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Time Team America Episode Descriptions

& Fascinating Site Facts

Series Description

Part extreme adventure, part hard science, and part reality show, TIME TEAM AMERICA takes viewers deep into the trenches of America’s most intriguing archaeological sites.  In each episode, the show’s team of top scientists has just three days to uncover the buried secrets of their assigned dig.  Every hour counts as they piece together the past using the latest technology, decades of combined experience, and their own sharp wits.  Far from the comfort of a science lab, TIME TEAM AMERICA faces searing heat, driving rain, alligator-infested swamps, frayed nerves, and the inevitable technical setbacks. Through it all, the audience peers over the shoulders of diggers at work, eavesdrops on intense conversations between experts, and shares the rush of discovery as artifacts emerge from the ground.

FORT RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA

Premieres on PBS stations Wednesday, July 8, 2009 at 8/7 central

TIME TEAM AMERICA goes in search of our nation’s mysterious roots at Roanoke Island.  In 1586 the English sent the first group of hardy, hopeful colonists to make a go of it in the New World.  But when English ships returned with supplies just three years later, they found the settlement empty and colonists gone. The colonists had left behind only one clue:  the word Croatoan carved in the gatepost of their fort.  It took 20 years for the stunned English to establish another settlement in America.  The fate of the Roanoke colonists remains one of the most chilling and maddening questions of American history.  TIME TEAM AMERICA spends three days at Fort Raleigh in hot pursuit of archaeological evidence that will put the ghost of Roanoke to rest and establish where the first colony in America was actually located.  

Shorter: Untangle the mystery of the first English settlement in America, where 116 settlers vanished from Roanoke Island more than 400 years ago.

Fascinating Site Facts:

Excavations at Fort Raleigh in 1991 unearthed the remains of a science center where archaeologists believe the first colonists were testing various metal ores.  However, that dig didn’t turn up any domestic artifacts that would indicate the location of the first colonists’ homes.  

The Roanoke colonists sent their leader, John White, back to England for supplies. Before White left, the settlers had agreed to leave a sign if they decided to move their camp, and they would use the mark of a cross if they were in danger.  When White returned to the deserted colony he found the word Croatoan carved onto a post, but no cross.  He was unable to stay to search for the colonists, among whom were his daughter and grandchild.  

Although the tale of the lost colonists is an iconic story of our country’s beginnings, only about eight weeks of archaeological fieldwork have been conducted at Fort Raleigh in the past decade.

Archaeology isn’t just performed with trowels and paintbrushes.  At Fort Raleigh, Time Team America brought in a precision backhoe driver to clear away layers of deposited sand on top of the 16th century soil layer.  Experienced backhoe drivers can remove less than an inch of soil at a time.  On the Fort Raleigh shoot the team’s backhoe driver entertained the production crew by picking up coins and peeling a banana with an earthmover.

Archaeology isn’t just about finding artifacts.  Subtle differences in the color and texture of the soil can provide a great deal of information, such as the location of decayed wooden support posts from centuries-old structures. 

TOPPER, SOUTH CAROLINA

Premieres on PBS stations Wednesday, July 15 at 8/7 central

TIME TEAM AMERICA wades into the swamps of South Carolina to further our understanding of North America’s first human inhabitants.  Debate continues in the scientific community about when people first came to the American continent.  Did they follow big game across the continent 13,000 years ago or did they arrive much, much earlier?  TIME TEAM AMERICA has just three days to search out evidence that could shed light on the controversy.  What they find could rock the archaeological world.  Along the way, they glimpse what life was like in North America 13,000 years ago, and what may have happened to the continent’s first inhabitants. 

Shorter: Wade into the alligator swamps of South Carolina to search for evidence of North America’s first human inhabitants.

Fascinating Site Facts:

In the 1930s, distinctive stone spear points were discovered near Clovis, New Mexico. Since then, the Clovis culture has represented the best evidence for the earliest occupation of the New World, 13,000 years before present. 

Clovis hunter-gatherers were nomadic people that lacked permanent settlements, but some scientists believe the Clovis people returned over and over to the Topper site in South Carolina to make tools out of the stone they found there.

The vast majority of tools, weapons, and other everyday items made by the Clovis people from fiber, wood, bone, and hide. Because that evidence has long since decomposed, archaeologists must try to learn about Clovis life based largely upon the stone tools that remain.

The distinctive stone tool making technique used at Topper and other Clovis-period sites has been loosely associated with the 17,000 year old Solutrean culture in France. While by no means conclusive, the similarities may suggest that the early inhabitants of North America migrated from Europe on a trans-Atlantic route rather than crossing the Beringian land bridge that connected what is now Alaska to Siberia during the last Ice Age. 

Clovis tools appeared about 13,000 years ago and then disappeared after less than 500 years. Many scientists believe that the disappearance of Clovis material from the archaeological record reflects the natural progression of early culture on the American continent. One still unproven hypothesis suggests that a comet may have exploded over North America, dramatically affecting the climate, triggering a mini-Ice Age, wiping out most of the large animals that Clovis people hunted for food. 

NEW PHILADELPHIA, ILLINOIS

Premieres on PBS stations Wednesday, July 22 at 8/7 central

TIME TEAM AMERICA digs for the remains of the first American town founded by former slaves.   In 1836 “Free Frank” McWorter purchased his freedom from a Kentucky plantation owner and headed North.  When he reached Illinois, he planted roots, started a town, and sold enough property to purchase the rest of his family out of slavery.  Now farmers’ fields cover this dramatic testament to victory over enslavement.   The local landowners, descendants of the town’s residents, and the McWorter family want to uncover what remains of New Philadelphia to commemorate its place in history.  TIME TEAM AMERICA joins in the search for the pre-Civil War schoolhouse where New Philadelphia’s African American children learned to read and write in freedom.  

