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ABSTRACT
The Virginia Division of Historic Landmarks conducted 

an archaeological survey of a portion of the Eastern Shore 
of Virginia during the summer of 1982. What follows is a 
report of this work. All total, more than 2,200 acres of 
cultivated farm lands were investigated, locating and 
recording 315 new archaeological site locations. This
report will discuss how this type of survey can be used to 
supplement the production of a statewide historic preservat­
ion plan and how the use of large areal surveys can be 
utilized to manage and protect archaeological cultural 
resources. Background research was conducted during the 
Spring of 1982, followed by fieldwork during the period of 
May 18 to June 25, 1982. The survey was directed by members 
of the staff of the Division, although much of the field 
survey was conducted by a group of Eastern Shore volunteers, 
without whose help, the survey would not have been a 
success. This report presents the methods, data, and 
interpretations resulting from this research.

John Mark Wittkofski 
Department of Anthropology 

The College of William and Mary in Virginia

x



AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE 
EASTERN SHORE OF VIRGINIA



INTRODUCTION
The responsibilities of the Virginia Division of

Historic Landmarks (VDHL) include the identification,
evaluation, and protection of the Commonwealth of Virginia's 
cultural resources. As part of this effort, the VDHL is 
developing a comprehensive statewide management plan which
will organize information about the state's archaeological,
historical, and architectural resources to establish
preservation priorities and provide recommendations and
advice to local, state, and federal agencies, groups, and 
individuals concerning the protection and treatment of these 
resources.

Cultural resources can be defined as the sites, 
structures, buildings, and objects which indicate the 
existence of various groups of people who have lived on the 
land from prehistoric time to the present. These remains 
reflect not only the lifestyles of individual groups, but 
also changes in lifestyles, transportation networks, and
various technologies over time. Each change and successive 
period of development resulted in the alteration and 
destruction, or the bypassing and passive preservation, of 
the cultural resources or remnants of proceeding periods. 
What survives are often individual, isolated structures;
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3
what is lost is the historical context, the distinctive 
overall character of any given period. The result today is 
a complex mosaic of use, abandonment, and reuse of various 
cultural resources. The field of historic preservation is, 
in part, an effort to study and understand these remnants. 
These remnants may be valued for their high stylistic or 
artistic merit, because they are unique, because they are
associated with outstanding prehistoric sites of great
research potential, or major historic events of people, or 
because they are commonplace and reveal to us how the vast 
number of people lived at various times, and how and why an 
area developed and changed. The VDHL is concerned with the 
recognition of regional and local history and the main­
tenance of the integrity of community character through an 
appreciation and preservation of cultural resources that 
reflect that history and heritage which distinguishes one 
region or community from another.

Local history, and the resultant cultural resources, 
are partly the result of larger processes and patterns of 
development. They are local expressions of what has taken 
place within a regional or statewide context. By taking a 
holistic approach to the understanding of cultural resources 
through the evaluation of the processes and patterns which 
created them, types of related resources can be identified
and placed in an appropriate cultural and historical
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framework. Such concentration on broad patterns of economic 
development and cultural, and technological change allow for 
the evaluation of types of resources which, by themselves, 
might have little or no apparent significance. Historic 
preservation management involves more than an evaluation of 
the most outstanding or distinguished of any individual type 
of cultural remains. It involves an understanding of a full 
range of cultural resources and processes that created them 
and the processes that allowed them to remain or be 
destroyed.

Habitation of any region is not static. Settlement 
systems shift and change over time. As new centers emerge, 
others are in decline. In periods of economic prosperity, 
some communities grow rapidly. This growth may be sustained 
over a long period of time causing a succession of struc­
tures and buildings to be rapidly built, demolished, and 
replaced. Other communities remain frozen in time, retain­
ing buildings and structures of their last period of growth. 
These patterns and the densities of surviving cultural 
resources (prehistoric and historical) show considerable 
variability from region to region.

The VDHL seeks to incorporate consideration of these 
physical remains into local, state, and federal planning 
decisions and community growth policies. The preservation
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of both representative and outstanding historic properties 
and districts provides an important context for contemporary 
activities and decisions. As documented in the Division's 
report, Managing a Resource; The Public's Investment in the 
Preservation and Development of Virginia's Historic Land­
marks (1982), historic preservation activity has greatly 
assisted in the stabilization and rehabilitation of many 
communities and urban centers and has addressed the preser­
vation of neighborhoods, while the judicious acceptance of 
open-space and preservation easements has fostered the 
conservation of open space and farm land.

The U.S. Department of the Interior has formulated a 
set of guidelines for survey and planning processes (1980). 
This plan, termed the Resource Protection Planning Process 
or RP3 for short, has as its major goals the integration of 
site identification, evaluation, and protection, to ensure 
that preservation concerns are fully considered in land use 
decision making. The VDHL has implemented the goals of the 
RP3 process in its development of a comprehensive statewide 
historic preservation management plan. In order to accomp­
lish this task, the Division initiated nearly twenty years 
ago, a statewide survey of archaeological, historic, and 
architectural sites and structures. Over 50,000 sites and 
structures have been identified in surveys since 1967. It 
has become evident, however, that the inventory cannot by
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itself provide the framework for the evaluation of cultural 
resources. The information gathered must be organized in a 
manner that will allow the establishment of priorities for 
additional survey work (identification) and lead to the 
development of an explicit, systematic, and rational plan 
for the protection of the state’s cultural resources.

The development of a comprehensive statewide historic 
preservation management plan which will identify and 
organize information about the state's archaeological, 
historical, and architectural resources into a form unable 
for planning and management decisions is currently underway. 
Development of the plan will consider the following three 
fundamental questions:

1. How can one search for historic properties 
(identification)?

2. How can one recognize important properties among 
those identified (evaluation)?

3. How can one determine the best action to be taken 
(protection)?

Since land use managers generally do not have a background 
in historic preservation, they frequently find it difficult 
to consider cultural resources in planning because informa­
tion is either difficult to locate, too technical, or 
otherwise not organized for planning and management pur­
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poses. Therefore, a useful preservation plan must also be 
capable of transforming technical information into a form 
that produces relevant, timely, reliable, and easy to use 
data.

Preservation planning is a continuous process of 
organizing information and emphasizes the use of existing 
information. In this way, preservation priorities for 
various types of related resources can be established based 
on what is currently known and need not await the completion 
of all survey work. As new information is gathered and 
added to the data base, the study units are completed, the 
location and density of recorded cultural resources are 
mapped so that graphic representation of their distribution 
is available. Within any given planning or project area it 
is likely that resources from a variety of study units will 
be present. Consideration of the entire range of resources 
present will provide a recommended management plan for the 
specific area, whether it be a neighborhood, city, or 
region.

In developing management strategies and plans, one must 
keep in mind practical constraints in the form of natural 
processes and human impacts which contribute to the attri­
tion or destruction of various types of cultural resources. 
Natural processes could include the effects of erosion,
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storms, and general weathering. Human impacts include 
various development projects, highway construction, mining, 
farming, suburban sprawl, vandalism, arson, and loss from 
neglect caused by urban disinvestment or rural abandonment. 
The entire range of such pressures and constraints must be 
considered so that long-range and realistic preservation 
plans can be developed.

The entire process of developing a statewide compre­
hensive historic preservation plan thus falls into two major 
tasks: (1) the identification and evaluation of the state’s
cultural resources; and (2) the protection and management of 
those resources. Participation by experts from a wide range 
of disciplines is critical to the successful development and 
implementation of Virginia's comprehensive cultural 
resources management plan.

The Virginia Eastern Shore survey was undertaken by the 
Virginia Division of Historic Landmarks staff as part of the 
1982 Federal Fiscal Year (FFY82) work program, funded by the 
Department of the Interior's Survey and Planning grant to 
Virginia. Senior Archaeologist, Dr. E. Randolph Turner 
served as principal advisor for the project. Staff Archaeo­
logist, J. Mark Wittkofski was the principal investigator 
and author of this report. Other VDHL staff who provided 
assistance were Keith Egloff, Dennis Hartzell, Bruce Larson,
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Leslie McFaden, Harding Polk, and Roni Hinote Polk. All 
fieldwork was completed between May 18, 1982 and June 25,
1982.

The purpose of the 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore Survey 
was to do what RP3 refers to as the identification of 
historic resources. The Department of the Interior in its 
RP3 publication (1980:18-19) lists eight questions that 
should be addressed in resource identification. These 
questions include:

1. What types of historic properties are included in the 
study unit?

2. Where are these types located and what is the nature or 
density of their distribution?

3. How many historic resources of each type once existed, 
how many currently exist, and in what condition are 
they presently?

4. Have past survey's been done in the study unit?
5. What is the quality and bias of these past surveys?
6. What data gaps currently exist in the study unit?
7. What are the appropriate types of survey required to

identify and locate historic resources in the study 
unit?

8. What priority should be given to future surveys for the 
study unit?
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The above questions were used to formulate the research 
design for the 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore Survey. Its 
primary goal was to locate and identify through systematic 
archaeological survey a representative sample of archaeo­
logical sites within selected major environmental zones 
there. Basic preliminary determinations of site signifi­
cance could then be developed based upon the presence or 
absence of particular site types within each of the zones. 
The survey would also include the collection of data from 
extensive literature searches including the archaeological 
resources of the area, its history, and architectural 
history. A concerted effort would be made to locate 
individuals with artifact collections and/or knowledge of 
sites not likely to be found by the survey. This combina­
tion of data collection, informant interviews, and intensive 
reconnaissance survey should provide for the first time a 
more thorough understanding of the prehistoric and histori­
cal archaeological resources of the Virginia Eastern Shore's 
Accomack and Northampton Counties. The results follow.



CHAPTER I 
VIRGINIA EASTERN SHORE ENVIRONMENT



The Virginia Eastern Shore forms the easternmost part 
of the Commonwealth. With the exception of its northern 
boundary bordering the Maryland State Line, it is surrounded 
by the waters of the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. 
This southern portion of the Delmarva Peninsula is approxi­
mately 75 miles long and ranges in width from less than one 
mile to slightly more than 18 miles across. Combined land 
surface for the Counties of Accomack and Northampton totals 
nearly 696 square miles or approximately 445,400 acres.

There are three major physiographic divisions for this 
area: the mainland, the coastal islands, and the marshes.
The topography is prevailingly level, but varies from the 
low, flat foreland country to the often gently undulating 
upland plain, whose elevation rarely exceeds 50 feet. There 
is a general southwest to northeast trending ridge near the 
center of the peninsula that extends the length of the 
mainland. Both sides of the peninsula are indented con­
siderably by tidal estuaries or creeks. Drainage of the 
upland ridge is fairly good, while those areas in the 
Northampton County forelands are very well drained as is 
almost all of the seaward side of the peninsula. Bordering 
the mainland on the Atlantic Ocean side is a chain of sandy 
coastal islands ranging in distance from 1 1/2 to 8 miles to
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the mainland. The territory in between consists of large 
bodies of salt marsh which is bisected by numerous channels 
and bays. Considerable areas of marshland also exist on the 
Chesapeake Bay side of the peninsula in Accomack County 
(Stevens 1920).

The Virginia Eastern Shore was one of the earliest 
settled regions in the United States. Beginning as early as 
1619, English colonists began permanent settlements in this 
area. Earlier, Native Americans had occupied this same 
region at least as early as 8000 B.C. Present statistics 
indicate that the combined population for Accomack and 
Northampton Counties exceeds 43,000 people, and during the 
last decade has been slightly increasing due to the expan­
sion of manufacturing and service sectors. Plans for future 
growth tend to emphasize areas within existing towns, along 
the primary transportation corridor - Route 13, and water­
front properties.

There are no large towns or cities within the Virginia 
Eastern Shore. The nearest cities are Salisbury, Maryland 
located 35 miles north of the Virginia State Line, which has 
a metropolitan population of ca. 65,000 people, and Norfolk, 
Virginia, 30 miles south across the Chesapeake Bay Bridge 
Tunnel, whose population exceeds 300,000. The toll charge 
for the bridge-tunnel currently acts as a deterrent for most
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individuals who want to commute south to Hampton Roads. 
There are 19 incorporated towns in the two counties, but 
only five have populations that range as high as from 900 to 
1,800 people (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975).

The main economic character of the Eastern Shore is 
agriculture, with some light industry and commerce. Also,
limited income is derived from seafood and forest products.
"Of the total work force, 21 percent are employed in
agriculture, 18 percent in manufacturing, and the remainder 
distributed in seafood, sales, construction, agribusiness, 
etc. The work force represents 41 percent of the total 
population. Unemployment on the Eastern Shore of Virginia
varies according to the seasonal work opportunities, 
fluctuating between 10.9 percent in winter and 3.1 percent 
in summer. Each summer approximately 4,500 migrant workers 
are added to the labor force" (U.S. Department of Agricul­
ture 1975:11). Since the end of the Second World War, the 
small farms which were in the majority have shifted to 
larger farms which are capable of utilizing machinery and 
thereby reducing the costs of labor. The process is
continuing as small farmers are unable to make a profit and 
are choosing to sell-out to the large corporation-owned 
farms.
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Since the topography of the Eastern Shore Peninsula is 

almost entirely flat (less than 2 percent slope) it lends 
itself to the use of all types of machinery in the growing 
of nearly any type of crop. Cropland is used about equally 
for raising truck and grain crops. "According to the 1972 
census of 129,000 acres of cropland, approximately half is 
used for the production of soybeans and grain. The remain­
der is devoted to commercial vegetable and nursery crops. 
Much of the land is double-cropped, both for grain and 
vegetables" (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975:42).

The following (Table 1) displays the variety of 
commodities planted and the estimated acreage involved. All 
data for this table were obtained from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s publications Eastern Shore of Virginia: 
Resource Conservation and Development Project (1975:42).

Supplementing farming is a variety of agribusinesses, 
many of which are recent developments for the area. 
Included are two large poultry processing plants, capable of 
processing 300,000 broilers daily with a combined annual 
production of over 70 million chickens. The birds are 
raised on farms in all three of the Delmarva Peninsula 
states. Also, the vegetable processing industry represents 
a significant market for vegetables produced in the area. 
Presently, there are at least six food processing plants,
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TABLE 1 

Planted Commodities
Commodity Acreage
Grain:

Soybeans 42,500
Corn 7,700
Wheat 5,500
Barley 4,600

Potatoes and Vegetables:
Potatoes 29,000
Cucumbers 7,800
Sweet Potatoes 6,900
Tomatoes 5,865
Snap Beans 3,600
Sweet Corn 2,500
Minor vegetable crops 1,521
Cabbage 1,000
Strawberries 500

Others:
Nursery crops 1,000
Cropland for pasture 2,566
All other farm land 6,448

TOTAL 129,000

canning vegetables and one large frozen food processing 
plant which prepares a variety of foods from the Eastern 
Shore (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1987:43).

