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PUBLIC INTERPRETIVE SUMMARY 

44AX 177 is a prehistoric archeological site which occupies a wcxxled hilltop 
overlooking Braddock Road to the north and Interstate 395 to the east. The tract of land in 
which the site is located will become part of the larger Stonegate housing development; this 
is the reason that archeological investigations were necessary, as prior studies had shown 
the site was significan t enough, in terms of the prehistory of both Alexandria and Northern 
Virginia, to be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places. 

Significance criteria for archeological sites include the potential for research value, 
rarity of the type of site, public value, site integrity, and the presence of anifact5 and other 
materials. The research value of the Stonegate site lies in its potential to provide 
information about one aspect of the prehistoric settlement system--that of the making of 
stone tools--particularly during the period 1800-1200 B.c. Rarity and public value were 
also imponant criteria because very few intact prehistoric sites are present within the City of 
Alexandria; land development during both historic times and recent times has radically 
changed the landscape, and many, many sites were destroyed in the process. Although the 
site was determine to have been plowed. thus mixing the artifacts together and affecting the 
vertical integrity, some horizontal integrity remained. This allowed for the recovery of 
significant research data. Through an agreement between the City of Alexandria's 
Alexandria Archaeology and Pulte Homes. the developer of Stonegate, recovery of the 
pertinent information was carried out by Thunderbird Archeological Associates. Inc. during 
several weeks of systematic excavation. 

The results of these excavations defined four broad periods of prehistoric use of the 
site: 

I) the earliest period of use, the Halifax phase, dated to approximately 3600-2500 
B.C., the end of the Middle Archaic; 

2) this was followed by the Holmes phase of the tenninal Late Archaic dating from 
1800-1200 B.C.; 

3) the next period of use at the site is represented by a generalized Early Woodland 
occupation dating from circa 1200-750 B.C.; and finally, 

4) the latest occupation was that of a Late Woodland period phase, dating from circa 
A.D. 900 to 1700. 

Periods are long time blocks which have been defined for the Eastern United States, 
consisting of: 

Paleoindian/Early Archaic - 9,500-6,500 B.C. 
Middle Archaic - 6,500-3,000 B.C. 
Late Archaic - 3,000-1,000 B.C. 
Early Woodland - 1,000 - 500 B.C. 
Middle Woodland - 500 B.C. - A.D. 900 
Late Woodland - A.D. 900-European Contact 

Phases are much shorter time blocks within each period. 

The major use of the site was during the Holmes phase of the Late Archaic (this phase 
is named after the late 19th-early 20th century Smithsonian archeologist William Henry 
Holmes) and is defined by a spear point with an elongated. rather narrow blade and a 
straight to slightly contracting stem to which the spear shaft was attached. Types of 
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containers which have been recovered at this pericxl include bowls made of a soft stone 
called steatite, also known as soapstone. Other aspects of the preserved tool kit include 
drills, scrapers, awls, knives, axes, etc. The full range of tools and equipment is only 
found at base camps, which were used as living sites for a relatively long period of time, 
e.g. four to six months; these were settlements at which a variety of everyday tasks were 
carried out as pan of the routine of daily life. Significantly, the tool range at 44AXI?? is 
limited, indicating that this was not a base camp, but rather it was more of a special activity 
site. 

After 2,000 S.c. when the Holmes phase was beginning, the climate was ameliorating 
somewhat from the exttemely hot and dry conditions of the Xerothermic, the wannest 
climatic episcxle in the paleoclimatological record since the last interglacial at 36,000 years 
ago. The Xerothennic was the culmination of a warming trend that began at the end of the 
last Ice Age, about 12-10,000 years ago. At the time Holmes phase groups were in the 
Greater Washington area, sea level had risen considerably since lhe end of the last 
glaciation, the Chesapeake Say had been established, and the Potomac River valley had 
been drowned with tidal limits reaching where they do now, just above Georgetown. 

The wannth. dryness. and sea level rise were all important for the early Indians to 
develop a focus on fishing in the Upper Potomac Coastal Plain, for in the stabilized marine 
and estuarine environments. anadromous fish (those seeking fresh water in which to 
spawn) radiated in great numbers. With Great Falls acting as a barrier to upriver migration, 
the Upper Potomac Coastal Plain during the spring was teeming with sturgeon, herring, 
perch, shad, and bass. From mid-March to early June, the river banks were occupied by 
prehistoric Indians harvesting this abundance of fish. The evidence for this activity is the 
literally thousands of Holmes style points housed in the Smithsonian collection. While 
most of the fishing sites of this era have been destroyed. a number have been studied. 
Most of these are base camps located directly along the shoreline or just upstteam from the 
tidal reaches of tributary streams where the fish could be easily procured. One complex of 
these sites,located on the Maryland shore, has been studied. What archeologists do not 
know much about is what else the Holmes phase populations were doing when they were 
not taking advantage of the fish runs. This is where the imponance of the work at 
44AXI77 comes in. 

