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NOTES ON SLAUGHTER CREEK 
By D. s. Davidson 

;\t various times during 1933-1934 the writer, under the 
~uspices of the Faculty Research Committee of the University of 
Pennsylvania and accompanied by graduate students of the Department 
of Anthropoloey or by members of the Archaeological Society of 
Delaware, conducted exc.:ivatlons 3.t Slaughter Creek, the most ex­
tonsi ve lmown aboriginal site in Delnwn.re. Al though thes!'.:! efforts 
to date must be considered as of a most preliminary nature it is 
possible on the basis of the lnf'orm~tion secured to outline some 

' of the broader problems which beg for tre~tmcnt and to suggest n few 
ten ta ti ve conclusions which pertain to them, subj cct to reconsider a-· 
tion when the site ho.s been more extenslvely surveyed. Th& follow­
i~B notes, therefore, are offered for the primary purpose of 
acquainting the members of the Society with the status of part of 
thc:: \;orl{ so far conducted and with the problems which should be taken 
into consideration in the planning of further a.ctivities in the 
state. 

The Slaughtt::r Creek site, .:is is well known, is situ3.ted on 
Prime Hook Week, the southorn shore of Sla.ughtc r Creek, and extends 
from the edge of the marshlands, which stretch east"mrd to Del:wmre 
B~y, for an undetermined distance inland. The site obviously is 
n most fuvornblc one. The l:md is fertile and v1ell suited to 
agricultur£, the ndjacent.marshalands, .:ind woods must ha.ve 
provided nn abundance of fov1l and g;:t.me, and the water\;ays nnd 
Del.'J.\~'.'.lre Bay cont::i.in a never fo.iling supply of fish .rtnd shellfood. 
Indeed, shellfood seems to h~ve been of prim::i.ry importance in the 
diet of the aborgincs if v-:e may judge from the grertt abundance of 
refuse-pits filled with oyster ond other shells, u chnracteristic 
feqture of this site, in distinct contrast to aboriginal locations 
further inland in which shells ~re generally l~cking. 

Shell heaps as evidence of aborigin~l occupation are not 
uncommon in all parts of the world but in most loc'lltties they 'lre · 
situ~ted on the const, as near as possible to the source of supply. 
This seems natural since shellfood is ::i bulky commodity which cont~. ins 
little food in proportion to ~ts weight and grent quantities of 
which cn.n not be carried easily .even with b:tskcts or other containers. 
In most ~reas shell dumps are in the form of sru~ll mounds rising 
above the surface of the ground, subsequently covered by scmd or 
e:irth as the result of natural agencies·. 

The shell a.ccumulntions at Slaughter Creek differ in these 
two respects for not only were the biva.lv~s trmsported, presum:i.bly 
by canoe, several ;niles inland from the b.'ly but the shells were 
car1.::fully disposed of along with other rubbish in large pits dug for 
the purpose. Although the earth is soft in this locality 1s elseQ 
where in Del:iware, the digging of these pits must have ent.'.liled con­
siderable labor for ·mo.ny of them exceed ten feet in surface length 
e.nd width o.nd the larger ones may be betwe::en four and five feet in 
depth. The tools employed in making these excavations 1.ere not 
discovered but may have b~en the shells, themselves. When it is 
realized that the Slaughter creek site is studded with these pits, 
the total number probably running into the hundreds, the great amount 
of labor involved can be appreciated. Whatever the direct motive for 
these efforts may have been ~he results cert1inly contributed to ~ 
more s~nit~ry condition of the vill~gc. 
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An cximinQtion of the pits leads to the conclusion that 
they .rnre r:ipidly filled. The precipitous walls and the bottoms 
shuv.' no accumulations of humus, for the mixture of refuse and 
debris rests directly upon the yellow 3.lluvinl e::i.rth. Judging 
from the importance of shellf o~d to- the occupants of this village 
it seems n·Jt unlikely that even the larger pits could have been 
filled vii thin a fm-. 1.-ccks by n. few families ouch bringing in 
daily from the bay a en.no~ load 0f oysters. 

