
SOUTHWEST REGIONAL OFFICE 

DIVISION OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

ARCHEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION 
FOR CONSTRUCTION OF A PEDESTRIAN TRAIL 
AND IDENTIFICATION OF LAUNDRESS ROW 
FORT SMITH NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE, ARKANSAS 

Roger E. Coleman 
With a Contribution by 
Susan L. Scott and Edwin Jackson 

Southwest Cultural Resources Center 
Professional Paper No. 30 



Division of Anthropology 
Southwest Cul tura l Resources Center 

Southwest Region 
Nat ional Park Service 

Depar tment of the Inter ior 

As the nat ion 's pr incipal conservation agency, the Depar tment of the Interior has basic 
responsibili t ies to protect and conserve our land and water, energy and minerals , fish and 
wildlife, parks and recreat ion areas, and to ensure the wise use of all these resources. The 
Depar tment also has major responsibil i ty for American Indian reservation communit ies and 
for the people who live in island terr i tor ies under U.S. adminis t ra t ion . 



ARCHEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION 

FOR CONSTRUCTION OF A PEDESTRIAN TRAIL 

AND IDENTIFICATION OF LAUNDRESS ROW 

FORT SMITH NATIONAL H I S T O R I C SITE, ARKANSAS 

Roger E. Coleman 

With a Contribution by 

Susan L. Scott and H. Edwin Jackson 

1990 

Branch of Cultural Resources Management 

Division of Anthropology 

Nat ional Pa rk Service 

Santa Fe, New Mexico 

Southwest Cul tural Resources Center Professional Papers 

Number 30 



FORT SMITH PEDESTRIAN CROSSING TABLES 

MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 

To comply with federal accessibility s tandards prescribed by The 
National Park Service Management Policies (III-7) and NPS 6 (Chapter 4), a 
paved pedestr ian trail will be constructed at Fort Smith National Historic Site, 
Arkansas (NPS 1981:59-62). The proposed trail , approximately 1,070 feet long, 
will connect the park ing lot to the park visitor center and to the first fort site 
on Belle Point (Gaines 1986:48-50). 

Archeological clearance for trail construction is required by federal 
legislation that mandates the protection and preservation of cul tural resources 
including the act of September 13, 1961, that established Fort Smith National 
Historic Site (P.L. 87-215 75 stat. 489); The National Envi ronmenta l Policy Act 
of 1969 (P.L. 91-190: 83 stat. 852); Section 106 of the National Historic 
Preservation Act of 1966, as amended (P.L. 89-665 80 stat. 915); Executive Order 
11593 (36 CFR 800 and 36 CFR 8921); the Archeological and Historic 
Preservation Act of 1974 (P.L. 93-291 88 stat. 174); the Historic Sites Act of 1935, 
as amended (P.L. 74-292 49 stat. 666); the Nat ional Park Service Organic Act of 
1916, as amended (P.L. 95-625 stat. 3467); and the Ant iqui t ies Act of 1906 (P.L. 
59-209 34 stat. 225). The fieldwork under taken here complies with cul tural 
resource legislation by: 1) locating archeological remains endangered by 
proposed construction; 2) assessing the degree of impact; 3) de termining the 
significance of affected cul tural resources relative to cri teria of the National 
Register of Historic Places, and if s ignif icant; 4) by mit igat ing adverse impacts. 

Archeological invest igations for the proposed pedestr ian trail occurred 
sporadically over a four year period. Cumulat ively , from October 21, 
1985-October 28, 1988, seven months were devoted to the field investigation. A 
five-phase excavation procedure that ranged from systematic sampling to 
controlled excavation of significant remains was used to sample, identify, and 
assess cul tural resources, and to evaluate construction impacts. Fieldwork 
resulted in the excavation of 145 test units, accounting for a total excavated area 
of 3,728 square feet (346.3 square meters). Seventy three archeological features 
were identif ied and 43,906 ar t i facts were collected from 206 proveniences. 

This investigation has been conducted in accordance with the approved 
scope-of-work and in conformance with policies of the National Park Service, 
and guidelines of the State of Arkansas as prescribed in the State Plan for the 
Conservation of Archeological Resources in Arkansas (Davis 1982). 
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Archeological Investigation 
For Construction of a Pedestrian Trail 
And Identification of Laundress Row 
Fort Smith National Historic Site, Arkansas 

ROGER E. COLEMAN 

With A Contr ibut ion by 
Susan L. Scott and H. Edwin Jackson 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

This report describes the results of archeological investigation for 

construction of a pedestr ian trail at Fort Smith Nat ional Historic Site, Arkansas. 

Fort Smith Nat ional Historic Site was established September 13, 1961 (Public 

Law 87-215, 75 Stat. 489), to preserve and commemorate two mil i tary forts and 

the Federal Courtroom and Jail of the Uni ted States Distr ict Court of the 

Western Distr ict of Arkansas . The historic period at Fort Smith spans 79 years 

from 1817-1896, when the site played an impor tan t role in implement ing Federal 

Indian policy. The proposed trail , connect ing the park visitor center to Belle 

Point, will cross the locations of both historic mil i tary forts (Fig. 1). Since Fort 

Smith Nat ional Historic Site is included on the Nat ional Register of Historic 

Places, it is protected from destruct ion or impairment . As prescribed by public 

law, an archeological invest igation was conducted to mit igate adverse effects to 

s ignif icant remains from proposed trail construct ion. 

