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ABSTRACT

Recent research at the Blackman Stream site (74-19) has revealed a cultural sequence
ranging from the Late Paleoindian period to the Historic period. Assemblage 1, representing the
Late Paleoindian period, includes lithic debitage and a parallel-flaked projectile point fragment
recovered from 217 cm below the ground surface. This assemblage occurred 1 m below a buried,
Sformer land surface which has been dated to ca. 8000 years B.P. This represents the first strati-
graphically dated context of a recognizable Late Paleoindian diagnostic artifact in the State of
Maine. Assemblage 2 is associated with the buried, former land surface approximately 1 m below
the present land surface and dates to approximately 8000 years B.P. Assemblage 2 includes bifaces,
Sfull-grooved gouges, adzes, and crude, slab-like choppers, in addition to felsite conical and tabular
cores. Both these assemblages contribute significantly to our knowledge of the early culture history

of the Penobscot River valley.

INTRODUCTION

This paper describes the results of work
undertaken at the Blackman Stream site (site 74-19
in the Maine State prehistoric numbering system).
The site has produced evidence of human occupa-
tion from the Late Paleoindian period to the twenti-
eth century. Here, we focus on the early portion
of the sequence.

Early Holocene Occupation in Northern New England
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The Blackman Stream site is situated on the
north side of the confluence of Blackman Stream
and the Penobscot River in the town of Bradley,
Maine (Figure 1). The site was tested during a
phase I survey for the proposed Basin Mills hydro-
electric project; additional excavation took place in
a phase Il testing operation conducted in 1987
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(Belcher and Sanger 1988;
Sanger 1984). Archaeological
investigations in the Basin Mills
study area were directed by
Sanger. Kellogg supervised the
phase Il field work at Blackman
Stream, while Belcher coordi-
nated the analysis.

There are numerous Late
Archaic and Ceramic period
sites located on the banks of the
Penobscot River and its tribu-
taries. Despite the heavy toll of
sites due to 200 years of Euro-
american  activities, recent
surveys have identified 109
sites between Bangor and the
mouth of Sunkhaze Stream, a
distance of 24 kilometers (Fig. .
1). However, few of these sites
contain cultural deposits demon-
strated older than 5000 B.P.

A\Hirundo 73-9

Caribou

The Blackman Stream
site has been known since the
turn of the century. Walter B.
Smith (n.d.) regularly collected "Mr. Moulton’s
cornfield" beside Blackman Stream. More recently,
Herbert R. Dickey, Jr., recovered a number of
artifacts associated with red ocher burials of the
Moorehead burial tradition (Sanger 1973). Modern
interments in the adjoining Knop Cemetery revealed
additional red ocher burials.

The presence of an early component at
Blackman Stream was suspected on the basis of
projectile points in the James Applegate collection
from the site. Included with typical Late Archaic
and Ceramic period artifacts were two points remi-
niscent of the Neville-Stark series described by
Dincauze (1976) from the Neville site in New
Hampshire.

THE BLACKMAN STREAM SITE

Description

The Blackman Stream site extends 120 m
along the Penobscot River, upstream from the con-
fluence, and back to Route 178 (Figure 2), encom-
passing approximately 5,570 square meters. Dur-
ing the phase I survey, the area was surface-collect-
ed and tested by shovel test pits, two 1.0 m x 1.0
m pits, and a single 1.0 m x 2.0 m test unit placed
in a depression in the center of the site. Below the

Figure 1. Map of the Penobscot River valley near Orono showing
locations of the Blackman Stream, Gilman Falls and Hirundo sites.

thickened plow zone and an area of disturbance, the
latter excavation unit revealed compact silty sand
overlying a lag deposit of large, rounded boulders.
Associated with the silty sand were a number of
parallel-sided, felsite flakes, and tabular cores of
a technology not recognized in Late Archaic period
assemblages. On the basis of the potential for
Middle Archaic and /or Early Archaic period com-
ponents, further research was recommended (San-
ger 1984).

