentian Tradition to Other Late
Archaic Traditions

With the exception of projectile point styles, few
classes of material culture are unique to the Late
Archaic Laurentian Tradition in the Northeast. This
has created a measure of uncertainty over the
chronological position of the various phases of the
Laurentian Tradition in Northeast prehistory.
Similarities in the ground stone component of
Laurentian and Maritime Archaic assemblages have
given rise to speculations on a common origin for
the two traditions in the far northeast (Cox 1991;
Haviland and Power 1981; Tuck 1977). Ritchie
(1945), in confronting the archaeological record at
the Frontenac site on an island in Cayuga Lake in
central New York, suggested that the presence of
Laurentian and Lamoka (i.e., Narrow Point
Tradition) traits in mortuary contexts was an
example of “contact metamorphosis” between two
-traditions that had maintained a separate cultural
identity for a century or more. Pfeiffer (1984)
interpreted the parallels in mortuary behavior and
lithic technology between Lake Forest/Laurentian
and River Plain/Susquehanna Tradition sites in
southern Connecticut as evidence that the latter
tradition was derived from the former. Wright
(1981:89) has interpreted the presence of diagnostic
Laurentian Tradition artifacts on Shield Archaic
sites in Ontario as evidence for interaction between
two distinct Late Archaic traditions.

Cox’s (1991) excavations at Site 95.20 in the St.
Croix drainage along the Maine-New Brunswick
border have raised a number of issues about the
relationship between the systematics of artifact
typology and the events of prehistory. All of the
traits associated with the Vergennes Phase of the
Laurentian Tradition are present in the assemblage.
A similar situation has been noted for the Hirundo
site in Maine (Sanger 1975; Sanger et al. 1977).
This raises the question of whether or not the
Vergennes Phase exists as a full cultural complex in
Maine, a possibility mentioned without further
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elaboration by Funk (1988) in his summary of the
Laurentian Tradition. Cox points out that different
traits (artifact types and styles) have their own
geographic and temporal distributions, and that the
spatial distribution of traits may be independent (i.e.,
not invariably linked. Cox presents a number of
scenarios to account for a mixture of traits,
uncoupling and recombination of elements from
different traditions to account for the archaeological
record in Maine. Instead of viewing the
archaeological record as an imperfect blend of traits
from two defined centers, Cox'’s argument opens the
discussion to a non-typological examination of
culture process.

The Shield Archaic Tradition

The Shield Archaic Tradition was originally
defined by Wright for the Canadian Shield area
(1972a). The southeastern portion of the distribution
includes southern Quebec, Ontario, and northern
New Brunswick (Sanger 1971b, Wright 1972b,
1979, 1981). No sites of the Shield Archaic
Tradition have been reported for the North Atlantic
Region, although parts of northemn Maine lie within
the area bounded by the known Canadian sites. The
artifacts associated with the Shield Archaic
Tradition include generalized bifaces, scrapers, and
other core and flake tools. The assignment of an
archaeological site or component to the Shield
Archaic is based primarily on the overall character
of the assemblage rather than on particular
diagnostic forms. Therefore, the identification of
Shield Archaic sites is potentially problematic,
especially near the limits of its geographic
distribution. For example, Tuck (1982) has
questioned whether the Tobique Narrows site in
northern New Brunswick (Sanger 1971b) represents
a Shield Archaic site or is, instead, a short-term
Maritime Archaic occupation.

The Shield Archaic Tradition covers the broad
expanse of northern boreal forests geographically
and the long span from the end of the Paleo-Indian
Period until the Historic Period in some areas
(Wright 1981:88). It represents the initial human
settlement of the entire boreal forest region.
Wright's (1981:Fig. 1) map shows the distribution of
Shield Archaic sites as including the vast area east
of Lake Ontario and north of the St. Lawrence



River. Ethnohistoric accounts of the seventeenth
century document travel and alliances between the
peoples of the Shield Region and those living south
of the St. Lawrence and eastern Great Lakes (e.g.,
Biggar 1922-1936; Thwaites 1896-1901; Tooker
1964; Trigger 1976). It is likely that the peoples,
politics, and events of the Shield Archaic were
inextricably linked to the lives and (pre)histories of
other Late Archaic peoples in the region.

The Narrow Point Tradition

For the mixed hardwood forests of central and
southern New York, southem New England, and
northern New Jersey, archaeologists have identified
a Late Archaic tradition variously known as the
Narrow Point Tradition (Dincauze 1974, 1975), the
Narrow Stemmed Tradition (Snow 1980); the Small
Point Tradition (Ritchie 1969; Thomas 1991), the
Small Stemmed Tradition (D. Ritchie 1981); the
Piedmont Archaic (Funk 1983; Kinsey 1977; Ritchie
1985); the Appalachian Tradition (Funk 1976), the
Taconic Tradition (Brennan 1977), or the Mast
Forest Archaic (Snow 1980). Although these terms
are not absolutely equivalent to one another, they
share many elements: (1) a broadly-based
subsistence pattern of hunting, fishing, and gathering
(McBride 1984; Robinson 1985a); (2) site
distributions in a variety of environmental and
topographic settings (McBride and Dewar 1981,
Mulholland 1984); (3) an artifact assemblage that
includes triangular, narrow stemmed, or notched
projectile points (often made of quartz), but few
unifaces and scrapers (Funk 1983:324; Ritchie
1965b; Tuck 1978a); (4) comparatively little
elaboration in bone or ground-stone tools (Thomas
1991; Tuck 1978a:35); (5) a temporal span from
about 4500 to 3500 B.P.; and (6) cultural roots that
extend back into the Middle Archaic Period along
the Atlantic seaboard (Byers 1959; Coe 1964;
Dincauze 1971, 1975; Snow 1980; Tuck 1978a). For
the purposes of this discussion, the Namrow Point
Tradition will be used as an inclusive term for the
several related phases and complexes that have been
identified in the North Atlantic Region.

The distribution of Narrow Point Tradition sites
is concentrated in central and southern New York
(and adjacent areas of the Mid-Atlantic Region) and
in southern New England. Narrow Point components
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have been identified as far north as southern Quebec
(Clermont and Chapdelaine 1982; Cossette and
Chapdelaine 1987; Plourde 1987) and as far east as
central coastal Maine (Bourque 1976; Cox 1991;
Spiess 1992), although the number of Narrow Point
sites and artifacts drops off significantly in northern
New York State and northern New England
(Thomas 1991). Archaeological sites with Narrow
Point components have been identified in a broad
spectrum of topographic and environmental
settings—coastal, estuarine, riverine (along both
main channels and tributaries), interior wetland, and
upland interior (Bourque 1975; Dincauze 1974,
1975; Funk 1984; Johnson 1994; McBride 1984a,
1984c; Mulholland 1984, Pagoulatos 1986; Ritchie
1969; Robinson 1985a; Thomas 1980). For the most
part, archaeologists have interpreted the Narrow
Point site distributions as evidence for a high degree
of residential mobility among small groups of
hunters and gatherers in southern New England and
New York (e.g., Dincauze 1975; McBride 1984c).

Phases and Complexes within the Narrow Point
Tradition

Within the Narrow Point Tradition,
archaeologists have defined a number of temporal
and geographic subunits, although the boundary
criteria that separate the different phases and
complexes from each other are often unclear. For
central and westem New York and northem
Pennsylvania, Ritchie (1932, 1965) defined the
initial phase of the Narrow Point Tradition at the
Lamoka Lake Site. At the time of its excavation
(i.e., prior to the development of radiocarbon
dating), the Lamoka Lake Site was thought to be the
earliest expression of Archaic culture in the
Northeast. Although it now has been clearly
demonstrated to be a Late Archaic site, the Lamoka
Lake Site remains an important reference point for
other Lamoka Phase and Narrow Point Tradition
sites. The type site is larger by far than any other
Lamoka Phase site (3 acres) and has yielded the
largest sample of artifacts and mortuary features of
any Narrow Point Tradition site in the region (Funk
1983:327). The small stemmed or side-notched
Lamoka points, beveled adzes, and bone or antler
tools are considered to be diagnostic elements in
New York (Funk 1983; Ritchie 1965).



Figure 7. Late Archaic Sites in Southern New England.
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Figure 8. Late Archaic Sites in Northern New England.

57



Figure 9. Late Archaic Sites in the New York Region.
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At the Sylvan Lake Rockshelter and at other
sites in the Hudson Valley, Funk (1965, 1976)
identified the Sylvan Lake Phase of the Narrow
Point Tradition, dating from about 4500-2800 B.P.
Other Sylvan Lake components have been reported
from Long Island and western Connecticut (Ritchie
1959, 1965b). Further to the east, archaeologists are
more likely to identify small stemmed and triangular
points as part of the Squibnocket Phase or Complex,
first described by Ritchie (1969) for Martha's
Vineyard. Because of the “"territorial” nature of
archaeological practice in the Northeast, the
frequency of points identified as Lamoka or Sylvan
Lake diminishes with distance from the eastern
political boundary of New York State. This situation
creates terminological problems for researchers
working in southwestern New England who are put
in the position of choosing New York or eastern
New England type names (Lavin and Russell 1985).
Sylvan Lake and Squibnocket are widely viewed as
contemporaneous phases or complexes (Funk 1983)
and share a number of projectile point forms and
other classes of material culture. They differ in that
Squibnocket stemmed or triangular bifaces are often
made from quartz cobbles; Sylvan Lake bifaces are
made from chert or quartz and do not include
triangular forms (Funk 1976; Ritchie 1971b).

For Connecticut, McBride (1984a, 1984c) has
suggested that Narrow Point sites with quartz or
quartzite triangular points tend to be slightly older
than sites that contain only stemmed points. This
interpretation is supported by a number of
radiocarbon dates and limited evidence for
stratigraphic  superposition of stemmed forms
(McBride 1984c; Swigart 1974). McBride (1984a,
1984c) has designated the earlier component (i.e.,
with triangular points) the Vibert Phase. The later
component, characterized by the absence of
triangular forms, is known as the Tinkham Phase.
These phase names have been applied only to sites
in Connecticut (e.g., Lavin 1984; McBride 1984a;
Pagoulatos 1986), although a slightly earlier range
of dates for Late Archaic components with
triangular projectile points is implied by existing
typologies in Massachusetts and New York (Johnson
and Mahistedt 1984; Ritchie 1971b).

For the Mohawk-Hudson region of New York
State, Ritchie and Funk have identified the River
Phase for the later portions of the Narrow Point
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Tradition, largely on the basis of excavations at the
River Site and the Bent Site (Funk 1976, 1983;
Ritchie 1958, 1965, 1971b; Ritchie and Funk 1973).
The River Phase dates from approximately 3700 to
4000 B.P., and the associated assemblage includes
the narrow, broadly notched Normanskill projectile
point forms, notched or perforated forms of winged
atlatl weights, and effigy pestles. Funk (1983:329)
has argued that the River Phase developed out of the
Sylvan Lake Phase, citing stratigraphic relationships
and the presence of projectile points that are
morphologically intermediate between other Narrow
Point forms (e.g., Lamoka, Wading River, Bare
Island) and Normanskill types.

The small triangular, stemmed, or notched
projectile points that are diagnostic of the tradition
as a whole exhibit considerable variation in form
(Bames 1972; Johnson and Mahlstedt 1984; Ritchie
1965b, 1971b). The difficulties inherent in
classifying a variable class of material culture are
compounded by the long time span that small,
stemmed bifaces are in use in the Northeast. As the
number of reliable, dated contexts for small
triangular and narrow stemmed points has grown for
southern New England, it has become apparent that
these kinds of artifacts may date from the end of the
Middle Archaic Period well into the Early
Woodland Period, and perhaps into the Middle
Woodland Period as well (Filios 1990; Johnson and
Mabhistedt 1984; McBride 1984c; Mulholland 1984,
Pagoulatos 1986; Pfeiffer 1992; Shaw 1988). In
New York and the Mid-Atlantic Region, the long
temporal span for small stemmed and triangular
points does not seem to apply. Instead, these forms
are restricted to the Late Archaic Period (Funk
1984).

The use of quartz to make expedient tools and
bifaces, once thought to be definitive evidence for
the presence of a Narrow Point tradition site (e.g.,
McManamon 1984), is in fact a trait that has been
shown to span the Archaic and Woodland Periods
(e.g., Bradley and Carty 1994; Dunford and Cross
1994; Petersen 1991). As a result, archaeologists are
faced with ambiguities in typology, classification,
and interpretation for Narrow Point Tradition bifaces
(Starna  1979b). The interpretation of all quartz
projectile points and debitage as Late Archaic in age
has undoubtedly contributed to a perception that the
Late Archaic was a population peak; it is also likely



that Early Woodland components are under-reported
in the literature for the same reason (Filios 1990). If
this is indeed the case, then researchers may need to
reexamine the evidence for a Late Archaic
population peak and a subsequent Early Woodland
population decline (Concannon 1993; Dincauze
1974, 1975, Filios 1990). On strictly technological
grounds, the Small Stemmed points that are so
commonly found in southern New England have a
shorter use life than their functional equivalents for
the Laurentian, Maritime Archaic, or Susquehanna
Tradition because of practical limits for
resharpening the comparatively small, thick quartz
bifaces (Boudreau 1981; Kalin 1981). For these
reasons, the frequency of Small Stemmed points at
a site cannot be “read” as a direct measure of
population size or as a relative measure for
population density that could be compared to the
frequencies of projectile points for other cultural
traditions.

