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THE CHANCE HORIZON: AN EARLY STAGE OF
MOHAWK IROQUOIS CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT!

By WriLLiay AL Ryrenie

State Archeolagist

INTRODUCTION

The intensive study of Iroguois archeology has been revived during
the past few vears from a lengthy period of semnolence by the hold
hypothesis of Dr Richard S, MacNeish. In response to a growing
dissatisfaction  with the older theory of Iroquois origins and
migrations®, he has advanced a formulation of Iroquois cultural
emergence within the historic domains of the northern Iroquois
trihes, by a process of parallelistic development from Owasco and
other late Woodland period antecedents in Ontario and New York.®

This is based partly on his analysis and reinterpretation of materials
long above ground in public and private collections, and partly as the
result of newly acquired data from recent excavations in Ontario,
New York and Pennsvivania,

Since hypotheses can e translated into theory or accepred fact only
through the critical testing of all pertinent data, an immense under-
taking confronts the small body of students primarily concerned with
[roquots archeology and, barring happy accidents, vears may elapse
hefore the picture is greatly clarified.

The New York State Science Service and State Museum, because
of its geographical location near the eastern periphery of the Mohawk
country ; the fortunate cooperation of a corps of enthusiastic collabor-
ators, long interested in problems of this nature:* and the unusual
fact, for New York Iroquois sites, that a minor percentage  still
remains undespoiled, focused a portion of its field activity during
1949-50 on that specific segment of the larger problem which relates
to Mohawk cultural development. \We acknowledge with gratitude
to the Viking Fund, Inc. a grant in support of the work of 1950.

P There are strong indications that this manifestation may bhe regarded as a
focus of eastern New York [froguois culture, but the definition of such a
taxonomic unit has been deferred pending more extensive investigations m the
general area.

* Beauchamp, 1880, 1889, 1894 Houghton, 1927 Parker. 1916,

s MacNeish, n. d.

* Sanie of these persons will later be referred to specifically, Al are members
of the Van Epps-Hartley Chapter, New York State Archeological Association
and the Mohawk-Caughnawaga Museum at Fouda.
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According to the MacNeish hypothesis the immediate progenitors
of the Mohawk caltural lineage comprise the Owasco of the Castle
Creek Focus, whose principal habitation sites lie south and south-
west of the Mohawk heartland which is situated in Montgoniery and
Fulton counties.  Our primary  efforts were centered on the eluci-
dation of the earliest manifest cultural expression which can in all
probability be identified as Mohawk by means of a majority  of
ceranyic and other trait correspondences with components, linked in
turn by like evidences with protohistoric and later documented
Mohawk towns. This quest has been rewarded by the discoveries
herein briefly described, all of which pertain to the Chance level or
stage of Mohawk cultural development.

Hypothetically, behind this stage there exists a temporally and
perhaps spatially more remote group of sites whose contents should
reveal more fully transitional features bonding the Castle Creek-
Bambridge Owasco to the Chanee horizon of Mohawk. Such a stage
is apparently recognized by MaceNeish in the Goodvear  [ake
material.  The fact, however, that this series of 63 sherds was
obtained by an amateur collector, partly from the surface, in an area
of uncertain extent, now under the waters of Goodyear lake, Otsego
county, and that it therefore may pertain to more than one component,
makes it highly desirable that other stations of this kind be found,
Our search, although fruitless to date, will not be abandoned.

THE CHANCE SITE (Shr 1) ¢

The early Mobawk Chance horizon is so designated from the
Chance site, discovered “by chance,” and partially excavated about
1934 by Kenneth C. Brate on the Edward \roman farm, approxi-
mately twa miles north of Schoharie, N. Y. (figure 1). It consisted
of a thin midden deposit, averaging approximately 6 inches in depth,
and extending for some 30 feet along the face of the steep slope
forming the south bank of a small stream-hearing gullv, close 1o its
union with the east bank of Schoharie creek. \With Mr Brate's and
the owner's consent we completed the excavation of the midden in
1949, more than doubling the size of the original collection.”

Unfortunately, the sandy terrace occupied by the small group of
Chance people had been the prior residence of numerous other folk,

" Indicates site designation according to system adopted in 1950, {See New
York State Abbreviations for Topographic Map Names, published for the use
of the Mohawk-Caughnawaga Musewm, Fonda, N. Y. and the Van Epps-
Hartley Chapter of the New York State Archeological  Association,
Schenectady, N.Y. Approved and adopted by the New York State Museum,
Albany, N. Y, October 1950.)

