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questions regarding its occupation.  Kelly (2002:136) for example, asks “how do we explain the 

presence of people in South America at the same time or prior to their appearance in North 

Figure 1. Late Glacial Maximum, North America, showing the general locations of several possible pre-Clovis 

sites. Image courtesy of PIDBA and Steven J. Yerka and Dyke et al. 2003. 
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America?”   Archaeologists are thus beginning to rethink not only when populations began to 

arrive in the New World, but also how they got here.   

In addition to Monte Verde there are several other pre-Clovis sites that have peaked the 

interest of Paleoindian archaeologists.  In Eastern North America these sites include 

Meadowcroft Rockshelter, Pennsylvania; Cactus Hill, Virginia; Saltville, Virginia; and Topper, 

South Carolina (Bonnichsen and Lepper 2005:13, Anderson 2005; Goodyear 2005a).  There are 

also a series of sites located within the area of land once referred to as Beringia – the region 

today includes Alaska, the Yukon Territory, northeast Siberia, and the now submerged Bering 

Sea platform.  These sites include Old Crow and Bluefish Caves.  Other potential pre-Clovis 

sites, referred to as the Nenana Complex, are located within the Nenana Valley of Alaska and 

include Owl Ridge, Dry Ridge, and Walker Road.  More recent discoveries of pre-Clovis in the 

New World come from the Debra L. Friedkin site located in central Texas (Waters et al. 2011).  

While some skepticism is still attached to many of the sites mentioned, Saltville and Topper in 

particular, there is for the most part, a general consensus that people did arrive in the New World 

prior to Clovis populations (Wheat 2012).  The questions that remains however, is when?  As 

such it is increasingly important to continue excavations at each of the sites to demonstrate their 

legitimacy. 

 

 

THE TOPPER SITE (38AL23) 

 

The Topper site, (38AL23), is a prehistoric chert quarry and quarry-related habitation 

area located on a Pleistocene terrace of the Savannah River in Allendale County, South Carolina 
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(Figure 2).  The location was discovered in the mid 1970’s by local resident David Topper, who 

later shared his discovery with a group of interested archaeologists.  One of the archaeologists 

was Dr. Albert Goodyear, a researcher at the South Carolina Institute of Archaeology and 

Anthropology, current director of the Allendale Paleoindian Expedition and principal 

investigator of the Topper Site investigations (Goodyear and Steffy 2003).  Testing at the site 

began in the early 1980’s as part of a larger survey designed to map a suite of chert quarries in 

Allendale County (Goodyear and Charles 1984).  Additional testing at Topper in 1984, 1985, and 

1986 set out to document the stratigraphy and history of the site. This process revealed an 

extensive occupational history spanning from Clovis to the Late Prehistoric (Goodyear 2000; 

Waters et al. 2009:1300).  From 1998 to the present, the Topper site has been excavated annually 

for six weeks each summer by a team of from 40 to as many as 100 researchers, students and 

volunteers.  

Prior to 1998 no units were taken deeper than the Clovis age level since the project 

director thought it was the oldest possible occupation (Goodyear 2003:23).  However the 1997 

reporting on the discoveries at Monte Verde in South America and discoveries at Cactus Hill, 

Virginia in 1998 prompted Goodyear and his research team to excavate below what was known 

to be Clovis age sediments.  These excavations resulted in the discovery of an unusual lithic 

assemblage located as much as two meters below the Clovis level in  sands and an old terrace 

associated with what is now known as the Pleistocene floodplain and terrace (Goodyear 
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Figure 2. Map of Allendale study area, South Carolina showing the location of the Topper and Big Pine Tree sites. 

Image courtesy of Waters et al. 2009. 
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2003:23).  Subsequent excavations have continued to produce lithic material from below the 

Clovis horizon.  The primary question and controversy regarding Topper deals first with the 

question of whether the lithic materials found below the Clovis deposit are products of human 

manufacture or the product of natural processes, and second, if they are humanly manufactured 

are they in primary stratigraphic context?  

 

SITE SETTING AND STRATIGRAPHY 

  

Topper (38AL23) is part of a larger quarry complex which includes the Big Pine Tree site 

(38AL143), a terrestrial chert outcrop, and a related quarry (38AL139); all of which are located 

on floodplains and terraces that flank the Savannah River (Figures 2,3).  The first terrace lies 

almost 99m above mean sea level (amsl) and within this sandy alluvium fill is the Big Pine Tree 

Site.  The second terrace, and the one examined for this study, is located 101.5 m amsl and 

colluvium covers most of the first terrace (Waters et al. 2009:1300).  The archaeological 

components at Topper are buried within the fill of this terrace and in the overlying colluvium 

(Waters et al. 2009:1300).  Much of what we see at the site today is the result of processes that 

began about 14,000 years ago, soon after the end of the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM).  This 

dramatic shift in temperature and precipitation resulted in major hydraulic changes in the 

Savannah River which dropped river elevation at Topper to its present level (Goodyear and 

Steffy 2003). 

It is assumed that by the time Clovis populations arrived in the area around Topper, the 

waters had receded enough in the Savannah River to expose the chert cobbles and iron stained 

quartz cobbles that were subsequently exploited by Paleoindian and Archaic 
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peoples (Goodyear 2000).  Clovis populations would have had almost unlimited access to high 

quality chert; material that could have been retrieved on land as well as from the river bottom.  

The cobbles recovered from the river contain a distinctive butterscotch colored cortical surface, 

unlike those recovered from terrestrial sources (Figure 4).  The difference is inferred to have 

Figure 3. USGS Topographic Map with location of the Topper site (38AL23). (Martin Quadrangle. Published in 1989 ) 

Image from Miller 2007. 
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been caused by continual polishing and water action which effectively erodes off the limey 

cortex revealing the glossy outer rind (Goodyear 2006:14).    

 

 

 

 

 

Although several geological studies were conducted at the Topper site (see Goodyear and 

Foss; 1993; Goodyear, 1999) an additional study was undertaken by Waters et al. (2009) in 1999 

that sought not only to define the stratigraphy at the Topper site but also to try to date the 

possible Pre-Clovis component at the site using radiocarbon and luminescence techniques 

(Waters et al. 2009:1301).  A series of backhoe trenches were excavated to expose the alluvial 

and colluvial stratigraphy (Figure 5).  Stratigraphic profiles were recovered for a number of these 

trenches as well as from excavation areas at the north end of the site (Figure 6).  Waters et al. 

(2009) identified a series of stratigraphic units that they correlated with the sites’ archaeology.  

Samples for radiocarbon and luminescence dating were collected from these profiles to provide 

the age estimates of the geological deposits (Waters et al. 2009:1302). 

River Chert Terrestrial Allendale 

Chert 

Figure 4. Allendale Chert.  Figure A represents the smooth butterscotch colored river chert and Figure B 

represents the light colored terrestrial Allendale Chert with a chalky white cortex. 
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