Decades ago, William Henry Holmes worked along Rock Creek in the District of 
Columbia; he was studying cobble quarries. These cobbles, deposited millions of years 
ago by an ancient river, were extensively used by prehistoric Indians, most intensively 
during the Holmes phase. These early fishennen collected the cobbles, shaped them into 
prefonns, and then transported them back to the fishing stations where they were fashioned 
into spear points used to assist in procuring fish. 

It was not until the work associated with the Stonegate project was carried out that 
contemporary archeologists were able to investigate one of these preliminary stone tool 
fashioning sites in detail. With the results of this work. we now have a more complete 
picture of what was going on nearly four thousand years in the past. 

Dramatizing somewhat, the Indians, presumably mostly male, visited the stream beds 
which course through these cobble deposits and collected the stones. They had a strong 
preference for quartzite (a kind of metamorphosed sandstone), transported from the Blue 
Ridge to the west of the site by river action millions of years ago. The Indians deliberately 
selected elongated cobbles, which were close to the shape of the weapons they were going 
to make. At 44AX177, these cobbles went through the first shaping at a place alongside a 
nearby stream (today this stream flows along South Van Dorn St.). then were carried up a 
hill to a large flat where the spear points and other tools were completed. While there, the 

II 



Indians built camp fires, possibly for warmth, or for coolcing their meals, or for safety. 
They did not do much else other than make these points, or at least as far as the 
archeologists can leU from the artifacts that were left behind. 

How many people were there at the site? How many visits did they make to the site? 
These are not questions which can be answered on the basis of our present knowledge. 
What we are able to infer is that after making the points, the prehistoric groups went back 
to the tidal estuaries where they used the spear points on fish. 

Although population numbers cannot be derived from the data, a number of spatially 
separate concentrations were observed suggesting, perhaps, that loci of individual or group 
(family?) activity areas were recovered. These most likely represent periodic visits to the 
site over the 600 or so years of the Holmes phase. 

The archeological work involved at the site included the excavation of 108 one meter 
square units. Over 17,000 artifacts were recovered from the site, including 1,108 fire 
cracked rocks which may suggest a cold weather occupation. Interestingly, these were all 
of sandstone··a logical choice. for heated quartzite tends to explode, sending spalls of stone 
flying through the air··a rather dangerous occurrence! 

A staggering 11,827 waste flakes (debitage) were recovered. Of course in making 
stone tools the amount of debitage per finished product is enonnous. In addition to the 
debitage. one hundred quartzite bifaces were also recovered. The Holmes phase Indians 
went through a sequence of flint knapping stages, leading from the initially modified 
cobbles to the finished point. Both sides of the stone· ·hence the tenn biface--were shaped 
in making points. For various reasons, flaws in the rock or mistakes in knapping can lead 
to a bifacial shape which cannot be carried further to make a fmished point. As a result, the 
mistake is discarded. After all. these people were close to their raw material and could 
afford the luxury of throwing away what they didn't find to bt= sati:;factory. Also found 
were three quanzite scrapers, two quartzite drill fragments and one quartzite knife. This is 
a very low number of tools which speaks of the limited activities taking place at the site. 

Holmes phase populations possessed an almost singular preference for quartzite. Not 
so for the early Halifax phase groups who, in contrast, strongly preferred quartz. 
Although for expedient purposes either groups would use some other raw material. given 
choice they selected for their preferred lithics. Of the 3,924 quartz anifaets found, 3,883 
were debitage, 27 were bifaees, five were cores, one was a flaked pebble, four were 
scrapers, and one was a drill. We assume most if not all of these were left behind by 
Halifax phase groups. Supportive of this conclusion is that the three Halifax points (which 
are side notched in the stem area) were made of quartz. These points have been extensively 
resharpened and were no doubt taken off the spear shaft, discarded and replaced by new 
ones. 

