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Welcome to the latest edition of Momentum: Research and Innovation, the magazine covering 
advances in scholarly activity and research at the University of Rhode Island. We are pleased to 
offer this platform to you to explore the activities of University of Rhode Island faculty, staff and 
students to expand knowledge in diverse areas of study. The magazine is meant to include stories 
about work and people involved in all the disciplines of study at the University over time. We are 
also including stories about how applied research can enhance the economic development of 
Rhode Island, the United States and the world. We hope that you will enjoy this issue and also 
come back to examine future editions. Thanks for sharing these adventures with us.

Sincerely,

Gerald Sonnenfeld, Ph.D.
Vice President for Research
 and Economic Development

From the Division of research and economic Development
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Archaeology is 
sometimes described as 
the stepchild of History 
and Anthropology, the 
two departments where 
archaeologists are most 
often found in North 
American universities. 
At the University of 
Rhode Island (URI), 
three archaeologists 
raised in very different 
disciplines have joined 
forces to form their 
own unique family. 

History Professors Rod Mather and Bridget 
Buxton and Anthropology Professor Kris Bovy 
all pursue archaeological questions connected 
with the coasts and sea, but their fieldwork, 
research interests and especially their 
methods could not be more diverse. Where 
they share similarities are their broad goals 
of understanding human and environmental 
interactions.

“Archaeology is practiced by several different 
disciplines at URI,” says Mather, director of 
the Archaeology and Anthropology option in 
History’s masters program. “When Kris is out 
digging with trowels and brushing off materials 
with paintbrushes, she’s doing archaeology, 
but the central questions she’s pursuing are 
anthropological in nature. When Bridget and I 
do archaeology, it might look exactly the same, 
but our questions are historical or art historical. 
Archaeology is a tool to answer questions in 
multiple disciplines.”

Mather runs an underwater archaeology field 

school in Bermuda, where students from URI 
and around the United States learn practical 
skills and conduct real research on the island’s 
many historic shipwrecks. 

“We teach students how to identify shipwrecks,” 
he says. “We teach them about changes in 
the maritime technology and the way those 
changes are reflected in the archaeological 
record; how to distinguish when and where a 
ship was made.” 

Last year, several of Mather’s URI students 
published an original article about one of 
Bermuda’s mystery shipwrecks. A combination 
of careful archival research and fieldwork 
enabled the students to identify the wreck 
as the Enchantress, which was lost in 1837 
while bringing Irish immigrants to the New 
World. Thanks to their efforts, the story of 
the Enchantress has been brought back to 
life, revealing a colorful history that included 
ferrying convicts to Australia and venturing as 
far east as Calcutta.

Mather is no stranger to the thrill of discovery himself, having recently directed an expedition off the continental shelf of 
Virginia which led to the discovery of an entire missing fleet of WWI-era German ships and submarines. The vessels were war 
prizes allocated to the United States at the end of the war, and included a battleship, a cruiser, three destroyers, and three 
submarines. The entire fleet was sunk deliberately as part of “Project B,” at the time the largest naval arms test in U.S. History. 
The event became famous in the history of American air power because of the sinking of the battleship by Army planes under 
the command of maverick general “Billy” Mitchell, the father of the U.S. Air Force. The location and historical significance of 
the wrecks had been largely forgotten. 

New Frontiers 
in archaeology

by Hugh Markey

Today the fleet of former German 
warships lay spread across the sea 
floor at depths of many hundred feet, 
representing real historic treasures. 
Mather and his colleague John Jensen, 
research associate professor of History 
and Maritime/Cultural Heritage at 
URI, are currently in the final year 
of a four-year study to record and 
assess the condition of each vessel, 
a task that involves coordinating with 
researchers from 17 other institutions. 
Mather’s research will assist the federal 

For Mather,  
his quest to 
understand the 
mysteries of the  
past bring him  
far beyond campus.

government in determining whether and 
how to develop the economic potential 
of the continental shelf while protecting 
the environment and the sunken cultural 
heritage that now belongs to all Americans.

In another ambitious project Mather and 
Jensen are assisting the U.S. National Park 
Service to study George Washington’s 
birthplace in Virginia. Mather and Jensen 
have been developing a paradigm for 
exploring and interpreting historic human 
interactions with what was, at the time, the 

lifeblood of the area: the Potomac 
River.

“We want to know the specific ways 
people used the river to obtain food 
and travel and how these things 
changed over time?” Mather asks. In 
the late 17th century, the area of the 
Potomac settled by Washington’s great-
grandfather had a direct connection 
with the Atlantic World, but during 
the 18th and 19th centuries gradually 
became a backwater.

“If you were traveling the region in 1750, the interstate for you, essentially, would have 
been the river,” Mather says. “That’s how you would have approached the plantation; that’s 
how you would have seen it. In modern times, we look to the land and the highway system, 
but the original focus for both the Native Americans, as well as the colonists, was the river.” 

