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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 

 

 The Ayers Town site (38YK534) was discovered in 2008 during an archaeological and 

architectural survey by Legacy Research Associates to assess the impact of the proposed SC 

Bridges over the Catawba River and Twelve Mile Creek project near Catawba, South Carolina.  

The site was found to contain evidence of an eighteenth-century residential occupation by 

members of the Catawba Indian Nation and was recommended as being eligible for the National 

Register of Historic Places under Criterion D for its information potential.  In 2010, the South 

Carolina Department of Transportation sub-contracted, through Mulkey Engineers and 

Consultants, with the Research Laboratories of Archaeology at the University of North Carolina 

at Chapel Hill to undertake archaeological data recovery at the site.  Because of the site’s small 

size, its planned impact from the re-location of a high-pressure gas pipeline adjacent to the 

highway, and the potential for archaeologically and culturally sensitive features being present, 

the scope of work called for complete excavation of the site. 

 Archaeological field investigations began on April 20, 2010 and were completed on January 

6, 2011.  These investigations included: (1) mapping of shovel test pits previously excavated by 

Legacy archaeologists and comprehensive metal detection survey to identify site limits and 

determine areas of artifact concentration; (2) remote sensing survey using a gradiometer and soil-

auger testing at one-meter intervals to identify subsurface pit features; (3) systematic excavation 

of 24 1x1-m test pits across the site at 10-m intervals to assess site stratigraphy and sample 

artifacts from plowed soil deposits; (3) excavation of 87 additional 1x1-m units in 14 blocks to 

fully expose archaeological features identified in test pits and explore other areas suspected to 

contain archaeological features; (4) stripping of plowed soil using a mini-excavator and cleaning 

the exposed top-of-subsoil surface to identify and map archaeological features; and (5) the 

excavation of identified archaeological features. 

 One hundred and ninety-one archaeological features were found; of these, 165 are attributed 

to an historic, late eighteenth-century Catawba site occupation based on artifact content or spatial 

context, two are attributed to earlier Archaic or Woodland period occupations, and 24 were 

determined to be natural soil disturbances.  Features associated with the main Catawba 

occupation of the site include: 22 sub-rectangular and circular storage pits; 16 basin-shaped 

borrow pits; 40 postholes; 45 small, charcoal-filled smudge pits; 31 rectangular graves; five other 

small pits; five refuse-filled stump holes; and an erosional gully thought to be associated with a 

late eighteenth-century road running through the site.  Cultural deposits within features were 

excavated stratigraphically, and all fill was processed by a combination of waterscreening 

through fine mesh and flotation.  The spatial arrangement of features indicates a small town 

comprised of 12 structure or house localities arranged within five residential complexes and 

three cemeteries located between two of the residential areas.  Structures of both horizontal log 

and vertical, post-in-ground construction appear to be represented.  These houses and cemeteries 

are positioned along both sides of a hypothesized road corridor. 

 Archaeological investigations at Ayers Town resulted in the recovery of 22,488 cultural 

artifacts, excluding fire-broken rock, fired clay or daub, and subsistence remains.  Of these, 

2,148 are attributed to sporadic site occupations during the Archaic and Woodland periods 
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(between about 8500 BC and AD 1000), and 17 are the result of twentieth-century activities.  

The remaining 20,323 artifacts are attributable to a historic Catawba village dating to the late 

1700s.  Catawba-made pottery comprises more than 85% of this assemblage and represents pans, 

jars, bowls, plates, and cups.  Most represent European vessel forms, are burnished or uniformly 

smoothed, and are made using reddish brown or pale gray clay with little or no visible temper.  

Some of this clay has been identified through elemental analysis as likely coming from the 

nearby Nisbet Bottoms where present-day Catawba potters still obtain their clay.  Numerous rim 

fragments have painted lip treatments produced with red sealing wax. 

 English ceramics, while not abundant, represent several different ware groups, some which 

were obsolete by the time Ayers Town was occupied.  In descending order of frequency, these 

include creamwares, pearlwares, clouded ware, green-glazed cream-bodied wares, Jackfield 

ware, tin-enamelled wares, Chinese porcelain, and two fragments of an embossed rocco antico 

stoneware lid.  The uneven distribution of creamware and pearlware ceramics within the 

excavated features suggests different occupational histories for some of the houses at Ayers 

Town.  Other artifacts from Ayers Town mostly represent European or Euroamerican-

manufactured goods and include: cast iron cookware, tinware, and glassware; harness, bridle, 

saddle, and wagon hardware; hand-wrought nails; gun parts, flints, and ammunition; scissors, 

needles, pins, and thimbles; buttons and cufflinks; almost 1,500 glass beads; Catawba-made and 

English kaolin tobacco pipes; Jew’s harps; and a 1782 George III Hibernia halfpenny. 

 Historical documents suggest that Ayers Town, named for the town’s leader in the late 

1790s, Col. John Ayers, was established by Catawbas returning from Virginia in 1781 and was 

occupied until about 1800.  Lady Henrietta Liston, an English traveler who visited the town in 

1797, noted that about 300 Catawbas lived in the Nation at that time and were settled at Ayers 

Town and two other towns on the opposite side of the river.  She observed Catawbas living in 

two types of houses—cribbed-log structures with a central hearth which she regarded as a more 

traditional house form, and cribbed-log structures with an end chimney and fireplace—and her 

overall description of the town indicates that it was larger than the archaeological site that now 

represents it.  Most of the surrounding site area was heavily impacted in the mid-twentieth 

century by road construction and soil borrowing activities. 

 Most of the cultural features at Ayers Town have been excavated; however, unlike most sites 

that undergo archaeological data recovery to mitigate their loss due to the adverse effect of a 

project, Ayers Town remains a significant cultural resource.  As an archaeological site, it has 

yielded significant new information about the Catawba Nation during the late 1700s and 

provides tangible evidence of the Catawbas’ long and rich heritage; and as an extant cemetery, it 

remains a place that is sacred to the descendant Catawba community.  For both of these reasons, 

it is imperative that Ayers Town be properly managed and monitored to insure its long-term 

protection. 
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