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Abstract  

Intensive shovel testing of a large portion of Port Tobaccoôs village core was undertaken 

in late summer and fall of 2007 by the staff and volunteers of the Port Tobacco Archaeological 

Project, assisted by the Archeological Society of Maryland and the Maryland Historical Trust, 

and funded in part by the Trust. The principal investigators reported those results in December 

2007 (Gibb and Beisaw 2007). Additional survey in the north part of town and in the cultivated 

fields extending south of town to Warehouse Point was undertaken in December 2007 and May 

2008, the results reported in July 2008 (Gibb and Beisaw 2008). Based on the results of the 

initial survey, we selected four loci for testing as part of the June 2008 annual field session of the 

Archeological Society of Maryland. Those findings (Gibb, Beisaw, and Quantock 2008) and 

some new research interests guided the selection of loci for investigation during the May 2009 

annual field session, the results of which are herein reported. 

The Port Tobacco Archaeological Project conducted close-interval (25 ft) shovel testing 

throughout the core area of the historic port town in 2007 and early 2008. Based on the results 

of the survey, we selected five loci for investigation during the 2008 Field Session that met 

certain logistical needs (managing a large group of excavators and laboratory volunteers, as 

well as visitors, over the course of 12 days) and that had the potential to yield interesting and 

important results. The 2009 Field Session continued excavations at the aboriginal and cemetery 

loci (the latter determined to be a building location), and new excavations at the Swann House 

and two test loci in the Compton field. 

Test excavations at the Swann House proved inconclusive, four 5 ft by 5 ft units were 

placed in the hedgerow west of the Compton Field next to a pile of field stones and debris in 

hopes of finding the remains of the Swann House. Artifacts ranging from the 18
th
 through the 

20
th
 centuries were recovered, but no structural features identified. 

Further excavation units in the aboriginal locus revealed the entirety of the brick 

rubble feature discovered in the previous field session. Such a complex feature takes more 

time then the field session allows. Preliminary results reveal an 18
th
-century earthfast 

structure with possible chimney collapse covering a series of burrow pits. More evidence of 

the Contact Period aboriginal component was found in the forms of pottery and lithics. 

Upon further examinations of the cemetery locus, the features found in the 2008 Field 

Session, thought to be graveshafts, were in fact a series of six very large postholes and molds. 

These postholes indicate the presence of a substantial structure, as do the many nails. The 

small amount of brick argues against the presence of a chimney.  

Two units were excavated around STP 121 in the Compton field to look for additional 

aboriginal material. These units did not reveal any more evidence of native occupation than 

did other areas of town. The lower strata of Unit 56 did reveal a feature with only lithic 

artifacts in and around it. Time constraints forced abandonment of this unit for future 

investigation. 

A metal detector survey, conducted as an additional search for the Swann House, 

revealed high concentrations of metal artifacts around STP 217 in the Compton Field. No 

definitive evidence of a 19
th
-century house was found at this locus. Unit 44 did reveal one 

large and one smaller post hole that could be part of an earlier earthfast building, an 18
th
-

century date suggested by the recovered ceramic material. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

During the 1930s, noted avocational archaeologist Alice L. L. Ferguson owned the Chimney 

House lot in the largely abandoned town of Port Tobacco in Charles County, Maryland. Whether or 

not she conducted any archaeological research in town remains uncertain. We are certain that local 

enthusiasts undertook a number of archaeological investigations in the heart of town during the 

1960s and 1970s. Their efforts brought visibility and energy to the Society for the Restoration of Port 

Tobacco, Inc. (established 1948). The maps, building illustrations, and reminiscences of Mr. Robert 

Barbour, whose work provides a detailed view of Port Tobacco in the waning years of the 19
th
 

century, guided the work. But Port Tobacco was established as the County seat in 1727, and its 

antecedents may extend into the last half of the 17
th
 century. The appearance of the town during the 

Colonial Period, as well as during its occupation in remote antiquity and the years leading up to and 

immediately following the American Civil War, had not been documented by residents or visitors 

(although some tantalizing observations have survived) and the town had never been systematically 

surveyed for archaeological deposits. 

Beginning in August 2007 and extending into the early part of December, we conducted a 

comprehensive survey of the southern portion of Port Tobacco and reported the results that 

December (Gibb and Beisaw 2007). Beginning again in early December and completed by the end 

of the following May, we conducted a supplemental survey, expanding beyond the core of the 

village to include two houselots to the north (Chimney House and Stagg Hall in December 2007) 

and three cultivated fields (Edelen property in May 2008) to the south (Gibb and Beisaw 2008a). 

Those investigations informed our choice of loci for testing in June 2008 when the project team 

hosted the Archeological Society of Marylandôs 2008 field session. The jail house, Wade House, 

and aboriginal locus (defined by shovel testing the previous fall) were tested with generally positive 

results. Those results and newly developed research interests guided work during the 2009 annual 

field session (Gibb and Beisaw 2008b). This report documents the results of the May 2009 work 

and represents the fif th in a series of reports on Port Tobacco archaeology issued since October 

2006 (Gibb and Lawrence 2006; Gibb and Beisaw 2007, 2008; Gibb, Beisaw, and Quantock 2008). 

The ASM 2009 field session investigation examined three loci. This report documents the 

methods used and the results obtained, as well as interpretations and recommendations for future 

work. It consists of seven sections: 
1) Introduction 

2) Project Location and Environment 

3) Culture History 

4) Research Design and Methods 

5) Field and Laboratory Results 

6) Summary, Interpretations, and Recommendations 

7) Supporting Documentation 

This is a technical report. Although we have tried to make it readable, its primary purpose is to 

serve as a permanent record of what we have done and found as a result of our investigation. We 

necessarily re-trod some ground covered in previous reports so that this report can stand by itself, 

without reference to the earlier works. 

All of the work described herein was conducted in accordance with the Standards and 

Guidelines for Archeological Investigations in Maryland (Shaffer and Cole 1994), the 

Specifications for Consulting Engineers Services ManualïSection IV (Maryland Department of 

Transportation 1986), and the Consultant Specifications for Archeological Procedures (Maryland 

State Highway Administration 1992). 
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Chapter 2. Project Location and Environment 

Location 

The incorporated town of Port Tobacco occupies the east bank of the Port Tobacco River 

in south-central Charles County, in the Riverine Potomac drainage of the Western Coastal Plain, 

Maryland Archeological Research Unit 11 (Figure 2-1), Port Tobacco, MD USGS 7.5 minute 

quad (Figure 2-2). It extends southward from the intersection of MD 6 and Chapel Point Road, 

down both sides of Chapel Point Road, for approximately one-half mile. Conventionally, the 

Burch (aka Catslide) House is taken to be at the southern extent of the town; but the results of the 

controlled surface collection of the Edelen fields (discussed below) demonstrate continuous 18
th
-

century occupation from the putative southern edge to Warehouse Point (Gibb and Beisaw 2008). 

