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The Clagett Site, 18PR40, is a contact period archeological site near Piscataway Park in south-western Prince George’s County, Maryland. The site is 
believed to be the remains of, or in close proximity to the remains of the principal town of the Piscataway Indians from ca. 1630 to 1680. It was known 
historically as simply “The Piscataway Fort” or “Kittamaquund”. It is situated near the head of the embayed portion of Piscataway Creek, on the south shore. 
Soils at the site are primarily Grosstown gravelly silt loams.

The Piscataway Creek region has long been known to local collectors and residents as an excellent spot to search for American Indian artifacts. The first 
documented archeological find occurred in 1859 when a local farmer found a small burial site on his property. Over the latter part of the 19th century and into 
the early 20th century, artifact collection occurred in the area in a disorganized, and largely destructive manner until the purchase of what was then known as 
the “Hard Bargain” farm in 1923 by Henry and Alice Ferguson. The actions of several local collectors on Mrs. Ferguson’s property (sometimes without her 
permission) prompted her to contact members of the professional archeological community in an effort to protect what she was certain was a significant 
archeological site. Alice Ferguson’s efforts met with little success, so she took it upon herself to undertake controlled excavation of the archeological deposits 
at “Hard Bargain” to the best of her ability. Ultimately, her work would take her onto adjoining properties such as the farm of John Clagett, from whom the site 
takes its name.

A site as important as 18PR40 must be placed in its proper historical context. The first recorded European contact with the Algonquian speaking Piscataway 
(or Conoy) Indians was in AD 1608. Captain John Smith, while exploring the Potomac River, visited several villages within Piscataway territory including a 
principal village called Moyaone (thought by some to be located at nearby 18PR248). Contacts between the Piscataway and Europeans were sporadic at first. 
Once whites entered the fur-trade, Indian-White interaction increased markedly. By 1622, the European fur trade had spread as far north as the village of 
Nacotchtank on the Anacostia River. Sometime between 1623 and 1630 the Piscataway moved their principal village from Moyaone to a new settlement 
referred to as Piscataway or Kittamaquund (likely 18PR40). A permanent European foothold was established in Piscataway territory in 1634 with the founding 
of the Colony of Maryland at St. Mary’s City. Governor Leonard Calvert visited the site in that year to request permission from the Tayac (principal chief) of the 
Piscataways to build the St. Mary’s settlement. A Jesuit mission was also present at the Piscataway village from 1639 to 1642; ministered by Father Andrew 
White.

During the 1640s and 50s, the intensity of intertribal warfare over control of the fur trade increased. Raiding on the Piscataways by the Senecas (of the 
Iroquois Confederacy) and the Susquehannocks was particularly acute. For ten years, beginning in 1642, the Maryland settlers and Piscataway Indians fought 
the Susquehannocks. After 1652, Seneca raiding on Susquehannock villages lead to a respite from the attacks on Maryland settlers. Essentially, the 
Susquehannock and Piscataways were then serving as a buffer against attack from the Senecas. Formal treaties between colonial Maryland and the 
Piscataway chiefdom were signed in 1666 (renewed in 1670), 1692, and 1700. Ostensibly, these treaties placed the Piscataway under the “protection” of the 
colonial government of Maryland. This included guarantees for lands to be set aside for the chiefdom, and hunting and fishing rights for its members. In return 
for this protection, the Piscataway were to pay an annual tribute, return fugitive servants and slaves, and have their chiefs confirmed by the royal governor.

Seneca and Susquehannock pressure on the Piscataway continued to be unrelenting, and in 1680 the Piscataway sought protection at Zekia Swamp in 
Charles County, Maryland. There, they built a European-style fort which was under fairly regular attack by the Seneca and Susquehannocks. At one point, 17 
Piscataway were taken prisoner. Continued threats from the Seneca forced the main body of the Piscataway, numbering about 300, to leave southern 
Maryland in 1697. First, they went to the Bull Run Mountains of Northern Virginia and then, around the year 1700, the Piscataway relocated further up the 
Potomac to Heater’s Island (18FR72), where an epidemic drastically reduced their population in 1704. Although the Piscataway were still living on Heater’s 
Island in 1712, sometime not long thereafter the majority of the Piscataway moved north into southern Pennsylvania. Some remained behind and by the 
1880s were identifying themselves as ‘Wesorts’. In modern times at least three such groups claim descent from the Piscataway, none of which have been 
officially recognized by the federal government or State of Maryland. 

In the late 1930s, after 3½ years spent excavating the Accokeek Creek site to the west of 18PR40, Alice Ferguson began searching for the location of the 
Piscatway Fort of ca. 1630 to 1680. The search for the site entailed both archival research in the local land records and historic documents relating to the 
“Calvert Manor” tract, as well as field reconnaissance on walks and rides through the countryside. Eventually, Ferguson became convinced that the village had 
been located on the property of John Clagett based on the location of an old deeply cut road, and a description of the Calvert Manor tract from a 17th century 
land dispute that made reference to the location of the Piscataway Fort. As the Clagett farm was for sale at the time, and Ferguson rightly suspected that the 
land would be subdivided and developed, Ferguson sought and received Mr. Clagett’s permission to excavate at the site.

After only a half-day’s digging (and Mrs. Ferguson does not detail her methods well) an ossuary and 3 pit features had been exposed. After a few weeks of on-
and-off digging, a new discovery was made at 18PR8 which forced Mrs. Ferguson to abandon work at 18PR40. Ferguson does state that the soils at the site 
were hard-baked clay full of gravel and quite difficult to dig. The nature of the soils precluded stripping of the topsoil over large areas to expose postmolds and 
other features which would provide clues about the site layout. Most of the excavation had to be done with picks and mattocks.

