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Conclusion 

 

 Archaeological investigations at Ayers Town between April 20, 2010 and January 6, 2011 

consisted of comprehensive exploration of the site using metal detectors and soil augers, 

systematic sampling of plow zone deposits through the hand excavation of 110 1x1-meter units, 

and the removal of topsoil from the remainder of the site using heavy machinery.  This resulted 

in the complete exposure of the site at the top-of-subsoil level, the identification of 191 

archaeological features, and the recovery of more than 20,000 artifacts.  One hundred and 

seventy of the features were determined to be of cultural origin, and all but two are attributed to 

Catawba occupation of the site in the late eighteenth century.  These archaeological remains 

represent sporadic site use during the Archaic and Woodland periods, and a more substantial 

Catawba town that was occupied between 1781 and about 1800.  The spatial arrangement of 

features suggests that Ayers Town consisted of at least a dozen structures within five residential 

complexes and that the community was oriented along a road that ran along the terrace crest.  

Additional houses likely were scattered along this road both north and south of the excavation 

area. 







CHAPTER 5 

124 
 

 

Figure 5.9.  Tree disturbance (Feature 67) plan view and profile drawings, and excavation photographs: top 

of feature (top, view to north) and excavated feature (bottom, view to north). 

thermal mass for cooking without exposing foods or other materials to direct flame.  This can be 

accomplished either by in situ heating of the stones by burning fuel above or below the rocks, or 

by transfer of heated rocks from an exterior fire to the cooking pit.  In the case of Features 31 

and 60, dense, compact beds of rock probably represent preparation for in situ firings.  The 

relatively small size of these rock-filled basins may reflect dry-heat, direct cooking of small 

packages of food, presumably high-value resources such as meats. 

Archaeological evidence for such “rock oven” cooking facilities is well documented in 

Archaic and Woodland period contexts throughout the Southeast, and similar facilities are 

widely distributed across North America wherever suitable stones are available (Petraglia 2002; 

Wandsnider 1997).  

 

Refuse-Filled Stump Holes or Rootmolds 

 

Five naturally occurring stump holes or root molds (Features 67, 95, 96, 142, and 187) 

yielded substantial quantities of refuse attributable to the early Federal period Catawba 

occupation (Figure 5.9).  These disturbances are distinguished by irregular profiles, often with 

multiple tapered protrusions indicative of root proliferation, and probably represent casts opened 

by decaying tree trunks, stumps, and roots.  Feature 142, a basin-shaped disturbance with a 

deeper central extension, may represent a void left by an uprooted tree root mass and taproot.   
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The upper matrices of these disturbances yielded a considerable array of materials, including 

Catawba potsherds, English potsherds, lead, silver and brass fragments, animal bone, ash, and 

raw potter’s clay. The high density and diversity of materials recovered from these contexts 

indicate intentional filling of these voids with primary or secondary refuse.  While such natural 

cavities probably afforded excellent receptacles for opportunistic trash disposal, they probably 

also presented hazards to pedestrian or horse traffic onsite, and refuse disposal into these voids 

likely served a dual purpose for maintenance and management of the site surface.  

 

Erosional Gully 

 

Feature 102 was a large, natural erosional gully at the northwest edge of the site that likely 

formed either prior to the Catawba occupation of the site or during the early stages of this 

occupation (Figure 5.10).  Excavations exposed a 10-meter long segment of the gully from its 

head between Structure Localities 5 and 7 to the northern edge of the machine stripped exposure.  

This segment revealed increasing depth from 33 cm at the gully head to 125 cm (including 80 cm 

of overburden deposits) at the edge of the exposure.  These deposits yielded small fragments of 

Catawba pottery throughout.  Excavation of a 0.5 m by 2.0 m exploratory trench across the gully 

itself revealed distinct sediment zones that contained small Catawba potsherds and bone 

fragments, but lacked dense primary refuse deposits from the village, an indication that the 

filling of this feature probably postdates the village occupation.  

The gully, and the deposits within and above this erosional feature, illustrates the 

transformations of the site surface during and after the Catawba village occupation.  Trampling 

and denuding of the site surface during the village occupation likely introduced an erosional 

regime to a previously stable, wooded terrace surface.  Erosion processes appear to have 

accelerated after the village occupation, with deflation and sheet erosion as well as development 

of downcutting gullies.  The head of the Feature 102 gully corresponds with the position of a 

hypothesized road that crosscut the site during and after the village occupation, and the gully 

may have formed in relation to the roadbed.  The gully itself appears to have downcut rapidly, 

then filled with organically enriched topsoil from the site surface.  These sediments were then 

smothered with a dense mantle of finer-grained sediments that reflect mass wasting of the site 

and adjacent surfaces.  These sediments appear to reflect multiple episodes of sheet wash 

deposition, a process that may relate to poor farming practices during expansion of agricultural 

production—particularly cotton farming—in the early-to-mid nineteenth century.  The surface 

appears to have stabilized after plowing ceased in the early twentieth century, when the site was 

probably consigned to pasture. 

The erosional history of the site after abandonment of the Catawba village suggests 

substantial modification of the former occupation surface and probably accounts for relatively 

thin (10–20 cm) deposits over much of the site surface, in contrast to the thick (>50 cm) horizons 

of redeposited soils along the northwest, downslope margin of the site.  The incidence of 

Catawba sherds in these thicker soils documented by survey shovel tests and one-meter test units 

corresponds to debris recovered from the gully and overburden, and does not reflect buried 

occupation surfaces. 
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Figure 5.10.  Erosional gully (Feature 102) plan view and profile drawings, and excavation 

photographs: Profile 1 (middle left, view to south), Profile 2 (middle right, view to northwest), 

Profile 2 after excavation of exploratory trench (bottom left, view to northwest), and recording 

Profile 2 (bottom right, view to west). 


