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SITE DESTRUCTION IN GEORGIA AND THE CAROLINAS 
An Introduction 

David G. Anderson 
Virginia Horak 

This volume, the second in the Readings in 
Archeological Resource Protection Series pub­
lished by the Interagency Archeological Services 
Division, serves as a companion to Coping With 
Site Looting: Southeastern Perspectives, a col­
lection of essays edited by John Ehrenhard and 
released in 1989. That volume directed attention 
to a particularly insidious problem—the inten­
tional and malicious destruction of cultural 
resources by people who, in most cases, are well 
aware of the harm they are causing. 

This volume continues to examine site de­
struction in the Southeast. However, as bad as 
the problem of looting is—as illustrated through­
out this book—it is not the sole cause of re­
source loss. So, while the first volume highlights 
a single issue, this time the focus is on a wider 
range of destructive forces—erosion, agriculture 
and silvaculture, residential and industrial de­
velopment, undocumented or underdocumented 
collection, and, of course, looting and vandalism. 

Site destruction is perhaps the most signifi­
cant problem facing the historic preservation 
community in the Southeast. Historic and pre­
historic archeological sites represent our primary 
source of information about all but the most 
recent events in the long story of human settle­
ment in the region—a record stretching back 
over 10,000 years into the past. While every 
well-informed citizen is probably aware that 
cultural as well as natural resources are being 
lost, we suspect that few comprehend the extent 
of this loss or the forms that it can take. Most 
professional archeologists know of specific sites 
lost through erosion, development, or looting. 
Only those working in regulatory or land man­
agement agencies or involved in Cultural Re­

source Management (CRM) archeology, how­
ever, likely realize the full extent and impact of 
the destruction. 

The articles in this volume should help us all 
understand the magnitude of the problem. Our 
intent here, as in our first volume on site looting, 
is to inform both the professional archeological 
community and the interested public about the 
extent of site destruction in the Southeast. Rather 
than resorting to hand-wringing, however, the 
contributors to this volume offer explicit solu­
tions to the ongoing loss of our heritage. Thus, 
while one of our goals is to document the extent 
of site destruction in the region, another is to 
show how the archeological community is facing 
and, most importantly, resolving the problem. 

The articles cover areas from south Georgia 
to eastern North Carolina, with most of the 
studies focused on areas in and near South 
Carolina (Figure 1). They show that cultural 
resources can be lost overnight, as Robert 
Morgan documents when discussing the effects 
of Hurricane Hugo in the Francis Marion Nation­
al Forest. Resources can also disappear more 
gradually, as Chris Gillam's and Gail Wagner's 
studies of changes over time at the Mulberry 
Mound Group demonstrate. The successful cul­
tural resources cleanup program implemented in 
the aftermath of Hugo was the result of quick yet 
thoughtful planning by Forest Service archeolo­
gists, and reminds us that good personnel are an 
essential part of any preservation/management 
program. At Mulberry, the primary architectural 
features—late prehistoric and early historic 
mounds and a fortification ditch—are slowly 
being plowed or pushed down, filled in, and 
washed away. As Wagner recounts, the Depart-
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Figure 1 — Areas and topics discussed in this volume. 

ment of Anthropology at the University of South 
Carolina has committed itself to recovering 
information about this site before it disappears 
forever. An exciting aspect of this program is 
Chris Gillam's study, which shows that the in­
spection of old aerial photographs can provide 
exact measures of the extent and rates of erosion, 
and help date when specific events in the history 
of the site occurred, such as the leveling of 
mounds or the destruction of structures. 

Christopher Amer illustrates how endangered 
cultural resources occur not only on dry land, but 
in the lakes, rivers, and offshore waters of the 
region. These remains are also subject to destruc­
tion through processes as varied as erosion, in­
tentional collection, and development. In South 
Carolina, where Amer is the state underwater 

archaeologist, an active and effective underwater 
archeology program exists, coordinating the ac­
tivities of the state's amateur and professional 
diving communities. 

Another South Carolina program, the Heritage 
Trust, has as a primary mission the purchase and 
protection of major archeological and historic 
sites. Christopher Judge explains how an assess­
ment of the state's most important archeological 
sites by the Trust found that many have suffered 
damage from a variety of causes in recent years. 
The findings reinforce the need for programs 
directed to site purchase and protection. 