The contents of the pits consist almost entirely of shells 
of v1hich many show evidence 0f cont['.c t with fire. Presu:nt·.bly heat 
was an important ngency in the opening of these delic::i.cics for the 
red and yellow scorching tends to be more prominent on the outer 
surface of the shells. There nre many examples of shells black­
ened both inside ~md out; but this condition, it viould seem, cci.n 
be ascribed reason~bly to 3ccidental dropping into the fire or 
to subsequent burning of mixed refuse. 

Although we have no direct evidence as to the h~bits of 
these Indians in policing their vill~ge, there ~re re~sons for 
believing that the shells, possibly after each meal, were g~thered 
int::> baskets or other containers and dumped into the pits. Shells 
usunlly frGe from much earth or other debris are often found solid­
ly in spaces of a cubic.foot or two as if dumped out of some sort 
0f c·.mtuiner rather than tossed individually or in small groups 
into the pit. Along side of such an accumulation or surrounded 
by sevcrnl of them one occasionally finds others of approxim~tely 
equal size consisting of a few shells mixed with ch::trco:1l and e3.rth, 
fragments of animQl bones, sherds of pottery, n.nd occasionelly, a 
broken stone or bone artifact, as if representing the sweepings 
of a hearth gathered tog ether in n basket for disposal in the pits. 

~q Many of the pottery fraements in such a sp~ce belong to the s~me 
·· · pot and can be fitted together into 3. l~trgcr secti:in :rn indic r.. ted 

by the acc.:>mpanying figures. H0•~1ever, in no instance vn.ts it 
possible to piece together ns much ::is a quarter of a ve.ssel, n f:tct 
\'1hich dem::mstrates th:J.t the other parts of br·.)ken vessels were 
disposed of elsg·,v-here. · It seems not unlikely that severnl refuse­
pits were being filled at the s2me time, hence it may be possible 
tQ add t0 the fraements at hand sherds to be collecte.d in other pits. 
Although pieces from different pits have not yet been found t v fit 
together there 3.re a few pieces from different pi ts ;•rhich appear 
t~ bel~ng to the same pot. 

It should not be supposed from the above rem~rks th~t 
these refuse-pi ts were built up in· ~my orderly arrangements, for 
such is far from being the c~se. Pot sherds which h2ve fitted 
together have c::>me fr~m variJus parts of 2 pit, a fnct viliich would 
seem to indicnte that they wore tossed in with sweepings a t differ­
ent tim~s or that large fragments were thrown in on the shells to 
break into smaller pieces and fly in all directions. . 

Most of th~ pits so fnr opened were found tv cont~in mostly 
·shells and only an occ~sion~l potsherd, animal bqne or broken . 
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~rtif .:?.Ct. In 0nly a few inst::mccs v1crc thesG .)bj ects ~t [Ill prom­
inent and in only one pit, the first exc ~v~tcd, cJuld they be s~id 
t) be prolific. Praatically all t~e spccim~ns illustr~ted in the 
acc·)mp::inying figures were extract co .from th7s first excnv!J.tion. 
It is to be expect~d that ~thers pits containing even n greater 
~bundnnce eventually will be .found. 