The Eastern Shore of Virginia has had a history of 
growth much unlike the remainder of most of the Common­
wealth. Much of this growth has been the result of Nature's 
blessing of rich fertile soils for farming and the remarka­
ble supply of oysters. First, the area chose in the early 
part of the 19th century to move its agriculture production 
away from tobacco to small grains and corn. When the price
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of tobacco dropped, the Eastern Shore was an area in the 
State that had diversified its farming and therefore was not 
hurt. After the Civil War, much of the South was decimated, 
poverty was rampant, and the struggle for mere survival was 
foremost in the minds of Southerners. The Eastern Shore, 
however, was an exception. Its population rather than 
decreasing began to increase at a steady rate of growth 
which continued upward until the second quarter of the 20th 
century, when it declined slightly. The primary causes for 
this growth were the development of a strong oyster indus­
try, the change from oats and corn production to the more 
profitable truck (vegetable) farming, increased production 
of potatoes, and more importantly, the introduction and 
development of new and cheaper methods of transportation. 
The Virginia Eastern Shore was ideally located to take 
advantage of the large metropolitan markets to the North and 
therefore became one of the largest suppliers of fresh 
vegetables and seafood, both labor intensive commodities.

The seafood industry of the Virginia Eastern Shore is 
one of the oldest continuous industries in Virginia. The 
two counties have over 850 miles of saltwater shoreline and 
encompass some 263 miles of water area.

Some 40 species of saltwater finfish are caught in the 
waters off the Eastern Shore Peninsula. Since 1960, the
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annual catch of food-fish has fluctuated between 2.2 and 3.9 
million pounds. The methods used to capture the species 
include purse seines, pound nets, trawls, gill nets, haul 
seines, and pots. Some fish are also caught by the hook and 
line method (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975). The 
primary species of fish caught are puffer, gray trout,
flounder, black drum, croaker, butterfish, menhaden,
mackerel, striped bass, black sea bass, and channel bass.

The most important portion of the Eastern Shore seafood 
industry centers around the various types of shellfish;
included are oysters, hard clams, surf clams, scallops, and 
crabs. Oyster fishery has been one of the most important 
industries on the Eastern Shore since the end of the Civil 
War. Peak production was reached in 1954 when about 
1,035,867 bushels were processed. Today, less than 150,000 
bushels are harvested annually. Hard clams continue to have 
an important value to the Eastern Shore watermen. They are 
harvested primarily on the seaside and are found in almost 
all of the bays, lagoons, and creeks where the salinity 
averages 15 parts per thousand or higher. Thirty-five to 86 
percent of the state's harvest came from the Eastern Shore 
during the period 1950 to 1970. The surf clams are found in 
deeper waters, some 8 to 40 miles offshore. This industry 
produces about 62 percent of all clam meat used in the 
United States. The harvest of scallops has not been so good
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in recent years. Disease, pollution, and largely the 
disappearance of eel grass have all contributed to the 
demise of this industry. Prior to 1933, scallops were 
plentiful and an important part of the Eastern Shore seafood 
industry (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975:53-54).

It has been estimated that the range of annual hard 
crab landings for 1960 to 1970 may have been 10 to 25 
million pounds and soft and peeler crabs may have been 0.25
to over 0.6 million pounds. Nearly 40 percent of the crabs
are taken during the spring to autumn season from the 
Chesapeake Bay, as opposed to only 20 percent from the 
Atlantic side. The remaining 40 percent of the harvest is 
dredged from the Chesapeake Bay during the winter months 
(U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975:55).

The forest resources of the Virginia Eastern Shore 
comprise an area of at least 128,000 acres. There are three
major and two minor forest types represented in the area.
Included are the Southern Yellow Pine, Oak-Pine, and the 
Oak-Hickory as the major species. The lesser species 
include Oak-Gum Cypress and Red Cedar. "The Southern Yellow 
Pine type represents 40 percent of the total commercial 
forest with Loblolly Pine being the dominant species...Oak- 
Pine and Oak-Hickory types occupy 53 percent and primarily 
include the bottomland species of southern red, swamp white,
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scarlet, willow, and water oak as well as red mockernut, and 
bitternut hickory. Associated hardwoods are sweet gum, red 
maple, white oak, yellow poplar, black gum, holly, and 
sassafras...The remaining 7 percent are the Oak-Gum Cypress 
and Red Cedar types containing bald cypress and eastern red 
cedar in combination with the above hardwoods" (U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 1975:45).

Table 2 provides a listing of forestry ownership on the 
Virginia Eastern Shore (data from U.S. Department of 
Agriculture 1975:47). It is interesting that fewer than one 
percent of Virginia Eastern Shore forest land is owned by 
federal or state governments.

TABLE 2 
Forestry Ownership

Owner Acreage Percent
Farmer 94,150 73.0
Misc. Private 22,100 17.1
Forest Industry 11,650 9.0
Federal or State 1,000 0.9

Since 1950, the home based forestry industry on the 
Eastern Shore has steadily decreased. Employment in this 
area has fallen from a high of over 1,200 positions to only 
slightly more than 100 positions. There are currently only 
300 permanent sawmills in operation. The primary purchasers 
of Eastern Shore timber are four companies headquartered
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elsewhere. With 90 percent of the forest lands under 
private ownership, the atmosphere for management, marketing, 
taxation, utilization, and education must be favorable, if 
forestry is to survive in this area (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture 1975:50).

The climate of the Eastern Shore region is very 
favorable. However, there is considerable difference in the 
climate between the southern and northern extremities, more 
than what would be expected within a latitude range of some 
75 miles. The narrowing of the peninsula in Northampton 
County intensifies the tempering influence of the surround­
ing bodies of water and also gives more sweep of the winds, 
resulting in better air circulation. Secondly, the moderat­
ing effect of the Gulf Stream is felt more toward the 
southern end of the peninsula than in the upper part 
(Stevens 1920 and U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975).

The average temperatures for the Eastern Shore Penin­
sula are 41 degrees in January and 77 degrees in July. The 
average first and last frost dates for the area are November 
11 and March 29. Thus, there are about 230 frost free days 
for this region (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975).

The Virginia Eastern Shore supports a wide variety of 
natural animal species within two distinctly different
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habitats. These habitats are the upland vegetation communi­
ties and the tidal wetland marsh areas.

Both counties contain large populations of all small 
game species where the habitat is suitable. The most common 
hunted animals include, bobwhite quail, mourning doves, 
rabbits, woodcock, gray squirrel, snipe, and Virginia white­
tailed deer.

Tidal marsh wildlife include 32 species of waterfowl, 
six species of rails, a wide variety of shorebirds, and 
muskrat, fox, river otter, mink, weasel, skunk, opossum, and 
raccoon. No beavers are found on the Eastern Shore (U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 1975:58).

The following table illustrates the variety of mammals 
and birds found on the Virginia Eastern Shore (data from 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975: Exhibit F). This
quantity and variety of wildlife resources has undoubtedly 
played an important role in population growth throughout 
both prehistory and more recent times.
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TABLE 3

Mammals and Birds on the Virginia Eastern Shore

Game Animals Furbearers
Virginia White-Tailed Deer 
Eastern Cottontail Rabbit 
Gray Squirrel 
Delmarva Fox Squirrel

Opossum 
Muskrat 
Red Fox 
Gray Fox 
Raccoon 
River Otter 
Mink 
Weasel 
Skunk

Marine Mammals
Spotted Dolphin
Common Dolphin
Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin
Atlantic Blackfish
Finback Whale
Humpback Whale

Other Mammals
Least Shrew 
Rice Rat
White-footed Mouse 
Norway Rat 
Meadow Vole 
House Mouse 
Meadow Jumping Mouse

Waterfowl
Mute Swan 
Whistling Swan 
Canada Goose 
Greater Snow Goose 
Blue Goose 
American Brant 
Fulvous Tree Duck 
Mallard 
Black Duck 
Cadwall 
Pintail
Green-winged Teal 
Blue-winged Teal 
European Widgeon 
American Widgeon 
Shoveler

Wood Duck 
Redhead
Ringed-neck Duck 
Canvas-back 
Greater Scaup 
Lesser Scaup 
Goldeneye 
Bufflehead 
Ruddy Duck 
Old Squaw
White-winged Scoter 
Surf Scoter 
Common Scoter 
Hooded Merganser 
Common Merganser 
Red-breasted 

Merganser
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Upland Game Birds Other Water & Wading Birds
Bobwhite Quail 
American Woodcock 
Common Snipe 
Mourning Dove

19 species (loons, grebes, 
herons, egrets)

Birds of Prey
17 species (eagles, hawks, 
owls, ospreys)

Shore Birds
126 species

Endangered Species (Birds and Animals)
Greater Siren 
Carpenter Frog 
Rainbow Snake 
Coastal Plain Milksnake 
Star Nosed Mole 
American Brant 
Delmarva Fox Squirrel 
Southern Bald Eagle 
Osprey
Eastern Pigeon Hawk

Least Tern 
Ipswich Sparrow 
Greater Snow Goose 
Canvas-back 
Redhead
Smith Island Cottontail 

Rabbit 
Green Sea Turtle 
Loggerhead Sea Turtle 
Hawksbill Sea Turtle 
Atlantic Ridley Sea 

Turtle 
Peregrine Falcon

On the Virginia Eastern Shore there are three major &$( 
soil series, two lesser series, and a large mass of tidal 
marsh. The Sassafras series is the most common, compiling 
nearly 39 percent of all soils present. Following it is the 
Elkton series with 16 percent and then the Keyport series 
with 9 percent. These soils account for 64 percent of the 
types represented in this location. Also contributing to 
the soils to a lesser degree are the Norfolk (1.3 percent) 
and the Portsmouth (1.1 percent) series. According to



Stevens’ soil survey, the remaining soil is comprised of 
tidal marsh covering 29 percent of the area, with other 
soils being coastal beach (3 percent) swamp (slightly more 
than one percent), and dunesand, the last one percent 
(1920).

The qualities of the soil types follow subsequently. 
As will be seen, the most productive and best drained soils
fall within the Sassafras series; therefore, it was not so
surprising to find the majority of archaeological sites
identified on these soils (see later soil analysis of
sites). The following table of soil characteristics has 
been developed from Stevens (1920).

TABLE 4 
Soil CharacteristicsSassafras Series

Color: brown, mellow structure
Subsoils: reddish yellow to reddish brown, resting

upon beds of sand or gravel at depth varying from 
2.5 to 5 feet.

Drainage: excellent
Origin: Piedmont-Appalachian material with coastal

plain sediments.
Types: Sassafras sandy loam

Sassafras sandy loam, shelly phase 
Sassafras fine sandy loam 
Sassafras loamy sand 
Sassafras loam
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Keyport Series
Color: grayish brown
Subsoils: mottled gray, yellow and reddish brown, the

color and more plasticity differentiates this soil 
from the Sassafras series.

Drainage: frequently wet
Origin: similar to Sassafras, but developed to present

state under less thorough drainage conditions, 
resulting in an imperfect oxidation of the iron 
content.

Types: Keyport sandy loam
Keyport fine sandy loam 
Keyport loam

Elkton Series
Color: gray to light gray
Subsoils: heavily mottled gray, whitish, yellow and

rusty brown. Through the lack of aeration, the 
finer soil particles have combined rather than 
granulated, forming a compact and often plastic 
soil.

Drainage: poorly drained, occupies wet and depressed
areas.

Origin: derived from material originally identical to
that giving rise to Sassafras, but subjected to 
different processes of weathering. The original 
mass had undergone intermittent wet and dry 
stages, resulting in unfavorable structural and 
chemical changes. The iron content is in a much 
lower state of oxidation.

Types: Elkton sandy loam
Elkton fine sandy loam 
Elkton loam

Norfolk Series
Color: gray or grayish-brown fine sand
Subsoils: yellow friable, sand to three foot depth.
Origin: among the most widely distributed soils of the

Coastal Plain region.
Type: Norfolk fine sand

Portsmouth Series
Color: Dark-gray to black sandy loam
Subsoils: gray sandy clay loam or sandy clay mottled

with yellow and rusty stains, underlain at 2.5 
feet by a gray sticky sand saturated with water.

Drainage: poor
Origin: developed in depressed areas.
Types: Portsmouth sandy loam

Portsmouth loam



CHAPTER II
VIRGINIA EASTERN SHORE ARCHAEOLOGICAL 

SURVEY STRATEGY



The Theory Behind the Method

Archaeology is generally accepted as being allied to 
both history and anthropology. Both history and archaeology 
deal with the human past, both are concerned with the 
narration of that past and with its explanation; they differ 
primarily in methodology. For example, history orders and 
presents the past with the help of textual references that 
were coexistent with the past while archaeology relies on 
the material remains and its distinct methods and techniques 
in their excavation and preservation. More and more the two 
fields are found working together, particularly when there 
are few remaining written records, or when those which 
remain are selective in subject matter, and when it is 
necessary to supplement them with the archaeological 
recovery and interpretation of artifacts and material 
culture. Anthropology provides archaeology with a compara­
tive point of view. More simply put, it explains the ways 
in which cultural and social forms come into being, func­
tion, and change...an understanding of process. Archaeo­
logy, therefore, has objectives that are narrative and 
explanative, procedures that are particularistic and 
generalistic. In other words, "to explain events, it is 
necessary to describe and to plot them in space and in time

28
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and that, conversely, such events cannot be described 
satisfactorily until they are to some extent understood" 
(Willey and Sabloff 1980:1-2).

Archaeological surveys have within the last ten years 
become a major source of regional data (Euler and Gumerman 
1977; Flannery 1976; Hester, Heizer, and Graham 1975; 
Johnson 1977; F. Plog 1974; Schiffer and House 1975; and 
Struever 1971). This development in American archaeology 
was not always regarded as a legitimate and productive tool. 
In 1966, R. J. Ruppe defended the use of archaeological 
surveys for research in an article in American Antiquity 
(1966[31]:313-33). The change happened after the enactment 
of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and other 
important pieces of federal legislation which began to 
require archaeological studies in advance of land-modifica- 
tion projects, thereby establishing the need for regionally- 
based surveys (McGimsey and Davis 1977; and Schiffer and 
Gumerman 1977). However, the majority of literature
available on survey design has been geared to the American 
Southwest, where conditions prevail for optimal intensive 
pedestrian surveys and probabilistic sampling (i.e., Mueller 
1975; F. Plog 1974; and Redman 1974).

Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger define archaeological 
survey as "the application of a set of techniques for
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varying the discovery probabilities of archaeological 
materials in order to estimate parameters of the regional 
archaeological record, (which is) a more or less continuous 
distribution of artifacts over the land surface with highly 
variable density characteristics” (1978:2). The parameters 
of the study area can be very specific, as in the case of 
the association of a site to a specific microenvironment, or 
they may be as general as the density of all sites. 
”Parameters estimates may be biased and precise; neverthe­
less, such estimates are better than none at all for making 
early decisions about survey techniques" (Schiffer, 
Sullivan, and Klinger 1978:3).

