
 
Reassessing the Peter Jones Trading Station Site 

Phase One: Archaeology  

The Peter Jones Trading Station (PJTS), traditionally believed to date to circa 1665, is one of the 
oldest and most historically-significant structures in Petersburg. Located just south of the 
Appomattox River at a crucial historical intersection, this stone building is tied to the earliest 
English settlement in the region and played a pivotal role in the trade, exploration, and defense of 
the frontier during colonial times. 

The origins of the Peter Jones Trading Station trace back to the establishment of Fort Henry in 1646. 
Fort Henry was built at the falls of the Appomattox River following the 1644 Indian massacre, as 
directed by the Virginia General Assembly, to protect settlers south of the James River. The fort 
became a key defensive and trading hub under the stewardship of Captain Abraham Wood. 

By 1675, the trading post established by Peter Jones and Abraham Wood became the center of an 
extensive trade network with Native Americans, connecting the region to the hinterlands. This 
prominence inspired William Byrd II to name the settlement Petersburg in honor of Peter Jones 
when he formally laid out the city in the 1730s. 

The first documentary evidence of the existence of this building is in the 1810 land tax book. In 
James Durell’s 1816 insurance policy, he insured a stone lumber house for $3,000. The dimensions 
of this building were 54 by 28 feet, which match the dimensions of the current structure. Over the 
centuries, the structure on this site has served many purposes, reflecting Petersburg's changing 
economic and social landscape, including: trading station, powder magazine, Civil War prison, 
carpentry or cabinet shop, box factory, and tobacco stemmery. 

A fire in 1980 severely damaged the structure, but approximately two-thirds of the stone walls and 
the chimney, featuring two fireplaces, remain intact. This partial survival complicates efforts to 
conclusively date the structure but preserves a tangible connection to its storied past. 

There have been two excavations of the PJTS site. The first excavation was conducted informally 
within the structure and yielded a collection of artifacts now housed at the Historic Petersburg 
Foundation’s headquarters. These items were never cleaned and catalogued. Furthermore, an 
archeological analysis of these items was not completed and would be difficult due to the lack of 
recordkeeping. Thus, the artifacts are missing their provenience, critical information noting their 
position in the earth, surrounding soil characteristics, and relationship to other artifacts and 
features.  

The second excavation was conducted by Gray and Pape, a cultural resource management firm, 
and used trench excavations to identify features (i.e. refuse areas and/or structural features). Gray 
and Pape also conducted limited archival research to compile historic maps and documents, 
which were used to determine the archeological survey plan. The project did not collect, catalogue, 
or analyze artifacts that were exposed during the excavation. Gray and Pape provided several 
recommendations for future investigation which we hope to address with future funding. First, we 
intend to conduct a builder’s trench excavation along the eastern elevation of the PJTS. Second, we 
would like to clean, identify, and catalogue artifacts from the 1980s informal excavations of the site. 



 
While there is limited archeological significance, the dating of the artifacts could reflect the larger, 
evolving history of this area that is so significant to Petersburg’s early development. 

In addition to establishing a definitive date of construction for the structure, through the 
archeological excavation of the eastern façade’s builder’s trench, the hired firm is expected to 
produce a report describing field survey methodology, data processing techniques, and 
interpretations of findings. All work will be performed according to relevant Virginia Department of 
Historic Resources guidelines for archeological investigations.  

HPF endeavors to make this a public archaeology project that will engage local community 
members in the archeological findings, principles of preservation, and the history of the PJTS. To 
achieve successful public engagement the hired firm/consultant will be asked to: develop a short 
summary document to be used for informing the public about the nature and goals of the work, 
create a StoryMap detailing the rich history of the PJTS that can be hosted on the HPF website, and 
conduct two public meetings (one on site during excavation and one at the end of the project to 
explain the findings). 

This project is timely in that new information about the PJTS site discovered through archaeological 
excavation (Phase One) will be joined in a subsequent phase of work by additional research into the 
documentary record to yield a revised historical narrative. This information will be presented via 
new permanent signage designed in conjunction with and oriented to the Appomattox River Trail 
that is slated to cross through the western portion of the PJTS site in the next couple years. 

  

 

 

PJTS site via Google Street View, May 2024. The Appomattox River Trail will cross the western 
portion of site (to the left of the stone ruins). The builder’s trench along the eastern façade (between 
the right side of the structure and the road) is targeted for excavation.  


