THE AGE OF COMMON BEANS (Phaseolus vulgaris) IN THE
NORTHEASTERN UNITED STATES

John P. Hart and C. Margaret Scarry

A radiocarbon date of A.D. 1070 + 60 was linked to the remains of maize (Zea mays), beans (Phaseolus vulgaris), and squash
(Cucurbita pepo) at the Roundtop site in the Susquehanna River valley of New York by William Ritchie in 1969 and 1973 pub-
lications. This date established the presence of beans in the Northeast at an earlier time than in most other areas of the east-
ern United States, where they are generally rare before A.D. 1300. Subsequently beans have been reported in pre-A.D.1300
contexts from at least eight other sites in the Northeast. Recent calibrated AMS dates on beans from Roundtop are no earlier
than A.D. 1300 (Hart 1999a). Given that the original Roundtop date was responsible for the acceptance of early beans in the
Northeast, the AMS dates suggested that beans may not become archagologically visible there until ca. A.D. 1300, AMS dates
on beans from four other sites, reported here, substantiate the Roundtop results. Beans and by extension maize-beans-squash
intercropping are not evident in the Northeast before ca. A.D. 1300.

William Rirchie (1969, 1973) establece una relacidn entre la fecha 1070 + 60 A D., determinada por andlisis de radiocarbono, y
los hallazgos de maiz (Zea mays), frijol (Phaseolus vulgaris) y curciirbita (Cucurbita pepo) en el sitio Roundtop del valle del rié
Susquehanna en Nueva York, Esta fecha sugiere una temprana presencia del frijol en el noreste en relacion a otras dreas del este
de Estados Unidos, donde su halluzgo ha sido generalmente considerado raro antes de 1300 A.D. Posteriormente, la presencia
del frijol antes de a 1300 A.D. ha sido registrada en por lo merios ocho otros sitios en el noreste. Fechas AMS calibradas recien-
temente indican la presencia del frijol en el sitio Roundtop después de a 1300 A.D. (Hart 1999a). Contrariamente a lo gue la fecha
original del sitio Roundtop sugiere, las fechas AMS indican gue el frijol no es arqueologicamente detectable en el noveste hasta
después de 1300 A.D. Fechas AMS correspondientes a la presencia del frijol en otras cuatro localidades apoyan los resultados
del sitio Roundtop. No existe evidencia en el noreste de hallazgos de frijol y de intracultivo de maiz-frijol-curcirbita con antes de
1300 A.D.

1 1964, a crew from the New York State Museum

under the direction of William Ritchie recovered

the charred remains of maize (Zea mays), com-
mon beans' (Phaseolus vulgaris), and squash
(Cucurbita pepo) from a large storage pit at the
Roundtop site in the upper Susquehanna River val-
ley of New York. In his published accounts of the
site, Ritchie (1969, 1973) linked these remains to a
radiocarbon date of A.D. 1070+60 obtained on wood
charcoal from a different pit feature. As a result of
Ritchie’s publications, there was wide acceptance of
beans in the northeastern United States (hereafter
Northeast) by the eleventh century A.D. In fact, this
was the eatliest date at that time for beans in the east-
ern United States (e.g., Kaplan 1971; Munson 1973;
Yarnell 1976). Although Ritchie’s date now cali-
brates to A.D. 1172 (Stuiver and Reimer 1993), it
has remained the most widely cited date for the ear-
liest beans and co-occurrence of maize, beans, and

squash in the Northeast through the 19905 (e.g., Riley
et al. 1990; Snow 1995).

The Roundtop date has been somewhat anom-
alous because it pre-dates the archaeological visi-
bility of beans in most of the eastern United States.
Only in the Ohio River basin are beans reported from
similarly early contexis (Fritz 1990; Riley et al.
1930). In the Illinois River valley, beans have been
reported in twelfth- and thirteenth-century contexts
(e.g., Asch and Asch 1985; Haberman et al, 1999,
King 1993). Elsewhere, as related by Fritz
(1990:398) “their conspicuous rarity before 600 or
700B.P.... indicates a minor subsistence role. . .until
just before European Contact.” In southern Ontario
beans may occur as early as A.D. 1200, but they are
rare before A.D. 1300 and have not been directly
dated (Smith and Crawford 1997). Since Ritchie’s
publications, however, beans associated with maize
and sometimes squash have been linked to radio-
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Figure 1. Locations of sites listed in Tables 1 and 2 (1. Gnagey; 2. Bald Eagle; 3. West Water Street; 4, Nash; 5,
Catawissa; 6. Thomas Luckey; 7. Roundtop; 8. Broome Tech; 9. Boland; 10. Skitchewaug; 11. Burnham-Shepard).

carbon dates that calibrate to the eleventh to thirteenth
centuries A D. from at least eight sites in the North-
east (Table 1). Seven of these are in the Susquehanna
River basin of New York and Pennsylvania (Figure
1) (Hart and Asch Sidell 1996; Knapp 1996; Prez-
zano and Steponaitis 1990).

