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STALLINGS ISLAND REVISITED: NEW EVIDENCE FOR
OCCUPATIONAL HISTORY, COMMUNITY PATTERN,
AND SUBSISTENCE TECHNOLOGY

Kenneth E. Sassaman, Meggan E. Blessing, Asa R. Randall

For nearly 150 years Stallings Island, Georgia has figured prominently in the conceptualization of Late Archaic culture in
the American Southeast, most notably in its namesake pottery series, the oldest in North America, and more recently, in
models of economic change among hunter-gatherer societies broadly classified as the Shell Mound Archaic. Recent field-
work resulting in new radiocarbon assays from secure contexts pushes back the onset of intensive shellfish gathering at
Stallings Island several centuries; enables recognition of a hiatus in occupation that coincides with the regional advent of
pottery making; and places abandonment at ca. 3500 B.P. Analysis of collections and unpublished field records from a 1929
Peabody expedition suggests that the final phase of occupation involved the construction of a circular village and plaza
complex with household storage and a formalized cemetery, as well as technological innovations to meet the demands of
increased settlement permanence. Although there are too few data to assess the degree to which more permanent settlement
led to population-resource imbalance, several lines of evidence suggest that economic changes were stimulated by ritual
intensification.

Por cerca de 150 afios la isla Stallings de Georgia se destaca de manera prominente por ser la base conceptual de la cultura
del Arcaico Tardio en el sureste de Estados Unidos, y que da nombre de la serie cerdmica mds antigua de Norte América. Tam-
bién es la base de la definicion de los modelos de cambio economicos de sociedades de cazadores recolectores que son clasi-
ficadas como el Arcaico de Concheros. En reciente trabajo de campo se han obtenido nuevas fechas de radiocarbono de contextos
seguros que ubican los comienzos de la recoleccion intensiva de moluscos en la isla Stallings varios siglos atrds; permitiendo
el conocimiento de un tiempo de ocupacion que coincide con el surgimiento de la manufactura de la cerdmica, y propone su
abandono alrededor del 3500 A. P. Andlisis de colecciones e informes de campo sin publicar de la expedicion del Peabody en
1929 sugieren que la fase final de ocupacion involucra la construccion de aldeas circulares y unos complejos de plaza con
sitios de almacenamientos y cementerios formalizados. Asi también ocurren innovaciones tecnoldgicas relacionadas a las
demandas de ocupacion del asentamiento. Cierto es que hay pocos datos para evaluar el grado de ocupacion permanente del
asentamiento y como dio paso a un cambio en la relacion de poblacion y recursos; varias lineas de evidencia sugieren que
los cambios econdmicos fueron estimulados por la intensificacion ritual.

tallings Island (9CB1) is a National Historic

Landmark in the middle Savannah River, 13

km northwest of Augusta, Georgia (Figure
1), whose investigation in the early twentieth cen-
tury laid the foundation for contemporary knowl-
edge of Late Archaic prehistory in the South
Atlantic Slope. Brought to the attention of the
archaeological community by C. C. Jones in 1861,
Stallings Island was the subject of sporadic inves-
tigations by William Claflin from 1908-1925, and
large-scale excavations by the Cosgroves in 1929
(Claflin 1931). Subsequent, limited testing by Fair-
banks (1942), Greene (Bullen and Greene 1970),

and Crusoe and DePratter (1976) enhanced knowl-
edge of stratigraphy and artifact typology, but did
little to clarify the internal configuration of this
large, complex shell-bearing site. Stallings Island
has since been the target of relic seekers, and vir-
tually all major collectors in the area have sizeable
assemblages of artifacts from illicit digging at the
site. Some protection is now afforded by the
Archaeological Conservancy, which acquired
Stallings Island from a private owner in 1998.
Stallings Island’s role in the construction of Late
Archaic prehistory is substantial. It is the namesake
for Stallings fiber-tempered pottery (Griffin 1943),
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Figure 1. Map of Stallings Island (9CB1) with insets showing locations of other Stallings Culture sites in the immediate
area and the greater distribution of shell-bearing sites of Stallings age.

the oldest pottery series in North America. Itis also
the inspiration for the Savannah River Stemmed
point (Coe 1964:45), the signature biface type of
the broadpoint horizon in the Southeast. More gen-
erally, Stallings Island has long been regarded as a
context for economic intensification among the
broader phenomenon known as the Shell Mound
Archaic, a cultural milieu presumed to embody
increasingly sedentary settlement, incipient social
ranking, and regional integration. However, mod-
ern analysts have shown that conceptions of the
Shell Mound Archaic have been shaped more by
presumption than by fact (e.g., Crothers 1999;
Hensley 1994; Milner and Jefferies 1998). The
same can be said for Stallings Island, for despite
repeated professional investigations, the site is
poorly understood, although its role in Late Archaic
prehistory is perhaps greater than ever imagined.
This report summarizes the results of recent
field investigations, radiometric dating, and col-
lections research to redefine the occupational his-
tory, community pattern, and regional significance

of Stallings Island. The salient conclusions sup-
ported by recent work can be summarized as fol-
lows. Stallings Island contains two major Late
Archaic components, one dating to the interval ca.
4600-4000, the other ca. 3800-3400 radiocarbon
years B.P. These distinct components were con-
flated in earlier studies, leading to the erroneous
conclusion that Stallings Island was occupied con-
tinuously by a single people. As long known, early
occupations at Stallings Island predated the local
inception of pottery, but, contrary to existing knowl-
edge, they also involved intensive harvesting of
freshwater mussels. The later component marks
the apogee of Stallings culture (hereafter referred
to as Classic Stallings culture), which is signaled
by elaborate, punctated fiber-tempered pottery. The
hiatus of occupation between these two compo-
nents coincides with the introduction of plain fiber-
tempered pottery in the local area. Site reoccupation
during Classic Stallings times involved the con-
struction of a circular village with household-based
storage, and a plaza cemetery. Abandonment of the
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Figure 2. Topographic map of the area of archaeological deposits at Stallings Island, showing pylons, locations of exca-
vation units of most prior expeditions, and 1999 units of the University of Florida expedition.

greater middle Savannah area at ca. 3500 B.P. fol-
lowed a period of intensification that arguably was
stimulated by ritual activities exclusive to Stallings
Island. Evidence to support these conclusions is
summarized in this paper following a brief review
of earlier investigations.

Background and Previous Investigations

Stallings Island is located in the Fall Zone of the
Savannah River, some 200 km from the Atlantic
Coast at an elevation of 70 m amsl. The Fall Zone
is a transitional province between hard-rock geol-
ogy of the Piedmont and unconsolidated sands of
the Coastal Plain. Before the middle Savannah
River was dammed in the nineteenth century, the
channel surrounding Stallings Island was strewn
with boulders, shoals, and small, elongated islands.
A 1889 navigation map shows rapids and innu-
merable islets in the river and only a single navi-
gable channel passing just to the north of what was
then called “Indian Island.” The shoals and islets

that nearly connected opposite banks in this stretch
of the Fall Zone are now inundated by impounded
water and meters of silt. Only exceptionally high
islands like Stallings Island survived as subaerial
features after the Augusta Canal was expanded in
the late nineteenth century. Banks on either side of
the channel ascend sharply in bluffs 2025 m high
that are dissected by small runoff gullies and occa-
sional tributary channels. The largest tributary in
the middle Savannah, Stevens Creek, enters the
Savannah River only 500 m upstream from
Stallings Island.

Our 1999 expedition to Stallings Island included
the first detailed topographic mapping of the sur-
face, and we introduce the resultant map in Figure
2 to facilitate discussion of previous work and the
current condition of the site. The map encompasses
what essentially is the so-called. “mound” at
Stallings Island, a clay erosional remnant approx-
imately 120 m long, 80 m wide, and as much as 5
m above the alluvial apron that comprises the base
of the island. Anthropogenic deposits with varying
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amounts of freshwater shell accumulated gradually
over the top and especially the sides of the clay
dome. Stallings Island is thus not a “mound” in the
usual sense of the term, although stratigraphy
observed by Jones (1861) at the north end of the
landform may indicate the presence of intention-
ally mounded deposits over human interments, as
we discuss further below.

Superimposed over our topographic map in Fig-
ure 2 are the locations of major excavations con-
ducted since the nineteenth century. Locations of
the earliest digs were taken from Claflin’s (1931)
account of the 1929 Peabody expedition; the loca-
tions of later units dug by Greene were georefer-
enced to one of three electrical pylons in a report
coauthored with Bullen (Bullen and Greene 1970).
The locations of test units dug by Fairbanks (1942)
follow the rough estimates of these latter investi-
gators. The locations of units dug and reported by
Crusoe and DePratter (1976) are approximated
from descriptions provided by DePratter in 1991
(Weinand and Reitz 1992).

Previous Investigations

Jones’s (1861, 1873) accounts of Stallings Island
in the 1850s provide a rare glimpse of the site in
its unmolested state and in a river setting not yet
affected by damming. Jones (1861:14) described
Stallings Island as an “Indian Monument.” He
regarded the shell deposits on the promontory of
the island as a deliberate construction, a mound
erected incrementally to entomb the dead. Jones
exposed numerous human skeletons in several
excavations he made at the north end of the
“mound” (Figure 2). He observed as much as 3.7
m of stratified shell in this portion of the site,
arrayed in layers 2025 cm thick, interspersed with
layers of sand. Despite the abundance of pottery
sherds, stone axes, and food remains throughout the
deposit, Jones believed the site was utilized for
expressly mortuary purposes, calling it a “huge
necropolis” (Jones 1861:17). He noted too that no
other site in the locality equaled Stallings Island in
the size of its mounded shell or number of burials.
This “island of the dead,” as Jones put it, was a gen-
eral cemetery for the surrounding “tribes,” who,
through “common consent,” “consecrated [it]
exclusively to the purposes of burial” (Jones
1861:18-19).

Decades later, Jones’s flowery prose garnered
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the attention of the son of a prominent Massachu-
setts politician. William H. Claflin, Jr. first exca-
vated at Stallings Island in the winter of 1908
(Figure 2). With the help of local laborers, Claflin
(1931:3) opened a 7-x-10-ft trench (C1; Figure 2)
and observed a layer of shell overlying “black loam
intermixed with shells, food bones, potsherds and
other evidence of occupation.” Clay substrate was
encountered a mere 1.2 m below the surface. This
same general sequence was observed in two addi-
tional units excavated in 1921 (C2, C3; Figure 2).
A fourth unit (C4), dug in 1925, revealed the only
appreciable deviation from his earlier observations.
Here, in the west-central portion of the site, Claflin
observed nearly 3 m of stratified shell midden,
arrayed in five distinct layers. He noted that the clay
base dipped down sharply to the west in this unit,
and suggested that this was “a natural pocket . . .
that offered a convenient place for the dumping of
refuse” (Claflin 1931:7).