It seems strange that the debris in the pits contr.tined 
no evidence of agriculture. No corn cobs, kernels of corn, or. 
s eed~ of ::iny description were rec0vered. The dump clim~tic condi­
tions of this region arc n0t c.Jnducive to the preservation of 
~crishnble materials; nevertheless we shJuld expect t~ find a few 
~burred fr~gments if such had been dcpvsitcd. There c~n be no 
J )ubt but that a~riculture was practtc ~d at the time these pits· 
\ff.re dug. The extensive si tc indica tus that it '~as :)ccupied by 
:i. rcl·,tivcly large sec.lent.'.lry pv.iJUlatL>n and the great variety of 
?Kittery vassels, usuo.lly ass...ici:::tc<l with ·..1.griculture, suppprt.1·this 
c ·nt0nti :m. Furthcrm~re the stylus of incised .Jrnn.me:nt ~ ti.:m on 
the ce;ra.mic ,,..Cl.re, :i.s .. c.11 a s the presence .Jf' ccrtf-lin artif.qcts 
and ty)cS .)f buri:il in the pits, suggest that the site d:i.tes frora 
l··tc 1)rchist'.)ric tL1es 11:hen agriculture vrts pr'lcticcd, if vre :i.re 
i>crmitted t ·J cir:-nr an1.logies vdth the well authentic~ted evidence 
fr ,)m New Y J!'k and P.;::nnsyl vania.. It is t;J bt.. h.Jped that further 
inquiry will settle this question. 

Sla.ughter Creek p.JttGry is typical .Jf that f Jund thr.Jugh­
mt Dela.w i.re except that the tem,)cring m2tc:ri::i.l c::>nsists mostly of 

1ml vcrized shell. The C·.)1-:>r va.ric::s for the most pnrt between yel-· 
low and light red, thE size fr·.Jm small cup-like cont3.incrs to large 
vessels twelve inches in diameter and from fifteen t-::> eighteen · . 
inch~s or even illore in devth. The b~ses, a.s in most Algonkian 
~.Jttcry, tend to be )~inted but there 1re n few examples ~f the 
rounded forms, typic ·:i.l of Ir0quoian ware. N.:> indications of the 
Ir.JquJian coll:i.r vrerc found, n.11 VE::Sscls be:ing char.'.lct ~rizcd by 
~trnight rims flush ,,yith thG sides· .)f the vessels ::>r slightly 
cverted • 

Incised. nnd uninciscd ware ·'.l.re colili.1011, the outer walls~: 
of bJth sometimes have n ribbed aJpe~rance or show im~ressions of 
the usual twig and f.'.lbric types, and the inner vmlls :i.rc ms.rked 
by scr~tch~s left during the smoothing pr::>cess. The cust~m . of 
incised ornament~tion and the designs themselves are sugg0stive 
of distant Ir.Jquuian influences. i~lthough the incised vessels 
obviously werE contGmporary with those not so dec::irated~ the sus -
piciJn seecs wnrrant2d that the l~tter represent the continu~tian 
~ .. r historicci.lly earlier styles. The·.Jreticn.lly we sh:>Uld expect 
t) find in Delaware ·Jlder sites .characterized only by unincised 
iiOttery. r Such appearances would be consistent with chronologies 
suspected vr already est 1blishecl in V-1.ri.Jus £L·~rts .Jf the gencr'll 
North Atlantic area • 

The incised vessels generally but n.::>t always are equipped 
~ith slightly turned Jr everted rims where~s the unincised vessels 

, tend t J be strnight liP.l)ed. All rims are sm:> Jth· .. :m the inner and 
u~per surfaces, n.ny d~cor~ti0n, if present, tending tJ be confined 
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t.) the outer edge. Such decorati..>ns, with v~rintions, C:)nsist 
uf short, deep, di.·~ g;)nn.l :md cl.Jsely s 1J'.:!.Ced iJarallel gr J.)Ves 
\Ihich reach unly t) tho wall of the neck. Just bul0w the :>vor­
ha.nging rim or c Jlilmenclng .:it the rn-Juth in tho str.-:. ight-rimmcd 
vess els there m'ly be .. me ..>r m"Jre h.:>riz.:mtfll grooves ..,·1hich extend 

· in n band :if varying uiclth ar.)und the entire VGssel. In s:>mc 
instonces this b.md may be br::>ken by ..:ither dc~signs but usually 
tho l .:i tter .~re f·.)und bcl.)W .)r .'J.dj ·:t.cent to the l~vrnst h Jriz..Jn­
t.'.1.l gr:)ove. .Acc.:>rdingly they may c Jmmencr;: ne'1r the rim '.)r 
s everal inches dJwn the side Jf the p~t. 

