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Introduction 
 

The objective of the archaeological research program at Gunston Hall is to gain an 

understanding of the landscape as it existed in the eighteenth century so that George Masonôs 

exterior living space can be more accurately interpreted. This must be done in the absence of 

any contemporary documentation. Nothing is known to have survived that might describe the 

eighteenth century Gunston Hall landscape or its contents.
*
  

 

Archaeology at Gunston Hall must therefore be done in a kind of ñpatchworkò fashion. The 

unearthing of a particular feature will often suggest where to look next. Or, a new finding 

might suddenly make sense of a feature found, perhaps, years previously. The projects 

undertaken during 2013 exemplify the kind of archaeology done to follow-up on previous 

findings. These projects were: 

 

Å  Further explore a previously partially excavated deep artifact deposit, dating to the period 

1770 ï mid-1780ôs, to determine if this was a sunken road bed as originally surmised; 

 

Å  Excavate a possible slave dwelling area, the location of which was suggested by a test unit 

survey done in 2001;  

 

Å  Attempt to determine whether a cellar feature identified in the 1970ôs as being the seat of 

Newtown, a plantation established by George Masonôs grandfather,  is indeed what it was 

claimed to be;  

 

Å  Use ground penetrating radar (GPR) to determine whether two side-by-side depressions 

seen near the Newtown site indicate the presence of a cemetery; 

 

Å  Use GPR to determine whether a group of graves detected in a previous survey of the 

Mason family burying ground extend into a wooded area lying to the west of that burying 

ground.  

                                                 
*
 This must be qualified to a certain extent by the existence of John Masonôs Recollections (Dunn 2012). This 

document was intended to recount Johnôs boyhood life with his famous Father, George Mason. It was written in 

the 1830ôs and does mention, in passing, some landscape features. However, it does not give useful descriptions 

or exact locations of the features. 
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Figure 1. Areas investigated during 2013 (red lines): 1 ï Road bed; 2 ï Possible slave 

dwelling;  3 ï Newtown site; 4 ï óNewtownò burying ground; 5 ï Mason family burying 

ground. Soil types in investigated areas (yellow lines): 7B ï Beltsville silt loam; 76B ï 

Matapeake silt loam; 90B ïSassafras sandy loam; 91E ï Sassafras ï Marumsco complex; 

109B ï Woodstown silt loam. (Detail from California Soil Resource Laboratory 2014) 

 

 

The study areas were near the east end of a ridge that runs in a more-or-less east-west 

direction across the Mason Neck peninsula (Fig 2). The landscape in the vicinity of the 

Gunston Hall mansion is generally flat and open, with a scattering of trees and buildings. The 

open areas are surrounded by woods most of which have emerged since the early 1950ôs. On 

the northeast side, bluffs form the shoreline with Gunston Cove, an embayment of the 

Potomac River.  On the southeast and southwest sides of the ridge, the land descends a 

hundred feet to what was Masonôs principal agricultural land. The soils in the area excavated 

are sandy or silty loams, often underlain by a nearly impermeable frangipan layer (Fig. 1). 

 

The general study methodology followed that described in Shonyo 2008b:5ï6.  
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Figure 2. Topographic map of present day Gunston Hall Plantation. (Detail from USGS Fort 

Belvoir quad.) 
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Landing Road Bed 

 

Beginning during the 2003 field season, and continuing off and on through the early part of 

the 2006 field season, a series of excavations was effected over a group of mounded 

eighteenth century artifact deposits (Shonyo 2013: 29 ï 32). The deposits were in a 

depression which extended to a depth of somewhat over four feet below the top of the 

surrounding subsoil.  

 

The artifacts within the deposits were particularly important in that they were discarded 

during George Masonôs occupancy of Gunston Hall, during a period no earlier than 1770 and 

no later the mid-1780ôs. The terminus post quem (TPQ) artifacts were the necks and finishes 

of wine bottles (Fig. 3) that were made between 1770 and about 1800 (Noël Hume 1961: 

101, 105).  Associated with these artifacts were George and Ann Mason bottle seals (Fig. 4).  

  

 

Figure 3. An example of one of the TPQ artifacts. The neck is pinched at the base and under 

the string rim, giving it a somewhat bulbous appearance. The string rim is more-or-less 

rectangular in cross section, and the lip is partially folded over the string rim.  
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Figure 4. Examples of detached George and Ann Mason bottle seals found in association 

with the necks and finishes shown in Figure 3. The seals were originally attached to the 

bottles at the area where the shoulders joined the cylindrical bodies. The date, 1760, is 

presumed to be the year that Mason considered the plantation established. 

