
Archaeology Proposal for Ball Sellers House – by Patrick L. O’Neill 
 
The Ball Sellers House in Arlington County, Virginia, is owned by the Arlington Historical 
Society, with Karl Van Newkirk the current President.  The house and property are administered 
by the Ball-Sellers House Committee.  Annette Benbow is the current chair of the committee.   
 
To receive money for a grant for a storm drainage system, the project needs to be completed by 
October 31, 2016.  Jon Liebertz, Historic Preservation Planner of Arlington County, has 
requested the Ball-Sellers House Committee implement an archaeological investigation to see 
what cultural resources will be impacted by the storm drain system. 
 
Karl Van Newkirk and Annette Benbow both contacted Patrick O’Neill, per the request of 
Cynthia Liccesse-Torres and Jon Liebertz, both of Arlington County Planning Division.  Mr. 
O’Neill has been the “on-call” archaeologist consultant for Arlington County for many years, 
and has developed a trusting professional relationship with the county.  O’Neill agreed to do 
some limited archaeology at the site, and would use volunteer archaeologists from the 
Archaeological Society of Virginia and local volunteers from Arlington County. 
 
The original log cabin portion of the house dates to the 1742 era and is considered to be one of 
the, if not the oldest structure in Arlington County.  The log cabin was built when the area was 
still part of Fairfax County.  The property is on the National Register of Historic Properties 
(NRHP) and the Virginia Landmarks Register (VLR). 
 
The Ball-Sellers House Committee proposes to construct a simple storm drainage system of a 
yet-to-be-decided design in an area of the yard to the east of the log cabin where underground 
drainage line has created a depression/ditch where people could trip or stumble.  The area had 
been built up with soil, but has again become somewhat deflated through runoff. 
 
The proposed project area is primarily within and next to the footprint of a missing historic 
addition to the original log cabin portion of the house.  Two pre-1930s historic photographs show 
the north, south and east sides of the missing addition (Figures 1 and 2).  A third photograph 
shows details of a large stone-based chimney on the east side of the missing addition (Figure 3).  
The chimney had a brick top half.  Enlargements of these three photographs reveal a stacked 
stone foundation under the missing addition, possibly built on the ground surface and not placed 
within a foundation trench (Figures 4 and 5).   
 
After discussing the proposed project with Benbow, O’Neill visited the site on June 11, 2016.  
O’Neill said he would conduct Phase I archaeological investigations in the area of the proposed 
storm drainage system. He would use volunteers from the Archaeological Society of Virginia, 
primarily the Northern Virginia Chapter and would allow local volunteers to assist as part of a 
community outreach program. 
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Figure 5 



The archaeological investigations will be designed to determine if remnants of the stone 
foundation and chimney shown in historic photographs are present, and define the stratigraphic 
profile of the excavations through soil and artifact analysis.  The project will also determine the 
impact the current drain system and other developments in the footprint of the missing addition 
have had on the cultural resources in this area of the site. 
 
To prepare for the proposed project, Photoshop Elements has been used to take the two historic 
photos and superimpose them on the modern landscape, and a projected footprint was drafted 
onto the ground surface (Figure 6).  The overlays suggest the missing addition may have been 
roughly 16 feet wide (north/south) and 20 feet long (east/west), based on the projected footprint 
and analyzing points on the existing structure.   
 

 
Figure 6 

 
A glass viewing window has been placed on the exterior of the log cabin to view the logs and a 
corner of the cabin.  Assuming the missing addition aligned with this corner, the footprint was 
projected and measured out on the ground (Figures 7 and 8).  Probing with a 3/8 solid rod probe 
did not locate any stones for the missing addition foundation in this preliminary investigation. 
 



 
Figure 7 

 

 
Figure 8 



Karl Van Newkirk excavated a small pit for drainage testing in the proposed project area (Figure 
9).  The pit was approximately 1 foot in diameter and 1 foot deep, but yielded an immense 
volume of artifacts, including bone (Figure 10), glass bottle fragments (Figure 11), mussel shells 
(Figure 12) and handmade brick (Figure 13). 
 

      

Figures 9 and 10 
 

      
Figures 11 and 12 

 



 
Figure 13 

 
This small excavation illustrates the rich cultural resources that are present at this portion of the 
site, and stresses the need for formal archaeological investigations.  A Phase I archaeological 
investigation usually utilizes a series of shovel tests, similar to the pit that Van Newkirk 
excavated, 1 .5 foot in diameter down to sterile subsoil or rock.  This allows several small 
observations into the cultural sequence across the site.  However, the proposed project area is 
small, and the proposed work is to be 300 square feet or less, smaller than the size of the missing 
addition. 
 
