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The Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District
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The Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District consists of fi ve 

archaeological sites located along the Quinebaug River in Canterbury, 

Connecticut.  Th e sites were located in an archaeological survey conducted for the 

Connecticut Department of Transportation (CTDOT) by the Public Archaeology 

Survey Team, Inc. (PAST).  

Artifacts from the sites indicate 

that they were intermittently 

occupied as early as 8,000 

years ago, but were used most 

intensively between about 

1,500 and 500 years ago.

Each of the sites was 

determined to be eligible for 

listing in the National Register 

of Historic Places because of its 

ability to provide information 

important for understanding 

Connecticut’s prehistory 

(Native American history 

before European colonization).  

Th e fi ve sites are especially 

important as a group because they tell us about how Native Americans used the 

Quinebaug River for food and as a communication and trade route between local and 

distant Native American groups.  Th e sites qualify for listing in the National Register 

as a District, a term used to denote archaeological sites or historic properties that share 

a common theme or pattern and are near each other.

Th e Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District has also been 

designated as a State Archaeological Preserve, which ensures the long-term preservation 

of these important prehistoric sites so that present and future generations may learn 

about Connecticut’s prehistory.

Five sites make up the Prehistoric Archaeological District:

Site 22-29:  Artifacts date this site from about 4,000 to 1,000 years ago and 

include elements of a spear-thrower, abrading and scraping tools, projectile points, 

and debris or debitage generated by the making of 

stone tools.  

Site 22-30:  Th is small site is about 1,000 years old.  

Artifacts found here include small fragments of Native 

American pottery, stone tool fragments and debitage. 

Site 22-31: Spear points date this fl oodplain site to 

between 8,000 and 500 years ago, but the most activity 

here occurred 1,500 to 500 years ago.  Site 22-31 covers 

a large portion of the fl oodplain.  Tools such as drills 

and scrapers were also found, as well as an abundance 

of stone-tool manufacturing debris.  

Site 22-32:  Th is site lies on the lower river terrace.  

Artifacts found here, including stone scrapers and 

debitage, suggest an age of about 2,200 years ago.

Site 22-33:  Site 22-33 is also located on 

the lower river terrace.  Artifacts date this 

site to between 4,000 and 500 years ago 

and include a variety of projectile points 
and small pieces of Native American 

pottery.

View of the Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District

Native American pottery sherds



National Historic 

Preservation Act of 1966

Section 106

Th e head of any Federal agency having direct or indirect ju-
risdiction over a proposed Federal or Federally assisted under-
taking in any State and the head of any Federal department 
or independent agency having authority to license any under-
taking shall, prior to the approval of the expenditure of any 
Federal funds on the undertaking or prior to the issuance of 
any license, as the case may be, take into account the eff ect of 
the undertaking on any district, site, building, structure, or ob-
ject that is included in or eligible for inclusion in the National 
Register.  Th e head of any such Federal agency shall aff ord the 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation established under 
Title II of this Act a reasonable opportunity to comment with 
regard to such undertaking.

Why did we do archaeology along the Quinebaug River?

2

The District’s sites were discovered because federal law required 

archaeological study of the area.  Any construction project that uses 

federal funding, or requires a federal permit, must comply with the National Historic 

Preservation Act (NHPA).  Th is act mandates that signifi cant archaeological and 

historical resources be identifi ed and that project-related impacts to such resources 

be avoided if at all possible.  Before the NHPA, federally-funded projects unwittingly 

destroyed thousands of archaeological sites; since NHPA, great advances in the 

understanding of prehistoric and historic lifeways have been made by the discovery 

and professional study of archaeological sites.  

CTDOT planned to create a new wetland on the Quinebaug River 

fl oodplain in order to replace wetlands that were aff ected by road improvements 

nearby.  Because the wetland-creation project used federal funds, it had to comply 

with the NHPA; thus, an archaeological survey to identify potentially signifi cant 

resources was conducted before the new wetland was built.  Th e survey area included 

the fl oodplain area where the new wetland would be built by machine excavation.  A 

dirt farm road from the terrace to the fl oodplain was also surveyed because it would be 

used by heavy equipment to access the fl oodplain, and the weight of the construction 

vehicles could damage archaeological sites beneath the road.

Newly-created Canterbury wetland



What is an archaeological survey?
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Archaeological surveys in Connecticut, when conducted to conform to 

the NHPA, must follow federal standards and the standards of the 

Connecticut State Historic Preservation Offi  ce (SHPO), the state agency charged 

with protecting archaeological and historical resources.  Surveys are  based on scientifi c 

principles and are conducted in a phased or stepped manner.  

Th e basic level of survey is called a Reconnaissance or Phase I survey.  Th e 

purpose of a Phase I survey is to locate all archaeological sites in a given area.  It 

begins with research into local and regional history and prehistory to fi nd out what 

is known about the project area and its vicinity.  Research is also conducted to gather 

information about natural features known to be associated with prehistoric sites.  

After the background research is complete, archaeologists walk over the project area, 

looking for above-ground evidence of historic-period occupation, such as foundation 

remains, and environmental features that were likely attractive to prehistoric people.  

Sometimes artifacts are found right on the ground surface.  Archaeologists also look 

for signs of ground disturbance; there is little chance that deeply disturbed soils 

contain important archaeological sites.  

When the background research and walkover examination are completed, 

archaeologists dig test pits at regular intervals to fi nd buried archaeological sites.  

All of the pits are dug by hand, with shovel and trowel, and measure about two feet 

wide; the pits are dug until there is no chance of fi nding archaeological artifacts, 

usually between two and four feet deep, depending on soil conditions.  All of the 

test pit soil is screened through ¼-inch mesh to recover small artifacts.  Th e pits 

are dug in levels, like a layer cake, because diff erent levels or strata may represent 

entirely diff erent time periods.  In one test pit, there may be levels from 10,000 

years ago, 5,000 years ago and 200 years ago.  Archaeologists must be careful not 

to mix the levels or they will forever lose the opportunity to fi gure out exactly what 

occurred at a site.

