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I. INTRODUCTION

The Native American woman held the white sucker tightly, as she quickly waded to the shore, up the bank, 
and into the camp 300 feet away.  From past experience, she knew what to do, as she worked quickly to gut 
the sucker with a sharp rock.  Her family could cook and eat it right away, or hang the fish over an open pit, 
where it could be slow-smoked and dried to preserve the fish for later use.  Her prize was caught in a 4-foot 
long stick-woven basket trap (FIGURE 1) wedged between two rocks (FIGURE 10), where the river�s 
flow brought the surprised sucker to its ultimate fate � food for her, her warrior husband, and baby.  This 
wasn�t the only way she and the rest of her family tribal members fed themselves from the bountiful river, 
but it was the McDonalds fast food restaurant of hundreds of years ago, where they could get a instant 
meal.  They lived in a camp on lands that later became Brunswick, Maryland. 

FIGURE 1.  Typical example of Native American fish basket made of reeds or small tree branches and fastened with 
native plant cordage (www.toolsfromtheearth.com (2017).

This quick method of getting a meal paled compared to the large fish traps with their V-shaped rock 
structures � one wing usually connected to the shore, and the other often angling 100 feet or more into the 
Potomac.  It was a time consuming effort to create these large structures, but once built, many of these traps 
survived.  With periodic repairs, they could last for hundreds of years.  

This study is about the �first residents� of Brunswick, their fish traps, and the importance the Potomac 
River played in their lives.  The study discusses Native American fish traps in the Middle Reach of the 
Potomac River (MRPR).  The MRPR is located in a section of the Appalachians between the Catoctin and 
Blue Ridge Mountains in the eastern United States.  The chapters address when the fish traps were built, 
types of fish traps, what they caught, and how the fish traps were constructed and operated.  Technical 
terminology is minimized.  The term �weir� is variably used to mean a wing of the fish trap, or the entire 
fish trap.  Specific focus is on the two fish traps bordering the City of Brunswick, Maryland.  Early colonial 
residents of what was to become Brunswick called the large Native American fish traps by a variety of 
names � eel pot, eel weir, dam, fish pot, fish pot wall, or fish trap (Powell, 1967 and Guzy, 1999).  

Native Americans were born, raised families, died, and were buried in the Brunswick area for the last 
12,000 years, whereas �white men� have resided here less than 300 years.  How things have changed.  
Sadly, the Native American fish camps are no more, and only scant remnants of their bountiful life and 
times remain in the river and on nearby shores and terraces.  Fortunately, a few of the rock fish traps have 
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survived.  Additionally, the whereabouts of a few of their camps are also known in the Brunswick area, 
although most of their camps and graves lie beneath Brunswick�s houses, lawns, gardens, and roads.

II. WHEN WERE FISH TRAPS FIRST CONSTRUCTED IN THE MIDDLE REACH
             OF THE POTOMAC RIVER?

Arguably, the most difficult task in this study was determining the age of the fish traps in the MRPR.  The 
piles of rocks in the weirs, themselves, leave no clue.  However, by combining information on climate 
changes, environmental changes, archeological analyses of several key sites, and cultural changes by 
Native Americans, we can derive a close approximation of when the first fish traps were constructed and 
used in the MRPR.  The following is a brief summary of key events starting 85,000 years ago, when the 
Wisconsin glacier began forming and moving southward out of the Arctic, to the mid-1800s, when Native 
Americans where largely gone from the MRPR.  

FIGURE 2.  Maximum extent of the Wisconsin Glacier and previous glaciers in northern Pennsylvania in relation to
  the Potomac River Watershed (Sevon et al., 1999).

85,000 to 20,000 Years Ago (Wisconsin Glacier)

About 85,000 years ago, the Wisconsin glacier began its slow build-up of snow and ice in the Arctic and 
Sub-Arctic climes.  As the glacier grew in height, volume, and weight, it began to move southward in the 
earth�s northern latitudes (Adovasio et al., 2016).  In the eastern United States, this movement of thick ice, 
reported to be 1 to 2 miles high, reached its southern-most extent in northern Pennsylvania about 20,000 
years ago (Fagan, 2009; Adovasio et al., 2016); and Means, 2010).  At its most southern extent, the 
Wisconsin glacier was about 75 to 100 miles north of the Potomac River Watershed (FIGURE 2).  

Two archeological sites south of the glacier�s terminus is important to consider with regard to fish traps.  
The Meadowcroft archeological site, south of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was occupied beginning about 
15,000 years ago.  At that time, the Wisconsin Glacier was about 80 miles away in northern Pennsylvania.  
Both pre-Clovis and Clovis cultures occupied the site.  Although a few fish hooks were found at the site, 
there is no evidence that fish traps were used.  The Arctic and Sub-Arctic micro-climate in this area at that 
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time, and the hunter-gatherer culture that existed, would not have led to the construction of fish traps and 
their use (Adovasio, et al., 2016). 

The second site is the Cactus Hill archeological site in Sussex County, Virginia.  It is one of the oldest and 
most well-documented Clovis and pre-Clovis sites in the United States, extending back to 18,500 years ago 
or more.  Native Americans first occupied this site shortly before the Wisconsin glacier reached its 
southern-most limit in northern Pennsylvania about 300 miles to the north.  Although fish hooks were 
found at this site, again there is little evidence that large fish traps were built and used (Adovasio, et al., 
2016).

FIGURE 3.  Potomac River Watershed in parts of Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and the District 
of Columbia (www.fergusonfoundation.org (2017).