These incised designs, althJugh individually v ~.rying, 
~re c:>nstructcd ~lmost entirely upon a tri .'3.Ilguln.r pnttern, ~n­
Jther fe a ture which ,_brines tJ :uind IrJquJi :1n Vf1ssels. They 
may c.Jnsist .Jf a tri:mgle filled with lines par.~llel t::> .:me 
side or c .. nt1.inil1e a gradu.'J. tcd series . .i f sm.::i.ller is-Jsclc s tri­
·'ln~lc-:s dra\m fr.Jm a c ) :lli::i ·in b:1sc line. Other :trr -:tngements include 
unb Jrdered triangula.r SJD.Ces filled ·.dth J'J.r'lllel lines or 
h erring-b .Jne-like iJUtt0rns. Rectangul :·r f Jrms o.rc exci;cdingly 
r::trc and n J exam1)lcs ;)f cir~ular, curved, ro1Jres ent • tive, ::>r 
n a turalistic lit:>tifs have b e en 0nc .. mnt .. red. A m..:i r e detailed 
study .)f the design eleliients must a. ·.:·r.it the securing ..)f a grentcr 
suries .:>f s ~1eci111ens. 

. 
In distinct C)ntrnst to the relative nbund~nce J f pot­

tery sherds in the first ~it the Jbjects ..:if st~ne ..Jr b;ne were 
decidedly sc · .rce, a. c Jnditi..m typica l ..>f shell h c 'l.t,iS thrJugh )ut 
the N.:>rth Atlantic ar (:)a. Even f e-.1e r artif :tct s e ru r :·C..)V <:.r cd 
in the :.ithe r )its s ,, f:.ir exruuined. Of th·..J se extr 'J.C tcd nust o.re 
in a br..>ken c .. mditi-Jn, a re c•. s Jn:ible ex iJl3.natLm fjr their pre~ . 
sence in refuse du 1:i~'.is .t 

.A.n..)ther in tercs ting f·;1.ct is the SC!..t.rci ty Jf s t.:me 
cnJ.ijS. N:> ~vhcre in the Delm'1rv:i Peninsula cl J they seem t ..) be 
numE:r :.ius, th:.. t is in terms ,jf their o.bundance in .Jther a.reas, 

·and this suggests that ready-m['.de arr0w heads and .Jther Jbjects 
Jf st.Jne m2y h~ve been imported. The f ew chips ~res ent indicate 
th:J. t s JlilG st Jnew Jrk was JJr-'."1C ticed but they :.ire by f!'l.r t :> .J few 
t .) :;'.lrr::mt the belief thc..t thr:: numer:>us st::>ne WE>'.1 1J.ms c.:>llected 
3.S surfo.c G finds wc;re all :.aunuf.:ictured l.:>cn.lly. Sinc e the ,?enin­
sul3. in g e:nernl is dev..>iu .)f st~ne the natives were f )rc e:~d to 

· ir:i1JJrt either tho rau m~l.t€rial ;.:>r the finish ud !)roducts or b:>th. ' 
A detailed study )f the tyJ.;es ..Jf st .. me )resent ~nd their ne3.rest 
r.t.'.linlnnd qunrries inight l>r·Jciuce SJr.te intoresting clues ':l S tJ 
inter-tribal int ere .rurse and e:xch~n?:e. 