All artifacts found in the test pits are placed in bags on which the project 

name, site number, test pit number, stratigraphic level and artifact identifi cation are 

recorded.  Th ey are then brought to an archaeological laboratory, where they are 

carefully cleaned, identifi ed, catalogued, placed in clear plastic bags, and boxed for 

long-term curation so they can be studied by present and future researchers.  Th e 

laboratory processing is very important because artifacts identifi ed by researchers 

when they are dirty in the fi eld often turn out to be something else after they are 

washed.  Proper cleaning and curation also ensures the long-term preservation of 

the artifacts.

If a Phase I  Reconnaissance Survey fi nds a buried archaeological site, 

the next level of survey is performed.  Called an Intensive or Phase II Survey, it 

is targeted at the identifi ed sites and its goal is to collect enough information to 

determine whether or not the site meets the criteria for nomination to the National 

Register of Historic Places.  In practice, Phase II survey means the excavation of 

shovel test pits at smaller intervals across a site.  Th e tight grid-testing defi nes the 

physical dimensions of the site at the same time it obtains a solid sample of artifacts.  

Th e Phase II test pits are the same size and dug in the same way as the Phase I pits, 
Archaeologists digging test pits 
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longer exists in the ground, its essence, its ability to yield important information, is 

preserved.  Excavated properly, site data can be productively studied by archaeologists 

for many generations.  Th e current knowledge of prehistoric lifeways, for example, 

has come a long way in the 40 years since the NHPA, but because only a fraction 

of development projects require archaeological surveys, more sites are lost than are 

discovered every year and there are many gaps in the knowledge base.   Every bit of 

archaeological information counts in reconstructing prehistory and history.  

In the Canterbury wetland-creation project, Phase I, II and III 

surveys were conducted, as well as a combination of in-ground preservation and 

excavation.  CTDOT worked with PAST and the SHPO to save the majority 

of the archaeological sites identifi ed in the project, culminating in the creation 

of the Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District State Archaeological 

Preserve.

and all recovered artifacts are processed in the laboratory the same way. 

If the Phase II Intensive Survey determines that a site meets the National 

Register eligibility criteria, NHPA guidelines mandate that the site be preserved unless 

there is “no prudent or feasible alternative” to impacting the site.  Sometimes projects 

can be redesigned to avoid signifi cant archaeological sites, and sites are preserved in the 

ground in a sort of  “history bank.”  Contrary to popular belief, most archaeological 

sites are better off  being left in the ground, as long as they are safe from relic-seekers 

or looters.  Many people think that they are “saving history” when they metal-detect, 

for example, but the reality is that long-buried metal and organic artifacts (such as 

bone and shell) achieve stability in their buried anaerobic environments.  Once they 

are removed from their subsoil context and exposed to the air, their deterioration 

accelerates rapidly, as the materials begin to revert to their natural states.  Glass turns 

to sand, metal turns to rust, and bone crumbles to bits.  Th ese fragile items can be 

excavated without harm, but only if they are treated immediately by a professional 

conservator, who can stop the deterioration process.  

Keeping archaeological sites buried in the ground also preserves them for 

future excavation when archaeologists may have much more sophisticated ways to 

extract information from them.  Preservation in the ground is generally cheaper, 

avoids the risk of damaging artifacts if they are not conserved, and banks them for 

future research.  Connecticut is being developed so quickly that archaeological sites are 

being destroyed every day because most development projects are not required to have 

archaeological surveys.  It is possible that some day the only archaeological sites left in 

Connecticut will be in State Archaeological Preserves, state parks and forests, and in a 

few large private open-space areas. 

If a federally-funded project cannot avoid impacting a National Register-

eligible archaeological site, the impacts must be mitigated, or off set, in some way.  

Often this is achieved by removing the impacted portions through archaeological 

excavation.  Th is level of survey is call Phase III or Data Recovery, and it means that 

large excavation squares are dug by hand by professional archaeologists until the site 

areas to be impacted are removed.  In this way, although the site or portions of it no 
Archaeologist inventorying artifacts in laboratory



How did PAST research the project area?
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I t is important to undertake background research prior to archaeological 

excavation.  Such research will alert archaeologists to any known sites in 

the area, identify areas of former historic activity, and provide a better understanding 

of the potential for fi nding buried archaeological resources. Th e background research 

also provides a context within which to interpret archaeological sites that are identifi ed 

during fi eld investigations. 

Files of reported archaeological sites are kept at the SHPO in Hartford 

and at the Offi  ce of State Archaeology (OSA) in Storrs. Th e site fi les were checked 

for prehistoric, colonial, and later historic-period sites in the project vicinity.  The  

locations and environmental settings of reported sites can help determine the 

potential of a project area to contain sites. 

As part of the background research, PAST’s historian reviewed a series of 

19th-century maps and aerial photographs for indications of houses or other historical 

uses in the vicinity of the project area.  Local histories were also read for information 

on Canterbury’s settlement and development patterns. 

Th e fi nal task of background research was a brief review of soils and 

topographic conditions.  Archaeological sites are often associated with certain 

environmental features; these features  can be used to help assess the relative 

potential of a project for containing archaeological sites. Maps of geological features, 

surface-water conditions, and the types of soils compiled by the Connecticut 

Department of Environmental Protection were reviewed to understand the 

geological and ecological setting of the project area.  
Project area on USGS topographical  map

Project area (shaded) shown on a map of Windham County published by E.M. 
Woodford in 1856.



How did Native Americans live in Eastern Connecticut?
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Southern New England has been occupied by people for at least 11,000 years.  

Th e area was fi rst colonized by a group referred to as the Paleoindians, 

who entered New England shortly before the end of the last Ice Age.  At that time, 

southern New England was covered in pine-spruce forest and was more similar to 

subarctic areas of Canada than modern-day Connecticut.  Very few people lived in the 

region at this time, perhaps as few as 100 individuals in extended family camps of 30 or 

so.  Th ese people were likely the ancestors of all later Native groups.  Th e Paleoindians 

are known to have been very mobile people.  Th e stone materials they used often came 

from sources over 100 miles away from 

the archaeological sites at which they 

were found.  Because so few people likely 

lived in the region it is unlikely that they 

acquired these materials through trade.  

Rather, they seem to have quarried them 

themselves during  wide-ranging annual 

movements.  To survive, Paleoindians 

must have taken advantage of a variety 

of plant and animal resources. Th ey 

probably hunted caribou and moose, 

as well as small animals like beaver and 

muskrats.  Th ey may have hunted seal 

along the coasts, and probably fi shed 

for salmon, perhaps even along the 

Quinebaug River.  