20,000 to 9,000 Years Ago (Retreat of the Glacier and Advent of a Micro-Climate)

Beginning about 20,000 years ago, the climate warmed and the glacier began melting and quickly retreated  
from northwest and northeast Pennsylvania (Sevon et al., 1999).  Even before the glacier�s maximum reach 
and during its retreat, the glacier created a cold,  snowy and windy �micro-climate� south of the glacier in 
Pennsylvania and Maryland.  Between 20,000 and 12,000 years ago, this cold micro-climate created a 
frozen, permafrost condition (Sevon et al., 1999).  The winter months were dominated by heavy snowfalls.  
As the glacier rapidly melted, massive amounts of melt water drained southeast and southwest in 
Pennsylvania through the Susquehanna and Ohio River Watersheds (Fagan, 2009 and McWeeney et al., 
2001), but not into the Potomac River Watershed.  Although the 5,723 square-mile Potomac River 
Watershed was approximately 120 miles south of the receding Wisconsin glacier (FIGUREs 2 and 3), the 
indirect affects of the cold micro-climate in Pennsylvania and Maryland was nearly as catastrophic.  

Each spring, as heavy snowfalls fell and melted in southern Pennsylvania and Maryland, huge water flows 
occurred in the Potomac River Watershed (Sevon et  al., 1999).  It must have been a hellish sight to watch 
these flows carving out the river�s valley and tributaries.  The cold micro-climate had a profound affect on 
the plants, animals, and human activities in Pennsylvania and Maryland.  Tundra-like conditions, 
dominated by grasses and low shrub species, occurred in the higher elevations, whereas a taiga 
environment, dominated by spruce, fir, pine, hemlock, willow, aspen, and birch, occurred in the lower 
elevations (Sevon et al., 1999 and Stewart, 1980).  
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FIGURE 4.  Mammoths on the move across the taiga and tundra terrain about 15,000 to 12,000 years ago in 
         southern Pennsylvania, Maryland, and southward as a result of a cold, snowy micro-climate created by the
         Wisconsin Glacier (Fagan, 2009).

The environmental changes that occurred during this cold micro-climate period were rapid, uneven, and 
patchy.  Large mammal populations were plentiful in the taiga and tundra terrain (FIGURE 4).  For 
reasons unknown, extinctions of many large mammal species began before the Wisconsin glacier began its 
retreat (Fagan, 2009).  However, the retreating glacier accelerated these declines.  Near the end of the 
glacial period, about 12,000 years ago, large mammals, such as two species of mammoth, mastodon, giant 
beaver, giraffe, steppe bison, ground sloth, saber-tooth tiger, and others had become extinct (Sevon et al., 
1999).  The extinctions could have been caused by climate change, changes in the habitat, the effects of an 
expanding predatory human population, or more likely, a combination of all of these factors (Fagan, 2009 
and McWeeney et al., 2001).  Elk, mountain lion, black bear, white-tailed deer, beaver, and American bison 
populations developed and expanded into all reaches of the eastern United States, including Maryland.  
With incredible speed, the glacier receded, departing the northern United States about 12,000 years ago 
(Fagan, 2009).  

Clovis points have been found in the MRPR on the east side of Short Hill Mountain near Lovettsville, 
Virginia (Weatherly, 1986) and at a Catoctin Creek site in Virginia (Dent, 1990).  Although the Clovis 
culture undoubtedly resided in the MRPR over 12,000, there still is no evidence that large fish traps were 
built.  The massive seasonal flooding in the Potomac River Watershed, as a result of the micro-climate 
conditions, would have prevented the construction and use of fish traps.  About 10,000 years ago, the 
micro-climate ceased, and a warming period began again in the eastern United States.

9,000 to 3,500 Years Ago (Forestation and Expanding Fish Populations)

About 9,000 years ago, a few Native American villages began to appear along the lower Potomac River.  
As the climate continued to warm, deciduous trees, such as maple, oak, hickory, tulip poplar, American 
chestnut, American beech, and other species invaded the region, replacing most of the cold-climate plant 
tree species, such as spruce (Sevon et al., 1999, Louis Berger Group, 2009 and Fagan, 2009).  By about 
3,500 years ago, the Brunswick area was covered with dense deciduous forests, broken only by occasional 
fire events, caused by lightning or Native Americans (Bentley, 1983).  Fish and mammal populations, as 
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well as Native Americans, expanded into the Potomac River Watershed.  During this period, temperatures 
and human populations increased and vegetation grew more abundant.  However, archeological 
examinations of camps and villages, although sparse, do not indicate a significant shift to fish eating or the 
construction of fish traps.  

3,500 Years Ago to the Mid-1800s (Native American Agriculture and First Fish Traps)

About 3,500 to 3,000 years ago, archeological excavations indicate a change in the lifestyle of Native 
Americans from a hunter-gatherer culture to a more sedentary agricultural life (Potter, 1993 and Louis 
Berger Group, 2009).  Archeologists have confirmed that the planting of corn, beans, squash, referred to as 
the �Three Sisters�, and other crops, which began about 3,500 years ago, required a more permanent village 
life (Potter, 1993).  About 2,500 to 2,000 years ago, small seasonal fishing and hunting camps appeared in 
the MRPR (Potter, 1993 and Louis Berger Group, 2009).  Occupation of these seasonal camps began in 
early fall through early spring, when fish and game were plentiful.  Potter (1963) and Louis Berger Group 
(2009) believe that fish traps may have been built and used between 2,500 and 2,000 years ago.  However, 
archeological evidence to support the construction and use of large fish traps in the MRPR remains 
inconclusive.  Changes were about to occur, resulting in more definitive evidence for the construction of 
fish traps.  