Although Claflin uncovered burials in each of
the four units he dug, he did not concur with Jones
about the mortuary purpose of the “mound.” Rather,
he believed the deposits resulted from the long-term
occupation of “one tribe, who for convenience [he]
called Stalling’s Island people” (Claflin 1931:7).!
To Claflin, the so-called “mound” was nothing
more than a convenient place to live.

With Claflin’s work, focus now shifted to
Stallings Island as a locus of permanent habitation,
with the burials and “mounded” shell merely inci-
dental to domestic living. Large-scale investiga-
tions of Stallings Island headed by Harriet and
Burton Cosgrove in 1929 were designed to recon-
struct the details of this intensive occupation. The
Cosgroves were dispatched to Stallings Island by
the Peabody Museum of Harvard to direct 14-16
laborers in excavations amounting to nearly 1400
m?. Claflin compiled the notes and analyzed the col-
lection made by the Cosgroves and, combining it
with his own observations from earlier work, issued
the definitive report on Stallings Island in 1931.

The major unit excavated under the direction of
the Cosgroves was the 60-x-210-ft (18 x 64 m)
block labeled in Figure 2 as “Cosgroves’ Block.”
It is here that we get the first glimpse of the diverse
assemblage of pit features concentrated in the cen-
ter of the site, many penetrating deep into basal clay.
One-hundred-and-ten pits and 24 so-called “fire-
places” were mapped and excavated in this unit.
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Clafin (1931:8) claims to have encountered, but
not mapped, similar features in his earlier trench-
ing.

Direct evidence for habitation structures eluded
the Cosgroves (Claflin 1931:12), a frustration that
is palpable in the writing of Claflin who, rightfully
so, expected to find postholes conspicuous in the
underlying clay. Still, the sheer volume of food
refuse, combined with the assemblage of pits and
hearths, led Claflin to conclude that Stallings Island
was a “village site,” one of several in the area known
to him (Claflin 1931:40-42). The large pits them-
selves were persuasive evidence for they not only
signified storage to Claflin (1931:9), but most were
filled with the refuse of daily living, and some later
ones intercepted earlier ones, suggesting redundant
use of particular loci.

The bulk of the 1931 report is devoted to a
description of artifacts collected by Claflin and the
Cosgroves. In this account we find the rudiments
of an archaeological definition of the “Stalling’s
Island people.” The vast majority of some 3,500
sherds collected were “unlike any types of South-
eastern ware hitherto described” (Claflin 1931:13).
Claflin surmised that these sherds came mostly
from shallow bowls with incurvate rims, and he
described the paste as gritty, while also noting that
“grass” was used as temper. Linear punctation was
noted as the diagnostic form of exterior surface
treatment, but also mentioned were “scratched”
(incised) and plain treatments. Griffin (1943) would
later canonize the dominant type as “Stallings Punc-
tate,” establishing a typology whose refinements
over the decades would encompass the greater
Savannah River region, as well as coastal South
Carolina and Georgia (Sassaman 1993a). The defin-
itive trait of Classic Stallings culture in its modern
incarnation is fiber-tempered pottery with linear
designs referred to as “drag-and-jab” punctate.

Other traits of the “Stalling’s people,” as defined
by Claflin (1931), include a variety of bone and
antler artifacts, bannerstones, polished grooved
axes, shell beads, mortars, pitted stones, “net
sinkers,” and chipped stone implements. The latter
two classes were especially abundant. Recovered
were over 2,500 specimens of a “flat perforated”
variety of “netsinker” (Claflin 1931:32) made from
soapstone (known today as cooking stones [Sas-
saman 1993a:115-119]), and over 5,000 flaked
stone tools, mostly stemmed bifaces. Coe (1964)
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would later draw on Claflin’s account in defining
the Savannah River Stemmed type, the hallmark
for the Late Archaic Broadpoint horizon in the
Southeast U.S.

Claflin’s conflation of all classes of artifacts,
features, and burials from Stallings Island into a sin-
gular cultural construct would have a dominant
effect on the interpretation of Late Archaic archae-
ology for decades to follow. In keeping with the
standards for culture-historical reconstruction, both
Claflin and the Cosgroves sought stratigraphic con-
texts for documenting culture change. Like Jones,
they commented on the stratified nature of the mid-
den atop the clay dome, but apparently did not
observe sufficiently consistent strata to warrant
controlled stratigraphic excavation. The closest
they came to recognizing meaningful layering was
in their excavation of Trench 1, along the north-
eastern margin of the “mound.” In this 40-ft-long
(12.1-m-long) trench they observed “practically a
solid mass of shells, containing much refuse,
extend[ing] to a depth of 7 feet, 9 inches [2.4 m],
where the first shells rested on undisturbed clay
mixed with river silt” (Claflin 1931:5). Claflin
(1931:5) surmised that this margin of the site was
eroded by river floods and suggested that the thick
deposit of shell and refuse accumulated in an old
erosional channel. In a later section of the report,
Claflin (1931:13) notes that “more sherds were
found per square foot in Trench 1 than in any other
section of the mound.” However, the frequency of
sherds diminished with depth, until “none appeared
in the final shell layer” (Claflin 1931:13). Nonethe-
less, Claflin remained unconvinced of the existence
of a prepottery component. “Insufficient area was
uncovered at this depth to allow the presumption
that the people who left the first shell deposit did
not possess pottery. In all probability they did, but
to alesser degree than did later generations” (Claflin
1931:13-14). He went on to note that pottery
throughout the rest of the deposit did not vary with
depth, reinforcing in his mind the homogeneous
nature of the deposit.

Stimulated by the prospects of a prepottery com-
ponent, Fairbanks (1942) conducted additional
excavations at Stallings Island in 1940 using delib-
erate stratigraphic techniques. He opened four
“exploratory trenches” and three blocks of unspec-
ified dimensions, two excavated in 6-inch (.15 m)
arbitrary levels, the third in one-foot (.3 m) incre-
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ments. The locations of these units are uncertain,
although later Bullen and Greene (1970:9) indi-
cated they were positioned on opposite sides of the
eastern-most pylon, as shown in Figure 2.

Pottery in Fairbanks’s units was concentrated in
the upper foot (.3 m) of shell midden, and did not
exceed 2 feet (.6 m) below the surface. Because
stone and bone artifacts continued another 6 feet
(1.8 m) to the basal clay, Fairbanks (1942:227) con-
sidered it “certain that pottery was introduced late
in the occupation.” He went on to equate this
sequence with stratigraphy documented by Webb
and colleagues in reservoir excavations of the mid-
dle Tennessee River of northern Alabama (e.g.,
Webb 1939; Webb and DeJarnette 1942), asserting
that the late introduction of pottery “must be con-
sidered as the typical development of this early
group in the Southeast” (Fairbanks 1942:227).

With clear recognition of a prepottery horizon
at Stallings Island and tacit acceptance of cultural
continuity with a later pottery component, Fair-
banks compiled a trait list for Stallings Island in
which the material assemblages of both compo-
nents were combined. In typically normative fash-
ion for the times, and lacking radiocarbon dates,
Fairbanks drew broad comparisons with shell-
midden sites in Kentucky and New York, propos-
ing a “Shell-Mound aspect,” the rudiments of what
others have called the Shell Mound Archaic. The
stratigraphic observations Fairbanks made at
Stallings Island and elsewhere reinforced the idea
that pottery developed locally, through diffusion of
ideas, among extant hunter-gatherers populations.
Fairbanks’ conflation of prepottery and pottery
components would confound later researchers
seeking clues about culture change and disconti-
nuity in the region (e.g., Crusoe and DePratter
1976:12).

In 1961 amateur archaeologist H. Bruce Greene
excavated eight test pits under the central pylon at
Stallings Island and the results of his efforts were
published a decade later with Ripley Bullen (Bullen
and Greene 1970).2 In units ranging from as small
as5x5ft(1.5x1.5m)toaslargeas 12x 12t (3.7
x 3.7 m), Greene encountered “alternating layers
of dirt, dirt and shell, shell, and burnt shell” up to
1.8 m thick (Bullen and Greene 1970:10). All units
appear to have been excavated in 6-inch (.15-m)
arbitrary levels. According to Bullen and Greene
(1970:10), pottery was restricted to an upper stra-
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tum varying from 28 to 42 inches (.7 to 1.1 m) thick.
They also note that decorated pottery gave way to
plain pottery in the lowest levels, and that under-
lying all was a prepottery horizon.

Greene’s efforts resulted in the first radiometric
dates for Stallings Island (Williams 1968). Two
samples of charred nutshell and wood charcoal col-
lected from the base of the prepottery horizon
returned uncalibrated and uncorrected assays of
4450 + 150 and 4700 + 150 B.P. A third sample of
charcoal came from a depth of 30 inches (.76 m)
below surface and returned an assay of 3730 + 150
B.P. Insofar as this latter sample “came from the
base of the pottery producing zone,” Bullen and
Greene (1970:12) suggested that it marked the local
origin of pottery, “perhaps the plain period noted
during excavation.”

The apparent evidence for cultural continuity
between prepottery and pottery components at
Stallings Island was not universally accepted. In the
early 1970s, University of Georgia graduate stu-
dent Donald Crusoe led an expedition to Stallings
Island to compare its components to those from
coastal sites. Digging south of Greene’s units, Cru-
soe observed a profile with an upper 1.3-ft (.4-m)
stratum of shell midden with Stallings pottery,
underlain by a “clay midden with few shells” and
lacking pottery (Crusoe and DePratter 1976:5).
This is essentially the two-part sequence observed
by all previous excavators, but to Crusoe the dif-
ferences between the two were more striking than
previously recognized. Besides the lack of pottery,
the basal component contained more soapstone
cooking stones (neé “netsinkers”) than the upper
component, and the biface assemblages between
the two, as Bullen and Greene (1970) noted, were
markedly distinct. Drawing on comparisons from
other sites in the region, Crusoe suggested further
that the pottery component lacked the bannerstones,
grooved axes, and burials of the prepottery com-
ponent. These changes in material culture, he sug-
gested (Crusoe and DePratter 1976:12), mirrored
substantial subsistence change.