 

 

The terminus anti quem (TAQ) artifacts a ceramic type that was not in the deposit: pearlware. 

Usually any excavation on the plantation will turn up shards of pearlware, but none was to be 

found in the deposits. Pearlware was first manufactured in 1779, but it did not appear on the 

plantation until after the conclusion of the War of Independence ï around the mid-1780ôs. 

So, it is very likely that the deposits were made before that time period. 
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Mitigation work done in the late 1990ôs, prior to the construction of a new office and 

conservation building, resulted in the discovery of a buried cobble-surfaced road which could 

be dated to the eighteenth century. The road was orientated in a site
1
 north-south direction. It 

could be traced south, past the east side of the mansion to a row of boxwood plantings (Fig. 

5). No evidence of the road could be found directly south of this point, and it was assumed 

that it had been destroyed by cultivation activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Position of the remains of an eighteenth century road. 

 

 

 

During the 2002 ï 2006 excavations, only the southerly margin was exposed of the 

depression was exposed. The margin was very well defined and formed a straight line over 

the 17 feet that it was visible (Fig. 6). A tape was stretched along the margin and extended 

toward the mansion. It was found to meet the line of the cobble road just where it seemed to 

have ended (Fig. 7).  

                                                 
1
 ñSiteò directions are orientated to the position of the mansion, and assume that the long axis of the mansion is 

orientated east-west (Shonyo 2008: 5).  
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              Figure 6. A portion of the margin of the artifact-rich depression (yellow line). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Figure 7.  A line projected along the edge of the depression exposed in the excavation  

 was found to meet a buried 18
th
 century cobble road that had been identified earlier. In the       

other direction, it was continuous with a previously unrecognized road trace that lead to 

Masonôs landing on the Potomac. 
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When the excavations began, the area to the immediate east was covered with a tangle of 

shrubs, bamboo and small trees. This was later cleared to unexpectedly reveal the trace of a 

sunken road descending ridge on which the historic core of Gunston Hall is located.  It was 

possible to follow the road trace onto an adjacent property, which had been part of the 

original plantation, to a point on Gunston Cove. This was later shown to be the site of 

Masonôs landing on the Potomac (registered as site 44FX3092). 

 

All of this indicated that the excavated depression might be part of the bed of Masonôs 

landing road. The land surface in this area originally sloped downward toward the east, 

which probably accelerated the erosion of the road bed
2
. Mounds of trash may have been  

 

 

 

Figure 8. Additional units were opened late in the 2012 field season. Partially excavated 

mounds of artifacts are in the left-hand corners of this unit. The darker, upper soil is fill 

laid down during the nineteenth century 

                                                 
2
 A layer of fill soil had been spread over the area in the nineteenth century to form a more-or-less level surface. 

This layer served to protect the feature from disturbance from cultivation. 
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dumped in the depression in an attempt to raise the surface of the road
3
, or perhaps the 

depression served as a convenient place to dump trash after the road went out of use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Units excavated in association with the depression feature. The 

numbers are the designations of the excavation units. Unit 7-02 was a test unit 

excavated as part of an earlier project, and which resulted in the discovery of the 

depression feature. The trench features were buried flat-bottomed trenches which 

appear to run parallel to the depression margins. 

 

 

 

Late in the 2012 field season, excavation was begun on two units just to the east of those 

excavated in 2003 ï 2006 (Shonyo 2013: 29 ï 32). These were excavation units 12-12 

(S185E190) and 13-12 (S190E188). During the 2013 field season, excavation of these units 

was completed and a third adjacent unit, 2-13 (S180E192), was partially excavated (Fig. 9). 

                                                 
3
 Large numbers of cobbles and brick bats were mixed with the artifacts. 

2003 ï 06 Excavations 
 
2012 ï 13 Excavations 
 
Trench features 
 
Margins of depression 

8-03 

13-03 

5-04 

7-04 

5-03 

3-04 

6-03 

6-04 

4-03 

7-03 

13-12 

2-13 7-02 

5 FEET 

N  

12-12 



14 

 

The initial motivation for opening the units was to add to the sample of Mason-era artifacts 

recovered during the earlier excavations. It was also desired to identify the northerly margin 

of the depression feature. That had not been done during the previous excavations. It had 

been suggested that, rather than a road bed, the feature may have been a barrow pit. It was 

felt that exposing the both margins of the deposit should help resolve this. 