The advent of major climate changes, in combination with the establishment of villages and cultivation of 
agricultural crops, periodic droughts, and low water levels in the MRPR played a significant role in 
promoting the construction and use of fish traps.  Two key events, in particular, spurred their construction.  
The first key event was a significant dry period in North America from 1,200 to 750 years ago.  It caused a 
prolonged drought, low water levels in the MRPR, with high summer temperatures and long dry spells.  
This 450-year period, referred to as the �Medieval Warming Period�, caused repeated agricultural crop 
failures, which prompted Native Americans to build large fish traps to harvest the abundant and much 
needed fish food source to avoid starvation (Fagan, 2009).  

The second key event was another significant dry period, which occurred from the 1500s through the early 
1800s.  This 300-year period resulted in cooler temperatures and is referred to as the �Little Ice Age� 
(Fagan, 2009; Brannen, 2017; and White, 2017).  Although the effects were variable in different parts of 
the world, in the eastern United States, colder but nearly snowless winters occurred, followed by parched 
summers (White, 2017).  The Potomac River would have been at its lowest water levels in centuries.  
Droughts and low water conditions in the MRPR were devastating to agricultural crops.  However, 
conditions for building or re-building large fish traps were ideal during this period.  When the first 
colonials arrived in the Lower Potomac in the 1600s, it was clear that Native Americans had developed 
sophisticated fish traps and fish were an important part of their diet.

Based on the above analysis, I can confidently conclude that the first large fish traps were built in the 
MRPR about 1,200 years ago through the early 1800s due to a combination of (1) a change from hunter-
gatherers to a more sedentary agricultural culture, (2) several periods of significant drought that adversely 
affected agricultural crops, and (3) low river water levels.  As stated above, earlier time periods are 
suggested by some researchers, but archeological evidence is inconclusive.  TABLE 1 is a �Summary of 
Major Ice Age, Climate, and Native American Events From 85,000 Years Ago to 200 Years Ago�, as 
discussed above. 
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TABLE 1
SUMMARY OF MAJOR ICE AGE, CLIMATE, AND NATIVE AMERICAN EVENTS 

FROM 85,000 TO 200 YEARS AGO *
Time Period Event

85,000 to 20,000 Years Ago Wisconsin Glacier
--  85,000 years ago � buildup of ice and snow in Arctic climes 
     and world-wide southward movement of Wisconsin Glacier
--  20,000 years ago, the Wisconsin Glacier reached it�s southern 
     limit in northern PA 
--  Native Americans were hunter-gathers 
--  No evidence of large fish traps

20,000 to 9,000 Years Ago Retreat of Glacier and Advent of a Micro-Climate
--  20,000 years ago -- the glacier started melting and began a
     rapid retreat
--  Micro-climate conditions developed in MD and PA, which 
     were cold, windy, with heavy snows 
--  Taiga, tundra, permafrost environment
--  Glacial melt water went into the Ohio and Susquehanna Rivers
--  Micro-climate melt water from southern PA and most of MD
     went into the Potomac River Watershed
--  10,000 years ago -- the micro-climate ceased, and warming
     began again 
--  Extinction of many mammals, and rise of many others
--  Native Americans were hunter-gathers
--  No evidence of large fish traps

9,000 to 3,500 Years Ago Forestation and Expanding Fish Populations
--  9,000 years ago -- deciduous forests and a few villages and 
     camps first appear in the MRPR 
--  Fish and mammal populations increased
--  Native Americans were hunter-gatherers
--  No evidence of large fish traps

3,500 Years Ago to Mid-1800s Native American Agriculture and First Fish Traps
--  3,500 years ago -- change  from hunter-gather to a sedentary 
     agricultural culture, and spread of large villages 
--  2,500 to 2,000 years ago -- seasonal trips to fishing and
     hunting camps were established in the MRPR, but evidence to
     support construction of large fish traps is inconclusive
--  1,200 to 750 years ago -- a 450-year significant dry period in 
     the region (Medieval Warming Period) caused repeated crop 
     failures, which promoted the building of large fish traps 
--  1500s through the early 1800s -- another significant cold
     period (Little Ice Age) occurred, with 300 years of little snow,
     parched summers, and low river flows, which also promoted 
     the building of large fish traps

*  From Hranicky (2002), Louis Berger Group (2009), Overstreet (2005), and Potter (1993).

By the mid 19th century, Native American populations were largely gone from eastern North America, 
including the MRPR.  Although European diseases contributed to their decline, most archeologists believe 
the reasons for their decline were a combination of diseases, conflicts over diminishing hunting and fishing 
resources, declining �living space� due to rapidly expanding Colonial populations, and conflicts with other 
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disrupted Native Americans (Potter, 1993).  Different Native American groups competed for the same 
diminishing resources and lands (Louis Berger Group, 2009).  

By the mid-1600s, most large Native American villages disappeared along the MRPR, and were replaced 
by smaller villages and hamlets, many of which relocated to smaller tributary streams (Potter, 1993).  The 
Piscataways occupied Heaters Island at Point of Rocks, Maryland, from 1699 to 1712 (Curry, 2015), and 
the Tuscaroras departed the area after the 1820s (Sugarloaf Regional Trails, 2013).  For the diminished 
populations of Native Americans, this was a horrible time of warfare, hiding, and abandonment.  

III. HOW WERE ROCK FISH TRAPS CONSTRUCTED AND OPERATED?

Native American fish traps occurred in many different sizes and configurations.  In the Lower Potomac 
River, river and bay substrates were primarily mud and sand.  The fish traps were usually made of reeds or 
sticks driven into the substrate (FIGURE 5), and were much easier and quicker to build.  

