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1. Historical and Community Archaeology: the Enslaved of Beaver Dam 
 

Maxime Lamoureux-St-Hilaire 
Visiting Assistant Professor, Anthropology Department, Davidson College 

 
This volume reports the results of a year of preliminary historical archaeological research at the 
Beaver Dam Site, herein also referred to as the Beaver Dam Estate. This site is what remains of 
the Beaver Dam plantation owned by Major William Lee Davidson II (1781-1831), the son of 
General William Lee Davidson (1746-1781), the namesake of Davidson College (for more on the 
Beaver Dam timeline, see Nowak, this volume). The college sits today on a sizable portion of 
that plantation (Figure 1.1). The Beaver Dam Site is an 8.5-acre plot of land located in the 
southeast corner of the Davidson municipality, 2.7 mi from the college, and is officially known 
as “Beaver Dam Historic House” (Figure 1.2). This site is owned by Davidson College and 
leased to the Town of Davidson. Its official name emphasizes the plantation house sitting at the 
center of the property, which its last owner, Chalmers G. Davidson (1907-1994), restored in the 
mid-20th century. He also filed the site with the National Register of Historic Places in 1979 
(Figure 1.3). It should be noted that contrary to popular belief, Chalmers was not a descendant 
of the Beaver Dam Davidsons, but rather of the Davidsons who owned the nearby Rural Hill 
Plantation (although the two families did intermarry; Davidson 1982). 

 
Figure 1.1. Plaque located by the Beaver Dam historic plantation house (photo by the author). 
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Figure 1.2. Google Map route from Davidson College to the Beaver Dam Site. 
 

 
Figure 1.3. Illustration of the Beaver Dam Historic house (looking southwest) made for a 
brochure for a tour led by Chalmers G. Davidson for the Historic Preservation Foundation of 
North Carolina in 1984. Note his own correction at the bottom (document on file at the 
Davidson Library). 
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At this point, it is important to highlight that both Major William Lee Davidson II (who 

owned Beaver Dam from 1808 to 1847/48) and the succeeding owning family – the Pattersons 
(who mortgaged the plantation in 1871) – were slave owners; they owned anywhere from 16 to 
26 enslaved at any given time during their joint 63-year-tenure of the plantation (see Nowak, 
this volume, for details). Central to this report is our discussion of our identifying the likely 
locations for (1) a row of residences which housed some of the enslaved who labored at Beaver 
Dam; and (2) the cemetery which likely contains the remains of many of these enslaved. 

This report was co-authored with four excellent students from my Spring of 2021 ANT-
380 seminar entitled Ethical Archaeological Research: Mandy Muise, Paul Mullinax, Isabel 
Nowak, and Sara Wilson. Together, we formed Historical and Community Archaeology: the 
Enslaved of Beaver Dam, a project designed to collaborate with the local Davidson community 
to investigate the realities and identities of the enslaved who labored on the Beaver Dam 
plantation during the 19th century. In this, our project stands in stark contrast to the emphasis 
generally devoted to the historic Beaver Dam house. Over the course of the past academic year 
– with a clear drive in the Spring semester of 2021 – the members of this project devoted 
sustained efforts towards achieving the following six goals: 

1. Immerse ourselves in the scholarly topics of African Diaspora Archaeology and 
Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) in archaeology (or Community-
Engaged Archaeology) through a thorough literature review and associated seminar 
discussions, as well as in-class virtual dialogues with archaeologists specialized in 
these areas. 

2. Secure permits and do our due diligence to ensure the possibility of eventually 
conducting archaeological excavations at the Beaver Dam Site. 

3. Reconstruct an accurate history of Beaver Dam through archival research. 
4. Gain a better understanding of the archaeological Beaver Dam landscape by studying 

two historical maps, proceeding to a non-intrusive pedestrian survey, and harnessing 
the power of Geographic Information Systems (GIS). 

5. Explore the legal underpinnings and agencies responsible for the study of black 
historical sites in North Carolina and the USA. 
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6. Define the best way to communicate our preliminary findings to the local Davidson 
community and identify interested community members to invite to collaborate in 
defining our research questions and conducting investigations. 

Before presenting the genesis of this project and summarizing the progress we achieved 
towards each of these goals, I first briefly define key notions which are relied upon throughout 
this volume. Below, I summarize key dimensions of historical, African diaspora, and 
community-engaged archaeologies – three fields which deserve clarification. 
 

Historical, African Diaspora, and Community-Engaged Archaeologies 
 

Historical Archaeology. 
The role of archaeology is to study societies of the past by examining their material 

record and the landscapes they inhabited. Historical archaeology juxtaposes the written 
record to these evidences to gain an even richer understanding of past societies. This written 
record may come from archives or can literally be located on the artifacts found during 
excavations. In this, historical archaeology has two unique advantages as a social science: (1) it 
offers a rich type of evidence that is unavailable to non-historical archaeology and (2) offers a 
vast amount of material culture while paying attention to landscapes in ways that are typically 
evacuated from strict historical lenses. Historical archaeology thus has the potential to fill-in 
the many blind spots of the historical record, which tends to be written by the powerful or 
literary elite of the past; in this, historical archaeology can be framed as “anti-history” (Lee-
Dawdy 2016; see Muise, this volume, for details). In other words, this anti-historical power can 
shine a light on past realities which were either erased or muted by history: those of past 
people suffering from intersectional inequities. 
 
African Diaspora Archaeology. 

For decades, historical archaeologists have documented the lives of people whose stories 
were muted. This approach aptly studies the socioeconomic context, personal practices, 
challenges, and violence which characterized the lives of the people who were enslaved in the 
USA and beyond. More recently, historical archaeologists have also studied the realities of the 
post-emancipation life of black households (Franklin et al. 2020). This broad research field is 
known as African Diaspora Archaeology and is spearheaded by members of the Society of Black 
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Archaeologists, who are actively encouraging accomplices to contribute in steering the 
discipline towards an antiracist future (Flewellen et al. 2021). African Diaspora Archaeology is 
further discussed below. 
 
Community-Engaged Archaeology. 
 Community-Engaged Archaeology departs from traditional archaeology in that it 
involves members of the public who belong to the communities associated with sites of study 
(see Atalay 2012; Colwell 2016; Reeves 2004; Shackel 2013; White 2016). This association is 
often one of known or assumed descendancy between the ancient inhabitants of the site and 
nearby contemporary communities, but sometimes the association is more spatial (i.e., defined 
by proximity to archaeological sites) than it is related to kinship. Ideally, the impetus for a 
community-engaged archaeological project will stem directly from the heritage community, 
although it is possible for archaeologists to propose a project to a community (see Atalay 2012). 
In any case, heritage communities should be involved in every step of the archaeological 
project, from design to survey, excavations, laboratory analyses, artifact curation, and 
reporting and publications. Importantly, community-engaged archaeology creates a triadic 
structure for producing knowledge, where the archaeological data, the heritage community, 
and the archaeologists all weigh in on the interpretation of the past (see McAnany 2020:6).  
 

The Genesis of  
the Historical and Community Archaeology: the Enslaved of Beaver Dam Project 

 
This project emerged out of my desire to use my skills in historical archaeology for contributing 
to the antiracist movement. As my mind settled following my reckoning with the devastating 
and ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, I was appalled by the increasing violence perpetrated onto 
black, indigenous, and people of color in the USA. This, of course, correlated with the social 
revolt which rightly erupted on the heels of the recorded murder of yet another unarmed black 
man, George Floyd. As I realized the pandemic would prevent me from continuing my research 
in my area of expertise (the Maya world) for the foreseeable future, I realized I could use my 
privilege as a white male archaeologist and redirect my energy towards accomplishing 
antiracist goals here in North Carolina and more specifically Davidson. This realization was 



6 
 

further defined and encouraged by Davidson College’s Commission on Race and Slavery and 
its subsequent launching of the Stories (Yet) to be Told program. 

Thus, in the summer of 2020, I contacted my departmental chair Laurian Bowles to seek 
advice about launching such a project and on possible places associated with slavery on 
campus property which could be investigated. After unsuccessful attempts to find historical 
maps of the college outlining the location of historical buildings associated with the enslaved 
(outside of the “Sparrow’s Nest” which can’t easily be studied), I turned my attention to Beaver 
Dam – which is campus property – following Laurian Bowles’ advice. Thus, this project started 
taking shape in the fall when I requested help from college archivist DebbieLee Landi to study 
the sizable archival collection on Beaver Dam, which was originally assembled by Chalmers G. 
Davidson (Figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5 are drawn from those archives). Thanks to DebbieLee Landi, 
my student Isabel Nowak also became involved in the project since they worked in the library 
archives and were assigned the Beaver Dam research.  