® This was a joint project of the Rochester Museum of Arts and Sciences and
the New York State Museum., under the writer's charge.
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principally of the laurentian culture, traces of which, chiefly in the
form of characteristic tvpes of chipped stone points, are abundant in
the Schoharie valley. A rim sherd of Vinette Dentate, three neck
fragments, probably of Point Peninsula Corded, a steatite pot section,
and a pentagonal-shaped point proclaim some later focus (number 47
of the Point Peninsula culture.” Equally scanty Owasco traces com-
prised a rim sherd of Castle Creek Punctate with incised neck plats:
a probable sherd of Bainbridge Notched Lip, with similar neck
ornamentation ; and two corded rims, one collared, which resemble
somewhat other Owasco types. Two gravers, two strike-a-lights, ten
simple end scrapers, 22 broad and two narrow triangular arrow-
points, are the principal chipped stone items, all of which have perfect
parallels in the Owasco pattern.  The triangular arrowpoints and
strike-a-lights, which also occur at Deowongo island, where other
Owasco traits are lacking, may pertain to the Chance horizon.

These chipped stone articles, together with the Owasco and
Owasco-like potsherds, were found either in tle midden by Mr Brate
and our party or by the former in the upper 6 to 10 inches, including
the tilth zone, of the terrace area immediately adjacent to the hillside
dump, the actual living space of the site. Our testing here revealed
only an oceasional Laurentian chipped stone artifact, but we were
daubtless hevond the limits of the Froquois component which had
largely been previously excavated.

Some of the pre-Owasco materials were also found in the midden,
but the bulk of them oceurred either at the base of the deposit or in
the still deeper subsoil.  Here, for example, were found the Point
Peninsula Corded sherds, eight smoothed-over corded body sherds
and two finelv corded body sherds, together with the steatite potsherd,
a number of the Laurentian chipped points and a deeply bipitted
sandstone pebble, possibly an anvilstone.

The fact that the body sherds mentioned from the subsoil differed
so markedly in paste and surface treatment from the thin smooth
Irogueis ware, and that they could be shown to agree in all paste
characteristics and surface finish with the non-Iroquots rim fragments,
establishes quite clearly the pre-Iroquoian provenience of the latter,
even when found above the subsoil.

As for the trangular arrowpoints and strike-a-hghts, as well as
the sinewstone, rough side-notched netsinkers, splinter bone awls,
and hammerstones, all of which are also present at Deowongo island,
where Owasco ceramic evidences are wanting, there can be httle
reasun for regarding them as other than linked traits in Owasco and

T Revised culture sequence chart for New York in Ritchie, 1951,
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early Mohawk.® The remaining elements mentioned for Chance,
being absent from other sites of this horizon, must provisionally be
considered as of doubtiul early Mohawk provenience. (See illustra-
tions on plate 1, figures 20-24 ; plate 2, figure 21 ; and plate 3, figures
3,5,7,9, 11, 13-15, 18, 20--22, 24, 26 : also trait table for an mventory
of the material. An analysis of the pottery appears in figure 2. Specifi-
cally Laurentian point types, which have abviously no bearing on the
problems of Owasco-Mohawk relationships, have been omitted. s

THE DEOWONGO ISLAND SITE (Rfs 1)

The most recent contribution to our knowledge of the Chance
horizon resulted from the excavations of 1950 on Deowongo island,
Canadarago lake, Otsego county” (figure 1).  This high wooded
island, only some 1200 feet long (plate 41, bore at either end a series
of small peripheral middens, nine in all, of which midden A, situated
near the southern extremity, was explored by the State Museum
party. This midden differed in no appreciable wav from the others
on the island. 1t consisted of a spread, about 15 feet in length and
12 feet in breadth, of darkly stained earth heavily intermixed with
trampled 'nio shells, varving from a few inches deep at the periphery
to a maximum of 10 inches. No appreciable duff layer covered the
deposit, which rested upon a compact, vellow, sandyv-clay  subsoil,
Sparsely dispersed within the midden were broken bones of deer,
bear, beaver, waadchuck, snapping turtle, green frog and various
fish. The limited artifact content, chiefly potsherds, is listed in the
trait table and partly illustrated in plate 1, figures 2, 5, 6, ], 12, 15,
1719, 26, 27, 29-31, 33-35; plate 2, figures -6, &-11, 13, 16-20,
2325 and plate 3, figures 1, 2, 4,6, 8,10, 12, 16, 17, 19, 23, 25, 27, 2K,

A comparative analvsis of the ceramic remains from the various
nuddens on Deowongo island reveals marked quantitative and some
qualitative variations in sherd tvpes, as shown in figure 3.