FIGURE 5.  Typical example of a large Native American fish trap in the Lower Potomac River made of sticks pressed 
into the mud and sand.  This was not the type of fish trap used in the MRPR (www.trackingthewild.com (2017).  

A great variety of fish trap configurations occurred in the coastal areas, such as round or square fish traps, 
or ones with long contorted weirs.  Unfortunately, floods, tidal actions, and the fact that sticks in the water 
have a short lifespan, resulted in short-term survival of these traps in the Lower Reach of the Potomac.  
Evidence of these large traps primarily comes from drawings made in the 1600s by the colonials (Potter, 
1993 and Elliott, 1976).  This was not the type of fish trap used in the MRPR.  

In the MRPR, river flows largely gouged out and regularly washed away most of the river bottom 
sediments, exposing various types of hard metamorphosed granitic bedrock.  This created a new challenge 
for Native Americans -- how to build a fish trap on solid bedrock.  The answer � rocks.  A plentiful supply 
of loose rocks in many different sizes were profusely scattered on the river�s bedrock.  The construction 
material to build large rock fish traps was everywhere.  The fish traps were constructed by gathering and 
piling these loose rocks in V-shaped weirs in shallow, fast-moving channels (Hobbs, 1964-1967 and Guzy, 
1999).  In the downstream part of the fish trap, the weirs culminated in an apex (FIGUREs 6 and 7).  In 
late summer and early fall, when water levels were low and Native Americans were arriving at the camps, 
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the rocks in the weirs usually extended above the water line (Guzy, 1999).  The fish entered the apex, 
which was a shallow basin surrounded by a circle of rocks about 6 feet in diameter (Peterson, 2017).  The 
rocks in the apex were spaced far enough apart so fish baskets could be inserted between them (Guzy, 
1999).  The area within the apex had to be shallow in order to quickly force the accumulating fish into the 
fish baskets before they escaped over the top of the rocks.  When the fish drives were especially successful, 
large numbers of fish could very quickly accumulate in the apex.  In such instances, Native Americans 
would literally be �racing� in a basket brigade from the apex to the camp, and back again.  The level of 
excitement must have been high.     

FIGURE 6.  Typical Native American large V-shaped rock fish trap in the Potomac River between Cox Island and the 
Virginia shore upstream from the mouth of the Monocacy River.  It also shows, in the foreground, some recent repairs 
to the fish trap (Peterson, 2017). 

In the fall, Native American groups departed from their downstream villages and travelled upstream to 
temporary fishing and hunting camps (Louis Berger Group, 2009).  When the Native Americans arrived at 
the camp, the first order of business was to repair the fish trap, especially the apex.  Fish baskets, made of 
hickory or other woody stems, were prepared.  The wings of the fish trap were usually quite long, up to 100 
feet or more in length.  At least one of the weirs connected to the nearby shore, where a camp was located.  
With periodic repairs, these fish traps often survived for hundreds of years.  FIGURE 7 is a general 
diagram of a typical fish trap in the Brunswick, MD area, where fish baskets were placed between the rocks 
in the apex.  
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FIGURE 7.  General diagram of a typical rock fish trap in the Brunswick, Maryland area,
                      where fish baskets were placed in the spaces between the rocks in the apex (Peterson, 2017).

A technique for driving the fish toward the apex was to drag a broad, braided mass of brush with small ax-
like stones attached to the bottom, called a �brush net�.  Oval-shaped, 4 to 5 inch-long sinkers, resembling 
small banded hammers, or small rocks with holes drilled in them, held the braided brush down in the water 
as it was dragged (FIGURE 8).  Cordage connected the sinkers to the brush.  The brush net and sinkers 
were dragged toward the apex, which drove the fish into the apex (Hobbs, 1964-1967 and Guzy, 1999).  
For the �brush net� to work efficiently, the river bottom between the two rock weirs should be relatively 
free of rocks and other obstacles, so the brush net can easily be dragged across the bottom without getting 
snagged.  Inspection of fish traps in the MRPR revealed that these areas are, in fact, still mostly flat and 
free of rocks.  Any rocks present would have been removed and likely became part of the two rock weirs.   

FIGURE 8.  Two types of brush net sinkers � small rock with hole in center, and small 4 to 5 inch-long 
             banded hammer. Cordage connected the sinkers to the brush (www.liveauctioneers.com (2018).
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At the apex, fish accumulated in large numbers and were removed by a variety of techniques.  The most 
common technique was trapping the fish in baskets inserted between the spaces in the rocks in the apex 
(Hobbs, 1964-1967).  Large fish were most sought-after because of the large quantity of meat they 
provided.  They were speared or bow and arrowed in the ring.  A �basket-brigade� quickly carried the fish 
to the nearby camp.  They then quickly returned to the apex with the empty baskets.  It must have been a 
very busy and exciting event (FIGURE 9).  These large structures caught a lot of fish, which were smoked 
and preserved for native Americans for late winter and early spring, when food was the scarcest (Lutz, et 
al., 2015).   A fully-built V-shaped rock fish trap creates an interesting phenomena.  The two weirs of the 
trap act like in-river dams, raising the water level 2 to 4 inches or more higher within the weirs than in the 
adjacent river.  The �pool� within the �V� attracted fish, and also provided more room for the fish being 
driven into the weirs.  The large V-shaped trap required many people to �run� the trap.  They needed 
people to drive the fish downstream into the wings of the trap, and people to splash the water with sticks 
along the weirs to keep the fish contained in the �V� and moving toward the apex.   