The more nucleated pattern of the late historic period may well have been a product of the townôs 

official platting in 1728, or of its renaissance in the second quarter of the 19
th
 century. 

 
Figure 2-1. Maryland Archeological Research Unit map. 

(Source: Shaffer and Cole 1994) 

Environment 

As the name implies, Port Tobacco was a port; which is to say, it occupied that point 

where land meets navigable water, the latter providing ready access to markets for local produce 

(principally tobacco) and imported wares. Colonial ports typically were located at the heads of 

navigable streams to take advantage of maximum inland penetration and to minimize the costs of 

transporting goods (Gottschalk 1945). Port Tobacco was typical in that regard. The river valley 

was broad and well-defined by moderately sharp rises on both sides of the floodplain (see Figure 
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2-2). Much of the floodplain, particularly downstream, is cultivated while the surrounding 

heights are forested. 

 
Figure 2-2. USGS 7.5ô topographic map & profile, Port Tobacco, MD. 

N.B. Vertical scale exaggerated by a factor of ~10. 

There are no obvious traces of period vegetation, most of it having succumbed to town 

development and post-abandonment agriculture (Justine Woodward McKnight, pers. comm., 

October 2007). A ca. 1939 photograph shows the Chimney House at the town center engulfed by 

tobacco plants (Figure 2-3 and report cover). Contrast that image with the collage of buildings 

photographed in 2007 (Figure 2-4). Much of the town core now consists of manicured lawns 

around the three surviving Colonial Period buildings, two recreated buildings, and the late 19
th
-

century schoolhouse. 

Of paramount importance in studying this thriving tobacco port-turned-tobacco field are 

the sediments. Cultivation of the upland areas bordering the Port Tobacco River exposed soils to 

erosion, causing or exacerbating an ongoing natural process of sedimentation. Precisely when 

sedimentation significantly affected navigation remains to be determined; however, an 1862 map 

of the Potomac River prepared by the US Army showed Port Tobacco and standing water only as 

far north as Warehouse Point, about one mile south of town (Figure 2-5). Sedimentation began 

restricting water traffic as early as the 1770s. 

The 2007 archaeological survey produced ample evidence that redeposited material was 

not confined to the river channel, but had blanketed much of the town core as it existed in the late 

19
th
 century. The surface collection of the fields, however, demonstrated that the upland 
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sediments covered only portions of the floodplain and those portions typically are represented by 

rises immediately west of ravines on the east side of Chapel Point Road, rises that look like large 

outwash fans. 

 
Figure 2-3. Chimney House, looking northeast (ca. 1930). 

 
Figure 2-4. Notable Port Tobacco buildings. 

Clockwise from upper left: Reconstructed courthouse (1970); Burch/Catslide House (18
th
 century); 

Chimney House (18
th
 century); Stagg Hall (18

th
 century); and, center, District Schoolhouse (late 19

th
 

century). 
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Figure 2-5. US Army (1862) Map of the Potomac River. 

While the timing and intensity of sedimentation events at Port Tobacco are subjects for 

further research, the source cannot be much in doubt. Figure 2-6, generously provided by Sean 

Phalen, shows both topographic contours and soil types. The heights to the east, across Chapel 

Point Road from the historic area, are deeply scarred by ravines and are flanked on the west by 

fans of sediments that are particularly prominent at the mouths of the ravines. The Soil 

Conservation Service has classified the soils closest to the riverbed as Evesboro gravelly loamy 

sand (they are exceedingly gravelly), but call most of the remaining floodplain soils Woodstown 

sandy loams of varying slope, the surface layers of which are ñsomewhat gravellyò (Hall and 

Matthews 1974). They do not explain the source of the gravel, and ólow-ballô the gravelly nature 

of the soil. In portions of the survey area, field crews noted seemingly intact sediments with 18
th
-

century materials capped by this gravelly sediment. The blanketing sediment also contained 

artifacts, including prehistoric through late historic artifacts, mixed together through plowing. 

Geologist L.C. Gottschalk (1945) examined the effects of river siltation on Marylandôs 

Colonial Period town sites around the Chesapeake Bay, focusing particularly on Port Tobacco. 

His graphic, redrafted and reproduced here as Figure 2-7, eloquently summarizes his assessment 

of what had happened. Forty years later, as part of her doctoral dissertation at Johns Hopkins 

University, geologist Ruth De Vries (1985) examined sediments in the Port Tobacco River and 

used distributions of chenopod pollen from earlier cores and several supplemental samples to 

track the sources of sediments in the Potomac River. While we are still assessing her 

assumptions in dating periods of sedimentation, we agree that she makes a good case for most of 

the Port Tobacco sediments being confined to the upper portion of the river, contributing little to 

loads in the Potomac. 
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Figure 2-6. Soils and topography in and around Port Tobacco. 

 
Figure 2-7. Isometric views of the Port Tobacco Valley. 

Red arrows indicate flow of upland sediments. Source: Based on Gottschalk (1945) 
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Many questions about the causes, timing, and intensity of sedimentation events remain. 

For example, several severe storms tracked through the valley and were recorded by the US 

Weather Service and its predecessors. The Chesapeake & Potomac hurricane passed directly over 

Port Tobacco in 1933 and may have triggered severe sedimentation events along the east side of 

town and in the upper part of the drainage, north of present-day MD 6 (Figure 2-8). These and 

other questions notwithstanding, sediment clearly plays an important role in the story of Port 

Tobacco. 

 
Figure 2-8. Track of 1933 Chesapeake-Potomac hurricane. 

http://www.hpc.ncep.noaa.gov/research/roth/vaerly20hur.htm 

(Accessed 17 September 2008.) 

Sedimentation poses problems for archaeological research, especially for controlled 

surface collecting. A deep deposit of upland sediments can become the farmerôs new medium for 

agriculture, the plowed soils of previous centuries capped securely below the new material, 

untouched by the modern plow. In fact, this proved to be a problem only in two locations: the 

middle of the North Field and the knoll that separates the Middle and South fields (see below). 

Early historic and prehistoric materials were readily seen throughout the rest of the fields. 

The geological and hydrological histories of Port Tobacco are far from having been 

written, largely because studies by qualified scientists have not been undertaken. Apart from the 

deposition of gravelly sediments, the field crew has noted drainage patterns, the origins of which 

were not readily apparent. On the north side of the Chimney House we encountered a large 

expanse of poorly drained, gleyed soils in which we held little hope of finding any cultural 

material, much less intact archaeological deposits. In the fields we noted linear drainages in the 

North and South fields that suggested ancient stream channels. The distribution of prehistoric and 

historic sites along these landforms might illuminate their origins, butðagainðthese are the 

sorts of issues that need to be addressed by qualified researchers in the earth sciences. 