The first plan to memorialize Washington’s birthplace implemented in 1890s preserved 
the water orientation, but failed to take into account the natural characteristics of ice and 
high rates of erosion that made it impossible to maintain a pier adjacent to the Washington 
plantations. When the Memorial was redeveloped under the guidance of the National Park 
Service in the early 1930s, the park designers re-oriented the memorial and the property 
towards the new state highway. By effectively turning the orientation of the site 180 degrees 
and moving from river to road, a vital sense of how the Washington family and their 
contemporaries understood and organized their world was lost.

Through their projects, Mather and Jensen have been working to create a new philosophical 
and intellectual approach to understanding archaeological sites and human history at the 
confluence of water and land.

“In each place, we try to examine that same question: what was the relationship of human 
beings to the natural world?” Mather says. “Over the past 20 years, John and I have 
developed a paradigm for this kind of work based on the idea of cultural landscapes. 
It’s an approach to cultural heritage that has attracted the interest of a number of federal 
agencies. Essentially, we are working to reconfigure the way historical preservation should 
take place in a coastal zone.” 

Rod Mather
Professor, History

continues on next page
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Rod Mather diving expeditions
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On the other side of the world, in the warm waters of the 
Mediterranean, Buxton has made ancient shipwrecks and 
harbors her focus. Unlike historical archaeologists Mather 
and Jensen, Buxton was trained as a Classical archaeologist 
in departments where ancient Greek and Latin were as 
commonplace as English. At Buxton’s underwater archaeology 
field school in the 2300-year-old Hellenistic port of Akko, 
Israel, shipwrecks from the era of Bermuda’s Enchantress are 
simply the top layer in a history that goes all the way back to 
the Bronze Age. Working with the Israel Antiquities Authority 
(IAA), Buxton’s team has been involved in the discovery and 
identification of multiple shipwrecks, including warships from 
the 1830s Ottoman-Egyptian War and the Napoleonic Siege of 
Akko. The biggest question they are exploring at Akko is how 
the ancient quays and slipways ended up buried in sand almost 
two meters below the modern sea level. Last year Buxton also 
led an expedition to King Herod’s ancient harbor at Caesarea, 
where she is working with a team of marine robotics engineers 
from Croatia to map the underwater ruins.

“One of the interesting things about these ancient harbors is 
that they’re very good indicators of environmental change over 
long periods of time. How the rivers have changed, how sea 
levels have changed,” Buxton says. 

be buried. In the case of this Ottoman warship, when the 
IAA Maritime Unit director went to investigate the wreck after 
a storm exposed it, he found the cooking pot still filled with 
bones from the crew’s last meal.” 

Buxton’s interest is primarily in these buried shallow water 
sites, not just because they are the best preserved, but because 
they are also the most threatened by coastal erosion. If the sea 
gets to these sites before researchers do, there will be nothing 
left. 

Buxton’s other research brings her to waters off Croatia, to 
an island called Vis, home to an important airfield in World 
War II. In 2013, she began collaborating with an aviation 
archaeologist to investigate a famous B24 bomber known as 
the TulsaAmerican, now at the bottom of the Adriatic Sea. 

“We visited the area first as tourists in order to explore and 
plan logistics for a full-scale project, and had some very 
exciting dives on the B24 last year,” she says. “This plane was 
the last one made at the factory in Oklahoma. Everyone in 

the factory signed the fuselage, and the public followed the 
reports of the plane’s missions right up until the end. It’s still 
in excellent condition. But in the sea its days are numbered. 
Ultimately, I know my colleague would like to negotiate with the 
Croatians to bring some small part of it back home to the USA, 
to Tulsa. But the first step is a full conservation assessment.”

While they were visiting the island, the archaeologists heard 
many stories from local divers and fisherman and were shown 
additional parts of American bombers and target maps of 
potential shipwrecks. 

“There are parts of planes that have been brought in by fishing 
boats, and we have some good information about where the 
parts came from,” she says. “One day I hope we’ll be able to 
do a lot more around this area. There are definitely ancient 
ships around Vis, too, but the most important thing at this stage 
is to set small goals and develop the relationships with the local 
authorities that will enable us to plan for bigger things in the 
future.”

Buxton emphasizes that there remains much for future 
archaeologists to discover. If you read a bit about the history 
of archaeology, it’s easy to assume that the golden age of 
archaeology is over, that everything really big and amazing 
was found by the 1930s, the age of Indiana Jones. In fact the 
opposite is true.

“People are still finding lost cities and civilizations and treasure-
filled tombs on a regular basis.” Buxton says. “As for the golden 
age of discovery in underwater archaeology – well, we’re just 
getting started.” 

The discoveries at Akko and Caesarea seem to confirm a new 
theory that most of Israel’s coastal infrastructure was wiped 
out several times over the last few millennia due to massive 
earthquakes and tsunamis. In the middle of the harbor at 
Akko, for example, an ancient layer of destruction includes 
complete but shattered bowls and glass goblets — telltale signs 
of an earthquake. It is evidence that could change the way 
we interpret many key developments in the ancient Near East, 
including the decline of the Byzantine Empire and the military 
success of Islam.