There are two categories of factors which effect the 
probability of archaeological site discovery. "The first 
consists of factors that the archaeologist cannot directly 
control: characteristics of archaeological materials and
environment of the study area. They include abundance, 
clustering, obtrusiveness, visibility, and accessibility ... 
The second category, dealing with factors totally under the 
control of the investigator, is represented by survey 
techniques and strategies, including probability sampling" 
(Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger 1978:4).

Abundance indicates the prevalence of a site type in a 
study area while clustering is the degree to which archa­
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eological materials are spatially separated. Holding 
constant other features, discovery probabilities of archa­
eological materials vary directly with abundance and 
inversely with the degree of clustering (Read 1975:53).

Although the use of purposive (i.e., biased) techniques 
in archaeological survey is usually discouraged, such 
techniques do offer the advantage of economically raising 
discovery probabilities to reasonable values. The discovery 
of rare and clustered materials may be accomplished by a 
variety of purposive techniques, which usually rely upon 
predictive models constructed from anthropological theory, 
information about the cultural materials of the study area, 
and environmental variables. Such predictive models are 
often based on probable relationships between environmental 
variables and the occurrence of site types (Gumerman 1971).

The factor contributing most to discovery probabilities 
is visibility (Schiffer and Gumerman 1977:186-7). The best 
visibility is generally those areas with the least vegeta­
tion, i.e., cultivated fields and deserts. Cultivated 
fields are easiest for locating sites after the combination 
of plowing and hard rain. Depending upon the types of crops 
planted, the percentage of open area may decrease to a 
rating of zero visibility. Therefore, before the survey is 
begun, the archaeologist should determine the planting
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schedule and if possible, use that knowledge when planning 
the survey.

Another crucial factor is accessibility to the various 
parts of the study area. In the Eastern United States, most 
land is privately owned and often in smaller parcels than in 
the western portion of this country. Thus, if the landowner 
or tenant refuses permission for access to their land, 
options for site discovery are limited to remote sensing, 
predictive models, existing records, and interviews.

Once accessibility has been acquired, the archaeologist 
must determine the size of the study units to be used. As 
Redman has shown, larger units have greater site counts and 
therefore reduce the skewness of the sample distribution 
(1974). Steve Plog has countered that smaller units, 
because there are more of them, yield improved parameter 
estimates (1976). There is not a unit size that is the 
best; generally the choice is dependent upon other factors 
including logistics, funding and target parameters. In some 
cases, it is best to use a combination of sizes.

Depending on the shape of the survey unit, either 
quadrants or transects may be chosen to provide the para­
meter estimates. The transect method is often the easiest 
to delimit and cover a field. In addition, when bisecting
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different environmental zones, the transects provide good 
estimates of site variability and general population 
parameters (S. Plog 1976:151-2).

Among the factors that the archaeologist can control, 
intensity has the most profound effect on discovery prob­
abilities and parameter estimation...Intensity is the amount 
of effort devoted to inspecting surveyed areas. It is 
measured directly by the spacing interval between crew 
members using the pedestrian method and indirectly by the 
number of person-days per unit area inspected (S. Plog, F. 
Plog, and Wait 1978; Schiffer and Gumerman 1977; and 
Schiffer and House 1977).

Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger recommend a three-stage 
survey plan for elucidating some relationships between 
information acquisition and decision making in the process 
of survey design. Each stage attempts to secure the 
information needed for designing subsequent stages (1978:16- 
18). What follows is a summary of their survey plan:

Stage I is the identification of background studies. 
These should include all published and unpublished archa­
eological reports of the study area, interviews with local 
collectors and site informants, review of environmental data 
reports, review of local government reports, review of site
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files and architectural histories, and other such reports. 
Additionally, a visit should be made to the study area to 
gauge the visibility, accessibility, and logistic problems 
before beginning the fieldwork.

Stage II, the reconnaissance, is an initial field-based 
estimation of the archaeological characteristics and a 
determination of the most cost-effective survey technique. 
Perhaps a field walkover should be conducted to determine 
the range of site and artifact types present. Archival 
research should be conducted at this time.

Stage III is the intensive survey. The core of this 
stage is a probabilistic sample set within a framework of 
stratification based on biotic, topographic, visibility, and 
accessibility zones. The size, shape, number, and methods 
of placement of sample units is chosen on the basis of 
project-specific considerations, intensive test excavations 
may also be carried out during this stage.

The function of an archaeological survey is to increase 
the precision and accuracy of parameters for which the 
regional archaeological record is estimated. The archa­
eological survey research design can be seen as the use of 
precise information regarding the archaeological resources 
and the environmental variables of a selected region with
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scientific archaeological recovery techniques to be able to 
make sound decisions about future studies in the region.

Virginia Eastern Shore Survey Strategy

A research strategy was developed that was similar to 
that proposed by Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger as outlined 
above. The objective of the survey was defined as follows: 
to locate and identify a representative sample of archa­
eological sites within each of the three major environmental 
zones of the Virginia Eastern Shore Peninsula, in an attempt 
to determine their basic significance as can be made by a 
presence or absence in each of the zones.

The survey strategy, therefore, would first review all 
published and unpublished sources of archaeological data for 
the Virginia Eastern Shore area. Next, a review of per­
tinent architectural reports and Virginia Division of 
Historic Landmarks inventory forms would be examined in an 
attempt to discover patterns of historic settlement and/or 
other data relevant to the significance question. A study 
would then be made of other historical reports, publica­
tions, and maps in an effort to identify any and all 
important historical areas, communities, or individual sites 
as well as to document changes in the area's topography 
during the past 300 plus years. Reviews would be undertaken
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of environmental data and local government reports as well. 
An all out effort would be made to contact individuals with 
knowledge of sites within the proposed survey area, 
especially those sites not likely to be discovered by the 
actual field survey. In conjunction, a study would be 
started of known artifact collections from the area. And 
finally, a reconnaissance level survey would be directed 
towards large open cultivated lands in each of the major 
environmental zones. Properties would be selected at random 
provided the following two conditions were met:

1. Each parcel must contain at least 50 acres of 
cultivated fields;

2. At least one edge of the property should be 
situated adjacent to a source of water.

Prior to the commencing of fieldwork for the 1982 
Virginia Eastern Shore reconnaissance archaeological survey, 
a thorough literature survey was conducted. Few reports 
were found that related specifically to the archaeological 
resources of this unique Virginia landform. Only two 
published reports were found: Heite (1972) and MacCord
(1972). Both publications printed in the Quarterly Bulletin 
of the Archeological Society of Virginia, described limited 
excavations at historic sites, an 18th-century jail site and
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a mid-17th-century trash pit, respectively. In addition, 
the Virginia Division of Historic Landmarks Research Library 
contained several unpublished survey reports including 
Clark's reconnaissance survey of portions of the Captain's 
Cave Housing Development above Chincoteague in the north­
eastern section of Accomack County (1976) and a reconnais­
sance survey by the Virginia Research Center for Archaeology 
of the then proposed Brown and Root, Inc. development near 
Cape Charles in the lower western portion of Northampton 
County (1977). A few other more limited surveys reports 
were also examined including ones by Fisher (1978, 1981), 
Opperman (1981), Thomas (1980), and Wittkofski and Bott 
(1979) all restricted to Accomack County.

It was evident very little archaeological research had 
been conducted in this area of Virginia prior to the 1982 
survey. Most data relevant to the prehistory of the area 
has had to be obtained from studies conducted on the 
Maryland Eastern Shore or further north in Delaware. A list 
of these sources may be found in Appendix A.

A search was conducted of all published and unpublished 
reports pertaining to the architectural resources of the 
Virginia Eastern Shore. The most often cited study of 
structures compiled and written by R. T. Whitelaw, titled 
Virginia's Eastern Shore, (1968) was published as a two
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volume set. The writings in these volumes are good not only 
for the descriptions of the structures but also help in 
sorting property ownership, as well as providing a general 
history of the area. Many of the structures have long since 
vanished; therefore, the volumes are an extremely valuable 
record of the area's somewhat unique architecture.

Other sources containing information on the Eastern 
Shore’s architecture were Earle (1923), Forman (1975), 
Herman and Orr (1975), Lancaster (1915), Nock (1976), Turman 
(1964, 1974 and 1976), Upshur (1974), Upshur and Whitelaw 
(1938), Upton (1979), Waterman and Barrows (1932), and
Whitelaw and Upshur (1942). Also reviewed with interest was
a doctorate dissertation by Herman (1978) titled Continuity 
and Change in Traditional Architecture: Folk Housing On
Virginia’s Eastern Shore. This report used processual 
theory to explain changes in vernacular architecture in 
Northampton County during the 18th and 19th centuries.

A review of the architectural inventory files at the 
Virginia Division of Historic Landmarks was somewhat dis­
appointing. First, these forms have been completed by a 
number of different persons with varying backgrounds; as 
such the information on the forms depended primarily on the
level of knowledge of the recorder. A major problem was
recognized during this search: many of the mapped struc­
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tures had no data files, and conversely, many of the files 
had not been mapped. It was therefore decided that this 
information would be used simply as an indicator of the type 
of structures present rather than for developing predictive 
patterns of settlement. THe numerous structures extant from 
the 18th and 19th centuries presented exciting possibilities 
for a varied assemblage of archaeological sites.

The review process took advantage of a bibliography 
that had been complied by the Eastern Shore Public Library 
in Accomac. This report listed most of the available 
sources for Eastern Shore history (Barnes and Keeney 1976). 
Included and noteworthy were the works of Ames (1940, 1954, 
1959, and 1973), and Wise (1911) with particular relation­
ship to the Eastern Shore's 17th-century development. 
Previously cited sources, Herman (1978), Turman (1964), and 
Whitelaw (1968) were instrumental in developing the historic 
context for the 18th century. The works of Mason (1973), 
Mears (1950), and Wennersten (1981) provided considerable 
insight into the evolution of the Virginia Eastern Shore 
during the 19th century. Two other interesting descriptions 
of the area from the late 19th century were found in the 
Harper's New Monthly Magazine (Anonymous 1871 and Pyle 
1879). Along with the previously mentioned sources several 
other reports were found to contain useful historical data:
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Mariner (1968) , Taylor (1923), T. T. Upshur (1901 and 1902), 
and Vallandigham (1922).

A review of historical maps on file with the Virginia 
Division of Historic Landmarks was made in an effort to find 
the locations of houses, settlements, roads, and any changes 
that might have occurred to the topography. Maps inspected 
included: John Smith, "Map of Virginia" 1612? Augustin
Herrman, "Virginia and Maryland as it is planted and 
inhabited" 1673? John Henry, "Map of Virginia" 1770? J. Fry 
and P. Jefferson, "Inhabited Parts of Virginia..." 1775? 
Anonymous, "Carte de la Virginia" 1826? James Madison, 
"Virginia" 1807? Herman Boye, "Virginia" 1826? New York and 
Norfolk Air Line Railway, "Map and Profile, Virginia 
Section" 1855? and J. F. Gilmer, "Accomack County" 186_.

Next, reviews of local environmental reports such as 
Belknap and Kraft 1977, Hardaway and Anderson 1980, Stevens 
1920, and U. S. Department of Agriculture 1975 were studied. 
Also, local government reports, particularly the comprehen­
sive plans of Accomack and Northampton Counties (1980 and 
1978, respectively) were investigated to ascertain areas 
that were planned for future development and growth as well 
as to obtain other research data.
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In 1980, a series of interviews spanning a two week 

period were conducted with a number of artifact collectors 
and individuals with knowledge of the locations of archa­
eological sites. A total of 17 persons were interviewed. 
As a result, 155 previously unrecorded archaeological sites 
were inventoried. Sixty-one of these sites were field 
inspected. The breakdown by components included the 
following: 61 prehistoric, 95 historic, and 9 with combined
components.

Data gathered from these informants raised the total 
number of sites on the Virginia Eastern Shore from 125 to 
280, more than doubling the existing site inventory. This 
exercise proved to be a valuable experience in working with 
artifact collectors and locally-knowledgeable persons.

As part of the 1982 survey, some time was again used to 
meet with individuals with artifact collections and/or 
knowledge of archaeological site locations. Thirty-four new 
sites were added to the inventory: 22 prehistoric; 6
historic; and 6 with combined components.

Prior to commencement of fieldwork, the selected 
project area was flown over in a small single engine 
airplane so that photographs could be taken. This enabled
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the archaeologist to gauge the field visibility, accessi­
bility, and logistics prior to starting fieldwork.

The reconnaissance level archaeological survey of large 
open cultivated fields on the Virginia Eastern Shore was 
begun on May 18, 1982 and concluded on June 25, 1982. The
area chosen was roughly centered on the Accomack-Northampton 
County Line and included much of the middle third of the 
peninsula (see Figure 1). The survey universe included 
approximately ten miles of land north of the line into 
Accomack County and about thirteen miles of land surface to 
the south in Northampton County. Thus, the survey universe 
equalled about 214 square miles of land.

The total land surface was divided into three major 
environmental zones. These zones were based upon topo­
graphy. In the 1920 Soil Survey of Accomac and Northampton 
Counties, Virginia compiled by E. H. Stevens, the zones were 
explained. "The topography of the Accomac and Northampton 
mainland is prevailingly level. The surface features vary 
from the flat foreland country bordering the Chesapeake Bay 
and its estuaries to the level to undulating upland plain 
occupying the central and most of the eastern parts of the 
peninsula. The foreland country is also developed on the 
Atlantic side of the area, although as a rule it is diffi­
cult to trace and is rather different in character from that
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which lies along the Chesapeake Bay...Roughly, two main 
highways, the Bay Side and Sea Side Roads, mark the boun­
daries between the forelands and the uplands” (1920:6-7). 
Using this information, one notes that on modern USGS 
topographical maps of the Eastern Shore there is an obvious 
elevation change close to these highways. This elevation 
change more or less occurs at the 25 foot contour interval. 
Therefore for this research, it was decided to use the 25 
foot elevation change as the line of demarcation between the 
three environmental zones.

As defined above, the three environmental zones include 
the Chesapeake Forelands, the Upland Plain, and the Atlantic 
Forelands (see Figure 2). The two areas with islands, the 
Atlantic Coast Barrier Islands and the Chesapeake Bay 
Islands were also environmental zones but were not included 
in the scope of this project. Briefly, the three zones 
include the following areas. The Chesapeake Forelands are 
those areas on the western side of the peninsula with 
elevations less than 25 feet above sea level. The Upland 
Plain is the central ridge and eastern portion of the 
peninsula with elevations greater than 25 feet. And, the 
Atlantic Forelands are those areas on the eastern side of 
the peninsula with elevations less than 25 feet and eastward 
to the edge of the tidal marshes.
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The Chesapeake Forelands in Accomack County "rise 

gradually from the Chesapeake Bay and the bordering marshes, 
which merge into the mainland, with a gradient in many 
places of only a few feet to the mile. This is also true of 
Northampton County, only in this County, the marshes are 
entirely absent. Here the bay shore is marked by bluffs, 
from 5 to 30 feet in height, which are capped in many places 
by coastal beach material reworked into sand dunes, often 
rising 30 or more feet above the original level of the 
bluffs themselves...The forelands, though flat and well 
defined, are higher in elevation than in Accomack County. 
The waves are cutting back the Chesapeake shore line in 
Northampton County, and the presence of bluffs, as well as 
the absence of marshes is due to this agency" (Stevens 
1920:6).