It is unclear whether Crusoe envisioned any
thread of cultural continuity between the compo-
nents, but he was given to historical explanations
for culture change, notably the consequences of
population movements (i.e., migrations), local, as
well as regional and even intercontinental (see Cru-
soe 1972). Crusoe was not alone in his suppositions
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on migration and “‘site unit intrusions,” but his ideas
were counter to the growing proclivity in Ameri-
canist archaeology for explaining archaeostrati-
graphic unconformities as the consequence of in
situ, “evolutionary” change.

In sum, nearly 150 years of intermittent inves-
tigations at Stallings Island have resulted in a con-
fusing mix of observations and inferences. Lacking
have been sufficient chronological controls over
the site’s complex stratigraphy and feature con-
texts, as well as comparative data from other sites
in the region. Combined with the results of recent
work elsewhere in the middle Savannah, new field,
collections, and archival research on Stallings
Island clarify many of the contradictory issues of
earlier work while putting into modern perspective
the uniqueness attributed to the site so long ago by
Jones.

Recent Investigations

Over the past five years we have sought opportu-
nities to cull additional information about Stallings
Island from limited, problem-oriented fieldwork,
as well as the study of archives and extant collec-
tions. Our recent field effort resulted in the first
topographic map of the site, secure feature contexts
for myriad fine-grained analyses, and a radiocar-
bon chronology to establish the onset, duration,
and termination of the site’s Late Archaic compo-
nents.

1999 Testing

With funding from the National Geographic Soci-
ety and permission of the Archaeological Conser-
vancy, a team from the University of Florida and
colleagues spent three weeks in May—June 1999
clearing, mapping, and testing Stallings Island. The
primary goal was to reconstruct the site’s occupa-
tional history by locating and sampling sound con-
texts for radiometric dating. Because the site was
so badly pocked with the holes of previous inves-
tigators and looters alike, the strategy was simply
to face the profiles of existing exposures to locate
intact stratigraphy. The chief target in this effort was
the (grid) west wall of the Cosgroves’ 210-ft (64-
m) long Trench 2 (C-T2; Figure 2). The scar of this
trench was visible on the surface of the site,
although its orientation varied wildly, making it
difficult to align test units to maximize profile expo-
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sures. We thus started with a slot-trenching tech-
nique that took advantage of especially sharp relief
in the presumed location of Trench 2.

Evidence of the Cosgroves’ Trench 2 was
observed in two of our units (TU1 and TU6) in the
southwest half of the block, where the 1929 team
had penetrated into basal clay some 50 cm, leav-
ing a backfilled linear feature roughly 1.8 m wide
(Figure 3a). Sound evidence of Trench 2 was not
observed in our test units to the northeast (TU2 and
TU4), apparently because the 1929 excavators did
not dig into the basal clay in this portion of the
trench. Nor did we observe undisturbed midden in
the projected location of the west profile of Trench
2. However, observed in the basal clay of each of
our units were a variety of pit features, several of
which exhibited sharp contact with the surround-
ing clay and contained dark fill with distinct clay
mottles (Figure 3a, b). These apparently were
among the scores of pits excavated and then back-
filled by the Cosgroves, which, together with the
margins of backfilled Trench 2, offered points of
reference for aligning their excavation block to our
mapping data.

In addition to locating backfilled pit features of
the 1929 dig, we encountered stains in the basal
clay of our units with diffuse edges and seemingly
undisturbed fill (Figure 3a, b). Each of these proved
to be intact pit features that were either overlooked
or dismissed by the Cosgroves. In some cases these
features appear to have been the basal components
of pits that were mapped but not completely exca-
vated, but in most cases they were previously
unrecorded pits. Additional intact features were
mapped and excavated by us in test units adjacent
to the Cosgroves’ Block, as well as a few scattered
units across the site area to the northwest. All told,
we mapped and excavated 54 pit features in our 51
m? of test units. Three of the intact features in and
adjacent to the Cosgroves’ Block are shown in Fig-
ure 3c—e. Like those found by the Cosgroves, pits
we encountered penetrated as much as 120 cm into
the basal clay. They typically contained an organic-
rich clay loam with shell, charcoal, abundant ver-
tebrate bone, and numerous diagnostic artifacts.
Given the rich organic fill and associated artifacts
of most of these features, they more than fulfilled
our goal of developing an internal chronology for
Stallings Island.

As feature excavation in and around the Cos-
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Figure 3. Photographs of clay substrate and features in test units, showing (a) Cosgroves’ Trench 2 in TUG6; (b) backfilled
and unexcavated pit features in TU2; (c) Feature 3, TU2; (d) Feature 10, TU2; and (e) Feature 17, LP3.

groves’ Block proceeded, we took advantage of
recent looters’ exposures to face profiles in a few
additional locations across the site. To facilitate
mapping of the pocked surface, each of 195 loot-
ers’ pits we observed was flagged and numbered.
With abbreviated prefixes of “LP,” the five looters’
pits we faced are shown in Figure 2 as 1-x-2-m or
2-x-2-m units. The orientation of these units was
determined by the geometry of the looters’ pits and
so they deviate randomly from grid axes. Our
efforts in each of these five looters’ pits returned
important information and most contained intact pit
features, but a detailed discussion of these results
is beyond the scope of this paper. For purposes of
chronology, only the results of testing in LP81 war-
rant further discussion.

LP 81. Down the slope of the northeast side of
the “mound” was an especially large (ca. 5 m in
diameter) and deep looter’s pit that exposed shell
deposits 3 m deep (Figure 2). This pit apparently
intercepted backfill from Cosgroves’ Trench 2 and
continued into undisturbed midden on either side
of the trench. Located only 5 m from Trench 1, this
is proximate to the location where the Cosgroves
observed some 2.4 m of dense shell deposits.
Claflin (1931:5) insinuated that the shell in Trench

1 was deposited or redeposited in a flood chute that
paralleled the northeastern margin of the “mound.”
He also noted that “more sherds were found per
square foot in Trench 1 than in any other section
of the mound” (Claflin 1931:13). In our facing of
LP81, we therefore expected to find flood-lain,
redeposited shell midden rich in pottery. Instead,
we found only .7 to 1.3 m of redeposited fill cap-
ping 2+ m of intact, stratified shell midden dating
to the prepottery era.

The grid-west profile of LP 81 is illustrated in
Figure 4. A clear stratigraphic break separates the
upper unit of this profile from the underlying strata.
Alternating layers of sandy clay and crushed shell
in silty loam are contorted and discontinuous in the
upper unit. At about 70 cm below the surface at the
south corner, the upper unit gives way to alternat-
ing layers of crushed and whole shell with occa-
sional clay stringers and charcoal lenses, all with
a consistent dip and strike that follows the surface
contours of the side slope. Apparently, the lower
2.3 m of stratified midden was unaffected by the
agents (presumably floods) that removed an untold
amount of near-surface midden and left a scoured
surface at 70 cm, upon which midden eroded from
upstream was redeposited. Evidence that strata

This content downloaded from 128.227.12.255 on Mon, 17 Apr 2017 18:56:13 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



547

REPORTS

redeposited

50 cm
fill

it

ca. 4700 cal B.P.
ca. 4900 cal B.P.

4140+/-70

4210+/-60

4260+/-70

17T 7]
\\u‘lg\L %)) ﬂ\ G
b M irad by ) e T
918 xrx_.\w iy NI 7T
< YA t\\\m&F\\@N\ﬁ\\
N
/ ”
Nz, )
Y el o)
L

1) DI, %
A \\m
)

@

Rpteurlyy
N
SRS

pedestal outli
STy
N

NS
SN

3

Lo
) LMM (
\\\\x\\_

Oy

()
é_:\\u © o2
e V057 - 00 =
% Y 209%
"0 (7)) n o
b 11y 1) ),0) 7 .

7 O R AN Y/ €a 8
0 ) A, A =09
ﬁaw_mi* =0 =
DA B
7% )]

S
-

4370+/-70

S

4830+/-70

2 9 4360+/-70

saprolitic clay ~ rock

loamy clay with charcoal Q

I:l sandy clay

redeposited shell

@ soapstone

disturbance

intact shell strata .

Figure 4. West profile drawing of LP81, showing stratigraphic unconformity between upper and lower strata, outline of

pedestal, and radiocarbon assays on samples from intact strata.

13UTC

:56:
/[about.jstor.org/terms

This content downloaded from 128.227.12.255 on Mon, 17 Apr 2017 18
All use subject to http



548

below 70 cm remained undisturbed was seen not
only in the integrity of the profile, but also in the
content of the layers. Throughout the hand exca-
vation of LP81, small fragments of bone, charcoal,
and stone were among much larger and heavier
items, including chunks of fire-cracked rock and
soapstone cooking stones. Bivalve shell within
strata was likewise poorly sorted. Once we decided
that these deeper strata were indeed intact, a 1-x-1
m column was left standing in the northwest cor-
ner of the unit and then removed in natural strata
for %-inch waterscreening and flotation sampling.
Richin shell, bone, charcoal, fire-cracked rock, and
soapstone cooking stones, the column provided
good contexts for radiometric dating, along with a
variety of subsistence and paleoecological data.
Remarkably, not a single sherd of pottery was found
in the column, nor were sherds recovered from any
of the other levels below the scoured surface. The
only sherds observed in the facing of LP81 came
from the upper levels of the redeposited matrix.
Seven radiocarbon assays confirm that the intact
midden of LP81 predates the local inception of pot-
tery use by several centuries. An additional 15
assays on samples from pit features from the
promontory enable a reasonably sound recon-
struction of the occupational sequence for Stallings
Island through the mid-fourth millennium B.P.

Radiocarbon Chronology

Data on 22 radiocarbon assays obtained on sam-
ples collected in 1999 are provided in Table 1. Thir-
teen of the assays were obtained from freshwater
shell,* one from unidentified charred material, and
the remainder from wood charcoal and/or charred
hickory nutshell. With one exception,’ all assays
fall in the accepted range of the Late Archaic period
and all but two other assays cluster into two dis-
crete groups: 13 ranging ca. 46004000 B.P. or
53004500 cal B.P., and six ranging ca. 3800-3400
B.P. or 4200-3600 cal B.P. The contexts and asso-
ciations of each of these clusters are discussed in
turn below.