For the past three years, Buxton has taken URI students to Akko 
to conduct research and excavation. The special relationship she 
has built with the IAA means that her students are often the first 
in the world to see new discoveries come out of the water, for 
example a priceless 16th century bronze Venetian cannon that 
the URI team raised in 2013. Buxton has also been successful in 
finding shipwrecks buried under Israel’s deep coastal sands. For 
her, the Carmel coast of Israel is the best place in the world to 
be looking for well-preserved ancient ships. 

“One of the myths propagated on TV is that the best preserved 
and most interesting wrecks are to be found in deep water,” she 
says. “But actually, it’s more important that the wrecks should 

Bridget Buxton:  
Classical Underwater Archaeologist

continues on next page

“One of the interesting things about these 
ancient harbors is that they’re very good 
indicators of environmental change over 
long periods of time. How the rivers have 
changed, how sea levels have changed.” 

- Bridget Buxton

Bridget Buxton
Associate Professor, History
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“This data will have use beyond the field of 
archaeology, informing current discussions 
of climate change, as well as wildlife and 
natural hazard management in the region.” 

± ± ±

Kris Bovy, Assistant Professor 
Sociology and Anthropology

KRIS BOVY: Building 
Knowledge from Bones
Bovy works at a table covered with bird bones 
— some stained with age, some bleached 
white, some broken, some whole. The parts 
that lie in front of her are like a 15,000-piece 
jigsaw puzzle with no box top to show what 
the completed project should look like. 

The rate at which Bovy is able to identify the 
type of bone she is looking at, among the 
thousands arranged on that work table, varies 
widely. Sometimes she can get through a 
hundred in an hour. In other cases, she may 

spend over an hour trying to match one bone to the comparative specimens she’s 
borrowed from museums. The intimidating effort, along with the esoteric nature of 
her work, seem to make her more inspired. 

“When most people think of archaeology, they think of digging, which is an 
important and fun part of the process,” she says. “But, it is through detailed lab 
work that we really begin to understand and make sense of the past.”

Bovy is examining a large collection dug from a 2,000-year-old coastal 
archaeological site, Tse-whit-zen Village, in Washington State. The Lower Elwha 
K’lallam Tribe made its home in this area, and the tribe’s descendants still 
populate Washington. From roughly AD 200 to 1900, the tribe survived large 
earthquakes, the Little Ice Age, the Medieval Climatic Anomaly and a gradual 
increase in sheltered intertidal habitat near the site.

Bovy, along with a team of experts skilled in fish, shellfish, mammals, and 
geologic archaeology, is working on a collaborative three-year National Science 
Foundation grant. She and her colleagues are seeking to identify how these major 
environmental events affected the food resources on which the native peoples 
depended, and how people adapted in response. 

“The site offers a high-resolution record of past human use of animal resources 
that is unparalleled in the Northwest coast,” she says. 

Bird remains collected from coastal shell middens, individual dumps where native 
peoples cast off bones and other waste materials, offer insights to past diets and 
processing techniques. Shell middens are known for having excellent preservation 
of even small and fragile bones. Common Murres and diving ducks make up 
most of what has been identified from the Tse-whit-zen site so far. She has also 

identified a wide variety of seabirds, including gulls, loons, shearwaters 
and grebes. Even the blackening of some of the bones she is examining 
offers an important clue, reflecting the likelihood that the birds were 
roasted over open flames.

Bovy and her colleagues also plan to compare how different households 
responded to environmental changes over the long occupation of the 
site. How did factors such as social status, access to resources, household 
organization and economic specialization influence the response of 
individual households? Understanding these highly individualized coping 
skills requires a series of documented environmental changes, households 
of differing ages, and enough midden evidence to examine. The Tse-whit-
zen site is unique in the region in meeting all these data requirements. 

Bovy says the information gathered will be shared with the Lower Elwha 
K’lallam tribal members and educators who are planning a museum 
devoted to their cultural heritage. Her team also hopes to work with wildlife 
managers to assess the biological relevance of their research. While 
biologists are able to make very detailed observations of animals, they lack 
the critical time depth provided by archaeology.

“Our study will provide specific information on how people and animals 
responded to past environmental events over a very long period of time. 
This data will have use beyond the field of archaeology, informing current 
discussions of climate change, as well as wildlife and natural hazard 
management in the region,” Bovy says.

A project of this magnitude has also allowed her to bring students into 
the process. Since Bovy began working on the project in 2011 through a 
URI Council for Research grant, she has had more than a dozen students 

participate in her zooarchaeology lab, in some 
cases using their work to create honors theses or 
scholarly papers.

“It’s rewarding to be able to give students some 
direct experience in archaeology,” Bovy says.

- Kris Bovy

Great Blue Heron skull
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