The climate during the Halifax phase (from 3600-2500 B.C.) became increasingly 
warmer as the Xerothennic reached its peak:. Halifax groups, however, were not 
particularly river or estuary oriented. Indeed, they seemed to have been seasonal nomads 
moving across and exploiting the natural food resources as they ripened. Because of the 
relatively low number of sites around the fishing areas (compared to the Holmes phase), it 
is assumed the anadromous fish had not reached their maximum numbers. We also note a 
difference in how these people used the site. In addition to choosing a material other than 
quartzite, the Halifax groups brought their quartz cobbles and chunks up to the site and 
made their tools and points (discarding heavily used ones) on the spot rather than waiting 
until they returned to a base camp to fmish the points as the Holmes populations did. 
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Other lithic materials recovered include hornfels, chert, jasper and rhyolite. Rhyolite is 
the only material which could nor occur in the immediately local area in cobble fonn. For 
rhyolite to appear at the site. it would have to have been camed from the area around 
Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, and Frederick, Maryland. Given the small size of the 
rhyolite flakes, which suggests resharpening instead of the making of tools, the material 
was brought in by wandering hunters and gatherers as finished spear points and other 
tools. 

The same may be said of the single Late Woodland triangular point which was found. 
Lale Woodland groups had adopted agriculture by A.D. 900. However, they continued to 
hunt, now using the bow and arrow instead of spears. Historic accounts describe a 
practice in which many villages were almost completely abandoned after the com was 
planted. with the residents returning before the harvest. Hunting treks out from their river 
base villages were also probably common. The single point may tell the tale of "a poor 
shot" or a wound to an animal which ran away only to die alone in the forest. 

A second nearby site, 44AX176, was studied along with 44AXI77. Only 26 ani facts 
were recovered from the one meter squares and excavations were halted because of the low 
anifact counts and lack of any significant infonnation being recovered. This site seems to 
have been a peripheral activity area associated with the lithic reduction activities OCCurring at 
44AXl77. 
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ABSTRACT 

Phase III data recovery excavations were conducted at the prehistoric component of 
44AX 177 and 44AX 176 in the City of Alexandria, Virginia. This work was carried out by 
Thunderbird Archeological Associates, Inc. for the Virginia Division of Pulte Homes 
during August and September of 1995. The sites had been previously investigated by 
International Archaeological Consultants. Inc. at the Phase I and Phase II levels and had 
been detennined to be eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic Places, 
necessitating the Phase III work. The Phase III investigations revealed 44AX 177 to be a 
secondary lithic reduction station which had four components: Middle Archaic Halifax 
(circa 3000 B.C.), Late Archaic Holmes (1200·1800 B.C.), post Holmes (post·1800 B.C) 
and Late Woodland (post-A.D. 900). Based on the preponderance of quanzite and Holmes 
prefonns and unfinished projectile points, most of the artifacts at the site appear to date to 
this time period. Usage of the site during the post Holmes and Late Woodland periods 
appears to have been transient during a brief exploitative foray . The site function during 
the Halifax phase is unclear. Although a number of quartz artifacts were recovered, no 
Halifax prefonns or unfinished points were found. The quantities of fire cracked rocks 
found at the site may suggest a cold weather occupation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This report represents the results of Phase III data recovery excavations at 44AX176 
and 44AX177 located in Alexandria, Virginia. The work was conducted in connection 
with the development of Stonegate. Parcel C. The larger ponion of 44AX 177 is prehistoric 
and consists of a lithic reduction station which primarily dates to the Holmes phase (circa 
1800-1200 B.C.) of the Late Archaic time period. The historic period component consists 
of artifacts associated with a possible log structure dating to the early 19th century. A 
repon on this site has also been written (Gardneret all996). Area C (44AX176) was 
defmed as an inland cluster with a high tool to debitage ratio. Phase ill data recovery work 
was only conducted within the prehistoric component at 44AXI?? and at 44AX176. The 
results of the Phase n investigations at the historic component are contained within a 
separate report (Gardner et al 1995). The work was conducted by Thunderbird 
Archeological Associates, Inc. (TAA) of Woodstock and Winchester. Virginia for the 
Virginia Division of Pulte Homes, Fairfax, Virginia. 

Fieldwork was carried out from August 1995 through September 1995. The site was 
discovered previously by Roben Adams, of International Archaeological Consultants 
(lAC), who conducted Phase I and partial Phase II investigations within the site area. 
During the Phase III investigation reponed here, William M. Gardner, Ph.D., was 
Principal Investigator. Tammy L. Bryant was Field Supervisor. Damian Gessner. John 
Mullens, Antonia Davidson, Michael Petrakis, James Blevins, Jeffrey Davis and Christoph 
Bachhuber served as Field Crew. Joan M. Walker served as Contracts Manager and edited 
the report. Kimberly A. Snyder was Laboratory Supervisor and Gwen Hurst conducted 
limited archival research and did the glass analysis. C. Lanier Rodgers and Kimberly 
Weinberg served as Lab Crew. 