The Atlantic Forelands are considerably less developed 
than those on the west side of the peninsula. "From its 
lower end northward to a point east of Machipongo, their 
mean width is but a few hundred yards. There they broaden 
out and occur in a modified form, chiefly as necks of well- 
drained land, partly or wholly surrounded by tidal marsh. 
Above Wachapreague, in Accomac County, the forelands are 
poorly defined, rising from three to ten feet or more in a 
rather abrupt escarpment along the borders of the marshes 
and bays, and the slope from the interior is somewhat more
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rapid than that toward the Chesapeake Bay" (Stevens 1920:7). 
One section of the Atlantic Forelands is similar to those on 
the Bay side. Located along the west side of the Great 
Machipongo River, opposite Bradford and Bell Necks, is a 
strip of land about one mile wide and about ten miles long 
(Stevens (1920:6).

As a rule, there is a rather abrupt topographic break 
between the Forelands and the Upland Plain. "Low escarp­
ments are found throughout Northampton County on both sides 
of the peninsula. The escarpment toward the Chesapeake Bay 
is continuous and easily traceable from Exmore to Cheapside, 
in most places closely paralleling the Bay Side Road. 
Similarly, in Accomac County a pronounced scarp is found 
just west of the Bay Side Road between Savageville and 
Craddockville. The seaward terrace-bluff is not continuous, 
but is well defined in lower Northampton County, and also 
from Machipongo northward to Keller. Smaller remnants of 
escarpments occur in several places elsewhere in the 
area...While the upland plain is to a large extent level, it 
is marked by more surface inequalities than the forelands. 
The contour becomes increasingly uneven in the northern part 
of the area" (Stevens 1920:7).
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Throughout much of the Upland Plain are bay/basin 

geological features. The bay/basin features exist as low 
ridges which often partly or sometimes wholly enclose basin­
like depressions (Rasmussen 1958). Sometimes water is 
present in these basins which would be attractive to 
wildlife and therefore possibly chosen for habittion by 
prehistoric Native Americans.

In the northeastern part of Accomack County above the 
village of Assawoman, the Upland Plain has a more rolling 
land surface. This "relatively abrupt rise in elevation 
from the shore of the seaward side has facilitated the 
carving of deeper drainage channels which are fed by 
numerous small tributaries" (Stevens 1920:7-8). In this 
locality some of the stream slopes are rather sharp, but it 
does not prevent any large area from being cultivated.

The primary drainage of the Eastern Shore area consists 
of tidal estuaries which penetrate into each side of the 
peninsula often narrowing to small branches upon reaching 
the headwaters. "On the whole, the secondary drainage of 
the area is fairly good. The branches and streamlets are 
frequent, especially on the Atlantic side, and a majority of 
the farms are connected with some branch. The main drainage 
divide of the peninsula is generally flat and the surface 
drainage over a large part is inadequate. This area would
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be still more poorly drained than it is, but for the 
excellent underdrainage afforded through the porous material 
which underlies all the soils of the area” (Stevens 1920:9).

The Chesapeake Forelands in Accomack Country contain 
the poorest drained lands of the area. Few drainage troughs 
exist in the interior of the lower terraces, which in turn 
causes these naturally level lands to be insufficiently 
drained. In Northampton County both forelands are as well 
drained as the Upland Plain. Responsible is the relatively 
high elevation and the deep penetration of the estuary 
systems (Stevens 1920:9).

The 1982 planned archaeological survey was designed to 
investigate each of the above three environmental zones in 
an attempt to determine if different patterns of settlement 
could be discerned within them. The primary reason for this 
survey was that previous research on the Virginia Eastern 
Shore Peninsula indicated that prehistoric and historical 
peoples may have more intensively occupied certain of the 
zones during different periods (Wittkofski 1982). It was 
therefore the aim of this survey to investigate each of the 
major environmental zones to determine if in fact, such 
choices were made. It should be notes that prior to the 
1982 survey, no other systematic survey had investigated all 
three of the environmental zones.
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As previously stated, the study area, located in the 

middle third of the Virginia Eastern Shore Peninsula, 
consisted of 214 square miles or approximately 136,960 
acres. It was estimated that 13,560 acres of this amount 
were wetlands and estuaries. Therefore, the survey universe 
for this project equalled 123,400 acres. Calculations were 
made to determine the proportions of land in each of the 
three environmental zones. The following figures are the 
approximated acreage available to the survey: Chesapeake
Forelands - 34,000 acres or 28 percent of the universe; 
Upland Plain - 48,300 acres or 39 percent; and Atlantic 
Forelands - 41,100 acres or 33 percent. The 123,400 total
acres in these zones accounts for nearly one third of the 
entire Virginia Eastern Shore Peninsula total of 445,400 
acres. Thus, it was felt the area chosen for survey would 
represent the majority of lands available and would likely 
contain examples of similar sites within the three zones of 
this region.

Farm properties within the study area were selected at 
random, the only limiting factors were that each parcel must 
contain at least 50 acres of cultivated fields and at least 
one edge of the property should be situated adjacent to a 
source of water. A total of 75 properties meeting these 
qualifications were selected and permission to conduct the 
reconnaissance survey on said lands was requested. Forty-
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two owners agreed to permit the planned work thereby 
providing a minimum of 2,100 acres to the survey.

Preliminary inspections of farmland planned for the 
survey revealed that certain of the selected fields were 
planted in small grain such as wheat and rye and provided 
little, if any surface visibility. These fields were then 
eliminated from the project. Additional properties were 
added through local contacts as deemed necessary to insure 
sufficient investigation of each of the environmental zones. 
All total, forty farms were included in the survey, repre­
senting both large and small units. It was determined that 
this sample of property would provide improved parameter 
estimates for the definition of spatial and temporal 
variation in settlement patterns in the study area.

A relatively obvious and inherent bias was designed 
into the survey, that of inspecting only cultivated fields 
for evidence of prehistoric and historical activity. This 
would of course, limit the types of sites one could expect 
to discover. Certain prehistoric and historical sites would 
not likely occur here. However, factors such that nearly 
one third (29 percent) of the total land surface of these 
two counties is used for agriculture, the time permitted to 
conduct the survey was limited to less than six weeks, and 
the crew assisting the survey director would consist
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primarily of inexperienced volunteers, more than justified 
this survey approach. Furthermore, an important aspect of 
the survey was to inspect a large amount of acreage within 
each of the three environmental zones to provide systemati­
cally recovered data so that more accurate patterns of
settlement could be ascertained and would help in the 
development of preservation measures.

The method of survey chosen for this project was a 
pedestrian walk over of all areas with good soil visibility. 
Crew members would walk parallel transects across the field, 
spaced approximately ten meters apart. This technique would 
enable the inexperienced crew members to observe artifact 
clusters and learn more quickly how to identify sites. The 
survey director was able to randomize errors by often
shifting people among the crew. It was felt this may have
been a positive factor in site discovery and prevented 
constant errors since the crew members' positions were not 
held constant (S. Plog 1982rpersonal communication).

Each member of the survey team was responsible for 
collecting all artifacts within one meter of either side of 
their transect. These two meter wide collections ensured a
minimum twenty percent sample from all areas surveyed. Site 
boundaries were then recorded by determining the width of 
the site by counting the number of transects where artifacts
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were present and by pacing the length of the site from a 
transect near the middle of the concentration. Other 
characteristics and site variables were then recorded. 
Following the completion of the site documentation, the 
surveyors continued their transects across the field until 
the next site was encountered and the process repeated.

In only a few circumstances was the above methodology 
changed. For several historic sites with extremely dense 
concentrations of artifactual debris, field-dated to the 
late 19th and early 20th century, a moderate sample of 
diagnostic ceramics and glass artifacts (approximately 
filling a 10 pound bag) was kept. Several of the prehis­
toric sites found were so small only one transect passed 
through them, thereby limiting the chances of artifacts 
being found. In an attempt to locate temporally diagnostic 
artifacts such as projectile points or pottery, the transect 
interval was narrowed to three meters wide. Consequently, 
field documentation was amended to include these changes.

.Soil visibility within the project area varied from 
farm to farm. Since the work was conducted during the 
months of May and June, it was expected the field conditions 
would reflect differently due to the types of crops planted. 
As stated earlier, fields planted in small grain were not 
included in the project. The visibility afforded by the
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various truck vegetables such as cucumbers, tomatoes, snap 
beans, green peppers, sweet potatoes, and white potatoes, in 
addition to sprouting soybeans and corn, helped ensure a 
successful survey. Often surface soil visibility exceeded 
eighty percent. The potatoes and cucumbers were planted in 
rows spaced approximately one meter apart which provided 
ample soil exposure between the dense plants. The surveyors 
generally took advantage of the planted furrows to help them 
keep their transects straight and parallel.

The survey was restrictive, in that its goal was to 
locate and record sites, and inspect as much acreage as time 
allowed within the three zones. As a result, subsurface 
investigations were not conducted. Of the 315 new sites 
recorded, all but 34 were field-identified; the latter were 
reported by informants. Data gathered as a result of this 
intensive survey now allow for more credible patterns of 
settlement to be developed and as will soon follow, a more 
detailed analysis of the archaeological resources for this 
region.



CHAPTER III 
SURVEY RESULTS



Prior to analyzing the results of the 1982 Virginia 
Eastern Shore Archaeological Survey, some brief comments 
need to be made about the other previously recorded sites. 
Before the 1982 work, there were 214 sites inventoried in 
Accomack County and another 101 sites in Northampton County. 
In an earlier report (Wittkofski 1982:1-3), it was noted 
that roughly 41 percent of the sites contained prehistoric 
components, 54 percent contained historic components and the 
remaining 5 percent had both prehistoric and historic 
occupations. Furthermore, it was determined that no Paleo- 
Indian sites were recorded, 11 percent had Archaic com­
ponents, 48 percent had Woodland, 10 percent had combined 
Archaic and Woodland occupations, and 31 percent had 
undetermined prehistoric components. Likewise, a breakdown 
of historic sites indicated the following, 9 percent were 
from the 17th century, 38 percent from the 18th century, 36 
percent from the 19th century, 12 percent had a combination 
of historic centuries present, and 5 percent could not be 
classified.

In the same article, preliminary patterns of settlement 
were presented (Wittkofski 1982:1-3). For Archaic period 
sites, 59 percent were found on the Chesapeake Bay side of 
the peninsula, 19 percent on the Atlantic Ocean side, and 22

7/
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percent were inland. The Woodland period sites differed in 
that, only 19 percent were found on the Chesapeake Bay side, 
while nearly 67 percent were located on the Atlantic side, 
leaving the remaining 14 percent inland. For the historic 
period sites, 72 percent of the 17th-century sites were 
identified along the Chesapeake Bay the remaining 28 percent 
were along the Atlantic Ocean side, the 18th-century sites 
had only 37 percent along the Bay, about 50 percent inland 
and slightly more than 13 percent on the Atlantic Ocean 
site, while the 19th-century sites included greater than 50 
percent inland and the remaining sites near evenly split 
between the other two areas.

Two types of analysis were conducted on the pre-1982 
survey data to try to determine (1) the frequency of 
incomplete information useful for archaeological management 
purposes and (2) biases within the archaeological record
that might affect the results for the formulation of
statements for settlement patterning or predictive modell­
ing. Since few previous studies in this area were syste­
matic in nature, it was expected that biases would be 
present. The methods of analysis used those data pertaining
to site ownership and the type of documentation used in
recording the site.
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The ownership analysis was divided into six categories: 

Unknown, Private, Corporate, Local Government, State 
Government, and Federal Government. Although many in the 
unknown category were probably privately-owned, they were 
kept separate since the owners had not been identified on 
the site survey forms. All of this information was obtained 
from the site inventory forms of the Virginia Division of 
Historic Landmarks. The following numbers and percentages 
were developed for the 313 sites.

TABLE 5
Pre-1982 Survey Site Ownership

Ownership Number Percentage
Unknown 132 42%
Private 103 33%
Corporate 66 21%
Local Government 6 2%
State Government 4 1%
Federal Government  3 1%

314* 100%
*One site had two property owners.

If one were to combine the Unknown and the Private owner­
ships, the sum total would equal 75 percent of all of the 
recorded sites. Further, only 58 percent of the sites' 
ownership were known, indicating at least some lack in the 
completion of the archaeological inventory forms.

The Type of Documentation analysis was conducted to 
determine which biases might have affected the known
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archaeological record by the collection of site survey 
information. Five categories were included in this
analysis: Projected (recorded from historical maps or other
documentation), Informant (data supplied by a collector or 
locally-knowledgeable person), Surveyed with Collection 
(site located in the field and surface collection made), 
Survey, Observation Only (field inspection, but not arti­
facts retained), and Excavation (would include any type of 
subsurface investigation from test pits to full-scale 
excavation). Again, using only the information on the site 
forms, the following determinations were made.

TABLE 6
Pre-1982 Survey Type of Documentation Analysis

Type of Documentation Number Percentage
Projected 34 9%
Informant 133 36%
Surveyed with Collection 118 32%
Surveyed, Observation Only 72 20%
Excavation 8 2%

As these data indicate, the majority of the sites (36 
percent) have been recorded from informants, and together 
with the projected sites (9 percent) equal 45 percent of the 
known data base. This indicates the majority of recorded 
Eastern Shore sites are those which were probably most 
accessible (to collectors) and possibly ones with more dense 
concentrations of artifacts. It is surmised that these
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sites may not represent the typical Eastern Shore archaeo­
logical deposit. The VDHL has in its collections artifacts 
from 126 of these sites or about 40 percent. Patterns of 
human behavior developed from these collections might also 
vary as a result of the methods in which the artifacts were 
obtained. These data surely point to the need for a more 
systematic collection of data if one is to formulate more 
accurate patterns of behavior and settlement.

The 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore Archaeological Survey 
examined some 2,207 acres of cultivated fields within the 
arbitrarily defined survey universe. Being that the survey 
universe was determined to contain 123,400 acres of land, 
approximately 1.8 percent of it was examined. This surveyed 
area would than be equal to 0.54 percent of the total 
Virginia Eastern Shore land surface.