About 10,000 years ago the 

Ice Age came to an end.  However, the 

climate and environment did not take on its modern character until about 5,000 years 

ago.  Archaeological sites predating 8,000 years ago are very rare across New England.  

Nevertheless there is some evidence that daily life was becoming more complex in 

eastern Connecticut.  One  site recently found in southeastern Connecticut provides 

evidence for the construction of relatively large houses that were dug partially into 

the earth.  Th ese houses were probably used for winter shelter.  Th e food remains 

recovered from the site suggest a focus on wetland plant foods, but hazelnut shells 

indicate  that nutritious nut resources were also consumed.  

Archaeological sites dating after 8,000 years ago are much more common 

than older sites.  Archaeological evidence indicates that local quartzite was routinely 

used for stone-tool manufacture during this period.  At this time oak forests 

spread across the state and it is likely that deer, bear and turkey, which favor this 

environment, became widely available.  Small 

game, fi sh and plant foods probably remained 

important to the diet.  Elsewhere in New 

England relatively large camps dating to this 

period have been excavated.  Some of these 

are believed to be fi shing camps because 

they are located along waterfalls and other 

ideal locations to catch fi sh.  While a variety 

of fi sh were probably caught, group fi shing 

probably focused on anadromous fi sh such 

as salmon, shad, alewife, and lamprey eels.  It 

was during this time that the resources of the 

Quinebaug River probably began to support 

larger local Native populations.

Th e hunting-and-gathering way of 

life continued largely unchanged until about 

3,500 years ago.  As the human population 

in the region increased, social relations 

between groups likely became more complex.  It was around this time that a more 

formalized exchange of non-local goods probably began.  People increasingly began 

to utilize highly nutritious, seedy plant resources such as goosefoot.  Goosefoot 

contains clusters of small, starchy seeds that are covered in a protective casing that 

Native Americans sharing a meal     (Illustration from Hariot, 1588, by John White, 1585.)



An example of dispersed hamlet-based community organization 
(adapted from Handsman and Maymon 1987) 
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is labor-intensive to gather and process.   Its use 

suggests that local populations had more limited 

access to other, more easily gathered and processed 

resources.  In short, Native communities were 

beginning to become more concentrated on the 

landscape, thereby reducing opportunities to move 

and access the same variety of resources they once 

enjoyed.

After 3,000 years ago, pottery was 

increasingly used by Native people in the region, 

replacing the bulky soapstone bowls of earlier 

periods.  It was about this time that  archaeological 

evidence for the intensive use of shellfi sh increases.  

To some researchers, the use of pottery and the 

introduction of shellfi sh to the diet are indicators of 

population stress and reduced foraging territories.  

Large underground storage features are also 

more common at sites after this time, suggesting 

increased eff orts to hoard and preserve food for 

lean months.  Th ere is some evidence that hickory 

nuts and even acorns (which require substantial 

processing for safe human consumption) became 

an increasingly important part of the diet.  In 

general, the archaeological evidence suggests an 

intensifi cation in the use of wild plant foods.  Th is 

might have even resulted in the fi rst experiments 

with small-scale gardening (horticulture) of some 

native plant species.

Th e Native American way of life we are 

most familiar with in New England, based on the 

planting of maize, beans and squash (the 

Th ree Sisters), developed only about 1,000 

years ago.  Th e transition appears to have 

been very gradual.  By 1300 A.D., some 

populations along the Connecticut River 

Valley probably developed village-based 

communities associated with large fi elds 

of corn.   Archaeological evidence along 

the Connecticut coast, however, suggests 

that horticulture was less important there.   

Th ese coastal communities continued to 

follow a largely hunting-and-gathering 

way of life focused on a rich marine food 

base, perhaps supplemented by small 

family gardens.  In the eastern and western 

uplands of Connecticut, where the growing 

season is shorter than it is on the coast and 

in the central Connecticut River Valley, 

relatively small hamlet-based communities 

probably also planted family gardens to 

supplement their hunting-and-gathering 

way of life.   Only during periods of political 

upheaval would such groups likely have 

formed larger, village-based communities.    

No large Native American village sites have 

been found in the Quinebaug River Valley, 

but only a small amount of archaeological 

work has been done in the region, so 

their  presence cannot be ruled out.
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The Euro-American settlement of Canterbury

Connecticut farmers harvesting hay ca. 1855 

The early history of the area that would become the town of Canterbury 

was a contentious one.  Both sides of the Quinebaug River in this vicinity 

were populated by a group of Indians referred to 

in early documents as the Quinebaugs.  In the 

time preceding the Indian-Colonial wars the 

Quinebaugs protected themselves by forming 

alliances with more powerful groups such as the 

Narragansetts, Pequots, and Mohegans. During 

the early 17th century many of the Quinebaugs 

paid tribute to the Pequot Tribe in southeastern 

Connecticut. Following the military defeat of the 

Pequots by colonial forces and their Indian allies 

in the Pequot War of 1637, Uncas, sachem of 

the Mohegans, who were allied to the colonists, 

claimed the Quinebaugs’ territory.  

Th e earliest Quinebaug leader who 

appears in the colonial records was named 

Heyms (he was also known as Allumps or 

James). Heyms contested Uncas’ claim to the 

Quinebaugs’ territory, which led to small-

scale skirmishes between the Quinebaugs and 

Mohegans.   In the 1640s, the Quinebaugs allied 

themselves with the Narragansetts in a war on 

Uncas.  In 1650, Heyms told an Englishman who 

planned to settle along the Quinebaug, by virtue 

of permission from Uncas, that he would bury the 

colonist alive if he did not leave immediately; the 

would-be settler complied.  Perhaps as a tactic against Uncas, Heyms sold a large tract 

of land along the Quinebaug River to John Winthrop, Jr.  in 1653.  Th e Quinebaugs 

and Mohegans continued sporadic warfare throughout the 1650s and 1660s.

In 1659, Heyms and Winthrop, who was elected governor of the Colony 

of Connecticut in 1657, signed an agreement clarifying the earlier transfer of land, 

and reserving the Quinebaugs’ rights to hunt, fi sh, and plant corn on the parcel.  