The commercial looting of archeological sites 
is not a phenomenon limited to Hopewellian 
earthen mounds of the Midwest or late prehis­
toric cemeteries of the Mississippi River Valley. 
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As Ken Sassaman documents, it is also a prob­
lem in Georgia and the Carolinas. Archaic and 
Woodland period shellmiddens in the tidal 
marshlands and along the region's rivers and 
streams are being systematically pillaged for 
artifacts of stone, shell, and bone. So much 
damage is occurring that archeologists must often 
devote considerable energy to finding surviving 
pockets of undisturbed material before beginning 
excavation. 

In another problem area, the Ocmulgee-Big 
Bend region of south Georgia, timber manage­
ment practices, industrial and residential devel­
opment, and a long tradition of looting have 
resulted in the destruction of numerous sites. 
This shows that considerable destruction and loss 
of information is occurring even in the rural 
areas of the South. Keith Stephenson and Frankie 
Snow describe the efforts of a small but dedi­
cated group of avocational and professional 
archeologists in south Georgia who are doing 
what they can to counter this loss. Their example 
underlines the importance of developing cadres 
of trained avocational archeologists across the 
region, groups of people who can assist profes­
sionals in the recovery of data from threatened 
sites. 

Major cultural resources can even be de­
stroyed if professionals charged with their 
protection don't know how to recognize them. 
Mark Mathis writes about how, at the Broad 
Reach site, important archeological remains were 
found adjacent to a large shellmidden in an area 
that would be ignored by most researchers. As 
Mathis concludes, archeologists must reexamine 
the way they explore shellmidden settings. 

In yet one more cautionary tale, Linda France 
Stine shows how another category of threatened 
sites in the South—Civil War battlefields and 
defensive works—are such a common and ac­
cepted part of the landscape that they are often 
taken for granted. Charleston's Civil War history, 
for example, helps generate tremendous tourist 
revenues locally. The sites, however, where this 
now-profitable historical record was shaped, are 
being rapidly lost. In emphasizing strategies for 
preserving major sites associated with the 1861-

1865 siege of Charleston, Stine shows how the 
goals of preservation and development coincide. 

Michael Trinkley and William Vartorella's 
important contribution offers methods by which 
agencies as well as individuals can accurately 
assess site destruction in the Southeast and 
beyond. Their system has much to offer and 
should be adopted by the regional preservation 
community. 

Finally, John Ehrenhard's philosophical post­
script reminds us that we cannot ease up on our 
determination to overcome the unrelenting and 
needless loss of our cultural resources. 

Many of the contributions in this volume 
were first presented at a workshop sponsored by 
the Council of South Carolina Professional 
Archaeologists (COSCAPA), held in Columbia, 
South Carolina, on October 11, 1991. The sym­
posium was organized by David G. Anderson 
with the support of the officers and members of 
COSCAPA, led by Leslie M. Drucker who was, 
at the time, president of the organization. 
Participants were asked to identify how archeo­
logical sites are threatened locally, to delimit 
particularly sensitive or threatened site types, and 
to examine rates of destruction. A second, com­
plementary goal of the workshop was to explore 
strategies by which site destruction could be 
reduced. The meeting was well attended and 
seven papers, all of which are included here, 
were delivered. The discussion sessions between 
the presentations were quite lively, indicating 
appreciable interest in the subject. As the volume 
was being organized, contributions from four 
additional authors—DePratter, Gillam, Mathis, 
and Stine—were solicited. All, happily, joined in 
the effort In producing this volume, Anderson 
handled technical coordination, Virginia Horak 
assumed primary responsibility for copy editing 
and manuscript assembly, and Julie Barnes Smith 
produced much of the artwork. 

The ongoing destruction of America's heri­
tage is a major crisis, but one the professional 
archeological community is actively addressing. 
Educating the public about the nature of this 
problem and harnessing their energies towards its 
solution are goals of this volume and the series. 
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THE DESTRUCTION OF A RESOURCE 
South Carolina's Submerged Cultural Heritage 

Christopher F. Amer 

INTRODUCTION 
The forces that disturb or destroy cultural re­
sources, whether on land or submerged, are of 
increasing concern to those who strive to manage 
these resources. How to control or diminish the 
effects of negative forces is an issue of para­
mount importance to managers, archaeologists, 
and preservationists alike. 

While impacts on submerged archaeological 
historic properties is a concern of global mag­
nitude, South Carolina with its rich submerged 
heritage provides numerous examples of what 
can and should be done, as well as what is being 
done. Before solutions can be devised and imple­
mented, the types of disturbances must first be 
characterized and problems identified. 