Very fe,·: :.irr..;whc:•ds .. rnre f..Jund in the ,.Jits .'.llthmgh 
they are c..Jm1Jn en;ugh ns surfa. cc fJnds Jn this site. The spec­
imens, n.lth.:>ugh m.:>stly br.:>ken, O..tJ,.JCa.r t J be definitely ;)f the · 
n;tchcd .Jr stemmed types. Triangul'.lr arr.:>wheads, so typical of 
Ir...:>quoian sites in Ne•11i Y.Jrk St3. t a but l.:i.cking in the e !lrlier 
Alg:mkian levels '.Jf th:it region, were not ·.:rec-:>vered from t he 
exc::ivnti.:ms but are found on the surf'ucc, as elsewhere in Del­
n.·:10.0. It must nJt be cJncluded th:it they were n .:Jt contem

1
nr'l.ry 

vnth the pit deiJosits f:>r ~~e h;.ve t ·.)..> few st..>ne s 1Jecimens to 
W3.rrant n.t the 1Jresent time ru1v dr;:finite statement. Furthercure, 
n.s we have seen, the p.:>tt·ery designs _suggest that the site i,.ms 
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:>ccuvied durin~ rel:i.tively late ujrehist .)rtc tlmes when the::iretd.­
.. :JJ ,. tJ.:..t.':' 1~ ;lI'..E:.tl"iJ:l11.ill~ JJJf ttrrli:m:g~lillmrr ;!lII'.IY.nw lne.:_-ca:l$ :ill!.::ruu1hll. lbE! mmtt· Ulll'a'.BX­
; e~ t ~d. .ti.n.Jther f'l ct.Jt" which indicr..tus the rt·;cencY' :J.fi' the piitrm 
is the cus tJm .Jf .i.>ln.cing in them clectnc:d-b .. mc :J.nd nes t0d buri~lf.; 
~ Jr~cttc o which ~;~eors t.J have diffused tJ Delaw~rc fr.Jm the 
s .:J~th just bef JI'o the LJeri.>d ,)f C:>l.Jnial ~ccupnti )11. This ques­
tL'n is t .r be Oi&CUSSE.:d in a f .:>rthCJraing issue ;:>f ,\moric'"ln 
;ui ti.qui ty • 

Other st.Jne ..lbj ects ta.ken frJCa the ~>its include )nly 
a crude scrn,)cr, twJ small ~md but c->S:rti 'llly 1).)lishcd eel tw, 
:md :m inter estlng small sm:>~th st.n1e with n scr"tch8d destgn 
c.msisting ..;~ a zigzag ):tttern ,)f fr.>m threE! t > fiv0 lines. 
St Jne axes and i:iustles as yet huve n.Jt '.'i. 1Jile'.lred .>ther than 3.S · 

surface finds. 

BjnG )bjc;.;cts incluue sev.:.r:il a.dls, n. fl':l.t ncs dle 
br1ken ut the eye, a gJrge, and tw:J fra~wemts· .:>f SiJlit bone 
sh.iHing a highly p-:>lished .:mter surfo.ce, and fractured 'J.t each 

.. 
' 

' . . . ' 

• I 

end where perf :irati.:ms had been mnde. · ,. 

The tLne has n )t yet 1rr i ved f .. :.r a det::tiled discussi:.m 
Jf the cultural JlSit~Jn ~f the Sl'.lughter Creek site fJr alth1ugh 
the surf.rtce fincls indic::i.te certain corral:::. tLms, · 1e '.lre n Jt yet 
certain that all :)f them were c .. mtcm.i :n"1ry ~.vith the •its :ind the 
Jbjccts cJntained in them. Tha.t the culture .Jf the entire Del­
m:::.rva .ieninsuln is .r;>re o>Jnder.::intly .Alg .. inkit10, t.J use:: the term in 
its Nev: Y .. ' rk c:mn jt':'1ti )Il, seeus clcmr, but as I h::i.ve ,uinted 
.mt in o. f .) rmer issue .;:,f this bulletin sevc..r.:i.l Alg.)nkim levels 
shJuld be distinguish::i.blc. Ty,.1ic3.l .Jf . ..\ lg.Jnkian culture 'lre 
the foll:Jwing us kn JV.in fr .1m surf:ice c .)llcct ing; straight-
stemmed 1nd notched arr0wheads, cylindrical .JCStles, grJ~ved 
axes, ::i. few ... n· )blematicC:tl st Jnes, ~)i tted ha!Illllcr-st.:mcs, ste:J.ti te 
b )\·:ls, straieht-s t0IIl11rnc1 i:iiiJeS, ·:ind unincised p.Jttery v ussels 