Winthrop and his Boston partners committed to an 

ongoing tribute payment to the Quinebaugs consisting of 

animal skins.  Th e Connecticut General Court confi rmed 

the Governor’s right to establish a plantation along the 

Quinebaug River in 1671.

Winthrop’s sons continued their father’s claim 

to the area and endeavored to settle families on the land.  

Meanwhile, James Fitch, Jr. was pursuing a similar plan, 

acquiring about one million acres in the same area in 1680 

as a gift from Owaneco, the son of Uncas.   Fitch himself 

settled along the river in Canterbury near the present-day 

town center.  For the next quarter century, the Winthrop 

and Fitch factions fought over the land; appeals were made 

to the General Court, and various commissions were 

appointed to resolve the issue.  Both claimants recruited 

settlers to take up lands in the disputed territory, with 

the Winthrops having more success on the east side and 

Fitch settling his supporters on the west side.  In 1699, 

the General Court granted town privileges and named the 

east-side area Quinebaug; the following year, the name 

was changed to Plainfi eld.  Refl ecting the ongoing split 

between the Winthrop and Fitch factions, the part of 

Plainfi eld on the west side of the river was incorporated 

as the separate town of Canterbury in 1703, even though 

there were only ten English families.  

Canterbury in the 18th century followed the pattern of widely scattered 

family farmsteads that characterized all of inland Connecticut.  Agriculture-related 
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enterprises, such as grist, saw, fulling (wool preparation), and linseed-oil mills, could 

be found along the town’s many fast-moving streams.  Blacksmith shops provided 

the area’s farming families with services such as implement repair and horseshoeing.  

Wheat was grown extensively until the Hessian-fl y epidemic of the 1780s, along with 

great quantities of hay, corn, and livestock.  In the early 19th century sheep-grazing 

became more popular as a larger market for wool emerged.   An early 19th-century 

gazetteer described Canterbury as follows: 

Its surface is uneven, though it can scarcely be called hilly, 
and some sections are level.  Th e soil is a gravelly loam, 
and generally fertile and productive. . . .  Th e lands, when 
cultivated, produce rye, corn, oats, wheat, buckwheat, and 
fl ax in great abundance. 

Th e gazetteer also noted the existence of several successful 

shad fi sheries along the Quinebaug River; these were 

undoubtedly destroyed in the 1820s by the building of mill 

dams downstream.

At the turn of the 19th century,  two Canterbury 

roads were improved as turnpikes, allowing residents 

to market their produce more widely: the Windham 

Turnpike, chartered in 1799 and running from the 

Boston Turnpike in Coventry through Canterbury 

to Plainfi eld; and the Norwich and Woodstock 

Turnpike, formed in 1801 and approximating the 

present course of Route 169.  Inns, taverns, and stores 

grew up around the crossroads of the two turnpikes, creating a village 

center that included the Congregational Church, a district school, and, for a short time, 

Prudence Crandall’s school for African American girls.

After the turnpike era, Canterbury changed little compared with other 

Connecticut towns.  Th e railroad only grazed Canterbury in the southeast corner 

before turning toward Plainfi eld, which became a major railroad junction.  Th ere 

was a small textile mill on the border with Plainfi eld at what became known as 

Packerville, and a few residents developed a woodworking specialty, marketing 

ash mast hoops to the shipbuilding industry.  Otherwise, agriculture remained the 

activity of the majority of residents of Canterbury until recent years, and in the 

vicinity of the project area, farming has continued to the present time.

Canterbury center ca. 1836



How were the District’s archaeological sites found?

Digging shovel test pits    
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The background research showed that the Quinebaug River terrace 

and fl oodplain areas had been places of prehistoric Native American 

use for thousands of years.  Th e river provided water and food – fi sh, waterfowl, 

and mammals – and a transportation route for trade and communication with 

other people in all directions through its tributaries.  In the walkover inspection 

of the project impact area, no areas of obvious disturbance were found.  PAST 

therefore conducted Phase I Reconnaissance Survey testing of the access road 

and fl oodplain wetland-creation area to look for archaeological evidence of 

Native American occupation.  

Unlike some areas of the United States, such as the Southwest, where 

artifacts thousands of years old can still be found lying on the surface, prehistoric 

sites in New England are mostly buried beneath the ground surface.  We did 

look for artifacts on the ground surface, but the only sure way to fi nd sites is 

by digging for them.  Shovel test pits measuring approximately two feet by two 

feet in plan were excavated by hand using shovels and trowels.  Test pits were dug 

by natural soil layers (or strata), until glacial sediments (or in some cases the water 

table) were reached. All excavated soil was passed through ¼-inch mesh screens to 

ensure recovery of  very small artifacts.  All artifacts were collected from the screens, 

and their location (provenience) information and basic descriptions were recorded 

on fi eld forms. Th e soil horizons (stratigraphy) and characteristics of each test pit 

were also recorded to allow for more detailed analysis and interpretation of the 

existing soil conditions.   Archaeologists spend as much time fi lling out paperwork 

to document their fi nds as they do digging!

A example of PAST’s Phase II fi eld form in which each column represents a test pit
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Th e majority of the test pits were placed along parallel straight lines (linear 

transects) spaced about 30 feet apart.  Th is method of testing provided an even sample 

of the tested areas.  Th e test pits represent a sample of what might be present in an area 

because they uncover only a small proportion of what is actually buried in the ground. 

Th e sample provides archaeologists with the information needed to estimate what else 

might be in the ground in a given area. 

Th e initial phase of testing, or Phase I Survey, required the excavation of 

115 test pits.  Th irty of these contained artifacts, and seven prehistoric archaeological 

sites were identifi ed.  Th e seven sites were further investigated in a Phase II survey.  

Th is level of survey is site-specifi c and is designed 

to determine the size, age, function and importance 

of a site.  To do this, test pits were excavated over 

each site along a grid pattern at 15-foot intervals.  

Th is close-interval testing provides a much better 

picture of what the site is really like (is it a large, 

complex village, or a small hunting camp?).  Phase 

II archaeological testing is a lot like playing the game 

Battleship™.  Sometimes you hit something, and 

sometimes you don’t.  In archaeology, the “hits” will 

form a pattern that identifi es the overall shape of a 

site.  At the same time, a suffi  cient sample of the site 

will be obtained to fi gure out what happened there, 

and how long ago it happened.  