DISTURBANCE PROCESSES 
The dynamics of site destruction can be reduced 
to two factors: natural and cultural (humanly 
caused) influences. Each plays a role in the re­
duction and destruction of cultural resources on 
and beneath the earth's surface and beneath the 
water. 

Natural Influences 
Natural influences can take the form of ongoing 
destruction (erosion) or sudden events (hurri­
canes) and other natural events and disasters. 

The development and settlement of the state 
was very dependent on the sea and its labyrin­
thine river systems until the advent of the 
railroad and road systems. Aboriginal peoples 
utilized the rivers for their livelihood; ships of 
discovery and colonization brought settlers; a 
diverse array of small riverine and coastal craft 
helped populate the state and allowed trade to 
flourish between the upland settlements, low 

country plantations, and urban centers. Vessels of 
commerce brought goods to the state and took 
away rice, indigo, cotton, and other agricultural 
products grown in the rich soils along the coast. 
Control of waterways and coastal approaches 
was a major factor during the various military 
conflicts that raged throughout the state. 

Nature is both a preserver and a destroyer. 
The shoreline and sea bottom are constantly 
changing through cycles of erosion and accre­
tion. Sites preserved for hundreds of years 
beneath the shifting sediments may be alternately 
exposed and reburied, but ultimately must suc­
cumb to the destructive forces that reduce their 
fabric. Natural events like hurricanes are instru­
mental in both creating archaeological sites, such 
as shipwrecks, and exposing and destroying ex­
isting sites through erosion or subsidence. 

In South Carolina, the sites of the lumber car­
riers Freda Wiley and Jonathan May (wrecked on 
Myrtle Beach during "The Great Storm" of 1893 
and exposed again during Hurricane Hugo in 
1989) bear mute testimony to these processes. 
(Figures 1 and 2). 

Man's attempts to control nature have gener­
ally failed as evidenced by the remains of mid-
20th-century house foundations and bulkheading 
on Hunting Island several hundred meters sea­
ward of the present dunes. The bulkheading 
often only serves to alter the natural erosion 
pattern and hasten erosion elsewhere. 

The ever changing course of South Carolina's 
rivers and the formation of inland bodies of 
water have a profound effect on existing cultural 
sites primarily through erosion and inundation. 
Aboriginal sites, whether habitations or ceremo­
nial in nature, were usually located near sources 
of water. The Mulberry Mound site, thought to 
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Figure 1 — Ship thought to be the Jonathan May or the Freda Wiley, wrecked in 1893 on Myrtle Beach. (Horry County Museum) 

Figure 2 — Wreck of lumber carrier Freda Wiley as exposed by Hurricane Hugo in 1989. (Courtesy SCIAA) 
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be the site of the chiefdom of Cofitachequi 
visited by DeSoto in the 16th century, has suf­
fered from both erosion and periodic inundation. 
The one remaining mound has been eroding into 
the Wateree River for over a century (DePratter 
and Amer 1988:6). As a result of a local farm­
er's agricultural pursuits, much of the remainder 
of a second mound and associated village site 
was bulldozed into a nearby creek. (See articles 
by Gillam and Wagner herein.) 

The Rembert Mound site, a late prehistoric 
multiple mound/village complex that lies beneath 
Clark Hill Reservoir (Lake Thurmond), suffered 
intense erosion from the Savannah River through 
the 19th and early 20th centuries prior to inunda­
tion (Caldwell 1953). Evidence confirms that the 
site continues to erode beneath the waters of the 
reservoir. Proposed increased flow from the hy­
droelectric dam upstream will certainly hasten 
the process (Anderson et al. 1993). 

Cultural Influences 
Man-made influences on submerged cultural 
resources are the product of a wide range of 
factors. Foremost among these is our rapidly 
advancing technology that allows man greater 
accessibility to the underwater world and sub­
merged sites. Other factors include pressures 
from a growing population and commensurate 
competition for resources for food harvesting, 
recreation, commercial utilization (land devel­
opment, agriculture, timber exploitation), and 
treasure hunting in its various forms. 