Social Life and the Narrow Point Tradition

Despite the fact that Narrow Point sites and
artifacts are numerous, archaeologists have few
insights into social life and social dynamics for the
Narrow Point Tradition. Few mortuary contexts have
been identified (e.g., Lamoka Lake [Ritchie 1932),
Wapanucket [Robbins 1968, 1980], Bear Swamp I
[Staples and Athearn 1969], and Seabrook Tidal
Marsh [Robinson 1985a]) relative to the number of
known Narrow Point sites. This situation stands in
marked contrast to the ratios of burials:habitation
sites for the Moorehead/Maritime Archaic and
Susquehanna Traditions in the North Atlantic
Region. For the most part, mortuary features consist
of individual burials, either flexed (Ritchie 1932) or
extended (Robinson 1985a). A complex pit feature
at the Wapanucket 8 Site in Middleboro,
Massachusetts, contained cremated bone, red ocher,
and a variety of Midde and Late Archaic artifact
types (Robbins 1968). Unfortunately, the
archaeological context for the feature raises more
questions than it resolves (Dincauze 1975:28).
Overall, the artifact content of the mortuary features
is highly variable, although preservation conditions
and our small sample size may account for much of
the observed variation. For example, a burial feature
containing several projectile points and a ground
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stone adze may be considered “richly furnished,”
whereas a burial accompanied by perishable items
of wood, textile, shell, bone, hide, or feathers might
appear to be "unfurnished” after the passage of
3,000 or more years. From the perspective of this
geographically and temporally dispersed sample, it
would be premature to offer generalizations about
mortuary behavior that might apply to the tradition
as a whole.

From the limited evidence available on Narrow
Point Tradition subsistence, archaeologists have
reconstructed a picture of successful and generalized
use of the resources from a range of environmental
zones (McBride 1978; Spiess 1992; Thomas 1980).
The absolute number of sites and the variety of site
settings documented for the Narrow Point Tradition
provides circumstantial support for this view
(Dincauze 1974; McBride 1984a; Mulholland 1984).
At coastal sites of the Namrow Point Tradition,
archaeologists have found evidence for swordfish
hunting (at the Seabrook Tidal Marsh site in New
Hampshire [Robinson 1985a)), the exploitation of
shellfish and other coastalfestuarine resources
(Bourque 1995), and the necessary seafaring skills
to reach offshore islands by Narrow Point Tradition
groups (Bourque 1975; Ritchie 1969).
Archaeologists have suggested that the Boylston
Street Fishweir in Boston (Johnson 1942, 1949) is
associated with the Narrow Point Tradition, largely
because it is the geographically “resident” cultural
tradition at the time that the weir was built and in
active use, as established by radiocarbon dates from
weir stakes (Dincauze 1974).

Relationship of the Narrow Point Tradition to Other
Late Archaic Traditions

The Narrow Point Tradition appears to have
overlapped other Late Archaic traditions temporally
and geographically. Ritchie (1969) and Dincauze
(1975) independently concluded from the
stratigraphic relationships of Narrow Point and
Susquehanna Tradition components at sites on
Martha's Vineyard and at the Neville Site in New
Hampshire, respectively, that there was a period of
coexistence between the two traditions before they
merged into a single cultural expression (the Orient
Phase). Pagoulatos (1986), Leveillee (1995), and
others have raised the possibility that the Narrow
Point Tradition and the Susquehanna Tradition are



different artifact assemblages produced by a single
population. According to this perspective, the
apparent differences in form and technology reflect
functionally specific tool kits or the contrasts
between utilitarian artifacts and those that might be
restricted to mortuary/ritual contexts. At this point
in time, the burden of proof rests with those who
derive the two traditions from a single population.

For central New York, Ritchie (1944, 1971a) has
argued that the Frontenac Phase represented the
combination of two distinct cultural traditions — the
Lamoka Phase of the Narrow Point Tradition and
the Brewerton Phase of the Laurentian Tradition. At
Frontenac Island, Ritchie identified three series of
burial features. One group of burial features
contained artifacts that were considered to be
diagnostic of the Lamoka Phase of the Narrow Point
Tradition. A second group of burials was associated
with Brewerton Phase artifacts. The third set of
mortuary features showed traits of both the Lamoka
and the Brewerton Phases, which Ritchie has
interpreted as a form of "blending” of cultural
traditions in a zone of territorial overlap between the
two cultural traditions.

Ritchie’s stated position on the Frontenac Phase
is one of the few cases in the regional literature in
which an archaeologist has attempted to identify the
transformation of cultural traditions through
interaction. Although the interpretation of the
Frontenac Island data may seem overly simplistic in
hindsight, it forces archaeologists to confront issues
such as the role of style in creating social
boundaries, the nature of interaction within and
across social boundaries, and the mismatch in scales
between prehistory as we reconstruct it (i.e., cultural
traditions and phases) and prehistory as it was lived
(i.e., at the level of individual and collective
experience).

The Susquehanna Tradition

By about 4,000 years ago, the Maritime Archaic,
Laurentian, and Narrow Point Traditions were well
established in the North Atlantic Region.
Archaeologists have inferred a period of population
growth from the Middle Archaic onward, in part
because of favorable climatic and environmental
conditions (Dincauze 1974; Funk 1988; Snow 1980).
Against this backdrop of successful adaptation, there
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is an apparent spread of a new cultural tradition into
the region along the Atlantic seaboard (Cross 1990;
Turnbaugh 1975). Although this archaeological
manifestation is known by many names, it will be
referred to as the Susquehanna Tradition here.
Archaeologists have been unable to arrive at a
consensus on the nature of the spread of the
Susquehanna Tradition. It has been interpreted as a
population migration (Snow 1980), a case of niche
expansion and competitive exclusion (Turmnbaugh
1975), a case of diffusion, the adoption of a
broad-bladed knife into an existing tool kit (Cook
1976), or a combination of these factors (Dincauze
1975). What unites the cultural tradition is a series
of broad, thin biface forms and the technology for
making them (Cross 1990; Dincauze 1968; Witthoft
1953). In different areas, the changes in lithic
technology are accompanied by changes in mortuary
ceremonialism, settlement patterns, subsistence
patterns, bone tool technology, and the use of stone
bowls (Bourque and Sanger 1986; Cross 1990,
Dincauze 1968, 1975; McBride 1984a; Pfeiffer
1984, 1992; Spiess and Lewis 1995; Will 1981).

The Susquehanna Tradition was originally
thought to be part of a Transitional Archaic Stage or
Period (Ritchie 1965, Witthoft 1953). The presence
of steatite bowls in a number of Susquehanna
Tradition contexts was interpreted as an intermediate
step or developmental stage between having no
cooking vessels and having ceramic vessels. The
excavation of several flat-bottomed, lug-handled
ceramic vessels from a cemetery at the Jamesport
Site on Long Island (Ritchie 1959) supported the
developmental link. However, the evolutionary
framework implied by the term “Transitional”
created expectations for directional changes that
were not matched in the archaeological record,
particularly a longer time span than originally
envisioned and the absence of stone bowls with the
earliest phases of the tradition. As a result,
“Transitional” is no longer applied to the period
from 4000 to 2500 B.P.

A number of archaeologists have used “Terminal
Archaic” to refer to the later phases of the
Susquehanna Tradition (e.g., Funk 1976, 1983; Kraft
1991; Snow 1980). Despite its frequent usage, the
term creates an exaggerated sense of cultural
discontinuity between the Late Archaic and Early
Woodland periods (Filios 1990). In recent years,



archaeologists have been forced to reexamine the
criteria that have been used to distinguish between
Archaic and Woodland cultural traditions (Braun
1980; Filios 1990). Debates over terminology and
classification for the Late Archaic Period will
undoubtedly continue and will help frame research
questions that can be evaluated against the
archaeological record. Although a strong case could
be made for adopting any one of the alternative
terms, “Susquehanna Tradition” will be used here.
The characteristic lithic technology described by
Witthoft (1953) and Dincauze (1968) for the
Susquehanna  Tradition unites the various
manifestations, from the early Snook Kill/Atlantic
Phase through the Orient Phase There is enough
overlap in the dates of Susquehanna Tradition
components with those of other Late Archaic
traditions to argue against defining a separate
Transitional Archaic/Terminal Archaic Period. Other
referents for the Susquehanna Tradition in the
archaeological literature include the Susquehanna
Horizon (Thompson 1989), the Broadpoint Horizon
(Cook 1976), the Broadspear Tradition (Kinsey
1972), the Stone Bowl Culture (Fowler 1956), and
the Perforator Makers (W. Smith 1926).

Pfeiffer (1984, 1992), in expanding on Snow’s
(1980) classification of Late Archaic groups by
broad ecological adaptation, has suggested “River
Plain Adaptation” as an alternative to "Susquehanna
Tradition”. The term seems particularly applicable to
the lower Connecticut River Valley where Pfeiffer
has conducted much of his research. However, the
distribution of Susquehanna Tradition sites reflects
a greater diversity in environmental settings than the
term implies (e.g., Bourque 1995; Johnson 1994).
The extensive use of floodplain and terrace locations
is also not restricted to the Susquehanna Tradition,
but is common throughout human prehistory in the
region. As was the case with “Lake Forest Archaic”
(Laurentian Tradition) and “Mast Forest Archaic”
(Narrow Point Tradition), the use of “River Plain
Adaptation” presupposes the very kinds of behavior
that archaeologists would like to investigate.

The Susquehanna Tradition subsumes a number
of phases and artifact types. The earliest phases
(dated from 4200 to 3600 B.P.) are the Snook Kill
Phase of eastern New York (Funk 1976; Ritchie
1965, 1971b) and its equivalent expression in
eastern New England—the Atlantic Phase (Dincauze
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1972). Further to the south in the Mid-Atlantic
Region, the early components of the Susquehanna
Tradition are identified by other broad, straight-
stemmed or contracting-stemmed projectile point
forms such as Koens-Crispin and Lehigh (Funk
1983; Mounier 1974; Witthoft 1953). Snook
Kill/Atlantic components have been identified at
coastal sites (e.g., Bourque 1995; Dincauze 1972;
Ritchie 1959), along major rivers and tributaries
(e.g., Borstel 1982; McBride 1984a), and also at
interior upland locations (Johnson 1994). At the
Young Site (Borstel 1982) and the Turner Farm Site
(Bourque 1995) in Maine, the Call Site in
northeastern Massachusetts (Dincauze 1968), and the
Rye Hill Site (6LF100) in western Connecticut
(Thompson 1989), straight-stemmed or contracting-
stemmed projectile points have been identified in
cremation burial features. These bifaces fall within
the range of form and technology described for
Snook Kill (Ritchie 1971b) and Atlantic points
(Dincauze 1972).

Subsequent phases of the Susquehanna Tradition
are identified by expanding-stemmed bifaces and
stone bowls of steatite in archaeological contexts
dated from approximately 3600 to 3200 B.P.
(Dincauze 1968; Funk et al. 1974; Ritchie 1965).
For New York State, Ritchie has defined the Frost
Island Phase from his excavations at the O’'Neil Site
in Cayuga County. The Frost Island Phase is
characterized by Susquehanna Broad points and
soapstone bowls with unsmoothed exterior surfaces.
Funk (1976) has indicated that Frost Island
components are more numerous in central and
western New York than they are in the eastern part
of the state.

For southern New England, Wayland Notched
points are the equivalents of Susquehanna Broad
points, both morphologically and chronologically
(Dincauze 1968; Funk 1983). It is likely that
Mansion Inn blades, as defined by Dincauze (1968),
were final-stage preforms from which Wayland
Notched points were made (Cross 1990). Dincauze
has identified three varieties of Wayland Notched
points or Mansion Inn blades, each defined by sets
of length:width proportions and each corresponding
to a 200-year time span (Dincauze 1975). At the
New England sites, the steatite bowls associated
with Wayland Notched points are smoothed on both
interior and exterior surfaces (e.g., Dincauze 1968;



Fowler 1956; Kremp 1961; Pfeiffer 1980). Other
artifacts from cremation burial features include
grooved axes, gouges, celts, large flake-blanks, bone
tools, beveled cobble abraders (probable
hammerstones), pestles, and (rarely) copper artifacts
(Bourque 1995; Dincauze 1968; Leveillee 1995b;
Pfeiffer 1980, 1991). Clusters of cremation burial
features have been reported at the Eddington Bend
(W. Smith 1926) and Turner Farm sites in Maine
(Bourque 1995), the Watertown Arsenal, Mansion
Inn (Dincauze 1968), Swan Hold (Sautter 1967), and
Millbury III (Leveillee 1995) sites in Massachusetts,
the Griffin Site in Connecticut (Pfeiffer 1980, 1992),
and the West Ferry Site in Rhode Island (Simmons
1970).