Port Tobacco 

http://www.hpc.ncep.noaa.gov/research/roth/vaerly20hur.htm


 

 14 

Chapter 3. Culture History 

Introduction 

The ongoing study of Port Tobacco and the surrounding countryside involves prehistoric 

aboriginal occupations as well as the European American establishment of the town. In part, 

professional ethics demand this attention; but we also must consider the pre-Colonial 

environment, the biotic and geological settings to which Native Americans adapted and which 

they changed through their adaptations. In so doing, we establish a baseline from which to 

examine the effects of cultural behavior and their ramifications for subsequent settlers. We also 

raise the possibility that some of the environmental changes that contributed to the abandonment 

of Port Tobacco had begun prior to the Contact Period, exacerbated perhaps by commercial 

mono-cropping of tobacco. This chapter, then, summarizes our current state of knowledge of the 

culture history of Port Tobacco and Southern Maryland. 

Regional Prehistory 

The prehistory of the Middle Atlantic Coastal Plain province has been extensively 

researched by Custer (1989), Dent (1995), Steponaitis (1978, 1983), Wanser (1982), Wright 

(1973), and many other scholars. The principal prehistoric and historic periods are summarized 

below with regard to their representation in the immediate vicinity of the study area (Table 3-1). 

A subsequent section details available information on the prehistory of the immediate area. 

PALEOINDIAN STAGE 

During the latter part of the last glacial period, known as the Wisconsin, ending about 

14,000 BC, most of northern North America was deeply buried beneath thick sheets of ice. The 

vast amounts of water contained in these continental glaciers lowered ocean levels by as much as 

130 m. Large expanses of the now submerged continental shelf were exposed with dry land 

extending for many kilometers beyond the present shorelines. The glaciers did not flow as far 

south as present day Maryland, and the Chesapeake Bay of today existed only as the valley 

through which flowed the ancestral Susquehanna River. The landscape was a patchwork of 

expansive boreal forest (principally spruce) and poorly drained meadowlands, with pine 

dominating in the southern part of the region. 

Glacial recession 11,000 years ago (ca. 9,000 BC) raised the sea level and inundated 

much of the continental shelf and the ancestral Susquehanna valley. By 9,000 years ago (ca. 

7,000 BC) the rising waters flooded the lower portion of the valley. By 3,000 BC, the valley was 

flooded as far north as Annapolis, Maryland. By 1,000 BC, the Chesapeake Bay and the 

inundated portion of the Potomac River reached their present limits and modern climactic and 

biotic regimes developed to their present state. Oysters and a variety of benthic and pelagic fishes 

occupied newly created niches in what is now one of the richest estuarine environments in the 

world. Oak and hickory forests covered the region, and swamps, marshes, and streams formed in 

the hinterland and along the coasts (Carbone 1976, Lippson 1973, Schubel 1981). 

Native Americans were attracted to the coastal environment by rich aquatic and terrestrial 

resources. Prior to the maturation of the Chesapeake Bay (ca. 3,000 BC), people occupied a 

broad range of upland and lowland settings, invariably close to a water source. Paleoindian tools, 

dating between 13,000 and 7,500 BC, are rare in the region. Generally, avocational collectors and 

professional archaeologists find them in redeposited contexts, often associated with multiï

component sites in floodplains (Brown 1979). The Maryland State Highway Administration has 

excavated a Paleoindian component at the deeply stratified Higgins site (18AN489) in Anne 
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Arundel County (Ebright 1992). The site is located along a small drainage that appears to have 

shifted its course and overflowed its banks many times. Waterborne silts and drifting dunes 

covered the Paleoindian component. The Higgins site is exceptional in its preservation of 

Paleoindian and Early Archaic components. Gibb (2004) has undertaken Phase II testing at the 

Garrettôs Chance #3 site (18PR704) in Aquasco, southern Prince Georgeôs County. This hilltop 

site was extensively eroded, but the field crew recovered a chert Clovis point, a stemmed biface 

of limonitic sandstone, and a number of quartz, quartzite, and chert flakes scattered over less than 

one-quarter acre. 

ARCHAIC STAGE 

Archaeologists generally define the Archaic Stage as a period of cultural diversification, 

represented by more varied projectile point styles and more varied adaptations to the 

environment than characterize the preceding stage. 

Early/Middle Archaic 

There are no Early or Middle Archaic period sites (7,500 to 6,000 BC and 6,000 to 4,000 

BC) recorded within the immediate vicinity of the project area, although there are sites of this 

period in Maryland. Some researchers feel that the coastal locations favored by Early and Middle 

Archaic peoples were abandoned in favor of Piedmont locations (Kavanagh 1982:50), but this 

may be based on the lack of study of sites submerged by rising sea levels. Recent surveys in 

neighboring Prince Georgeôs and St. Maryôs counties, however, have revealed small single-

component Early and Middle Archaic sites occupying óislandsô of well-drained sandy soils 

amidst expansive wetlands; e.g., 18PR880 (Gibb 2007) and 18ST828 (Gibb 2009). 

Late Archaic 

By the Late Archaic period (4,000 to 1,000 BC), the forests around the Chesapeake Bay 

were primarily deciduous. The rich plant and animal life provided a wide array of foods and raw 

materials. Expanding Late Archaic communities took advantage of this great abundance, as 

evidenced by increases in both the number and size of Late Archaic sites over those of previous 

periods. Late Archaic peoples could have exploited the freshes of the Susquehanna, Potomac, 

and Patuxent rivers, as well as the shallow waters and spreading estuaries of the bay, for crabs, 

oysters, and anadromous fishes. At the end of the period the deciduous forests were widespread 

and less diverse, thereby decreasing the heterogeneity and richness of terrestrial resources. With 

the encroachment of brackish water into inland bays and waterways, and the stabilization of sea 

level during this period, the estuarine species such as shellfish became better established, and 

more importantly, accessible to human occupants of the area. The dominance of deciduous 

forests and the stabilization of sea level may have caused a shift from interior wetlands to 

riverine and estuarine environments. Estuaries provided numerous locations for habitation where 

resources were close, plentiful, and diverse. It was during the Late Archaic that local Native 

American groups developed more complex technologies (e.g., canoes, fish weirs, and nets), and 

adopted more sedentary lifestyles in large, more or less permanent, base camps along the Bay and 

its major tributaries, with associated seasonal camps and resource collecting sites in the interior. 

The expanding waters of the Chesapeake Bay and its tributary rivers, creeks, marshes, 

and swamps provided an extensive network for travel and communication. Overland travel 

became more difficult as the shoreline became deeply etched by downïcutting interior streams 

and inundated tidal creeks. The waterways served as both transportation corridor and as a source 

of food. Exotic materials on Late Archaic period sites, such as rhyolite from the Blue Ridge 
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Province of Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, argillite from the lower Hudson Valley and 

southeastern Pennsylvania, and steatite from Marylandôs piedmont, indicate extensive trade 

networks and/or travel. Custer (1989) has suggested that óbig-menô in emerging ranked societies 

used their access and control over these exotic materials to justify and enforce their political 

power. 

