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A Late Woodland Double Indian Burial at College Point, New York
Ralph S. Solecki, Metropolitan Chapter; NYSAA, Columbia University, New York

A double prehistoric Indian burial dating from the Late
Woodland period was found at Graham Court in College
Point in 1934. It was one of several prehistoric Indian
burials reportedly uncovered by workmen and chance
collectors. No record of these reported findings has been
found. The burial pit appears to have had prior uses as afire
pit and a storage pit. as well as a final trash.pit. The burials
were found in the upper layer if is possible that the pit saw
intermittent, possibly seasonal, use.
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Figure 2. The burial pit at Graham
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Bay at College Point. The burial sire is a few yards in from the rim of the bank (photo by the author).

that in grading Graham Court (26th Street)
between 121" and 1220d Streets, the workers encountered a
crumbling human skeleton. The police were called in, and
detecti ves from Flushing came to the scene to take charge of
the skeletal remains. These were taken to the Queensboro
morgue. We can only imagine what became of them after
that. The author of the newspaper article speculated that the
skeletal remains might have been that of a slave, because the
owner of the property, Captain J. Graham, was thought to be
a slave runner. There was nothing left to be seen at the site
except for some scattered manne shells, some disturbed
earth, and the remains of a brick construction which may
have been a wine cellar.
A subsequent visit the same year to the Graham Court
site was more productive. The topsoil had been skimmed
away from the surface, down to the sterile loam, revealing
traces of shell pits. I later learned that the topsoil from this
site was trucked out to the Flushing Meadows for the
surfacing of the 1939 World's Fair Grounds. With a hometown colleague, Stanley Wisniewski (Figure 4), from
Maspeth, Queens, I explored a number of shell pits and
several dark oval areas, possibly "wigwam" sites at Graham
Court in 1934. He also helped with the excavation of the
burial on the last clay of the work.
It appeared

0

Later the same year, on one of my inspections on
August 5, 1934 of the Graham Court site, I noted what
appeared to be the top of a disturbed shell pit (Figure 5). It
was about 365 ft west of II2th Avenue (the old College Point
Causeway), in line with Graham Court (Figure I). The
surface of the shell pit showed signs that it had already been
shovel tested by someone. Marine shells from the pit had
been thrown out of the shallow excavation. I initially
assumed that the person had partially excavated the content
of the pit, and then filled it in again. This appeared to be
discouraging. B lit I thought a record of the pit's existence
should be made. In order to check its measurements, 1 began
to clean Out the disturbed fill. Some loose bones, the toe
bones of a human skeleton turned up in my clearing work.
Continuing with the excavation, more loose bones, those of
an adult human skeleton were found The shell pit was
rough ly oval in shape, measuring about 8 ft long and 5 ft
wide in maximum dimensions. When finally excavated, the
pit bottom was reached at a depth of 5 ft 3 in (Figure 2).
It soon became apparent that only the first two feet of
the pit contents had been disturbed. In my Cleaning operations, I was surpnsed to come upon several human bones
scattered throughout the disturbed soil, These were apparently uncovered by the unknown excavator, who for some

73

I
I
I
I

The Bulletin·

Number

122

..

----,.
. .,1

-'I'

I
I
I
I
Figure 4.. Stanley Wisniewski excavating in the base of the burial pit in L934 (photo by the author).
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excavation in depth, it was discovered
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pit, which was somewhat
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the loam came from the sides of the pit as cave-ins.
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other alternative was that the yellow loam was purposefully
thrown in as a cover over garbage debris. In the first case, it

the two burials had been laid together in the top layer of the
six layers distinguished
in the pit (Figure 2). The sediment in
this layer (A) was a dark brown mixed earth. Its contents

may be suggested
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loam, may be reflective of a desire for a more sanitary condition of the site. This is considered
as a remote possibility.
The evidence of fire at the base of the pit (Layer F) may have

marine shells, many of which were oyster and clam

shells. The layer was about a foot thick. The artifacts recovered from it included: pieces of two broken clay vessels, a
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Unfortunately,
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of the human skeletal remains. Perhaps we could not keep
them anyway, because of NAGPRA. [ recently tried to
deposit some Indian skeletal remains with a couple local
museums, but was told that they could not accept them,
evidently because of the prohibition. We can only guess how
many Indian skeletons were found on the E. Stratton estate.
As with the Indians in the Bronx, the Graham Court
deceased were apparently buried without any rituals or
burial goods accompanying them. This is one of the hallmarks of the Late Woodland period. As Ritchie (1980: (72)
comments on the Clasons Point burials, the flexed corpses of
the dead were simply placed for burial in a "convenient"
storage or cooking pit. It may be significant that the College
Point burials were placed in the upper part of the pit, as a
secondary use of the feature.
From the character of the artifactual remains and the
circumstances of the burials, we are fairly certain that the
burials were made during Late Woodland times. Notable
among the distinguishing traits for this period are the bone
beads, the ceramics, the presence of the com and the absence
of burial goods, and the method of burials in the flexed position. The com evidence shows that the occupants of the site
practiced some form of agriculture as part of the food
economy. This may have been the beginning of the subordination of their sale dependence upon hunting and fishing
activities in favor of agriculture.
A number of the artifacts from College Point, along
with other Long Island artifacts, were put on display at the
Flushing Library in Queens. We have an unconfirmed report
that when the library was modernized, at least some of the
exhibit material was taken over by the Queens Historical
Society. Carlyle Smith (1950: 175) notes that the collection
had been deposited with the Rochester Museum of Arts and
Sciences for "future study." When I was associated with the
Smithsonian Institution, I gifted the two pottery vessels, the
bone beads and other artifacts from the Graham Court.
College Point grave pit to the Smithsonian National
Museum (Accession Numbers 411524,411515) ..
Tn his publication Smith (1950) identified the larger of
the two vessels from the burial pit as belonging to a type he
named "Van Cortland Stamped" of his "East River Ceramic
Tradition." The type site for this pottery Smith finds in the
Bronx, where such ceramics were recovered in earlier
archaeological investigations by Skinner (1919) in the
Bronx on the East River at Throgs Neck and Clason's Point.
It resembles quite closely Ritchie's (1980) Castle Creek
stage of the Late Owasco in upper New York State. Kraft
(1986 Figure 35c) illustrates a vessel he identifies as Oak
Hill Corded, which looks remarkably like the Graham Court
vessel. These vessels belong to the prehistoric culture called
the Late Woodland, dating between about 1,000 A.D. and
1,650 A.D. (Kraft 1986:116). This is in agreement for the