The most recent expression of the Susquehanna
Tradition is the Orient Phase (Ritchie 1944, 1959),
dating from 3200 to 2700 B.P. in eastern New York
and southern New England. Orient Fishtail projectile
points intergrade with Susquehanna Broad/Wayland
Notched bifaces (Ritchie 1959, 1971b), and are the
primary criterion used to identify the Orient Phase.
A number of archaeologists would include the
Orient Phase as part of a separate Terminal Archaic
Period (e.g.. Funk 1983). It is grouped here with the
other phases of the Susquehanna Tradition because
there are demonstrable similarities in chipped stone
tool morphology and technology (Dincauze 1968,
Ritchie 1971b) and because the Orient Phase shares
with the earlier Susquehanna Broad/Wayland
Notched components the manufacture and use of
steatite bowls. The stone bowls from Orient Phase
sites on Long Island are similar to those reported for
Susquehanna Tradition sites in Southern New
England in that they are smoothed on both the
interior and exterior surfaces. A number of
researchers have linked the Orient Phase to early
ceramics, although the stratigraphic contexts and
artifact associations cited as evidence are
frustratingly equivocal (e.g., Pagoulatos 1986;
Ritchie 1959).

Insights into Susquehanna Tradition Soclety,
Technology, and Adaptation

The uniqueness of Susquehanna Tradition
mortuary ceremonialism in the Northeast has
provided an opportunity for archaeologists to
explore belief systems and social organization for
the latter half of the Late Archaic Period. The

63

_ constituent

cremation burial features associated with the
Susquehanna Tradition often contain the remains of
several individuals, quantities of stone and bone
artifacts (usually heat-fractured), and, occasionally,
cremated faunal material (Barbian and Magennis
1994; Bourque 1995; Cross 1990; Dincauze 1968;
Pfeiffer 1992; Spiess and Lewis 1995). A number of
Susquehanna Tradition cemeteries have been
reported for the North Atlantic Region (e.g.,
Mansion Inn [Dincauze 1968}, Griffin [Pfeiffer
1984, 1992], Millbury [Leveillee 1995], Watertown
Arsenal [Dincauze 1968], Tumer Farm [Bourque
1995]; Eddington Bend [W. Smith 1926], Schwartz
[Dincauze 1975], Coburn [Dincauze 1968; Kremp
1961}, and West Ferry [Simmons 1970]). In addition
to the large cemetery sites, archaeologists have
excavated single cremation burial features at several
sites (e.g., Young [Borstel 1982] and Vincent
[Dincauze 1968]). As Dincauze (1968) has noted,
the greatest incidence of Susquehanna Tradition
mortuary ceremonialism is found in southeastern
New York, southern New England, and coastal
Maine. -

The existing sample of Susquehanna Tradition
mortuary features in the Northeast reflects a great
deal of variation in form, artifactual content,
human skeletal material, and,
presumably, social/ideological meaning and
circumstance. Although secondary deposits of
cremated human remains and artifacts are the only
documented mortuary features for the Susquehanna
Tradition in southern New England (e.g., Dincauze
1968; Pfeiffer 1992), Bourque (1995) has also
assigned a series of unburned inhumations to the
Susquehanna Tradition occupation at the Turner
Farm Site in central coastal Maine. The Turner
Farm sample includes cremation burial features, a
feature with the unburned, partially articulated
remains of several individuals, and individual flexed
or bundle burials (Barbian and Magennis 1994).
Although several features that contained unburmed
human skeletal material yielded radiocarbon dates
within the range expected for the Susquehanna
Tradition, none of the features with unburmned
material were unambiguously associated with
Susquehanna Tradition bifaces (Barbian and
Magennis 1994; Cross 1990). By contrast, the
characteristic broad, thin bifaces were found in each
of the cremation features at the site.



The cremation burials that are associated with
the Susquehanna Tradition in the Northeast vary
along several axes: (1) in the age, sex, and number
of individuals represented by skeletal remains from
each feature (Barbian and Magennis 1994); (2) in
the relative completeness of skeletal elements for
individuals included in the feature (Barbian and
Magennis 1994; Pfeiffer 1992); (3) in the
preincineration condition of the human remains
(Pfeiffer 1984); (4) in the intensity, duration, and
degree of variation in the burmning environment
(Barbian and Magennis 1994; Buikstra 1981); (5) in
the nature of faunal remains included in the
cremation feature (Cross 1990; Spiess and Lewis
1995); and (6) in the kinds and quantities of
artifacts associated with the features (Bourque 1995;
Dincauze 1968; Pfeiffer 1992). All of the
Susquehanna Tradition cremation features known
from the region are secondary deposits of materials
burned elsewhere. To date, no features associated
with primary cremation activities have been
identified in the Northeast, with the possible
exception of the Eddington Bend site on the
Penobscot River in Maine (W. Smith 1926). There,
the quality of the excavation records do not allow
for the resolution of this point.

Susquehanna Tradition biface caches have been
reported from non-mortuary contexts throughout the
region (Bourque 1971; Bullen and Hofmann 1944;
Carty 1983; Custer and Morris 1989; Dincauze
1972; Funk et al. 1988; Johnson 1994; R. Will,
personal communication 1995; Witek 1990). The
contents of the caches are usually limited to sets of
bifaces that are at a comparable stage of reduction.
Few of the bifaces show evidence for use or
resharpening. Cross (1990, 1993) has argued that
uniformity in biface proportions, technology for
manufacture, and raw material selection supports the
position that Susquehanna Tradition lithic
technology may involve craft specialization. Within
the context of small-scale societies and in the
absence of a market economy, craft specialization
may foster interdependence within a group or create
interpersonal ties between groups. Insights into the
societies that created and used Susquehanna
Tradition material culture are not restricted to
observations on mortuary contexts and caches,
although these do provide the best contexts for
identifying sets of contemporaneous artifacts.
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Relationship of the Susquehanna Tradition to Other
Late Archaic Traditions

The Susquehanna Tradition is widely regarded
as an intrusive cultural tradition in the Northeast.
The earliest radiocarbon dates for Susquehanna
Tradition components are more recent by 500-1,000
years than the earliest dates for Maritime Archaic,
Laurentian, or Narrow Point Tradition sites. The
comparatively rapid expansion of the characteristic
broad stemmed biface forms and lithic technology
of the Susquehanna Tradition from the Southern
Coastal Plain to the Gulf of Maine has been
interpreted as a migration (e.g., Dincauze 1975;
Sanger and Bourque 1986; Snow 1980; Turnbaugh
1975). The nature of any population movements into
the Northeast remains an active topic of debate.
Archaeologists envision mechanisms ranging from
a "trickle” of people bringing their distinctive tool
kits and adaptive strategies into the Northeast to a
wholesale population replacement or displacement
of resident groups by Susquehanna Tradition groups.
Snow has suggested that a migration of
Susquehanna Tradition peoples may also represent
a migration of Iroquoian-speaking peoples into the
Northeast (Snow 1980). Other researchers regard the
Susquehanna Tradition—Iroquois connection with
skepticism (Dincauze 1981b), since the geographic
distribution of Susquehanna Tradition sites extends
much further to the north and east than the
distribution of Iroquoian speakers ever did.

The Susquehanna Tradition contrasts with other
Late Archaic traditions along a number of
dimensions, including settlement patterns (McBride
1984a; Pfeiffer 1991), subsistence pattemns (Spiess
and Lewis 1995), stone tool technology (Cross
1990; Dincauze 1968, 1972), bone tool technology
(Will 1981), and mortuary ceremonialism (Dincauze
1968, 1975; Pfeiffer 1992). These generalizations
should be tempered with several caveats. First, the
Susquehanna Tradition is not a unitary cultural
expression throughout the temporal and geographic
range for which it has been identified. At an
empirical level, it is difficult to demonstrate the
applicability of local patterns on a regional scale.
Thus, the Susquehanna Tradition sites of central
coastal Maine, eastern Massachusetts, the lower
Connecticut River Valley, the Hudson Valley, and
the upper Susquehanna River drainage may share a
number of traits, but may also be distinguished from



one another by other traits. By the same token, the
Maritime Archaic, Laurentian, or Narrow Point
Traditions would be expected to exhibit a
comparable degree of internal variation. If the
expansion of Susquehanna Tradition lithic
technology did not involve the complete
replacement or displacement of Late Archaic
populations in the Northeast, then the local
expressions of the Susquehanna Tradition would
have developed from a geographically variable Late
Archaic base.

The apparent geographic and temporal overlap
between the Susquehanna Tradition and other Late
Archaic Traditions has led archaeologists to suggest
a number of scenarios for culture contact,
coexistence, replacement, functional differentiation
of tool kits, or "blending” of cultural traits (e.g.,
Bourque 1995; Custer 1984; Dincauze 1976; Kraft
1990; Leveillee 1995a; Pagoulatos 1986; Ritchie
1969). For example, the “Batten Kill Complex” as
defined by Funk (1976) is seen as bridging the
cultural and chronological gap between the
Frontenac Phase (itself a combination of Laurentian
and Narrow Point Tradition elements) and the early
Susquehanna Tradition Snook Kill Phase. Perhaps
the relationship between the Narrow Point and
Susquehanna Traditions has received the greatest
attention from researchers. The idea that Narrow
Point assemblages and Susquehanna Tradition
assemblages may have been produced by a single
population has been a persistent undercurrent in the
literature over the past decade (e.g., Custer 1984,
Leveillee 1995a; Pagoulatos 1986). Three
observations constitute the heart of the argument:
(1) Narrow Point and Susquehanna Tradition
artifacts are frequently found at the same site, often
in the same (albeit ambiguous) stratigraphic context;
(2) Narrow Point mortuary contexts are scarce, as
are "pure” Susquehanna Tradition habitation
contexts; and (3) if the broad Susquehanna Tradition
bifaces are knives, then what do Susquehanna
Tradition projectile points look like?; conversely, if
small stemmed points are projectile points, then
what do Narrow Point Tradition knives look like? If
the argument develops from a hypothetical statement
of possibility into a series of propositions that may
be evaluated against the archaeological record,
researchers will be able to debate the merits of the
case on more than a paradigmatic level (e.g., Custer
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1984; Kraft 1990). In formulating these and other
research questions, archaeologists will be in a
position to understand the processes and events of
the Late Archaic Period that have, to this point,
remained elusive.

Summary: Understanding the Late Archaic Period

The cultural, biological, linguistic, historical, and
geographic relationships of Late Archaic traditions
and peoples have been and will continue to be the
major source of research questions for the Late
Archaic Period. The archaeological data base for the
Late Archaic Period reflects cultural diversity along
many dimensions—technology, subsistence
strategies, artifact assemblage composition, mortuary
ceremonialism, and settlement distribution (Dincauze
1975; Funk 1983; Snow 1980). This diversity forms
the basis for the definition of cultural traditions in
Northeast prehistory. Cultural traditions are often
viewed (either implicitly or explicitly) as equivalent
to ethnic groups, biological populations, or
linguistically-distinct groups.

Since there is a degree of contemporaneity and
geographic overlap among the various Late Archaic
Traditions in the North Atlantic and adjacent
regions, there has been a good deal of speculation
on social boundedness and interaction among the
region’s peoples for the period between 5000 and
2500 B.P. At the center of these debates is the
relationship of artifact typology to cultural behavior,
particularly the connection between style in material
culture and ethnicity (Dobres and Hoffman 1994,
Hodder 1982; Larick 1985, 1987, Wiessner 1978;
Wobst 1977). In general, Northeast archaeologists
have assumed that the spatial and temporal
distributions of distinctive projectile point styles
track “ethnicity” in the archaeological record (e.g.,
Brennan 1967). Artifact traditions have often been
treated as if they were culturally-distinct
populations. These assumptions have become deeply
embedded in the regional archaeological literature as
interpretations or conclusions; they have not been
subjected to critical evaluation in light of the recent
theoretical developments on the behavioral basis for
artifact style.

The number of Late Archaic traditions that have
been identified for the North Atlantic Region has
drawn the attention of archaeologists to issues of



social boundedness and ethnicity. The five traditions
of the Late Archaic (Maritime Archaic, Laurentian,
Shield Archaic, Narrow Point, and Susquehanna)
have formed the basic units for discussing regional
interaction. It has been assumed (though not
demonstrated) that there is less variation within a
tradition than there is between any two traditions.
Initially, archaeologists have taken a coarse-grained
view of social boundaries, and have focused on the
normative or “typical” features of each cultural
tradition. At this broad level of abstraction, cultural
traditions (and not human groups or populations)
adapted and transformed themselves. As a result,
archaeological explanations at the “macro” scale
tend to gloss over the processes and events by
which large-scale changes came about.

A model of five distinct Late Archaic traditions
poses interpretive problems for archaeologists, since
many sites in the region contain artifacts from more
than one of the traditions (e.g., Bourque 1995;
Dincauze 1976; Johnson 1994; Ritchie 1969; Sanger
et al. 1977). Often the relationship between Late
Archaic components is seen as a sequential one—the
site was occupied by groups from distinct cultural
traditions at several points during the Late Archaic
Period. For example, at the Turner Farm Site in
Maine, the initial occupation of the site was by
people of the Narrow Point Tradition (Bourque
1975). Bourque (1995) and Cox (1991) have
suggested the small stemmed points at Turner Farm
were made and used by peoples ancestral to the
groups associated with the Moorehead Burial
Tradition. In most cases, no historical connection or
cultural continuity is implied by the sequence of
traditions.

