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CHAPTERl 

INTRODUCTION 

A. ProiectBackground and Scope-of-Work

The following technical report presents a preliminary archaeological assessment of Fort 
Wadsworth, Staten Island, Borough of Richmond, Richmond County, New York City, New York 
State (Figures 1.1-1.3). Fort Wadsworth is a federally-owned, former military facility currently in 
the process of being transferred to the National Park Service. The National Park Service will 
assume site management responsibilities and will interpret Fort Wads worth as a key historic 
resource within the Gateway National Recreation Area. The archaeological assessment presented 
here forms part of a broader cultural resource management plan being prepared for Fort Wadsworth 
under the auspices of the North Atlantic Regional Office (NARO) of the National Park Service. 

Hunter Research, Inc. performed this study under subcontract to OZ Architecture, the latter firm 

being under contract to the National Park Service. 

No formal scope-of-work was issued for this archaeological assessment, but discussions with 
NARO staff and representatives of OZ Architecture resulted in the specification of the following 
work tasks: background and documentary research; a brief one-day site inspection; analysis of 
background, documentary and field research data; and preparation of this report. In developing this 
archaeological assessment, a strong cartographic approach has been adopted, and the key products 
from the standpoint of cultural resource management planning are the prehistoric and historic 
resource location map and the archaeological sensitivity map presented in Chapter 5. 

Since a detailed military history of Fort Wadsworth was completed just over a decade ago (Black 
1983), the historical research emphasis of this study has been placed primarily on: 1). the 
prehistory of the project site and its immediate vicinity, and 2). the pre-military and civilian history 
of the Fort Wadsworth property. However, to provide a balanced view of the archaeological 

potential of Fort Wadsworth, the military era also requires consideration. Clearly, the 
archaeological potential of the Fort includes not only prehistoric and early historic resources, but 
also the possibility of military-era remains associated with Fort Wadsworth itself and its 
predecessor military installations. For this reason, the brief historical overview presented in 
Chapter 4 of this report is extended into the military period. 
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B. Previous ArchaeologicaLResearch and Principal lnf ormation Sources

Two earlier episodes of archaeological activity, one within and the other immediately acjacent 
to the Fort Wadsworth property, have provided useful background material for this assessment. In 
the mid-1960s, local avocational archaeologists conducted excavations on the site of the Walton­
Stillwell House, just west of the current fort limits, close to the edge of the bluff overlooking Lower 
New York Bay. These investigations produced evidence of both prehistoric and early historic 
activity, the latter apparently reflecting both 17th-century Dutch-American and 17th and 18th­
century Anglo-American occupation (Anderson and Sainz 1965). In the early 1980s, 
archaeological survey work was performed within the southwestern and northwestern portions of 
the Fort property in connection with the preparation of an environmental impact statement for the 

Surface Action Group Homeport, Stapleton-Fort Wadsworth Complex. These investigations also 
produced evidence of prehistoric and early historic occupation, although the latter was mostly of 
late 18th and 19th-century date (Salwen et al. 1984). Other archaeological finds have periodically 
been made on the Fort Wadsworth property, apparently during the course of military construction 
activity in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Some of the materials recovered in this manner 
were gathered up and deposited with the Staten Island Institute of Arts and Sciences. These 
specimens were examined and briefly reported on as part of the archaeological survey performed in 
the early 1980s (Salwen et al. 1984:C-6). 

Previous archaeological work in the immediate project vicinity obviously serves as one of the most 
important information sources for the current assessment. Also of value are wider ranging studies 
that have addressed the prehistory of Staten Island (e.g., Skinner 1903, 1909; Funk 1976; Historic 
Sites Research 1977; Ritchie 1980; Pagano 1985; Kraft 1986). Similarly, in assessing the historical 
archaeological potential of Fort Wadsworth, with reference to both the pre-military Dutch­
American and Anglo-American civilian occupation and the British and American military 
fortifications and support facilities, there are a number of published secondary sources and reports 
that have been of value in unraveling patterns of earlier land use (e.g., Stokes 1916-1928; Tuttle 
1921, 1923; Leng and Davis 1933; U.S. Army Center of Military History 1963; Lewis 1979; 
Williams 1972; Baugher-Perlin and Bluefield 1980; Roberts 1980; Black 1983). Examination of 

these materials has been supplemented with a careful analysis of historic maps and selective 
research into primary archival materials to produce the historical overview in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER3 