The primary focus of the Phase III investigations was to gain infonnation about 
horizontal integrity. to detennine site function, to determine if intact features were present 
and to determine the temporal affiliation of the sites. 

The archeological investigation was conducted in order to comply with the City of 
Alexandria Archeological Protection Ordinance No. 3413 which governs the protection of 
potentially significant historic properties. Fieldwork and report contents confonned to the 
guidelines set forth by the Virginia Department of Historic Resources (VDHR) for a Phase 
n investigation as outlined in their 1992 "Guidelines for Preparing Identification and 
Evaluation Reports for Submission Pursuant to Sections 106 and 110, National Historic 
Preservation Act, Environmentallmpact Reports of State Agencies and the Virginia 
Appropriation Act, 1992 Session Amendments" as well as the "1990 City of Alexandria 
Archaeological Standards" and the "Secretary of the Interior's Standards and Guidelines for 
Archeology and Historic Preservation". The purpose of the investigation was to mitigate 
the effects of the proposed construction and to gain sufficient information about the sites in 
order that a detennination of no effect could be made. 

All anifacts and field data resulting from this project will be on repoSitory at the 
Alexandria Archeology Office located in the Torpedo Factory in Alexandria, Virginia. 

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

The project area is located at or near the interface of the Inner Potomac Coastal Plain 
and the Outer Piedmont. The sites are situated on a marine terrace; marine terrace gravels 
are present on the surface and in the soils. They are located in an upland wooded area 
within the limits of the City of Alexandria, on Braddock Road on the west side of Shirley 
Highway (Interstate 395) just before Braddock Road passes under the interstate (Figure 1). 
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FIGURE 1 
Portion of USGS Alexandria. VA 7.5' Quadrangle 

Showing 44AX176 and 44AX177 



The sites sit between Holmes Run and Four Mile Run; both waterways are nibutaries to the 
Potomac River. The inunediately local drainage is an unnamed fIrst order nibutary of 
Lucky Run which drains ultimately into Four Mile Run which, in tum, empties into the 
Potomac River. 

Topographically, the sites are on a flat with a low gradient which slopes eastward 
toward Braddock Road. The area is covered with planted pines about 30-40 years in age as 
well as white and red oak, pin oak and beech trees which are similar in age (plates 1 and 
2). There is one oak tree in the southern portion of the site which is on the order of 100-
150 years old. Based on the elevation of the soils around the base of the tree compared to 
the slUTounding soils, a minimum of 2.0 feet of soil deflation has occurred as a result of 
cultivation and earlier deforestation. 

Vegetation in the area at the beginning of the historic period was a mixture of white 
oak, pine and hickory. Plantation agriculture reached the area in the early part of the 18th 
century. In connection with this, the forests were cleared and field cultivation occurred. 
This resulted in a massive erosional cycle and concomitant erosion and deflation of the 
uplands. Nearby Fort Ward was constructed in 1861. Figure 2 presents a Civil War era 
map which shows the cleared areas. As a fort guarding the nation's capitol, long distance 
vision would have been essential and any remaining forests would have been cleared. 

Following the Civil War, landholdings were reduced and smaller scale farming 
prevailed. Residential development increased somewhat during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. During World WaI II and the years following, the area began to move into the 
orbit of subtrrban Washington, D.C. This has accelerated during the past 30 years. Based 
on the size of the trees, the project area was farmed as late as 50-80 years ago. A pine 
plantation was planted circa 30-40 years ago. 

CULTURAL HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The following presents an overview of the prehistoric culttrral history of the area. The 
historic overview and historic period property ownership are presented in a sepaIate report 
(Gardner et al 1995). 

Johnson (1986) divides the prehistoric chronology and adaptive patterns for the 
general area into the following (modified here slightly from the original): 

Paleoindians or First Virginians 
Hunter-Gatherer I 
Hunter-Gatherer II 
Hunter-Gatherer III 
Hunter-Gatherer IV 

Foraging 
Foraging 
Foraging 
Foraging 
Collecting 

EaIly Agriculturalist Collecting-Gardening 

circa 9500-8000 B.C. 
circa 8000-6500 B.C. 
circa 6500-4000 B.C. 
circa 4000-3000 B.C. 
circa 3000 B.C.-A.D. 800 
circa A.D. 800-1500/1600 

Gardner's (e.f. Barse and Gardner 1982, Gardner 1980,1985, 1987, 1989; see also 
Walker 1981) perspective varies somewhat: 
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