In general, archaeologists have assumed that the
distinctive artifact types that have been used to
establish boundaries for cultural traditions will also
specify the boundaries between contrasting
settlement patterns, subsistence patterns, and other
realms of cultural behavior. As more sites have been
excavated, archaeologists have gained an increased
sense of the variation that characterizes the Late
Archaic archaeological record in the Northeast.
Cultural traditions that have been defined on the
basis of “type sites” and central tendencies will
undoubtedly be reexamined in light of these new
data. It is likely that archaeologists will need to
develop new concepts and a new vocabulary in
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order to understand interaction and change on a
societal level and at smaller temporal and spatial
scales. Ultimately, an understanding of the
relationships between and among the Late Archaic
traditions in the Northeast will require an
understanding of the cultural processes and
mechanisms that operate at the scale of human
experience.



THE EARLY WOODLAND PERIOD
(CA. 3000-2000 B.P.)

Leslie C. Shaw
Development of the Woodland Concept

The concept of a Woodland Stage or period was
originally developed to encompass similarities
covering a very broad area including all of the
Northeast and extending west as far as Iowa and
Minnesota. William Ritchie (1965), who attended
the First Woodland Conference held in 1941
(Anonymous 1943), applied and refined this
concept, and was one of the first to identify traits
specific to the Northeast region. With the advent of
radiocarbon dating and the division of the Woodland
Period into three parts (Early, Middle, and Late), the
concept has been used to demarcate major changes
in prehistoric adaptation during the 3,000 years prior
to European contact. The most notable changes stem
from the introduction of new technologies—
specifically ceramics, the bow and arrow, and
horticulture involving exotic domesticates. Along
with these technological innovations came changes
in social systems, including a well-developed
mortuary ceremonialism, long-distance
communication and exchange, and in some cases, a
more sedentary way of life.

In the fifty years since the First Woodland
Conference we have learned that this period is not
so easily characterized. Although ceramics and
horticulture do first appear in the Northeast
sometime during the period, their introduction and
their impacts vary considerably across space and
through time. The variability seen across the
Northeast region during the 3,000 or so years before
European contact has led researchers to try to refine
the Woodland concept to better reflect local
conditions. Researchers in Maine and the Maritime
Provinces prefer the term “Ceramic Period,”
acknowledging the use of ceramics throughout this
period but not the adoption of horticulture except in
isolated areas (Sanger 1979b). Snow (1980:262), on
the other hand, has used a nomenclature which
emphasizes horticulture in his recommendation to
combine the Early and Middle Woodland under the
term "Early Horticultural period.” There has been an
ongoing discussion of what system and
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nomenclature would best address the needs of the
region (e.g., Braun 1978; Feder 1984; Funk 1984,
Granger 1988; Stoltman 1978; Tuck 1978), but the
issue is a long way from being resolved.

The Woodland Period is perhaps best described
as a period of rapid and diverse change, with both
a pan-regional commonality seen in similar styles,
burial practices, and technologies and, at the same
time, very distinct regional differences in how the
common elements are modified and incorporated by
local cultures. The development of research
questions to address issues unique to the Woodland
Period requires that both the large-scale interactions
and small-scale adaptations be considered. Within
this context, some unique questions can be
addressed, such as how and why domesticated plant
resources were incorporated into a seemingly well-
adjusted subsistence base or how the incorporation
of new technologies affected social relations within
or between groups.

An overview of the Woodland Period tends to
highlight both what we know and what we don't
know about this time in prehistory. There is great
disparity across space in what is known about the
period. The more intensive archaeological study in
New York State and along the New England coast
has given us a better picture of adaptations in these
areas. But recent research in the interior, due in
many cases to cultural resource management
projects, has begun to rectify the uneven coverage.
There is also an uneven representation of sites
through time. Whether this reflects actual variation
in population densities or settlement strategies or
simply reflects our uneven investigation of sites by
size, type, or location remains to be determined. The
following overview of the Woodland Period in the
Northeast attempts to highlight both our current
knowledge and our major gaps in understanding.
And from this baseline, the major research question
for this period can be drawn more easily.

Chronology and Classification

The time span that archaeologists have
designated the Early Woodland Period varies among
states, depending on which characteristics are seen
as most diagnostic. By the early 1960s, Ritchie
(1965) had used the few available radiocarbon dates
to define the Early Woodland as dating roughly



between 2950 and 2150 B.P. in New York. This
time frame has not changed greatly with the
addition of dates obtained in the past 30 years.
However, even with the new radiocarbon results the
Early Woodland remains poorly dated across the
region (Concannon 1993; Filios 1989; Mulholland
1984). This may be due in part to a greater research
interest in Archaic Period sites during the 1970s and
1980s and to the tendency for Early Woodland
components to be in multi-component Woodland
sites, with the Early Woodland occupation often in
the non-stratified deposits below shell middens.

The beginning date for the Early Woodland
Period in the Northeast (Figure 10) has generally
been identified by the first appearance of ceramics,
with several projectile point types and modes of
burial ceremonialism also used for period
identification. The earliest type of ceramic in the
Northeast is usually classified as Vinette I; it is a
thick, grit-tempered pottery with fabric- or cord-
impressed interior and exterior surfaces (Ritchie
1946; Ritchie and MacNeish 1949). Ritchie
(1969:223) originally argued for a lag of at least
several hundred years between the first use of
ceramics in New York (Ritchie 1962, 1965) and the
later appearance of Vinette I in southern New
England based on a radiocarbon date from the
Peterson Site on Martha's Vineyard [Ritchie
1969:192]). The increase in the number of
radiocarbon dates obtained for Vinette I contexts
obtained in the past 20 years (Figure A) does not
support this west-to-east introduction of ceramics.
Given the currently available range of dates, the
introduction of ceramics appears almost
simultaneously across the whole Northeast region
around 3000 B.P. or soon after (Petersen and Sanger
1989). This is supported from dates from Maine
(Belcher 1989a), New Hampshire (Howe 1988),
Connecticut (McBride 1984a; Mulholland 1984:99),
and coastal New York (Funk and Pfeiffer 1988).
Ceramics have been found in contexts that would
otherwise be classified as Late or Transitional
Archaic based on lithic artifact associations (e.g.,
Cox 1982; Huntington 1982; Kinsey 1972:454;
Ritchie 1959:66-67, 1965) which indicates that more
sites with good contexts and dates are needed before
we fully understand how ceramic technology was
first incorporated into the Northeast region.
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Projectile point types have been used as period
markers in much the same way as ceramics, with
side-notched (Meadowood), lobate-stemmed (Adena-
like), and diamond shaped (Rossville) points often
used to identify the Early Woodland contexts in
much of the region. Other stemmed varieties of
points have also been identified, such as Lagoon
(Ritchie 1969) and Cape Stemmed (Mahlstedt 1986),
and these might represent variations on the above
types or local developments out of Late Archaic
forms. Early radiocarbon dates associated with
traditional Early Woodland projectile point types
mark the shift to new styles around 3000 B.P., but
relatively few dates are available from clearly
associated contexts (Mulholland 1984).
Unfortunately, point types of all kinds are proving
to be unsatisfactory temporal indicators for the Early
Woodland, primarily because both Late Archaic
forms and characteristic Early Woodland forms have
varying and overlapping periods of use. Recently
obtained radiocarbon dates from strata that include
Late Archaic Small Stemmed projectile points have
shown that this form continues into the Early
Woodland Period, and was probably used in
conjunction with the types considered as Woodland
(Filios 1989; McBride 1984a; Lavin 1984) (see
Figure 10).

The Early Woodland florescence in burial
ceremonialism appears to occur across the Northeast
beginning soon after 3000 B.P. (Heckenberger et al.
1990; Kraft 1976; Ritchie 1965; Ritchie and Funk
1973; Spence and Fox 1986). Burial ceremonialism
is encompassed in the Meadowood Phase of New
York and southern Ontario and the Middlesex Phase
of the Atlantic seaboard, stretching from at least
Maryland to the Maritime Provinces. While most of
the Meadowood and Middlesex Phase burial sites
were found through accidental disturbances and have
produced few radiocarbon dates, the few carefully
excavated sites have provided dates suggesting their
initial use was early and emerged directly from Late
Archaic burial manifestations. Ritchie (1965:180)
dates the Meadowood complex as occurring between
2950 and 2500 B.P. and several recent dates suggest
that it continued until around 2250 B.P. with some
change in ceramic associations (Clermont 1978;
Spence and Fox 1986).

The Middlesex complex was expected to date
after the development of the Ohio Valley Adena,



which begins around 2450 B.P., although dates from
a number of Northeast burial contexts now suggest
that Middlesex may have a slightly earlier
beginning. The Boucher Site, a Middlesex cemetery
in northwestern Vermont, has 16 associated
acceptable dates, the earliest of which is 2835135
B.P. (Heckenberger et al. 1990:112). The admittedly
limited sample of dated Middlesex contexts suggests
that this date from the Boucher site is too early, and
a range of roughly 2450 to 1950 B.P. is viewed by
some as more realistic (Rutherford 1990; Spence
and Fox 1986). The Augustine Mound in northern
New Brunswick (Turnbull 1976) also produced early
third millennium dates but those thought to date the
mound construction fall around 2350 B.P. (Spence
and Fox 1986:32, from personal communication
from C. Turnbull). A single date from the
Rosenkrans site in New Jersey of 2560+120 B.P. is
one of the earlier dates for this manifestation along
the mid-Atlantic seaboard (Custer 1984; Kraft 1976;
Ritchie 1937, 1965). The Middlesex burial complex
is not strongly evident in New York, where Ritchie
(1965) reports only the Vine Valley Site in the
west-central part of the state (also used by Ritchie
as the type site for this complex).

The end date for the Early Woodland Period is
equally difficult to identify and also varies
somewhat among states. Ritchie (1969:161, 226)
estimates the end of the Early Woodland in southern
New England at 2050 B.P. based on a radiocarbon
date from the Vincent Site in association with an
early Middle Woodland ceramic type. Most
archaeologists would place the end of this period
between 2150 and 1900 B.P. based on the
appearance of heavily decorated ceramics (Petersen
and Sanger 1989) and a general decline in the
frequency of characteristic Early Woodland artifact
types. The burial ceremonialism seems to drop off
considerably by 1950 B.P., especially in the greatly
reduced use of exotic artifacts as grave goods. The
more recent acceptable dates from the Boucher Site
indicate the use of this cemetery until about 2050
B.P., although Heckenberger et al. (1990:109) note
that use of the site may have continued into the
early second millennium (see also Rutherford 1990;
Spence and Fox 1986). Dates on the side-notched
type bifaces and Vinette I ceramics also end by
around 2050 B.P., but some Early Woodland types,
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such as Rossville, continue well into the second
millennium (e.g., Dincauze 1976; Shaw 1989).

Although beginning and ending dates for the
Early Woodland Period are not yet firmly
established, a workable range would fall between
3000 and 2050 B.P. Figure 10 shows the temporal
range of dated phases and artifact types, and
highlights some of the more significant radiocarbon
dates for this period. As can be seen in the
following overview of the Early Woodland burial
ceremonialism, material culture, and adaptive
strategies, there is great variability and overlap,
which makes this one of the more dynamic—and
difficult to characterize—periods in Northeast
prehistory.

Burial Ceremonialism

The Meadowood and Middlesex Phases or
complexes are used to refer to elaborate burial
activity that took place across the Northeast in the
Early Woodland Period. These terms are used today
to refer only to burial sites and the associated ritual
activities accompanying the interment of the dead.
Most sites attributed to these complexes were found
accidentally in the late nineteenth or early twentieth
centuries and limited documentation remains for the
associated artifacts now found in museums and
private collections (e.g., Keith 1965; Loring 198S;
Moorehead 1922; Young 1969). The Meadowood
sites are primarily located in central, northem, and
western New York (Granger 1978; Ritchie 1965;
Ritchie and Funk 1973) and in southern Ontario
(Spence and Fox 1986) (Figure 11). The Middlesex
complex sites are widely distributed from Maryland
to Canada’s Maritime Provinces and, although sites
tend to be concentrated in the coastal plain area,
they also have been identified in interior New York
(Custer 1984; Kraft 1976; Loring 1985; Ritchie
1965; Rutherford. 1990; Spence and Fox 1986)
(Figure 11).

Ritchie (1944, 1955) named the Meadowood
Phase and defined it as a ritual burial complex
occurring in western, central, and northern New
York. It was originally characterized by a list of
artifacts found in the graves, which include
trapezoidal and rectangular gorgets, birdstones,



Figure 10. Date Ranges for Early Woodland Phases and Artifact Types
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Figure 11. Meadowood and Middlesex Complex Sites in the Northeast.
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tubular pottery pipes, copper awls and rolled beads,
side-notched (Meadowood) bifaces, and leaf-shaped
“cache blades” (Ritchie 1965:190-193). The blades
have been found in great numbers in some graves,
ranging between 100 and 1,500 specimens, and are
predominantly made of a western New York
(Onondaga) chert (Granger 1978, 1981). Vinette I
ceramic sherds have been found in graves, but only
in a few instances (Ritchie 1965:193). The location
of the graves and the treatment of the dead has also
been used to characterize the Meadowood Phase.
The burials, primarily cremations but including
primary and secondary inhumations, were commonly
located on the tops or east-facing slopes of “natural,
mound-like knoll[s}” (Ritchie 1965:197). The graves
commonly included red ocher.

