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INTRODUCTION

The Boston Harbor Islands are a rich source of information for both archaeologists and geologists
because they have been far less modified by urbanization and land filling than most other parts of Boston
Harbor. Of the more than 30 islands in Boston Harbor, Long Island is the largest (86.2 ha) and the longest
(2.9 km) (Fig. 1). In many ways it is geologically, archaeologically, and historically typical of the other
Boston Harbor Islands, though it does have a number of unusual features.

The Boston Harbor Islands have been used by humans for various purposes throughout the Holocene.
Although Paleolndian sites have been found elsewhere in the Boston area (Carty and Spiess, 1992), no
artifacts datable to this period have been found as yet on the Boston Harbor Islands. A single Early Archaic
point from the HL-11 site on Long Island is the oldest artifact found on the islands thus far (Luedtke,
1984). Middle Archaic artifacts have been found at several sites (Luedtke, 1975, 1984, 1990) and Late
Archaic sites are quite common. The Harbor area was primarily riverine or estuarine during most of this
early period, and settlement patterns would have been oriented toward very different resources than in later
periods. Shellfish beds became established by the Early Woodland period, and evidence suggests that from
then on the Harbor Islands were used primarily as locations for temporary camps from which to procure and
process coastal resources. During the later part of the Late Woodland period, farming hamlets were
established on some of the islands (Luedtke, 1980). Year-round occupation of any of the islands during the
prehistoric period is unlikely because of their small size.

The Islands were occupied by Europeans even before the establishment of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony in 1630, and they have played an integral role in the history of the City of Boston from then to the
present. Throughout the prehistoric and historic periods, geological factors have affected the ways in which
people used the islands.

COASTAL GEOLOGIC FRAMEWORK

Boston Harbor

The sedimentary framework of Boston Harbor consists of drumlin topography resulting from two
different age drifts. A pre-Wisconsinan drift is overlain by a thin layer of late Wisconsinan drift (Knebel et
al, 1992). The topographic low, which now forms harbor bottom, is largely composed of late Wisconsinan
glacio-marine clays (Boston Blue Clay), (Kaye, 1982) as is much of the adjacent Massachusetts Bay.

The Boston Harbor Islands consist of drowned drumlins often linked by tombolos and modified by other
spit forms. The harbor was submerged at 5,630 yr BP during the Holocene transgression. However,
modification of the drumlin shoreline by longshore processes probably was not significant until a slowing
of the rate of sea level rise approximately 3,000 yr BP (Rosen et al, 1993; Kaye and Barghoom, 1964).

The topography of the pre-Holocene basement beneath the Harbor indicates that the position of tombolos is
controlled by the underlying geology rather than modem coastal processes. Most tombolos are located
along pre-existing basement highs, and major tidal channels occur where there are pre-existing drainage
channels (Rendigs and Oldale, 1990).

Dunes are not common on barriers within the Boston Harbor region due to the coarseness of the
sediment. The barriers occur in both transgressive and regressive forms; the emergent portions of both
barrier types are most frequently composed of gravel storm ridges. The lack of dunes makes overtopping
(non-channelized flow over the barrier surface) a common process during storm events. This results in
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