 
Figure 1.4. Historical sketch-map drawn jointly by the Chalmers G. Davidson and Mrs. Watson 
Smith in the mid-20th century, but showing the Beaver Dam Site during the Civil War era, 
probably ca. 1865 (document on file in the Davidson Library). 
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A turning point in this early archival research was finding two historical sketch-maps 

dated roughly to 1865 (Figure 1.4) and 1925 (Figure 1.5) portraying the Beaver Dam house and 
its vicinity. Neither map featured a scale, but the 1925 map had a north arrow which confirmed 
how similar those historical landscapes were to the current layout of the land (Figure 1.6; see 
Wilson, this volume for more). Both historical maps featured several labeled hydrological 
features, buildings, and landmarks, most notably two distinct clusters of enslaved houses 
located in the northeast quadrant (labeled as “slave houses in a row” and “slave huts”) and the 
same enslaved cemetery located in the southeast quadrant (labeled as “negro graveyard” and 
“slave graveyard”). Since the Beaver Dam Site featured these historical landmarks which had 
effectively been erased from the historical record (anywhere beyond these two sketches), it was 
decided that it was an exceptional candidate for a historical, African diaspora archaeological 
project with anti-racist goals. 

 
Figure 1.5. Historical sketch-map drawn by Caldwell B. Hovis in 1925, showing the Beaver Dam 
Site (document on file in the Davidson Library). 
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Figure 1.6. Map of Beaver Dam drawn at the time of its acquisition by the college in 1998 with 
several planned constructions, most of which were never realized. Note that North is not at the 
top of this map, but rather close to its left (document on file in the Davidson Library). 
 
 

An Immersion in African Diaspora, Historical, and CBPR Archaeologies 
 

The topics of African Diaspora and Historical Archaeologies are vast, complex, and 
multifaceted. While it is impossible to fully comprehend these fields in one semester, I 
assigned a sizable corpus of scholarly literature to my students, who enthusiastically embraced 
the readings, each of which was discussed in our seminar. In addition to these three broad 
areas, our readings also emphasized Indigenous Archaeology, a discipline at the forefront of 
CBPR Archaeology, and Black Feminist Anthropology, a discipline that is currently redefining 
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our field. Some of the papers and book chapters we read focused on the theories, methods, or 
historiography of the disciplines (Agbe-Davies 2017; Atalay 2012; Colwell 2016; Dunnavant 
2014; Engmann 2019; Flewellen et al. 2021; Franklin et al. 2020; Fryer 2020; Joseph 2016; 
Kawelu 2014; Lee Dawdy 2015; McAnany 2020; McDavid 2007; Odewale 2019; Ogundiran and 
Falola 2007; Reeves 2004; Shackel 2013). Other readings focused on interpreting results from 
recent archaeological projects investigating the lives of enslaved people (Battle-Baptiste 2017; 
Flewellen 2017; Franklin 2019) or that of post-emancipation black households (Franklin and 
Lee 2019; White 2016, 2017). 
 In addition to reading and discussing these scholarly disciplines amongst ourselves, we 
had the opportunity to engage with researchers and authors specialized in these areas, namely 
Dr. William A. White III (UC-Berkeley), Dr. Tiffany C. Fryer (Princeton), and Dr. Akinwumi 
Ogundiran (UNC-Charlotte). These virtual dialogues were engaging and germane in helping us 
steer our project towards community-engaged and antiracist goals  within the current 
academic matrix, rather than in parallel to it. I also personally had the opportunity to engage in 
fruitful conversations with other researchers specialized in African diaspora history (Dr. Hilary 
N. Green, University of Alabama) and African diaspora and CBPR archaeologies (Dr. 
Alexandra Jones, Goucher College). Finally, my students also attended the 4-day Maya at the 
Lago online conference I co-organized in April 2021 that was dedicated to the topic of 
community-engaged and Indigenous anthropology in the Maya world, and which honored the 
work and legacy of Dr. Patricia A. McAnany (UNC-Chapel Hill). 
 

Due Diligence 
 

Since the first days of this project, I have had the support of my chair Laurian Bowles, and have 
been in contact with both Fuji Lozada (Associate Dean of Faculty and Director of the Center for 
Learning) and David Holthouser (Director of Facilities and Engineering) to ensure that 
working at Beaver Dam with my students was possible and done according to college policy. In 
addition, since Beaver Dam is leased as a public park to the town of Davidson, authorization to 
work on the premises was sought and obtained at the municipal level with both Lindsay Laird 
(Planner, Town of Davidson) and Leslie Willis (Parks and Recreation Director, Town of 
Davidson). Since Beaver Dam is also listed as a Mecklenburg County Historical Landmark, I 
obtained a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) for Minor Works from Stewart Grey (Senior 
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Preservation Planner, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission). Finally, even 
if this was not necessary (since Beaver Dam is owned privately by Davidson College), I 
obtained confirmation from David J. Cranford (Assistant State Archaeologist, NC Office of 
State Archaeology) that excavating at the property was not an issue for the official state 
authorities. In other words, I confirmed that leading a historical archaeological program at 
Beaver Dam is legally fine on all fronts. If our project secures community collaboration (see 
below), we will need to renew our COA with the Historic Landmarks Commission before 
leading any excavations, since the current certificate expires on August 22, 2021. 

 
The Beaver Dam Timeline 

 
Beaver Dam is located on land which was lived on and used by Native American people for 
millennia before the European invasion of the Americas. Upon the arrival of Spaniards in the 
mid-16th century, Beaver Dam was located on Catawba territory, making it part of ancestral 
Catawba lands (Moore 1999). In the following centuries, their land was occupied by Spanish 
and English settlers who, in 1763, forcibly relocated the Catawba people to a reservation in 
South Carolina (Moore 1999). In 1803, William Lee Davidson II purchased a 451-acre property 
from the Harris family and named it the Beaver Dam Plantation (see Nowak, this volume, for 
details). Both the Davidsons and the next owners, the Pattersons, farmed the plantations with a 
labor force made of an enslaved population they owned (see Nowak, this volume, for details). 
Following the Civil War, the property, which had shrunk significantly, fell into disrepair, until 
the 8.5-acre area surrounding the historic plantation house was purchased by Chalmers G. 
Davidson in 1937 (see Nowak, this volume, for details). After Chalmers G. Davidson’s passing, 
the same property was purchased by Davidson College in 1998. 
 

The Beaver Dam Landscape 
 

Since the discovery of two historical maps was the launching point of this project, a spatial 
approach to Beaver Dam was always at the forefront of our research. In addition, while no 
excavations were made, detailed attention was devoted to archaeological features visible on the 
surface. Four pedestrian surveys and extensive Geographic Information System (GIS) work 
thus allowed us to understand the site well without having to ever break ground. 
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 The Geographic Information System (GIS) work was primarily led by Sara Wilson (see 
Wilson, this volume, for details) who, under my supervision, joined architectural attributes 
from satellite imagery and three hand-drawn maps (Figures 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6), along with 
topographical and hydrological attributes derived from satellite and LiDAR imagery, to create 
comprehensive maps of the site (e.g., Figure 1.7, see Wilson, this volume, for more maps). 

 
Figure 1.7. Comprehensive map of the Beaver Dam Site (by Sara Wilson). 
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 Guided by the historical maps, our pedestrian surveys led us to find evidence indicating 
the presence of houses for the enslaved and the enslaved cemetery. We believe the ruins of the 
enslaved houses lie in the dense bamboo grove located northeast of the plantation house 
(Figures 1.8 and 1.9). The identification of these houses is supported by the presence of large 
boulders (Figures 1.8 and 1.10) which are placed in a roughly linear pattern matching closely 
the row of houses from the 1865 map (Figure 1.4). These boulders are nonlocal, roughly cut, 
and were typically used as cornerstones for the foundations of houses built by and for the 
enslaved in the area (Stewart Gray, personal communication, January 2021). These houses 
were likely the homes of the enslaved who labored in the house and its surroundings. 
Confirming the presence of these houses would be quite significant, since only one other 
enslaved house has been documented in the entire county (Stewart Gray, pers. comm., January 
2021). Meanwhile, the houses portrayed on the 1925 map (Figure 1.5) were likely the homes of 
the enslaved who labored in the fields (pers. comm., Hilary Green, November 2020). 