FIGURE 9.  Typical example of a large V-shaped Native American fish trap showing the driving of fish into the
        apex, collecting the fish in baskets, and bringing baskets of fish to the shore camp and back again to the trap
        (www.gpbweb.smugmug.com (2017).

Finally, a fish basket trap could be �jammed� between rocks just about anywhere in the river, left in place 
for a few hours, and then checked to collect the bounty (FIGURE 10).  A large fish trap was not necessary.  
This approach was the McDonalds fast food restaurant of hundreds of years ago, where Native Americans 
could catch an instant meal.  Overall, Native Americans were imaginative in planning and designing a 
variety of techniques for catching fish.      
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FIGURE 10.  Fish baskets placed in rocks to get a quick meal (www.wildfilmsindia.com (2017).

At the camp, the fish were quickly gutted with a sharp rock and placed on a �smoking rack� to begin the 
preservation process, which also flavored the fish (FIGURE 11).  The smoking rack was often high above 
the smoldering fire, as high as 6 feet, to create a slow-smoking preservation process.  The temporary camps 
were also used for smoking and preserving wild game.  

              FIGURE 11.  Typical example of a stick rack with fish being slow-smoked and dried over a smoldering 
              fire to preserve the catch (www.alamy.com (2017).
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The use of large fish traps usually occurred in the fall, whereas, hunting for deer, elk, bison, and turkey 
occurred well into late fall and early winter.  By late winter, the temporary camps were abandoned, and the 
fishing and hunting parties, along with their preserved food supplies, returned to their villages farther 
downstream.  The smoked/dried fish could last two months or more (Potter, 1993).  Native Americans 
along the Potomac fished and hunted indiscriminately, eating almost anything they could catch.  Obtaining 
food was a critical and constant activity by Native Americans (Louis Berger Group, 2009).  The large V-
shaped trap required many people to �run� the trap.  

Native Americans regularly used the same previously-established seasonal camps and nearby large fish 
traps for hundreds of years.  The closeness of the camps to the fish traps was important because the fish 
needed to be prepared and preserved quickly if they were to be kept for future use.  Occasionally, however, 
some camps were located farther from the river in the forest, which provided better protection from cold 
winds (Potter, 1993).  The camp was always located near a spring, where clean water could easily be 
obtained (Weatherly, 1986 and Potter, 1993).  

Native Americans in the MRPR lived in wigwams (Louis Berger Group, 2009).  Typically, the wigwam 
was a circular structure clad with large pieces of over-lapping bark, animal hides, or woven mats.  Bark was 
most commonly used (FIGURE 12).  In the MRPR, the bark usually came from elm, American chestnut, 
ash, or hickory.  The  wigwam was a domed structure, framed on the inside by bent young, green tree 
saplings, and reinforced by smaller saplings tied with deer sinew or plant cordage (Sugarloaf Regional 
Trails, 2013).  Cordage (e.g., rope or string) was a common requirement for making fish baskets, 
connecting the poles in the wigwam, rope, fishing line, straps, and for many other purposes.  Cordage could 
be made from deer sinew, derived from tendons in the lower leg of deer, or from plant material.  One of the 
preferred plants for making cordage was dogbane, a native plant which was also called Indian hemp 
(Apocynnum cannabinum).  Other plant cordage could include the inner bark of basswood, willow, or 
sassafras, common native plants in the MRPR (www.nativetech.org/wigwam, 2017 and Peterson, 2017).

FIGURE 12.  Typical example of an authentically-reconstructed bark-clad wigwam used by Native 
              Americans in camps along the MRPR.  Rocky Gap State Park, Maryland (Keto, 2017).

The wigwam was 10-15 feet in diameter, and included a fire pit in the middle.  A flap of bark or woven mat 
could be placed over the smoke-hole at the top of the wigwam to keep out rain and snow.  In colder 
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months, clumps of moss, leaves, and dirt were placed along the outside base of the wigwam to better 
insulate it from the cold  (www.nativetech.org/wigwam, 2017 and Keto, 2017).  The bark could also be 
coated with wet clay (Celeste, 2003).  A wigwam could house from 5 to 10 people (Celeste, 2003).  The 
wigwams lasted only a year or so, and would have to be regularly re-built (Potter, 1993).  

IV. WHAT DID THE FISH TRAPS CATCH?

The large fish traps used by Native Americans caught a variety of native fish.  During the cold micro-
climate period from 15,000 to 10,000 years ago, cold-water species, such as brook trout would have been 
common and caught in the MRPR.  Except for the American eel, Great Falls was an impenetrable barrier 
for nearly all migratory lower-river species.  During the last 1,200 years through the mid-1800s, above 
Great Falls, the native fish species caught in large fish traps in the MRPR would primarily have been:

American eel Anguilla rostrata
white sucker Catostomus commersoni
channel catfish Ictalurus punctatus
black crappie Pomoxis nigromaculatus
redbreast sunfish Lepomis auritus
fallfish Semotilus corporalis

Other fish caught in the traps included several other species of sunfish, as well as snakes and turtles.  
Native Americans preferred to catch larger fish, which provided more food with less effort.  The larger fish 
were the American eel (2 to 3½ feet long), channel catfish (up to 2½ to 3 feet long and 20 pounds or more), 
and white sucker (12 to 18 inches long and from 2 to 6 pounds) (Page et al., 1991).   