Assays Ranging 4600—4000 B.P. Twelve sam-
ples from secure contexts returned assays spanning
a 600-radiocarbon-year period. One additional esti-
mate, taken from charcoal from the base of LP81,
adds at least two more radiocarbon centuries to the
earliest date. Overall, the age estimates reflect rel-
atively continuous deposition of the materials sam-
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ples, and they are evenly divided between pit fea-
tures and the strata of LP8].

The oldest two assays were obtained from shell
and charcoal from Feature 42, a pit located in LP2
(Figure 2). At two-sigma ranges of variation, these
assays overlap at 4550—4450 B.P. Two other con-
texts produced estimates in this range: Feature 29
from LP1, and the basal stratum of LP81. An assay
on shell from the very base of the LP81 column
(Stratum VI) was nearly duplicated by a second
sample from the overlying stratum (Stratum V) to
establish the onset of shell-midden formation
shortly after 4500 B.P. A second assay on charcoal
from Stratum VI suggests that midden formation,
with or without shell, may have begun a few cen-
turies earlier. This, however, is the saprolitic clay
of sterile substrate that is typically exposed in the
slopes of landforms eroded by the river and its trib-
utaries. As an ancient surface, then, this stratum was
subject to any number of organic inputs before shell
began to accumulate.

Four assays on shell taken from overlying strata
of LP81 center on ca. 4200 B.P. and signify the
rapid accumulation of 1.5 m of shell-rich midden.
Discontinuous sandy-clay stringers impregnated
with charcoal interrupt at least three, maybe four
major shell strata, each about 30 cm thick. Fire-
cracked rock, flaked stone, soapstone, and verte-
brate fauna were found throughout these layers, but,
as noted earlier, not a single piece of pottery was
observed in this undisturbed context.

Complementing and extending the timing of
shell accumulation in LP81 is a series of four pit
features (24, 33, 34a, and 36) with assays ranging
from ca. 4300 to 4000 B.P. All but one of these fea-
tures lacked pottery. The exception, Feature 24,
contained punctated sherds of Classic Stallings
wares. It and one other feature (36) of nearly iden-
tical age were located in TU6, proximate to the con-
centration of Classic Stallings features in the
Cosgroves’ Block (see below). Given the weight of
other chronometric data from this site and beyond,
the exceptional incidence of this pottery type in
such early contexts is most likely due to cross-
contamination from adjacent components.

It bears emphasizing at this point that the recog-
nition of a prepottery horizon at Stallings Island is
nothing new, but its association with intensive shell-
fishing is unprecedented. The thickness and den-
sity of shell midden in LP81 eclipses any other
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Table 1. Data on Radiocarbon Assays from Features and Shell Column of Looter Pit 81 (LP81),
Stallings Island (9CB1), Columbia County, Georgia.

Measured Beizc Conventional 2-Sigma
Context Lab Number Material C!4 Age (BP)  Ratio (%0) C14 Age (BP) Cal. (BP)
F 10 (TU2) Beta-134458 charcoal 3510+ 70 -25.0 3510+ 70 3970-3620
F. 17111 (LP2) Beta-133184 charcoal 3580 + 60 -27.7 3530 + 60 3970-3650
FE 16 (LP3) Beta-134459 charcoal 3550 + 70 -25.4 3540 + 70 3985-3645
E 2 (TU2) Beta-134456 charcoal 3680 + 60 -25.4 3670 + 60 4155-3845
F. 15a (TU4) Beta-138659 shell 3430 + 70 -10.0 3680 + 70 4230-3840
F. 1711 (LP3) Beta-133185 shell 3490 + 70 93 3740 £ 70 4290-3895
F. 7/8 (LP1) Beta-134457 shell 3650 = 70 9.2 3910+ 70 4525-4145
F. 34a (LP1) Beta-138660 shell 3780 = 70 -9.3 4040 + 70 4815-4745
4720-4380
F. 36 (TU6) Beta-134463 shell 3830 £ 70 -9.7 4080 + 70 4830-4410
F. 24 (TU6) Beta-134460 charcoal 4100 + 60 -25.7 4090 + 60 4825-4425
LP81-Ib Beta-134464 shell 3860 + 70 -7.8 4140+ 70 4845-4435
F. 33 (LP1) Beta-134462 shell 3940 + 70 -8.7 4200 + 70 4865-4530
LP81-5-8a Beta-134466 shell 3940 + 60 -8.5 4210 + 60 4860-4555
LP81-1I Beta-138662 shell 3940 + 50 -8.7 4210 + 60 4860-4555
LP81-IV Beta-138663 shell 4000 = 70 -9.0 4260 + 70 4970-4785
4780-4595
LP81-VI Beta-133189 shell 4100 + 70 -8.8 4360 + 70 5275-5175
5070-4830
LP81-V Beta-134465 shell 4100 + 60 -8.5 4370 =70 5280-5165
5130-5105
) 5075-4830
F. 29 (LP1) Beta-134461 charcoal 4400 = 70 -254 4390 + 70 5290-4835
F. 42 (LP2) Beta-133186 charcoal 4450 =70 -26.3 4430 + 60 5295-4855
F. 42 (LP2) Beta-133187 shell 4340 £ 70 -9.5 4590 + 70 5470-5045
LP81-VI Beta-133188 charcoal 4840 + 70 -25.7 4830+ 70 5670-5455
5380-5335

E. 7/8 (LP1) Beta-138661 uid charred 18,050 + 110 -29.0 17,980 + 110 21,960-20,795

context documented in 1999 and it nicely corrob-
orates some of the descriptions of thick midden
made by Jones and Claflin. Until now all such
remains at Stallings Island were regarded as the
refuse of occupants who made and used the hall-
mark pottery. The combination of LP81 and coeval
pit features at Stallings Island pushes back the onset
of intensive shellfishing in the middle Savannah by
at least four centuries.

Assays Ranging 3800-3400 B.P. Six assays
from five pit features fall squarely in the well-dated
interval of Classic Stallings times. Each of the fea-
tures was located in test units in or near the Cos-
groves block. All of the features contained
numerous examples of drag-and-jab fiber-tempered
pottery, along with abundant food remains. One
shallow pit, Feature 10, contained over 20,000 ver-
tebrate remains greater than 1/8-inch, mostly fish
(Figure 3d). A deeper pit, Feature 17, had a strati-
fied fill with a distinct layer of bivalve shell over-
lain with charcoal and tens of thousands of charred

hickory nutshell fragments (Figure 3e). These are
among the scores of other pit features mapped and
excavated by the Cosgroves but discussed in only
cursory fashion in Claflin’s report. Collectively, the
Classic Stallings features reflect more intensive use
of large and deep pits over the earlier occupation.
They likewise corroborate the level of intensity
Claflin attributed to occupations at the top of the
so-called mound.

Occupational Hiatus ca. 4000-3800 B.P. With
only 19 assays from secure contexts, sample error
may explain the hiatus between early and late com-
ponents at Stallings Island. However, this interval
is hardly unknown to us, as it encompasses portions
of two well-known archaeological phases: Mill
Branch (4200-3800 B.P.; Elliott et al. 1994), and
Early Stallings or Stallings II (4500-3800 B.P;
Sassaman 1993a; Stoltman 1972). The oldest com-
ponents of the latter phase are found at sites down-
stream from Stallings Island in the Coastal Plain
and on the coast. Components dating to the last few
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centuries of this phase are not uncommon at sites
in the immediate vicinity of Stallings Island (Crook
1990, 1991; Sassaman and Anderson 1995; Smith
1974), signifying, it would seem, the movement of
some Coastal Plain communities into the middle
Savannah region after ca. 4200 B.P. (see below).
The chief diagnostic trait of this phase is plain fiber-
tempered pottery whose wide-mouthed, low pro-
file forms were often fitted with flanged or
thickened lips (Sassaman 1993a). A few such
sherds were observed in our 1999 testing at
Stallings Island, yet these pale in comparison to the
vastly larger assemblage of Classic Stallings pot-
tery, and no Early Stallings sherds were found in
feature context. By all accounts, then, the roughly
200-year hiatus in occupation at Stallings Island is
real and not imagined. Inspection of the sizable
collection of sherds from the 1929 Peabody expe-
dition corroborates this inference and lends further
insight into the occupational history of the site.

Collections and Archival Research

The personal collection of William H. Claflin, Jr.
was bequeathed to the Peabody Museum at Har-
vard and recently accessioned and made available
for research (Hodges 2000). Among his collection
is about half of the Cosgroves’ assemblage from
Stallings Island, along with materials and a cata-
log from earlier work at the site and others in the
area. Together with the archived field notes and the
remaining half of the Cosgroves’ expedition, the
Claflin collection is a large and reasonably well-
provenienced source of information on the middle
Savannah in general and Stallings Island in partic-
ular. Unfortunately, intrasite provenience for
Stallings Island artifacts is not as complete as we
would hope. One can almost always determine
whether any particular lot of artifacts came from
Stallings Island, but few such lots are specific to
particular units or squares of the Cosgroves’ grid
or within Claflin’s earlier tests. Most often, lots of
artifacts from Stallings Island are accessioned sim-
ply as “general diggings.”

Offsetting the lack of intrasite provenience data
are the detailed field notes of the Cosgroves. These
records include a daily account of the activities of
the crew, preliminary discussions on the formation
of the “mound,” the lack of evidence for houses,
the types and distributions of storage pits, hearths,
and burials, and summary descriptions of artifact
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classes. Most of this information was adapted by
Claflin for publication in the 1931 report. Thirty-
one pages of systematic observations on features
were never published. Recorded for each hearth and
pit the Cosgroves mapped and excavated are data
on location within their grid, plan dimensions, basal
depth below surface, depth into clay substrate, pro-
file shape, contents, and use alteration (e.g., burn-
ing). A similar set of records exists for the 72 human
burials exhumed by the Cosgroves’ team. Some of
the mortuary data were presented in the 1931 report,
but the field notes provide considerably more detail
on bodily position and orientation than the report,
as well as unpublished details on age, sex, and den-
tal health.

The senior author spent one week at the Peabody
Museum in 1999 examining the archives and ana-
lyzing pottery from Stallings Island, and all three
of us returned for two weeks in 2003 to analyze
bifaces, polished stone tools, and worked bone and
antler. A complete account of this effort is beyond
the scope of this paper, but is pending in a com-
prehensive monograph on Stallings archaeology.
Here we simply review a few of the more salient
findings derived from the combined results of field,
archival, and collections research.