Ritchie also defined the Middlesex Phase, using
data from central New York and New England, and
noted similarities in material culture with an Adena-
related complex in Maryland (Ritchie 1937, 1965).
The Middlesex Phase, like the Meadowood, is
characterized by a select group of artifacts found in
graves. The artifact types that distinguish the
Middlesex Phase from the Meadowood include types
associated with the Adena complex of the upper
Ohio River Drainage. The most diagnostic of these
include blocked-end tubular smoking pipes, lobate-
stemmed bifaces, copper awls and beads, several
styles of birdstones and gorgets, and shell beads
(Ritchie 1965:201). These objects are often made of
exotic material indicating they have been transported
long distances, but “copies” of the Adena types
made of locally available materials have also been
found. The artifacts and adormments made from
exotic materials include pipes made from Ohio
fireclay, chipped stone tools made of chert or
chalcedony from Ohio and Indiana, gorgets made of
banded slate from Ohio, beads and awls made from
copper possibly from the Great Lakes region (but
see Levine 1993), and shell beads and gorgets from
mollusc species found at least as far south as the
Mid-Atlantic coast (Cooke and Jordan 1972;
Heckenberger et al. 1990; Ritchie 1965:201;
Turnbull 1976).

The types of graves and treatment of the dead
for the Middlesex Phase are very similar to the
Meadowood characteristics already described. The
Boucher Site (Figure 11), which contained the
remains of a minimum of 72 individuals in burial
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contexts, exemplifies the variety seen at most sites
with primary interments, secondary bundle-burials,
and cremations all represented (Heckenberger et al.
1990:114). Artificial earthen mounds reminiscent of
Adena mounds are sometimes associated with
Middlesex but most burials are not found in this
context. The Augustine mound in New Brunswick,
Canada (Turnbull 1976) and the mounds on Long
Sault Island in the St. Lawrence River (Ritchie and
Dragoo 1960) are examples (Figure 11), but such
major sites as Boucher are not mound locations. The
occurrence of mound sites along the St. Lawrence
River and the Northeast part of New Brunswick
suggests that this trait may have been most common
to that drainage area, reflecting the influence of
peoples of the Great Lakes region (Spence and Fox
1986).

Ritchie originally viewed the Meadowood and
Middlesex complexes as two distinct manifestations
or ethnic groups (Ritchie 1965; Ritchie and Funk
1973:115). He proposed that the Middlesex complex
generally followed the Meadowood in time;
however, recent dates have established that the two
complexes overlap, possibly quite considerably,
depending on which dates are used. The
Meadowood complex was seen to have developed
out of the Late Archaic cultures of western and
central New York, most notably the Glacial Kame
and Old Copper Culture (Ritchie 1965). The
Middlesex complex, on the other hand, was
interpreted as being influenced by the Adena of the
upper Ohio River Drainage. Ritchie and Dragoo
(1959, 1960) proposed that Middlesex sites in the
Northeast represent an actual migration of people
from the Ohio region via the Chesapeake Bay area
(see also Allen 1981).

More recent interpretations of the Middlesex
complex argue for an in situ increase in burial
ceremonialism, with an extensive trade network
introducing Adena-like characteristics into an
indigenous concern with burial ceremonialism (e. g,
Dragoo 1976; Grayson 1970; Griffin 1961;
Heckenberger et al. 1990; Spence 1967; Turnbull
1976). Both the Middlesex and Meadowood
complexes probably grew out of Late Archaic ritual
practices (Granger 1988; Spence and Fox 1986).
Similarities between the two complexes in terms of
burial practice and the overlap in artifact types seen
in graves suggest that there may be more of a



spatial (i.e., regional variation and differential access
to trade routes) rather than a major cultural
difference between the two manifestations. The
exchange of items and the development of traits
such as mound building took place within a network
of exchange that extended at least from Maryland
(Custer 1984; Ford 1976) to the Maritime Provinces
(Rutherford 1990; Turnbull 1976; see Fitting and
Brose [1970] for a possible Adena-related site in
northern George’s Bay in Ontario) and west to Ohio.
The mechanism of this exchange probably involved
neighboring groups in such a way that any given
item may have been exchanged many times, thereby
working its way far from its source. As Custer
(1984:128) has suggested, this exchange operated as
a “chainlike organization where ties among
participating members were highly ritualized.” This
“down-the-line” pattern of exchange would be
expected to result in geographic variation in where
objects were ultimately interred in burials as well as
in how ritual practices were interpreted and
incorporated into local burial traditions. The very
rare occurrence of Middlesex-related artifacts in
Maine (Sanger 1991; Spiess et al. 1988), as well as
a lack of associated cemetery sites in that state,
suggests that the primary communication/exchange
routes might have followed the Atlantic coast and
the St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario, leaving
Maine somewhat on the periphery. With the
discovery and careful excavation of more sites
dating to this period, it may be possible to identify
some of the links in this exchange network and
explain why certain traits such as mound building
were adopted only sporadically.

The Meadowood and Middlesex complexes as
they are used today refer only to burial sites and are
reflective of a limited range of burial practices. As
Heckenberger et al. (1990:137) note, the Middlesex
complex still is defined by the recovery of a limited
range of specific artifact types. It is very likely that
less elaborate burials, or burials without the
distinctive artifact types, also occurred with some
frequency during the Early Woodland (Loring
1985). To understand fully how the Meadowood and
Middlesex burial complexes articulated with
everyday life, it is important to focus on habitation
and special activity sites. Early researchers often
noted that Meadowood and Middlesex cemeteries
were not associated with habitation sites (Ritchie
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1965). Their expectation was that, given such
elaborate cemeteries, the associated sites should be
sizable villages. Instead, what is seen all across the
Northeast region and into Canada are comparatively
small habitation and special activity sites for this
time period, reflecting a continuation of hunting,
fishing, and gathering strategies common to the Late
Archaic Period (e.g., Ritchie and Funk 1973;
Thomas 1991). Although a few sizable Early
Woodland sites have been reported (e.g., Riverhaven
No. 2 in New York [Ritchie 1965]), the evidence
supports a picture of non-stratified societies in
which exchange relationships exist between
neighboring bands. The cemetery sites do indicate
some differences between graves in terms of the
numbers and types of grave goods, but these seem
to coincide with age and sex differences and do not
indicate hierarchical relationships (Heckenberger et
al. 1990). The adaptations for this period reflect
populations well adjusted to available resources.

Artifact Types and Technology

The artifact types that are most commonly used
to identify Early Woodland habitation or special
activity sites include Vinette I ceramics, side-
notched (Meadowood) bifaces, diamond-shaped
(Rossville) bifaces, and items that are also found in
burial sites such as copper beads or gorgets. Vinette
I ceramics and side-notched points do cluster within
the Early Woodland Period in New York and
southern New England, with dates ranging from
around 3000 B.P. until about 2050 B.P. (e.g.,
Mulholland 1984), but they were not the only
artifact types used during the period. As was noted
above, there is such variability across space and
through time for these types that single artifact types
should not be used alone as temporal period
markers. A more productive approach is to evaluate
an associated assemblage of materials in conjunction
with radiocarbon dates and stratigraphic associations
to identify Early Woodland components.

The Early Woodland ceramics found across New
England and New York show a remarkable degree
of similarity suggesting that the new technology was
introduced rapidly across the region. Ceramics were
originally assumed to be associated with agriculture,
and the appearance of ceramics was thought to
signal the introduction of domesticated plant species.



Today we know that assumption is not valid and,
although we are not exactly sure when or where the
first use of domesticated plants took place, most
archaeologists would argue it was notably later than
the introduction of ceramics and was not as
widespread in its geographic distribution as ceramics
(e.g., Ceci 1979; Sanger 1979).

The ceramic type labeled Vinette I (Vinette
Interior cordmarked) by Ritchie and MacNeish
(1949) is a relatively thick, grit-tempered ceramic
with exterior and interior surfaces that are cord- or
fabric-impressed, but otherwise undecorated. It is
found across the Northeast region, but has been
documented most frequently along the coast or in
major drainages (Fowler 1966; Hamilton and Yesner
1985; Mulholland 1984). Maine researchers (Sanger
1980:113; Spiess and Heddon 1983:186) have noted
a general absence of this type on the far eastern
coast of that state and into the Maritime Provinces,
although it has been recovered in small numbers at
several sites in New Brunswick and south-coastal
Nova Scotia (Allen 1981; Petersen and Sanger 1989;
Sanger 1987). Understanding the significance of the
spatial patterning of early ceramics will require
further study.

An interesting suggestion for distinct interior
verses coastal populations has been argued using
ceramic data. Specifically, differences in the
direction of twist for the cordage used in ceramic
surface treatment has been identified. Researchers in
Maine and New Hampshire (e.g., Doyle et al. 1982;
Hamilton and Yesner 1985; Kenyon 1985b; Petersen
and Sanger 1989) have noted a consistent
distribution of a "Z twist” at coastal sites and an ”S
twist” at interior sites. This distribution is
interpreted by Doyle et al. (1982) to reflect stylistic
differences attributable to two distinct populations.

With an increase in dating of ceramics from
good contexts, it is now clear that Vinette I was not
the only ceramic type used during the Early
Woodland. The classic Vinette I is still the ceramic
type associated with the earliest dates in the region
(e.g., Belcher 1989:39; Howe 1988; Mulholland
1984; but see Brumbach 1979). However, soon after
about 2550 B.P., variations on the Vinette I type are
found. A Vinette I vessel with incising has been
found at the Boucher Site (Figure 12) in a
Middlesex burial context dated at 2550:195 B.P.
(Heckenberger et al. 1990; see also Loring 1985;
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Petersen and Hamilton 1984). A type referred to as
Modified Vinette I (Salwen 1968; Suggs 1958)
overlaps Vinette I in use beginning about 2450 B.P.
(e.g., Deal 1986; Doyle et al. 1981; Howe 1988;
Lavin 1980; Robinson and Bolian 1987; Shaw 1984,
1988b; Skinas 1987; Spiess et al. 1983b) and
continued in use until about 2050 B.P. when Vinette
I also fell out of use. The Modified Vinette I has
smoothed interior and exterior surfaces, with the
cord impressions still visible in some places. A type
with only the exterior smoothed has also been found
(McBride 1984a). While Vinette I and associated
variations are found across a large area, there are
some indications that regional variation in ceramics,
which was clearly apparent by the Middle
Woodland, may have begun in the Early Woodland
(Luedtke 1986:129).

The comparatively numerous site excavations
that took place in New York between the 1940s and
the 1970s under the guidance of Ritchie and Funk
(e.g., Funk 1976; Ritchie 1965; Ritchie and Funk
1973) resulted in a well-defined artifact typology for
that state. However, attempts to carry this typology
into New England or beyond have shown that it is
not applicable over a broad area. The Meadowood
projectile point, a long, thin, side-notched type, and
the associated “cache blade” are very characteristic
of Early Woodland tool assemblages in central and
western New York and southern Ontario, with only
rare finds of classic-type Meadowood points found
east of the Hudson River (Ritchie 1965; Ritchie and
Funk 1973; Spence and Fox 1986). These types are
almost always made of New York chert, which is
considered a diagnostic feature (Granger 1988).
Meadowood points generally date to the first half of
the third millennium, with the earliest dates coming
from the Fortin Site (Figure 13) in the Upper
Susquehanna Valley (e.g., 3180+95 B. P. [Funk et
al. 1973; Funk 1973:278]) and from a site in
western Connecticut (e.g., ca. 3335 B.P. [Swigart
1974:25)).

Side-notched bifaces of similar shape but usually
thicker in cross section have been found throughout
the New England states in Early Woodland contexts
(e.g., Connecticut [Lavin 1984; Lavin and Russell
1985]; Maine [Belcher 1988; Borstel 1982; Bourque
1971; Petersen 1991; Spiess and Heddon 1983;
Spiess et al. 1988], Massachusetts [Dincauze 1974;



Figure 12. Early and Middle Woodland Sites in Northern New England.
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Figure 13. Early and Middle Woodland Sites in the New York Region.
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Ritchie 1969; Shaw 1984]; New Hampshire
[Dincauze 1976); Vermont [Bolian and Gengras
1991; Thomas 1991). These are often made of local
lithic materials, although examples are occasionally
found that are made of New York chert (Bernstein
and Savulis 1988; Dincauze 1974, 1976; Ritchie
1969:76). Probably related to this form is a small,
weakly side-notched (expanding stem) type that has
been found in the far northern region (e.g., Allen
1981; Trautman and Spiess 1992). It is not clear
what this similarity means—whether the thicker,
side-notched type of the Atlantic Coastal Plain
represents an indigenous projectile point form or an
attempt to mimic the Meadowood type.

The examples made of New York cherts may be
connected in some way with the long-distance
exchange of goods found in burials. Most of the
Northeast sites where the side-notched type is found
have low numbers of this type (an exception is the
Pratt Site [Ritchie 1969:76]), and they are often
found associated with other types, most notably the
Small Stemmed type as seen in southen New
England (Juli and McBride 1984; Lavin 1984b;
Lavin and Salwen 1983; McBride 1984). It should
also be noted that several forms of side-notched
points—including a thicker type similar to the New
England examples—have been found in Middle
Woodland contexts in New York associated with
Levanna and Jack’s Reef types included in the Kipp
Island phase (Ritchie 1969; Ritchie and Funk 1973).
This suggests that side-notched points other than
classic Meadowood forms may have been used in
varying frequency across the Northeast region
throughout the Early and Middle Woodland Periods.