Survey of the fields south of Port Tobacco have revealed ample evidence of Late Archaic 

occupation (see below). 

 

Table 3-1. Sequence of prehistoric cultural 

periods 

Paleo-Indian  
Date Range: 13,000-7,500 BC 

Diagnostic Points: Clovis, Hardaway-Dalton 

Diagnostic Vessels: None 

Climate: Gradual post-glacial warming 

Sea level: 70-110 ft below present 

Vegetation: Succession of spruce, then pine 

Fauna: Megafauna, replacement by 

modern fauna 

Early Archaic  
Date Range: 7,500-6,000 BC 

Diagnostic Points: Kirk -Palmer, Warren 

Diagnostic Vessels: None 

Climate: Warming and increased rainfall 

Sea level: 58-70 ft below present 

Vegetation: Pine replaces spruce, oak 

increases; expansion of swamps 

Fauna: Modern species; swamp species 

Middle Archaic  
Date Range: 6,000-4,000 BC 

Diagnostic Points: LeCroy, Stanly, Morrow 

Mountain, Guilford 

Diagnostic Vessels: None 

Climate: Warm and wet, drying 

Sea level: 43-58 ft below present 

Vegetation: Oak-hickory association 

dominates 

Fauna: Modern interior wetland species 

established 

Late Archaic  
Date Range: 4,000-1,000 BC 

Diagnostic Points: Broadspear, Savannah River, 

Brewerton 

Diagnostic Vessels: Steatite 

Climate: Warm & dry, cooling after 2,300 

BC 

Sea level: 13-43 ft below present 

Vegetation: Climax oak-hickory; mature 

estuarine/wetlands communities 

Fauna: Modern terrestrial and marine 

 

 

 

 

Early Woodland  
Date Range: 1,000-300 BC 

Diagnostic Points: Rossville, Calvert 

Diagnostic Vessels: Accokeek, Marcey Creek, Dames 

Quarter, Selden Island 

Climate: Mild and damp 

Sea level: 7-13 ft below present 

Vegetation: Modern, stable 

Fauna: Modern, stable 

Middle Woodland  
Date Range: 300 BC-AD 900 

Diagnostic Points: Selby Bay, Jack's Reef 

Diagnostic Vessels: Popes Creek, Mockley, Wolfe 

Neck, Hell Island 

Climate: Modern, stable 

Sea level: 3-7 ft below present 

Vegetation: Modern, stable 

Fauna: Modern, stable 

Late Woodland  
Date Range: AD 900-Contact 

Diagnostic Points: Jack's Reef, Triangles 

Diagnostic Vessels: Page, Keyser, Shepard, Potomac 

Creek, Moyoane, Riggins 

Climate: Modern, stable 

Sea level: 1-3 ft below present 

Vegetation: Modern, stable 

Fauna: Modern, stable 

Contact  
Date Range: 16th-mid 18thC 

Diagnostic Points: Triangles, some European 

materials 

Diagnostic Vessels: Potomac Creek, iron 

Climate: Modern, stable 

Sea level: 1-2 ft below present 

Vegetation: Modern, stable 

Fauna: Modern, stable 
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WOODLAND STAGE 

Archaeologists divide the Woodland Stage (ca. 1,000 BC to AD 1600) into three periods: 

Early, Middle, and Late. Each period is characterized by distinctive settlement and subsistence 

patterns and ceramic styles. While Late Archaic peoples may have experimented with pottery 

making, it is the widespread appearance of ceramics that marks the onset of the Woodland Stage. 

Early Woodland 

The Early Woodland period in the Middle Atlantic Region, between 1,000 BC and 400 

BC, is characterized by a continuation of many of the cultural traditions and subsistence and 

settlement patterns established in the Late Archaic. There was a pronounced decline in trade and 

exchange networks with fewer exotic materials being found on sites of this period relative to 

those of earlier periods, although Ohio cherts appear on Early and Middle Woodland sites in the 

region. Shellfish, migratory waterfowl, anadromous fish, and other marine and estuarine species 

were procured from the waters of the Bay, and faunal remains found at sites indicate a high 

reliance on woodland animals. The present vegetation patterns of the region, with tulip poplar 

and sweet gum in the lowlands, and oak, hickory, chestnut, and pine found in the uplands, were 

established by this time. Early Woodland peoples made extensive use of these resources. 

Underground storage facilities, grinding tools, and faunal remains often are found on Early 

Woodland sites (Gardner 1982). 

The Early Woodland period is divided in the Maryland Coastal Plain into two phases: 

Marcey Creek (1,000ï750 BC) and Accokeek (750ï400 BC). They are defined largely on the 

basis of pottery styles and Custer (1989) includes them with the Late Archaic period in his 

Woodland I period on the basis of continuity in adaptive strategies. Marcey Creek ceramics are 

molded (as opposed to coiled) and they are tempered with crushed steatite. Pot forms imitate 

steatite vessel forms of the terminal Late Archaic. They are undecorated and usually lack lug 

handles. Examples of Marcey Creek ceramics are found on sites throughout the Delaware and 

Susquehanna River valleys and in the Coastal Plain and Piedmont provinces of Maryland and 

Virginia, with some occurring in New York State. Selden Island wares also are found in 

association with Marcey Creek ceramics. They have thinner walls, steatite tempering, and cord 

marking on exterior surfaces. Projectile points of this phase are the Holmes/Bare Island, Claggett, 

Dry Brook, and Orient Fishtail points, all of which made their first appearance in the terminal 

Late Archaic. 

The Accokeek phase is named for a pottery type identified at the Accokeek site on 

Piscataway Creek in Prince George County (Stephenson, et al. 1963), about 15 miles (9.3 km) 

northwest of Hughesville. Accokeek vessels are small conical vessels, tempered with sand or 

crushed quartz, with cord marked exterior surfaces and, often, smoothed rims. Accokeek 

ceramics are found in association with Calvert projectile points. 

Wright (1973) and Custer (1989) postulate a continuation of Late Archaic settlement and 

subsistence patterns into the Early Woodland. Local populations formed macrobands and 

occupied semi-sedentary base camps during certain seasons. At other times of the year, they split 

into microbands and occupied short-term task specific and seasonal camps. With the 

development of food preservation techniques, such as underground storage, larger populations 

could be supported in smaller areas. Food storage reduced the need for seasonal migration. It also 

required a degree of sedentism in order to maintain access to, and control over, stored foods. 
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Population growth probably occurred at this time. Base camps appear in the Chesapeake Bay 

along the major river drainages, and several extensive surveys, conducted along the Wicomico, 

Severn, South, and Patuxent rivers, have identified numerous Early Woodland sites. In his survey 

of the Severn River, Wright (1968, 1969) identified eight sites with Marcey Creek components. 