In 1987, over 50 square meters and two long
backhoe trenches were excavated at the Blackman
Stream site (Figure 2) (Belcher and Sanger 1988).
Analysis of the test unit and backhoe stratigraphy
by consulting geologist Alice Kelley revealed a
series of overbank flood episodes that infilled an
abandoned Penobscot River channel. Deposition,
which was rapid initially, subsequently slowed be-
tween 8000 and 7000 B.P., and from 7000 B.P. to
the present has accumulated less than a meter.
Underlying the Holocene flood deposits are out-
wash gravels and till, resting on Silurian-Ordovi-
cian phyllites of the Vassalboro Formation (Brady
1982; Osberg et al. 1985; Thompson and Borns
1985).

Several excavation units in the depression
area of the site located a dark-stained stratum (IV)
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Figure 3. North wall profile of unit 110S, 46-47E at the Blackman Stream site.

Stratigraphic descriptions as follow:
I: very find sand, silt and clay; very dark grayish brown 10YR 3/2
II: very fine sand and silt; yellowish brown 10YR 5/6
III: fine to medium sand; coarsens upward; olive brown 2.5YR 4/4
IV: paleosol, very fine sand and silt with extensive charcoal staining
V: very fine sand and silt; yellowish brown 10YR 5/6 (mottles)
Va: very fine sand, silt and clay; yellowish brown 10YR 5/6
VI: very fine sand and silt, very compact; light brownish gray 10YR 6/2
VII: medium to coarse sand; dark yellowish brown 10YR 4/4 (Fe mottles)
VIII: medium to coarse sand and gravel; compact

VIIIa: gravel
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Figure 8. Selected tree taxa distributions at 10 ka in
northeastern North America— Pine, Oak, Hickory
(figure modified from Jacobson et al. 1987).

illustrate the major taxa at two key times— 10,000
and 8,000 years ago (10 ka and 8 ka)— for a dis-
cussion of Early Archaic adaptations. It should be
noted that the vegetation maps are designed to high-
light those taxa whose abundance in the various
pollen diagrams reaches a level that would suggest
a significant presence on the landscape.

At 10 ka much of Maine and some of New
Brunswick was in a colonizing mode where no one
taxon could be considered dominant, hence the
uncolored area on the reconstruction maps at 10 ka.
Reference to the original maps (Jacobson et al.
1987:Plate 1) indicates that by 10 ka the 5% oak
isopoll ran through central Maine and south. By
8 ka the 5% isopoll had scarcely shifted; however,
the 20% oak isopoll had advanced into much of
southern New England and it had reached 40% in
Massachusetts. In other words, while there was a
steady northward migration of oak into southern

Figure 9. Selected tree taxa distributions at 10 ka in
northeastern North America— Birch and Spruce (figure
modified from Jacobson et al. 1987).

New England between 10 ka and 8 ka, the percent-
age of oak pollen is virtually unchanged in most of
Maine. Spruce at 10 ka was only at 5% in north-
ern Maine, although it reached higher levels in
southern New England. By 8 ka spruce had all but
left southern New England and was found from
central Maine northward. With the exception of a
small pocket around Penobscot Bay in Maine, pine
was a minor taxon throughout the study area but
increased rapidly in all areas by 8 ka.

For people, these taxa and their distributions
suggest only possibilities, not absolutes. Most
impressive is the low incidence of oak in the central
Maine area and north, and the substantial increase
in oak pollen in southern New England where it
reached 40% of all pollen by 8 ka. . For all practi-
cal purposes these were oak forests which should
have had a substantially enhanced carrying capacity
for people compared with more northern forests,
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Figure 10. Selected tree taxa distributions at 8 ka in
northeastern North America—Pine, Oak, Hickory (figure
modified from Jacobson et al. 1987).

Earlier, overlysimplistic claims for presence
or absence of Early Archaic populations based on
the forest communities are clearly in need of revi-
sion. However, the general association between the
Late Paleoindian points of the north and the oak-
poor, conifer-birch forests seems evident. At this
point, to discard totally the human presence-vegeta-
tion model is akin to the proverbial baby and its
bath water. As we continue to recover more evi-
dence for human activity during the early Holocene
we must integrate the latest vegetational data.