PREHISTORIC OVERVIEW 

A human presence is detectable in the Mid-Atlantic region beginning approximately 12,000 to 

13,000 years ago. The chronological sequence for the Lower Hudson Valley/New Jersey section of 

the region is generally divided into three major cultural periods: Paleo-Indian (circa 10,500-6,000 

B.C.); Archaic (circa 6,000-1,000 B.C.); and Woodland (circa 1,000 B.C.-A.D. 1600). Overview of

the prehistory and paleoenvironment of the New York/New Jersey metropolitan area and the Mid­

Atlantic region have been presented elsewhere on may occasions (e.g., Funk 1976; Ritchie 1980;
Kraft 1986) and will not be reiterated here.

Evidence of Paleo-Indian occupation is sparse throughout the region, partly because of the low 

population density and nomadic character of the aboriginal peoples in the area. When considering 

the Paleo-Indian archaeological record, it is also relevant that the post-glacial climate and 
environment were not especially conducive to human activity, while a large portion of the available 

land mass during this period has since been submerged owing to rising sea levels. Nevertheless, 

Staten Island has produced important evidence of Paleo-Indian occupation in the form of the Port 

Mobil prehistoric site. This site, located near the southern tip of the island on the terminal moraine 

left by the Wisconsinan ice advance, produced characteristic lithic evidence of Paleo-Indian hunter­

gatherer activity from soils disturbed by plowing and bulldozing (Kraft 1977, 1986:34-36). 

Archaic period occupation is somewhat better represented throughout the region owing to an 

amelioration of the climate and gradually expanding population base. A number of camp sites and 

stations dating from this period are known in coastal New York, and a series of sites in the 

northwestern portion of Staten Island (notably, Bowman's Brook A, Old Place and Arlington Place 

A-1) has been instrumental in establishing a firm lithic typology and cultural sequence for the Early
and Middle Archaic in the Mid-Atlantic (Ritchie and Funk 1971:45-60; Ritchie 1980:145-149). No
major Archaic period sites have been identified in the immediate Fort Wadsworth vicinity, although

some Archaic cultural materials have been recovered from later Woodland period contexts (see

below).

Most of the prehistoric resources identified on Staten Island date from the Woodland period 

occupation, again a reflection of a growing, but also an increasingly sedentary, population. 
Numerous Woodland sites have been noted along creeks draining into the Arthur Kill and the Kill 
Van Kull in the western and northern parts of the island, including the Rossville site, which has 
given its name to a distinctive style of Early Woodland projectile point, and the previously­
mentioned Bowman's Brook site near Mariners Harbor, where a Late Woodland component has 

supplied the basis for both the Bowman's Brook pottery type and the Bowman's Brook phase of the 
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that same evening before Staten Island, which belonged to me, where I intended to settle my people. 
I sent my people to Staten Island to begin to plant a colony there and build." On February 10, he 
was forced to lease his plantation "as no people had been sent [to] me from Holland, as was 
promised in the contract which I made with Frederick De Vries, director of the West India 

Company." The settlement was short-lived, for in 1641, it was attacked and destroyed by Indians 
(Stokes 1915-1928; Anderson and Sainz 1965:83; Black 1983:9-10). 

The second and third attempts to settle Staten Island were both headed by Cornelius Melyn. Shortly 
after the Indian assault on the first settlement, De Vries was asked by the governor of New 
Netherland, William Kieft, whether he would permit Melyn " ... to go upon the point of Staten 
Island, where the maize-land lay, saying he wished to let him plant it, and that he would place 
soldiers there, who would make a signal by displaying a flag, to make known at the fort [at New 
Amsterdam] whenever ships were in the bay ... " Apparently De Vries agreed and Melyn was 
granted all of Staten Island, excepting a portion of land that had been previously settled by De 
Vries. Another Indian raid or the general state of tension between the Dutch and the Indians led to 
the abandonment of Cornelius Melyn's settlement in 1643 (Anderson and Sainz 1965:83; Black 
1983:10). 