If a site is found to contain artifacts that 

may signifi cantly help expand the knowledge of 

prehistory, it may qualify for listing in the National 

Register of Historic Places, and may be important 

enough to preserve permanently.   During the Phase 

II survey, 640 test pits were excavated.  Over 200 

of these (about a third) contained artifacts.  Based 

Archaeologists looking for artifacts on the ground surface in Canterbury 

on the Phase II survey, fi ve of the seven sites identifi ed were determined to meet 

the criteria for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, and were also 

determined to warrant designation as a State Archaeological Preserve.  Th e sites’ 

listing in the National Register is an honorifi c recognition, denoting their importance 

to the understanding of the local, state and national history, but the listing provides 

little protection.  Th eir designation as a State Archaeological Preserve, on the other 

hand, provides permanent protection against damage or destruction.  



Most people have heard of radiocarbon-dating and usually think 
of it as the primary method of dating archaeological sites.  However, 
radiocarbon-dating can only be used for organic matter such as wood, 
shell and bone.  It is therefore not very helpful for dating most artifacts, 
which are made of stone, ceramic, glass or metal.  

Nevertheless, radiocarbon-dating provides an important way of 
determining the age of some types of finds.  The most common of these 
in New England are ancient cooking features that provide a good sample 
of wood charcoal or other plant materials for dating.  Archaeologists 
do not perform radiocarbon-dating themselves.  The method is very 
complicated and requires expensive, precision laboratory equipment.  
Archaeologists send samples to labs that specialize in radiocarbon dating.  
The labs use specialized equipment to measure the ratio of radioactive 
carbon (C-14) to normal carbon (C-12) in a sample.  This ratio provides 
the information necessary for the calculation of the sample’s age, because 
radioactive carbon decays at a known rate. After about 50,000 years, the 
radiocarbon concentration remaining is too small to be measured, so 
only samples younger than this can be dated.
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How do we know how old an artifact is?

There are a number of ways that archaeologists are able to date artifacts.  

Most of these simply require years of familiarity with the archaeology 

of a region and a detailed understanding of how artifacts have changed over time.  

Archaeologists around the world group artifacts into similar categories referred to as 

types.  Types help archaeologists organize their fi nds into related groups.  It turns out 

that the most similar types of artifacts are closely related in time.  Typology is therefore 

the study of artifact types and their changes over time.  

England prehistory, this means having a good understanding of spear points (or 

projectile points) and pottery types.  Very similar types of projectile points and 

pottery were made across most of New England at the same time.  Often, certain types 

are characteristic of a 200 to 500-year period.  Th e ages of most point and pottery 

types have been determined by archaeologists, usually based on their association 

with charcoal that has been dated by the radiocarbon method.  However, the ages of 

some less common types of prehistoric artifacts are still not well estabilished.

For historical archaeologists, the most important artifacts for dating sites 

are ceramics, but belt buckles, glass bottles and even nails can help them 

determine how old a site is because the manufacture dates of some 

artifacts are well-documented.  

New England point typology with types discovered within the District highlighted (adapted from Lavin 1984)

While this sounds complicated, typology is actually based on observations 

about the world all of us have made. Th ings like clothing fashions, cars, and even 

skateboards change over time.  In modern times, change is often so rapid that we notice 

it over a period of years.  In the past, largely because human communication networks 

were less complicated, things tended to change more slowly.

To know how old things are, archaeologists must understand the types of 

artifacts likely to be found in their area.  For archaeologists who specialize in New 



What did we find at the archaeological sites?
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A total of 976 artifacts were found at the District’s sites.  Prehistoric stone 

(or lithic) artifacts were by far the most common, making up about 80% 

of all fi nds.  Historic ceramics represent the next most common class of fi nds, but 

these constitute only 7% of all materials recovered.  Most of the historic artifacts date 

to the 19th century and most likely represent refuse-disposal or manuring 

associated with nearby farms.

Most of the stone artifacts (661) are waste material (or debitage) 

discarded during the manufacture of stone tools.  Such artifacts are very 

common at prehistoric sites where stone tools were manufactured and re-

sharpened.  Th e manufacture of a single tool might result in the production 

of hundreds of small fl akes of stone.  

Nearly 100 stone tool fragments were also found.  Over half of 

these are projectile point fragments or unfi nished tools that were probably 

meant to be made into projectile points or knives.  Th irty-two of the tools 

found represent scrapers and similar fragments of reworked fl akes.  Th ese 

general-purpose tools were likely used for a variety of tool-manufacturing 

and food-processing tasks.  Some other interesting artifacts include a 

partially fi nished spear-thrower  (atlatl) weight, a paint stone of red pigment, 

and two stone drills.  

Th e oldest projectile point type found dates to between 8,000 

and 7,000 years ago.  

Th is Neville Stemmed 

point is made of locally available 

quartzite, as are most others found 

in the region.  Two projectile points 

date between about 5,000 and 

4,000 years ago.  Th ese Squibnocket 

Stemmed and Triangle types are 

manufactured from quartzite and 

quartz, which are local resources.  

Th ree scraping tools appear to have been re-manufactured from Meadowood points, 

which date to about 2,400 years ago.  All three are made from cherts likely obtained 

from New York State.   Most of the projectile points recovered date to between 

about 1,500 and 500 years ago.  Th ese include a Jack’s Reef Pentagonal point 

manufactured from 

jasper, ten Levanna 

points, and three 

Madison points.  

O vera l l ,  these 

re lat ive ly  wel l -

dated artifact types 

indicate that most 

activity along the 

river occurred here 

after about 1,500 

years ago, although 

people clearly 

used the area for 

thousands of years.  

Interestingly, 

three projectile 

points do not 

match currently known types.

In addition to stone tools and debitage, several pieces of Native American 

pottery were found at two of the sites.  Pottery was fi rst made in southern New 

England around 3,000 years ago and remained an important part of food preparation 

until European trade kettles became widely available in the late 1600s.  