These occurrences are seemingly supported by
the report of beans from components dated to A.D.
920-A.D. 1030 and A.D. 1085-A.D. 1190 at the
Gnagey site in southwestern Pennsylvania (George
1983). Gnagey is located in the upper Ohio River
basin but near the Ohio and Susquehanna watershed.
The site has pottery with stylistic attributes indicat-
ing that its inhabitants interacted with populations in
the Susquehanna River basin, perhaps representing
a proximate source for bean diffusion into the North-
east, The published wood-charcoal radiocarbon dates
for this site calibrate to the eleventh to thirieenth cen-
turies A.D. The earliest radiocarbon dates associated
with beans in New England, on the other hand, are

from the Skitchewaug site in the Connecticut River
valley of Vermont where beans were recovered from
pit features with wood-charcoal radiocarbon dates in
the twelfth-century A.D. (Heckenberger et al. 1992).
These dates calibrate to the thirteenth centary A.D.

The presence of beans in the Northeast before they
occur in most other regions of the Eastern Woodlands
has posed a significant problem for those interested
in crop diffusion. Riley et al. (1990) have proposed
that beans arrived in the Northeast by an eastern dif-
fusion pathway from Florida as opposed tolater beans
elsewhere in the Eastern Woodlands, which diffused
across the Plains from the Southwest.

New Evidence: AMS Dates

While dates on materials associated with beans in
the Northeast range from the eleventh fo thirteenth
centuries A.D., direct dates on beans tell a different
story. Recent calibrated accelerator mass spectrom-
etry (AMS) dates on beans and associated maize and
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Table 2. AMS Dates on Beans from Northeastern United States Archacological Sites.
Lab number Site/Provenience B¢ (A.D.)  Calibrated 2¢ Range and Intercepts {A.D.)" Source
AA31007 Broome Tech 1570 £ 40 1437 (1481) 1638 Knapp and Versaggi®
B-23619 Burnham-Shepard 1400 % 60 1297 (1406) 1431 Bendremer et al. 1991
AA29117 Gnagey F30 1340 £ 55 1283 (1323, 1350, 1390) 1428 This stody
AA29118 Gnagey F13D 1315+ 45 1282 (1303, 1368, 1383) 1409 This study
AA23106 Roundtop F35 1292 + 48 1276 (1299, 1374, 1376) 1404 Hart 1999a
AA20540 Roundtop 43327 1635 £ 45 1453 (1528, 1551, 1633) 1661 Hart 1999a
AA20119 Skitchewaug F32 1280 + 45 1274 (1297) 1399 This study
AA29120 Skitchewaug F51 1185 + 50 1188 (1275) 1299 This study
AA29121 Skitchewang F46 1350 + 50 1289 (1327, 1346, 1393) 1428 This study
Skitchewaug Pooled 1273 +£29 1280 {1297) 1390 This study
AA29122 Thomas Luckey F78 1255 £ 45 1260 (1292) 1392 _This study

“ Calibrations done with CALIB 4.0.
b personal communication 1998

" wood charcoal from Roundtop indicate that the ear-
liest beans there date to around A.D. 1300. These
dates are supported by the pottery assemblage from
the pit where Ritchie’s crew recovered maize, beans,
and squash. This assemblage is later than the pottery
assemblage of the pit from which the original radio-
carbon date was obtained (Hart 1999a). Because
Roundtop served as the foundation for acceptance
of early beans in the Northeast and because there have
been no earlier direct dates on beans in that region,
the AMS dates suggested that beans may not become
archaeologically visible there until the beginning of
the fourteenth century A D. (Hart 1999a). This in ttun
suggested aneed to reevaluate the timing of the devel-
opment of maize-beans-squash intercropping in the
Northeast, which was the foundation of many agri-
cultural systems at the time of European contact. To
this end, we undertook to directly date beans from a
number of pre-A.D. 1300 contexts.