 
Figure 1.8. In the bamboo grove, looking South, with one of the boulders (photo by the author). 
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Figure 1.9. Panorama, looking North, of the Beaver Dam historic house (left), its two ancillary 
buildings (center), and dense bamboo grove (in the background in the right half), where the 
ruins of the enslaved houses are likely located (photo by the author). 
 

 
Figure 1.10. Three of the seven identified boulders likely associated with the houses of the 
enslaved (photos by the author). 
 

We believe the cemetery lies in the deciduous forest located south of the plantation 
house (Figures 1.11 and 1.12). The identification of the cemetery, corroborated by both 
historical maps, is strongly supported by the following three lines of evidence: 1. A roughly 
circular clearing of ca. 15 m in diameter (Figure 1.12); 2. Three clustered, nonlocal cut stones 
which could be grave markers, and which are visible on the surface (Figure 1.13; many more 
may lie under the surface); 3. The presence of great many flowers of the pretty periwinkle 
species (also known as vinca minor or bowles), which are famously known for being associated 
with historical African American cemeteries (Figures 1.13 and 1.14; Rainville 2014:14-15). The 
topographic and hydrological work done by Wilson (this volume) also agrees with these two 
hypothesized locations. The features are located on relatively flat, well-drained areas adjacent 
to either steep slopes or drainage systems. 



14 
 

 
Figure 1.11. Likely location of the enslaved cemetery, looking North, with the plantation house 
in the background (photo by the author). 
 

 
Figure 1.12. Likely location of the cemetery of the enslaved, looking West, showing the ca. 15 m-
wide circular clearing (photo by the author). 
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Figure 1.13. The three nonlocal cut stones which likely mark an enslaved grave. Note the 
periwinkle flowers at the top (photo by the author). 
 
 Our preliminary research on the Beaver Dam landscape has identified locations with the 
very real potential of documenting material cultural heritage and graves associated with the 
enslaved population who labored on the plantation in the 19th century – two dimensions of 
Beaver Dam which were almost entirely erased from history. It is important to emphasize that 
while we consider that excavating the ruined houses and their vicinity would provide plenty of 
historical archaeological material of which analysis would surely yield fascinating results, we 
do not seek to excavate the cemetery area. Quite the opposite, we would instead recommend: 1. 
Removing the vegetation and cleaning the area; 2. Using remote sensing in the form of ground-
penetrating radar to identify the extent and nature of the cemetery; and 3. Formally redefining 
the area on the landscape and rededicating it religiously. 
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Figure 1.14. Pretty periwinkle flowers from the probable cemetery (photo by the author). 

 
The Broader Sociopolitical Matrix of the Project 

 
In the past years, a lot of political pressure has been expended to sponsor a national reckoning 
about the innumerable historical black cemeteries located across the USA which are not 
formally recognized and are regularly destroyed. Of relevance is the recent bill – still awaiting 
in Congress – entitled the African American Burial Grounds Network Act (see Mullinax, this 
volume, for details). Since this new version of the proposed legislation was brought forth by 
Rep. Alma S. Adams of North Carolina’s 12th District, which includes Davidson, this project 
could potentially play a role in contributing to this key legal process which could help locate 
and preserve an instrumental part of African American cultural heritage (see Mullinax, this 
volume, for details). 
 

Positioning Ourselves to Engage the Davidson Community 
 

We, the five members of this project, are white. We have strived to use our various privileges to 
position ourselves so that we may launch a small, ethically grounded project seeking to 
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collaborate with the local Davidson community to identify and achieve antiracist goals (see 
Muise, this volume, for details). Unfortunately, the Covid-19 pandemic and corollary 
socioeconomic toll on the local community and on college policies regarding in-person contact 
beyond campus limits have severely hampered our progress towards community engagement. 
While we contacted some key local community and municipal leaders, our sociopolitical 
context, the college’s, and the community’s, especially during this all-consuming pandemic, 
prevented us from launching our collaboration with the community. This has, in turn, led us to 
wait before engaging in any intrusive archaeological investigation. In fact, any future research 
as part of our project will be developed in collaboration with members of the Davidson 
community. 
 That said, between our preliminary research, immersions in the disciplines discussed 
above, and preliminary community contacts, we have laid the foundations for a future 
collaboration. While identifying all the right local community members with whom to 
collaborate in designing and enacting a research plan remains challenging, we recommend 
starting by inviting local community and spiritual/religious leaders and their interested 
followers to congregate at Beaver Dam on a given day for an inclusive event aimed to raise 
awareness about the implications and positive potential outcome of our discoveries. Ideally, 
this event would also act as a soft reconsecration for the enslaved cemetery. We believe such an 
event would allow us to build this collaborative project from the grounds up by facilitating the 
identification of interested community members. Such an event would ideally be followed by a 
subsequent collaborative symposium where the nature and potential of this project could be 
clarified and when preliminary goals could be established. The future of this project would then 
be defined by the interests of the community. The powerful lenses of historical archaeology and 
our preliminary findings give us confidence that this project could transform Beaver Dam into 
a place of positive historical awareness that would benefit the broader Davidson community. 
 Finally, this preliminary research project has proven to be a challenging, yet incredibly 
educational endeavor for myself and my students. The four following chapters of this report are 
testaments to the new interest and learning opportunities that Mandy Muise, Paul Mullinax, 
Isabel Nowak, and Sara Wilson experienced over the 2021 Spring semester. All five of us 
certainly hope to have the privilege to continue developing this research project jointly with 
both Davidson College and the local Davidson community. 
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2. Historical and Community Archaeology: An Outsider’s Perspective 
 

Mandy Muise 
Anthropology Major, Davidson College 

 
I began my work on the Beaver Dam Project as a bit of an archaeological outsider– and 

to a degree, I still remain one. As an undergraduate anthropology major, my courses have 
remained centered around cultural anthropology, with Ethical Archaeological Research serving 
as my first venture into archaeology. As a result, I approached this project from an 
anthropological lens of relativity, cross-culturalism, and individualism. My areas of comfort 
rest closer to ontological theories and ideas of development – as a result, my attention was 
always directed at the relationship between community memory and spatial understanding, as 
opposed to the actual logistics of what archaeological evidence can provide. It took me quite 
some time to find my place in a project that I found initially inaccessible due to archaeological 
jargon, unfamiliar theoretical understandings, and an entirely new body of literature. I found 
myself lost as to what we could gain from pottery sherds and confused about what possible 
implications historical archaeology could have upon a community.  

To lay out my pre-conceived notions of archaeology clearly, I will take a moment to state 
my initial critiques and hesitations that emerged from archaeological projects, based on my 
more culturally focused education. For one, both archaeology and anthropology are built upon 
colonial ways of knowing; I was familiar with decolonial anthropology, but I had never heard of 
archaeological movements with the same objective. Prior to being introduced to Community-
Based Participatory Research (CBPR, later discussed), I saw zero potential for an archaeology 
that actively served a community. Even in my support of CBPR, I remain wary of 
archaeological projects at large, as so much responsibility rests upon individual archaeologists 
in terms of ethical practice, anti-racist pursuits, and extent of community collaboration. My 
critiques, as discussed in a later section, align with larger critiques of historical archaeology. 

My role in this project, as the non-archaeologist, became centered in the community-
oriented tasks, most of which involved contacting prominent members of the community for 
information, advice, and to build connections for eventual in-person activities. In doing this, 
I’ve developed an appreciation of the difficulty of engaging in CBPR with a community that has 
not expressed an interest in archaeology. To add on challenges, the relationship between 
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Davidson College and the town is a bit less than positive when it comes to projects, as the end 
of the semester often means the end of a project. Attempting CBPR under these circumstances 
is not ideal, and as a result, our project has not consistently been able to uphold the objectives 
and ideals of community-based archaeology. As it sits, our project is not community-engaged 
beyond the intentions of our group, as our accomplishments thus far have been without the 
support or desire of the community. Despite these current limitations, the Beaver Dam Project 
remains in its infancy, with a trajectory pointing at ethically conducted, community-based 
archaeology. 
 