Findings of Recent Field
and Collections Research

Enabled by recent research on Stallings Island are
new insights on the occupational history, commu-
nity pattern, and subsistence technology of this
complex site. In the sections below we summarize
each of these subjects in turn and follow with some
observations about their relevance to regional pre-
history and problems of broader anthropological
significance.

Occupational History

The Late Archaic occupation of Stallings Island
was not likely continuous, but rather entailed two
distinct components separated by a hiatus of two
or more centuries. Understanding the historical
relationships of these components requires an
excursion into the regional archaeology of the
greater Savannah River valley. Scores of radiocar-
bon assays from dozens of sites in the region have
accumulated in the past few decades (Elliott et al.
1994; Ledbetter 1995; Sassaman 1993a, 1998a;

This content downloaded from 128.227.12.255 on Mon, 17 Apr 2017 18:56:13 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



REPORTS

551

Years Before
Present
14C Cal.

3400 3600
3700

Upper Savannah Mid

abandoned

Lower Savannah
, (after Stoltman 1972)
1

dle Savannah

3500 3800

3900
4000
4100

~
~
~
~
~
~
~
~
~

3600 Cla

3700

ssic Stallings Stallings 1l

4200
4300
4400

3800
3900

4000 4500 Mill Branch

4100 4600

———

Early Stallings

~

7

Stallings 1l

F.34a

Faat—7
w7

4200 4700
4800

4900

_+_
ey e
LP87-1b}

LP81-il

4300

LP81-IV
F33

Paris Island

LP!

5000
5100

o

LP81-V'
LP81-VI

4500

5200
5300

=
w
4600
<
{1

4700 5400

5500
5600

5700
5800

4800 ,
s
4900 s

1
'
1
1
'
1
L)
1
Ll
H s
1

5000

________ A

Stallings |
(Allendale)

........................ 1

Figure 5. Model of Late Archaic culture history for the Savannah River Valley, with radiocarbon assays from Stalling

Island (+ 2 sigma).

Sassaman and Anderson 1995:44-51), and we have
a reasonably sound basis for assigning particular
components to broader cultural-historical con-
structs. One of the defining features of this regional
sequence is the coexistence of groups whose mate-
rial culture and lifestyles signal distinct historical
lineages, notably the coastal-oriented Stallings cul-
ture, makers and users of the oldest pottery in the
Southeast, and their Piedmont-oriented contempo-
raries who never adopted pottery (Anderson and
Joseph 1988:159; Sassaman 1993a).

For heuristic purposes, a basin-wide culture-
historical sequence is illustrated in Figure 5 along
with the reliable radiocarbon assays from Stallings
Island. Although the horizontal axis of this model
represents space and the vertical axis radiocarbon
time, the relative positions of radiocarbon assays
from Stallings Island are not meant to connote any-
thing spatial. Other graphic devices, however, are
essential for interpreting this sequence. The diag-
onal lines denote time-transgressive trends, in par-
ticular the time lag between pottery’s inception on
the coast (ca. 4500 B.P.) and its use in the upper
Savannah (post—4000 B.P.). Double-ended arrows
signal interaction among communities along this

250-km length of river, and the single-ended arrow
reflects population movement into the middle
Savannah area from locations down river at ca.
4000 B.P. Patterns of interaction and movement are
relatively well known to us from modern studies
of the regional archaeological record.

The Upper Savannah sequence entails two con-
secutive prepottery Late Archaic phases. The Paris
Island phase (45004200 B.P.) is marked by the use
of small stemmed bifaces made from local quartz
and metavolcanic rock, winged bannerstones, and
perforated soapstone cooking stones (Wood et al.
1986; see Elliott et al. 1994:370). Dating from about
4200-3800 B.P. (Elliott et al. 1994:371), the suc-
ceeding Mill Branch phase of the middle Savan-
nah region is a distinctive cultural expression
involving the use of large metavolcanic bifaces,
cruciform drills, soapstone cooking stones, and
large, notched winged bannerstones. Bifaces of the
Mill Branch phase are the local expression of the
Savannah River Stemmed type defined by Coe
(1964). Communities of both the Paris Island and
Mill Branch phases occupied riverine and inter-
riverine locations, presumably on a seasonal basis.
Toward the end of the Mill Branch phase, settle-
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ments appear to have been restricted to interriver-
ine locales in the middle Savannah River valley.

The Lower Savannah sequence is that of
Stallings culture, makers of the region’s first pot-
tery. Stoltman (1972) established a three-part
sequence for Stallings culture to encompass pre-
pottery (Stallings I), early pottery (Stallings II),
and later pottery phases (Stallings III). The pre-
pottery phase has recently been redefined as the
Allendale phase based on stratigraphic recognition
of its definitive lanceolate stemmed and notched
points made on Coastal Plain chert (Sassaman et
al. 2002:17-19). The early pottery phase, Stallings
II or Early Stallings, begins in the Coastal Plain at
ca. 4500 B.P. and perhaps earlier on the coast,
although sea-level transgressions over the ensuing
centuries have obscured the coastal record. As noted
earlier, the definitive form of Early Stallings pot-
tery is a shallow, flat-bottomed, basin-shaped ves-
sel with fiber temper, plain surface treatments, and
thickened and/or flanged lips. The subsequent
Stallings III phase, herein the Classic Stallings
phase, marks the advent of elaborately decorated
surfaces on semi-hemispherical bowls after ca.
3800 B.P.

Many differences besides the use of pottery attest
to distinct culture histories for the Upper and Lower
Savannah, but shared elements stand as evidence for
occasional, if not sustained, contact between the
provinces. Items of Piedmont origin appearing in
Early Stallings assemblages of the Coastal Plain
include soapstone cooking stones and bannerstones.
The former are actually quite numerous at some
Coastal Plain sites, the latter quite rare. Items of
coastal origin in Paris Island and Mill Branch assem-
blages include marine shell beads, which occur with
appreciable frequency in burials of middle Savan-
nah sites, including Stallings Island. Despite inter-
actions between these respective communities,
pottery was never adopted for use by Paris Island
or Mill Branch groups, at least not regularly enough
to become archaeologically visible.

Features, shell midden, and associated radio-
carbon assays all point to regular and intensive use
of Stallings Island through the Paris Island phase
and the first two centuries of the Mill Branch phase
(ca. 42004000 B.P.). Of the nearly 3,000 bifaces
we sorted from the Claflin collection, 1,631 or 55
percent were made from metavolcanic materials, a
hallmark of these phases, and hundreds comfort-
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ably fit the type description for Mill Branch points.
Combined with Claflin’s observations of thick shell
strata along the perimeter of Stallings Island, the
profile of LP81 attests to intensive shellfishing dur-
ing Paris Island and especially Mill Branch times.
Shallow pit features dating to this interval are
widely distributed across the site, as are an untold
number of human interments of probable prepot-
tery age.

Stallings Island was apparently underutilized or
abandoned during the centuries when Early
Stallings occupation began in the middle Savannah
area. Perhaps enabled by long-standing interac-
tions with Piedmont neighbors, groups of Early
Stallings affiliation moved in to the middle Savan-
nah after about 4100 B.P. Several sites in the area
reflect this shift in regional demography. Victor
Mills (9CB138) is a single component site about
1.3 km south of Stallings Island (Figure 1) with
Early Stallings pottery and radiocarbon assays of
ca. 4000 B.P. Another Early Stallings component
is dated to ca. 3800 B.P. at the Ed Marshall site
(38EDS), less than .7 km east of Stallings Island
(Figure 1). A third site at the confluence of Uchee
Creek and the Savannah River, some 10 km north-
west of Stallings Island, is estimated to date ca.
3900 B.P. (Smith 1974). The Rae’s Creek site 10
km downriver from Stallings Island contained a
deeply buried Early Stallings assemblage with three
assays on charcoal ranging from 4370 to 3800 B.P.
(Crook 1990, 1991). Each of these sites produced
sizeable assemblages of plain fiber-tempered pot-
tery with thickened and/or flanged lips and bifaces
made from Coastal Plain chert. Stallings Island, in
contrast, holds little evidence for Early Stallings
use. Of the 974 fiber-tempered vessel lots identi-
fied in our sorting of rim sherds in the Claflin col-
lection, 240 were plain, but only 10 were fitted with
thickened and/or flanged lips. The Early Stallings
pottery assemblage at Stallings Island is thus too
sparse to suggest anything other than transient use
of the site from ca. 4000-3800 B.P. Mill Branch
use of Stallings Island during this interval was like-
wise apparently negligible.

After about 3800 B.P. Stallings Island was again
a locus of intensive habitation, this time by com-
munities of Classic Stallings cultural affiliation,
widely regarded as the historical outgrowth of Early
Stallings culture. The hallmark drag-and-jab punc-
tated pottery and related wares of Classic Stallings
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times comprise three-fourths (n = 734 vessel lots)
of the pottery assemblage in the Claflin collection.
Likewise most, perhaps all, of the plain fiber-
tempered vessel lots (n = 230) lacking thickened
and/or flanged lips date to this later phase.

As noted by Claflin, evidence for Classic
Stallings occupation of the island is concentrated
at the very top of the “mound.” Good contexts for
dating this component came from pit features in or
near the center of the Cosgroves’ block. Comple-
mentary contexts in the thick shell strata of LP81
were not found, owing to the ravages of flooding,
as Claflin suggested, but perhaps also because
peripheral, side-slope areas of the site were not as
intensively utilized for refuse disposal as they were
during earlier occupations. Indeed, a shift in refuse-
disposal practices accompanied the advent of Clas-
sic Stallings habitation. Large, deep pits,
presumably dug for storage, were often converted
into refuse receptacles. Such features have never
been found in Paris Island or Mill Branch contexts
at Stallings Island or elsewhere, but they are com-
mon at Early Stallings sites in the middle Savan-
nah and provide another strand of continuity with
the Classic Stallings phase. With the assistance of
unpublished field notes on features dug by the Cos-
groves, these deep pit features are the key to recon-
structing community pattern during this second and
final phase of intensive occupation.