 

Units 12-12 and 13-12 did, in fact yield an abundant assortment of artifacts
4
. The northeast 

corner of 12-12 contained a mound of apparent brick making debris (Fig. 10). The southeast 

corner contained what appeared to be brick construction debris, including mortar which had 

been dumped or spilled as slurry. The intervening feature fill contained material artifacts and 

bone mixed with cobbles. The fill in 13-12 was similar. In addition, the relatively straight 

margin of the depression and the deposit within it was readily apparent in the unit (Fig 11). 

This margin was aligned with that seen in the 2003 ï 2006 excavations. 

 

Unit 2-13 was excavated to a depth that the margin of the depression could be readily 

discerned.  It proved to be relatively straight and parallel to the margin seen in unit 13-12 

(Fig 9). The distance between was about ten feet. The interpretation that the depression 

feature in the eroded bed of Masonôs landing access this seems quite reasonable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 The artifacts had not been completely processed at the time of this writing. 
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Figure 10. Excavation unit 12-12, partially excavated. A mound of apparent brick making 

debris occupies the upper right corner. A mound of apparent brick construction debris has 

been removed from the lower right corner. Some of the numerous cobbles that were mixed 

with artifacts are visible. The plastic sheeting in the upper left was used to line test unit 7-02 

when it was backfilled in 2002. 
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Figure 11. Excavation unit 13-12, partially excavated. The more-or-less straight margin of the 

artifact deposit is evident. The side of the depression sloped toward the upper right. Here, the 

slope has been removed between the margin of the fill  and the margin of the deposit. 
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Possible Slave Activity Area 

 

George Masonôs Gunston Hall Plantation was divided into four agricultural units, or farms. 

In addition, the mansion or ñhome houseò was situated on a plot of land called the ñhome 

farm.ò John Mason listed about 60 different crafts and light industries that took place on the 

home farm (Dunn 2012: 63 ï 64). He also mentioned two slave quarters near the mansion, 

which apparently housed domestic servants as well as skilled and semiskilled workers. One 

of these was described as follows: 

 

ñThe north west side of the lawn or enclosed ground was skirted by a wood, just far 

enough within which, to be out of sight, was a little village called Log-Town, so 

called because most of the houses were built of hewn pine logs. Here lived several 

families of slaves serving about the mansion house. Among them were my fatherôs 

body servant, James, a mulattoe [sic] man & his family, and those of several Negro 

carpenters.ò (Dunn 2012: 59)  

 

The second quarter is given a briefer mention: 

 

ñTo the east [of the mansion] é were the corn house and grainery, servant houses (in 

them days called Negroe [sic] quarters), hay yard & cattle pens, all of which [were] 

masqued by rows of large cherry and mulberry trees.ò (Dunn 2012: 59) 

 

The above remarks are the sum total of documentary information that we have 

concerning possible slave quarters at Gunston Hall Plantation. 

 

No archaeological evidence of either of these quarters has previously been found, 

although several unsuccessful attempts have been made to locate Log Town (e.g., Shonyo 

2008a:24-25; Inashima 2011:7-18). Not much archaeological work had been done to the 

east of the mansion. The most extensive investigation, in terms of area covered, was a test 

pit survey done in 2001 and 2002. In this case 2ô x 2ô test units were excavated at 20 ft 

intervals over a 10,800 ft
2
 area.  
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A review of the field notes from this project revealed that culturally-sterile subsoil was 

usually encountered within one foot of the surface. In two cases, however, cultural 

materials were found at much greater depths, and the diagnostic artifacts recovered at the 

deeper levels were all items which could have been present in the eighteenth century. As 

was mentioned in the previous section, one of these test units, 7-02 (S180E190), 

prompted the discovery of the road bed feature. The second test unit of interest, 33-02 

(S160E290), exhibited a rather complex stratigraphy, with the lower stratum having a 

dark soil with an abundance of charcoal and other artifacts. The field notes state that the 

unit was dug to a depth of one foot before being lined with plastic sheeting and 

backfilled. However, it was noted that artifacts could still be seen in the floor of the unit 

at that point. This seemed to be a good place to begin a search for evidence of the 

ñservant houses.ò 

 

An initial 5ô x 5ô unit, 1-13 (S165E290), was opened to the south and east of the location 

of test unit 33-02. This proved to contain a circular pit feature (F1-13), plus a portion of a 

second, larger pit (F3-13). Units 3-13 (S160E290), 4-13 (S165E285) and 5-13 

(S160E285) were subsequently excavated in order to further explore these features (Fig, 

12). 