A review of the total amount of land surveyed in each 
of the three environmental zones provided the following 
figures: Chesapeake Forelands - 977 acres surveyed or 2.9
percent of the potential area; Upland Plain - 642 acres 
surveyed or 1.3 percent; and Atlantic Forelands - 588 acres
or 1.4 percent surveyed (see Figure 3).

The 1982 Eastern Shore Archaeological Survey located 
315 new archaeological sites. Separated by county they
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include, 187 in Accomack (44AC215-401) and 128 in Northamp­
ton (44NH102-230), see Appendix B. Only 281 of these sites 
were actually field-verified. The other 34 were recorded 
from information provided by collectors and site informants. 
For the subsequent analysis, only the 281 figure will be 
used unless otherwise stated, since consistent data were 
collected for each of these sites. Therefore, the field- 
inspected sites include 173 in Accomack County and 108 in 
Northampton County.

Table 7 is a listing of the components that were 
recorded by the 1982 survey. A total of 530 individual 
components were identified for the 281 sites, nearly two per 
site.

TABLE 7
Temporal Components as Recorded by the 1982 Survey

Component Representation
Paleo-Indian 
Early Archaic

0
0
2
8
4
0
0
0

12
33
6

Middle Archaic 
Late Archaic 
Undefined Archaic 
Early Woodland 
Middle Woodland 
Late Woodland 
Undefined Woodland 
Undefined Prehistoric
17th Century 
18th Century 
19th Century 
20th Century

148
253
62

TOTAL 530
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In general, the inventory indicates that few early 
prehistoric sites are likely to be found within the environ­
mental zones that were surveyed. The predominant periods 
identified were the Late Archaic with 8 components present, 
and less specific, the undefined Woodland period with 12 
components. Unfortunately, the amount of prehistoric data 
collected was less than expected. It seems probable that 
the early prehistoric sites would be found in areas long 
since inundated by sea level rise and therefore not investi­
gated by this survey. Since only 61 prehistoric components 
were recognized (14 Archaic, 14 Woodland, and 33 Undefined 
Prehistoric), several of the subsequent analyses will 
require the inclusion of the other previously inventoried 
prehistoric sites to establish more meaningful patterns of 
behavior.

The discovered historic components clearly dominate the 
above table. These components total 469 or 88 percent of 
those found. In Accomack County, 168 sites were found with 
historic period occupations present, while Northampton 
County had 101 sites. Thus, 96 percent or 269 (of the 281) 
sites had components from these four more recent centuries. 
This discovery of so many historic period sites was unex­
pected, especially since the work employed a systematic 
survey strategy. The most likely explanation for the high 
density of sites, lies in the earlier noted fact that the
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population in this portion of Virginia continued to grow 
consistently particularly in the 19th century and reached 
its peak during the second quarter of the 20th century 
(Martin and Spar 1983). Much of this growth in population 
undoubtedly reflected the widespread development of truck- 
vegetable farming which was labor intensive and required 
large scale housing adjacent to the agricultural plots. 
Further, site preservation has been good since so much of 
the Virginia Eastern Shore has remained in cultivation.

The 1982 survey's 281 field-checked sites were geo­
graphically distributed in the three environmental zones as 
follow: Chesapeake Forelands - 127 sites; Upland Plain - 68
sites; and Atlantic Forelands - 86 sites. By percentage the 
sites represent the following: Chesapeake Forelands - 45
percent; Upland Plain - 24 percent; and Atlantic Forelands- 
31 percent. Caution should be used with the above percent­

ages as well as their subsequent presentation since they 
have not been corrected to address variations in the 
proportions of each zone surveyed as compared to their 
actual proportion of land area.

Next, an analysis of the temporal and spatial placement 
of the 281 sites' 530 components was conducted to see which 
patterns, if any, might be present. Table 8 lists these
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distributions. The numbers in parentheses are the percent­
ages for each spatial distribution.

TABLE 8
Temporal and Spatial Placement of 1982 Components

Chesa. F. Upland P. Atlant. F
Archaic 10 (71.5) 3 (21.5) 1 (7)
Woodland 9 (64) 0 5 (36)
Undef. Prehistoric 14 (42) 4 (12) 15 (46)
17th Century 5 (83) 0 1 (17)
18th Century 71 (48) 36 (24) 41 (28)
19th Century 111 (44) 25 (24) 81 (32)
20th Century 18 (29) 25 (40) 19 (31)

Totals 238 163 129

The next five tables combine all of the known archaeo­
logical resources on the Virginia Eastern Shore in an 
attempt to develop patterns of site placement. It is
expected that future research will test these patterns to 
determine their validity.

A combination of all temporal components represented by 
known archaeological sites on the Virginia Eastern Shore is 
presented below in Table 9 and organized by environmental 
zone where the sites were found. The numbers in parentheses 
again represent the percentages of the temporal period 
represented. The following abbreviations will be used for 
the environmental zones in subsequent tables: C.F. =
Chesapeake Forelands; A.F. = Atlantic Forelands; U.P. =
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Upland Plain; A.C.B.I. = Atlantic Coast Barrier Islands; and 
C.B.I. = Chesapeake Bay Islands.

TABLE 9
Known Sites Temporal and Spatial Placement

C.F. A. F. U .P. A. C. B. I. C.B .1.
Archaic 37 (74) 7 (14) 4 (8) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Woodland 45 (40) 53 (48) 9 (8) 3 (3) 1 (1)
Undef. P. 39 (40) 44 (45) 9 (9) 5 (5) 1 (1)
17th C. 26 (79) 4 (12) 2 (6) 1 (3) 0
18th C. 122 (51) 56 (23) 61 (25) 3 (1) 0
19th C. 184 (46) 104 (26) 107 (27) 2 (1) 0
20th C. 25 (30) 24 (28) 35 (42) 0 0

Dividing these figures into their respective counties 
can be helpful in determining where the majority of the 
sites have been found. Below is Table 10 which separates 
the actual number of site components into each county. 
Following that number is the calculated percentage that the 
number reflects.

Table 11 is an attempt to show the highest representa­
tion in each of the temporal periods by zone and county. 
This table will be useful for developing preliminary
predictive settlement models.
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TABLE 10

Site Components by County, Time, and Space
C.F. A.F. U.P. A.C.B.I. C.B.I.

Archaic
AC 17 (46) 6 (86) 1 (25) 1 (100) 1 (100)
NH 20 (54) 1 (14) 3 (75) 0 0

Woodland
AC 24 (53) 50 (94) 4 (44) 0 1 (100)
NH 21 (47) 3 (6) 5 (56) 3 (100) 0

Undef. P.
AC 24 (61.5) 39 (89) 4 (44) 1 (20) 1 (100)
NH 15 (38.5) 5 (11) 5 (56) 4 (80) 0

17th C.
AC 8 (31) 4 (100) 1 (50) 0 0
NH 18 (69) 0 1 (50) 1 (100) 0

18th C.
AC 63 (52) 50 (89) 26 (43) 2 (67) 0
NH 59 (48) 6 (11) 35 (57) 1 (33) 0

19th C.
AC 92 (50) 86 (83) 41 (38) 2 (100) 0
NH 92 (50) 18 (17) 66 (62) 0 0

20th C.
AC 21 (84) 19 (79) 11 (31) 0 0
NH 4 (16) 5 (21) 24 (69) 0 0

The 1982 Eastern Shore Survey located 53 prehistoric 
camp sites and 5 prehistoric shell midden sites. Table 12 
shows where these sites were found and the temporal periods 
assigned when determined.
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TABLE 11

Temporal Location by County and Zone
C.F. A.F.

Archaic
AC 65% 23%
NH 83% 4%

Woodland
AC 31% 63%
NH 66% 9%

Undef. P.
AC 35% 57%
NH 52% 17%

17th C.
AC 61% 31%
NH 90% 0

18th C.
AC 45% 36%
NH 58% 6%

19th C.
AC 42% 39%
NH 52% 10%

20th C.
AC 41% 37%
NH 12% 15%

U.P. A.C.B.I. C.B.I.

4% 4% 4%
13% 0 0

5% 0 1%
16% 9% 0

6% 1% 1%
17% 14% 0

8% 0% 0
5% 5% 0

18% 1% 0
35% 1% 0

18% 1% 0
38% 0 0

22% 0 0
73% 0 0

For the camp sites, Archaic sites (about 70 percent) 
were found in the Chesapeake Forelands, followed by the 
Upland Plain with 23 percent according to these data. The 
sample of Archaic sites is however, quite small thereby 
limiting the amount of useful data that can be extracted.

Woodland camp sites were found in the Chesapeake 
Forelands (67 percent) and the Atlantic Forelands (33 
percent) but were absent from the Upland Plain. If one were
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TABLE 12

1982 Prehistoric Sites by Time and Space
C.F . A.F. U.P.

Camp Sites (53)*
Archaic 9 1 3
Woodland 8 4 0
Undef. Prehist. 14 13 3

Shell Middens (5)**
Archaic 1 0 0
Woodland 1 1 0
Undef. Prehist. 0 2 1
* Note:

Two of the sites had both Archaic and Woodland 
components.

** Note:
One site had both Archaic and Woodland Components.

to rely only on these data for predicting other site 
locations, then the result would suggest that during the 
Woodland period, little use was made of the interior
peninsula. However, earlier reported sites and two more
reported sites during this survey indicate the contrary.
Three possible village sites have been recorded although not 
field-verified, due to property owner denial, within this 
Upland Plain. In each of these instances, the sites were 
located adjacent to small intermittent streams (the head­
waters of larger creeks) and on well-drained soils.

Much like the Archaic sites, the sample size for
Woodland sites, including shell middens, found by the survey
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is very small and thus of only limited value in discerning 
variations in settlement patterns. In order to develop more 
explicit patterns of settlement for both camp sites and
shell midden locations, it would be advisable to (1) collect 
additional systematic data and (2) analyze all known
prehistoric site data that are presently available for the 
study area. The first option will have to wait until a new
research program is designed. However, analysis of all
recorded prehistoric sites on the Virginia Eastern Shore 
follows (including the 1982 survey data). The numbers in
parentheses are percentages for the period.

TABLE 13
Known Prehistoric Sites By Time and Space

Camp Sites* C.F. A.F. U.P. A.C.B.I. C.B.I.
Archaic 28 (70) 6 (15) 4 (10) 1 (2.5) 1 (2.5)
Woodland 29 (50) 23 (40) 4 (7) 1 (1.5) 1 (1.5)
Undef. P. 26 (46) 21 (37) 6 (11) 2 (4) 1 (2)

Shell Middens**
Archaic 2 (50) 2 (50) 0 0 0
Woodland 9 (22) 29 (71) 1 (2) 2 (5) 0
Undef. ./ 10 (29) 21 (60) 1 (3) 3 (8) 0

Villages
Woodland 2 (28.5) 2(28.5) 3 (43) 0 0

Other Sites
Undef. P. 2 (50) 0 2 (50) 0 0

* Nineteen sites had both Archaic and Woodland com­
ponents .

** Four sites had both Archaic and Woodland components.
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The overall analysis of prehistoric sites indicated

that for the Archaic period the majority (70 percent) of the
camp sites were found within the Chesapeake Forelands. 
Fifteen percent of the Archaic camp sites were in the 
Atlantic Forelands, while 10 percent were found in the
Upland Plain and the remaining five percent evenly divided 
between the other two zones. The Woodland period camp sites 
are more evenly distributed in the Chesapeake and Atlantic 
Forelands, 50 and 40 percent, respectively. The Upland 
Plain again seems to have been utilized to a lesser degree, 
only about 7 percent. There are nearly as many Undefined 
Prehistoric sites as Woodland and again, they are nearly 
equally split between the two Forelands zones, 46 and 37 
percent, and with about 11 percent in the Upland Plain.

Analysis of shell midden sites quickly points to an 
intensive utilization by the Native Americans in the
Woodland period. Only four sites show an Archaic presence. 
For the Woodland period, 22 percent of the sites are located 
within the Chesapeake Forelands while more than 70 percent 
occur in the Atlantic Forelands. Again, the Undefined 
Prehistoric category resembles the Woodland category with 
the majority (60 percent) located within the Atlantic zone.
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The village sites are almost equally distributed within 

each of the three major environmental zones with a slight 
edge going to the Upland Plain zone. It should be noted, 
however, that the sample is small and most of these sites 
have not been completely field-investigated.

The Other Sites category includes only four sites 
including both quarry and cemetery sites. This sample also, 
is too limited to provide reliable patterns of behavior.

Earlier in this chapter it was noted that 269 of the 
281 field-inspected sites contained historic components. 
When this information is compared to other large areal 
surveys in Tidewater Virginia (cf. Virginia Historic
Landmarks Commission 1975; Turner 1976; and Potter 1982), 
the Eastern Shore Survey's figures are heavily weighted 
towards the discovery and identification of historic sites.
It has been suggested that some of these discovered historic
sites might actually have been redeposited night soil 
brought in from someplace else (Bogley 1983: personal
communication), similar to that described by Roberts and 
Barrett (1984:108-115). This is a distinct possibility, 
although no mention of similar dumping circumstances could 
be found in the historical records which were searched. It 
seems likely that only future archaeological excavations 
will reveal the nature of these deposits. The artifacts
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obtained at each of these sites span a wide range of 
domestic activities. Perhaps the most probable explanation 
for such an intensive historic occupation relates to the 
area’s early decision to diversify its agricultural base 
from tobacco cultivation towards more labor intensive 
vegetable crops. The noticeable boom in the late 19th- 
century and early 20th-century occupations as seen in the 
U.S. Census records, no doubt relates to the increase in 
harvesting of oysters and other seafood as well as the 
development of truck-vegetable farming for the metropolitan 
areas to the north.

The number of historic components discovered during the 
1982 systematic survey consists of the following numbers and 
percentages (Table 14). These numbers are then compared to 
the total number of recorded historic components.

TABLE 14
Historic Components - 1982 Results Versus Total

Temporal Period
17th Century 
18th Century 
19th Century 
20th Century

1982 Survey Number
6 (1%)

148 (32%)
253 (54%)
62 (13%)

Total Number
33

242
397
83

(4%)
(32%)
(53%)
(11%)

One noticeable surprise is that the influx of an additional 
360 18th- and 19th-century historic components has done 
little to change the overall percentages for these period 
sites.
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Another way of looking at the historical sites is by 

their thematic subjects. The Virginia Division of Historic 
Landmarks has developed a set of ten historic themes for 
evaluating historical cultural resources. They include the 
following:

1. Residential/Domestic
2. Agriculture
3. Government/Law/Welfare
4. Education
5. Military
6. Religion
7. Social/Cultural
8. Transportation
9. Commerce
10. Industry/Manufacturing/Crafts

Sites found during the 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore 
Survey fall into only five of the historic period themes. 
Table 15 shows both the 1982 sites and the total historic 
sites to date by historic theme and their percentage of the 
total.
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TABLE 15 

Sites by Historic Theme
Percent Precent

1982 1982 Total of
Historic Theme Sites* Survey Number Total
1. Residential/ 275 97% 473 86%

Domestic
2. Agricultural 0 0% 18 3%
3. Government/ 0 0% 3 0.5%

Law/Welfare
4. Education 0 0% 0 0%
5. Military 0 0% 2 0.5%
6. Religion 0 0% 4 0.5%
7. Social/Cultural 4 1.4% 10 2%
8. Transportation 4 1.4% 15 2%
9. Commerce 1 0.1% 17 3%
10. Industry/Manufac- 1 0.1% 10 2%

turing/Crafts
*Note: Several of the historic sites contained more than

one theme.