According to Charles Leng and William Davis's History of Staten Island and its People, if Melyn 
truly did establish a settlement at the point of Staten Island where the maize lands lay, and where a 

signal to the fort on New Netherland would be useful, this location would most likely have been in 
the vicinity of the Native American settlement of Arrochar (see above, Chapter 3), just to the 
southwest of Fort Wadsworth. Excavations by Albert J. Anderson and Donald R. Sainz at the 
Walton-Stillwell House in the early 1960s supply possible supporting evidence for the Leng and 
Davis hypothesis. Their work at this 17th-century house site, which was located just west of the 
present Fort Wads worth reservation, located artifacts that belonged to a period earlier than the 
construction of the house. Although it is possible that these materials were deposited during the 
late 17th-century Anglo-American occupation of the site, Anderson and Sainz preferred to link 

them to Melyn's first attempt at colonization in the early 1640s (Black 1983:10; Leng and Davis 
1933; Anderson and Saintz 1965:83-96). 

In 1650, acting under a contract with Baron Hendrick Van der Capellen, Melyn resolved to restock 
his ruined colony and "if possible, restore the same." According to his later testimony, 16 
"handsome farms" were started. This new settlement lasted five years before it too was attacked 
and burned by Indians. A traveller in October 1655 wrote, "on the 21st we sailed to the North 
River, from Staten Island, by the watering place, and saw that all the houses there, and about 

Melyn's house, were burned by the Indians." This account appears to place Melyn's second 

settlement in the present-day Tompkinsville area, near the same location as the original De Vries 
plantation. Shortly after this third abortive attempt at permanently implanting a settlement, the 
Dutch system of patroonship was abandoned (Black 1983:12). 
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No new First System construction appears to have taken place at the Narrows, but attention was 
given to land purchases and refurbishment of the old British defenses on the Staten Island side of 

the strait. In 1794, Catherine and Ann Van Deventer sold a 24.45-acre tract, containing the core of 
the British fortifications (and the later sites of Fort Tompkins, Fort Richmond and Battery Hudson), 

to the People of the State of New York. Between late May and early September of the same year, a 

crew of up to 50 men was apparently deployed "to repair what was salvageable from the old fort 
and to build a blockhouse." Despite this activity, the fortifications were neither garrisoned nor 
equipped with artillery, and the site remained in this semi-fortified state for another 14 to 15 years 
(Black 1983:28-38). 

Second System Defenses, 1807-1817: 

Tensions with France eased in 1800, but growing friction with Britain over trade and economic 
matters caused the federal government to continue planning for the defense of New York harbor 
and other port cities of the United States throughout the first decade of the 19th cemury. These 

plans translated into an extensive building program, termed the Second American System, which 
took place for approximately a decade beginning in 1807, when American disputes with Britain 

began to escalate into what subsequently became the War of 1812. 

The first chief of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Colonel Jonathan Williams, took a leading 
role in developing the plans for the defense of New York harbor in the first decade of the 19th 
century. Williams personally surveyed and reported back to Washington on most of the key 
locations that were to be fortified around the Upper and Lower Bays. While his schemes were in 
many cases too grandiose and expensive to be implemented, it was his network of scaled-down 

Second System defenses that began to provide New York harbor with properly integrated 

protection from transatlantic naval assault. 

During this period, the sites of New York City's coastal fortifications began to be ceded to the 
federal government by the State of New York and, as the defensive system was expanded, further 
purchases of private land were made by the United States of America. The original 47-acre core 
site of the Staten Island fortifications, however, was slow in being passed into the hands of the 
federal government, this finally being accomplished in 1847 after decades of wrangling. Even so, 
expansionary land acquisitions were still undertaken by the federal government while the core of 
the site remained in State hands. For example, in 1809, John Jacobson sold a 22.5 acre tract to the 

west of the State-held lands to the people of the United States, thereby extending the military 

reservation to within roughly 400 feet of present-day New York Avenue (U.S. Army Center of 
Military History 1963:Annex C; Black 1983:39-61). 

Second System fortifications on the Staten Island side of the Narrows were mostly erected in two 

phases, between 1808 and 1810, and between 1814 and 1817, with some minor building activity 
taking place in the hiatus (Figure 4.11-4.13). In the former phase, a water battery known as Fort 
Richmond was erected at the base of the bluff along the shoreline, and two other earthen 
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CHAPTER6 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite the intensive redevelopment of the Fort Wadsworth reservation over the past century, much 
of which has entailed radical alteration of the landscape, the property still has the potential to yield 

archaeological information. Cultural deposits of prehistoric and historic interest are naturally most 
likely to survive in areas that have seen little activity during this century, but the potential for 

archaeological data within, beneath and immediately around currently standing structures should 
not be ignored, especially since much of the military construction has involved re-use of previously 
developed sites. Redevelopment of this sort is evident, for instance, in the vicinity of Fort 
Tompkins, Battery Weed and Battery Hudson. 

