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Context:

MD-143, the Big Meadows Site, was one of a serie rehistoric localities
discovered by foot survey . in April, 1976,
by a crew from the Laboraory of Archaeology of the University of Virginia.

Initial location of MD-143 occurred through surface inspection of a likely
spot and discovery of a few quartzite flakes under a stand of pine trees.
Most of MD-143 was and is covered by thick meadow mat. Nevertheless, the
topographic location of the site seemed ideal for prehistoric occupation

and further test excavations were conducted in late Spring of 1976 (Miller
1976). At that time, five one meter test squares were excavated into a
gentle, grass covered slope, revealing what seemed at the time a fairly

deep and undisturbed Archaic site. As part of a major cultural resources
study of the Shenandoah-National Park funded through the Mid-Atlantic Office’
of the National Park Service, intensive excavations of a five meter
"section" were undertaken in July, 1978 (Hoffman 1979: 145-235). Among
other things, these revealed an occupation ranging from late Middle Archaic
through Early Woodland (ca. 3000 B.C. - 800 A.D.) with a major occupatian

in the Late Archaic through Early Woodland period (ca. 2500 B.C. - 800 A.D.).
A list of datable artifacts is appended to this report. In addition teo the
large number of detable points,and a total of 4,488 artifacte recovered
during the 1978 season, MD-143 yielded 12 steatite vessel sherds, later ana--
lyzed by Praf. Ralph Allen of the Dept. of Lhemistry of the Univeisity of
Virginia using neutron activation techniques. A feature believed to be a
stone tent ring was identified and dated to Late Archaiec - Early Woodland
times. Finally, cleaning of a 1976 test square produced an incised fragment
of slate (also of Late Archaic - Early Woodland date) which constitutes the
oldest piece of art wark found in the Shenandoah National Park.

A number. of maps, artifact tables and stratigraphic profiles.from the 1976
and 1978 seasons have been appended to this nomination form to illustrate
the extensive data available from MD-143 (see also Miller 1976, Foss 1977

and Hoffman 1979: 145-235).

Environment: .
MD-143 lies on a gentle grass cavered slope

underlying bedrock consists of PrecambrianCatoctin Greenstone, while the
Big Meadows massif itself is now believed by geologists to have originated
as a massive volcanic flow. Archaeologically significant is ths fact
that the Catoctin Formation at Big Meadows was only occasionally exploited
by prehistoric inhabitants for raw material for their stone tools; local
greenstone constituting less than 1% of the stone artifacts found. The
maost common lithic material used at MD-143 was quartzite and had to be

imported from quarries The
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

As one of the most carefully explored sites in the Shenandoah National Park
and the entire Blue Ridge province, MD-143 established a base line for'future
research into the long term carrying capacity of the Blue Ridge‘Mountalns

by revealing a formerly unknown population florescence in the Big Meadows ]
area between about 2500 B.C. and 800 A.D. Based on typological evidence, it
is probable that the major population movement into this area at the end of
Middle Archaic or beginning of Late Archaic times began and continued on a
seasonal basis. The significance of-MD-143 is illustrated by a number of

specific points:

(1) It hae provided the oldest evidence of a possible dwelling (a small
circular tent ring) in the Blue Ridge.

(2) It has yielded the oldest example of prehistoric.art from the Blue Ridge.

(3) MD-143 has produced large amounts of locelly and regionally imported
raw materials, indicating the extent to which its prehistoric occupants were
exploiting a.large and varied territory on a seasonal basis and the impor-
tance of local exchange networks.

(4) Since Big Meadows constitutes a unique ecological niche within the
Shenandoah National Park, the presence of a functionally interrelated congery
of prehistoric sites (including MD-138--also nominated to the National
Register) illustrating a heretofore unknown highland adaptation, it shauld

be accorded maximum legal protection and recagnition.

(6)‘ The papulation peak reached in Late Archaic = Early Woodland times and
;typlf':.ed by MD-143 contra%s with the sparse use ©f the mountains by late
Woodland peoples (ca. BODJ 1600 A.D. and suggests that the widespread my th
that the Blue Ridge was largely an uninhabited "empty" zone in prehistoric
times may have originated with tales told by Indians to early European
Settlei‘l‘Ss These people, in turn, accepted the aboriginal use of the
nountains characteristic of their times (17th and 18th centuries) as
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Environment:

obtained at the western foot of the

jaaper found at MD-143 was proba

Blue Ridge ﬂ the rarer blue-gray cryptocrystalline
rock probably came from the Shepandoah Valley ﬁ
w. Neutron activation analysis reveale
all the steatite to be of local derivation*

The soils at MD-143 are Myersville-LCatoctin very stony silt loam, somewhat
acidic and low in organic matter. Accordingly, organic matter of potential
archaeological importance (including pollen) have not been preserved.

One of the prixtipal questions posed by our excavations in 1978 involved
the nature of the prehistoric environment and the antiquity of the meadow
itself. Unfortunately, insufficient data were preserved to answer the
question about the age of meadow conditions, although future analysis of
phytoliths from remaining excavation soil samples might provide information
on this matter. Indirectly and through analogy with modern conditiona,

we have been able to conclude that elevation-dependent factors like pre-
cipitation and temperature would have had important effects on the anciant
availability of seasonal plants and animal populations.