Steponaitis (1978) found three Marcey Creek components along the South River, and ten within 

the Patuxent River drainage (1980, 1983). Both Wright and Steponaitis found the majority of the 

Marcey Creek sites in the upper reaches of the rivers, with a few sites next to estuaries. All of 

these sites are shell middens. Wanser (1982) documented 28 assemblages from Early Woodland 

components along the Wicomico-Allenôs Fresh-Zekiah Swamp drainage, 21 one of which are 

situated in interior wetlands settings. This pattern indicates a riverine orientation for Early 

Woodland sites, especially those of the Marcey Creek phase. 

The Accokeek phase sites represent a shift from the established Late Archaic-Marcey 

Creek period sites. Steponaitis identifies three trends: 

 a greater number of Accokeek sites than Marcey Creek, suggesting population growth; 

 an increase in the amount of artifacts found on Accokeek sites, indicating longer 

occupations, and; 

 an increase in oyster use, and exploitation of a broad range of terrestrial and aquatic 

resources. Intensive gathering in rich ecozones supported a shift toward increased 

sedentism and population growth. 

A shift in trade networks also is seen with the acquisition of exotic materials and tools: 

chert from New York, Canada, Indiana, Ohio, and Tennessee; copper from the Great Lakes 

region; and Adena or Adena-like objects similar to those found in Ohio. The latter examples are 

found almost exclusively at mortuary sites, indicating a complex Adena-like mortuary practice. 

The West River site in southern Anne Arundel County is the closest identified manifestation of 

Adena to the study area (Ford 1976). 

Middle Woodland 

Subsistence and settlement pattern changes distinguish the Middle Woodland period in 

the Middle Atlantic region from earlier periods. The Middle Woodland is divided into two 

phases: Popes Creek (400 BCïAD 200) and Selby Bay (AD 200ï800), each characterized by 

distinctive ceramics and projectile point types. 

Popes Creek Net Impressed ceramics have a medium to coarse sand temper comprising 

50% to 70% of the paste. The vessels are coil constructed, in the form of wide-mouthed jars, with 

conical or semi-conical bases. Interiors are scraped and exterior finishes are net impressed. Rims 

are decorated with incised horizontal lines, often with finger smoothed and incised chevron 

patterns. Popes Creek ceramics rarely are cord marked. Wright (1973) identified a local variant 

that he has named Smallwood ware, but the only significant difference is the presence of some 

shell and quartz tempering in a sandy paste. Rossville projectile points occur in deposits with 

Popes Creek ceramics. They occur on sites from southern New England to the Chesapeake Bay. 

The Popes Creek tool assemblage also includes bone awls, knives, grinding stones, mortars, axes, 

choppers, and hammer stones of local lithic material. 

The Selby Bay phase follows the Popes Creek phase, and is represented by Mockley 

Cordïmarked and Net Impressed pottery, and exotic lithic materials. Mockley ceramics are 

tempered with coarse crushed shell, comprising about 20% to 30% of the paste. The vessels are 
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coil constructed, medium to large in size, with rounded or semi-conical bases. Vessels from the 

beginning of the period are predominantly cord-marked. Cord marking appears to have been 

gradually supplanted by net impressed treatments, both plain and crumpled. Vessel rims often are 

undecorated with some vessels having their exterior surfaces smoothed just below the rim. The 

smoothed necks commonly are decorated with incised cross-hatching, diamonds, chevrons, or 

parallel lines, with occasional punctates. Mockley pottery is found on sites from the western 

coastal plain of Virginia to the Delaware River. On Marylandôs Western Shore they occur in 

association with Selby Bay bifacesðmade from non-local rhyolite, argillite, and jasperðand 

elliptical two-holed gorgets, hematite squares, grinding stones, bifacially retouched flakes, and 

worked bone. Gardner, et al. (1989), also recovered several Piscataway points from a pit at 

18CV272 in association with Mockley sherds. The chronological placement of Piscataway 

points, however, is still a point of contention among scholars in the region (e.g., Ebright 

1992:38). 

The Popes Creek phase may represent local development, with an intensification of the 

subsistence patterns established during the Accokeek phase of the Early Woodland. Large semi-

permanent macroband sites were located along the upper portions of major river drainages, with 

associated satellite procurement stations located in strategic spots near the base campsites. 

There is some discontinuity between the lithic assemblages of the Popes Creek and Selby 

Bay phases. Popes Creek tools generally were made from locally available quartz and quartzite. 

Selby Bay phase lithic assemblages are entirely different, dominated as they are by exotic 

materials: rhyolite from the Blue Ridge Province of Maryland and Pennsylvania, argillite from 

northeastern Maryland and southeastern Pennsylvania/northern Delaware, and cherts from New 

York and Ohio. Luckenbach, et al. (1987), suggest that there was a greater affinity of Selby Bay 

phase peoples with populations to the north, if not migration into the Maryland Coastal Plain 

Province from the north. Custer (1986) hypothesized that this settlement pattern reorganization 

may have culminated in the establishment of small chiefdoms by the Late Woodland period. 

Gibb and Hines (1997) suggest intensive use of particular aquatic resources, specifically oysters, 

to the near exclusion of other aquatic and terrestrial resources at the Smithsonian Pier site 

(18AN284) on the Rhode River. Because of the seasonal nature of their use of this resource, and 

the relative lack of competing species (e.g., drumfish, boring sponges), Middle Woodland 

visitors to the Smithsonian Pier site appear not to have affected the local oyster populationôs 

ability to reproduce. Neither the Smithsonian Pier site nor the Luce Creek site (18AN143) on the 

Severn River yielded definitive evidence of horticulture, although Ballweber (1994a) found 

ample evidence of hickory nut processing at Luce Creek. 

Late Woodland 

The first true signs of horticulture in the Middle Atlantic region mark the beginning of the 

Late Woodland Period (ca. AD 800-1000). The period ends with sustained European contact in 

the 17th century (after A.D.1600). Horticulture was widely and rapidly adopted by many peoples 

throughout the northeastern United States at this time and may have been introduced by cultures 

to the west of the Chesapeake Bay region. The environment remained essentially the same and 

local peoples continued gathering plants, hunting, fishing, and oystering. At the time of European 

contact, aborigines relied less on estuarine resources than did their immediate precursors. 

Horticultural villages on floodplains were the primary occupation sites of the native inhabitants. 
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Archaeologists divide the Late Woodland into two phases: Little Round Bay (AD 

800/1000-1250) and Sullivans Cove (AD 1250ïca.1600). 

Little Round Bay Phase ceramics include incised and fabric impressed wares of the 

Rappahannock series. Both are shell-tempered. The vessels are coil constructed, with smooth 

interiors and rough exteriors. They tend to be more thinly potted, and the temper is smaller, than 

the earlier Selby Bay vessels. Rappahannock ceramics are wide-mouthed jars with rounded or 

semi-conoidal bases. 