Hearths, pits and burials were absent at Deowongo island, as in
most other sites of the Chance horizon, but a feature of considerable
importance was found beneath midden A.  This consisted of a line
of post-molds, running in a generally north and south direction, which
was traced for a distance of 28.6 feet. A slight central bowing towards
the east may have heen occasioned by the presence at this point of a

» Strike-a-lights have not, however, heen reported for Mohawk sites later
than those of the Chance stage.

* Besides the work of the State Museum, conducted by the writer, assisted by
Charles E. Gillette and Donald Lenig, through the courtesy of the owner. James
J. Byard I of Ouveonta, the following persons excavated on the island: Farl
Casler, Donald Lenig, L. H. McLean, Clyde Otlson, John Swart and Henry
Wemple, all of whom placed their collections in the writer's hands for study.
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large flat rock embedded in the subsoil.  FEach mold had a diameter
of about 3 inches, and those sectioned ranged in depth from 8 to 11
inches.  All terminated in long tapering points (see plates 5 and 6.
The root-filled soil of the midden was extremely difficult to excavate
and avatlable time did not permit the full exploration of this feature.’”
The possibility of this having been a palisade lne was carefully
considered and rejected because of 1ts position with respect both to
the shore line and the extremely Himited adjacent level area. There-
fore, there seems little doubt that a structure of typical Iroquois long-
house character existed here in connection with the midden, some of
whose industrial and faunal contents occurred in the post-mold A1l

THE SECOND WOODS SITE (Cnj 8)

For most of the available data on this site we are indebted to
Douglas Avres jr of Fort Plain, one of the discoverers (in 19201,
and subsequent excavators over the succeeding ten years. Traces of
occupation in the form of thin patches of stained satl, fire-broken
stones, and hearths or shallow fire pits were found internnttently
along some 250 feet of the fairly wide and flat top of a low ridge
wooded with pine, hemlock and hardwoods, situated between and
about half a mile from the union of the two small branches of Little
Run creek, approximately one mile northwest of Fort Plain, Montgo-
mery county {figure 1. Vestiges of midden deposits, two or three
inches in depth, containing a small number of characteristic potsherds,
were found in 1950 by Mr Lenig and the writer.

Since at least four persons besides Mr Ayres have excavated on
this small site and most of the material is unavailable for study, no
complete trait listing is possible. The following partial list is drawn
from Mr Avres’ collection and from the collection recently presented
to the Mohawk-Caughnawaga Museum at Fonda by Henry Saltsman
of Stone Arabia: about 25 rim sherds of Chance Incised tvpe (plate
1, figure 25); about & of Deowongo Incised: about 3 of Durfee
Underlined ; several neck decorations consisting of vertical or ohlique
tines of punctations (plate 1, figure 257 shoulder decorations of two
kinds, namely, a single encirching line of oval punctations or short
oblique gashes, and multiple encircling lines bordered by punctations:
a plam miniature pot {134 inches in height); 3 trumpet-tvpe efhgy
pipes "t a4 number of narrow, isosceles triangular arrowpoints with

@ A further examination is planned by Mr lLenig, a member of the State
Museum party.
i Ancther from the same site is in the collection of Leo J. C. Smith of Fort
Plain. The fiith was found by the Rev. Harry E. Christiana now of Esopus.
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concave hase; a multiple-grooved sinewstone: several rude thick-poll
celts; and a narrow stone chisel (about 414 inches long, V5 inch wide
and ¥4 inch thick}.

The five pipes, all of the same style, bear three human face effigies
in bas-relief, one on either side of the front, one on the rear of the
bowl.  Between the maskette-like faces occur plats composed of
vertical incised lines and punctated dots, while above, the flaring bowl
is decorated with encircling incised lines bordered at top and bottom
by a band of similar dots (plate 7, figures 5, 63.  This type of pipe,
which occurs with several minor variations, is of great interest as a
possible descendant of a late Owasco form, a matter discussed below
m more detail.

THE KINGSTON SITE (Rhb 1)

This site, the largest of the series attributed to the Chance horizon,
is situated on a wooded sand knoll hordered by a swampy area, just
northeast of the corporation line of the city of Kingston, Ulster
county, and it is therefore the only member of the Chance series lying
well outside of the known Mohawk domain (see figure 1). Between
1945 and 1947, James Shafer of Poughkeepsie carried on excavations
lere. In 1946 Mr Shafer’s communications with the writer resulted
in obtaining his generous permission for the excavations of that vear
conducted on the site by FEdmund S. Carpenter for the Indiana
Historical Society.  Assisted by Charles F. \Wray, the writer spent
several days on the Kingston site in the company of Mr Shafer and
Mr Carpenter and he has recently, through the courtesy of the former,
studied the entire collection in Poughkeepsie.