Archaepological Investigations:

The initial discovery and testing of MD-143 occurred in the Spring of

1976 (Miller 1976). During the 1976 test excavations, five one meter test
squares were excavated to a maximum depth of 50 cm. in arbitrary levels of
10 cm. and sufficient material recovered to suggest minimal disturbance and
the possibility of vertical stratification (Miller 1976). Later analysis
of the artifacts found in 1976 (Foss 1977: 116-119) suggested a low
artifact density (ca. 260 artifacts per eubic meter) and indicated that
most artifacts were concentrated in the upper 20 cm. of so0il. Four
distinct soil horizons were defined: An upper (A_) horizon of grass and
roots (meadow mat) about 2-3 cm. thick, an A horiZon of brownish humic
soil averaging 8 cm., thick, a B. horizon about 15-20 ecm. thick composed of
reddish brown clayey soil and a C horizon of very pale brown to yellow
clay with abundant Bravel and cobble sized pieces of shale, greenstonejand

epidote.

Intensive excavation of a five meter "section" took place between July 6.
and August 11, 1978, as part af an overall strategy aimed at exploring the
settlement pattern and cultural history of the Shenandosh National Park
(Hoffman et al.1979). The.excavations ware designed to test the pos-
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Archaeological Investigations:

sibility of veftical stratification and determine the existence of features
and horizontal components. Although significant vertical stratigraphy
was absent, excevetions have shown the likely existence of a Late Archaic to
Early Woodland component associated with a stone tent ring and several

broken steatite vessels.

Excavation of the five meter section was carefully controlled to maximize
the locational informestion available for each artifact unearthed. The
section was sub-divided into 25 one meter squares and bisected along

both axes by 50 cm. wide cross-balks to aid in stratigraphic control. Levels
consisted of arbitrery 5 om. units within natural soil zones (cultural
stratification not being in evidence). All backdirt was sieved through

¥ inch mesh. Since excavation was by means of trowels, it was possible to
locate and map @ high percentage of the artifacts in situ on specially
printed forms. Along the cross-balks, additional directional information
was recorded on each artifact over 2 cm. in length to determine the effect
of possible down slope mavement (creep) on artifact position. All piece
plotted artifacts were recorded on artifact data forms in the field and
given a separate number. Lot numbers, also recorded on the same artifact

data form, were assigned to sieved material.

Although it was not clear stratigraphically whether or not plowing had

ever occurred at MD-143, histozri this seems unlike The major
historiwal disturbance
site of aCCC camp during the 1930¥S. Analysis of the locational data

recotded on artifacts along the cross-balks indicated little or no dieplace-
ment by downslope maovement. We conclude, therefore, that the harizontal
positionsof buried artifacts can be used for reconstructing activity areas.

Analysis of the lithic assemblage from MD-143 has raised a number of
possibilities concerning the role of the site as part of an extensive

and hitherto unknown Late Archaic-Early Wopdland population explosion

into the Blae Ridge (Hoffman 1979:145-235 and Hoffman and Foss 1980).
Additionally, the presence of mostly imported lithic materials has shown

the extent to which this peak period of prehistoric exploitation was
dependent upon the resources of an extensive region and suggests a level

of cultural sophistication not normally associated with pre=agricultural
peoples in the Mid-Atlantic region. Explanation of this cultural florescence
in the mountains involves both environmental and technological changes

and suggests a new focus for regional prehistoric, problem-oriented research.
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Intrusions _and Data Limitations:

As already mentioned, careful stratigraphic soundings and historical research
into recent land utilization in the MD-143 area suggests that no significant
disturbance, either cultural or natural, has occurred there since Archaic

to Early Woodland times, A shallow depression noted in the upper levels
during 1978 axcavations is almost certainly a path of 19th or early 20th
century vintage. It is improbable that the site was ever plowed and
historical accounts suggest that it was used as a seasonal paature since

at least the late 18th century.

As at other sites in the Shenandoah National Park, there seems to be

little vertical stratification so that any archaeological investigation
must rely on piece plotting and slow, h@E excavation. Demonstrating the
value of such techniques were the close hatches between none joining shexrds
from steatite bowls--a fact that helps show the minimal extent of
horizontal dispexsion of artifact clusters.

The soil acidity and lack of significant so0il buildup has destroyed all
organic matter including pollen. Environmental inference must, therefore,
be done through analogy (Hoffman and Foss 1980 and Hoffman 1979: 145-235).
Although precise figures are not yet available, we estimate that MD-143
covers an area of several thousand square meters, only a small portion

of which has been sampled. Thanks to the present mesadow mat, this area

is well protected but any construction activity would surely destroy

such a fragile site,

ITEM NUMBER 8--continued
typical of all "Indians.” The peculiar Colonie-centric (or anglophile)

attitude of official Virginia history and historical archaeology helped
perpetuate, ironically, the prejudices of the equally short-sighted
late Woodland aborigines toward the Blue Ridge.

(7) MD-143 may be the first site in the world on which the techniques
of neutron activation analysis were performed an a . precisely
controlled and relatively large number of steatite sherds from a small
area. The result was to show that, in addition to tracing origins, this
radio-geo~-chemical technique may be used to match non-mending sherds and
test the degree of horizontal integrity characteristic of archaeological
sites,



Form No. 10-300a
{Rev. 10-74)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM

CONTINUATION SHEET ' ITEM NUMBER 9 PAGE 4

2 MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES~-CONTINUED

Hoffman, Michael A, and Robert W. Foss
1980 "Blue Ridge Prehistory: A General Perspective," Quaterly Bylletin,
Archeological Society of Virginias, Vol. 34: 185-210,

Miller, James

1976 Prehistoric Archaeclogical Investigations in the Big Mesdows and
Rose River Area. in Man in the Blue Ridge, by M.A. Hoffman (ed.),
Mid-Atlantic Region, NPS, Philadelphia, Ps.

Foss, Robert W.
1977 Man_snd Mountsin: An Archseological Overview of the Shenandoah
National Park. M.A. thesis, Dept. of Anthropolegy, University
of Virginia.