Historical Archaeology: Critiques and Possibilities 
 

 As aforementioned, my concerns regarding the western epistemology and focus on 
academic benefit of historical archaeology are in line with interdisciplinary critiques of 
archaeology. In this discussion, I draw heavily upon Shannon Lee Dawdy’s 2015 chapter, “Anti-
History,” which works to detail not only the shortcomings of historical archaeology but 
proposes ways in which historical archaeology can be reimagined as a means of working 
against the hegemony of historical writing. Through using this chapter, I not only work to 
describe the traditional critiques of historical archaeology, but I attempt to convey Lee Dawdy’s 
perspective on the ability of historical archaeology to change, working against reaffirming 
history and instead conducting research that does not work for, or against, the archive. 

Lee Dawdy, in looking at the problems of historical archaeology, describes two 
variations of said field of study: one variant involves archaeology within an archival context, 
while the second variant is tied to questions of modernity and is aimed at studying “capitalism, 
colonialism modernity (as an ideology), and ethnocentrism” (Lee Dawdy 2015:330). My 
critique, stemming from western power over the discipline of archaeology, aligns with the 
latter definition of historical archaeology. Prior to being introduced to variations of historical 
archaeology, I assumed archaeology to be inextricably linked to colonialism, with excavation 
aimed at studying changing lifeways following contact between different humanoid groups. 
Although I did not perceive archaeology as inherently linked to archival knowledge, I assumed 
archaeology to be aimed at confirming things that scholars have hypothesized about the past. If 
we consider archaeology to be a tool of historical confirmation, there is no ability for 
archaeology to move beyond western ways of knowing, as the archive dictates what 
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archaeologists are searching for. As I came to learn over the course of the semester, historical 
archaeology is not necessarily a means of confirmation; in contrast, archaeology poses a way of 
questioning historical fact through analyzing narratives that are otherwise made voiceless in 
historical retellings. 

Historical archaeology, although creating the situations in which these erased histories 
can be recovered, does not necessarily work as a counter to archival understandings of history. 
Critiques of archaeologists as “handmaidens of history” are not unfounded, as archaeology, 
both historically and contemporarily, has worked for, rather than against, archival narratives 
(Lee Dawdy 2015:328). Lee Dawdy’s point of intervention is that historical archaeology, rather 
than remaining a tool of confirmation, has the potential to actively question and critique 
historical writing and instead labor to create what she terms an “anti-history” (Lee Dawdy 
2015:328). This anti-history, instead of serving as a counter to archival understandings of 
history, provides an alternative to historicism. She draws upon the work of Walter Benjamin 
(2003) in marking archaeological findings, rather than being for or against history, as being 
“things to think with” (Lee Dawdy 2015:338). This intervention, in my decidedly non-
archaeological perspective, can be most simply understood as observing artifacts as items, 
rather than stories. The presence of a pottery sherd, rather than creating or perpetrating a 
narrative based on archival knowledge, can be recognized as nothing more than a piece of a 
bowl, vase, or simply garbage. Lee Dawdy describes this as a “muteness” of artifacts and 
advocates for “seeing rather than reading” when evaluating artifacts (Lee Dawdy 2015:339). 
Once again, my simplified understanding of this notion is that historical archaeology, when 
utilized for anti-history, makes an effort to not create stories from items, but instead consider 
artifacts prosaically. 

How does this refusal to create narratives from items contribute to scholarly 
understanding? Separating artifacts from narratives about past lifeways certainly creates a 
challenge in understanding the past; this is precisely the goal of (anti-)historical archaeology. 
Lee Dawdy writes of historical archaeology, when conducted in a traditional manner, as 
striving “to smooth over and produce whole pictures from fragments and unbroken histories 
from idiosyncratic excavation profiles” (Lee Dawdy 2015:339). The assumptions that must be 
made to paint one picture not only erase the complexities of the past, but work to reify archival 
perceptions of history. This creates a singular narrative of the past that inevitably erases voices 
of marginalized populations, separates history from the present, and marks the past as 
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simplistic, with western hegemony creating one version of history that becomes undisputed. 
The value of historical archaeology, when done in pursuit of an anti-history, is to problematize 
and complicate the very idea of history, recognizing the past as another iteration of the present, 
rather than as an untouchable entity that can be expressed simplistically. 

In an attempt to be as explicit as possible in these discussions of historical archaeology, 
let me take a moment to express these notions with as little technical jargon as possible. 
Critiques of historical archaeology are centered around the tendency of archaeology to create 
one story of the past, which requires making assumptions and taking information from 
artifacts that simply is not there. Anti-history works to view artifacts as items, rather than 
narratives, refusing to create one story. In this, Lee Dawdy argues that archaeology can push 
against these simplified stories of the past, as history cannot be simplified into one narrative 
any more than the present. In this refusal to conduct archaeology to confirm history, 
archaeology can go beyond the western simplification and creation of history. Ethically, 
properly conducted archaeology, as it stands, strives to utilize anthropological theory in the 
investigation of assemblages as a means of reconstructing complex narratives. These 
narratives, rather than being definitive, remain open to reinterpretation, critiques, and 
alteration as new data emerges. This form of archaeology gives space for the emergence of 
counter narratives of the past, as artifacts are seen as objects, and can be understood in 
multiple ways simultaneously. 

My understanding of the point of anti-history emerges directly from the Beaver Dam 
project, as our aim in studying the site is to reveal narratives of resistance, struggle, and 
humanity that are often lost when looking at slavery. Enslaved populations are often reduced to 
little more than their situation, as historical retellings do not focus upon the individuality of 
enslaved people, but rather generalize and homogenize said population. Anti-history allows for 
excavation that works to unveil these narratives that are lost to general understandings of 
history. For populations that are not represented through textual records, such as the enslaved 
individuals of Beaver Dam, anti-history creates the potential for retelling otherwise lost 
narratives. 

In essence, where historical archaeology has traditionally worked as a tool of 
confirmation, it does not have to remain that way. Historical archaeology can work against the 
idea of a singular history, as the strength of excavation lies within physical remnants of the past 
that can allow for reconsideration of previously hegemonic narratives. In the case of Beaver 
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Dam, historical archaeology can provide the ability for a retelling of lost narratives that would 
otherwise be impossible due to the lack of written records regarding the complexity and 
variability of the lives of the enslaved. In this section, I have worked to outline both the 
fallacies of traditional historical archaeology as well as discuss the potential that archaeology 
has for lost narratives. In the next section, I work to connect historical and public archaeology, 
as historical archaeology can reconsider the past but public archaeology directly impacts the 
present. 

 
Public Archaeology and Beaver Dam 

 
For the most part, contemporary movements within archaeology have worked to move 

away from what I will refer to as archaeological exclusivity. Disciplinary changes have arisen 
following archaeological debates on ethics, methodologies, and notably, how archaeological 
research relates to society (Atalay 2012). In her book Community-Based Archaeology, Sonya 
Atalay (2012) promotes community-based participatory research (CBPR) as a collaborative 
form of archaeology that focuses on research that is desired by and benefits a community. In 
essence, CBPR is an archaeology that advocates a movement away from scholarship “on and 
for” and toward archaeological practice “by and with” a community (Atalay 2012:7). This shift 
is focused on the democratization of the knowledge production process, as research questions, 
excavation, and even publication are conducted based on the questions, interests, and desires 
of a community. Through this collaborative methodology, CBPR works at decolonizing 
archaeological practice to create a more equitable form of research that is mutually beneficial 
to the community and to academics alike. 

Discussions around CBPR began early in conversations about Beaver Dam and have 
persisted since. Ethical archaeological research, as our class would argue, is impossible without 
the consent and participation of the community. Scholarship for the sake of scholarship 
perpetuates archaeological inaccessibility and seeks to benefit only the archaeologist. 
Furthermore, archaeology without community interest is a means of exploiting a community in 
the pursuit of publications, field experience, and/or archaeological recognition. In the case of 
archaeology without the presence of a descendant community, different ethical questions must 
be considered, but should still seek to incorporate the desires of the community. In short, from 
the conception of the project at Beaver Dam, community engagement has been a major focus of 
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ours. This engagement is not done for the sole sake of ethics but is done as a means of 
respecting the community, as well as connecting and working with the Town of Davidson. 