 

Small Pit Feature (F1-13). This feature was a nearly cylindrical pit became that became 

visible at about 0.35 ft below the unit datum corner (UDC)
5
. The pit was slightly over 

two feet in diameter and it extended into the subsoil to 1.20 ft below the UDC. The upper 

part of the feature fill was a dark brown sandy loam finely mottled with about 20% 

yellowish brown clayey loam. This was identical to the overlying stratum. Only a few 

artifacts of mixed vintage were present in the fill soil. Below the soil, the pit was filled 

with small cobbles in a sandy loam matrix (Fig. 13). This deposit extended from about 

0.80 ft below the UDC to the base of the pit at 1.20 ft below the UDC. The cobbles on the 

surface appear to be arranged in a spiral pattern. It is unclear whether this is a deliberate 

arrangement, or a random accumulation of cobbles which can be perceived as a spiral. 

 

 

                                                 
5
 The UDCôs for this series of excavations are always on the southwest corner of the units.  
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Figure 12. Diagram of excavation area. EU indicates excavation unit; F indicates feature; 

ȹ indicates unit datum corner with coordinates. 

 

 

 

 

Large pit feature (F3-13). A much larger pit, nearly seven feet in diameter, was uncovered in 

units 1-13, 4-13 and 5-13. The dark grayish brown soil in the pit contrasted strongly with the 

surrounding yellowish brown soil. The margins of the feature could first be seen about 0.80 ft 

below the soil surface. However, the soil overlying the feature contained artifacts 

characteristic of those found in the pit fill mixed with artifacts of a later period, indicating 

that the original upper parts of the feature had been at some point disrupted by cultivation. 

The floor of the pit was about 1.80 ft below the soil surface, and was covered with closely-

packed cobbles (Fig 14).The pit fill contained an abundance of charcoal fragments, material 

artifacts and food remains.  
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Figure 13. The small pit feature (F1-13), showing the top of the cobble deposit. A 

spiral pattern can be traced starting with the cobble with the red dot. The effect became 

more apparent after some of the soil matrix had been removed from between the 

stones. The arrangement may or may not be intentional. 

 

 

There was no visible stratification of the soil. To determine whether the artifacts themselves 

were stratified, the feature fill in units 4-13 and 5-13 was removed in 0.20 ft-thick levels
6
. 

The presumption is that if the pit was filled with a single dump of material, the artifacts 

should be found in a more-or-less random jumble. If the material was added to the pit 

incrementally, over time, there should be some indication of stratification by artifact type. 

The latter situation seems to be the case. For example, oyster shells were found mainly in the 

upper-most level, the density of charcoal fragments varied with depth and gar scales were 

found mostly in a single level.  

                                                 
6
 In addition to screening the soil through the usual quarter-inch mesh,  a four gallon sample from each level 

was water screened through window screen. 
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Figure 14. The large pit feature ( F3-13) as it appeared in excavation units 4-13 and 5-13. 

A balk separates it from the portion in unit 3-13. The level of the soil along the left edge 

of the photo represents the elevation at which the margin of the feature first became 

apparent. The photo was taken just prior backfilling the pit, and it is showing some effects 

of erosion. 

 

 

 

Gravel surface (F5-13). This feature is a deposit of water-rolled pebbles with flat upper and 

lower surfaces. The margins are well defined and relatively straight (Fig. 15). This may, in 

fact be two separate features. The section on the left (in the photo) contained artifacts and 

was about 0.15 ft thick. The other section, with its north margin at an angle to the sides of the 

unit, was artifact free and was about 0.25 ft thick. The upper surface of the feature was 0.15 

ft below the UDC. That would put it in the cultivation zone that resulted in the disruption of 

the pit features. Thus, this feature may not have been functionally associated with the pits. 
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Figure 15. Gravel feature (F5-13). The old test unit, 33-02, is in the upper right corner. 

 

 

Post remains. A total of seven post molds were found within the area excavated (Fig. 12). Of 

particular interest was a row of five post remains positioned just north of the pit features. The 

molds are not exactly aligned and the spacing is close to, but not exactly, four feet apart. In 

all cases, the post features were in the subsoil. The post molds could be clearly seen. 

However, with one exception, the soil filling the post holes was of the same kind as that 

surrounding the soil, making them very difficult to discern. The exception was F17-13, which 

was positioned partially under the gravel feature (F5-13). In this case, both the post hole and 

mold were clearly visible.  

 

Interpretation. A possible explanation for the complex of features found at this location is 

that they represent an activity area ï possibly a dwelling ï for the enslaved occupants of 

Gunston Hall. Here, we will discuss some of the evidence that might support such an 

interpretation. Then, we will look at some of the problems. 

 