The above list of native fish species does not include several prominent non-native and naturalized game 
fish species occurring in today�s MRPR.  Today, the most plentiful and sought-after game fish species in 
the MRPR is the smallmouth bass Micropterus dolomieu.  This species was not present in the Potomac 
until after Native Americans were absent from the area.  The smallmouth bass was first introduced in 
Maryland by a Mr. Shriver, a B&O railroad employee in 1854 (Powell, 1967 and 
www.gpbweb.smugmug.com, 2017).  From 1854 through 1870, smallmouth experienced a population 
explosion in the Middle and Upper Reaches of the Potomac (Powell, 1967).  Another common non-native 
fish in the Potomac today is the carp Cyprinus carpio, which also was not present when Native Americans 
lived on the river.  The carp was introduced (stocked) in Maryland in 1878 and spread rapidly throughout 
the Potomac River Watershed (Powell, 1967).  The walleye Stizostedion vitreum occurs sporadically, but in 
small numbers in the MRPR.  It too is a non-native species and was first introduced in the Upper Potomac 
in 1989 and spread to the MRPR (Maryland DNR, 2017).  Another common non-native but naturalized fish 
caught in the MRPR is the redeye bass (Ambloplites rupestris).  From 1889 through 1936, this species was 
introduced to areas in the Atlantic drainage, including the Potomac River, by the United States Fish 
Commission (University of Michigan, 2014).  Other introduced game fish species occasionally caught 
today in the MRPR are largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) and white crappie (Pomoxis annularis).  

The introduced fish species have had a significant negative effect on native fish.  Many of the introduced 
species fed and continue to feed on the eggs and juvenile fish of native species.  Because of their successful 
naturalization and predation on native game fish, today�s populations of many native fish species, such as 
American eel, white sucker, and white crappie, are significantly diminished in size and numbers, compared 
to prehistoric times.  In today�s river environment, there likely are other negative factors as well, affecting 
the prehistoric native fish in the MRPR.  However, for Native Americans, the native fish species provided a 
bountiful supply of  fish in the MRPR.  

Today, it is illegal under Maryland fishing regulations to trap fish in non-tidal waters by baskets or nets, or 
by building or enhancing rock or wood structures (e.g., fish traps)  in the river (Maryland DNR, 2017).  
Evidence indicates that some fish traps are currently still being repaired for fishing purposes, albeit illegally 
(FIGURE 6), while others are being carelessly destroyed (FIGURE 14).  
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V. DISCUSSION OF TWO FISH TRAPS IN THE BRUNSWICK, MARYLAND
AREA

Two large Native American fish traps are in the Potomac River bordering the City of Brunswick, 
Maryland.  These rock fish traps can still be identified in the Potomac River by aircraft photographs, 
satellite photographs (via Google Earth), viewing them from the shore, or on the river by watercraft.  In 
addition to these techniques, Vaughn Ripley (2017), a Brunswick resident, provided excellent photographs 
of these fish traps taken by his quadcopter drone.  The fish traps are usually identifiable because the rock 
weirs are shaped in an upriver-downriver �V�, whereas the geological rock strata in the Potomac at 
Brunswick generally runs in a north-south direction across the river (Strandberg et al., 1969 and Peterson, 
2017).  In addition to the identifiable line of V-shaped  rocks, Google Earth photographs often show a 
characteristic light-brown coloration on the immediate upstream side of the rocks for 1 to 4 feet.  The area 
within the stone weir is slightly deeper with a slower velocity than outside of the weir.  As a result, small 
amounts of lighter-weight sand and gravel have been deposited in the deeper, slower-moving water next to 
the rocks within the traps.  The full extent of the man-made V-shaped line of rocks and the light-brown line 
along the rock weirs makes the fish traps quite recognizable in aerial and satellite photographs.   

While there are many clearly-identified Native American rock fish traps between Knoxville Rapids and 
Point of Rocks, Maryland, at least 22 by my count, two rock fish traps have been confirmed in the Potomac 
River that border the City of Brunswick (FIGURE 13).  It is important to remember that most large fish 
traps have not been periodically repaired and used by Native Americans for the last 300 years or more.  

FIGURE 13.  Two large Native American fish traps are in the Potomac River bordering the City of Brunswick, 
   Maryland  (GMCO Maps and Charts, 1999).                  

The location of the rocks in the fish trap determines the longevity of the rocks on the weirs.  The water�s 
velocity in the river is highest at the surface, but is near zero on the bottom of the river.  This is because the 
friction of the water against the river bottom slows the speed of the water.  Thus, the base of a fish trap 
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remains relatively untouched by water flows.  However, rocks at the top of the weirs are most affected by 
river flows and can be washed away over time.  Likewise, the friction of the water against the river bank 
also significantly reduces the velocity of water flows.  Since most large fish traps connect to the shoreline, 
most of the weir in this part of the fish trap usually remains intact (www.golearngeo.wordpress.com (2017).  
The effect of water velocity is noticed on nearly all fish traps in the MRPR, where most of the rocks on the 
top of the weirs are missing, leaving the base of the fish trap largely in place.  The displaced rocks are often 
found a few feet downstream, or as far as 20 feet or more away, depending on flow velocities and water 
depth.  However, the effects of catastrophic floods, where large boulders may be cascaded downriver on the 
bedrock, could have significant adverse effects on the fish traps.  Native Americans needed to periodically 
repair the weirs to maintain their usefulness.   