f 

v1ith LDinted bnses. Fr.)ra the pits we c.:iri .'.3.dd ci.Yds ~nd g Jrges. ' . On the basis ~f .Jur kn.)wledge jf other regiJns we c:in indic~te 
the fall owing as sugges ti llJe .)f rcla ti vely r~.1cent Ir.iqu.:>i2..n in­
fluence; tri::mgula r arr rnhoa.ds, small eel ts, needles., incised 
,))ttery Vf~ ssels, r ounded bnsos o.nJ desisns _if' trio.np;ul:1r 11a tt r: rn. 
Subsequent invcstigati '.m in Dclo:u.: .. u• 0 'lnd in Jther arc ::ts und ;ubtodly 
will ... rnrmit us t.; ~tdd t.:> thest; tw.J lists n.nd s .1me rcvisi.>n may 
be required, HYi10ver, the first duty Jf the S'Jciety is t1 f·)ster 
n mcticul .-:ius and c~nn.i fcbhans:f:v:e., 8XC ·<v:tti.m ,f Sl.,U1~ ~1tcr ~a reek and 
-)thcr sites vii th the .l)rim.:-.ry ,iur ... JJse .Jf determining the !l.Ssocis­
ti .m :Jf these traits as they are f .mnd in situ. It c13.n be mly 
after i'1e h.'3.ve an abund::i.nce Jf inf .)rm.;1ti.Jn Jf this t~rJ:,e that 1 t 
wtll be :i:ussible tJ ~Jr Jcecd 1i l th the im.l)Jrt :-illt qu .:sti :ms -.Jf the · 
chrJn.JlJgical asclects Jf culture in Dela1:/.;!re .. md the Delmarve 
Peninsula. ' 
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S L A U GHH T E R 0 REEK 
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Unincised Pottery Vessels 

The lines indicate the strokes in fi~ishing 
the sides . before firing 
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· SLAUGHTER CREEK 

Incised and undecorated pottery 
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SL AU G ·H ·T ER CREEK 
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Types of Incised Designs 
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-----' f~j) .1 

Rectangular motifs seem to be generally lacking, 
this specimen being an exception. 
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SLAUGHTER CREEK 
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Types ofbbases of Large Ceramic Vessels 
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SLAUGHTER CREEK 

Pottery Vessel Bases 
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Archaeological Society of Delaware 

Minutes of the June Meeting 

' . 

... 

President Crozier called the meeting to order at 
8.15 p.m. in the Lecture Room of the Wilmington Institute 
Free Library. Reading of the minutes of th€! preceeding 
meeting was dispensed with. 

The speaker of the evening vv.::i.s introduced by the 
president. He was Dr. Edgar Howard, of the Museum of the 
University of Pennsylvania. Dr. Howard delivered n most 
interesting talk based upon his researches at C'1.rlsbad, 
Folsom, Clovis, and Portales, New M8Xico. A series of very 
fine slides illustr~ted the address. Dr. How~rd h~s been 
active in the dis.covcry n.nd cln.ssificet.tion of the so-c C'.. lled 
Folsom and Yumn arrow points and his slides and rem~rks 
were very enlightening. 

President Crozier adjourned the meeting in order to 
afford the members and guests .:m opportunity to examine 
bird points exhibited by Mr. Joseph Wigglezworth. 
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Respectfully submitted, 
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H. Geiger Omwake, 
Secretary 
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