A single charcoal-fl ecked soil stain (feature) was noted during Phase II 

excavation of one of the sites.  Th e soil stain, radiocarbon-dated to approximately 

750 years ago, is likely the remnants of a small cooking hearth.  

prehistoric stone artifacts
prehistoric pottery fragments
charred plant material
shell and bone fragments
historic glass shards
historic ceramic sherds
historic metal fragments
misc. historic brick, coal, etc.

782
5

38
8

35
69
18
21

Number Artifact Class Atlatl weight blank, ca. 4,000 years ago



Varieties of stone used at the District’s sites

Scraper on Meadowood trade blank, ca. 
2,200 years ago

Source locations for lithic materials discovered in Canterbury

14

sources are about 100 miles northwest of Canterbury, considered quite a distance 

by foot or canoe for a modern person, but not much of a trip for Native Americans, 

who are documented by early colonists as regularly traveling quite far to trade or 

hunt.  At least three distinctive varieties of chert are present in this part of eastern 

New York state,  and all three were found at the District sites.  Th e rhyolite artifacts 

have probable source areas in the Boston area, about 50 miles to the northeast.  Th is 

volcanic (igneous) stone is very hard, but many varieties are well-suited to stone 

tool manufacture and, like chert, were traded broadly.  Ten District artifacts were 

manufactured from jasper, an iron-rich chert with a brown to yellow color.  Th is 

material was intensively quarried from outcrops in eastern Pennsylvania, about 

150 miles southwest of Canterbury.  Specialized production of jasper trade blanks 

(roughed-out forms for tools) appears to have taken place about 1,500 years ago, 

when this material becomes most common in southern New England sites.

A remarkable aspect of the stone artifacts found in the District is the variety 

of raw materials they represent.  Nearly half of the artifacts (both tools 

and debris) were manufactured from quartz.  Th is material was available across most of 

eastern Connecticut, especially in the form of small river cobbles.  Quartz is very hard, 

but it is diffi  cult to make tools from it.  Nevertheless, it represents the most common 

raw material used to make stone tools at most sites in eastern Connecticut.

About 30% of the artifacts were manufactured from quartzite.  Quartzite is 

a hard, metamorphic rock which originates as sandstone.    Although somewhat grainy, 

quartzite is usually easier to manufacture tools from than quartz.  Quartzite is 

relatively common across eastern Connecticut, but the quartzite best suited for stone 

tool manufacture (knapping) occurs 

in a north-south belt that runs 

parallel to much of modern Route 12.  

Evidence from eastern Connecticut 

indicates that Native Americans 

began to quarry quartzite from the 

best outcrops around 8,000 years 

ago.

About 9% of the stone 

artifacts were made from a variety 

of chert, a glassy sedimentary rock.  

Th is is rather remarkable, because 

chert is not native to Connecticut, 

but it represents the highest-quality 

stone material available to prehistoric 

tool-makers in the region.  Most of 

the chert used by prehistoric native 

people in the state had sources in 

eastern New York state, especially 

in the area south of Albany.  Th ese 



What have we learned from the District’s sites? 

Small probable arrow tips from the District
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The signifi cance of the District’s sites lies primarily in their indication of 

the great importance and reliance local Native American people placed 

on the subsistence resources available from the Quinebaug River and the transportation 

link the river provided to the wider region for travel, trade, and communication.   

Rivers infl uenced not only the movement of raw materials and trade goods across 

the landscape but also aff ected the movements of people and ideas.  Th ey served as 

important links between local communities and the wider regional world.  Some of 

these infl uences can be seen in the data from the Canterbury sites. 

Th e District’s sites indicate that people visited this part of the Quinebaug 

River at least 8,000 years ago.  Few artifacts dating between 8,000 and about 3,000 

years ago were found, indicating that use of the areas tested was intermittent, of 

limited scale, and likely seasonal in nature.  Such a pattern of use by the region’s 

hunter-gatherer population can be best imagined as small family-sized groups which 

established camps along the river for a period of days or weeks to fi sh, gather local 

plant food resources, and hunt in the nearby uplands.  Th e tools made by these site 

inhabitants appear to have been primarily manufactured from local raw materials, 

suggesting strong ties to eastern Connecticut and perhaps a limited degree of trade 

with neighboring groups.

Shortly before 2,000 years ago, people using the District area left behind 

tool fragments manufactured from stone that could only have been acquired through 

long-distance trade networks.  Th e strongest ties appear to have been toward the 

northwest, where cherts were quarried in eastern and western New York state 

specifi cally for the production of trade materials.  Th e presence of non-local raw 

materials indicates that social and economic relations between Native groups were 

becoming more complex.  Trade in exotic materials may have been prompted by an 

increased desire to establish social connections with other groups, rather than out 

of a need for better quality stone.  Th e formation of more complex social networks 

probably refl ects increased human population density in the region and the need to 

establish working political relationships with one’s neighbors.

Late Woodland-period  projectile points



The Quinebaug River as a resource area

A Native American fi shweir     (Illustration from W.H. Holmes 1896, by John White, 1585.)
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The District’s sites contain important information about the natural 

development of the Quinebaug River floodplain and the Native 

American use of its bottomland and river valley terraces.  Diff erent sections of the 

local landscape were chosen for occupation, depending both on the specifi c activities 

that were anticipated (e.g., fi shing, hunting, plant collection, food processing, and game 

monitoring) and the season of occupation. While the upper terraces and other high 

valley settings would have remained dry even during the largest of Spring or Fall fl oods, 

the same is certainly not true of the fl oodplain.  Higher-elevation sites along the river 

were well-positioned for game monitoring and the placement of temporary hunting 

camps.  In fact, this narrow portion of the river valley probably acted to funnel game 

such as deer through a relatively restricted easily-monitored area.  Th e large upper 

terrace which lies just outside of the 

project area was expansive enough to 

have supported larger, more permanent 

habitations as well. 

Some of the District’s sites lie 

along a narrow bend in the Quinebaug, 

overlooking rapids. Th is portion of 

the river is well-situated for fi shweir 

construction and was very likely used 

as such.  Th e expansive fl oodplain just 

south of the District is more conducive 

to larger social gatherings than 

the narrow area tested for this 

project.  It is quite likely that 

complex, seasonally reoccupied 

food-processing and habitation 

areas are on this fl oodplain just 

south of the project area.