In the beginning of this chapter, an analysis had been 
made on the Ownership of Sites recorded prior to this 
survey. A large portion of the sites (42 percent) had been 
recorded without knowing who was the landowner. It seems 
that many of the site inventory forms were completed without 
researching the property ownership. The 1982 survey has 
considerably altered the numbers in regard to ownership of 
the sites: 299 of the 315 new sites (95 percent) were held
by the private sector. Table 16 displays the changes in 
percentage of ownership of sites as a result of this survey.
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Ownership 
of Site

Unknown 
Private 
Corporate 
Local Gov't 
State Gov't 
Fed. Gov't .

TABLE 16 
Ownership of Sites

Pre-Survey
42%
33%
21%
2%
1%
1%

1982 Survey Current Present
4%

95%
0.5%
0.5%

0%
0%

27%
56%
14%
0%

0.5%
0.5%

Another analysis category which changed as a result of 
the 1982 survey was the Level of Documentation category. As 
in the case of the previous analysis, the survey dramati­
cally increased the "Surveyed with Collection" level while 
at the same time decreased the "Informant" level. Table 17 
shows these results.

TABLE 17 
Level of Documentation

Level of 
Documentation
Projected 
Informant 
Surveyed with 

Collection 
Surveyed,

Observation Only 
Excavation

Pre-Survey
9%

36%
32%
20%
2%

1982 Survey Present
1%
9%

81%
9%
0%

9%
0 0%
52%
16%
1%

The primary result with regard to this section is that now 
there exists more detailed information for each of the 
recorded sites than was the case prior to the survey 
project.
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In Chapter 1, a brief description was made for each of 

the soil series which was present on the Virginia Eastern 
Shore. The soils of this area were originally deposited as 
marine sediments and the textural variations of the types 
are due primarily to the sorting powers of waves and tides. 
The indiscriminate sorting of the materials during their 
deposition has resulted in the absence of any soil pattern 
(Stevens 1920).

Previously, it was discussed that the soils of Accomack 
and Northampton Counties were grouped into five series on 
the basis of differences in origin, color, drainage, and 
weathering. The basis of texture was used to divide the 
series into types.

Soils developed from coastal plain deposits with little 
or no modification of the original material except through 
drainage and aeration are included in the Sassafras, 
Keyport, Elkton, and Portsmouth series. The Norfolk series 
consists of soils developed from wind-blown coastal plain 
deposits. Tidal Marsh, Coastal Beach, and Dunesand are 
soils of marine origin still in the process of formation. 
Swamp soils consist of low bottom lands along fresh water 
streams of the area.
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Table 18 details the percentage of soils present on the 

Virginia Eastern Shore (Stevens 1920:36).

TABLE 18
Percentage of Soils on Virginia Eastern Shore

Soil Percent
Soil Description Abbreviation of Occurrence

Sassafras loamy sand SI 0.7%
Sassafras sandy loam

and Sassafras sandy Ss 23.2%
loam, shelly phase 
(combined)

Sassafras fine sandy
loam Sf 14.2%

Sassafras loam So 0.1%
Keyport sandy loam Ks 5.6%
Keyport fine sandy

loam Kf 3.4%
Keyport loam K1 0.4%
Elkton sandy loam Es 5.2%
Elkton fine sandy

loam El 4.1%
Elkton loam E 6.7%
Portsmouth sandy loam Ps 0.2%
Portsmouth loam PI 0.9%
Norfolk fine sand Ns 1.3%
Tidal Marsh T 29.3%
Dunesand D 0.9%
Coastal Beach C 2.6%
Swamp S 1.2%

Before discussing the results of the analysis of soils 
and archaeological site distributions, there is one phase of 
soil that deserves some mention. The Sassafras sandy loam, 
shelly phase represents the locations of prehistoric Native 
American shell middens. As described by Stevens (1920:40- 
41) 512 acres of this soil occur "along the seaward border 
of the peninsula [and contain] a considerable quantity of
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shell fragments in both surface and subsoil. These are 
angular in shape, and their presence can only be attributed 
to bands of Indians hundreds of years ago, who congregated 
at these places and feasted on clams and oysters, leaving 
the shells on shore. They are present in sufficient 
quantity to impart a rather distinct character to the soil." 
In fact, every location on Stevens' map which contained this 
soil abbreviation and was surveyd, did contain the remains 
of a prehistoric shell midden. Time did not permit field- 
inspections of all locations.

The 1982 survey located the following percentages of 
temporal components within the three major series of soils.

TABLE 19
Soil Series of 1982 Sites by Temporal Period

Sassafras Keyport Elkton
Temporal Period Series Series Series
Archaic 73% 7% 0%
Woodland 86% 5% 1%
17th Century 75% 12% 12%
18th Century 83% 13% 4%
19th Century 83% 14% 3%
20th Century 85% 11% 3%

In addition to these three series, the other series
grouped together accounted for about 20 percent of the 
Archaic, 9 percent of the Woodland, 1 percent of the 17th- 
century, and 1 percent of the 20th-century sites.
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As the above figures indicate, the Sassafras series is 

the predominant soil on which archaeological sites have been 
found. This is an important discovery since the entire 
Sassafras series comprises only 38.2 percent of the penin­
sula’s soils. Based upon these data, the following prob­
ability statements are suggested for sites to be found 
within this series: Seven out of ten Archaic sites; nine
out of ten Woodland sites; seven out of ten 17th-century 
sites; eight out of ten 18th-century sites; eight out of ten 
19th-century sites; and eight out of ten 20th-century sites.

In the analysis of prehistoric sites for their pre­
ferences of soil choice, it was determined that the sample 
of sites recorded during the 1982 survey was extremely 
limited and therefore might not provide meaningful inter­
pretations. Thus, a decision was made to analyze all of the 
Archaic and Woodland components that had been inventoried in 
both of the counties. Table 20 displays the differences 
found in soil choice for Archaic and Woodland period sites.
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Soil Choice of Known Prehistoric Sites
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Soil Type Number of Occurrences Percentage
Archaic Sites:

SI 
Ss 
Sf 
Kf 
T 
D 
C

Woodland Sites:
SI 14 12%
Ss 39 33%
Sf 48 41%
Ks 1 0.5%
Kf 5 4%
El 1 0.5%
T 3 3%
D 3 3%
C 3 3%

The most noticeable difference in the above figures is 
that there seems to be a stronger preference by the Archaic 
period Native Americans to occupy areas with Sassafras fine 
sandy loam (Sf) soils, 55 percent as compared to only 41 
percent during the Woodland period. This may be skewed by 
the size of the sample, however. The combination of 
Sassafras series soils shows a definite overall preference 
by the Woodland period Native Americans with 86 percent of 
the sites found here. The higher percentage of Archaic 
sites on Tidal, Dunesand and Coastal soils supports the 
hypothesis that the majority of Archaic period sites may be

1
9

31
4
5 
2 
4

2%
16%
55%
7%
9%
4%
7%
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in areas now inundated by sea level rise or in nearby 
adjacent environments possibly more intensively exploited.

A study was also conducted of the distribution of 
historic site components. Since there were a total of 469 
components from the 269 sites discovered in 1982, it was 
determined the sample size was sufficient and did not 
necessitate the addition of previously inventoried sites. 
The following figures illustrate the preference of soil type 
by both numbers of occurrences and percentages (the percent­
ages are in parentheses).

TABLE 21
Historic Sites Distribution by Soil Type and

Time Period
Soil Type 17th C. 18th C. 19th C. 20th C.

Sf 5 (64) 86 (52) 130 (47) 37 (54)
Ss 1 (12) 52 (31) 101 (36) 21 (31)
Kf 0 15 (9) 25 (9) 7 (10)
Ks 1 (12) 6 (4) 13 (5) 1 (2)
El 1 (12) 3 (2) 7 (2) 2 (3)
E 0 3 (2) 3 (1) 0

As can be seen the Sassafras series also dominates site
preference for historic periods sites. Total percentages
for Sassafras soils include: 76 percent for 17th-century
sites; 83 percent for both 18th and 19th-century sites; and 
85 percent for 20th-century sites.
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In reviewing the total number of historic sites that 

have been recorded for the Eastern Shore Peninsula, the 
following percentages are derived for each of the soil 
types.

TABLE 22 
All Historic Sites by Soil Type

Soil Type Number of Occurrences Percentage
Sf 258 50%
Ss 175 34%
Kf 47 9%
Ks 21 4%
El 13 2%
E 6 1%

No historic sites have yet to be identified that were 
situated on Sassafras loamy sand, unlike the one Archaic and 
fourteen Woodland sites that have been found here. Also, 
there is only one occurrence of an Elkton series soil at a 
prehistoric site (Elkton fine sandy loam at a Woodland 
site). This soil type is found to have been occupied 
throughout the historic period and another Elkton type, the 
Elkton loam was also found occurring at 18th and 19th- 
century sites.

It seems clear that site choice and preference was 
directed toward soils containing the Sassafras characteris­
tics first, and then toward the Keyport and Elkton soils. 
The prehistoric sites on the Virginia Eastern Shore follow 
this pattern with 82 percent, 6 percent, and one percent,
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respectively, with another 11 percent found on other soils. 
The historic sites occupy similar percentages for these 
three soil series with 84 percent, 13 percent and 3 percent.

The system of stream rank ordering, developed by 
geographer Arthur N. Strahler, was used to study whether or 
not site placement was directly correlated to the location 
of fresh water sources. Strahler's system subdivides a 
complete stream channel network into individual lengths of 
channel. "Each finger-tip channel is designated as a 
segment of the first-order. At the junction of any two 
first-order segments, a channel of the second-order is 
produced and extends to the point where it joins another 
second-order channel, whereupon a segment of third-order 
results, and so forth. However, should a segment of the 
first-order join a second- or third-order segment, no 
increase in order occurs at that point of junction. The 
trunk stream of any watershed bears the highest order number 
of the entire system. Channels of the first- and second-
order usually carry flowing streams only in wet weather" 
(Strahler 1960:376). Using this method, Tables 23-30 were 
devised for analyzing the influence stream orders played as 
a factor in settlement choice. The numbers in parentheses 
are percentages for each period.
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TABLE 23

Stream Orders for Prehistoric Sites 
(1982 Survey Only)

Temporal Period First Second Third
Archaic 
Woodland 
Undef. Prehist.

7 (50) 
9 (64) 

26 (79)
6 (43) 
4 (29) 
4 (12)

1 (7) 
1 (7) 
3 (9)

When factoring out the distance to the nearest water 
source of prehistoric sites, the following figures were 
obtained from the 1982 survey data. Note M = meters.

TABLE 24
Distance to Water for Prehistoric Sites

0-50 M 50-100 M 100-200 M 200+ M
Archaic 5 3 5 1
Woodland 10 1 3 0
Undef. Prehist. 15 7 8 3

Looking only at the majority of prehistoric components 
found in 1982 and likewise, at the majority occurrences of 
stream order, the following figures and percentages (Table 
25) work out for the Archaic, Woodland, and Undefined 
Prehistoric sites.

Analysis of the Archaic and Woodland distributions of 
sites has revealed a significant pattern. The distance of 
200 meters has emerged as an important factor in site 
location for these people. As is evident above, 93 percent 
of the Archaic period sites located by the 1982 survey were
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within 200 meters of a water source. All of the Woodland 
sites were also within the 200 meter distance. Further

TABLE 25
Frequency of Prehistoric Sites and Stream Order

Archaic Sites:
First-Order Streams

0 - 50 M
50 - 100 M 

100 - 200 M 
200 + M

Number
4
1
2
0

Percentage
57%
14%
29%
0

Second-Order Streams
0 - 50 M

50 - 100 M 
100 - 200 M 
200 + M

17%
33%
33%
17%

Woodland Sites:
First-Order Streams

0 - 50 M
50 - 100 M 

100 - 200 M 
200 + M

78%
0

22%
0

Second-Order Streams
0 - 50 M

50 - 100 M 
100 - 200 M 
200 + M

50%
25%
25%
0

Undefined Prehistoric:
First-Order Streams 

0 - 50 M
50 - 100 M 

100 - 200 M 
200 + M

13
5
6 
2

50%
19%
23%
8%
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analysis suggests that, at least for those sites dating to
the Woodland period, more than 70 percent were located
between 0 and 50 meters from a source of fresh water.

A study of all prehistoric sties found during the 1982 
survey shows nearly 50 percent of the sites discovered were 
located within a distance of 0 to 50 meters from the water
source. Table 26 shows this analysis.

TABLE 26
All 1982 Prehistoric Sites and Distance to Water

Distance to Water Source Number Percentage
0 - 50 M 30 49%

50 - 100 M 11 18%
100 - 200 M 16 26%
200 + M 4 7%

Table 27 analyzes the influence stream orders have had 
as a factor in historic settlement, based upon the results 
of the 1982 systematic survey data only. Percentages are in 
parentheses.

TABLE 27
Stream Orders as Historic Settlement Factor

Temporal Period
17th Century 
18th Century 
19th Century 
20th Century

First
3 (50) 

88 (59) 
169 (67) 
50 (81)

Second

42 (28) 
54 (21) 
10 (16)

Third Fourth
1 (17) 

12 (8) 
15 (6)
2 (3 )

2 (33) 
7 (5) 

14 (6)
0
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As these figures indicate, site location was regulated 
by a 50 percent or higher choice of land situated near 
first-order streams. When combined with second-order
channels, the percentage for settlement increased to well 
over 85 percent for all of the historic periods except the 
17th century. The 17th-century sites, although only a small 
sample was found, selected sites closer to larger waterways 
as often as they selected first-order streams.

Factoring out the distance to the water source is 
provided by Table 28. The numbers in parentheses are 
percentages for the temporal period.

TABLE 28
Distance to Water and Historic Temporal Periods

0-50 M 50-100 M 100-200 M 200+ M
17th Century 
18th Century 
19th Century 
20th Century

5 (83) 
46 (31) 
80 (32) 
16 (26)

1 (17) 
33 (22) 
52 (21) 
7 (11)

0
43 (29) 
79 (31) 
21 (34)

0
27 (18) 
41 (16) 
18 (29)

The above figures seem to reflect the importance water 
played in the early years of colonization when not only did 
it serve the purpose as a source of drinking water but also 
transportation, particularly, hurried, if necessary. During 
the 18th and 19th centuries, the development of self- 
sufficient plantations and local trade interactions required 
a lesser dependence on water transportation. As the 20th 
century data indicate, the importance of inland routes of
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travel and population growth pressure clearly changed the 
need for building houses adjacent to the source of water.

