Ancient Fishweir Project

Archeological Background 


Archeological investigation of the fishweirs is a fascinating story full of twists and turns and dramatic changes in our understanding of history as new evidence is uncovered and interpreted.

In 1913, subway workers tunneling under Boylston Street discovered wooden stakes in the blue gray glacial clay, 32 feet below street level.

At the time researchers thought they had found one large fishweir, thought to be built 1500 years ago. Workers destroyed many of the stakes, but enough evidence was gathered to begin to create a map and describe the fishweir as:


“composed of about 65,000 stakes, which were distributed over more than 2 acres of the former mud flat and marshland which was the forerunner of the Back Bay region. The very size of this structure implies, if it does not constitute proof, that at some time the region supported a community of appreciable size, it is impossible to conceive of such a structure being built and maintained by a few people, especially when one realizes that all these stakes had to be laboriously cut, sharpened, and driven with handmade, stone and wooden tools.”

Fishweir discovery continued in 1939, with archeological investigation during foundation excavations for the New England Mutual Life Building. Long sequences of wooden stakes, hidden by tidal silt and buried by 15-20 feet of 19th century Back Bay fill were found passing through the site and continuing on under surrounding streets, suggesting the existence of one very large fishweir with over 200,000 wood stakes. The scale of this vast and impressive example of early engineering lead scholars to speculate and describe a large and concentrated society required to build and maintain such a structure.  At the time drawings and models were made showing the fishweir built in deep water, maintained by men working from mishoons (log canoes).

Archeological research continued in 1946 during the construction of the John Hancock Building. At this site, two-inch diameter vertical wood stakes, three to four feet long, were found in parallel linear orientations. Researchers thought they were seeing “remains of long wooden structures built across streams on the ancient tidal flats”.
  This interpretation suggested weirs built to catch seasonal spawning fish in shallow water tidal areas. Harvest of fish was done by hand, by wading out from shore, or waiting until low tide to collect the trapped fish.

Recent investigations while excavating for the construction of 500 Boylston Street (1993) suggest a series of  “weir sites constructed from South to North (in the Back Bay) progressively up the slope of a hill whose summit was called Fox Hill in eighteenth and nineteenth century Boston”. 
  Fox Hill was located near Charles Street and cut down to fill what is now the Boston Public Garden. Rather than there being one giant fishweir, this evidence suggested that many smaller fishweirs were built and rebuilt in this area for over a millennium. The weirs were part of fish camps occupied seasonally to harvest migrations of alewife, smelt and salmon.

Over the last 15 years, study of recovered fishweir stakes and associated sediments by archeologists using advanced radio-carbon dating and pollen sample analysis have refined our understanding of fishweir history. The most recent interpretations based on the size and location of fishweir remains, lead to descriptions of their use in the spring season by family groups harvesting herring and other small fish that spawn in the gentle waters of the intertidal zone. These fish were used for both food and to nourish the soil prior to planting. 

Dramatic landform changes have taken place between fishweir time and today. Research on climate change and evidence from study of sediments under the Back Bay show the ocean level in the Boston area has risen more than ten feet in the last 6000 years. Wooden stakes uncovered in the 1990’s when the foundations for 500 Boylston Street were excavated reveal parts of small fishweirs at many different depths, located close to the changing shoreline edge. These were probably rebuilt seasonally, as the ocean level continued to rise. Current research shows that the wood for the fishweirs was often cut in the late winter and maintenance work on the fishweirs undertaken in the spring.

During the time of the fishweirs the difference between high and low tide was only about three feet, allowing easy construction and maintenance of the wooden structures, and direct access to the trapped fish by walking from the shore. More accurate dating of these fishweirs indicates that they were first built almost 5200 years ago, and used over the next 1500 years. By about 3700 years ago, the daily tidal height change and water flow had increased, the ocean level had risen to the point that tidal fishweirs made of small size wood stakes were no longer effective in the Back Bay location. The Native people remained, developing other fishing and planting methods.
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