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 Fossil Islands—A Potential Maritime Context in the Northeast 
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Introduction 

 Fort Drum is located in Jefferson and Lewis Counties in Northern New 

York State (Fort Drum Location Map).  Fort Drum’s wide variety of terrain and 

landform types makes it fascinating both archaeologically and geologically.  The 

northeastern part of the Installation touches on the Adirondack foothills and is 

characterized by rocky outcrops and small waterways.  Moving south through the 

Post, there are areas of glacial lake plain followed by sandy deltaic deposits that 

represent fossil beach lines of Glacial Lake Iroquois.  Other relics of the glacial 

lake are landforms that would once have been islands but now appear as hills 

jutting from the Lake Plain.  Two such landforms are located in the extreme 

northern portion of the Installation in Training Areas 17C and 17D (Fossil Island 

Slide).   During the Frontenac Phase of Glacial Lake Iroquois, which dates to 

approximately 11,200 +/- 190 B.P. (Rush, et al. 2003), they would have appeared 

in the landscape as small, low islands.   

The Paleoindian Landscape 

 The Paleoindian landscape has been much discussed and theories vary.  

Meltzer (1988) argues for the more popular theory of a mixed environment of 

periglacial tundra in the high-latitude regions and boreal forest in the unglaciated 

regions.  Custer and Stewart (1990) advocate a strictly boreal forest environment 

saying that the glacial tundra was gone by 12,500 BP.  They consider it unlikely 

that caribou herds and megafauna were available for Paleoindian subsistence 

use.  In either event, in a more local context, the melt waters from the receding 
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ice sheets and the draining of Glacial Lake Iroquois would have created a fairly 

swampy landscape with numerous streams, rivers and small lakes for Northern 

New York’s most recent immigrants.   

 The presence of Paleoindian sites on Fort Drum and in the surrounding 

area has been well documented.   Three Paleoindian projectile points and two 

blade tools have been recovered in surface contexts on Fort Drum.  Ritchie 

(1980) identifies the locations of 4 fluted points found in Jefferson County.  Two 

Debert style fluted points were recovered in the Jefferson County Village of Cape 

Vincent and one of the same style was found in the Lewis County hamlet of Deer 

River (Rush, et al. 2003).  (USGS Slide) Cook (1985) mentions the presence of a 

Clovis point in a collection made near the Lewis County Village of Harrisville.  

Interestingly, there is a large hill just outside Cook’s potential site location area 

that would have been an island at an even earlier time than Fort Drum’s 

landforms. 

Boat Background 

 Until relatively recently, the use of boats of any type by North American 

Paleoindian peoples was not a well-accepted hypothesis.  It has always been 

widely acknowledged, however, that Asian and European cultures have utilized 

maritime technology since the earliest times (e.g. Engelbrecht and Seyfert 1994; 

Adney and Chapelle 1964; Johnstone 1980).  In more recent years, evidence has 

been mounting for the use of watercraft in models for both coastal and inland 

migration patterns for the populating of the Americas.  Sites on islands off the 

coast of California (Cassidy, et al. 2004, Fagan 2004) have returned Paleoindian 
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dates establishing the sea-faring abilities of the early inhabitants there.  It has 

also been hypothesized that, contrary to the classic picture of early man walking 

unhindered across a dry land bridge to this continent, he may actually have used 

boats to reach the New World in the first place (Johnstone 1980; Engelbrecht 

and Seyfert 1994).  Dates for, and conditions of, the ice-free corridor vary 

considerably, but as Engelbrecht and Seyfert (1994) point out, the crossing 

would most assuredly have been easier with watercraft than without them. 

Fort Drum and the Paleo Maritime Context 

The Paleo Maritime context on Fort Drum began to come together during 

the summer of 2004 with the identification of an unusual artifact assemblage from 

FDP 1208 as boat-building tools.  (Location Slide) The site is located on a 

sheltered cove just above the 600’ contour on a fossil beach strand.  The Fort 

Drum assemblage (Comparison Slide) bore a strong morphological 

resemblance to artifacts from Eel Point on San Clemente Island off the coast of 

California where Dr. Jim Cassidy had established the construction and use of 

boats by Paleoindians (Cassidy, et al. 2004).  The majority of the tools recovered 

were scrapers, punches, blades and drills—all tools used in boat-building.  There 

was no indication of habitation or food preparation (Cassidy, 2004).  Included in 

the Fort Drum assemblage was a polyhedral microblade core indicative of 

Paleoindian tool-making.  Experimental use-wear comparison analysis of the Fort 

Drum tools bore out the theory that the FDP 1208 assemblage was likely used 

for the building of bark boats or canoes (Cassidy 2004; Rush and Cassidy 2005). 
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  Further re-examination of artifacts in the rest of the Fort Drum collection 

by Dr. Cassidy produced interesting results.  One site that came under 

consideration was FDP 1152.  (Borrow Slide) The site is situated on what is now 

a large hill that rises to an elevation of 620’ AMSL. Composed of sand and 

cobbles, it is part of the Philadelphia moraine (Buddington 1934).  The 

southwestern part of the hill had already been partially borrowed out at the time 

of the initial survey in 1999.  The north and east sides of the hill slope down 

gently at first to a terrace at about 600’ AMSL and then drop off quite steeply.  

The south side is generally steeper with a less well-defined terrace.  

