[image: image1.jpg]ONSITE

Su Curious: This is Su Curious reporting live
from the Bluegrass State. I'm here in the field
with famed archaeologist Dr. Kentucky Jennie Fox
exploring the world of archaeology through the
eyes of a real archaeologist. Professor Fox, we're
standing in a large hay field. What exactly are we
looking at?

Kentucky Fox: This is my site.

Su Curious: Your site? Whats a site?
Kentucky Fox: Its what archaeologists call a
place where people in the past left behind traces
of their lives. The rectangular holes in the ground

you see in my site are called units.

Su Curious: How do you know where to put
a unit?
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Kentucky Fox: Before we ever put a shovel in
the ground, we conduct a survey of the land. My
crew and I first walk across the entire site looking
for diagnostic artifacts and soil color changes @.
A diagnostic artifact is any artifact I can use to
figure out how long ago people lived at the site—
for example, an arrowhead or a ceramic jar rim.
We take a red flag and mark each. We also mark
the boundaries where the soil color changes from
dark to light. Dark soil usually tells us there are
trash deposits beneath the surface, while light soil
tells us there is nothing. So we take a white flag
and mark those boundaries.

Su Curious: Wow, that sounds fun! What do

you do after you have the flags in place? Is it time
to dig a unit yet?
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>3z Not yet. First, we have to
make a topograph1c map of the site. Before we
begin, I place a datum in the ground that marks
the reference point for our map. Next, using a
machine called a total station @), we take
readings all across the site. The computer in
the total station records all the information,
allowing us to produce a map that shows

the lay of the land on which the site sits.

The datum also is the starting point of our
site’s grid. We place an invisible grid over

a site, because archaeology is a destructive
science. This means that once we begin
digging, we are destroying any cultural
evidence that is there. So, in order to ensure
that future archaeologists will know where

we worked, we use the grid to reference
where we have worked on the site.

Su Curious: OK, with that done, is it
time to dig?

cl ¢¢ Not yet. I still need to
do more surveying to make sure I am
digging in an area that actually has
prehistoric trash deposits below the surface.

Su Curious: How do you do that?

There are many ways

to study the land without destroying it.

For example, geophysical methods measure
the physical properties of the earth.
allowing us to detect items people in the
past threw out. Using computers and
high-tech machines, we can “see” what =
underneath the grounds surface. Of the

www.digonsite.com

;' Marking artifact locations with red flags

several techniques available to us, we have
elected to use an electric resistance meter &.

It measures how an electrical current moves
through the ground between the four prongs on
the probe. Places where trash pits or trash dumps,

called “middens,” are present will usually conduct
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Using metric tapes to lay out a unit

Begin;ﬁng the excavation in Unit 7 by

Serrated
arrowhead

an electrical current
better than the
surrounding ground.
Areas with a lot of
stone will not conduct
the current very well.
To collect the data,
we walk across

the site, pushing

the probe into

the ground every

50 centimeters. The
data are.then stored
in the computer.
Later, back in the lab,
I will process the data
and make a map. The
dark and light spots
on the map define
areas that represent
differences in how
the electrical current
moved through the
ground. Using this
map and other
archaeological

data, T will

then be able to

figure out the best
areas to put my
units.
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jar handle on
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Su Curious: How do you lay
out a unit on the ground?

Kentucky Fox: Good
question! It takes two people,
with two measuring tapes, four
nails, and string. We put the
first nail in the ground at a grid
coordinate marked on the map
we drew. Most units are one
meter wide and two meters long.
Using our measuring tape, we
measure exactly one meter away
from the first nail. That’s where
we put the second nail @ .
Using our measuring tapes and
our knowledge of geometry,
(see below), we set in the

third nail. We do that b
measuring exactly two meters
from the first nail with one
tape, and measuring exactly
2.35 meters diagonally from the
second nail. We put the third
nail where the two tapes cross.
We do just the opposite to set
in the fourth nail. Then, we
measure the sides of the unit,
checking to be sure that they
are correct and that all of
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After we finish putting in the the ground surface that is Dr. D|.g

nails, we tie neon-pink string disturbed by a farmers plow oieazf""

around the nails, making a every spring. The more often Serrated R

perfect rectangle. a field is plowed, the more the ~ arrowhead inches
artifacts are disturbed. Plows

Su Curious: Why do you have been used in Kentucky for

use neon-pink string? a very long time. In my unit, I

want to dig past the plowzone.
We don't screen the

y Fox: We use any
color of neon so we can see
where the unit is. If you use a
dull color, you may walk right
over the unit, never knowing it
was there. You might even trip
and pull out the nails.
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Su Curious: What’s next?

Fox: NOW, it
time to d1g 1 take a shovel and
begin removing the plowzone @.
Do you remember when I told
you about the artifacts on

the ground?

‘Unit 22 after dumping out its soil | '
e screen (at left). In the background, =

- th r team s screen soil and artifacts.
Su Curious: Yes. > ¢

C ¢ Good. Those
artlfacts were on the ground

because the plow pulled them
up. The plowzone

Using geometry’s
Pythagorean
Theorem to

place the nails <
U-shaped
jar lugs

The artifacts pictured on v i
pages 10 and 11 ail date to o Ca efuliy trowehng the ﬂoor of
AD. 1200-1400. ; e & i
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plowzone for
artifacts, but,
if we see any
important
ones, we save
them. Once
- I'm through
. the plowzone,
: '~ Isave

~ everything [
find @. As 1 dig,
1 keep the walls of
my unit straight and
vertical and the floor of my unit
flat @®. 1 screen the soil and put

all the artifacts 1 find in a labeled -

hipped
imestone disks

12 dig

bag so we will know exactly
where on the site and how
deep below the surface they
were found. We take notes,
draw maps, and take
photographs @. Archaeology
is science, after all! And once
we are finished with a unit, we
will fill it back in with the dirt
we took out.

Su Curious: Your site is
a prehistoric site. What does
that mean?

e Fox: It means
people lived here before there
was writing.

Su Curious: I've read

), that archaeologists call the
prehistoric people who
lived at this site the Fort
Ancient peoples. What do
you know about them?

ived in the middle Ohio

~ River valley between

A.D. 1000 and 1750. The
Fort Ancient peoples were the
very first in central and eastern
Kentucky to grow corn. In fact,

corn made up more than
60 percent of their diet.

Su Curious: Tell me more
about the Fort Ancient peoples.

¢ Sure. Fort
Ancient peoples hunted deer and
turkey. They lived in villages and
built rectangular homes of wood
and bark. They traded with far
away peoples for marine shell
ornaments. In the late 1600s,
European diseases, especially
smallpox, arrived. That changed
everything. Some native peoples
of today are descendants of the
Fort Ancient groups and other
prehistoric peoples who once
lived in the Ohio Valley. But, Su,
there is still so much to learn
about these people.

Su Curious: Well, thats it
for today, readers. And so, from
the Bluegrass State, this is Su
Curious.

Allison Bruning took the University of Kentucky
summer field school in archaeology in 2009.
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