Invest igat ion of the trail corr idor resulted in the ident i f icat ion of 67 

archeological features and buried historic ground levels in two locations. Sealed 

deposits such as these are rare at historic sites and even more so at Fort Smith 

where urbaniza t ion has compromised subsurface integri ty over most of the site. 

As cont r ibut ing historic resources, both bur ied ground levels and their contents 

are considered signif icant . A combinat ion of avoidance and excavat ion were 
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FIGURE 1. Location of the proposed pedestrian trail and Fort Smith National Historic Site. 
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employed to mitigate construction impacts. Since the historic ground level could 

not be completely avoided, however, a 2,775-square foot area was excavated, 

resulting in the acquisit ion of 43,906 ar t i facts . This excellent ar t i fact sample 

from a sealed, uncontaminated deposit provides a remarkable cross-section of 

historic occupation at Fort Smith Nat ional Historic Site. Appropria te ly , much 

of the following text is devoted to the description and analysis of these data, 

both for cul tural resource compliance and for research purposes. This ar t i fact 

sample is an important source for analysis and comparison at Fort Smith and 

other nineteenth century mil i tary sites. 

Project History 

The Fort Smith National Historic Site General Management Plan directs 

that a safe "pedestrian crossing...will be constructed from the second fort to the 

first fort area" (NPS 1981:59). Two rai l roads cross the site and divide the park 

into three geographic areas: the second fort site, a narrow elevated median strip 

between the rai lroads, and the first fort site on Belle Point. Current ly , visitors 

walking to Belle Point must use a path that employs three sets of stairs and that 

cross the track beds at grade. To el iminate dangerous train-people conflicts and 

to comply with Uniform Federal Accessibili ty Standards , the National Park 

Service proposed construction of an "overpass" or "foot bridge" to link the two 

fort sites (NPS 1981:38, 59). The Nat ional Park Service approved the project on 

January 23, 1985, but because of visual impact that would be incurred, the 

proposed overpass was redesignated as an at-grade crossing (Baker 1987:1). 

Pre l iminary archeological testing was conducted from October 21, 

1985-February 13, 1986, on the median strip area. Although a trail al ignment 

had not been formally proposed at this t ime, it was certain to planners that the 

walk would cross the 1,000-foot long median strip. Therefore, prel iminary 

testing was under taken to identify s ignif icant cul tural resources and if 

necessary, to develop an appropr ia te mit igat ive plan. This investigation revealed 

an undis turbed, buried historic ground level coterminous with the median strip. 
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This s ignif icant resource contained abundan t ar t i facts and s t ructura l remains. 

Because of the length of the median str ip, however, complete avoidance of the 

area was not feasible. Therefore, recommendat ions to mitigate construction 

impacts included avoidance of foundat ions and features, and 100% excavation 

of affected historic ground level. 

Based on the results of pre l iminary archeological testing, a suitable trail 

al ignment was proposed in the Landscape Management Plan (Gaines 1986). The 

Landscape Management Plan (LMP) at tempted to minimize impact to cul tural 

resources by completely avoiding known s t ructures and features and by placing 

the crossing in an area with the lowest ar t i fact density. To further minimize 

destructive cut t ing from construct ion, the LMP specified the use of retaining 

walls. The document was reviewed by the National Park Service on September 

11, 1986, and was approved under a programmat ic memorandum of agreement 

with the Advisory Council on Historic Preservat ion. Funds for advance 

planning and pedestr ian trail design were programmed for fiscal year-1987. 

From March 2-May 11, 1987, addi t ional archeological testing of the proposed 

pedestr ian trai l al ignment on Belle Point was under taken . This investigation 

indicated that the ground surface on Belle Point had been uniformly disturbed 

to a depth of one foot and that s ignif icant cul tural resources were not present. 

Archeological clearance was re commended provided that an archeologist monitor 

all cut t ing dur ing trail construction. Construct ion funds were programmed for 

fiscal year-1988 and the construction design was finalized in May. 

Final construction plans (NPS 1988) closely follow the original al ignment 

and design specifications provided in the Landscape Management Plan (Fig. 2). 

Minor changes to avoid dis turbing bench marks and desirable trees, however, 

were made. The project entails construct ion of a 450-foot long, at-grade, paved 

trail with a six-foot wide cross-section and a maximum gradient of 4.9%. To 

achieve this profile, the design specifies a 35-foot wide cut through the median 

strip and a 23-foot wide, 150-foot long cut on Belle Point. For visitor safety, 

re ta ining walls will not exceed three feet in height and slopes above the 
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FIGURE 2. Design for the proposed pedestrian trail. A) Section of trail from the parking lot to visitor center: B) 
Section of trail from parking lot to Belle Point. 
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reta ining walls will be cut at a maximum grade of 3:1. A flight of stone steps 

will be placed on the median strip to provide safe access to historic monuments 

located in that area. Rai l road crossings on both sides of the median will be 

marked by four signal masts, au tomat ic gates, and crossing panels. For visitor 

comfort, a d r ink ing fountain, benches, and an in terpret ive shelter with covered 

roof will be constructed at the trai l t e rminus on Belle Point. 