Griffith (1980) defined eight varieties of Rappahannock Incised pottery, based on 

decorative treatment. Motifs include horizontal bands, zigzags, and squares or triangles, 

occasionally filled in with incised lines. Generally, the more complex geometric forms occurred 

during the period between AD 900 and AD 1300. Fabric impressions on Rappahannock wares 

typically are clear and not over-stamped. Some vessels have pseudo-cord impression patterns at 

the rim. Projectile points associated with the Rappahannock ceramic types include Jacks Reef 

pointsðfound throughout Maryland, Delaware, Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, 

Michigan, and Ontarioðand Levanna pointsðfound throughout Maryland, Virginia, Delaware, 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Ontario, and into New England. Other Late Woodland 

artifacts include bone awls, obtuse angle pipes, grinding stones, and pitted stones. 

Sullivans Cove pottery is thinly potted with light crushed shell tempering. Vessels have 

conical bases and constricted necks. Body sherds are partially cord-marked and smoothed. Rim 

exteriors are decorated with cord wrapped stick impressions and horizontal lines and herringbone 

patterns. Rappahannock Incised ceramics with less complex motifs also are found with Sullivans 

Cove pottery, as is the Rappahannock Herringbone motif. The small triangular Madison 

projectile point, found throughout the northeastern United States, typically is the only projectile 

point found on Sullivans Cove phase sites. The small size of the Madison point indicates that 

Late Woodland peoples replaced the throwing spear, which required a larger and heavier point, 

with the bow and arrow.1 Sullivans Cove assemblages also include: grinding stones, convexï

edged end scrapers, knives, and other stone tools. It was during the Sullivans Cove period that 

horticulture seems to have led to a shift to village life in locations away from the shores of the 

Chesapeake. 

Potomac Creek pottery occurs throughout the Lower Potomac drainage. Typically corded, 

it is hard, thinly potted, and tempered with crushed quartz and sand. Lips are slightly to strongly 

everted or collared, and the necks are constricted giving the vessel bodies globular profiles 

accentuated by flaring rims. Radiocarbon analyses place Potomac Creek pottery between AD 

1300 and 1700, or late Late Woodland through Contact periods. Some associated triangular 

points are serrated. 

Custer (1989) suggests that vast changes occurred in the settlement and subsistence 

patterns of the Late Woodland. Prior to AD 1000, settlement and subsistence patterns centered 

around intensive gathering and hunting with some use of cultigens. Groups followed seasonal 

rounds, moving from base camp to base camp, fissioning into microbands, with occasional forays 

to task specific sites to procure shellfish, waterfowl, and other resources. Wright (1973) suggests 

that the Little Round Bay Phase occupations centered on base camps at the estuarine/transition 

zones, with frequent use of numerous nearby procurement camps. Wright interpreted the Obrecht 

                                                 
1 See Nassaney and Pyle (1999) on the morphological distinction between dart and arrow points. 
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site, near the head of the Severn River, as a base camp for the Purcell site on the Magothy River 

and the Oakridge site on the Patapsco River. The two smaller sites served as resource 

procurement sites. Obrecht, a large oyster shell midden measuring 180 m in length, produced 

materials from the Middle Woodland and Late Woodland periods. Wright interprets the broad 

array of faunal remains and cooking features at the Obrecht site as evidence of a large macroband 

base camp. The Purcell site is an oyster shell midden site, measuring at least 25 m in length, with 

a similar broad array of faunal remains. Wright suggests that it is a microband base camp, 

probably occupied in the fall. The Elkridge site is a very large site on the estuarine portion of the 

Patapsco River, at the confluence of three major tributaries. It is well placed for the exploitation 

of spring runs of spawning fish. Development has destroyed a number of smaller shell sites near 

Elkridge that could have served as microband procurement sites. Procurement sites were selected 

for their ease of access to seasonally available oyster, waterfowl, or fish, or nuts. 

Increased reliance on cultigens lessened the need for satellite camps, and this shift is 

reflected in the archaeological record. The functions of base camps changed as they became 

village sites devoted to the production, storage, and protection of food. The need for cropland 

also required a shift away from coastal areas to fertile floodplains. Horticulture in the Bay region 

became important some time around AD 1000, during the Sullivans Cove Phase. Smaller villages 

and isolated household sites, or clusters, surrounded larger settlements. Sullivans Cove phase 

peoples still used sites previously used for oystering, waterfowling, fishing, and hunting, but not 

as intensively. 

Local Prehistory 

Numerous sites have been located by avocational archaeologists and by the Potomac 

River Survey along the margins of Zekiah Swamp, Hickey (1970) reporting 57 in his masterôs 

thesis, Late Archaic through Early Woodland components predominating. His study and 

Wanserôs (1982) analysis of collections from Zekiah Swamp indicate an abrupt shift in 

settlement patterning in the Early Woodland (Table 3-2). Woodland sites reveal a preference for 

coastal lowland sites, undoubtedly representing their increasing reliance on the stable aquatic 

communities that developed in the wake of glacial recession and rising sea levels. 

Table 3-2. Components identified by Wanser (1982) 

Period Interior 

Wetlands 

% Interior 

Uplands 

% Coastal 

Lowlands 

% Total

s 

Early Archaic 78 85 11 12 3 3 92 

Middle Archaic 54 77 8 11 8 11 70 

Late Archaic 313 82 39 10 30 8 382 

Early Woodland 21 57 4 11 12 32 37 

Middle Woodland 39 55 6 8 26 37 71 

Late Woodland 46 56 7 9 29 35 82 

Totals 551 N/A 75 N/A 108 N/A 734 

Despite this shift, and even before it, indigenous peoples settledïïat least seasonally and 

temporarilyïïupland interior sites, presumably to take advantage of resources that were absent or 

less accessible along the coast and interior wetlands. Gibbôs (1991) investigation of the Allenôs 

Fresh No. 1 site in the transition area between the open water of the Wicomico River and the 

wetlands of Zekiah Swamp demonstrate that these peoples did not go into the uplands to procure 



 

 22 

stone for tool making: the gravel bars of the lower Zekiah provided an inexhaustible supply of 

quartz and quartzite pebbles. 

Barse (1982) conducted a survey of a proposed 11+ mile (6.8 km) transmission line 

corridor in northern St. Maryôs County in a setting comparable to upland areas throughout 

Southern Maryland. His field crew excavated 41 shovel tests and surface collected plowed fields 

and other exposed surfaces. They identified 36 lithic scatters (one with an 18
th
-century domestic 

component in addition to prehistoric materialïï18ST407) at the upper reaches of several 

tributaries of the Potomac River at elevations of 100 to 180 ft (30.5 to 54.9 m) above mean sea 

level. Few produced temporal diagnostics, and those components that could be identified dated to 

the Early Archaic (2), Late Archaic (5), and EarlyïMiddle Woodland (6) periods, with the latter 

two predominant. All of the sites occupied bluffs overlooking stream valleys or remnant terraces. 