Briefly summarized, Fort Wadsworth has been demonstrated as containing "pockets" of prehistoric 
cultural strata and materials, notably in the southwestern section of the reservation, and these may 
be anticipated elsewhere on the property, especially on minimally disturbed flat terrain within 1,000 
feet or so of the southeast shoreline. There is no clear evidence for 17th-century Dutch-American 

settlement within the fort limits, but the possibility exists that one -- or possibly two -- late 17th­

century Anglo-American farmsteads were established on, respectively, the Doddman/Kingdom and 
Wal ton land parcels as defined in the late 1660s. One later colonial farmstead, in the hands of the 
Van Deventer family in the mid- to late 18th century, was apparently focused in the southwest part 
of the fort and may coincide with the earlier Doddman/Kingdom and later Fountain/Mouquin 
properties. Archaeological evidence of this occupation may have been encountered in the cultural 
resources survey carried out in the early 1980s. Remains of a series of signaling beacons, 
reportedly installed in the mid-1750s, may survive inland from Battery Hudson. 

Within the military period (for the purposes of this study, regarded as extending from just before the 
American Revolution to circa 1850), limited archaeological traces may survive of the fort, shoreline 
batteries, more beacons, a possible redoubt and other installations established by the British 
between 1780 and 1783. The integrity of such resources is likely to have been compromised by 

later military construction, but their total removal should not necessarily be assumed. No 
substantive new construction was conducted on Staten Island as part of the American "First 

System" seacoast fortification program and military archaeological data from this period are 
unlikely to be identifiable. "Second System" evidence, however, may survive in the form of buried 

remains of the fortifications of the first Forts Richmond and Tompkins, Fort Hudson, Fort Morton 
and Fort Smith, and other related support structures, all of which emerged through a building 
program that extended from 1808 to at least 1817. Later redevelopment of the site has resulted in 

the reconstruction or removal of these features ( as for instance with the creation of Battery Weed on 

the site of Fort Richmond), but subsurface remains are still very likely to be found. 
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Numerous 19th-century residential properties were formerly in existence in the southwest and west 
sections of the present-day fort that were acquired by the U.S. Army during later expansions of the 
reservation. While some of these have certainly been entirely removed, others may be partially 
intact below ground. Finally, although outside the scope of the current study, it should be noted 
that post-1850 military and non-military archaeological resources are also likely to survive in 
various locations, including in direct association with currently standing structures. 

At this preliminary stage of assessment, three recommendations are offered for future identification 
and management of archaeological resources on the Fort Wadsworth property: 

Recommendation 1 - In the short term, until more specific information becomes 
available, it is suggested that the mapping data presented in this study be used as 
a guide for archaeological action in the event of ground-disturbing actions at the 
fort. It is suggested that land alteration in the area of low potential resources be 
reviewed in detail, and if necessary monitored, by a qualified archaeologist. 
Actions likely to affect moderate potential resources should be reviewed and, if 
necessary, a program of subsurface testing should be implemented to determine 
whether any further archaeological action or mitigation is required. Ideally, 
impacts on resources with high potential should be avoided, although it is 
recognized that the definition of such resources on the ground could bear 
considerable refinement. Consequently, programs of detailed documentary 
review, site inspection and subsurface testing could again be implemented until 
more precise archaeological data becomes available. 

Recommendation 2 - Consideration should be given to expanding and refining this 
preliminary assessment as an initial step towards formulating an effective 
archaeological resource management plan for Fort Wads worth. This consultant 
is conscious that further useful archival research into late 17th-century through 
late 19th-century land ownership could be undertaken in an effort to trace land 
use and pinpoint locations of likely archaeological survivals. Likewise, this 
study has not had the benefit of a detailed site inspection and cultural landscape 
assessment, which could help identify areas where archaeological potential has 
been entirely removed. Without doubt, a far more refined version of the map 
showing archaeological potential could be generated at a larger scale and with 
more precise definition of archaeologically sensitive areas, as has been recently 
accomplished for parts of Central Park and the African Burial Ground and 
Commons Historic District in Manhattan (Hunter Research, Inc. 1990, 1993). 
Such a product, however, would be contingent on the availability of suitable 
topographic base mapping. 
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