Finally, sites on the 

fl oodplain provide evidence of 

dispersed, probably seasonal 

human activity just north of the 

bend.  Th e discovery of only a 

single cooking feature during 

testing suggests that most of the domestic and food-processing activities 

associated with these sites occurred elsewhere.  Many of the small artifact 

concentrations noted during testing probably refl ect foraging and hunting 

in the fl oodplain habitat.  Such periodically disturbed areas are associated 

with useful weedy plant species such as goosefoot, Jerusalem artichoke, 

nutsedge, groundnut, hog peanut, milkweed and Indian hemp.   Th ey also 

USGS topographic map of the Quinebaug 
River Valley



Groundnut
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off er a primary habitat for game animals targeted by Native populations, such as deer 

and turkey, as well as other small mammals, reptiles and amphibians.  

Test pit stratigraphy indicates that this fl oodplain habitat varied over time.  

At some point, the fl oodplain appears to have been quite active, sedimentation was 

more rapid, and therefore artifacts are less common.  Before and after this episode, 

the river appears to have suff ered less severe fl ooding, and a more stable land surface 

developed that appears to have promoted human activity.  Despite these fl uctuations, 

humans continually utilized the fl oodplain and its resources. 

In sum, the tested areas suggest a diversity of site uses, refl ecting a variety 

of habitats.  Upland areas above the river provided dry ground for long-term and 

potentially large-scale habitations in close proximity to a number of important resource 

areas.  Sites positioned adjacent to the narrows were most likely used by groups taking 

advantage of the excellent fi shweir location provided by this section of the river.  Finally, 

sites on the fl oodplain itself indicate habitual use of its many resources by human 

foragers over millennia, although the greatest period of activity occurred during the 

last 1,500 years or so.

Th e increased degree of activity noted during this later phase of site use 

indicates a regular human presence on the local landscape.  However,  the  archaeological 

testing suggests that this presence was neither intensive nor large-scale.  It is therefore 

unlikely that this part of the river ever supported large, permanent villages.  Instead, 

the archaeological survey suggests relatively non-intensive, small-scale use of the river’s 

habitats, even during the period when a horticultural economy based on maize, beans 

and squash was well-established in the area.  It is likely that this “low-intensity” economy 

represents an eff ective adaptation to the region’s relatively dispersed resources, one that 

had been established millennia before by the region’s hunting and gathering population.  

More socially complex settlement organization, such as that centered on permanent 

villages, may only have occurred in Connecticut’s upland areas during periods of 

political instability when the threat of war had escalated.  Further archaeological work 

in this important and poorly understood part of the state would certainly provide 

a clearer picture of the dynamic human response to the unique social, political and 

economic environments of eastern Connecticut’s uplands.  Th e designation of the 

archaeological sites identifi ed during the survey as the Quinebaug River Prehistoric 

Archaeological District is an important step in that direction.



How are the District’s sites being protected?
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Two basic strategies were developed to avoid or minimize damage to 

the archaeological sites located during the Canterbury wetland survey.  

Two sites located within and along the farm road/access road were threatened by the 

weight of the heavy equipment that would repeatedly drive over them to construct 

the fl oodplain wetland.  To minimize this type of damage to the sites, a special 

construction fabric called Geotextile was placed on the farm road surface and covered 

by 12 inches of gravel. Th is eff ectively minimizes soil compaction on sites and protects 

artifact-bearing soils from the weight and vibration of construction vehicles.  On the 

fl oodplain, three sites were identifi ed, one directly within the new wetland area and 

two near it.  Th e creation of the new wetland required the excavation and removal 

of topsoils which would then be spread over the fl oodplain.  Th e archaeological site 

within the new wetland area was much too large to preserve in place, and because 

virtually the entire fl oodplain is archaeologically sensitive, there was no alternative 

location for the new wetland that would not impact signifi cant archaeological 

sites.  PAST therefore designed an archeological mitigation program in which the 

northern edge of the 

new wetland site was 

preserved in place and 

the remainder of the 

site was tested very 

intensively.  After the 

testing, archaeologists 

observed the wetland- 

construction topsoil 

removal to ensure that 

no subsurface remains 

such as cooking hearths 

were destroyed by the 

project, and artifacts 

were collected and recorded as the topsoil was removed by a machine.

It was impossible to collect every artifact from the wetland site in the 

topsoil removal. However, because the artifact-bearing topsoil was to be spread 

over the rest of the fl oodplain, PAST made sure to record and map exactly 

where the wetland site soils were placed.   In this way, future archaeologists will 

not be confused or misled by the moving of artifact-bearing soil from one site 

to two others, because all three sites and the soil distribution were very carefully 

documented. 

Placement of  construction fabric over the site

View of the District after protective Geotextile was installed



What can you do to preserve archaeological resources?
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The Quinebaug River Archaeological District is now a State Archaeological 

Preserve, which means that no artifacts may be removed, nor may any 

ground disturbance be done, without obtaining a permit from the State.  However, 

there are no State Archaeological Preserve  “police” to protect the District sites and the 

sites are not visible from public roads.  Long-term preservation of the District’s sites 

and protecting them from vandalism or looting requires that the public respect 

the Preserve designation and serve as stewards of the sites.  Anyone noticing 

artifact removal, digging, or ground disturbance such as ATV or other vehicular 

damage should notify the staff  archaeologist at the State Historic Preservation 

Offi  ce at (860) 256-2761.  Archaeological sites are fi nite resources; their numbers 

dwindle every week in Connecticut, and once gone or severely disturbed, they are 

lost forever.  Every time a site is destroyed, we all lose an irreplaceable part of our 

history, for reconstructing the past is like putting together the pieces of a puzzle.  

Th e more pieces we have, the more we see the picture; too many gaps and we will 

never fully know how people lived in the past.  

Some towns have regulations requiring archaeological survey and 

protection of archaeological sites before private development.  If you see “empty 

space” being developed, ask your town if an archaeological survey has been done.  

Request that your town consider regulations requiring archaeological surveys 

before private development.  Play an active role in preserving our history.

Wetland creation sign 

View of Quinebaug River Prehistoric Archaeological District Preserve 



Glossary
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Anadromous:  relating to fi sh, such as salmon or shad, that migrate upriver 
from the sea to breed in freshwater.