The other Early Woodland projectile point types,
such as the Rossville, the lobate-stemmed (Adena
and Lagoon), and the stemmed forms (e.g., small
stemmed, narrow stemmed, Wading River, Cape
Stemmed) have a relatively wide distribution across
New England. The general similarity to Late
Archaic stemmed types suggests an in situ
development out of these earlier forms. Examples of
the lobate-stemmed point have been found made of
exotic lithic materials (and are therefore usually
classified as Adena) which suggests they were
traded into the Northeast from the Ohio Valley, but
locally produced examples have been recovered in
greater numbers (Belcher 1989a). Lagoon points
(Ritchie 1969:245, 1971) bear a strong resemblance
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to the Adena type in general morphology and may
reflect local interpretations of this form in
immediately available lithic materials. A rare
"turkey tailed” point, which has a four-sided base,
has been found in Maine and New Brunswick and
is thought to date to the Early Woodland (Spiess
and Heddon 1983:66; Tuck 1984; Tumbull 1976).
The shape of the base is similar to a type called
Fulton Turkey Tail (Ritchie 1971b), which is found
in New York, primarily in the Seneca and Oneida
Rivers region. This type in New York is often made
of non-local chert, including a type from Indiana,
and has been found in Late Archaic and Early
Woodland contexts. Ritchie (1944, 1971b:22)
recovered an example from a grave at the
Oberlander No. 2 Site (Figure 13) at which a similar
grave was dated at 29481170 B.P. The significance
of the similarities between the New York examples
and those in the far northeast are not clearly known,
but probably reflect the dynamics of the exchange
and communication networks that circulated
influences to and from the Great Lakes region.
McBride and others working in Connecticut (Juli
and McBride 1984; Lavin 1984; Lavin and Salwen
1983; McBride 1984) have proposed that narrow
stemmed types characteristic of the Late Archaic
Period continued in use through the Woodland
Period in the lower Connecticut River Valley and
along the Connecticut coast (Figure 14). Other
types, such as the side-notched type, were used in
association with these stemmed varieties but in
fewer numbers. The continued use of stemmed
points could also be argued for the rest of southern
New England, potentially including the Lagoon
(Ritchie 1969) and Cape Stemmed (Mahistedt 1986)
types, as well as in Maine and the Maritime
Provinces where stemmed types are found in Early
Woodland contexts (Sanger 1980; Tuck 1984). The
recovery of Meadowood-like side-notched and a
small stemmed point from the same feature at the
Smyth Site in New Hampshire (James Bradley,
personal communication, 1994) is part of the
growing evidence for continued use of stemmed
forms across the Northeast region (see also Filios
1989; Funk and Pfeiffer 1988; Klein 1983; Lavin
1984). Funk (1984:134) notes that west of the
Hudson Valley this continued use of narrow
stemmed types is not evident, as these points are
only found in Late Archaic contexts. The observed



variation in stemmed types from these Early
Woodland contexts might reflect local variations in
hafting technique andfor types that developed
regionally. With the completion of more regional
studies, the significance in variation in stemmed
forms in the Early Woodland and how they are
combined with the use of other types of this period
should become more apparent.

The Rossville type can range from a clear
diamond shape with straight edges to examples that
have a weakly defined stem (Ritchie 1969, 1971).
These different forms can be recovered from the
same deposit, which suggests that the variation is
not temporal. The Rossville type tends to be found
in occupations on the Atlantic Coastal Plain from
the Mid-Atlantic states (Custer 1984; Kinsey et al.

Figure 14. Early and Middle Woodland Sites in Southern New England.
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1972), through eastern New York and southern New
England (e.g., Dincauze 1974; Eisenberg 1982;
Fiedel 1991:145; McBride 1984a), and into Maine
(e.g., Borstel 1982; Spiess and Heddon 1983). A
comparable type has also been found in aceramic
contexts in Maine and the Maritimes (Davis 1978;
Sanger 1971). On Cape Cod, a variation on the
Rossville type has been recognized, which has a
weak shoulder and is slightly longer than typical
examples, making it similar in outline to the Middle
Archaic Stark point (see Dincauze 1976). These
variants have been found in clear Woodland
contexts and tend to have a more regular flaking
pattern and a more lenticular cross section than their
Middle Archaic counterparts (Cross and Shaw 1991;
Shaw 1989, 1991; Strauss and Goodby 1993; Fred
Dunford, personal communication 1988; see also
discussion in Hoffman 1991). Few radiocarbon dates
have been obtained from samples directly associated
with Rossville types. In 1984, Mulholland (1984:99)
listed only those dates from Ritchie’s (1969)
Martha's Vineyard excavations which ranged from
1885:+125 B.P. to 2540:105 B.P. In Early
Woodland contexts, they tend to be associated with
lobate and small stemmed types. Rossville-like
examples have also been found in unambiguous
Middle Woodland contexts associated with forms
distinctive of that period (e.g., Dincauze 1976; Shaw
1989), and a possible continuation of Rossville-like
points into the Late Woodland has also been
suggested in the lower Hudson Valley (Claassen
1991).

This variation in ceramic and lithic types used
during the Early Woodland helps to explain why
there has been difficulty in identifying Early
Woodland sites. If only part of the material culture
assemblage is used as diagnostic indicators—such as
side-notched points or Vinette I ceramics—then all
sites that lack these often minority types will be
misclassified as belonging to earlier or later periods
(Concannon 1993; Juli and McBride 1984). The low
frequency of traditional Early Woodland types in
artifact collections (e.g., Johnson and Mabhlstedt
1982; Towle 1983) and from multi-component sites
has led some to argue for a decrease in population
across the region during this period (e.g., Dincauze
1974). However, with the recognition that there is
greater variability in Early Woodland assemblages
than archaeologists had previously thought, it is
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expected that more Early Woodland occupations will
be identified in the Northeast.

Settlement and Subsistence

The evidence collected on Early Woodland
settlement and subsistence practices by the early
1970s suggested a shift of the population to coastal
or riverine environments. A general decrease in
population was also proposed for most of the region
based on the relative low frequency of characteristic
Early Woodland artifact types and single component
Early Woodland sites. In the coastal lowlands of
southern New England, the evidence suggested a
shift toward the resources of estuaries and the first
falls of major rivers (Dincauze 1974; Lavin 1988a;
Ritchie 1969). For interior New York, Ritchie
(1965) noted a strong association of sites with major
river drainages and lakes, but he also noted that
Late Archaic populations also tended to focus in
these areas (Funk 1973; Ritchie and Funk 1973).
Reasons posited to explain the shift in settlement
patterns have included changing climatic conditions,
a greater productivity of estuarine environments due
to a slower sea level rise, and a need to have access
to major communication corridors (e.g., Braun 1974;
Lavin 1988a; Sanger 1982; Thomas 1991; Thorbahn
1987).

If the types of artifacts used to identify the Early
Woodland sites are expanded, as proposed above,
then a decrease in population for this period is not
strongly indicated. The shift in settlement to coastal
or riverine habitats may have more validity, but our
increasing knowledge about Early Woodland
settlement suggests that this increased use of coastal
and riverine resources was complemented by the use
of interior resources (e.g., Flagg Swamp,
Massachusetts [Huntington 1982]; Cedar Swamp,
Massachusetts [Hoffman 1992];Robbins Swamp,
Connecticut [Nicholas 1991:89]; Dawson Creek,
Ontario [Jackson 1986]). Several assumptions about
Early Woodland material culture need to be
reevaluated before a clear picture of settlement and
subsistence can be formulated. One assumption that
may be misleading is the tendency for lithic bifaces
to be used to identify site age, with the proportional
percentage of such bifaces in a site or regional
assemblage used to suggest the intensity of use.
Luedtke (1983:70) has suggested that there may



have been a decrease in the use of stone point tips
during the Woodland Period, with organic tips, such
as those made of wood, bone, or antler, augmenting
the lithic tool kit. Because the organic projectile
point tips would be preserved less frequently, the
lower number of projectile points would appear
reduced compared to Late Archaic assemblages.

It is also characteristic for lithic artifact
indicators to be used more consistently than other
materials. If ceramics are the focus of study, Early
Woodland occupation appears more widespread,
especially if the Modified Vinette I types are
recognized. The increase in regional evaluations of
ceramic assemblages has helped to identify Early
Woodland Period occupation at many sites where,
based on lithic artifacts alone, it may not be
recognized (e.g., Cowie 1990; Kenyon 1986; Lavin
1984; Johnson and Mahlstedt 1982:36; Petersen
1991; Petersen and Sanger 1989; Spiess et al. 1983).
It has also been suggested by Largy (1983:106) that
ceramics tend to be underrepresented in surface
collections in contrast to excavated collections. This
could be due to the generally small size and brown
color of sherds, which makes them difficult to detect
in surface inspections. This bias could again
minimize the recognition of Woodland Period sites
if only surface data were used.

The proposed shift in settlement strategy during
the Early Woodland to the coastal lowlands or river
valleys is an important research question for this
period. Early Woodland occupation levels are
common at coastal sites, especially in southern New
England, but they are often located below the main
shell-bearing levels at sites. The reason for this low
use of shellfish could be because shellfish
populations had not yet become firmly established
and abundant in the forming estuaries or because
Early Woodland sites situated to exploit shellfish
have since been submerged due to ongoing sea level
rise. The evidence for Late Archaic use of shellfish
at some sites (e.g., Turner Farm [Bourque 1976))
suggests that Early Woodland populations would
have utilized shellfish if it had been available to
them as a food resource, but the pattern of this use
may be obscured in the archaeological record.

On Cape Cod, evidence from a growing number
of sites (e.g., Dunford, personal communication
1994; McManamon 1984; Staw 1989) suggests that
shellfish was not heavily exploited until sometime in
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the Middle Woodland Period. Recent work by
Oldale (1986, 1992) on sea level rise and estuary
development on Cape Cod and the Islands suggest
that the large shellfish beds may not have been
firmly established until the second millennium B.P.
The low use of shellfish for the Early Woodland is
also seen in Maine and the Maritime Provinces,
where the complex interplay between sea level rise,
land rebound and subsidence, and changing current
dynamics in the Gulf of Maine has led to
considerable subregional variation along the coast in
the use of shellfish (Grant 1970; Kellogg 1982;
Sanger 1985; Yesner 1988). Using data from
Passamaquoddy Bay, Sanger (1985) has shown that
sea level rise may have slowed down after about
2500 B.P., thereby creating a better habitat for
shellfish. He also notes that there has been a more
rapid sea level rise in recent times, which may
account for the erosion and submergence of early
coastal sites.

An example of the effects of continued sea level
rise and changing habitat can be seen on New
York's Shelter Island (Witek 1990) where a now-
submerged midden of hard-shell clam and oyster
was found, and about 18 meters further upslope, a
soft-shell clam midden was located. There is other
evidence that many Early Woodland, and possibly
even Late Archaic, shell midden sites are now
submerged or located in low areas that became less
suitable for habitation during the Middle Woodland
(see also Barber 1982; Braun 1974; Dincauze
1974:53; McManamon 1984; Robinson 1985).

The settlement and subsistence pattern on the
northern New England coast may have been similar,
with Early Woodland occupants exploiting marine
resources but using shellfish only to the degree that
they had become established in local estuaries. The
evidence from a number of interdisciplinary studies
on sea level rise and estuary development along the
coast of Maine and the Maritime Provinces has
identified variability across this region in the
impacts of changing sea levels and in the effects
changes in tidal amplitude had on the productivity
of the Gulf of Maine (Grant 1970; Sanger 1985;
Sanger and Belknap 1987; Sanger and Kellogg
1989; Young et al. 1992). Estuary habitats would
have responded gradually to changing temperatures
and salinity, and extensive soft-shell clam flats may
not have been fully developed in most areas until



the second millennium B.P. The giant oyster shell
middens of Damariscotta Harbor have been dated
between roughly 2400 and 1000 B.P., with heaviest
use between 2200 and 1500 B.P. (Sanger and
Sanger 1986). This indicates that the resource was
originally exploited in the Early Woodland with a
peak use during the first half of the Middle
Woodland. By the late Middle Woodland, the
conditions in Damariscotta Harbor had changed to
such a degree that oyster populations had decreased
considerably, and the human population had
accommodated this by shifting its collecting to the
developing soft-shell clam beds nearby (Sanger and
Sanger 1986).

Even though shell-bearing sites are less
numerous for the Early Woodland than for later
periods, coastal environments were probably heavily
utilized, with fish, sea urchins, birds, and sea
mammals being the major focus. Brumbach (1986)
has compiled an extensive review of ethnohistoric
and biological literature to argue that the biomass of
fish resources was much higher in pre- and early
contact times than can be observed today. Although
caution should be used when interpreting Contact
Period documents (Carlson 1988), early European
accounts repeatedly mention large anadromous fish
spawning runs in the spring as well as numerous
large fish species, such as cod, striped bass, and
sturgeon, found in areas along the coast. Several
factors have worked to greatly diminish the fish
resources of New England over the last five hundred
years, including damming of rivers, pollution,
increased siltation, alteration of drainages, and
overfishing. In order to fully appreciate the potential
of the fish resource in estuaries and bays during
prehistoric times, it is important to reconstruct the
precontact environments (Brumbach 1986; Carlson
1986, 1988).