Sites with beans reporied from pre-A.D. 1300
contexts in the Northeast are listed in Table 1 along
with associated radiocarbon dates and contextnal
information. Bean samples were sought from each
of these sites and were made available from three:
Bald Eagle, Thomas Luckey, and Skitchewaug. Sam-
ples also were provided from Gnagey. All samples
were examined by Scairy to confirm the original
identifications of beans. No beans were present in
the samples from Bald Eagle, suggesting that the
original identifications were erroneous. Beans were
confirmed at the other sites and six samples were sub-
mitted to the National Science Foundation AMS Ari-
zona Facility for dating: two from Gnagey, one from

- Thomas ELuckey, and three from Skitchewaug. The
results, along with AMS dates on beans from Round-
top and two additional Northeast sites, are presented

in Table 2. The six calibrated dates from this study
and the earlier of the two Roundtop dates cluster
around A.D. 1300, None of these dates is signifi-
cantly different from the others at a 95-percent level
of confidence using Ward and Wilson’s (1978} chi-
square test for independence as implemented in the
CALIB rev. 4.0 program (Stuiver and Reimer 1993).
The remaining dates are later. As at Roundtop, the
AMS dates suggest that the beans originated from
later components at these sites rather than those to
which they were originally assigned.

Although not all of the sites with beans reported
in pre-A.D. 1300 contexts were included in this study,
our results strongly suggest that beans do not become
archaeologically visible in the Northeast until around
A.D, 1300, The three sites that anchored the evi-
dence for pre-A.D. 1300 besdns in the literature,
Roundtop, Gnagey, and Skitchewaug all yielded cal-
ibrated dates that are at or later than A.D. 1300.
Although sample AA29120 from Skitchewaug
yielded an earlier date, it calibrates to A.D. 1275 and
is not significantly different from the site’s other two
dates at the 95-percent level of confidence. The
pooled calibrated date from the site has an intercept
of AD. 1297 and a 20 range of A.D. 1280 to A.D.
1390.

Implications of the AMS Dates

There are a number of implications for the results of
this study. First, there is no cohvincing evidence for
the archaeological visibility of beans in the North-
east prior to ¢. A.D. 1300. This suggests that beans
were adopted in the Northeast about the same time
that they were in most other areas of the eastern
United States (Fritz 1990; Riley et al. 1990; Yarnell
1993). Second, maize-beans-squash agriculture was
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not established in the Northeast until the late thir-
teenth to early fourteenth centuries A.D. (compare
to Chapdelaine 1993); given the AMS dates on beans,
there is no convincing evidence for the co-occurrence
of maize, beans, and squash before that time. Third,
there is no longer a need to speculate that beans dif-
fused to the Northeast via a different pathway (Riley
et al. 1990) than they did to other areas of the east-
ern United States.

The presence of a crop in the archaeological
record is a function of both its length and intensity
of use. The longer and more intensively a crop was
used at a given location, the greater was the proba-
bility for accidental logs, charring, and deposition in
a context favorable for preservation over long peri-
ods of time regardless of preparation method. The
greater the amount of the crop preserved in the

“archaeological record, the greater its chance of recov-
ery by archaeologists (Hart 1999b). While tapho-
nomic processes may explain the absence of beans
from earlier contexts (Fritz 1990; Smith 1992), the
results of this study strongly suggest it was not until
around A.D. 1300 that these conditions were met for
beans in the Northeast, consistent with most other
areas of the eastern United States (Fritz 1990:398).
Itis at this time that beans were fully integrated into
at least some agricultural systems and intercropped
with maize and squash (compare to Munson
1973:130), both of which become archaeologically
visible in the Northeast considerably earlier (Ben-
dremer and Dewar 1994; Cassedy and Webh 1999;
Crawford et al. 1997; Hart and Asch Sidell 1996,
1997). Contrary to various assertions in the litera-
ture, maize-beans-squash agriculture was not in place
by the eleventh to twelfth centurics A.D. (cf. Chapde-
laine 1993; Ritchie 1969; Snow 1995). Rather maize-
beans-squash systems had evolved to a point at
around A.D.. 1300 where the three crops were used
intensively enough together to co-occur in the archae-
ological record. In light of these findings, it should
be clear that beans found in apparently earlier con-
texts in the Northeast should be directly dated to
confirm that they originated from those contexts.
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Note

1. Throughout this article, the term “beans” refers only to
the common bean (Phaseolus vulgaris).
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