Based on the historic photographs and observing the current land surface, it is entirely possible 
the foundation and stone based chimney have been totally removed.  A French drain was 
installed along the north side of the 1880s addition. Rolf McQueary, of Commonwealth 
Restorations LC, whom performed the installation, provided the following information. 

 
This was a shallow trench about 24" wide and no more than 12" to 18" deep 
running along the foundation wall. The trench is filled with pea gravel to the 
surface so the location should be readily apparent. 

 
A 2-3 foot wide slope was added to the east side of the log cabin area where the flower bed is 
now located (Figure 14).  It is unknown how much fill has been added to this area.  A sump 
pump was placed in the basement and a trench for the sump drain was placed in the project area, 
with erosion creating the current ditch.  The exact location of the sump trench is unknown but 
thought to be perpendicular to the east side of the house. 
 



 
Figure 14:  Soil slope added for flower bed 

 
 
PROJECT 
 
The current storm drain design will have minimal impact on the missing addition footprint.  The 
archaeological investigations are designed to identify the footprint and place the storm drain pit 
on the east side but outside the missing addition footprint area shown in red (Figure 15). 
 

 
Figure 15: Storm Drain Design 



The project will consist of a series of hand excavated trenches to be excavated to find if the stone 
foundation of the missing addition is still present as well as provide a profile for the cultural 
stratigraphy and sequence (Figure 16).  An orange security fence is to be placed around the 
project area to discourage intruders.  The artifacts will be boxed and stored on site on an 
outbuilding until the excavations are complete.  The intent of the excavations is to identify the 
extent of the missing addition and to place the pit and flower bed on the east side of the footprint 
of the missing addition. 
 

 
Figure 16 

 
Two units would be placed on either side of the addition where it adjoined the existing log cabin, 
two in the midsection of the walls, and two to find the corners.  One or two additional trenches 
will be placed to find the base of the chimney. 
 
A 5 x 5 ft excavation unit is proposed for the center of the proposed project area, and the center 
of the missing addition (Figure 14).  This unit will hopefully expose the disturbed area from the 
current drain system, as well as investigate the potential of intact cultural stratigraphy.  The 
excavation trenches would also yield information on the intact cultural layers, or disturbance 
across the project area.   
 
The excavations would also include the entire “pit” area under the proposed flower bed on the 
east side of the missing addition, to investigate for possible features, foundation remain, as well 
as retrieval of cultural material pertinent to the interpretation of the site. 
 
The scope could also be expanded to include more excavations with the permission of the 
Arlington County Planning Division, depending on the findings.   



 
All soil from the excavations will be hand excavated in stratigraphic layers, screened in ¼ 
hardware cloth screens.  Artifacts will be catalogued, washed, bagged, analyzed, and given back 
to the Ball-Sellers House.  Field level forms, feature forms, and digital photographs will be 
taken, and profiles drawn and interpreted. 
 
Artifacts will be bagged with a unique field number to be sent to the ASV lab at Kittiewan.  The 
artifacts will be processed according to VDHR standards, including washing, labeling and 
cataloging, and storage.  Washing artifacts can occur on site to expand the role of the expected 
volunteers.  Old toothbrushes and small plastic containers will be used to wash the majority of 
the artifacts.  Some may only need to be dry brushed to remove the dirt. 
 
Each bag of artifacts will contain location information of which unit and depth they were found.  
These will be logged into a field catalog and the bag will follow the artifacts through the process, 
including analysis and curation. 
 
All artifacts will be examined for a variety of attributes reflecting human behavior related to their 
manufacturing, acquisition, use, reuse, and discard processes.  These artifacts will be categorized 
by general type and function, and dated by reference to published volumes.  Popular usage dates 
will provide information on site occupational history.  Basic artifact frequency will identify the 
range of activities that occurred at the Jones Site. 
 
Once the stratigraphy has been analyzed, suggestions can be made to the Ball-Sellers House 
Committee on what cultural resources the storm drain system will impact.  The client will be 
provided with a detailed report on the findings. 
 
The archaeological field work would take place on weekends between August 6 and October 2, 
2016.  Volunteers with archaeological experience will be teamed with volunteers with little or no 
experience.  Many graduates of the ASV Certification Program will attend the project and help 
supervise under O’Neill’s management. 
 
Depending on volunteers, a large percentage of the artifacts could be washed and catalogued in 
the field (on site), and there will be volunteers with lab experience to aid in this procedure.  The 
remaining artifacts will be washed and catalogued off site, at a yet to be determined location.  
Artifact analysis will be conducted through the fall of 2016, depending on the number of artifacts 
and number of volunteers. 
 
A letter report will be produced after the end of field work in order to let the storm drainage 
construction commence.  The report will include limited field observations, feature descriptions, 
and artifact analysis. A copy of the letter report as well as the final report will be submitted to the 
Historic Preservation Program. 
 
 
 
 