Certainly one reason archaeologists have not
recognized the potentially important role of fish
resources at various times throughout prehistory is
poor recovery techniques that lead to biases in
faunal data. The use of flotation to retrieve small
bones has proven to reduce the biases in bone
recovery and, when flotation is used, fish bone is
usually much more numerous in faunal assemblages
from coastal sites (e.g., Carlson 1986, 1988,
Dunford 1992; McManamon 1984; Shaw 1989;

Yesner 1988). But recovery methods alone may not
.
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explain the representation of fish bone in Northeast
coastal sites. There are indications that fish waste
may have been disposed of away from the living
areas, and could therefore, be underrepresented in
domestic middens. As Brumbach (1986) notes, it is
important to use different avenues of investigation
to fully appreciate the use of fish resources at any
site or within a region.

A less direct indication of fish exploitation than
the actual recovery of fish bone is archaeological
evidence for the methods and material culture
related to fishing. This is certainly relevant to more
than just the Early Woodland Period, and raises the
issue of whether archaeologists are recognizing
various forms of fish procurement. The recovery of
implements such as hooks, net weights, or harpoons
can imply fishing activity although it is not always
obvious what a particular artifact may have been
used for (Luedtke 1980:66). For example, harpoons
may have been more frequently used for sea
mammal exploitation. There is growing evidence to
suggest that along the coast and in lower river
drainages, people commonly used fish weirs and
traps although these are rarely well preserved
(Banks 1990; Johnson 1942).

A second issue in the discussion of fishing
technology is the use of boats. Here again, this issue
is not restricted to the Early Woodland. Although
data on precontact canoe use are rare (Plane 1991),
and are generally limited to a few petroglyphs (e.g.,
Heddon 1987) and canoes preserved under water
(Thomas 1991:11-6), there is ethnohistoric evidence
of seaworthy canoes with lengths of up to 28 feet
(Sanger 1991). The use of boats by both coastal and
riverine peoples probably dates back well into the
Archaic Period, and continued into the Historic
Period (Cook 1984). In coastal Maine, there is
evidence for both deep-sea fish exploitation and
settlement on distant, offshore islands (e.g., Belcher
1989b; Bourque 1979). There is also evidence for
contact between the Maine coast and southern Nova
Scotia from Late Archaic times through the
Woodland, and Sanger (1991) argues this may have
been accomplished using ocean-going canoes. It is
likely that although ocean resources may have
changed somewhat between the Late Archaic and
Woodland Periods, the use of boats to exploit the
marine environment continued, and interpretations of



coastal adaptations should take this into account
(e.g., Sanger 1987:118).

The reconstruction of Meadowood-related
settlement and subsistence patterns in New York
posited by Ritchie and Funk (1973) argues for an
extreme focus on riverine and lacustrine habitats and
resources. Ritchie and Funk (1973) and Granger
(1988) suggest year-round occupation of sites
adjacent to major rivers and lakes, and cite the rare
evidence for use of interior sites, seasonality
indicators from all times of the year, and large
storage pits as supportive evidence. The site data
that have come to light since the 1970s do not
strongly support this semisedentary pattern for the
full region associated with Meadowood, and
seasonal movements of occupation sites are often
indicated, including the use of interior resources
(e.g., Jackson 1986; Spence and Fox 1986). The
location of larger sites near waterways is of
importance, however, and may relate to the
transportation needs of the dynamic communication
and exchange networks of the time.

The current evidence on Early Woodland
settlement and subsistence patterns suggests that
adaptive strategies did not change drastically from
those of the Late Archaic Period. There is no
evidence for horticulture using introduced species,
although some have speculated that there may have
been some experimental cultivation of local species
such as Chenopodium (Smith 1992). Habitat
manipulation using such techniques as controlled
burning (Johnson 1994; Patterson and Sassaman
1989) may also have been used to encourage the
growth of certain useful plants and to attract
animals, such as deer, to the second growth and
forest edge habitats that were created. A hunting-
fishing-gathering strategy continued to provide food
and a seasonally varied settlement pattern was
organized around locations of abundance such as the
headwaters of major river drainages during the
spring anadromous fish runs (e.g., Brumbach 1986;
Dincauze 1976) or areas of high nut and deer
productivity in the fall or winter (e.g., Howe 1988;
Huntington 1982; Jackson 1986). How the coastal
habitat fit into the seasonal cycle probably varied
between drainages and/or across time. A review by
Lightfoot and Cerrato (1989) of the studies that
have been done on shellfish growth lines for
determining season of death (and by extension the
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time of site occupation) has suggested that the
season of shellfish use varied considerably
throughout the Woodland Period, with evidence of
use throughout the year (but see comments by
Claassen 1990). Shellfish would have been one of
the more predictable resources and would have been
available during any season. It may have been
generally reserved for the more stressful cold
months (e.g., Shaw 1989) but support for summer
use has also been presented (e.g. Kerber 1985).

The seasonal scheduling of the annual cycle
continues to be debated for both northem and
southern New England. The lower number of Early
Woodland sites identified as compared to earlier and
later periods and the low number of Early Woodland
sites with well-preserved faunal and floral remains
has made it challenging to reconstruct seasonal and
regional variations in settlement and subsistence for
this period. Researchers in northern New England
have identified a cold weather use of the coast with
summer use of river valleys and interior lakes (e.g.,
Bourque 1971, 1982; Sanger 1988; Spiess et al.
1983c). Extensive settlement on the coast during the
summer, as recorded by early explorers along the
Maine coast, may have been a very late adaptation,
possibly dating to post-contact times (Sanger 1982,
1985; Spiess et al. 1983). The seasonal cycle on the
southern New England coast may have been similar
to that in the north in some areas, with population
movements up and down the lower drainages of
major rivers (e.g., Dincauze 1974; Kenyon and
McDowell 1983). There are also regionally specific
patterns, such as those predicted for Cape Cod in
Massachusetts or Long Island in New York, in
which seasonal movements may rarely have
extended beyond a few miles from the coast. The
compressed habitat diversity in these areas could
have accommodated this restricted pattern of
movement (Dunford 1992; Lightfoot et al. 1985a,
1985b; McManamon 1982).

The presence of well-developed communication
and exchange routes throughout the region is
supported by the almost simultaneous and areally
extensive distribution of new technologies, artifact
styles, and similar burial practices. Ritchie (1965)
suggested early on that the intensification of social
communication may have been a factor that drew
Early Woodland populations to concentrate along
travel corridors such as rivers, large lakes, and the



coast. The importance of communication and
transportation may have been as important as local
densities of food resources in Early Woodland
settlement. It remains to be worked out how
economic and social factors combined to influence
settlement strategies during this period.

Summary: Understanding the Early Woodland Period

The Early Woodland Period is an interval of
prehistory about which archaeologists would like to
know a great deal more. It is a period of both
continuity and change. The mortuary ceremonialism
of the Meadowood and Middlesex complexes has
been interpreted as an outgrowth of Late Archaic
mortuary practices in eastern North America
(Heckenberger et al. 1990). The form and content of
Meadowood and Middlesex mortuary features
parallel those of contemporaneous cultural traditions
in the Great Lakes, Midwest, and Mid-Atlantic
regions.

During the Early Woodland, ceramic technology
first appears and spreads rapidly within the region.
Archaeologists have made a great deal of progress
in refining ceramic chronologies for the Northeast
over the past decade (e.g., Lavin 1986; Luedtke
1986; Petersen and Sanger 1989). Researchers have
focused primarily on documenting changes in
ceramic vessel form, decoration, and surface
treatment. Future research may address the existing
gaps in our understanding of the many social,
functional, and technological aspects of ceramics.
The study of Early Woodland ceramic technology
may inform archaeologists about the processes by
which innovations are adopted and spread
(Sassaman 1992), the spatial and social pathways
along which technological knowledge passes, and
the modifications of a proven “formula” of paste,
vessel form, and firing conditions to accommodate
the properties of local clays (Braun 1983).

Groups in the Northeast also began to
experiment with cultigens toward the end of the
Late Archaic Period, a trend that continues and
perhaps intensifies in portions of the Northeast
during the Early Woodland. Horticulture may not
have been established in parts of northern New
England before the Contact Period; for other areas,
commitment to the cultivation of domestigated
plants ranged from a permanent change in

83

subsistence, settlement, and seasonal scheduling to
occasional cultivation as a minor component of a
hunting-gathering adaptation. The introduction of
cultigens to the region would have had
consequences for all populations, however. A
change in one group's residential mobility pattern
during the course of a year would have required
other groups to adjust their own movements and
activities accordingly. The long- and short-term
consequences of horticulture on social organization
and leadership, intergroup relations, and human
impacts on the natural environment remain largely
unexplored.

Changes in subsistence strategies, settlement
patterns, exchange networks, and social organization
would have had direct and indirect consequences for
other groups in the region. A number of these
changes would have redefined or reoriented the
social landscape by altering seasonal scheduling,
patterns of residential mobility, alliance formation,
and the routes along which people, information, and
material culture moved. For example, the
development of estuaries in New England at the
beginning of the Early Woodland Period created
new opportunities for the seasonal use of coastal
resources. This would have affected both
subsistence and settlement patterns on an annual
cycle. Changes in the distance and direction of
exchange networks provide another example.
Artifacts made from nonlocal materials (e.g., copper,
chert from Midwest sources, shell from the
Southeast [Heckenberger 1990; Loring 1985]) may
have played a central role in creating, defining, and

- enhancing status in Early Woodland societies. The

geographic extent and the symbolic importance of
exchange networks are evident in the distinctive
materials that were included in mortuary contexts.
The presence of large Meadowood caches of bifaces
(i.e., quaternary blanks [Granger 1978]) made from
New York cherts raises a series of questions about
the nature of exchange networks and the scale at
which craft specialization may have existed in Early
Woodland society.

The Meadowood and Middlesex mortuary
complexes represent only a portion of the culture
history of the Early Woodland Period, however. At
a regional scale, the Early Woodland consisted of a
complex cultural mosaic of interconnected (rather
than discretely bounded) groups. The connection of



the Meadowood and Middlesex complexes to
cultural developments in the Midwest, Great Lakes,
and Mid-Atlantic areas has been established through
the artifacts included in mortuary features, although
the specific cultural relationships are not yet
understood. The other Early Woodland cultures of
the Northeast have been discussed primarily in
terms of diagnostic artifact types and subsistence
patterns. One of the priorities of research on the
Early Woodland Period is to build an understanding
of the variation within and between Early Woodland
societies. From this foundation, archaeologists will
be in a better position to address the dynamics of
culture continuity and change for this crucial period
of the region’s prehistory.
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THE MIDDLE WOODLAND PERIOD
(CA. 2000-1000 B.P. [A.D. 0-1000])

Leslie C. Shaw

introduction

Our general understanding of the Middle
Woodland Period suffers more from neglect than
from an absence of data. Much of the
documentation on Middle Woodland sites or
occupation levels is provided in descriptive form;
such as presenting characteristic biface or ceramic
types or making broad generalizations about
behavior. Perhaps the most apparent missing
element in archaeological considerations of the
Middle Woodland Period is a developed set of
research questions. In contrast, the Early Woodland
is dominated by interest in the associated burial
complexes while the issues for the Late Woodland
Period center around where and how horticulture
and permanent settlements were established. The
Middle Woodland can sometimes be overshadowed
by these other periods but this could be remedied by
developing multi-scale social and economic research
questions that go beyond artifact descriptions.

An overview of the Middle Woodland Period
helps to show how dynamic and important the
second millennium was in the course of Northeast
prehistory. Although some of the more obvious
markers of long-distance exchange that were seen in
the Early Woodland disappeared, the Middle
Woodland continued to be a time of intensive
interaction that linked the Atlantic coastal zone from
Maryland to Nova Scotia and the Great Lakes area
with points south and east. Changing artifact styles,
especially in ceramics, seem to have occurred
almost simultaneously across extensive areas, and
new innovations, such as the bow and arrow, were
incorporated quickly across the region but with
varying consequences. The overview of the Middle
Woodland Period provided here will highlight the
similarities seen across broad regions and point out
differences that might indicate boundaries between
groups.

Chronology and Classification

The Middle Woodland, like the preceding
period, has relatively few radiocarbon dates in good

84

associations with artifacts. This restricts what can be
said about the time span of artifact types (Figure
15). This period is generally differentiated from the
Early Woodland by dramatic changes in ceramic
types. Against the simple, undecorated ceramics of
the earlier period, the Middle Woodland is
characterized by great innovation and variety in
vessel form, surface treatment, and decoration.

