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ASSESSMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SENSITIVITY
PHELPS DODGE SITE

A. INTRODUCTION

The Phelps Dodge site is located in the Maspeth section of Queens. The site is
bounded by 56th Road and the LIRR tracks to the north, 48th Street to the east, vacant
land to the west, and Maspeth and Newtown Creeks to the south (see Figure 1). The
Phelps Dodge site occupies Block 2527, Lot 5 and Block 2529, Lot 1, an area of
approximately 28 acres. The site contains the facilities of the former Laurel Hill Works of
the Phelps Dodge Refining Corporation which terminated its operations in 1983.

B. ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS

The surface elevation in the immediate vicinity of the site is between 20 and 23 feet
above mean sea level (MSL) and has a uniform and gradual slope from 56th Road to
Newtown Creek. Borings completed in 1985, at the southeast corner of the site, confirm
that the site is composed of fill ranging in depth from 10 to 20 feet below grade (the depth
is greater closer to the water). A set of boring logs are included in Appendix A.
Groundwater at the site is located at an elevation of 8 to 12 feet above MSL and is affected
by tidal activity within Newtown Creek.

C. BACKGROUND HISTORY

As evidenced on historic maps and indicated by soil borings reports, most of the
project site was originally under water or marshland prior to landfilling activities in the late
19th century (see Figures 2 and 3, Appendix A). According to a report on the site’s soil and
groundwater conditions, the high water line was originally 300 to 500 feet inland from the
current shoreline of Newtown and Maspeth Creeks (see Figure 3). These wetland areas,
as well as the elevated area to the north of the site, may have been attractive to Native
Americans, and in particular, there is evidence of prehistoric activity and Native American
presence in the Maspeth Creek/Newtown Creek area. One site has been identified to the
east of the project site on the Maspeth Creek (Solecki). Because of the proximity to this
known site, and the general sensitivity of the area, the project site could be sensitive for
prehistoric period remains.

The project site was expanded to its current configuration in the late 19th century
when the surrounding Newtown Creek area was being transformed into a major industrial
water way with dredging and the construction of bulkheads (historic maps are provided in
Figures 4, 5, and 6). Since 1891, the project site has been occupied by an electrolytic copper
refinery known originally as the Nichols Refinery and then as the Phelps Dodge Refinery.
The entire site was used by the facility and was intensely developed over the long period of
occupancy. The facility was closed in 1983. There were no other known uses on the site

rior to the development of the refinery and, therefore, it is not considered sensitive for
istoric period resources. The issue of the possible importance of industrial artifacts



remaining from the Phelps Dodge facility has been addressed in a report prepared by
Thomas Flagg that will be submitted to the Landmarks Preservation Commission as part of
a related analysis for this project.

D. POTENTIAL PROJECT IMPACTS

The proposed generic building design for the sludge management plan is expected
to have a spread-footing foundation to a depth of 5 to 6 feet below grade and there is also
the possibility that pilings would be placed along the perimeter of the building - extending
down to bedrock. The installation of spread footings is not expected to extend below the
extensive layer of landfill covering the site and would therefore, not disturb potentiaily
semsitive prehistoric archaeological resources below this level. ~ The installation of piles
would not be expected to sigm'glcantly disturb any potential resources below the layer of fill.
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APPENDIX A

Fred C. Hart Associates
Soil Investigation Results, Laurel Hill Works, Maspeth, New York,
March 26, 1986
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