In 1999, a Phase I shovel test survey was conducted on the top and 

northern side of the hill (1999 STP Slide).  The artifact assemblage consisted of 

a number of pieces of chert and quartz debitage and a stone pestle with red 

ochre residue on one end (Pestle and Blade Slide).  Although this artifact was 

correctly identified at the time of survey, its significance was not understood until 

the consulting visit by Dr. Cassidy.  Dr. Cassidy also identified a segment of a 

utilized prismatic quartz microblade indicative of Paleoindian occupation from a 

1999 survey of a similar hilltop approximately 600m southwest of FDP 1152 

(Cassidy, 2004).  This artifact and its attendant assemblage had been assigned 

the site number FDP 1149. 

Red ochre was sometimes ground and used to temper spruce gum which 

was then applied to bark canoes as a sealant (Adney and Chapelle 1964; 

Cassidy 2004).  Given the presence of an ochre-stained pestle on a hilltop with 

the elevation of the FDP 1152 , the presence of a Paleoindian artifact on a similar 
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hilltop and the identification of a Paleoindian boat-building site at a comparable 

elevation elsewhere on Fort Drum the beginnings of a Paleo Maritime model 

began to emerge. 

Clearly, additional testing was required.  A second Phase I survey was 

conducted at FDP 1152 in the fall of 2004 (2004 STP Slide).  Using GPS 

technology, the original baseline was re-created.  A new baseline using a 10m 

grid was then offset from the original baseline, creating, in effect, a 5m grid over 

the area.  This survey concentrated on the area of the site where the pestle had 

been recovered.  This also proved, on a windy November day, to be the leeward 

side of the “island”.  (Slide of Artifacts)  The majority of the artifact assemblage 

consisted of quartz shatter and a small number of possible quartz cores and 

flakes.  Several pieces of a red mineral tentatively identified as ochre were also 

recovered.  More significant artifacts included a trianguloid artifact which is 

similar to the polyhedral microblade core recovered from FDP 1208 but is more 

probably a punch, a quartz scraper, a quartz drill, a quartz blade tool and an 

ochre-stained rock that may be a second pestle. 

Additional survey in 2005 produced some unremarkable quartz debitage 

and probably established the easternmost boundary of the site. 

Based on the information from the 2004 Phase I survey, (Phase II Slide) 

Phase II test units were excavated during the summer of 2005 under a Legacy 

grant for the study of the Paleo Maritime context.   

The cultural layer appears to be very shallow—within the first 30-40cm— 

overlaying a cobble matrix.  Due to military training, there was some minor 



 6

disturbance in the first few centimeters.  Carbon-14 assays of two samples taken 

from 8cm below the surface of test unit 2 returned dates corresponding to the 

time of European contact.  A piece of shell was also sent for analysis but it was 

found to be fossilized and unreactive and so could not be dated.  A number of 

interesting artifacts were recovered.   Some of the artifacts and much of the 

debitage were made from a pinkish quartz-like material (Artifact Slide).  This 

material was initially thought to be a type of rose quartz, but has been tentatively 

identified as Pamelia sandstone (Holland, pers. comm.).  Based on its 

appearance, the sandstone has become sufficiently silicified to make it conducive 

to use in manufacturing stone tools (Andrefsky 1998). Although Pamelia 

sandstone is not known to have been used extensively for prehistoric tool making 

(Holland), (Debitage Slide) the nature of the artifacts and the amount of debitage 

recovered show that this site is an exception to that rule.  Although this material 

is available locally in the underlying stratigraphy, it has never been recovered 

before in a cultural context on Fort Drum.  It also does not appear to be available 

in the till that makes up the landform.  (Test Unit Slide) The debitage was almost 

entirely confined to test units 2 and 3 with test units 1 and 4 yielding only 3 

pieces between them.  Additionally, despite the close interval shovel test grid and 

the fact that the test units were actually based on positive shovel tests, no 

Pamelia sandstone debitage was recovered during the Phase I survey.  This 

small, dense concentration seems to argue for deliberate use of the stone in a 

confined area.  The size of some of the flakes seems to indicate tool manufacture 

rather than simple sharpening of existing tools.   
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Other significant artifacts from the Phase II excavations included (Artifact 

Slide) the medial section of a small projectile point made of clear Pamelia 

sandstone, a possible wedge, a scraper or wedge, a punch or drill, (Blade Slide) 

a partial prismatic blade, (Bone Slide) two pieces of bone that show polish and 

other modifications (Slide) and this unusual lithic.   

Conclusion and Discussion 

 (Website Slide) Although the Paleoindian nature of this site is still only 

inferred, it is clear that the site may be significant for a number of reasons.  The 

material recovered is unprecedented in Fort Drum lithic assemblages and may 

indicate some special significance that will come to light after further excavations.  

Like the tools at FDP 1208, the FDP 1152 assemblage appears to be activity-

specific.  The artifacts, a blade tool, scrapers, punches, pestles and a wedge 

have all been established as boat-building tools.  As at FDP 1208, there is no 

sign of habitation although some tool manufacture was definitely performed.  The 

presence of a partial prismatic blade may be the first evidence for the site being 

of Paleoindian origin.   

(Thanks Slide) There is no precedent in the area for the survival of bone 

from Paleoindian contexts.  The C-14 dates and the presence of bone tools may 

indicate multi-component occupation at the site.  Given its location and presumed 

function, the site promises to offer further insight into the Paleo Maritime context 

and may also contribute to the ever-changing, always-improving Fort Drum 

sensitivity model.  
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