Community Pattern

The published plan of features in the Cosgroves’
excavation shows that pits, “fire places,” and buri-
als were concentrated in the center of their block,
with additional pits and burials located in their
“North Face” excavation (Claflin 1931:Plate 7).
Claflin notes that pits and hearths were also found
in his earlier diggings, but only those containing
burials appear in the published plan map. Although
direct evidence for habitation structures eluded
Claflin and the Cosgroves (as well as all later inves-
tigators), Claflin (1931:12) was certain that “the
majority of the shelters were grouped together
along the center of the mound.”

Unpublished field records of features dug in the
Cosgroves’ Block not only support Claflin’s sup-
position but suggest further that the Classic
Stallings occupation assumed a formalized, circu-
lar, or semicircular plan. This assertion is supported
by four observations: (1) nonrandom patterning in
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the placement of pit features containing pottery; (2)
similarity to circular configurations from coastal
sites and the nearby Mims Point site; (3) nonran-
dom patterning in pits among inferred household
feature clusters; and (4) nonrandom patterning in
the locations of burials.

In the absence of information to discriminate
between early and late components, the plan of pit
features in the Stallings Island report (Claflin
1931:Plate 7) evinces no clear spatial patterning
other than a tendency for burials to be concentrated
in the very center of the block (Figure 6a). The pub-
lished account makes no distinction between pits dat-
ing to the prepottery phase and the Classic Stallings
phase, for indeed, such was precluded by Claflin’s
belief that the midden and associated feature assem-
blage was entirely Stallings-aged, a few intrusive
burials excepted. That many of the pit features lacked
Stallings pottery apparently did not affect Claflin’s
thinking about the age of the assemblage. Our radio-
carbon dating confirms that at least some of the pit
features lacking pottery in the south end of the block
indeed date to prepottery occupations.

Fortunately, the unpublished field notes made
by the Cosgroves provide sufficient detail to sepa-
rate definite Stallings-period features from all oth-
ers. The notes include systematic descriptions of
the location, diameter, depth into basal clay, and
general content and condition of all 110 pits the
Cosgroves mapped and dug. Clearly noted are pits
containing sherds of the “typical” Stallings ware.
Decoration on pottery from pits is described ini-
tially as “parallel line stick marked,” or “striated
and stick marked,” and thereafter simply as “typi-
cal”

Thirty-eight of the 57 pits noted to contain arti-
facts in the Cosgroves’ Block contained Stallings
fiber-tempered pottery (Figure 6b). We added
another two Stallings features (Features 17 and 16)
from our testing in LP3. The distribution of these
40 features shows possible nonrandom tendencies.
Pits with Stallings pottery are widely distributed but
noticeably scarce in the south end and in the very
center of the block. Their overall distribution
assumes an arc-like or oval pattern, with a central
area of 10 x 20 m with no pit features.

Arcuate or circular compounds are common-
place to Stallings settlements on the coast. Shell
rings of the Atlantic coast were occupied even
before Stallings times in coastal Georgia and north-
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Figure 6. Plan distribution of features excavated by the Cosgroves (a) showing feature types as published in Claflin
1931:Plate 7; and (b) showing only those features with diagnostic Stallings pottery.

east Florida and continued into the ensuing Thoms
Creek phases of the South Carolina coast (Russo
and Heide 2001). Coastal shell deposits generally
conforming to circular or semicircular shapes range
from tens to hundreds of meters in diameter and up
to 5.5 m tall. Some are fully enclosed, others are
open, and most have interiors devoid of midden and
features. None have produced solid evidence for
houses, but those adequately tested typically con-
tain shellfish steaming pits and related features. All
of the so-called rings that have been mapped to
modern standards are actually asymmetrical con-
figurations with mounded components indicative
of some measure of functional or social differenti-
ation (Russo 2004). Although unequivocal evi-
dence for habitation continues to be elusive, some
indirect evidence exists for intensive, if not per-
manent, occupation at shell rings involving large-
scale feasting (e.g., Saunders 2002).

The closest known shell ring to Stallings Island
is Chesterfield (38BU29) on Port Royal Island near
Beaufort, South Carolina (Flannery 1943). Approx-
imately 200 km from Stallings Island, Chesterfield
is a horseshoe-shaped deposit 55-m in diameter

and open to the west. Its arcuate form may have
been fully enclosed before the early 1930s, when
Woldemar Ritter and Warren K. Moorehead con-
ducted limited excavations. Their testing revealed
mostly oyster interspersed with layers of dark earth
and periwinkle shell and an interior devoid of mid-
den or other obvious traces of human activity. The
pottery Ritter and Moorehead collected was, in
fact, the sample used by Griffin (1943) to establish
the Stallings type series. Other sherds from Chester-
field are curated at the Charleston Museum. These
bear remarkable affinity to Classic Stallings sherds
from Stallings Island, although they are different
enough in subtle stylistic and technological attrib-
utes to suggest they derived from distinct, albeit
closely related, communities. At 3660 + 50 B.P,
the single radiocarbon assay from Chesterfield,
taken from a sooted drag-and-jab sherd, is fully con-
temporaneous with the Classic Stallings occupa-
tion of Stallings Island.

Given the contemporaneity and cultural affin-
ity between Classic Stallings occupations at
Stallings Island and on the coast, it is reasonable
to expect that circular settlements with open, cen-
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Figure 7. Plan distribution of excavation unit, midden, and features at Mims Point (38ED), showing projected pit feature
clusters of a circular domestic compound with a central area largely devoid of features.

tral “plazas” would be found in the middle Savan-
nah. As with shell rings, sites in the middle Savan-
nah have not provided much direct evidence for
community pattern. The closest we have come to
observing a relatively complete pattern is at the
Mims Point site (38ED9), located about 1.2 km
north of Stallings Island (Figure 1). Unlike the lat-
ter site, Mims Point is a small, shallow site on a
ridge nose formed by the confluence of Stevens
Creek and the Savannah River. The primary deposit
is a roughly circular area of anthropogenic soil
(midden) on the spine of the ridge nose. This area
of the site was the focus of block excavations in
three seasons from 1992 to 1995. Results of the first
season of work were issued in 1993 (Sassaman
1993b); a report on the other two seasons is pend-
ing.

Hand excavation of 364 m? of Mims Point
involved removal of the plowzone to expose fea-
tures that penetrated into basal clay. Several Mid-
dle Archaic and Late Woodland features in the
northwest quadrant of the block interfered with our
recognition of an otherwise Classic Stallings fea-
ture assemblage, securely dated by radiocarbon to
ca. 3630-3600 B.P. The remainder of the block,
however, was unaffected by other components, giv-

ing us a clear view of the spatial configuration of
a Classic Stallings settlement. Several lines of evi-
dence point to a circular village plan of 7-9 struc-
tures with a central “plaza” generally devoid of
features (Figure 7).

Systematic coring of Mims Point showed that
the anthropogenic soil of ridgetop midden is
roughly circular in plan, and 3040 m in diameter.
Classic Stallings pits of diverse size and shape were
associated with hearths in clusters along the inside
perimeter of the midden, about half of which was
excavated. Except for one pit cluster and a hearth
in the northeast quadrant, the interior core of the
midden was relatively devoid of pit features, giv-
ing the impression of a central “plaza” some 15-16
m in diameter.

Pit clusters along the inside perimeter of the
midden included not only hearths but at least one
large storage pit. Nearly one meter wide, each of
these meter-deep pits was sunk into residual clay
and later used as receptacles for refuse, including
abundant diagnostic artifacts and well-preserved
organic remains. In the two best-documented clus-
ters, storage pits occupied positions proximate to
the central plaza and to the right of an aspect fac-
ing the center. We suspect that each of these fea-
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Figure 8. Plan distribution of features excavated by the Cosgroves (a) showing Mims Point circular village model super-
imposed over projections of pit features by depth into clay; and (b) showing human interments coded for sex (after

Claflin 1931:Plate 7).

ture clusters is the locus of a domestic structure,
with an associated storage pit to the right of an
opening that faced inward. Occasional postholes
and negative spaces among pit clusters are sug-
gestive, although admittedly inconclusive evidence
for actual structures. Presumed house floors were
compromised by historic-era plowing, and post
construction must have been shallow, if at all rou-
tinely practiced. Nevertheless, the proxy evidence
for structures afforded by the pit clusters suggests
discrete domestic spaces on the order of 30 m?, each
spaced along the inside perimeter of the midden by
6—8 m on center. The outline of another circular set-
tlement can be inferred from the distribution of
Classic Stallings pottery at Ed Marshall, 1.6 km
down stream from Mims Point, but at this site indi-
vidual pit clusters have not been observed due to
limited excavation and extensive looting.

A circular model the size and shape of the Mims
Point settlement encompasses most of the Classic
Stallings pit features at Stalling Island (Figure 8a).
All but eight of 40 pits with Stallings pottery are
contained within a projected circle some 28-m in
diameter. These are scattered widely although there
are suggestive tendencies for clusters of four to

seven pits in several locations. Using the Mims
Point parameters of household pit clusters of 5-6
meters in diameter, four pit clusters can be proposed
within the excavated portion of the projected cir-
cular compound (Figure 8a).° It is noteworthy that
each of these hypothetical clusters contains a sim-
ilar mix of shallow and deep pits, like the Mims
Point clusters (Table 2), each with at least one large,
deep silo.

As seen in Figure 8b, the distribution of burials
in the block shows an unequivocal nonrandom pat-
tern for location within the projected “plaza” of the
Mims Point model.” Thirty-two (55.2 percent) of
the 58 burials in the Cosgroves’ Block fall inside
the projected plaza, and another 11 (19.0 percent)
are situated in the larger circle. The projected plaza
population consists entirely of adults. An infant
and a subadult occupy a location on the outer north-
eastern edge of the plaza, and a second infant was
placed on the outer southwestern edge of the larger
circle, but none reside in the central area. Granted,
the size of the subadult population is small, but
given the disproportionate number of burials in the
projected plaza, some representation by subadults
is expected based on chance alone.
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Table 2. Summary Statistics on Maximum Width (cm) and Depth into Clay (cm) of Pits
with Stallings Pottery in Cosgroves’ Block by Projected Household Clusters.