My understanding of what CBPR could look like in practice was greatly influenced by 
Dr. White’s 2015 research on River Street in Boise, Idaho. This research (White 2016:81), 
conducted using community-based public archaeology, centered around a historically Black 
neighborhood. In conducting CBPR, the project consisted of community outreach, field school 
opportunities, artifact collecting and documenting, oral interviews, and more, all of which 
contributed to the project being “by and with.” White (2016:81), in discussing the successes of 
his project, details the development of community understanding of heritage reclamation and 
management, the formation of history, and in considering race, writes “… as it was rooted in a 
multi-ethnic, multi-racial enclave, this project also provided a space where participants and the 
wider community could address racism, discrimination, and stigmatization in the past and how 
it shapes the present.” White’s project shows not only the practical applications of CBPR, but 
further shows the clear benefits to the community, not only from the research, but from the 
process of archaeological work. In looking at Beaver Dam, the creation of space in which the 
realities of the town’s past can be recognized and discussed is a critical element of community 
participation and engagement that we seek to replicate within Davidson. 
 Our class was fortunate enough to not only read two pieces from Dr. White but to have 
him as a guest lecturer as well. In discussing his work at River Street, we asked him questions 
regarding the formation and maintenance of community interest and participation. His 
research created a model that our class has continued to work toward, but the Town of 
Davidson poses a different challenge than that of Boise, Idaho. One major difference was the 
pre-existing interest in archaeology, as Boise had previously engaged with community-based 
public archaeology, while Davidson has not. The River Street Archaeology Project, as a result, 
was able to create research questions based on the desires of the community. In contrast, the 
lack of known archaeological interest, along with COVID concerns, has greatly hindered our 
ability to work with the Davidson community. Despite these obstacles, we are committed to 
engaging in CBPR. Our project has been designed with community engagement as a forefront, 
with the objective to define research questions and trajectories based on the desires of the 
community. Research at Beaver Dam will be conducted ethically, equitably, and “by and with” 
the community. 
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 What could community-based public archaeology in the Town of Davidson look like? 
Although difficult to imagine in this pandemic era, our project hopes to eventually engage in 
Town Halls, invite community members to participate in excavation, and create publications 
that are aimed at the non-archaeological community. Drawing inspiration from Dr. White’s 
work, we hope to facilitate conversations among members of the town about the town’s history, 
particularly as it relates to race. Furthermore, we hope to work alongside the community to 
reconstruct narratives about the lives of the enslaved people of Beaver Dam as a way of 
respecting, recognizing, and remembering the past in the pursuit of a more equitable future.  
 

Moving Forward 
 

How can we understand Historical and Public Archaeology at Beaver Dam to be an anti-
racist and ethical endeavor when, thus far, the project has occurred without community 
engagement? Intentions may be in the right place, but our work, thus far, has undeniably fallen 
short of what we aspired to at the beginning of the semester. Rather than seeing the project as 
aligning with older, less ethical archaeological practices, it is critical to recognize our project at 
Beaver Dam as still in its preliminary stages. We have hardly stepped back from the 
chalkboard, despite the end of the 2021 spring semester. What we have successfully done is set 
the stage for CBPR, creating space in which this project can come to fruition. Our project has 
been designed with endless flexibility in hopes of community engagement– research questions 
and ideas are open to adjustments, and excavation can and will wait for the community. I see 
the Beaver Dam Project as full of potential and founded upon ethical and anti-racist intentions. 
Assuming the project continues its trajectory of community engagement, I have confidence 
that historical and public archaeology at Beaver Dam will emphasize service to the community 
through scholarship that is mutually beneficial to the college and the wider Davidson 
community.  
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3. The Beaver Dam Timeline 
 

Isabel Nowak 
Anthropology Major, Davidson College 

 
In the mid-18th century, Robert Brevard, an early North Mecklenburg settler, received a land 
grant from the King of around 800 acres located at the headwaters of the Rocky River (Boyte 
1976:1). The section of this land that would contain Beaver Dam plantation ended up in the 
hands of the Harris family, who sold 451 acres of land along Beaver Dam Creek to William Lee 
Davidson II in 1808 (cited in Hood and Cross:5). Part of this land had belonged to Robert 
Brevard, who was the uncle of William Lee’s mother. Sources state that the land takes its name 
from its geographic location, but scholars have had difficulty locating where Beaver Dam Creek 
once was (Torrence 1987). The plantation was later expanded to 785 acres (Davidson:1). 
 

William Lee Davidson II and Davidson College 
 

William Lee Davidson II, namesake of his father General William Lee Davidson, was born on 
January 2, 1781. In 1805, he married Elizabeth “Betsy” Lee Davidson, the youngest daughter of 
Major John Davidson of Rural Hill and his second cousin. For twenty years, the couple lived on 
the Beaver Dam property in a three-story log structure, a possible remnant from the Harris 
family, that remained on the property to the east of the present house until the Reconstruction 
(Boyte 1976:1; cited in Hood and Cross:5). William Lee briefly served as a state senator for 
Mecklenburg in 1818, but that was the extent of his foray into politics. Major John Davidson, 
the last surviving signer of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, lived with his 
daughter and son-in-law on the Beaver Dam property until his death in 1831 (Davidson:1,3). By 
1820, William Lee Davidson II owned 15 enslaved, the demographics of which were as follows: 
3 males under 14, 3 females 14-25, 4 males and 2 females 26-44, and 3 males 45 and up 
(Bureau of the Census 2010a:167).  

According to an engraving on the east chimney, the present Beaver Dam house was 
completed in 1829 as the new seat of William Lee Davidson II’s plantation (Figure 3.1). It is the 
same house where a committee of the Concord Presbytery decided on the location of what 
would become Davidson College. In March 1835, the Concord Presbytery decided to establish a 
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Manual Labor School somewhere within a 15-mile radius of Beatties Ford. In April, a 
committee met in the Beaver Dam plantation house to decide the exact location, which became 
a 469-acre tract of land owned by William Lee Davidson II a couple miles northwest of his 
homestead. The committee originally settled on a price of $1,521 (about $45,780 today), but 
William Lee ended up donating the land. Family tradition claims that this was because of the 
committee’s decision to name the institution in honor of his father, General William Lee 
Davidson, who died a Revolutionary War hero in the Battle of Cowan’s Ford. This explanation 
seems probable since no transfer of title was ever found. William Lee became one of Davidson 
College’s original trustees and board vice-presidents and treasurer, and served on various other 
committees including buildings and finance (Boyte 1976:3; Davidson:2; cited in Hood and 
Cross:5-7; The Mecklenburg Gazette 1979).   

By 1830, William Lee Davidson II owned 21 enslaved: 7 males and 5 females under 10, 1 
male and 3 females 24-35, 1 male 36-54, and 4 males 100 and up. By 1840, there were 26: 3 
males and 5 females under 10, 4 males and 5 females 10-23, 4 males and 1 female 24-35, 2 
females 36-54, and 1 male and 1 female 55-99 (Bureau of the Census 2010b:361; Bureau of the 
Census 2010c:275). 

 
Figure 3.1. View of the east wall of the historic Beaver Dam planation house with zoomed-in 
view of the chimney inscription reading “Sep 1829” and “May 20 1975” (photo by Lamoureux-
St-Hilaire). 
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The Patterson Family 
 

Sometime between October 1847 and December 1848, William Lee Davidson II moved to 
Marengo County, Alabama. He sold his 785-acre tract along Beaver Dam Creek to Joseph 
Patterson, who moved into the plantation house with his wife Margaret and his young son 
John. By 1850, Patterson owned 25 enslaved and Beaver Dam was valued at $6,650 (about 
$225,825 today; cited in Hood and Cross:7). 
 In 1858, Joseph Patterson passed away at the age of 44 without a will, and the court 
declared his son, John P. Patterson, the heir of his estate, although subject to the dower of his 
mother as he was not yet of age. For the following few years, Beaver Dam Plantation was rented 
out by tenants who continued to work Patterson’s enslaved. John P. Patterson reached lawful 
age in 1861, and some time after moved into the Beaver Dam plantation house with his wife 
(cited in Hood and Cross:7).  

