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Dated features present at site

Burial Pit feature; A charcoal sample was taken 
from the burned base of the grave pit.
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All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts

Radiocarbon Data:

Sample 1: 295 +/- 65 years BP Reliability

ModB-34556: charcoal sample from the 
ossuary (exact location unknown)

Sample 2: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 3: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 4: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 5: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 6: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 7: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 8: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 9: +/- years BP Reliability

Additional radiocarbon results available
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Thomas (18CA88) is the site of an aboriginal ossuary. The site is located on a low terrace above the Choptank River in Caroline County. No report has been 
completed on the excavations conducted at the site. Specialist reports and minimal other information was available in the Site Files and in a single published 
source. Given that, several comments can be made regarding the archeological investigations of the ossuary. During the construction of a house basement, 
workmen encountered a mass of bones. Initially believing the bones to be those of animals, work continued until human skulls came to light. At that point, 
work was suspended but already approximately 50% of the ossuary had been disturbed. In March and April of 1989, the undisturbed portion of the ossuary 
was excavated by archeologists from the Maryland Historical Trust. The purpose of the excavation was to define and salvage the ossuary feature. 

It was observed during excavation that the bottom of the ossuary pit was burned. However, it was unclear what significance the burning played in the 
preparation of the pit for burial. Based on the intact portions, the original grave pit was estimated to measure approximately 1.8 by 1.9 meters. Two charcoal 
samples were submitted for radiocarbon dating. One of the samples was identified as modern. The other sample had a date of 295+65 BP, or AD 1447-1681 
calibrated to 2-sigma. This suggests a Late Woodland date for the burial. 

Analysis of the human remains indicated that the burial pit contained at least 27 adults, 2 adolescents, 6 children and 2 infants. Of those individuals who could 
be aged and sexed, there were 5 adult males aged between 21 and 45+, 6 adult females, 2 of who were 45+, 1 adolescent aged between 12-15, 1 adolescent 
aged between 17-21, 5 children aged between 2 and 8, and a 6 month old infant and a newborn or fetus. There was no significant sign of disease in the 
adults. Arthritis, common to hunting and gathering populations, appeared on a few adult bones. The incidence of dental caries was generally quite low (though 
slightly higher among children). Both adolescents showed incidences of moderately severe hypoplasia, indicating several bouts with nutritional stress or 
infection. Few teeth of the children were recovered so it was impossible to tell if the pattern might also be observed in them. Some of the children’s teeth were 
calcified, possibly indicating a nutritional deficit. One female apparently died of a blow to the skull, probably from a weapon, which resulted in a 15 mm hole in 
the occipital area. Cut marks, presumably from defleshing, were noted on one of the skulls. 

An ethnobotanical analysis was conducted on 55 flotation samples that were taken from the site. The primary goals of the analysis were to delineate 
prehistorically utilized floral specimens, to examine the ecosystem as reflected by the recovered floral material, and to understand means by which the 
botanical specimens became incorporated into the ossuary. A total of 63,909 seeds and macrospores were recovered from the test samples under study. 
Twenty-one different plant species were recovered. In theory, only charred native seeds could be considered a legitimate constituent of a prehistoric floral 
assemblage. Approximately 99% of the floral assemblage, or 63,699 specimens, was uncharred, and considered modern in origin. These included 
blackberries, pigweed, sedge, spikerush, chufa, goldenrod, knotweed, spurge, switchgrass, and waterweed. Fifteen of the 21 recovered taxa were not 
represented by any charred specimens. An additional four taxa were recovered both in the charred and uncharred state. Non-native taxa included carpetweed, 
crabgrass, copperleaf, purslane, chickweed, and an uncharred grass seed, all likely modern in origin. 

Potentially utilized charred specimens included fern, catchfly, germander, and bedstraw. The largest component of the assemblage were macrospores from 
the fern family (n=191). These plants are an edible green and have been used for medicinal purposes. Catchfly (n=3) is not an important wildlife food genus 
but the plants are eaten by a few species of birds and small mammals. The root has been used in the treatment of intestinal worms. A single germander seed 
was recovered. A member of the mint family, it has been described as useful in the treatment of rheumatism, gout, fever, and intestinal worms. Bedstraw 
(n=3) was used by the Indians medicinally as a diuretic. Charred samples of purslane (n=2) and carpetweed (n=10) were also recovered, but these are non-
native species. It was suggested that the charred native botanicals which were incorporated into the ossuary soils were likely to represent the environmental 
setting original to the ossuary formation. Fern, catchfly, germander, and bedstraw are all plants which thrive in moist woods along riverbanks. 

The only diagnostic artifacts recovered during the 1989 excavation of the ossuary were 2 Late Woodland period Rappahannock Fabric-Impressed pottery 
sherds. These were likely incidental inclusions in the pit fill. Other materials present at the site included 10 flakes, 2 fire-cracked rocks, 2 other lithics, and 
oyster shell. The total counts are minimum estimates; no counts were stated for the oyster shell because it is unclear if any was collected from the site. The 
property owner non-systematically surface collected the 2 acre parcel containing the ossuary for several years. His collection included Archaic and Late 
Woodland period lithic artifacts and Late Woodland period ceramics. 

Thomas (18CA88) is the site of an aboriginal ossuary. The Thomas ossuary is one of only a handful of this site type identified in the Choptank Drainage. 
Unfortunately, the site was severely disturbed before a salvage operation was initiated. Fortunately, it appeared that all of the human remains were recovered. 
As the site no longer exists, no further investigation is warranted for the immediate area. However, there is always the likelihood of a related hamlet site in the 
vicinity of the ossuary. The relationship between ossuaries and settlement should be a consideration if further earthmoving activities occur in the general 
location.