Looking primarily at the 18th- and 19th-century 
historic components, which contained the majority 
occurrences of first- and second-order streams, provided by 
Table 29.

TABLE 29
Historic Site Choice and Distance to Water

18th Century:
First-Order Streams

0 - 5 0  M 
50 - 100 M 

100 - 200 M 
200 + M

Second-Order Streams
0 - 50 M

50 - 100 M 
100 - 200 M 
200 + M

19th Century:
First-Order Streams

0 - 50 M
50 - 100 M 

100 - 200 M 
200 + M

Second-Order Streams
0 - 50 M

50 - 100 M 
100 - 200 M 
200 + M

Number
27
18
26
17

Number
11
12
11
8

Number
56
32
52
29

Number
14 
16
15 
9

Percentage
31%
20%
30%
19%

Percentage
26%
29%
26%
19%

Percentage
33%
19%
31%
17%

Percentage
26%
29%
28%
17%
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Table 30 breaks down all historic sites discovered

during the 1982 survey by percentages for site placement
with regard to their distance to water source. Interest­
ingly, some 82 percent were found within 200 meters of
water.

TABLE 30
1982 Historic Sites and Distance to Water

Distance to Water Source
0 - 50 M

50 - 100 M 
100 - 200 M 
200 + M

Number
147
93

143
86

Percentage
31%
20%
31%
18%

The last two tables again (as in Table 28) seem to 
indicate historic sites chose their site placement for 
reasons other than source of water, particularly following 
the 17th century on the Virginia Eastern Shore. Data 
indicate that during the 18th and 19th centuries, occupation 
site placement was almost equally distributed within 200 
meters of the water source. However, almost 20 percent of 
the historic period sites were also found in distances 
beyond 200 meters after the 17th century (based upon this 
sample). This is unlike the results of the prehistoric 
sites analysis, in which only a few sites were found located 
beyond the 200 meter distance. It seems clear that water 
from streams and as a source of transportation became a less 
critical factor for site location beginning in the 18th 
century on the Virginia Eastern Shore. Possibly partially
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responsible for this movement was the construction of 
subsurface wells which would have provided a more reliable 
source of water and thereby expanded site choice locations. 
Furthermore, the gradual move toward inland routes of travel 
and transportation and population growth pressure to inhabit 
new areas undoubtedly are reflected here.

The most basic level of projecting site densities 
involves the procedure of dividing the total acreage 
surveyed by the number of sites encountered to derive an 
estimate of the number of sites per acre (i.e. site den­
sity). For this study, the interpretations here presented 
are based upon the results of the 1982 systematic survey 
only. A total of 2,207 acres of land was surveyed. Only 
sites that were field-verified were considered in the 
computations. A total of 281 sites were recorded including 
58 prehistoric and 269 historic components. Forty-six of 
the prehistoric sites also had historic components present. 
Based upon these data, summary site density projections 
(Table 31) were developed for the areas surveyed in 1982.
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TABLE 31 

Site Density Projections
Site Density Projections for Prehistoric Sites

0.03 sites per acre;
1.0 site per 38.1 acres;

17.0 sites per square mile.
Site Density Projections for Historic Sites

0.12 sites per acre;
1.0 site per 8.2 acres;

77.0 sites per square mile

These density projections may be taken and applied to 
the three major environmental zones identified in this 
project. For example, in the Upland Plain study area 
universe, there are approximately 48,300 acres of land. 
Using the densities listed in the above table, it can be 
projected there will be a total of 1,268 prehistoric sites 
in this area. As an alternative approach to achieve greater 
specificity, one could use only those data within the 
particular survey areas of the 1982 survey to project total 
site numbers for the region. Thus, in the Upland Plain, 
only 642 acres were surveyed and 7 prehistoric sites were 
recorded. This yields a much lower figure of one site per 
91.7 acres which would then equal a total projection of 527 
sites. Although the latter computation might seem more 
preferable, at least in theory, the sample size may have 
caused it to be less reliable.
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The projected site totals for each of the three major 

environmental zones using both the overall summary figures 
and the locally derived density figures are presented in the 
next two tables (Tables 32 and 33). Then, Table 34 presents 
cumulative density estimates for both prehistoric and 
historic sites for the entire Virginia Eastern Shore 
Peninsula.

The last table in this analysis chapter reviewed the 
"present or best-known status" of the archaeological
resources on the Virginia Eastern Shore. As expected, the 
condition of the majority of sites are farmed. A principal 
factor which influenced this high percentage was the fact 
that the 1982 survey concentrated its effort on cultivated 
fields.
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TABLE 32
Projected Densities of Prehistoric and Historic Sites 

in the Three Study Areas (Comprising 214 Square Miles)

Chesapeake Atlantic Upland
Forelands Forelands Plain Total

Acres in Area
Acres in 
Survey Sample
Prehistoric 
Sites Found
Prehistoric
Sites
Projected (a)
Historic Sites 
Found

34,000

977

29

892

121
Historic Sites 
Projected (b) 4,146

41,100

588

48,300 123,400

22

1,079

83

5,012

642

65

2,207

58

1,268 3,239

269

5,890 15,048

(a) Based on figure of 1 site per 38.1 acres, a summary 
statistic resulting from the division of the survey 
area (2,207 acres) by the 58 field-identified prehis­
toric sites.

(b) Based on figure of 1 site per 8.2 acres, a summary 
statistic resulting from the division of the survey 
area (2,207 acres) by the 269 field-identified historic 
sites.
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TABLE 33
Projected Site Densities Based on 

Local Survey Data Only

Chesapeake Atlantic Upland
Forelands Forelands Plain

Prehistoric 
Site Density
Per Acreage (a) 1/33.7
Prehistoric
Projection (b) 1,009
Historic Site 
Density Per
Acreage 1/8.2
Historic
Projection 4,146

1/26.7 1/91.7

1,539

1/7.1

5,789

527

1/9.9

4,879

(a) Based on acres in survey sample divided by 
of sites.

b) Based on total acres in the survey universe 
the site density.

Total

3,075

14,814

the number 

divided by
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TABLE 34
Projected Site Densities Based on the Entire Land 
Surface of the Virginia Eastern Shore Peninsula 

(excluding the islands and wetlands)

Chesapeake Atlantic Upland
Forelands Forelands Plain Total

Total Acres
in Area 105,141
Estimated Percent
of Land Within
the Three Zones 27.5%

123,916 146,447 375,504

33.3% 39.1%
Prehistoric
Projection (a) 2,760
Historic
Projection (b) 12,822

3,252

15,112

3,844 9,856

17,859 45,793

(a) Based on figure of 1 site per 38.1 acres as developed 
by the overall study area summary statistics.

(b) Based on figure of 1 site per 8.2 acres as developed by 
the overall study area summary statistics.
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The last table in this analysis chapter reviewed the 

"present or best-known status" of the archaeological 
resources on the Virginia Eastern Shore. As expected, the 
condition of the majority of sites are farmed. A principal 
factor which influenced this high percentage was the fact 
that the 1982 survey concentrated its effort on cultivated 
fields.

TABLE 35 
Status or Condition of Sites

Site Status or Condition Number Percentage
Farmed 433 64%
Impacted by Development 56 8%
Ruinous Structure 46 7%
Impacted by Erosion 52 8%
Forested 26 4%
Pasture or Green Space 4 0.6%
Submerged in Water 3 0.4%
Other 12 2%
Unknown 45 6%

As these above figures indicate, very few of these sites are 
actually in situations where they are protected from 
destruction. The 1982 archaeological reconnaissance survey 
was conducted as the first step in the identification of the 
archaeological resource base present on the Virginia Eastern 
Shore. What is needed now is follow-up work to begin to
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evaluate the archaeological resources and start protection 
processes for the significant sites, direct examination 
toward the bay/basin geological features, carefully study 
both the Atlantic Ocean and Chesapeake Bay islands and 
marshlands, and develop research strategies for submerged 
cultural resources.

Summary Conclusions

The 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore Archaeological Survey 
located 315 previously unrecorded archaeological sites, 281 
of which were documented through field inspections. 
Prehistoric components representing Archaic and Woodland 
Native American occupations and historic sites dating from 
the 17th through 20th centuries were identified. Fieldwork 
was conducted during a six week period with the assistance 
of some 35 volunteers.

The majority of prehistoric sites found were small camp 
sites (about 90 percent of the prehistoric sites). Only 
five shell refuse middens were located in the areas sur­
veyed. Since only 61 prehistoric components were recorded, 
it was decided to use the other previously identified 
prehistoric sites together with this new information to 
develop patterns of settlement. As a result, Archaic camp 
sites were shown to occur approximately 70 percent of the



99
time in the area defined as the Chesapeake Forelands. The 
remaining sites were more equally distributed in the other 
zones (Atlantic Forelands - 15 percent; Upland Plain - 10
percent; other zones -remaining 5 percent). The Woodland 
period camp sites were more equally distributed within the 
Forelands, 50 percent in the Chesapeake and 40 percent in 
the Atlantic. The remaining 10 percent were divided between 
the Upland Plain and other zones.

Using the overall prehistoric site data base for shell 
midden site distribution shows that for the Archaic period, 
sites were equally divided between the two Forelands zones. 
The Woodland sites clearly indicate a preference for the 
Atlantic Forelands (71 percent), followed by the Chesapeake 
(22 percent) and the subsequent 7 percent is divided between 
the Upland Plain and other zones.

Since no actual prehistoric villages were found during 
the 1982 survey, it became imperative to use the other 
inventoried sites to make any kind of analysis. Only seven 
village sites have been recorded to date. However, the 
distribution expected, numerous sites all along the Chesa­
peake Bay as recorded by Captain John Smith in the early 
17th century (Smith 1910 and Weslager 1961) was not found. 
Two sites each have been identified in the Chesapeake and 
Atlantic Forelands, while the remaining three have been
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located in the Upland Plain. Some hints exist that the 
village recorded by Captain John Smith may actually be 
located in the Upland Plain areas adjacent to the headwaters 
of creeks rather than being found along the shoreline of the 
Chesapeake Bay. This hypothesis has yet to be proven as 
permission to investigate three of these possible village 
sites was not received.

The historic period sites as has been discussed 
earlier, far out-distanced the number of prehistoric
components. More than 95 percent of the sites recorded by 
the 1982 survey had components dating from the historic 
period. More than 85 percent of this total dated from the 
18th and 19th centuries.

The regional representation of historic sites found by 
the 1982 survey included nearly 83 percent of the 17th 
century sites within the Chesapeake Forelands and the 
remaining 17 percent in the Atlantic Forelands. Nearly half 
of the 18th-century sites were found in the Chesapeake 
Forelands and the remaining sites split nearly even between 
the Atlantic Forelands and the Upland Plain. The 19th- 
century sites were more evenly distributed in the Chesa­
peake, Atlantic, and Upland zones (44, 32, and 24 percent,
respectively). The 20th-century sites, like the 19th-



-.-

century sites, were fairly well apportioned in the three 
zones, 29, 31, and 40 percent, respectively.

By far, the most recorded historic theme of the 1982 
survey was the residential/domestic category containing 97 
percent of the sites. For all historic sites recorded to 
date including the 1982 survey, the residential/domestic 
theme comprises 85 percent. This may be the result of the 
difficulty involved in determining other themes for many of 
the sites.

The 1982 survey helped to reapportion the percentages 
of site ownership away from the nearly half of unknown 
ownership prior to the work to less than 30 percent follow­
ing it. Also, private site ownership increased from 33 
percent to 56 percent, since 95 percent of the sites 
surveyed in 1982 belonged to private landowners.

Increased also by the 1982 survey was the level of 
documentation for the Virginia Eastern Shore sites. Prior 
to this work, 45 percent of the inventoried data base had 
been recorded from informants or projected from historical 
documents. The new total equals about 30 percent for these 
two combined categories. Sites that have been field- 
investigated now equal 69 percent of the total, primarily
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resultant from the fact that 90 percent of the 1982 sites 
were field-surveyed.

Soil analysis of the Virginia Eastern Shore indicated 
that 38 percent of the soils present fell within the 
Sassafras series. A somewhat surprising figure resulted 
from the survey. Slightly more than 90 percent of the sites 
recorded were located on soils of this series.

Examining the relationship of site distribution to 
fresh water sources identified several interesting patterns. 
For prehistoric sites, 57 percent of the Archaic and 
Woodland sites were found near first-order streams, 36 
percent near second-order, and 7 percent adjacent to third- 
order waterways. Distance to freshwater sources indicated 
that 56 percent of the Archaic and Woodland sites were 
within a distance of 50 meters. More interesting, was that 
96 percent of the Archaic and Woodland sites were found 
within distances of 200 meters or less. Historic sites 
showed a higher percentage near first-order streams (66 
percent), followed by 23 percent near second-order, 6 
percent adjacent to third-order, and 5 percent beside 
fourth-order waterways. There seemed to be a lesser 
importance on the proximity to the water source for historic 
sites, in that only 31 percent were within 50 meters of the
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source. However, almost 82 percent were located within 
distances of less than 200 meters.

The data derived from the 1982 survey allowed for the 
first time to develop reliable predictable site densities 
for this region of Virginia. It was determined that based 
upon the 1982 survey results, there should be one prehis­
toric site every 38.1 acres and one historic site every 8.2 
acres. Using these figures, one can predict that within the 
214 square mile survey universe, of which nearly 2 percent 
(1.8) was surveyed, there would be 3,239 prehistoric sites 
and 15,048 historic sites present. Further, for the entire 
Virginia Eastern Shore, there may be as many as 9,856 
prehistoric sites and 45,793 historic sites. This projected 
site total alone is three times the total presently recorded 
for the entire Commonwealth of Virginia.



CHAPTER IV
MANAGEMENT CONSIDERATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS



This archaeological study has examined the Virginia 
Eastern Shore in terms of three major environmental zones 
and two lesser zones. These zones can also be referred to 
as management units. To review, these units include the 
following: Chesapeake Forelands; Atlantic Forelands; Upland
Plain; Atlantic Coast Barrier Islands; and the Chesapeake 
Bay Islands. This chapter will address the stresses which 
exist within each of the management units and the plans for 
future development in the region.

The primary stresses affecting the cultural resources 
of the Virginia Eastern Shore are (1) shoreline erosion; (2) 
agriculture; (3) lumbering activities; (4) commercial and 
industrial development; and (5) real estate and residential 
development. Each of these stresses will be described below 
in some level of detail.

Shoreline Erosion

The Virginia Eastern Shore although a relatively small 
land mass possesses over 850 miles of shoreline. Several 
shore types occur in this area including the low-lying 
Atlantic Ocean barrier islands, the shores of the Chesapeake

105
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Bay, and the other estuaries which range form high bluffs to 
tidal marshes.

