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A vanished archaeological treasure

I've been thinking I wanted to write (without expenditure or too much
effort) about a Lucas County archaeological site deemed worthy for the
National Register of Historic Places that we now drive over on a regular
basis, courtesy of the Iowa Department of Transportation. Remembered its
discovery and the location, but neither the timing nor the exact
circumstances.
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Then a couple of weeks ago I found photographs (those used here) in the
University of Iowa's Iowa Digital Library of the September 1986
archaeological dig that assessed the site. And last week, the alternate Frank
(Mitchell) pulled from his files copies of two newspaper articles needed to
get underway. Serendipity happens.

 Lucas County always has been fairly rich ground for hunters of artifacts ---
projectile points and other items. We have a couple of small collections at
the museum and I nearly cried a week or so ago while reading about  another
collection, that of the late Harry LaRue --- sold years ago at a garage sale.
LaRue had worked in conjunction with an archaeologist at times during the
first half of the 20th century, so parts of that collection could be
documented.

So there's interest in the remnants of our predecessors on this land, even
though artifacts sometimes mistakenly are associated with historic tribes ---
the Ioway, the Sauk, the Meskwaki, all of whom with the exception of a few
holdouts had been pushed west by the time Euro-American pioneers rolled
in. Or the native peoples encountered by early Lucas County settlers --
- Prairie Band Potawatomi, who had lived in southwest Iowa 1836-46 before
being forced into "Indian Territory" but then returned for many years to hunt
across southern Iowa.

The artifacts here are far older, many of them associated with people of the
Woodland period, A.D. 300 to 1,000 or so, when the valleys and bluffs of
most southern Iowa streams --- including the Chariton River, the South
Chariton, White Breast and the Cedar --- were as intensively occupied by
native people as they ever would be. Their burial mounds lined high ridges
and their gardens and fields were planted in rich bottomlands.

At some point, perhaps about A.D. 900, an extended family or tribal group
established its winter camp on the hillside above what we now call White
Breast Creek, just south of the town of Lucas. Somehow, for more than
1,000 years that site escaped the plow --- nor was it picked over or
excavated by artifact hunters.

Then, in the 1980s, the Iowa Department of Transportation came along,
deciding to relocate the intersection of Highways 65 and 34 at Lucas
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by moving it some distance east and building a new bridge across the creek.
This map gives an idea of what happened. If you look at the wishbone shape
in the lower center, you can see the old Highway 65 route swinging to
the left; the 1980s route, to the right.

An archaeological survey was required before the DOT could start
construction, however, and in 1986 those assessing the hill rising south of
the White Breast directly in the path of new highway construction found that
winter camp virtually undisturbed, so much a rarity in south central Iowa
that it was deemed eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.

In the end, the DOT declined to redesign the approach to the intersection,
commissioned a full-scale archaeological dig to record the site and remove
the artifacts it contained. The results were boxed up and put into storage.
So in that manner, a piece of Lucas County's living history died. 
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Here's how those newspaper articles tell the story, the first from The
Chariton Leader of Nov. 1, 1988:

The discovery of an Indian village dating as far back as 1,000 years ago has
put an Iowa Department of Transportation project to relocate the
intersection of highways 65 and 34 on hold.

The site near Lucas may be important enough to merit consideration for
placement on the National Register of Historic Places, according to Randy
Faber, an official in the DOT's department of planning.

Faber said officials are now trying to decide whether to redesign the
intersection project to avoid the site or to go ahead with the original plan,
doing a full-scale archaeological dig to recover artifacts before undertaking
construction.

Preliminary studies of the site reveal that it may have been inhabited for as
long as six months by a number of people, according to Carl Merry, project
director of the Highway Archaeology Program at the State Archaeologist's
Office in Iowa City. 

Some 1,200 artifacts were recovered from the site during a 1986
excavation, indicating the site was used for day-to-day living more than
1,000 years ago, Merry said.

Among the artifacts discovered were chert flakes, or waste chips discarded
from tool-making; arrow point fragments; hematite and iron ore used for
making red pigments used in ceremonial practices; and ceramic pot shards.
In addition, there is evidence of burials taking place on the site.