Archaeology:  the scientifi c study of past human cultures by analyzing the 
material remains (sites and artifacts) that people left behind. 

Archaeological site:  a place where human activity occurred, as evidenced by 
artifacts or other material remains. 

Artifact:  any object made, modifi ed, or used by people. 

Atlatl:  a wood or bone shaft used to propel a spear. Th e tool functions as a 
lever, giving greater thrust and distance.

Curation:  the care of artifact collections to prevent deterioration and to 
manage accessibility for use in scientifi c research, cultural applications and 
public education.

Flake: a small, thin piece of debitage produced during stone tool 
manufacture.

Debitage:  the waste product of stone tool manufacture.

Feature:  permanent man-made fi xtures of a site, such as a roasting pit, hearth, 
or post hole.

Floodplain:  a low area of land bordering a river which is subject to fl ooding.

Knapping:  the process of making stone tools (e.g., projectile points, hand 
axes).

Lithic:  stone, or made of stone.

Mitigation:  actions that off set negative impacts to a signifi cant archaeological 
site. Mitigation can include preservation in place, preservation by encapsulation, 
or professional excavation (removal) of part or all of site.  

Phase I Reconnaissance Survey:   a survey designed to locate all prehistoric 
and historic archaeological resources within a project area.

Phase II Intensive Survey:  an in-depth examination of an archaeological 
site for the express purpose of recovering suffi  cient information to determine 
whether it meets the eligibility criteria of the National Register of Historic 
Places.  

Phase III Data Recovery: the systematic and multidisciplinary 
investigation, documentation, and removal of all or part of the prehistoric 
and/or historic data which comprise a signifi cant archaeological site.

Prehistory:  the period of time before written history; i.e., before European 
colonization of America.  

Projectile point:  a general term for a stone point that was hafted to a dart, 
spear, or arrow; often erroneously termed  “arrowhead.”

Provenience: the three-dimensional location of an artifact or feature 
within an archaeological site, measured by two horizontal dimensions and a 
vertical elevation.

Scraper:  stone tool used to complete scraping tasks, such as the removal 
of hair from animal skin during hide-tanning.

Strata: layers of earth or levels in an archaeological site (singular: 
stratum).

Stratigraphy: the layering of deposits in archaeological sites. Cultural 
remains and natural sediments become buried over time, forming strata.

Terrace:  a bench or step that extends along the side of a valley and 
represents a former level of the valley fl oor.
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 State Archaeological Preserves were established by the 
Connecticut Legislature as a mechanism to protect 

signifi cant archaeological sites. Th e designation process began in 2000.  
Archaeological sites that are listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places and/or the State Register of Historic Places qualify for designation 
as a Preserve, whether or not the land is private or public property.  Th e 
National Register is the offi  cial Federal list of districts, sites, buildings, 
structures, and objects signifi cant in American history, architecture, 
archaeology, engineering, and culture worthy of preservation.  Th ese 
contribute to an understanding of the historical and cultural foundations 
of the Nation.  Similarly, the State Register of Historic places is a census of 
historic and archaeological resources that are integral to the development 
of Connecticut’s distinctive character.
 Th e Connecticut Commission on Culture and Tourism is 
empowered to designate archaeological sites as Preserves (C.G.S. Section 
10-384).  Th e Commission, in coordination with the  Offi  ce of State 
Archaeology and, when appropriate, the Native American Heritage 
Advisory Council, works with property owners to nominate signifi cant 
archaeological sites as Archaeological Preserves.  Th e Commission is 
also charged with maintaining the master listing of all Archaeological 
Preserves.
 Preserves recognize both the educational and cultural value,  as well 
as the fragile nature, of archaeological resources.  Many of Connecticut’s 
Preserves are on private land and fall under the protection of property 
owner rights.  In addition, Connecticut law provides that, regardless of 
whether a Preserve is on private or public land, no person shall  “excavate, 
damage, or otherwise alter or deface the archaeological integrity or sacred 
importance” of a Preserve.  Connecticut General Statutes Section 10-390 
provides signifi cant penalties for vandalism and the unlawful collecting of 
archaeological remains from State Archaeological Preserves.
 

STate Archaeological Preserves

1.   Putnam Memorial State Park, Redding  
 and Bethel

 2.   Axle Shop-Spring Factory   
 Archaeological Site, Hamden

 3.  Kent Iron Furnace, Kent

 4.   Newgate Prison and Copper Mine,  
 East Granby

 5.   Fifth Camp of Rochambeau’s Infantry,  
 Bolton

 6.  Fort Wooster Park, New Haven

 7.   Fourth Camp of Rochambeau’s Army,  
 Windham

 8.  Small Pox Hospital Rock, Farmington

 9.   New London Engine House &   
 Turntable, New London  
 

10.   Quinebaug River Prehistoric   
 Archaeological District, Canterbury

11.  Aunt Polly, East Haddam

12.   Cornfi eld Point Light Ship LV51,  
 Old Saybrook

13.   Bridgeport Wood Finishing Company,  
 New Milford

14.  John Brown Birthplace, Torrington

15.   Air Line Railroad, Colchester and East  
 Hampton

16.   Governor Samuel Huntington   
 Homestead, Scotland

17.   Cady-Copp House Archaeological Site,   
 Putnam

18. World War II “Hellcat” Sites, Preston

19.  Henry Whitfi eld State Museum,   
 Guilford

20.  Dividend Brook Industrial   
 Archaeological District, Rocky Hill

21. Fort Griswold State Park, Groton

22.  Ebenezer Story Homestead and   
 Tavern, Preston 

23. Fort Stamford, Stamford

24.  New England Hebrew Farmers of 
  the Emanuel Society Synagogue  
  and Creamery Archaeological Site, 
 Montville

25.  Prudence Crandall House Museum,  
 Canterbury

26.  LeBeau Fishing Camp and Weir Site,  
 Killingly 

27.  Lighthouse Site, Barkhamsted

28.  Civilian Conservation Corps Camp   
 Filley, Haddam 

29. Pine Island, Groton

30. Ash Creek Corduroy Road, Fairfi eld

31.  West Parish Meeting House, Westport

Connecticut’s State Archaeological Preserves
(as of December 2010)
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