Shorter:  Walk the time-buried streets of the first American town founded by former slaves, and go in search of the schoolhouse where the town’s children could learn in freedom.  

Fascinating Site Facts:

Born into slavery in South Carolina in 1777, Frank McWorter moved to Kentucky with his owner in 1795. Allowed to hire out his own time, Frank bought his wife Lucy’s freedom in 1817, and his own in 1819.  “Free Frank” McWorter eventually purchased the freedom of at least sixteen family members. 
Even though Frank McWorter had purchased his freedom, he still had to cross the free state of Illinois with great trepidation.  There was a risk that slave catchers would capture him, steal his papers, and sell him back into bondage.  It took McWorter six months to travel from Kentucky to Central Illinois. 

When Frank McWorter founded New Philadelphia, Illinois state law did not provide for the public education of all children.  Although Illinois was a free state and New Philadelphia itself was integrated, state education funds were apportioned according to the number of white children in a school district. 

A plow zone is the layer of soil that has been churned up by years of farming.  Archaeologists may find artifacts in this layer, but they would have been moved with the soil.  Without context, archaeologists can’t scientifically create associations between objects and make conclusions about a site. 

Archaeologists use food remains to make conclusions about a site.  For example, at New Philadelphia, animal and plant remains show an evidence of both a northern diet, based on beef and wheat, and a southern diet based on pork and corn.

RANGE CREEK, UTAH 

Premieres on PBS stations Wednesday, July 29 at 8/7 central

TIME TEAM AMERICA heads to the picturesque and remote canyons of southern Utah to examine what remains of the Fremont Indians who lived there 1,000 years ago.  The Fremont stashed their food in clay granaries high on the cliffs of these canyons.  They entered their underground homes through a hole in the ceiling, and they decorated rock walls with petroglyphs that remain a mystery to this day.    Utah’s state archaeologist calls in TIME TEAM AMERICA to examine some of the most pristine and puzzling archaeology in the United States.  The team probes the ground, scales the cliffs, and learns what life was like in these canyons a thousand years ago.  

Shorter:  Venture into remote red-rock canyons where the Fremont Indians lived 1,000 years ago in a rugged, unforgiving landscape. 

Fascinating Site Facts:

Range Creek was protected from intruders for decades by Waldo Wilcox, a Utah rancher who knew his land was special but did not publicize the wealth it contained.  In the interest of preservation, Wilcox sold the canyon to the Trust for Public Lands in 2001.  The Trust later deeded Range Creek to the state of Utah. 

Village sites at Range Creek are made up of pit houses: circular structures that were dug partly into the ground.  Remains of pit houses in the area can be identified today by the rings of rocks that once supported the wooden parts of the structures.

Members of the Fremont culture were what archaeologists call “scatter hoarders.”  Rather than keep all of their stored food in one place, they split their supplies into many locations.  Their method of food storage suggests to archaeologists that the Fremont people were concerned about protecting their food supplies for themselves. 

Although rain can slow the process of a dig, lightning can sometimes help archaeologists.  In 2006 a fire sparked by lightning at Range Creek cleared a large area and allowed scientists to identify several new dig sites.  

Archaeology is a destructive process, and because a site can only be excavated once, archaeologists take excruciatingly redundant notes to capture as much detail as possible about the layers of soil and location of artifacts.  It’s not unusual for an excavation trench to have two or three people seated nearby whose sole job is to take notes, draw graphs, and catalog finds.  

FORT JAMES, SOUTH DAKOTA

Premieres on PBS stations Wednesday, August 5 at 8/7 central

The archaeologists of TIME TEAM AMERICA ride to the rescue of a Wild West time capsule. In 1865, a unit of cavalry soldiers thought they had volunteered to fight in the Civil War.  Instead, they found themselves sent west to defend pioneer settlers against angry Sioux Indians in what is now South Dakota.  Upon their arrival, the soldiers built one of the few stone forts on the American frontier.  The fort’s quartzite walls still peek out from under a grassy field.  Our team has just three days to map, dig, and uncover what remains of Fort James.  What they find tells an intriguing tale of 1865 frontier life. 

Shorter:  Search for a stone fortress built by the U.S. Cavalry to protect frontier settlers in the Wild West. 

Fascinating Site Facts:

In 1862 the U.S. government and middlemen shorted the Santee Sioux tribe on annuities they had guaranteed them.  These payments included food.  In the face of starvation Chief Little Crow went to war.  He was defeated, but even a mass execution did not end the conflict.  The Santee joined other Sioux in the Dakota Territory.  Fort James was built in 1865 to help protect settlers there.  But as it turns out, the fort was never really needed because most of the Sioux moved further west.  Fort James was decommissioned after only 11 months of service.

Most Frontier forts were largely made of wood and have long since rotted away, but Fort James was one of the only military posts in the west made of stone, which is one of the reasons that finding it and preserving it was so important. 

The remains of Fort James are located on private land owned by a Hutterite Colony, a religious group who operate a farm there and live a communal way of life. The patch of prairie where the fort once stood has never been built upon on modern times.

A sutler is a person who followed the forts, selling goods that the soldiers wouldn’t have been able to acquire through the fort’s quartermaster, such as liquors, cards, and other forms of entertainment. Time Team America found artifacts that were probably related to Fort James’ sutler such as sherds from a bottle of Golden Bitters, an alcohol and herb drink billed as a medicine.
Summer temperatures can make for grueling, sweaty days of digging, but hot weather can also help archaeologists.  At Fort James, the heat caused the grass to change color over buried fort walls.  A crane was brought in to provide a birds-eye view of the outlines so the team could see where to excavate.  