The impact of people on the large fish traps since the 1700s has significantly affected many of the traps.  
For example, between 1768 and 1828, George Washington and his crew destroyed many fish traps because 
they believed the traps harmed sport fishing and/or impeded navigation (Guzy, 1999).  During 1785 and for 
several years later, James Rumsey cleared the Potomac of boulders and other �obstructions� to navigation, 
such as fish traps, from Cumberland to Georgetown (Powell, 1967).  In the 1930s, the Maryland DNR 
ordered a halt to trapping fish in the fish traps.  However, many trappers refused.  The Maryland DNR then 
blew up and destroyed many of the traps in the MRPR (Maryland DNR, 2017 and Stanton, 1993).  Refer to 
Guzy (1999) and Powell (1967) for a more detailed discussion of human actions and Maryland laws 
affecting the fish traps.  

Beginning in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, rocks were routinely removed from the large fish traps in 
the Brunswick area  to build foundations of buildings (Hobbs, 1964-1967).  In Brunswick, for example, it 
would have been difficult to impossible to find enough stones on the ground to construct all of the stone 
foundations needed.  Literally, every house in Brunswick built before 1920 had a stone foundation.  Thus, 
builders turned to the nearby Potomac to collect rocks.  Ironically, but conveniently, Native Americans had 
already collected the rocks and left them in nice piles (e.g., weirs) as a readily-available and easily-
accessible resource.  Even today, fish trap stones are still being removed from the river for construction 
purposes (FIGURE 14).  Removal of cultural objects from National Park Service lands is illegal. 

FIGURE 14. Fish trap stones currently taken from the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap to be removed for 
              construction and other purposes (Peterson, 2017).   
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Alternatively, some large fish traps have been improved by modern man. For example, several traps 
downriver from Brunswick, particularly one upstream from the mouth of the Monocacy River between Cox 
Island and the Virginia shoreline, shows significant improvement for fishing purposes, albeit illegal under 
Maryland law (FIGURE 6).  Guzy (1999)  believed that the colonials constructed many fish traps on the 
river.  However, these traps were likely re-built upon earlier Native American fish traps. 

Most of the Potomac�s shoreline areas near Brunswick are included in the C&O National Historic Park, 
established in 1961 (Stanton, 1993).  As a result, seasonal cabins and permanent homes were removed from 
the park during the early 1970s (McIntosh, 2017).  Cabins built and removed from areas near fish traps 
were likely located on Native American campsites, which would have been largely destroyed.  The two fish 
traps bordering Brunswick, Maryland are discussed below.  

Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap

This large Native American V-shaped rock fish trap is located about 100 yards downstream of the 
Brunswick Bridge (FIGURE 13).  Strandberg et al. (1969) identified this fish trap as archeological site  
18FR5373.  The fish trap is on a slight outside bend of the river, where one would expect deeper water.  
However, during low-water, the fish trap is only in 1 to 2 feet of water.  One reason the water depth is 
shallow here on the north bank of the river may be the presence of several very large boulders lying on the 
meta-basalt bedrock.  The large boulders slow the river�s velocity and allow sediments and small pebbles to 
collect around the rocks, which can form �fast� shoreline or islands.  Trees, shrubs, and other plants begin 
to grow in these areas.  Several islands, such as Sand Island across from the Brunswick Boat Landing, may 
have been created in this manner.  A 1936 aerial photograph of the fish trap clearly shows the two weirs 
(FIGURE 15), and its connection with the north shore of the river (Brunswick History Commission, 2017).  

FIGURE 15.  1936 aerial photograph of the large Native American V-shaped Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap
           about 100 yards downstream from the old Brunswick Bridge (Brunswick History Commission, 2017).
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The apex of the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap consists of a ring of rocks, which collected incoming fish in 
the shallow circular ring.  Hobbs (1964-1967) confirmed that fish traps ending in a circle of rocks at the 
apex commonly occur in the Middle and Upper Reaches of the Potomac River.  FIGURE 16 faintly shows 
the two wings of the fish trap and remnants of a circular ring at the apex, with one wing of the fish trap 
touching the Brunswick shore.  FIGURE 17 shows remnants of the north weir, consisting of mostly large 
scattered rocks.  This fish trap has suffered significantly from the intentional removal of rocks.  

Most of the rocks in the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap are scattered or missing, but a few still exist on the 
weirs and especially at the apex of a weir.  On an October 2017 on-site survey, we found evidence that 
rocks are still being removed from the fish trap (FIGURE 14).  A pile of fish trap rocks had been placed on 
the shore, awaiting removal, a violation of National Park Service and State of Maryland regulations.  
Another cause for the poor condition of this fish trap could have been the in-river de-construction activities 
associated with the removal of the old bridge piers about 1956 (McIntosh, 2017). 

Two additional weir-like structures in the center of the river appear to connect to this fish trap 
(FIGURE 15).  However, visual inspection of the weir-like structures revealed that it is the natural 
geological structure of the river (Peterson, 2017).  Native Americans may have tried to expand these 
structures to form a fish trap, or it was an aborted attempt, or a remnant of a more ancient fish trap.  

 FIGURE 16.  Aerial photograph of the large V-shaped Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap about 100 yards downstream     
 from the Brunswick Bridge faintly showing the two wings and remnants of the apex.  One wing of the fish trap touches  
the Brunswick shore (Ripley, 2017).
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FIGURE 17.  View of remnants of the north weir of the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap, showing scattered large rocks  
 where it connects to the shore (McIntosh, 2017).