The inventory section of Joseph Patterson’s probate records listed the following 
enslaved by name: Jane and two children, Darky and child, Tilly, Lee, Taylor, Frances, Dallas, 
and Mary (North Carolina 2015:12460). Given that Patterson had resided at Beaver Dam until 
his death, all of the aforementioned enslaved almost certainly lived and worked on the property 
for at least a portion of their lives. Perhaps they were among the enslaved that continued to be 
exploited by various tenants after Joseph Patterson's death. 
 Meanwhile, William Lee Davidson II died in Alabama on November 13, 1862. In his will, 
he bequeathed the following enslaved to his second wife Sarah: Jim, Linda, Elenor, Aaron, his 
wife Martha, and her child Jim, Yellow Sarah, Black Harriet and her two children Horace and 
John and her husband. He also requested that she maintain three elderly enslaved women, 
Phebe, Rose, and Amy, for the rest of their lives (Alabama 2015:421). It is uncertain whether 
any of these named enslaved resided at Beaver Dam at any point. On the very next page, he left 
a sizable donation of $8,000 (about $209,800 today) to Davidson College (Alabama 
2015:422). 

After financial losses due to the Civil War, John P. Patterson mortgaged the Beaver Dam 
estate to secure debts to lawyer and Civil War veteran General Rufus Barringer. Patterson 
defaulted on the agreement, and sometime after 1871, Barringer became the legal owner of 
Beaver Dam and 515 acres of land. While the Pattersons may have continued to live at Beaver 
Dam for some time, they were gone by 1880, and an unidentified tenant leased the farm. By 
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Barringer’s death in 1895, the property was valued at about $100,000 (approximately 
$3,153,300 today; cited in Hood and Cross:7). 
 

Chalmers G. Davidson to the Present 
 

The Beaver Dam property shrunk as various owners divided it up for the next several decades. 
M. L. Barringer, Rufus Barringer’s widow, sold 313 ¾ acres to an S. J. Christenberry in 1903. 
In 1907, Christenberry transferred 155 acres to a Moses Hovis, who lived in the plantation 
house until his death in the 1920s. The Hovis family lost the property in 1934 due to debt, but 
Coldwell Hovis purchased 155 acres from the Prudential Insurance Company the following 
year. In 1937, Coldwell Hovis sold an 8.5 acre section that included the plantation house to Dr. 
Chalmers G. Davidson, a 1928 Davidson graduate who taught history and served as Director of 
the Library from 1936-78, and upon his retirement, became College Archivist and professor 
emeritus. Beaver Dam was periodically rented out for the next 28 years until the house 
underwent renovations in preparation for Chalmers Davidson’s move-in in May 1975. The 
house was recognized as a significant historical structure by the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Historic Properties Commission (cited in Hood and Cross:8; Sloop 2009). It was listed as a 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Site in 1977 and placed on the National Register of Historic 
Places in 1979 (Morrill and Walter 1977; The Mecklenburg Gazette 1979; Tise 1979). 

Chalmers Davidson died in 1994, and in 1998, Davidson College purchased the house 
and eight acres of adjoining lands, presumably because of its historical significance to the 
college. Today, the property remains a public park leased to the town of Davidson by the 
college (Edwards 1998; Sloop 2009). According to public records, the houses in the River Run 
development located east of Beaver Dam park were built from 1999-2001. Groundbreaking for 
Fire Station 2, located further south down Davidson-Concord Road, occurred in October 2016, 
and it officially opened in June 2018 (Short 2017; The Town of Davidson 2018). The Fire 
Station 2 site was previously a dumping ground during the construction of the River Run 
development.   
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4. A Geographic Information System Approach to the Beaver Dam Site 

 
Sara Wilson 

Anthropology Major, Davidson College 

 
Maps and spatial data have increased our understanding of the Beaver Dam plantation site 
during both historical and contemporary times, thus laying the groundwork for a more 
targeted archaeological investigation. Maps also provide materials and a starting place with 
which to engage the community. The goal of these maps is to help identify where the houses 
and cemetery for the enslaved people at Beaver Dam were located. Satellite imagery, LiDAR 
data, and historical maps combined in ArcGIS Pro software highlight the site topography, site 
landmarks, and possible locations of the cemetery and houses. While in-person site survey is 
integral and yields meaningful discoveries, creating maps is worthwhile as they can reveal 
patterns, nuances, and spatial relationships that may not be immediately obvious. Maps can 
also make surveys and other archaeological excavations more efficient by informing areas of 
focus.  

Satellite imagery provides current aerial images of Beaver Dam. Publicly accessible 
LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) data is collected by measuring the time it takes for lasers 
to bounce off the surface of the earth and return to the plane carrying the laser scanner, which 
creates a digital elevation model (Renfrew and Bahn 2015:75). Two historic maps of the Beaver 
Dam plantation indicate important information that is absent from most historical accounts of 
the site. Both maps depict an area of enslaved people’s houses and a cemetery for enslaved 
people. While their inaccurate scale makes them unreliable for ascertaining the exact locations 
of the cemetery and houses, these historic maps can be used in combination with LiDAR and 
satellite information to narrow down potential locales.  

Not only do these maps help investigators better understand the site, but they are also a 
way to communicate information to the community in a way that is visually interesting and 
more accessible.  
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Satellite Map 

 
The satellite imagery used for this project is the “World Imagery” layer that is the default in 
ArcGIS Pro software. The imagery is relatively recent, given that the fire station visible to the 
south of the current property line was completed in 2018 (News of Davidson 2018). Having 
satellite images of the site is critical because it is more reliable than a hand-drawn map. 
Satellite imagery can pinpoint exact locations of landmarks and provides a comparison for 
historic maps.  

The primary purpose of Figure 4.1 is to be a general orientation to the site layout by 
illustrating the current state of the property. Some features date to the antebellum era, such as 
the Beaver Dam Historic House, which is the largest structure marked by a red outline near the 
center of the site. The rest of the structures include a barn, two sheds, and a well. Other 
features such as the parking lot and event platform are much more recent additions for Beaver 
Dam’s uses as a park and event space and are not particularly relevant to finding the houses 
and cemetery of enslaved people that labored at Beaver Dam. The green line marks the edge of 
the forest that covers the eastern half of the site. Significant development on former Beaver 
Dam land has shrunk the size of the property, and its current boundary is marked by the yellow 
line. This is notable because it underscores the possibility that significant archaeological 
features may fall outside the contemporary boundaries of Beaver Dam and have possibly been 
destroyed by construction.  

 
Topographic Maps 

 

This topographic information can be used to deduce potentially viable locations for lost 
features of Beaver Dam. First, topography is relevant for pinpointing areas that are conducive 
to the construction of houses and a cemetery. Second, topographic data can help locate natural 
features of the landscape, such as creeks, that can be used as landmarks for comparison to 
historical maps and other archival information. This is especially relevant to Beaver Dam 
because the two historical maps indicate a creek ran parallel to the eastern side of the main 
house, so pinpointing its actual position is important.  
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Figure 4.1: Satellite map of the Beaver Dam site (map by the author). 
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Hillshade, slope, and elevation contours all reveal similar aspects of the topography of 
Beaver Dam in slightly different ways (Figures 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4). Hillshade shows the 
illumination of the ground surface based on a hypothetical positioning of the sun (Law and 
Collins 2019). The Slope tool identifies the steepness of the raster surface; the higher the value, 
the steeper the landscape (Esri 2021). This highlights flat areas and places the terrain is 
inclined. However, the slope analysis alone does not show what direction the slope is going; it 
does not differentiate between a high flat zone surrounded by downward slopes and a low flat 
zone surrounded by upward slopes. This is where the elevation contour is particularly helpful, 
as it shows the relationship in elevation between flat and sloped areas.  

Hillshade analysis shows a space of similar values in light gray on the west side of the 
property, which indicates a relatively flat area, and then a gradient of light to dark values 
leading to a dark line, suggesting lower elevation (Figure 4.2). The slope reflects a similar 
pattern, with a flat area near the house, parking lot, and driveway, and then the slope increases 
near the treeline and then flattens out again in a dark line along the property’s eastern edge 
(Figure 4.3). The southwestern corner of the property is also relatively flat. The elevation 
contour lines confirm that the western side of the site is of the highest elevation at 708 feet, 
and relatively flat (Figure 4.4). However, past the tree line there is a hill which levels out in the 
lowest point of the property at 675 feet, which is along the eastern boundary.  