The final design analysis (NPS 1988) contains two addi t ives not shown 

in pre l iminary drawings. Addi t ive A specifies correction of electrical wiring 

defects in the new parking lot l ighting and addi t ive B entails obli terat ion of the 

old park ing lot adjacent to the visitor center and construction of a paved trail , 

per the LMP, from the new parking lot to the visitor center entrance. Addi t ive 

A will not dis turb subsurface remains and required no addi t ional archeological 

invest igat ion. Addi t ive B, however, created an addi t ional 620 linear feet of 

trail—all requir ing archeological clearance. According to drawing No. 

421/41,011A (Fig. 2A), the proposed trai l section in addi t ive B requires an 

at-grade construction with a six-foot wide cross-section for 440 feet of trail from 

the park ing lot to the east visitor center ent rance. A second trail section 

provides essential access for the physically challenged to a wheelchair lift at the 

west visitor center entrance. This section requires a three-foot wide 

cross-section for approximately 180 feet of t rai l . Designs further specify a 

paved surface with four inches of concrete over two inches of aggregate base. 

Thus, minimum depth of cut t ing on the visitor center lawn will be six inches. 

Meanwhile , efforts to mit igate construct ion impacts on the median strip 

were ini t ia ted. A contract to build the pedestr ian trail had been awarded to 

Crawford Construct ion Company of Van Buren, Arkansas . Work was slated to 

begin in August, 1988. Therefore , from June 27-July 26, 1988, excavat ion of 

s ignif icant deposits on the rai lroad median strip was under taken . Significant 

archeological remains were completely removed through data collection and 

were no longer endangered by proposed construction. It was, therefore, 

recommended that archeological clearance be provided for construction on the 
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median area with the st ipulation that an archeologist monitor all cut t ing during 

construction. 

Archeological testing for the trail section in Addi t ive B occurred from 

October 21-October 28, 1988. Several layers of fill were identif ied in the 

impacted area. A buried historic ground level occurs 1.4 feet below surface. 

Although the ground level and its contents are significant historic resources, 

construction here would not have an adverse effect. Cut t ing for trail 

construction in Addi t ive B will extend only six inches below surface. 

Archeological clearance for this section of trail was recommended providing 

that all cut t ing activity would be monitored by an archeologist. 

Archeological monitor ing dur ing construction of the pedestrian trail was 

provided on an as-needed basis, whenever cut t ing occurred. Therefore, 

monitoring was under taken sporadically throughout the construction project 

from November, 1988-April, 1989. Twice dur ing construction, monitoring 

resulted in the ident i f icat ion of s ignif icant cul tural resources. Adverse impact 

to these resources was mitigated through a combination of avoidance and data 

collection. 

Project Goals 

The pedestr ian trail crosses three park areas: the visitor center lawn, the 

railroad median strip, and Belle Point. These geographic divisions are also 

cul tura l ly /his tor ica l ly distinct. Trai l placement provides an oppor tuni ty to 

sample the exterior of the first Fort Smith and the inter ior and exterior of the 

second Fort Smith. Earl ier invest igations were pr imari ly concerned with tracing 

the foundations of both fort if icat ions and have neglected to sample domestic 

and activity areas. Thus, this invest igation can reveal addi t ional aspects of the 

mili tary environment at Fort Smith by addressing these questions: 

1) How were areas beyond the garrison wall s t ructured and used by 

occupants of the first Fort Smith? 
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2) How were areas beyond the garrison wall s t ructured and used by 

occupants of the second Fort Smith? 

3) What differences exist between the use of space within and beyond the 

wall of the second Fort Smith? 

Although documentat ion is comparat ively rich for nineteenth century 

mil i tary sites, glar ing discrepancies do exist. Fort Smith is no exception. Unl ike 

the planned permanent bui ldings within the garrison walls, small temporary 

bar racks constructed by the troops for their own use are poorly documented. 

Known historic s t ructures at Fort Smith have been plotted by Coleman and 

Dollar (1984:Fig. 11), revealing the presence of several bui ldings near the 

present-day median str ip. A single historic map port rays this row of buildings, 

listed in 1870 as "laundress quarters" (Fig. 3). Addi t ional historic references to 

laundress row are noticeably lacking. Archeological investigation can contr ibute 

informat ion on this dark corner of Fort Smith history by answering the 

following questions: 

4) What is the location and or ientat ion of laundress row? 

5) How were the bui ldings in laundress row constructed? 

6) What is the date of construct ion and occupation of laundress row? 

7) Can the documented function of laundress row be verified? 

8) What were the living condit ions at laundress row and what influence 

did the mil i tary bureaucracy have on the lifestyle of the inhabi tants? 

A prehis tor ic archeological site has been identif ied at Belle Point, yet is 

poorly understood. Ini t ial invest igation of this location sampled only areas 

adjacent to the first fort foundat ion. Although a lengthy mult icomponent 
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