An exact dividing date between the Early and
Middle Woodland is not easily distinguished
because there appears to be a considerable overlap
in the use of the new, decorated types and the older
styles that characterized the Early Woodland. The
dentate- and pseudo-scallop-shell impressed pottery
that is associated with the early Middle Woodland
has been dated at several sites to the last few
hundred years of the third millennium B.P. In
interior Maine, pseudo-scallop-shell decorated
ceramics are in general association with a feature
dated at about 2300 B.P. (combining three dates) at
the Evergreen Site (Spiess et al. 1983b) and with a
date of 2130+70 B.P. at the Collins Bridge Site
(Sanger et al. 1986:13). On the coast, dentate
stamped ceramics have been reported at the Turner
Farm Site in a level dated at 22751130 B.P.
(Bourque 1979:54). Overlapping these in time are
dates associated with Vinette I and Modified Vinette
I from sites in both northem and southern New
England (e.g., Belcher 1989a; Kenyon 1985b:46;
Ritchie 1969; Robinson and Bolian 1987; Skinas
1987). Whether this overlap reflects the actual use
of both types during this period or problems with
radiocarbon dates and contextual associations
remains to be determined.

There is a lack of dates earlier than 2000 B.P.
for dentate-stamped or impressed pottery in southern
New England, but this is most likely due to the
small number of dated ceramic contexts in this
region, and does not necessarily indicate a later
occurrence for decorated ceramics than has been
noted to the north. Radiocarbon dates falling soon
after 2000 B.P. indicate that decorated types of
ceramics dominated throughout the northeast region
by this time (Figure 15). Dentate-stamped ceramics
have been found at three early Connecticut sites:
the Selden Point Site (1915:+150 B.P. [McBride
1984:134]); a small rockshelter (1835:105 B.P.
[McBride 1984:133]); and the Tuthill Site
(1830+140 B.P. [Wiegand 1987]).



Figure 15. Date Ranges for Middle Woodland Phases and Artifact Types.
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The end date for the Middle Woodland Period is
rather arbitrarily defined by changes in ceramic
style, and for southern New England and New York,
an increased use of triangular bifaces. This transition
is more gradual than pronounced, with the beginning
of the Late Woodland Period following much the
same patterns of settlement and subsistence as that
identified for the end of the Middle Woodland. In
Maine, a date of 950 B.P. is often used to mark the
beginning of the Late Ceramic (e.g., Sanger 1979);
This date generally marks the widespread use of
shell-tempered pottery along the region’s coast. In
southern New England, an archaeological survey of
the Cape Cod National Seashore used radiocarbon
dates to define the end of the Middle Woodland at
1050 B.P. (Borstel 1984a; McManamon 1984). A
survey in the Connecticut River Valley also used a
series of dates to establish a 900 B.P. terminus date
(McBride 1984; McBride and Dewar 1981). Ritchie
(1965; see also Ritchie and Funk 1973) defined his
Hunter's Home Phase, a transition period linking
Middle Woodland with the pre-Iroquoian Owasco
Phase in New ‘York, as ending around 950 B.P.

Burial Ceremonialism

The elaborate grave preparations and interment
of grave goods associated with Early Woodland
Period burials drops off considerably in the Middle
Woodland. There are indications of contact with
Hopewellian cultures of the Great Lakes region
reflected in some Middle Woodland burials,
especially those of south and western New York and
southern Ontario (Fitting 1978; Ritchie 1965). In
New England, there are rare finds of Great Lakes
artifacts in graves, but his seems to reflect more the
practice of burial with an exotic item than an actual
influence of Hopewell ideology and ritual. Middle
Woodland burials are generally uncommon in the
Northeast, due perhaps in part to less elaborate
burial sites, that are less visible archaeologically.

The strongest Hopewell influence is seen in New
York as the Squawkie Hill Phase which dates to the
early part of the Middle Woodland (Ritchie 1965).
Several mound sites have been affiliated with this
phase, both in New York and southem Ontario, and
include the Lewiston and Le Vesconte Mound Sites
(Ritchie 1965: 215-218). A few non-mound grave
sites that include Hopewell-related grave goods are
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also known (Ritchie 1965:214). The diagnostic
artifacts include carved-base, platform pipes of Ohio
fireclay, bifaces of Flint Ridge chalcedony, copper
ear omaments, copper axes, pearl beads, slate
gorgets, and sheet mica (Ritchie 1965).

By around 1700 B.P., the extensive Hopewell
influence on burial practices disappears in central
and western New York. The burial patterns
associated with the Kipp Island Phase (which
follows the Squawkie Hill Phase) are usually
primary burials with single, and occasionally
multiple, interments (Ritchie 1965:234). Grave
goods generally include locally made tools and
omaments and large quantities of red ocher. Some
non-local grave goods are also found, including
items made of copper or shell. Ritchie (1965:235)
links these with the Intrusive Mound culture based
in Ohio. By the end of the Middle Woodland, and
associated with the Hunter's Home Phase, exotic
grave goods disappear, red ocher is no longer used,
and burial ceremonialism with ties to the west
seems finally to wane (Ritchie 1965:257). What
replaces it is a pattern of cemeteries with evidence
for multiple burials and variation in preparation of
the dead. Although grave goods are generally rare,
there was probably considerable ritual associated
with the preparation of the dead and the possible
communal or family based interment of a number of
dead in a single grave (e.g., Kipp Island No. 4
[Ritchie 1965:260-265]). Secondary bundle burials
seem to dominate, suggesting a period of exposure
prior to burial. Primary burials and cremations are
also present and there are instances of combinations
of these types in a smgle grave (Ritchie
1965:262-263).

Middle Woodland burial practices for southem
and northern New England and coastal New York
are poorly understood because not many burials
have been dated to this period. There are only a few
sites with evidence for extensive burial
ceremonialism, and such ceremonialism seems to
disappear by the end of the period (Lavin 1988).
What evidence is available suggests that burials
were often single interments with a few grave goods
of local origin or lacking grave goods altogether
(e.g., Sanger et al. 1980). Graves have been found
at habitation sites, often preserved below midden
deposits on the coast. Several notable exceptions to
this pattern have been reported that include grave



goods associated with the Hopewellian tradition.
These include several burial sites along the north
shore of Massachusetts that include platform pipes
(Johnson and Mahlstedt 1982:36) and a burial in
Revere, Massachusetts with a platform pipe, sheet
mica, and a shell-tempered ceramic pot (Dincauze
1974).

One burial practice, the burial of domestic dogs,
although not confined to the Middle Woodland,
seems to be slightly more pronounced during this
and later times. In New York, a dog burial was
found at Rector Mound, a Squawkie Hill Phase site
(Ritchie 1965:223), and dog burials have been found
at other New York sites in both Middle and Late
Woodland contexts (e.g., Kipp Island Site [Ritchie
1973:159], Nahrwold No. 1 Site [Ritchie 1973;
Ritchie and Funk 1973]). The special burial of dogs
in prepared graves has been noted for earlier
contexts, including Late Archaic examples from the
Turner Farm Site in Maine (Bourque 1976) and
several Early Woodland examples (Deal 1986;
Thomas 1991; Ritchie 1969). The practice seems
more prevalent in Middle and Late Woodland times,
although this may be due in part to better
preservation conditions in the shell midden deposits
associated with these later periods. In southern New
England, dog burials have been found at a number
of Woodland Period sites (Dincauze 1974; Fowler
1956; Kerber et al. 1989; Nelson 1989; Ritchie
1969:71).

Although the ideological significance of dog
burials is unknown, they do reflect the special role
of the domestic dog in a society without other
domestic animals. It is likely that dogs played roles
in hunting and protecting, and also served as
companions (Leveillee 1993). Evidence for the use
of dogs as food, as is known for the postcontact
Iroquois, is not documented prehistorically in the
Northeast but should not be ruled out (Leveillee
1993).

Artifact Types and Technology

The increase in site investigations over the past
20 years has introduced new stylistic and temporal
data to the record of Northeast prehistory. For the
Middle Woodland Period, the increases in artifact
assemblages found in clear association with good
radiocarbon dates have begun to clarify temporal
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and geographic trends. New ceramic data have
tended to support the sequences proposed early on
(e.g., Fowler 1966; Ritchie and MacNeish 1949;
Rouse 1945, 1947; Smith 1947, 1950) but the new
data have also clarified and refined the classification
systems both in time and across space. In contrast,
new temporal and spatial data for lithic tool types
have tended to complicate more than clarify due to
the considerable overlap and variation now
recognized in the lithic artifact types defined in the
1970s and earlier (e.g., Ritchie 1965, 1969).

The changes in material culture observed for the
Middle Woodland Period seem comparatively rapid
within the context of prehistory, with several
characteristic types being used only for a few
hundred years. The rapid changes documented for
this period have led to regional subdivisions of this
period into two or even three shorter time segments.
There are also reasonably well-defined spatial
distinctions during the Middle Woodland, and three
broad regions can be distinguished. These include:
(1) the far northeast (Maine, parts of Vermont and
New Hampshire, and the southern Maritime
Provinces); (2) southern New England and eastern
New York; and (3) central, northern, and western
New York. Although there are clear similarities
between these regions as well as indications that
communication and exchange relationships were
ongoing, their unique records for the second
millennium B.P. seem to provide the foundations for
their subsequent histories in the Late Woodland
Period. In this overview, both time and space are
used to structure the discussion of changing artifact
types and technology. For a discussion of patteming
in material culture, the three generalized regions
outlined above will be used to organize the
discussion.

The Far Northeast Region

The transition between the Early and Middle
Woodland Periods is often identified by the
appearance of heavily decorated ceramics, primarily
impressed decorations using a dentate (toothed) or
a pseudo-scallop-shell implement. In the far
northeastern portion of the region, Petersen and
Sanger (1989:20) have described the Ceramic Period
2 (2150-1650 B.P.) as “... an early perceived peak in



terms of technological proficiency and decorative
elaboration.”

The earliest dates in clear association for the use
of dentate and pseudo-scallop-shell decoration fall in
the few hundred years prior to 2000 B.P. (e.g.,
Bourque 1979:54; Sanger et al. 1986); these traits
are clearly widespread by the beginning of the
second millennium B.P. (e.g., Hamilton 1990:22,
Table 1; Hamilton and Yesner 1985; Petersen and
Power 1983, 1985). At the Winooski site in the
Champlain lowlands of Vermont, a ceramic firing
area with pseudo-scallop-shell impressed ceramics
was identified and dated at 1790:130 B.P. and
1780+155 B.P. (Petersen and Powers 1985:134).
Pseudo-scallop-shell décorated ceramics tend to be
found in far northern New England and areas of
New York, Ontario, and the St. Lawrence Valley
(Petersen and Powers 1985:140), falling within an
area defined by Fitting (1970, 1978) as the Lake
Forest Tradition. Early Middle Woodland vessels
continue to be grit tempered, and the variety of
vessel shapes increases. Sites with strong early
Middle Woodland components (e.g., Belcher 1989a;
Spiess and Heddon 1983) exhibit very consistent
expressions of this elaborate decorative style.

At present, the variation in lithic artifacts used
during the Middle Woodland is, on the whole,
poorly understood for the far northeast. The lithic
projectile points associated with early Middle
Woodland ceramics in this region include side-
notched and comer-notched types (called “expanding
stemmed” [Sanger 1979]) and stemmed forms
generally similar to earlier forms (e.g., Belcher
1989a; Bourque 1979:54; Bunker 1988; Cox 1987,
Cox and Kopec 1988; Petersen 1980:44; Spiess and
Heddon 1983; Spiess et al. 1988; Trautman and
Spiess 1992). Also apparently associated with early
Middle Woodland occupations is a long, thin,
lanceolate biface type lacking any notching or
defined stem (e.g., Sanger et al. 1986; Spiess and
Heddon 1983). It is not clear whether this type
represents preforms or tools that were hafted for
use. Bifaces in northem New England are often
made from felsite, an igneous rock found at
outcrops, most notably on Mt. Kineo at Moosehead
Lake, as well as in glacial gravels in coastal Maine
(Sanger 1979). The use of exotic lithic materials is
noted at some sites, although this seems to decrease
or disappear in the later part of the Middle
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Woodland in some areas (Bourque 1992; Crock
1992; Petersen 1991). At coastal sites, unifacial
scrapers, which are generally common in Late
Archaic sites, tend to increase in frequency while
they decrease in size during the Ceramic Period
(Sanger 1979).

Archaeologists working in the far northeast have
deliberately avoided classifying projectile points into
named types (Sanger 1979:8), and have instead
reported on lithic artifacts by using descriptive terms
that reflect general morphology. Although this
strategy has avoided the confusion inherent in
adopting types that have been defined elsewhere
(such as New York State), it has tended to
discourage comparisons of lithic assemblages among
sites or among drainages. Certainly one research
goal for the far northeast is to improve the quality
and quantity of temporal- and spatial data on
variation in lithic tools.

The decreased emphasis on the use of stone
projectile points noted for the Early Woodland
(Luedtke 1983) seems to continue during the Middle
Woodland Period in all parts the regions of the
Northeast (e.g., Ritchie 1969; Sanger 1988). Bone
and antler artifacts, including projectile points, are
generally common at Middle Woodland sites along
the coast of the Gulf of Maine where suitable soil
conditions permit good bone preservation (e.g.,
Belcher 1989a; Bourque 1971; Sanger et al. 1980).
Other bone artifact types-include harpoon tips, awls,
needles, and beaver incisots, which are sometimes
found hafted or still in the mandible or maxilla (e.g.,
Passamaquoddy Bay sites [Sanger 1987, 1979:11)).
The higher number of shell-bearing sites recorded
for the Woodland Period compared to the Archaic
Period may accoun<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>