This large fish trap is located about 200 feet upstream from the Brunswick freshwater intake and the nearby  
Brunswick Wastewater Treatment Plant.  Prior to construction of improvements to the Brunswick 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in the mid-1980s, a preliminary archeological survey of the site stated that the 
shore area was a known prehistoric archeological site (18FR77) (Maryland Historical Trust, 1985, 
FIGURE 18).  Several lithic and ceramic pieces were found.  This was likely the campsite associated with 
the fish trap.  However, no detailed archeological examination has been conducted on the site to determine 
the age, extent, or significance of the camp.  This site is located on lands on the east side of the creek near 
the Brunswick Wastewater Treatment Plant, which is managed by the National Park Service and the City of 
Brunswick.  The nearby creek that enters the river near the fish trap leads to springs farther inland near 
today�s Petersville Road.  Gum Springs could also have been a source for fresh water.  
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FIGURE 18.  Maryland Historical Trust letter, dated October 9, 1985 (in part), discussing the  
      Native American camp site, located near the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap (Brunswick Heritage Museum, 2017).
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Brunswick Campground Fish Trap

This large Native American V-shaped rock fish trap is located about 100 yards downstream from the 
eastern border of the Brunswick Campground (FIGURE 13).  Strandberg et al. (1969) identified this fish 
trap as archeological site 18FR5374.  A 1936 aerial photograph (FIGURE 19)  depicts the fish trap, which 
extends nearly halfway across the river (Brunswick History Commission, 2017).  The north weir connects 
to the north shore of the river.  

FIGURE 19.  1936 aerial photograph of the large V-shaped Brunswick Campground Fish Trap about 100 yards 
downstream from the eastern border of the Brunswick Campground (Brunswick History Commission, 2017).

In low water, portions of this fish trap are visible above water (FIGURE 20).  A nearby creek that enters 
the river near the fish trap, leads to springs farther inland, near today�s 10th Avenue.  Gum Springs could 
also have been a source for fresh water.  Like the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap, the apex of this fish trap is a 
circle of rocks.  This fish trap, including the apex, are quite well preserved.
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FIGURE 20.  Aerial drone photograph of the large V-shaped Brunswick Campground Fish Trap, looking
       upstream towards the Brunswick River Bridge (Ripley, 2017).

The circular ring of rocks at the apex is about 6 feet in diameter.  Fish were collected and contained in its 
shallow circular center (FIGUREs 21 and 22).  Like the Brunswick Bridge Fish Trap, the larger fish were 
speared or shot by bow and arrows.  The large number of smaller-sized fish that accumulated in the circle 
of rocks were caught in baskets jammed between the rocks.  The fish were then carried to a nearby camp, 
believed to have been on the nearby north shore of the Potomac.  
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FIGURE 21.  Remnants of the circular ring of rocks at the apex of the large V-shaped Brunswick Campground 
        Fish Trap, where baskets, spears, and bow and arrows were used to catch the fish (McIntosh, 2017). 

      FIGURE 22.  Aerial drone photograph showing the well-defined V-shaped Brunswick Campground Fish Trap. 
      A mass of jumbled rocks is all that remains of the circular apex (Ripley, 2017).   
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Any evidence of a Native American camp on the north shore of the Potomac near this large fish trap has 
long since been destroyed by the construction of the nearby rail yard, the C&O Canal, and removal of 
riverside cabins in the C&O National Historic Park in the 1970s (McIntosh, 2017).  

Guzy (1999) and Strandberg et al. (1969) indicated the presence of another fish trap close to the Virginia 
shore, opposite the Brunswick Campground Fish Trap.  However, inspection of that site using Google 
Earth (2017) and an onsite examination, indicated it is a natural geological feature in the river, not a fish 
trap (Peterson, 2017).  Interestingly, a map by Scheel (1998), shows two Native American camps on the 
Virginia side of the river near Quarter Branch.  Unfortunately, one site is located under a massive, long-
standing accumulation of river debri, and cannot be verified.  The other Virginia camp site has been 
confirmed by the presence of a pottery shard and partial arrowhead (Peterson, 2017).         

VI. EPILOGUE

As winter approached, the Native Americans finished smoking and preserving the fish, and hung their 
cache in nets made from native plant cordage in nearby trees.  In addition to fish, they also had a treasure 
trove of smoked deer, turkey and other animal meats.  It was early winter and the seasonal camp was about 
to be abandoned.  The buds, already formed and waiting for the next spring, on the bare stems of the silver 
maple, barely cast their shadows on the apex of the fish trap, as Native Americans packed up their 
belongings and gifts from the river for their long trek home.  They took another long look at the trap, the 
river of their sustenance, and thanked the fish for giving their flow of life to the flow of life to Brunswick�s 
first people.  The woman, her warrior husband, and baby finally abandoned the camp and began the trek 
downriver with their priceless winter and spring food supplies to their permanent village at Point of Rocks 
or farther downstream.  As they walked away, one of the warriors turned his head; �I will be back�.    

The downstream village was notably different from the upstream temporary hunting and fishing camp.  The 
village had nearby fields of harvested corn, beans, and squash, referred to as the �Three Sisters�.  Many of 
the villages were stockaded to protect them from marauding tribes.  Cold weather was closing in on the 
Native American families; early winter through late spring were the toughest times of the year.  Hopefully, 
their upriver sojourn brought enough food to the village to survive.   

When the earliest fur traders and settlers first arrived in the mid-1700s, in what was to become Brunswick, 
they came in contact with and were surely influenced by the few remaining Native Americans residing in 
and area.  The newcomers may have been introduced to Native American lore and their fishing and hunting 
techniques, including how to catch and preserve fish.  The first settlers survived and many more would 
eventually populate the City of Brunswick.  Sadly, after regularly making Brunswick their fall and early 
winter home for 12,000 years, in a short time, they were gone.
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