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4
Maximum width (cm)
n 5 7 6
mean 108.20 91.44 90.30 75.69
minimum 91.44 76.20 60.96 60.96
maximum 121.92 106.68 101.60 91.44
st. dev. 11.86 12.44 13.81 12.50
c.v. 0.11 0.14 0.15 0.17
Depth into clay (cm)
n 5 7 5
mean 80.26 71.12 79.03 63.92
minimum 40.64 30.48 35.00 50.80
maximum 114.30 91.44 121.92 106.68
st. dev. 3145 27.82 28.55 21.46
C.V. 0.39 0.39 0.36 0.34

Other possible nonrandom tendencies are note-
worthy. Females tend to be located in the southeast
quadrant of the projected plaza, an area otherwise
bereft of burials. Overall, individuals recorded as
female are underrepresented in the plaza (36.4 per-
cent) compared to those identified as male (58.8
percent). A cluster of five burials in the very cen-
ter of the projected plaza include no identified
females and two identified males. An additional
four males, one female, and an unsexed adult
occupy an area within 3 m of the center. All but one
of these individuals was in a flexed position, and
five have their heads oriented toward the center. The
exception to flexing is a seated burial in the north-
west quadrant. Three other examples of seated buri-
als were found in the outer periphery of the
projected plaza, one each in the northeast, south-
east, and southwest quadrants. Sample size and
problems of ascription notwithstanding, these ten-
dencies give us cautious optimism that the layout
of mortuary space at Stallings Island was highly
structured and thus possibly indicative of social
identity.

We emphasize at this juncture that both the cir-
cular village and central cemetery we infer from
the patterned distribution of features need to be
corroborated with independent data. A second area
of concentrated burials and Classic Stallings pot-
tery at the north end of the “mound” may provide
an opportunity for future testing. This is the area
dug by Jones (Figure 2) that elicited his thoughts
of a “necropolis.” That it also produced much pot-
tery suggests that a second circular compound may

have existed some 30 m northwest of the one we
infer for the Cosgroves’ Block. Of course, we stress
again caution in interpreting this patterning too lit-
erally, for many of the burials at Stallings Island
are indeed of earlier age. Irrespective of the par-
ticular dating of specific burials, Jones was right
that Stallings Island was a unique place on the land-
scape. Two other aspects of the Classic Stallings
occupation at Stallings Island, both innovations in
subsistence technology, underscore the uniqueness
of this site.

Specialized Subsistence Technology

Two technological components of the Classic
Stallings inventory heretofore underrepresented
were particularly numerous in the Claflin collec-
tion from Stallings Island. One of these, the cari-
nated bowl, is virtually unique to this site.

Carinated Vessels. Stallings Island is one of the
few sites in the middle Savannah to contain vessels
with carinated rims, some as much as 50 cm in
diameter (Figure 9). These forms were described
briefly by Claflin (1931:Plate 11), but he provides
no insight on their prevalence at Stallings Island,
nor on their uniqueness in the region. One-hundred-
thirty vessel lots identified in the Stallings Island
collection include carinated rim profiles. This
amounts to over 14 percent of the vessel assem-
blage. The only other middle Savannah site with
more than a trace of carinated vessels, Lake Spring,
has less than one third this proportion.

Surface treatments on vessels with carinated
rims are diverse. Although the majority involves
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Figure 9. Examples of carinated rim sherds from the Claflin collection of Stallings Island (courtesy of Peabody Museum

of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University).

some form of decoration, nearly one-quarter are
plain and another third are merely simple stamped.
The formal and technological properties of cari-
nated bowls provide some basis for inferring func-
tion. In overall design the Stallings Island vessels
are highly reminiscent of Mississippian carinated
bowls. In his study of Barnett phase (northwest
Georgia) Mississippian vessel function, Hally
(1986) makes a strong case that this form was used

primarily to prepare and serve large quantities of
liquid-based foods in highly social contexts. The
low, flat profile of the form and its wide orifice pro-
vide good access to contents while remaining sta-
ble and spill resistant. These same properties render
carinated forms inefficient for prolonged cooking,
suggesting to Hally (1986:288-289) that those with
soot (43 percent of his sample) were used to reheat
foods prepared in vessels better suited to cooking.
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Figure 10. Examples of socketed antler projectile points from the Claflin collection of Stallings Island (courtesy of
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University).

Carinated bowls in Hally’s Barnett phase sample
fall into two size classes: small bowls with orifice
diameters in the range of 15-25 cm, and large bowls
ranging 28—42 cm in orifice diameter.

Carinated bowls from Stallings Island do not
cluster neatly into distinct size classes, although the
entire range conforms moderately well to that of
the Barnett phase. With a few exceptional outliers
at either end, the frequency distribution of orifice
diameters for Stallings Island specimens (n = 53)
is unimodal, with a mean of 33.3 and standard devi-
ation of 7.8 cm.

The prevalence of carinated vessels at Stallings
Island raises the possibility that a significant “push”
for intensified production and use of pottery was
increased demand for serving vessels, not cooking
vessels (see Rice 1999). The regular use of pottery
vessels for serving purposes is expected to have led
to higher rates of pottery production and con-
sumption by virtue of short use-life. Ethnoarchae-
ological studies worldwide provide data to show
that serving vessels last an average of only 1.5
years, compared to 2.2 years for cooking vessels,
and 5.2 years for storage vessels (Mills 1989; Rice
1987:Table 9.4). It follows that increased demand
for serving vessels in particular had the greatest

potential for production intensification of vessels
in general (cf. Brown 1989).

Socketed Beveled Antler Points. Another inno-
vation whose production and use was intensified
during the Classic Stallings phase was a socketed
antler point with a beveled tip (Figure 10). Only
one example of this tool form was illustrated in
the 1931 report (Claflin 1931:Plate 41c), and only
one other example has been published, a single
specimen from Early Stallings context at Rabbit
Mount (Stoltman 1972). Although this latter
example and another, unpublished specimen from
Victor Mills (9CB138) attest to the use of this
form early in Stallings times, their production was
seemingly increased in the waning centuries of the
period, during the Classic Stallings phase.
Twenty-seven socketed antler points were identi-
fied by us in the Claflin collection from Stallings
Island and another 12 were recovered in our 1999
excavations (Blessing 2004). Five of the 12 came
from Classic Stallings pits in LP3 and another
two came from the general fill of an adjacent test
unit (TU4). All three socketed antler points from
Mims Point came from the pit features of one
household cluster. It thus appears that socketed
antler points were not only largely Classic
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Stallings in age but limited to select contexts
within Classic Stallings communities.

Socketed antler and bone projectiles have been
made since Paleoindian times, and derived forms
are common to Shell Mound Archaic sites through-
out the Southeast. However, the beveled antler form
is unique to Stallings inventories. All specimens
were manufactured from the antler of white-tailed
deer using either the main beam or the tine. The
antler was first sectioned by a cut-and-snap tech-
nique to create blanks for shaping. Longitudinal
striations and occasional tranverse “chatter” marks
(Olsen 1988) attest to shaving with stone tools. The
proximal end was bored out to remove the pithy
core for hafting, and all examples were polished
across their entire surfaces. The chief attributes that
distinguish this form from other bone and antler
tools are its cross section and degree of beveling.

Socketed and beveled antler points represent an
innovation within a long-lived tradition of antler
and bone tool manufacture. While this form may
have served general projectile functions, and per-
haps nonprojectile piercing functions, its associa-
tion with the remains of large fish at Stallings Island
warrants consideration. In his 1931 report, Claflin
alludes to “quantities” of sturgeon bone among the
food remains from Stallings Island. Limited analy-
sis of the vertebrate fauna from the 1970 Crusoe
expedition discounted this assertion, suggesting
that Claflin misidentified elements of soft shell tur-
tle for sturgeon (Weinand and Reitz 1992). Ongo-
ing analysis of vertebrate fauna from four sites in
the middle Savannah supports Claflin’s observation
(Blessing 2004). In fact, the Claflin collection con-
tains several modified elements of sturgeon, includ-
ing a large perforated bony plate.

Sturgeon of impressive size were effectively
taken by spears among historic-era Indians along
the Savannah River. Adair (cited in Swanton
1946:338) gives an account of fish spearing along
the Savannah with implements manufactured from
green cane. The buoyancy of the cane allowed the
fishermen to follow the fish and strike repeatedly
until it could be taken. Smith and Strachey (cited
in Swanton 1946:338) refer to the Accomac Indi-
ans in Virginia using a spear not unlike “staves, unto
javelins, headed with bone.” Rostlund (1952:114)
highlights the fact that in the East, sturgeon were
not usually taken with hooks, but most often
secured with either nets or spears. Bourque
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(1995:89) details recent historic accounts of stur-
geon being “lured at night by torchlight and speared
in the belly as they rolled near the surface.”

The actual contribution of sturgeon and other
large fish (such as the occasional 50+ pound cat-
fish) to Classic Stallings diet is uncertain. Irre-
spective of daily dietary value, large fish in general
are the sort of resource that cross-culturally garners
social prestige among those with the wherewithal
to routinely capture them. Value often stems from
the risk involved, but perhaps more so from oppor-
tunities to share. In this sense large fish may have
been the aquatic equivalent to terrestrial game and
perhaps factored into the sorts of social or ritual
activities implicated by the use of large serving
vessels, a formalized settlement plan, and inter-
ment of the dead.

Discussion and Conclusions

Stallings Island was the locus of two periods of
intensive occupation by communities whose his-
tories intertwined but whose origins and ancestry
were distinct. Interpretations of Stallings Island
have long been biased by the conflation of these
two components, or, if recognized as distinct, by
the assumption of cultural continuity between them.
Those previously acknowledging the site-unit intru-
sion of Stallings culture mistakenly associated the
onset of shellfishing at this site with the influx of
interlopers from the coast.

We can now be certain that much, perhaps most,
of the shell at Stallings Island accumulated in the
centuries before groups of Stallings cultural affili-
ation occupied the site. Combining our observa-
tions of LP81 with the earlier observations of Jones
and Claflin, it also appears evident that much of this
prepottery shell accumulated around the perimeter
of the site in successive strata 20 to 60 cm thick.
Jones observed as much as 3.7 m of stratified shell
at the north end portion of the site, arrayed in lay-
ers 20-25 cm thick, interspersed with sand. In the
west-central portion of the site, Claflin observed
nearly 3 m of stratified shell midden, arrayed in five
distinct layers. In their field notes the Cosgroves
make a similar comment about shell in the west end
of Trench 2, noting as well the relative lack of pot-
tery in this portion of the site.