Pebbles and cobbles native to the soils appeared throughout. Cheek et al. (1983) tested five of 

those sites, recovering from four of the five a total of 31 pieces of flaked stone and one fireï

cracked rock. They found only one temporally diagnostic artifact: a Vernon side-notched point 

from 18ST418. 

Barse (1982), drawing from earlier work conducted by The Catholic University along the 

Piscataway drainage in southern Prince Georgeôs County, offered a predictive model applicable 

to his St. Maryôs survey and appropriate to generate expectations for the uplands and stream 

margins of Southern Maryland. Beginning in the Late Archaic period, indigenous groups 

established large base camps at the heads of embayed streams. From these sites they harvested 

anadromous fishes during the annual spawning runs. These sites should produce comprehensive 

stone tool kits and late stages of lithic reduction. Smaller sites on low order streams and in 

interfluvial upland areas should represent hunting camps and ñprimary quarry activitiesò with 

relatively few tool types represented and a preponderance of primary flakes (Barse 1982: 13). 

Pending an analysis of the kinds of flakes and tools recovered from these sites, it is 

difficult to evaluate the model. In general, it is accurate in that lithic scatters, devoid of 

discernible subsurface features, characterize upland sites throughout the region. That groups 

sought these upland areas for usable stone seems improbable given the gravel bars that exist 

along the lower reaches of the larger streams. That is not to say that they did not use upland 

deposits of pebbles, but they may have used them on an as-needed basis, creating expedient tools 

and subsequently discarding them before moving on. In other words, the differences in early and 

late stage flake frequencies between large fluvial and coastal sites and upland sites may have 

little or nothing to do with quarrying and stone availability: those differences may have more to 

do with the range of activities undertaken at the respective sites and their concomitant needs for 

re-sharpening and repairing stone, bone, wood, and textile implements, and creating new tools, 

perhaps as expedients. 

Gathering of upland plants and hunting and trapping seem to be the most likely uses of 

upland areas. Until substantial resources are invested in the study of these artifact and feature-

poor sites, however, a more definitive identification of activities and variability among these sites 

will not be achieved. 

Regional and County History 

Historic settlement patterning in the Chesapeake Tidewater region has been examined by 

Pogue (1984), Smolek (1984), Lukezic (1990), and, more recently, by Gibb (1996). Concerned with 

17
th
- and 18

th
-century Euro-American settlement along the bay and its tributaries, these studies all 
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note a preference for sites along major navigable rivers near potable water and soils suited to 

tobacco and wheat cultivation, with little aggregation and avoidance of upland areas. Gibbôs 

analysis aimed at documenting and interpreting variability and offered a statistical technique for 

identifying sites that may have functioned differently than those tobacco plantations along the 

navigable waterways. Settlement patterning in Marylandôs Tidewater region for the 19
th
 and 20

th
 

centuries has not been studied and the comments below pertaining to these later settlements are 

based on preliminary research. 

COLONIAL PERIOD 

Land grants from the Lords Baltimore, proprietors of the Maryland colony, varied greatly 

in size. Tracts listed in the various rent rolls range from a few acres to thousands of acres, with 

around seventy percent of the patents granted for parcels between 50 and 249 acres (123.5 to 

615.3 ha) (Wykoff 1937; Gibb 1996). Certain individuals and corporate groups (The Society of 

Jesus, or the Jesuits) received not only large tracts but manorial status, bestowing certain feudal 

rights on the holders of those manors. (The feudal system of courts and tenure never taking hold, 

lords of Maryland manors were little more than wealthy landlords.) Most 17
th
-century 

archeological sites occur within a few hundred feet of navigable water and near soils suitable for 

producing tobacco in large quantities, if not high quality; but a few have been found a mile or 

more inland, surrounded by soils illïsuited to tobacco culture. Tenants occupied all tracts, only 

the Lord Proprietor actually owning the land. Failure to pay the modest semi-annual quit rent and 

swear fidelity to the Baron (including recognizing his right to the land) could result in 

escheatment; viz., loss of all land and improvements to the Lord Proprietary. Tobacco was the 

principal cash crop, except where wheat dominated in portions of St. Maryôs County and the 

lower Eastern Shore, with maize, cattle, and swine raised for home consumption, ship 

provisioning, and limited coastal trade. 

The Proprietary long hoped to erect towns throughout the colony. These central paces 

would have encouraged tradesmen and promoted economic growth, as well as insure efficient 

collection of duties, fines, and other Proprietary revenues. Despite as series of laws passed 

between the 1660s and the early 1700s, few towns were ever realized: the tobacco staple 

economy and the interests of the planters were ill-suited to the village and outfield system of 

Great Britain and Ireland. But some few towns were established, most surviving only briefly. 

Port Tobacco was an exception for reasons as yet not entirely clear. Donald Shomette (2000) has 

summarized the townôs history in his Lost Towns of the Chesapeake, and Jean Lee has written at 

length about the townôs Revolutionary War and post-Revolution developments in her The Price 

of Nationhood: The American Revolution in Charles County. Briefly, the town served as the 

county seat from 1727/8 until 1895, long after its loss of port facilities because of sedimentation 

of the Port Tobacco River. During its relatively long life, Port Tobacco hosted the Charles 

County Court House, and Episcopal Church, newspapers, hotels, and a variety of mercantile and 

mechanical establishments. 

POSTïCOLONIAL PATTERNS 

As the colonists patented all of the prime lands along the coast, they began to move 

inland. By the middle of the 18
th
 century, the interior of Southern Maryland was thoroughly 

colonized and a nascent road system developed. The Lords Baltimore had begun to alienate land, 

selling it in fee simple and abolishing quit rents. Farm tenancy increasingly became the means by 
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which rural families gained access to farmland from large, wealthy landowners. Stiverson (1977) 

and Marks (1979) have examined patterns of farm tenancy for the 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries, 

respectively, but this author is unaware of any historical studies of late 19
th
- and early 20

th
-

century tenancy in Southern Maryland. 

Town and Lot History 

John Reps, in his Tidewater Towns: City Planning in Colonial Virginia and Maryland 

(Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 1972), provides a detailed account on why towns were 

created and, in most cases, failed to materialize in the Chesapeake region (see also Thomas 

1994). Port Tobacco is an exception to the general pattern of legally established towns that were 

platted but never settled, or that existed for only a decade or two as little more than a few houses 

around a courthouse or tobacco warehouse. Chandlerôs Townðan ill-defined hamlet named after 

Job Chandler, the first landholder in the areaðexisted near the head of the Port Tobacco River 

prior to the proprietary governmentôs enactment of the first town act (1668). The General 

Assembly designated Chandlerôs Town as the new seat of Charles County in 1727, renaming it 

Charles Town, after purchasing the land from William Chandler for 15,000 pounds of tobacco 

(Appendix A). The name Charles Town lingered in official documents, including deeds, but most 

locals appear to have used the name Port Tobacco, the name of the river derived from the 

Potobac Indians. Port Tobacco continued to serve as the seat of Charles County until 1896 when 

that honor was transferred to the nearby town of La Plata. Dr. Julia King and Mike Sutherland 

recently discovered the original (1674-1727) Charles County courthouse site at Mooreôs Lodge, 

southeast of La Plata (King, Strickland, and Norris 2008). 