The diving industry also has a profound ef­
fect on the state's submerged cultural resources. 
Every year thousands of "history seekers" dive 
the rivers and inlets of South Carolina collecting 
a myriad of well-preserved artifacts and fossils. 
Some individuals "work" submerged sites with a 
profit motive. If uncontrolled, their activities 
could devastate South Carolina's rich underwater 
cultural heritage. Fortunately, the state sponsors 
the Sport Diver Archaeology Management Pro­
gram that allows licensed divers to hand collect 
artifacts and fossils from state-owned bottom­
lands in exchange for reporting their finds to 
state archaeologists and paleontologists. This 
educational and monitoring program has helped 

contain site loss. In one example of licensed 
salvage, a submerged site in Charleston Harbor 
containing the remains of several blockade 
runners was explored between 1986 and 1989. 
Unable to meet the state's stringent data recovery 
standards, the salvor eventually ceased activities. 

A review of licenses issued by the South 
Carolina Institute of Archaeology and Anthro­
pology (SCIAA) for search and salvage since the 
inception of the licensing program in 1976 
reveals both a recent reduction in the number of 
licenses granted and a shift from artifact 
recovery to data recovery. Between 1976—when 
the South Carolina Underwater Antiquities Act 
was passed—and 1987, some 32 licenses were 
granted for search and salvage in state waters. 
Between 1987 and 1991, the state received five 
search license applications and granted four (all 
to professional archaeologists), while four of the 
six salvage licenses applied for were issued. 
During the latter period, professional archaeo­
logical standards were increasingly applied to 
applications for search and salvage licenses, and 
public hearings were held to help determine the 
merit of each application. These processes cul­
minated with the passage of the South Carolina 
Underwater Antiquities Act of 1991. This Act 
mandates that professional archaeological stan­
dards be required for all data recovery from 
submerged cultural resources in the state. The 
Act has also tightened restrictions on "recre­
ational" artifact recovery. 

Vandalism often calls for more direct action, 
such as physical protection of endangered sites. 
When the submerged site of a Revolutionary 
War gunboat in the Cooper River was recently 
vandalized, state underwater archaeologists chose 
to protect this significant site by covering it with 
chain link fence sandwiched between two thick 
layers of sand. 

The population and rate of growth of coastal 
South Carolina has been dramatically increasing 
since 1960 (South Carolina Coastal Council 
1991:30). The influx of residents and the growth 
in resort related developments on the barrier 
islands have produced noticeable impacts on sub­
merged cultural resources. Bridge construction 
and expansion projects, which provide access to 
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these previously remote areas, disturb bottoms of 
waterways, as do the proliferation of private 
docks and unplanned shoreline developments. 

The term shoreline is often misleading when 
applied to barrier islands because the interface 
between the island and the sea is constantly 
changing over time. Cultural resources that were 
once submerged or associated with the shoreline 
can today be significantly inland on the islands. 
For example, while driving piles for a condomin­
ium development behind the dunes of Pawleys 
Island, South Carolina, workers encountered the 
incomplete remains of a late 19th-century sailing 
ship. Most of the individual and articulated 
timbers were removed from their seven-meter-
deep resting place before archaeologists could 
investigate. The remains obviously were not 
afforded the treatment appropriate to their 
historical and archaeological importance. 

With the expansion of private and resort 
developments comes a need for private docks, 
marinas, and facilities to support recreational 
activities. These facilities encroach on public 
waters potentially impacting both submerged 
cultural resources and those buried in the 
foreshore. For example, a marina was construct­
ed in front of the historic slipways of the 

Prichard Shipyard. This site near Charleston, 
South Carolina, was first utilized as a shipyard in 
1753 and operated for approximately one hun­
dred years. Today, pilings pierce the submerged 
component and boat traffic affects the exposed 
slipways on the foreshore. 

Nearby, the construction of a private dock 
would have severely damaged a small, 19th-
century sailing vessel buried in the marsh were 
it not for the diligence of the construction 
company employees who reported their find to 
state officials. After state archaeologists deter­
mined the extent of the site, the company agreed 
to alter the spacing of the dock pilings so as to 
avoid the historic wreck. 

Wake from recreational boats, many of which 
are high-performance types, certainly is having 
an adverse impact on many submerged and par­
tially submerged archaeological sites along the 
state's waterways. The Malcolm Boat, an historic 
sailing vessel that appears to have been aban­
doned and now lies embedded in the bank of the 
Ashley River near Charleston, is one of many 
such boats (Figures 3 and 4). The loss of meters 
of its structure is directly attributable to wake 
from passing boats. There are many other water-
related sites suffering similar fates—historic 

Figure 3 — Plan and elevation views, starboard of the Malcolm Boat. (Drawn by Christopher Amer and William Barr, courtesy SCIAA) 
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