Putting these disparate observations together,
one can reasonably conclude that if Stallings Island
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were a flat landform, the accumulated shell deposits
of its perimeter would have formed an arcuate or
ring-shaped deposit approximately 60 m in diam-
eter and upwards of 3 m tall. Being instead dome-
like, the Stallings Island landform received repeated
loads of shell and other refuse over its northeast and
southwest sideslopes, broadening the landform but
adding little relief to its upper portion. Besides the
topographic differences between Stallings Island
and locations of shell rings on the coast, the shell
deposits at Stallings Island contained numerous
burials, something not observed routinely at shell
rings. Those observed by Jones were concentrated
at the north end of the site, and were apparently
interred in stratified layers that indeed lent addi-
tional topographic relief to the landform. In this
respect, Jones’s appellation of “mound” for
Stallings Island is perhaps not so far-fetched.

Archaic-period mortuary mounds have never
before been documented for the greater Savannah
River region, but such facilities are not without
precedent in the lower Southeast. Mortuary mounds
consisting of alternating layers of shell and sand or
muck are now securely dated to as much as 5500
B.P. in the St. Johns region of northeast Florida
(Aten 1999; Russo 1996). Although a direct his-
torical link between the St. Johns and the middle
Savannah has not been established, bannerstones
in Archaic mounds of Florida include forms and
raw materials that almost certainly originated in the
Savannah River region (Sassaman 1998b, 2004;
Sassaman and Randall 2004).

The more immediate historical connection
among regional population is that between Paris
Island and Early Stallings communities along the
Savannah River. Interactions between these dis-
tinct groups likely contributed to the onset of shell-
fishing at Stallings Island. Importantly, this addition
to the activities of prepottery groups in the middle
Savannah was not widespread. With the possible
exception of one other site in the middle Savannah
(Lake Spring), Stallings Island was the sole locus
for intensive shellfishing by prepottery communi-
ties. Shellfishing at both sites appears to have been
associated with mortuary activities. Whereas the
bias of preservation afforded by shell must be taken
into consideration, the specialized nature of this
subsistence practice alone is testimony to increased
functional differentiation among sites. Other pre-
pottery sites in the immediate vicinity of Stallings

Island and Lake Spring lack shell altogether, under-
scoring the uniqueness of Stallings Island as alocus
of intensive shellfishing. Claassen’s (1992) hypoth-
esis for mortuary uses of shell may not adequately
explain shellfishing in the Midsouth (e.g., Crothers
1999; Hensley 1994; Milner and Jefferies 1998),
but it may very well explain the origins of fresh-
water shellfishing in the middle Savannah, and per-
haps the St. Johns basin too.

Stallings Island was first abandoned at ca. 4000
B.P. by Mill Branch communities when groups of
Early Stallings affiliation moved into the middle
Savannah from ancestral land downriver. The
reoccupation of Stallings Island after 3800 B.P.
by groups of Classic Stallings affiliation was
matched at a series of sites in the middle Savan-
nah, notably Mims Point and Ed Marshall. Each
of these three sites was the locus of a more-or-less
permanent village whose array of structures
assumed a semicircular or circular configuration
about 30 m in diameter. The advent of circular set-
tlements is hardly surprising given the unequivo-
cal historical connection with coastal populations
whose shell rings and arcuate middens extend
back several centuries. Distinguishing the middle
Savannah Stallings communities from those of
the coast are, among other traits, the use of a cen-
tral space for burials. In this respect, Stallings
Island is unique among the middle Savannah sites
for neither Mims Point nor Ed Marshall have cen-
tral burials, and preservation at these sites is as
good, if not better, than at Stallings Island. Cou-
pled with the exclusive use of carinated vessels,
the mortuary assemblage signifies a return to the
specialized function of Stallings Island 200 years
after it was abandoned.

The combined evidence for shellfishing, human
interment, and at least indirect evidence for feast-
ing puts Stallings Island and its larger Archaic con-
text in new light. Changes in technology, such as
the addition of pottery in general, as well as lesser
known innovations, such as the use of pit storage,
carinated bowls, and specialized antler points, do
not appear to reflect widespread economic changes
due to climatic stress or even population-resource
imbalance, but instead, the cost of intensified rit-
ual activity. That economic intensification was dri-
ven by ritual or alliance-making is nothing new
(e.g., Bender 1985; Lourandos 1988), but the
Stallings Island case grounds this process to a par-
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ticular set of historical circumstances, including
population relocation, and to a specific locus.
Despite distinct histories, the two major commu-
nities that chose to occupy Stallings Island, collect
massive quantities of shellfish, and inter their dead
there held something in common about the signif-
icance of this place. In this respect, Jones can be
vindicated for his poetic sentiment about this
“island of the dead.”

The ultimate abandonment of Stallings Island
and the greater middle Savannah area at ca. 3500
B.P. is a subject of ongoing research We are cur-
rently investigating the ecological circumstances
surrounding this “event” through analyses of mul-
tiple paleoecological and subsistence data sets. The
results to date do not point clearly to any abrupt or
sustained downturn in the availability of food, fuel,
or raw materials. Subtle changes in the morphol-
ogy of clam shell and in the proportions of certain
vertebrate and plant species in the diet may signal
ecological and economic stress (Auten 2004;
O’Day 2001), but again these changes could have
been stimulated by acute, temporary demands from
the activities (i.e., feasting) that led to rapid in-
filling of pits at Stallings Island. Irrespective of the
fate of those who occupied Stallings Island in the
Late Archaic period, later Mississippian and
historic-era residents of the middle Savannah would
return to the site occasionally to inter their dead. It
appears that Stallings Island was repeatedly incor-
porated into the ritual life of native peoples, as it
continues to be today in its designation as a National
Landmark.

We trust we have shown that Stallings Island is
quite capable of supplying much new and relevant
data in the ongoing effort to historicize the ancient
past. So much has been learned by judicious test-
ing at a site riddled with damage, and, more so, by
the analysis of extant collections. Revisiting
Stallings Island has been especially significant
because it occupies such a prominent place in both
culture history and explanatory models. We hope
that our contribution to this legacy is to encourage,
through empirical example, explicitly historical
analyses of cultural variation and change.
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Notes

1. The modern spelling of the site is “Stallings Island.”
The possessive form (Stalling’s Island) used by Jones (1861,
1873), Claflin (1931), Fairbanks (1942) and Bullen and
Green (1970) fell into disfavor in recent decades. Unless
quoting directly from Claflin, the modern spelling is used
throughout this report.

2. The sketch map provided by Bullen and Greene mislo-
cates previous excavations relative to the pylons, perhaps
reflecting the long time between fieldwork and publication.
They indicate that the central pylon is adjacent to the
Cosgroves’ block and amongst the earlier soundings of
Claflin. In reality, the central pylon is over 15 m grid-west of
the block. The previous excavations Greene intercepted in his
own pits were likely those of C. C. Jones.

3. It is curious that Bullen and Greene make no reference
to the widely published work of Stoltman at the Rabbit
Mount site some 125 km downriver from Stallings Island. In
the pages of American Antiquity in 1966, Stoltman published
two (uncorrected and uncalibrated) radiocarbon assays on
charcoal from the base of shell-bearing midden at Rabbit
Mount, 4450 + 135 B.P. and 4465 + 150 B.P. The pottery
assemblage from Rabbit Mount was dominated by plain
fiber-tempered ware, and the associated assays remain among
the oldest dates for pottery in the greater Southeastern U.S.

4. Brief discussion is required on the reliability of sam-
pling freshwater shell for radiometric dating. Species of
freshwater shellfish often occupy rivers that course through
limestone or related rocks that release ancient carbon into the
water and, through filter feeding, into the shells of down-
stream shellfish. This is indeed the situation in much of the
Midsouth, all of northeast Florida, the Ogeechee River of
Georgia, and in the lower Savannah River. However, it is not
the case for the middle Savannah River, above which none of
the rock exposed in its channel include carbonate formations.
Previous efforts at dating paired samples of charcoal and shell
from the nearby Mims Point site (38ED9) returned consis-
tently comparable results at one-sigma (Sassaman 1998),
suggesting that any reservoir effect on shellfish in the area is
negligible. Three paired samples analyzed in this effort (F. 17,
F. 42, and LP81-VI) returned less-satisfying results, although
all but one pair (LP81-VI) are statistically indistinguishable at
the two-sigma range. Thus, with corrections for fractionation,
freshwater shell dating in the middle Savannah continues to
be relatively reliable. Charcoal was the preferred material
when samples allowed, but shell was in fact used to obtain 13
of the 22 assays listed in Table 1.

5. The only dramatically aberrant age estimate came from
the assay run on unidentified charred material in Feature 7/8.
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Located in LP1, Feature 7/8 was an amalgam of pits whose
definition became apparent only near the base of the features.
Found at the bottom of the largest pit was a rather large
deposit of charred material with a thinly laminated structure.
A sample submitted for dating returned an assay in excess of
20,000 calibrated years. Casual inspection of the material by
paleoethnobotanist Donna Ruhl tentatively ruled out plant
material and so we returned to the context to consider possi-
ble alternatives. After overlaying the locations of earlier exca-
vations it became apparent that LP1 likely intercepted the unit
dug by Claflin marked on Figure 2 as “C1.” Although Claflin
shows this unit to be rectangular in plan, photographs of his
work show instead that the walls of units were not so neat
(Claflin 1931:Plate 4). Recognition of Claflin’s units in our
tests was rendered difficult by his imprecise methods, and we
observed no clear contact between intact and disturbed mid-
den in either the walls of LP1 or the features contained
therein. However, the complexity of Feature 7/8 may be
explained by a mix of intact and disturbed fill, and the mate-
rial at the bottom was likely deposited in the course of
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Claflin’s digging. Although we remain tentative in this assess-
ment, the material dated at the bottom of Feature 7/8 is most
likely burned tar paper.

6. The projected position of Cluster 3 extends beyond the
western margin of the Cosgroves’ Block, but a 2 x 2-m unit
we dug (LP3) captures about one-half of the missing area and
adds another two pit features to the inventory.

7. Omitted from this distribution are two individuals who
were interred in urns during the Mississippian era. Others
undoubtedly date to the late prehistoric or protohistoric era,
as well as the prepottery period. Many of the interments can-
not be confidently assigned to any given period on the basis
of grave content or treatment alone, and so we must exercise
caution in interpreting spatial patterning. Nonetheless, the
cluster of burials in the projected plaza is hardly coincidental
and we suspect that the vast majority of these are indeed of
Classic Stallings age.
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