The dark line along the eastern property line is likely an old creek bed (Figure 4.2). It is 
the lowest area (meaning water would have accumulated there), is long and narrow like a 
creek, and historical maps have indicated the presence of a stream running between the north 
and south ends of the property. In Figure 4.2, there is a short dark line branching off from 
what is likely the creek towards the south-west corner, showing another zone of low elevation. 
It is possible that this was part of another small creek. The 1865 historical map includes a 
creek in that general location and direction (Figure 4.5). Not only are the areas of lowest 
elevation important, but higher elevations also hold significance. Cemeteries are often located 
at higher elevation because being positioned above the water table is preferable. However, it is 
important to note that this does not mean cemeteries are not located near water; in fact, it is 
sometimes desirable to bury the dead near water for religious reasons. What is important is 
that the remains are kept above water sources so that they do not flood (Rainville 2014:14).   
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Figure 4.2. Hillshade analysis of the Beaver Dam site (map by the author). 
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Figure 4.3: Slope analysis of the Beaver Dam site (map by the author). 
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Figure 4.4: Elevation contour lines over hillshade analysis of the Beaver Dam site (map by the 
author). 
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Figure 4.5. Historical sketch-map drawn jointly by the Chalmers G. Davidson and Mrs. Watson 
Smith in the mid-20th century, but showing the Beaver Dam Site during the Civil War era, 
probably ca. 1865 (document on file in the Davidson Library). 

 
Historic Maps 

 
The 1865 map suggests houses for enslaved people were located between the eastern side of the 
main house and a creek flowing between the north and south ends of the property (Figure 4.5). 
The map specifies that the houses were in a row. However, this contradicts Figure 4.6, which 
dates to 1925. Figure 4.6 places the houses on the eastern side of the creek, not the western 
side, and they are not in a line, but in a cluster instead. It is possible that one of these accounts 
is incorrect, but it is also plausible that two areas of houses existed. This is further supported 
by the number of houses in each map. The 1865 map with houses in a row only includes four, 
while the 1925 map depicts the houses in a cluster of eight. It is reasonable that these symbols 
could simply represent the location of these houses, and do not reflect an exact number. But 
taking that detail in conjunction with the other contradictions, it seems possible that there 
were two different areas of enslaved houses, which is an idea worthy of consideration and 
exploration. If only one grouping of houses existed, the two maps provide some mutually 
exclusive details. 
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Figure 4.6. Historical sketch-map drawn by Caldwell B. Hovis in 1925, showing the Beaver 
Dam Site (document on file in the Davidson Library). 

 

Overlaying the 1925 map onto the satellite imagery indicates that if the cluster of houses 
existed and is depicted even semi-accurately, the River Run housing development has likely 
been built over them (Figure 4.8). The creek marks the eastern boundary of the current 
property, and the River Run housing development is immediately adjacent. On the 1925 map, 
the cluster of houses is drawn past the creek. However, on the 1865 map, the line of houses is 
located between the house and the creek. So, if this is accurate, these houses would most likely 
still be located on the property today (Figure 4.7). Thus, this area of houses has been the focus 
of the project along with the cemetery.  
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Figure 4.7: 1865 map georeferenced over satellite imagery of Beaver Dam site (map by the 
author). 
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Figure 4.8: 1925 map georeferenced over satellite imagery of Beaver Dam site (map by the 
author). 
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When utilizing these historic maps, it is important to take scale into consideration. To 
better ascertain the accuracy of these maps, the historic maps were overlaid onto the satellite 
imagery, using the house as the geolocating point because it is of a known size and position. By 
geolocating the PNG files to the size of the house, it is clear the scale for both the 1865 and 1925 
maps is off (Figures 4.7 and 4.8). With the drawing of the house aligned with the satellite 
image of the house, Concord Road is positioned in the yard of the Beaver Dam house, and the 
creek is located too far west on high ground (Figure 4.7). Clearly, the features of the 1865 map 
are condensed, misrepresenting the distance between them. The 1925 map does not include 
Concord Road, but it has the same issue with the creek: it is too far west (Figure 4.8). The issue 
of scale does not mean these maps cannot be used; it instead informs how they should be used. 
They cannot be utilized to pinpoint exact locations of features, but they can be employed to 
narrow down viable areas based on their relative positions to known features such as the house 
and creek. It is reasonable to conclude that the row of enslaved people’s houses would likely be 
between the house and the creek, but farther east than the 1865 map indicates. Additionally, 
the cluster of houses would be farther east than the 1925 map indicates. 
 The scale issue similarly impacts locating the cemetery; the maps can still be used to 
narrow down possible locations but cannot identify them with certainty. The two historical 
maps show greater concordance regarding the cemetery than they do the houses. In both the 
1865 and 1925 map, the cemetery is located to the south of the house, and in the 1865 map it is 
a bit to the east as well (Figures 4.5 and 4.6). Additionally, both maps include another creek 
running between the west and east sides of the property, and the maps indicate that the 
cemetery is to the south of this creek. When georeferenced to the scale and positioning of the 
house, the 1865 map places the cemetery far too close to the house, right where the driveway is 
currently. This is a scale issue, and in actuality the cemetery is likely farther south, closer to the 
position depicted in the 1925 map (Figure 4.9). What is important is not the scale, but the 
spatial relationship among the main house, cemetery, and creek that can be used to deduce 
potential locations for the cemetery.  
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Figure 4.9: Comparison of location estimations of 1865 and 1925 maps of Beaver Dam (map by 
the author). 
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Conclusion 

 
Analyzing the topographic information in conjunction with the spatial relationships from the 
historical maps and satellite imagery narrows down the area for archaeological investigation 
and preservation in the future. Instead of basing the possible location on the creeks from the 
historic maps, LiDAR-based data shows the true positions of the two creeks through hillshade, 
slope, and elevation contour rasters. Considering the row of houses is likely located between 
the main house and the larger creek based on the 1865 map, and there is a known location for 
each, the area that should be of focus for future archaeological research is marked in red in 
Figure 4.10. This zone is supported by preliminary pedestrian surveys that discovered rocks 
that could have had an architectural purpose placed in a linear fashion.  

The cemetery is likely on higher ground on the southern side of the small creek that runs 
perpendicular to the primary creek. Based on the topographic maps, those parameters alone 
limit the potential location to a small area in the southwest corner of the site. This estimation is 
also supported by preliminary pedestrian surveys, which found what could be headstones, a 
clearing in the vegetation, and periwinkle flowers. A circle of trees is common around enslaved 
African cemeteries, due to either intentional planting around the burial ground or removal of 
vegetation to make room for graves (Rainville 2014:14-15). In this instance, it is likely that 
vegetation was cleared, given the vicinity is forested. The periwinkle flowers are a significant 
clue because they are extremely common at enslaved African cemetery sites from the 19th 
century (Rainville 2014:15). Additionally, enslaved cemeteries are typically located on plots 
that are not well suited for agriculture as to not compete with the plantation’s economic 
endeavors (Rainville 2014:14). The slope and forested nature of this area would likely make it 
undesirable for large-scale agriculture. This location is marked by an orange star in Figure 
4.10. 

Going forward, the maps can be developed further and continue to be of use. In the 
event of a field season, points can be taken of archaeological features and artifacts. These 
points can be used to record data, indicate other promising excavation areas, and better 
visualize the site for both investigators and the community. GIS can also be used to help map 
the extent of the burial ground if it is positively located. Archaeological investigation and 
preservation do not only happen through excavation; mapping is a critical method in the 
process of research and community work. 
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Figure 4.10: Concluding location estimations of houses and cemetery for enslaved people at 
Beaver Dam (map by the author). 
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5. Federal, State, and Local Laws Pertaining to  
the Cemetery of the Beaver Dam Site 

 
Paul Mullinax 

Environmental Science Major, Davidson College 

 
The project at Beaver Dam is important for many reasons. For one, it’s an incredible 

opportunity for Davidson College to continue addressing its problematic history in a 
transparent and beneficial manner. Just as Davidson has already conducted its Commission on 
Race and Slavery, this too could help increase awareness about the past and be a crucial step to 
a better future. Another reason for the importance of Beaver Dam is the opportunity for 
preservation, both digitally and physically. Digitally speaking, having an online space for the 
presentation of data collected, artifacts found, and maps used in our work will not only allow 
future generations of college students and community members to learn about the history of 
the area, but it will also likely inspire others to take on community involved anthropological 
endeavors, both at Beaver Dam and possibly for other projects. Physical preservation also plays 
a vital role in the longevity of Beaver Dam. The Beaver Dam House has been listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places since 1979, and as such has been protected, however we 
believe that this need for protection extends beyond the lives of the white plantation owners 
and to the enslaved people of Beaver Dam as well. Based on maps from the Davidson archives, 
as well as on foot exploration of the property, we believe we have strong evidence for the 
remnants of slave quarters, and more importantly a cemetery. The preservation of this 
cemetery is not only necessary for educational purposes in preserving the history of the school, 
but also for the pursuit of anti-racism on Davidson’s campus. While there are federal, state, 
and local laws regarding the protection of historic landmarks, the laws specifically about 
cemeteries, specifically historic African American cemeteries, are somewhat lacking (Jones 
2021). In order to understand what protection for a cemetery at Beaver Dam might look like, it 
is imperative that we understand laws at every level that pertain to this issue.  