The Charles Town courthouse opened between January 1728 and August 1729. The town 

act (1729) that remade Chandlerôs Town into Charles Town specified that the new county seat of 

60 acres was to be divided into 100 lots with streets, alleys, and a market square. The Anglican 

Church and the market place each had one acre reserved for their respective uses. Three lots 

previously taken up were retained when county surveyor, Major Robert Hanson, surveyed and 

lotted the town. Forty-three of the new lots were taken up over the next two years (Appendix B). 

The Act of the General Assembly for the laying out and erecting a town at the head of Port 

Tobacco Creek stated that each lot owner was required to erect a dwelling measuring at least 20 

ft on a side within 18 months or risk escheatment to Lord Baltimore. Owners of six lots had to 

reenter their claims because they failed to meet these conditions. By the last quarter of the 18
th
 

century, Charles Town consisted of 20 to 30 houses (1774), to 40 or 50 houses, a half dozen 

ordinaries and taverns, and as many stores, mostly run by Scotch firms. 

Port Tobacco declined during the post-Revolutionary War economic depression, but 

seems to have improved after the 1812-1815 war with Great Britain. A spate of public building, 

including a new courthouse and jail (1818), occurred through the latter part of the first quarter of 

the 19
th
 century, and the town successfully incorporated in 1860. By the middle of the 19

th
 

century the town had a newspaper and several hotels, and by the end of the century there were as 

many as 20 commercial establishments, including two newspapers, and 60 to 70 dwellings in and 

near the town. Economic development likely stalled by the onset of the Civil War, during which 

it was occupied by elements of General Sickles 6
th
 Army Corps, and the town declined 

afterwards. Recruitment of conspirators for the attempted kidnapping of President Lincoln 

occurred in town. Assassin John Wilkes Booth and his guide, David Herold, passed a few miles 

to the east in their attempted escape from Federal authorities in April 1865. 
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Port Tobacco grew as a small town at the intersection of land-based and water borne 

transportation networks. As railroads and, eventually, automobiles became the principal means of 

moving people and produce, at the expense of boats and steamships, the townôs location at the 

head of the Port Tobacco River became peripheral to the Countyôs growth. On January 1, 1873, 

the Popes Creek Branch of the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad opened for regular service 

between Upper Marlboro in Prince George's County to Popes Creek, Maryland. The station 

nearest to Port Tobacco was in nearby La Plata and residents there sought to move the county 

seat to their new town. Three years after fire destroyed much of the courthouse in Port Tobacco 

(1892), their efforts finally succeeded. Port Tobacco rapidly declined afterward. Where La Plata 

was not even included on an 1861 map (Chapman Town is noted), it appears in bolder, larger 

type than does Port Tobacco on an 1897 map of the area (Figures 3-1 and 3-2). 

While local historians have collected and collated a good deal of archival material on Port 

Tobacco, the PTAP team has integrated those data with newly collected archival material in a 

digital database. The database includes census data on the townôs inhabitants and neighbors, 

chains of title, pertinent newspaper items, and material from a variety of other conventional 

sources. The archival research is a component of the larger study of Port Tobacco and not of this 

specific investigation. 

Two of the principal sources for the current study are maps, the one dating to 1888, the 

other to 1942. In 1888, surveyor H. C. Pageðfor reasons not yet entirely clearðsurveyed the 

corporate limits of Port Tobacco (Figures 3-3 and 3-4). We suspect that his work was part of the 

communityôs attempt to retain the county seat, establishing both its prestige and antiquity through 

legal incorporation and emphasis on a New England-style village square upon which the 

courthouse fronted. This drawing likely served as a starting point for the several maps 

subsequently prepared. Robert G. Barbourôs 1942 sketch map of the town may be based on the 

Page survey, with added value in Mr. Barbourôs labeling many of the buildings with the ownersô 

names or the types of business undertaken within. This drawing, with some alterations, was re-

drafted by E. J. Barbour (1960), J. Richard ñRickò Rivoire (1973), and Donald Shomette (2000), 

and it has served as a cornerstone in efforts to research and restore the town (Figure 3-5). 

Combined, the Page and Barbour drawings are immensely important for understanding 

aspects of the townôs layout, scale, and occupational structure in the last quarter of the 19
th
 

century. It is necessary, however, that all researchers recognize that the drawings have little to 

offer about earlier manifestations of the town, especially of its Colonial beginnings, Early 

Republic decline, and 19
th
-century renaissance. Moreover, the Barbour map conflates years of 

usage and ownership to a single year. His drawing neatly summarizes the organization of the 

town in the late 19
th
 century, but it probably does not accurately document owners, residents, and 

businesses for any one year in the 1880s and 1890s; and, of course, it is entirely mute on the 

point of how the town was altered between 1895 and 1942. 
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Figure 3-1. Heyne map of parts of Virginia, Maryland & Delaware. 

Detail (1861). 

 
Figure 3-2. Map of Charles County (1897). 

Port Tobacco 
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Figure 3-3. H. C. Page survey (1888). 
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Figure 3-4. Re-drafted H. C. Page survey (2007). 

Previous Archaeological Investigations 

Local enthusiasts have undertaken archaeological excavations at Port Tobacco for many 

years, the apogee of which may have been the late 1960s and early 1970s. As noted in the 

Introduction, we have not yet established whether Alice Ferguson undertook archaeological study 

of the Chimney House lot or the surrounding fields when she acquired and restored the house. An 

examination of the archives at the Accokeek Foundation may prove fruitful in this regard. During 

a recent event at the reconstructed courthouse, a local resident approached one of us (Gibb) and 

said that her teacher had brought her class to the site in 1966 to excavate one or more units, 

noting particularly that they had done so before the excavation of the courthouse. That was the 

first the team had heard about this foray and it raises the possibility of a number of such 

explorations during the second half of the 20
th
 century, especially in the wake of the exceptional 

finds at Jamestown, Williamsburg, and Carterôs Grove in Virginia. 

More recently, Sheila Smith and Carol Cowherd identified notes in the collections of the 

Society for the Restoration of Port Tobacco from work conducted in the village green by Jerry 

Braley in the early 1970s. Rebecca Morehouse of the Maryland Archaeological Conservation 

facility loaned the project two boxes of artifacts and bones collected by Braleyôs team. Those 

materials are currently under investigation to determine if they can provide useful information. 