What the vegetation history means in terms
of human adaptation remains to be discerned.
People, of course, adapt both to the vegetation and
to the animals supported by that vegetation, while
other resources, especially fish, may have little, if
anything, to do with vegetation cover. The paucity
of faunal remains in many of the northern sites
complicates any specific statements regarding adap-

Figure 11.. Selected tree taxa distributions at 8 ka in
northeastern North America—Birch and Spruce (figure
modified from Jacobson et al. 1987).

tations. Knight’s (1985) innovative research on the
taphonomy of bone in northern sites with acidic
soils is particularly relevant. Based on controlled
laboratory tests, Knight found that over-representa-
tion of small mammals, particularly beaver and
muskrat, is a hazard associated with such sites.
Remains of large mammals, such as the deer fami-
ly, are likely to go unrecognized because of ext-
reme fragmentation and bone loss.

Modern forests consist of taxa in quantities
that may not provide suitable analogues for past
forests. Consequently, it is dangerous to project
a subsistence pattern based on inferred fauna and
flora in modern forests. Nevertheless, the modern
spruce-birch zones tend to be a moose, beaver,
muskrat, fish, and fowl dominated faunal assem-
blage relatively depauperate in terms of plant re-
sources for humans. By contrast, the modern oak-
hickory hardwood communities support white-tail



deer and other mast food consumers, in addition to
a wide variety of floral resources directly consumed
by people.

Whether or not there is significance in the
overlappingdistributionofthe parallel-flaked points
and the coniferous forests constitutes a topic for
further research. It will require much tighter chro-
nological controls and more complete excavation
of components in the transition zone between the
major tree taxa in order to accept or reject a func-
tional hypothesis.

Assemblage 2 is also significant. It indicates
that around 8000 B.P. the following artifact classes
were present in the Penobscot valley: bifaces of
yet unknown form and size; full-length grooved
gouges; adzes; and crude, slab-like choppers remi-
niscent of those from the John’s Bridge site in Ver-
mont (Thomas and Robinson 1980). In addition,
there are felsite cores, both conical and tabular, and
a low percentage of quartz flakes. Unfortunately,
none of the above can be assigned exclusively to the
8000 B.P. period with confidence on the basis of
our current understanding of regional prehistory.
Additional examples of complete specimens in good
context is required.

While every Assemblage 2 artifact can be
duplicated at the nearby Hirundo site (Sanger et al.
1977), the context there is ambiguous. Elsewhere
in the vicinity, related components occur at six or
more sites. One of these, the Gilman Falls site
(74-106) located at the mouth of Pushaw Stream
(Figure 1), has an extensive assemblage currently
under analysis.

CONCLUSION

For two decades archaeologists in the North-
east have argued the merits of explaining apparently
low site populations by a paucity of people in the
area. A full review of the history of argumentation
is beyond the scope of this brief note; however, we
now have incontrovertible evidence that at least
some people were in the central Maine area prior
to the abundant evidence for human presence after
5000 B.P. (see also Petersen et al. 1986).

On the basis of the current data several hy-
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potheses can be advanced:

1. The discrepancy in site numbers before
and after 5000 B.P. is an accurate reflection of the
situation; that is, human populations were indeed
lower, but not absent.

2. The history of major river development
has resulted in differential site preservation such
that the existing data are not indicative of the real
situation.

3. Too little research has been conducted in
deep alluvial sediments, and further work can be
expected to demonstrate much higher population
numbers.

4. Early-and mid-Holocene peoples used the
major valleys but focused activities in the glacial
lakes and wetlands which then had a higher carry-
ing capacity (Nicholas 1988) than the surrounding
countryside. As a result, riverine sites are under-
standably scarce.

Regardless of which of these hypotheses
prove to be most acceptable as additional evidence
accumulates, the data from the Blackman Stream
site, in association with that from other stratified
sites reported in this volume, indicate that we can
no longer express the argument in simplistic, polar-
ized terms. Clearly, people were here; but, in what
numbers, and with what kinds of adaptive strategies
remains to be determined.
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