placement of the Late Woodland by Ritchie (1980:Figure 1),
and this is at variance with the dating given for the Late
Woodland (1,000-400 B.P.) (Cantwell and Wall 200] :93).
No radiocarbon dates were obtained through our excavation;
at the time of my investigations, this dating technique was
not yet discovered.
The larger of the two vessels stands about 8.5 in high,
with a circular mouth about 5 in in diameter. The maximum
diameter of the body is about 6.5 in, and at the neck
measures about 4.75 in. The vessel had a capacity of about
one-half gallon. It is dark grey in color, with dark "firing"
clouds. The exterior of the vessel is cord-marked and the
interior is smoothed. It is grit tempered. The body is globular
in shape, with a neck ending in a thickened rim. The body is
marked with a cord-wrapped paddle overall in a criss-cross
manner. The paddling was carried up just to the neck, which
was smooth surfaced. The neck was decorated with a series
of diagonal cord impressions which were evidently applied
singly. These impressions extended between the body proper
and the collar. The collar had a decoration of four encircling
bands of diagonal cord impressions evidently applied singly
on wet clay. There was space between the top of the upper
encircling band and the lip of the rim. On the latter a series
of diagonal single cord marks were impressed, evidently one
by one. The bottom of the vessel, which carried the marks of
the cord-wrapped paddle, was round. The vessel could not
stand upright without support, and must have been set
among supporting stones on the hearth. The vessel was
broken in several large fragments. Practically all of the
pieces, save for a small section near the base, were recovered.
The smaller vessel from the same burial pit was more
like a cup. It measured about 4 in high, with a mouth about
2.75 in in diameter. The walls of the vessel were straight
sided. The maximum diameter of the body was a little over
3 in. It was grit tempered. There was a double constriction at
the rim, as if it had been pressed out from the inside against
a constricting circular band. The vessel body had been
roughly smoothed. The interior was smoothed. The only
decoration, if we can call it that, were the constricting bands
at the rim.

Interpreta tions
What we have at Graham Court is an extraordinarily deep
pit, which must have taken its diggers considerable effort to
excavate with what tools they had, possibly wooden spades
and large marine shells. Other pits found at the site were
generally shallower, about a couple feet deep. The Graham
Court pit was obviously not dug originally as a burial pit
because only the top layer contained the burials. Layers C
and 0 contained refuse debris from household use. The
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bottom Layer F contained evidence of fire with burned soil,
ashes, and charcoal flecks. The burned soil is positive
evidence that it was an in situ burning. In all likelihood the
pit was originally a storage or cache pit, which was later
turned into a refuse pit, and finally a convenient place for the
burials. Ritchie (1944:64, Figure 2) illustrates a cache pit
with a secondary use for a flexed burial. There were remains
of burning at the bottom of this pit, as with the Graham
Court pit.
Layers B and D, the sterile loam deposits, were probably natural fills fallen from the sides. They may mark a
seasonal hiatus in the site's occupation when the local
Indians went on a seasonal round.
Of a number of other finds made on the Graham Court
Site by other investigators, the triple Indian burial pit is most
informative. A number of other pits and a dog burial, were
discovered by (Lopez and Wisniewski 1958) several yards
away at the Graham Court Site. Aside from this reference
and Carlyle Smith's (1950) publication, we have no more
pertinent information in print on the Graham Court Site.
H was learned later that William L. Cal ver, and
Leonidas Westervelt, both members of the New York
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Historical Society's Field Exploration Committee, had made
excavations at the site without our knowledge. Both
gentlemen were our acquaintances, and were told by us
about the skeletal finds at College Point. They had used a
steel probing rod to locate shell pits on archaeological sites.
Probing through the grassy turf near our burial pit, they
found two more shell pits close by our pit, each containing a
single flexed human skeleton. It is not known what became
of them. Inquiry at the New York Historical Society revealed
that they had never received any material or data from either
Calver's or Westervelt's investigations on College Point.
Matt Schreiner left his College Point field notes with
me; these contain additional data on the Graham Court Site,
which will be entered in a planned future publication. There
were several other investigators who explored the site, but
left no known record. As to how many Indian skeletons were
found on the Stratton estate in College Point, we can only
hazard a guess. We know that skeletons have been found
there according to reports in 1861. In the 1930-50s, we know
for certain that at least five had been uncovered by us and
others (Civilian Works Administration, Westervelt, and
Calver),
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Vaillancourt imagined. Artist's reconstruction of longhouses discovered by Chenango Chapter archaeologists (drawing by Daniyel Faulkner).
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