Regardless of how excavation was undertaken, the excavations in late 1930s/early 1940 led to the exposure of a system of trenches (at least 4) across the 
site, 3 hearths, 3 large refuse pits, 1 burial pit containing at least 3 individuals, and an ossuary with the remains of at least 207 individuals within it. 

The trenches were 61 cm (2 ft) across and roughly 76.2 cm (2.5 ft) deep. One was filled with refuse such as faunal remains, large sherds, Indian-made and 
trade pipes, ash, and charcoal. The trenches are of particular interest because the testimony of a deponent in the aforementioned land dispute of the late 17th 
century states, “that the trenches belonging to the said fort were very fresh and visible in his time and memory…”. 

The three small hearths contained charcoal, ash, and potsherds. 

The large refuse pits include two which were roughly 4.27 meters (14 ft) by 4.57 meters (15 ft) in area and 1.13 meters (3.7 ft) deep, and a third which was 
4.57 meters by 3.35 meters (11 ft). The two larger pits contained primarily items of native manufacture, particularly red clay pipes and part of a steatite pipe. 
The smaller pit was primarily refuse of European manufacture, including an iron hoe, 301 European-made clay pipe fragments, broken knives, a reworked iron 
spoon, a pewter spoon, glass bottle bottoms, and glazed pottery. Native-made remains included potsherds and pipe fragments. Faunal remains in this smaller 
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pit included both domesticates (some pig and cow bones) and large quantities of deer.

The ossuary was roughly 6.1 meters (20 ft) X 4.88 meters (16 ft) in area and contained the bodies of at least 207 individuals. Ferguson stated that 254 skulls 
were removed from the ossuary, but these were in fragmentary condition and difficult to remove intact due to the soil conditions. A count of the temporal 
bones by later researchers revealed the minimum number of individuals to be 207. Large quantities of trade goods (especially glass beads and copper) were 
encountered in the ossuary. The ossuary has been assigned its own unique site number, 18PR42. This is because subsequent researchers examining the 
former Clagett property have been unable to locate the ossuary excavated by Ferguson (or other features for that matter), so the precise location is unknown. 
However, a second ossuary was identified in the 1970s and so it is thought that Ferguson’s ossuary must be located nearby. A detailed description of the 
Ferguson Ossuary and associated artifacts is available in the synopsis report for 18PR42. But because the collection from the ossuary was originally 
considered part of the Claggett site collection, the artifact tally from the synopsis report for 18PR42 is recorded in the table above rather than in the table for 
that synopsis report. In addition to the artifacts described generally above and detailed in the synopsis report for 18PR42, at least 10 Potomac Creek sherds 
(including 7 rims) and 13 bifaces are documented photographically as coming from 18PR40. The bifaces suggest the presence of an Archaic component at 
the site.

Additional excavation was conducted at 18PR40 in 1970 and 1971. The project was undertaken by researchers at the University of Maryland at College Park 
who hoped to confirm the location of the Piscataway Fort. The project also appears to have been something of a salvage operation as at least one new house 
was soon to be constructed at the site. While researchers did manage to locate another ossuary, no additional features or artifacts were encountered which 
would confirm the presence of the village.

No full report of the 1970-1971 excavations has ever been produced, but aerial photos of the site under excavation reveal that a series of formal test units (at 
least 7) were excavated at dispersed locations across the site area. Whether the ossuary was identified as part of that process, by controlled surface 
collection or shovel test pitting, or by some other means is not known. What is known is that excavation of the ossuary proceeded with trenching on all four 
sides to expose the extent of the feature (estimated at about 2.1 X 2.5 meters, with a 60 cm thick bone layer). Unfortunately, this method precluded proper 
documentation of any soil profiles that might correspond to bone levels. Record keeping during the 1970 season was poor and most of the material obtained 
from the ossuary in that season is un-provenienced.

The following year, a new Principal Investigator took over and the lower half of the ossuary was excavated in a more controlled way. The mass of bones was 
divided into quadrants and excavation proceeded in arbitrary levels with each bone removed being recorded and numbered sequentially. The ossuary was 
excavated completely and a house now rests in its former location.

The remains of at least 281 individuals were encountered in the ossuary and two re-deposited cremations were also excavated in the lower portion of the 
feature. One of the cremation deposits was surrounded by a rectangle made of long bones. As in the 18PR42/Ferguson Ossuary (see associated synopsis 
report) skulls were frequently filled with smaller bones and/or beads of copper/brass. Typically, an individual’s long bones were oriented parallel and stacked 
atop one-another with the skull at the top. It is not known whether these “collections” were bundles burials or loose, but orderly bones at the time of interment. 
At the bottom of the ossuary were two articulated (either fully or partially) skeletons atop a dog burial near the center of the mass. Artifacts from the ossuary 
include Potomac Creek sherds, 4 bone awls, 2 copper/brass pendants, shell disc beads, and tubular copper/brass beads. The cupric artifacts may date to 
around 1550, but no formal analysis has been made (or at least reported).

The evidence from both Ferguson’s excavations at the site as well as the 1970s work does not conclusively prove that the site of the Piscataway Fort of 1630 
to 1680, but the results are suggestive. The site location is probably close to the fort. A subdivision of small homes now sits atop much of the site and the 
probable location of Ferguson’s ossuary. It is thought that this post-WWII type housing was actually rather low-impact. House footprints are small and many 
may be raised on block foundations. Intact deposits may remain in the yards on the sub-divided lots. Thus, the research potential of 18PR40 is not currently 
known. A promising avenue for research is detailed examination of the land records from the 1940s and 50s as well as examination of aerial photographs to 
determine if there are likely spots where intact deposits may remain preserved.