While by far the larger part of the industrial material came from
midden deposits, varving in depth from a few inches to approximately
a foot, Mr Shafer has records of five pits ranging from about 30 to 36
inches in diameter and 18 to 24 inches in depth, containing burned
stone, ashes, stained earth, refuse animal bone, Unio shells and arti-
facts, especially potsherds. He also uncovered seven shallow hearths,
approximately 16 to 18 inches across and 3 to 6 inches deep. filled
with charcoal and ashes, in which occured scattered potsherds and
other ohjects.

Two burials were discovered during the course of his work, the
only burials reported from a Chance period site. Burial | was a loosely
flexed adult in good condition, facing the southeast and heading
southwest at a depth of 23 inches. 'The second interment, that of a
child in a very poor state of preservation, seems also to have been
flexed in a grave pit 22 inches deep.

[11]




The trait table enwmerates the artifacts from the Kingston site,
some of which are illustrated in plate 1, figures 10, 11, 32, and plate 2,
hgures I4, 15, 220 Tt is important to note that a considerable number
of the puttery types occurred in direct association in some of the pits,'”
also that the scanty relics of European comtact were confined to the
upper inch or two of the nuddens only, suggesting either a brief
secondary occupation of the site on the historic level, or the terminal
phase of a more or less continuwous occupation by a group of relatively
homogeneous culture, imtiated in precontact or late prehistoric times.

Although the location of the Kingston site falls within the territory
historically inhabited by the so-called Esopus tribes of uncertain
affiliation, but probably Munsee,'* there actually seenis no documen-
tary warrant for a direct historical identification of this site as an
[Esopus town.H

Top level material from stratified sites at sundry points in the mid-
Hudson valley, apparently pertaining, like the Kingston site, to late
prelistoric and protohistoric times,* indicates a distribution of Oak
Hill, Chance, Deowongo, Kingstom and Hudson types over the entire
area reaching from the Mohawk valley into northern New Jersey at
this time and strongly signifies a commaon ceramic province inhabited
by tribes of Iroquotan and Algonquian linguistic affinities.  That the
source of one of these tvpes, namely, Chance Incised, may lie to the
north 15 suggested by the continuous distribution of this basic form
as an early element in the ceramic complex of the Oneida-Onondaga
exterrding mland through Madison, Onondaga and Jefferson counties
ter the »t Lawrence valley, at least.  The current state of knowledge

2 These associations are as follows: Pit 2, Chance Incised. Kingston lncised
{both from bottom), Goodyear Lipped.  Pit 3, Chance Incised, Kingston
tneised. Deowongo Incised, (bak Hill Corded.  Pit 4, Otstungo Notched Lip,
Oak Hill Corded, Hudson Incised, Kingston Incised.

s Hodge ted i, 1907, po 437 The possible relatiouship of the Esopus to
Munsee groups in northerss New Jersey, where a number of the pottery types
found on the Kingston site occurred with different associations, is discussed in
Ritehie, 1949, p. 188-96, especially 195

B While | have not had access to Carpenter's report he is alleged to have
wdentified the Kingston site as mid-seventeenth century Fsopus on the basis of a
land deeid of Thomas Chambers, dated 1632, on file (no. 2314) in the Senate
House Museum at Kingston,  Thiz document provides no clue to the extent or
precise location of the original wgrant (see “ The Indian Deed to Thomas
Chambers” in Ode Ulster, Vol 1, Na. 3, March 1903, p. 73-83, Kingston ).
Nor. indeed, are the limits of his greatly expanded manorial tract after 1652, or
even the site of his later home, the “"Manor of Foxhall” matters of general
agreement (see Olde Ulster, Vol 1, No. 10, October 1905, p, 304-3; op. cit.,
Vol. V, No. 11, November 1909, p. 327-363.

1 The Van Orden site, near Catskill, Greene county, excavated by the Van
Epps-Hartley Chapter of the New York State Archeological Association.
Suemmarized in Ritchie, 1944, p. 106, 108, The Cruger Island site. near Tivoli
Diutchess county, explored by James Shafer. To he described in Ritchie. Kirby
and Shafer, n.d.
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