Dating of the pot shards indicated Indians using the site belonged to the
Woodland Culture, dating from 500-900 A.D. The type of shards discovered
seems to show that the site was occupied during the latter part of that
period.

Merry said the site is considered important, because it is relatively
undisturbed.

"There are about 12,000 archaeological sites in Iowa, but many of them are
in plowed fields. An unplowed important site is becoming more rare in
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Iowa," Merry said.

The Woodland Culture falls in the middle of Iowa's prehistorical period,
Merry said. "By then there were a lot of technological improvements
indicating that people had some control over their environment."

Woodland Indians are characterized by the use of ceramic pottery. They
also had a developed agriculture, rather than a simple nomadic hunter-
gatherer lifestyle, Merry said.

Merry's office is recommending a full-scale dig if the highway project
cannot be redesigned to avoid the site. Merry cautioned potential souvenir
hunters that it is a criminal misdemeanor to disturb an archaeological site.

It should be noted that there are far more than 12,000 archaeological sites
in Iowa --- no one, including archaeologists, really know. Interesting ones
tend to turn up during construction projects and meet the same fate as the
Lucas site.

Here's the second article, from the Herald-Patriot of July 20, 1989:

The National Register of Historic Places has decided that a prehistoric
Indian site near Lucas is eligible for listing as a significant part of Amerca's
past.

The site, however, lies in the path of a project to reroute the intersection
of Highways 34 and 65, and the Department of Transportation intends to
proceed with its original plans for the area, according to Randy Faber of the
DOT's department of planning.

That means the DOT will have to contract for an archaeological dig at the
site to recover as many artifacts and as much information as possible before
construction can begin, Faber said.

Archaeologists working at the site under a preliminary study for the DOT in
1986 uncovered what they believe is a Woodland-era Indian village, dating
back more than 1,000 years ago.

Surveys reveal that the area was ocupied by a number of people for perhaps
as long as six months, according to Carl Merry of the State Archaeologist's
Office.

Evidence of such day to day living activities as flint knapping, pottery
making and religious ceremonies were found, along with several burial
mounds.
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Posted by Frank D. Myers at 5:34 AM 

Officials with the National Register of Historic Places said in a letter to the
DOT the area was significant because of its undisturbed nature.

In addition, it's considered to be a "single component" site, meaning what's
been found so far leads scientists to believe the area was devoted to a
single activiity at a specific time, uncontaminated by other artifacts from a
different Indian culture.

Such undisturbed sites are "rare in south-central Iowa," officials with the
State Historical Department worte in a letter to the National Register.

More than 1,200 artifacts were discovered there in the 1986 survey,
including arrow points and waste chips from stone tool making, pottery
shards, and hematite, an iron ore used for producing red pigments for
ceremonial practices.

Characteristics of the pottery fragments indicate the site was occupied
during the latter part of the Woodland Period, which extended from 500-
900 A.D., according to Merry.

The Woodland Period is considered to be about midway in Iowa's prehistoric
era, with people beginning to show some mastery over the environment.

Faber said the National Historic Preservation Act requires the DOT to
recover information from the site if it's decided that a project redesign is
not feasible.

It is unlikely that a dig will be conducted at the site this year since
archaeologists are unusually busy with other DOT projects this summer,
Faber said. While no contract has been extended, it's more probable that
excavations will take place in 1990.

Another consideration on the timing of the excavation is that the DOT
wants to gain ownership of the site so that recovered artifacts become the
property of the state, he added. Technically, all artifacts found to date
belong to the person now owning the land.

Once recovered and analyzed, the artifacts likely would be curated in a
museum or college.

Merry, of the State Archaeologists's office, noted that it is a misdemeanor
to collect artifacts from an indentified historic site.

The excavation must be fully completed before highway construction can
begin. Faber said the starting date for the intersection project hasn't been
announced.

1 comment:
 Steve Hanken said...

I just would like to say there is a possibility you can retrieve artifacts
from this excavation from the state for display in your museum. I have
seen ownership transfers in the past between Museums and the State
Archaeologist Office. That "dead shelf space" is both costly and getting
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