Shoreline erosion rates vary depending upon specific 
shoreline variables and storm conditions according to loca­
tion. On a daily basis, the erosion rate is minimal. 
However, during periods of high energy storms such as 
hurricanes and northeasters, severe erosion can and has 
occurred. Some of the more important variables affecting 
estuarine shorelands include: (1) wave height; (2) depth
offshore; (3) bank height; (4) bank composition; (5) width 
and elevation of sand beach; (6) abundance of vegetation on 
the shore bank; (7) shoreline geometry; (8) shoreline 
orientation; and (9) boat wakes (Hardaway and Anderson 
1980:4).

The presence of man-made structures such as bulkheads, 
groins, jetties, and breakwaters can modify the process of 
erosion by increasing or decreasing it, depending on the 
type, location, and design. Planting of marsh grasses can 
also help to curb erosion along an eroding shoreline.

According to Hardaway and Anderson (1980:3), "from 
about 1850 to 1950, the Virginia Chesapeake Bay and its 
tributaries lost over 21,000 acres of land to shoreline 
erosion." On the Virginia Eastern Shore, the areas with the
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highest erosion rates are the bay side of the peninsula and 
the south side of the Bay's tributary estuaries. "This can 
be attributed to shoreline exposure to the northwest, north, 
and northeast directions from where the severest seasonal 
winds originate" (Hardaway and Anderson 1980:3). In
Accomack County, an average of 1.5 feet per year of shore­
line is lost, while a lesser amount, 0.7 feet per year is 
eroded in Northampton County.

The process of coastal erosion has already destroyed a 
great many archaeological sites. The effects of the post- 
Pleistocene marine transgression have inundated many early 
prehistoric sites and through wave erosion mixed many of the 
cultural deposits. Marsh expansion has eroded sites on the 
headlands bordering wetlands on the lower reaches of major 
drainages. Sand dune migration on the Barrier Islands has 
buried prehistoric and historic deposits. Likewise, 
hurricanes and northeasters have also taken a toll on 
complete historic communities on the coastal barrier 
islands, in some cases completely destroying the villages 
and shifting the island's location. Wind erosion has 
effectively denuded many intact prehistoric sites.

Stream erosion can also be destructive to archaeologi­
cal sites. This type of erosion "is a product of the 
natural shifting of stream channels in relation to bed load,
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discharge, and channel morphology. Generally, stream
erosion occurs on the outer edge of stream bends and attacks 
headlands by undercutting sediments close to the river level 
itself" (Custer 1983:162). This cut and fill activity is 
prevalent along the creeks and tributaries of the Chesapeake 
Bay.

Agriculture

Agriculture has been the predominant occupation and 
source of income since the beginning of historic settlement 
on the Virginia Eastern Shore. More than 125,000 acres of 
land is presently under cultivation in the two counties. 
Approximately half is used for the production of soybeans 
and grain. The remainder is planted with commercial 
vegetables and nursery crops. Much of the acreage is 
double-cropped, both for grain and vegetables (U.S. Depart­
ment of Agriculture 1975).

As is true throughout the country, the number of farms 
in Accomack and Northampton Counties is decreasing while the 
average farm size is getting larger. For example, in 
Accomack County there were 690 farms in 1964 with an average 
size of 165.5 acres. In 1974, there were 439 farms with an
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average size of 230.3 acres (Accomack County Planning 
Commission 1980:117).

In recent years on the Virginia Eastern Shore, there 
has been a shift from vegetable crops to grain along with 
increased acreage in soybean harvesting. Between 1969 and 
1972, Northampton County doubled its acreage of wheat grown.

Agriculture can impact archaeological resources in two 
forms. First, the act of plowing itself mixes the archaeo­
logical deposits and destroys the contextual integrity of 
artifacts and features. The second impact comes from 
increased erosion caused by the clearing and plowing of 
formerly vegetated lands. This erosion can be in the form 
of slope run off or windblown (aeolian) actions. Both types 
of erosion are common to the Eastern Shore Peninsula.

Lumbering Activities

Since the late 1950s, the commercial forest land on the 
Virginia Eastern Shore has decreased by more than 21,000 
acres. Primarily responsible for this decrease has been the 
conversion of forest land to agriculture and home sites. 
There are nearly 130,000 total acres of commercial forest 
land still within this region.
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Saw timber inventories for all species have slightly 
increased in Accomack County since 1966. Although extensive 
harvesting has occurred in recent years, reforestation has 
been consistent. Inventories in Northampton County have 
greatly declined since 1966 with the reduction having 
occurred throughout the period. In addition to the conver­
sion of forest land to agriculture and housing developments, 
another reason for the decline of timber harvesting includes 
the lack of competitive markets due to the area's geographic 
location, transportation, lumber inventory, and local sales 
or products (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1975).

The actions of lumber timbering can be very destructive 
to archaeological sites. Often, areas timbered are those 
which are being converted to farming and/or housing develop­
ments. As such, archaeological sites which may have been 
protected in the past are directly impacted by these 
activities without first having adequate evaluations made. 
Timber cutting in poorly drained areas are not as likely to 
impact archaeological sites, since few are likely to be 
found here. However sites will be found where the poorly 
drained soils interface with better drained soils. When the 
special equipment that is used for swampy soils is driven 
over the better soils, it often destroys these sites. For 
now however, profits are low in timber harvesting, and the 
cost of this specialized equipment is higher than those
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received for cutting the wood, so the sites in these areas 
are less threatened.

Commercial and Industrial Development

Historically, the majority of commercial land uses were 
established in or adjacent to the incorporated towns and in 
village centers. Commercial development is now however 
taking place predominantly along Route 13 in scatter fashion 
through the length of the Eastern Shore Peninsula. Many of 
these new businesses cater directly to the needs of tourists 
passing through the area.

Land for industrial development in Accomack County has 
been made available at the Accomack County Industrial Park 
off Route 13 near Accomack. There are presently two poultry 
processing plants, one near Accomack and the other near 
Temperanceville. Again both are occupying land adjacent to 
Route 13.

In Northampton County, the majority of industrial land 
use is given to agriculture and fishery related activity. 
Represented are canning companies and clam and fish process­
ing plants. In Cape Charles is located a large concrete 
manufacturing company.
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The impact of this development to archaeological 
resources is limited, in that many of the areas have already 
been disturbed. However, new commercial and industrial 
development can seriously impact cultural resources since 
they usually involve the alteration of large areas of land 
and thereby are likely to impact buried archaeological 
sites.

Real Estate and Residential Development

In Accomack County, clustered residential development 
is occurring haphazardly along primary and secondary roads, 
around towns and villages, and near the water along necks of 
land. There is also development associated with farms that 
are sparsely scattered over the County. Mobile homes now 
comprise a substantial portion of residential development 
(Accomack County Planning Commission 1980).

In Northampton County, domestic development has also 
been uncontrollable. The highest concentrations of develop­
ment are found in the towns and small villages, which are 
numerous and scattered throughout the County. This type of 
development has been governed by convenience and economy 
without concern for future impact on services. The majority 
of new residential lots in Northampton County are located 
among the numerous creeks and guts of tributaries of the
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Chesapeake Bay (Northampton County Planning Commission 
1978).

Like commercial and industrial development, residential 
development can be a major destructive factor for archaeo­
logical resources. In some instances, residential develop­
ment can be a greater threat, since the siting of new houses 
is often based on the same factors used by earlier peoples. 
Especially threatened are those sites located on or near the 
tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay. When the tolls are 
removed from the Chesapeake Bay Bridge and Tunnel, it is 
expected that at least the lower end of the Eastern Shore 
will experience a tremendous boom in new housing starts as 
well as other construction.

Future Land Use

Both the Accomack and Northampton County Comprehensive 
Plans put forth a strategy for future development that 
encourages cluster growth around present towns and villages. 
Included in these clusters are planned commercial as well as 
residential developments.

In Accomack County, two core areas have been proposed: 
"(1) an economic core outlined by Onancock, Accomack, and 
the Accomack County Industrial Park to attract growth, and
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(2) a core area to contain and organize the recreational 
development associated with Chincoteague and Assateague 
Island National Seashore" (Accomack County Planning Com­
mission 1980:135). Outside these areas, development should 
be limited to that which is compatible with rural agricul­
ture and forestry activities. Further, the plan calls for 
minimum development in critical environmental areas, 
especially wetlands and flood hazard areas.

In Northampton County, the goal set forth is "to 
achieve a total balanced environment, consistent with good 
land use objectives, practices and the provision of public 
facilities, a concept of community and village cluster 
development is recommended to encourage growth in and around 
existing communities" (Northampton County Planning Com­
mission 1978:139). The concept behind the community and 
village locations for cluster settlements is that these 
areas would be the "center" and would provide services to 
the surrounding lower density agriculture areas. The 
community concept contains one or more incorporated towns 
within its boundary. These towns would develop as trans­
portation, service, and commercial centers. The village 
clusters are not to be a major employment centers but rather 
residential communities with some retail and service 
operations (Northampton County Planning Commission 1978).
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Industrial growth is planned for an area opposite the 

Accomack County Industrial Park in Accomack County to take 
advantage of the railroad and to keep industrial uses in the 
southern concentrated growth area. In Northampton County, 
industrial growth will be encouraged in Exmore and the 
Cheriton-Cape Charles clusters. Commercial development is 
planned in both counties to expand existing areas of 
development.

Since agriculture continues to be the major employer on 
the Virginia Eastern Shore, it is not surprising that the 
Comprehensive Plans encourage the preservation of the 
counties better agricultural lands. Beyond that they would 
like to control the encroachment of non-agricultural land 
uses into agricultural areas and support farming as the 
region's most important land use.

Management Recommendations

Perhaps the singe most destructive threat to the 
archaeological resources of the Virginia Eastern Shore is 
shoreline erosion. Many of the known sites have been
exposed and disturbed to some extent by erosion. Still more
are lost with every passing storm. We cannot change the
course of weather, but we can help prevent erosion by
utilizing proper land-stabilization practices and by
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encouraging state and federal agencies to help plant marsh 
grasses and work with local landowners to develop inexpen­
sive techniques for the preservation of shorelines.

Agricultural practices will continue to impact archaeo­
logical resources since farming is the major employer. 
However, these activities are more preferable than those of 
commercial, industrial, and residential development. These 
latter activities tend to alter the landscape permanently, 
oftentimes without considering the cultural resources within 
the area. The cultivation of open areas will in all 
likelihood continue to remain the number one employer. 
However, new practices of soil conservation and therefore 
site conservation should be encouraged. For example, no­
till agriculture which has become very popular in the 
Virginia Piedmont, might be one way to prevent slope erosion 
and/or wind-blown soil loss.

Timbering activities will continue to affect archaeo­
logical sites that have not been recorded. There presently 
exists a great need for a systematic probabilistic survey of 
a sample of wooded areas on the Virginia Eastern Shore, so 
that inferences can be made for the other forested areas as 
to the number of sites in these environments and types 
present. Perhaps a research program can be developed in the 
not-too-distant future.
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Commercial and industrial development according to the 

comprehensive plans is to be directed towards the Route 13 
corridor. THis makes sense, since Route 13 is the primary 
north to south transportation highway. If this actually 
holds true, there should be less impact to the archaeo­
logical resources than would be the case, if expansion were 
to occur in either of the Forelands zones. One concern for 
prehistoric sites is that present evidence suggests Woodland 
period village sites may be found in the Upland Plain zone, 
on well-drained soils and adjacent to small creeks. When 
these conditions exist for planned development, it is 
recommended that an archaeological field investigation be 
made since these sites are extremely significant and may 
provide important data related to European contact and 
interaction with Native Americans. Historic settlement like 
prehistoric sites occurs primarily in areas which have 
access to water transportation. The development of overland 
transportation was fairly late to the area because of the 
less expensive water transportation. As such, the majority 
of the 17th- and 18th-century sites can be found in Fore­
lands areas. That is not to say that the later sites are 
not important. Many recent studies by social scientists 
have proven the importance of studying sites from these 
periods. We can learn a great deal about where we came from 
and where we are going by examining these sites.
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Reviewing the known archaeological resources of the 

Virginia Eastern Shore, we are able to identify the follow­
ing distribution of sites.in each of the five environmental 
zones. As can plainly be seen, the majority of recorded 
sites have been located in the Chesapeake Forelands, 
followed by the Atlantic Forelands, Upland Plain, Atlantic 
Coast Barrier Islands, and the Chesapeake Bay Islands. 
Table 9, earlier in this report identified locations of 
recorded sites by environmental zone.

In conclusion, it should be noted that although we now 
have considerable information about site locations within 
the Forelands zones, sites in the other zones may prove to 
be more significant, in that we know so little about those 
sites. In other words, we cannot write-off an area for 
which we know very little. We can only begin to evaluate
the significance of sites once we are able to establish a 
valid statistical sample for the area. To obtain such a 
sample, we would need to find the whole range of sites 
representing each time period and then determine the 
expected frequency of such sites. And, until test excava­
tions can be conducted on more of the Eastern Shore sites, 
the question of significance will remain a difficult one to 
answer. We can, however, suggest that all undisturbed
Paleo-Indian, Early and Middle Archaic, Early and Middle 
Woodland, and 17th-century sites would undoubtedly qualify
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as significant based upon their present limited occurrence 
within this study area.

The ideal situation in archaeology is a 100 percent 
survey of a region. By doing this, one is able to find and 
record all sites, their variation and frequency and levels 
of preservation. Time and money generally make this 
approach impractical, especially if dealing with a large 
area. Therefore, archaeologists have had to rely upon 
systematic sampling surveys to provide the data necessary to 
develop predictive models of settlement and behavior. The 
information from these surveys is extremely valuable to all 
other archaeologists working in the same region. This 
survey is an example of a project whose results will prove 
useful to other archaeologists and cultural resource 
planners.

The 1982 Virginia Eastern Shore Archaeological Survey 
was designed to inspect and record sites in large areas of 
cultivated land. It did exactly as was planned. For the 
first time in this region, archaeologists are now able to 
begin to develop predictable patterns of settlement and 
begin to explain human behavior based upon the systemati­
cally retrieved data. As the previous chapter has shown, 
site densities can now be made for the area and used by 
cultural resource managers and preservation planners. For



-0.

the whole Virginia Eastern Shore Peninsula, we can more 
realistically predict the presence of some 10,000 prehis­
toric sites and 45,000 historic sites. The study has 
indicated that in an average 100 acre tract, one might find 
3 prehistoric and 12 historic sites present. These data 
should prove useful in developing strategies for future 
archaeological research and preservation planning for this 
area. Those data contained in this report should enable for 
the first time in this region, participatory interaction 
between archaeologists, planners, and developers in the 
preservation of the Virginia Eastern Shore archaeological 
legacy.
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