As it currently stands there is no federal law protecting African American Cemeteries 
from the threats of development, but thanks to a new bill, that could change soon. The African 
American Burial Grounds Network Act, introduced by senators Sherrod Brown and Lamar 
Alexander, has the goal of providing funding for the research and preservation of African 
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American cemeteries (Brown 2019). This bill was recently unanimously passed by the Senate 
and currently awaits a vote by the House (Govtrack 2019). While its progress is promising, 
particularly the unanimous vote, there are still reasons to be cautious about celebrating too 
soon. A bill of the same name was introduced in February of 2019 by Reps. Alma S. Adams of 
North Carolina’s 12th District, which includes Davidson, and A. Donald McEachin of Virginia’s 
4th District (Adams 2019a). Adams and McEachin stated that “the graves of African Americans 
have been forgotten and ignored” and that they “have suffered unjust abuse and neglect” 
(Adams 2019b). Adams also mentioned that this network will help “inform development 
decisions...in growing areas like Mecklenburg County”, a promising sign for the work at Beaver 
Dam. Unfortunately, despite the great need for such a network, and the passionate speaking of 
Reps. Adams and McEachin, the bill failed to gain traction in the House and never took off. The 
reason for this stemmed from a committee hearing held in May of 2019, just a few months after 
the bill’s introduction, during which the then Deputy Director of the Department of the Interior 
(DOI) and National Park Service (NPS) said they would not support the bill, nor the network, 
citing concerns of cost and overlap with pre-existing networks (Smith 2019). The pre-existing 
networks in question were the National Underground Railroad to Freedom Program and the 
African American Civil Rights Network, both run through the NPS. Established in 1998, The 
Network to Freedom provides technical assistance, connections, and other forms of help to 
preserve historic landmarks with connections to the underground railroad. Similarly, the Civil 
Rights Network, established in 2017, provides sites the resources for preservation and research 
in the form of experts, connections, and protection (Harper 2021). At the time of the 
committee hearing there were also two other programs in the works. These programs would 
focus on historic sites relating to the Transcontinental Railroad and the Reconstruction Era. 
The money already being put towards these four networks, as well as the perceived overlap 
they would have with a burial-grounds-focused act, led to the bill’s unfortunate stall (Smith 
2019).  

Luckily, Senators Sherrod Brown (D-OH) and Lamar Alexander (R-TN) introduced an 
identical bill to the Senate only a few months later in November of 2019. This bipartisan bill 
fared much better than its predecessor and looks to continue its success in the House. This bill 
would be based on the already existing networks related to the Civil Rights Movement and 
Underground Railroad mentioned above, and would also work within the NPS (Brown 2020). 
Specifically, the program would provide technical assistance and opportunities for grants to 
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local project partners looking to research, identify, survey, and preserve African American 
cemeteries. Additionally, this program would create a voluntary national database of these 
sites, giving them more visibility and helping them be preserved digitally as well as physically.  

While the future of this bill is not yet determined, the prospect of having a federal 
program specifically designed to help with the preservation of historic cemeteries is great news 
for Beaver Dam. Currently, our project at Beaver Dam is being led by Dr. Maxime Lamoureux-
St-Hilaire with help from four students. We have some funding through Stories Yet to be Told, 
however there is still plenty to gain from a national network. For one, funding, access to 
experts, and connection to a more visible network will greatly help the project's ability to 
continue for years to come. Instead of being an important and interesting project that lasts for 
a year, it could become a long-term undertaking that could involve and educate students and 
community members long after the current students have graduated. It would also inspire 
more people to join the project. We have been able to accomplish a commendable amount of 
work for just five people in such a short time, but with the help of other students, community 
members, and other experts, we could take this project to new heights. Additionally, 
connection to a nationwide network would help the dissemination of information reach a wider 
audience and be more approachable than traditional academic papers. Most importantly, the 
network would help provide protection for the Beaver Dam cemetery, helping to preserve it for 
future generations.  

While there is some hope that federal laws regarding African American cemeteries will 
be implemented in the near future, there are some state level regulations that already exist and 
pertain to the project at Beaver Dam. These regulations and statutes fall under the jurisdiction 
of the North Carolina Office of State Archaeology (2020). In 1978, due to growing concerns 
about the loss of forgotten cemeteries, the state created the Abandoned Cemeteries Study 
Committee to investigate such cemeteries and to learn how to best protect and preserve them 
(North Carolina Department of State Archaeology). This work was done by the North Carolina 
Department of Natural Resources and in 1981 they presented their findings to the General 
Assembly. Their findings were significant enough to continue the program, working to identify, 
map, describe, preserve, and protect cemeteries to this day. The work done today is 
coordinated by the state archives but is operated on a county level. While they do some great 
work, one caveat is that not all the cemeteries are preserved alongside the data. Also of note is 
that the threat of development is not directly addressed. However, with enough historical 
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significance a cemetery can be preserved. Other notable laws pertaining to cemeteries at the 
state level include laws against vandalism, desecration, and trespassing, with regulations about 
the discovery and removal of graves (North Carolina State Department of Archaeology). The 
goals outlined by the State Archaeology Office closely align with the goals of our project with 
Beaver Dam, and could serve as an important resource in the future, as well as another layer of 
possible protection for the cemetery.  

Along with state level regulations of cemeteries, there are also some county level 
protections that could apply to Beaver Dam. Particularly, there is the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Historic Landmarks Commission, an agency of Mecklenburg County that works to preserve, 
buy, and provide historic designation to properties of historical significance within the county. 
Additionally, they work to educate the public on the history of the area, promoting interest in 
different sites and stories (Price 2016). These historic sites come in all shapes and forms such 
as churches, homes, banks, and cemeteries. While not specifically aimed at cemeteries, the 
protection and preservation that the commission could provide to Beaver Dam could be 
valuable. Among the sites they already protect are nine cemeteries, including Neely Slave 
Cemetery and Biddleville Cemetery. Both of these are notably historic African American 
cemeteries that have similarities to the possible cemetery at Beaver Dam (Price 2016). If 
cemeteries such as these are able to receive protection, then it’s likely Beaver Dam can as well. 
It should be noted that the protection provided by the commission is mostly legal red tape, that 
while good, is not flawless. While it’s unlikely properties with a historic designation will face 
threats from development, it’s not impossible. Even still, this provides hope for another 
possible avenue of protection at the county level.  

While the work at Beaver Dam is far from over, the prospect of the African American 
Burial Grounds Network Act is exciting (Byrd 2020). Even with concerns about its past 
roadblocks and uncertain future, the fact that a major bill has already gained so much attention 
and support for cemeteries like the one at Beaver Dam is a promising sign regardless of how 
the vote goes. Beyond the work being done at a federal level, there are avenues at the state level 
that could help historic cemeteries like Beaver Dam find protection and the opportunity for 
research. While these laws and regulations are not flawless, they still have good traits to them. 
The same can be said for county level protections. The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic 
Landmarks Commission has already done great work protecting cemeteries in our area, and is 
an encouraging sign for what the future may hold for Beaver Dam’s protection (Price 2016). 
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However, before any of these important laws, networks, and commissions get involved, there is 
still work to be done at Beaver Dam. The possibilities that could come from federal funding or 
local historic designation are endless. With a little luck, Beaver Dam’s cemetery will be able to 
transition from a forgotten plot of land to a historic landmark, capable of educating students 
and the community about an important part of the area's history.   
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