
Petroglyphs of the Susquehanna

River explorations in Pennsylvania’s York and Lancaster counties lead to 

amazing ancient rock carvings.

By Bart Stump

Curious to learn more about 

American Indian culture 

while having an adventure 

on the water? You may 

want to discover the 

petroglyphs of the 

Susquehanna River. The 

Susquehanna petroglyphs 

are ancient rock carvings 

that date back 1,000 years. 

Carved by the Algonquian 

Indians who lived in the 

area, the carvings depict 

animal tracks, animal and 

human figures, mystical 

thunderbirds and 

constellations.

River Islands

Representing the largest concentration of petroglyphs in the northeast, they are found on six 

islands located in the Susquehanna River just south of the Safe Harbor Dam between York 

and Lancaster Counties in southcentral Pennsylvania. They are part of the Susquehanna 

River Water Trail and the Captain John Smith Chesapeake National Historical Trail.

My fascination with the petroglyphs began in 2002, when I was first introduced to the 

enigmatic carvings during a summer graduate-school class. Thoroughly intrigued, I have 

returned multiple times since then, sharing the wonder that the petroglyphs inspire with 

friends and family members. 

There are two ways the islands may be reached. The easiest way for canoes and kayaks is to 

launch in the adjacent Conestoga River at Safe Harbor Park. This slow-flowing tributary 

leads out below the Safe Harbor Dam. Downstream are numerous islands of various shapes 

and sizes. Historians believe the natives used these islands as fishing spots to catch 

migrating spawning shad that used to number in the millions. An easy downstream paddle 

of about a half mile will bring you to Big Indian Rock, which stands out from the other 

islands because of its larger size, domed shape and relative lack of vegetation. Its elongated 

shape is mostly smooth and slopes downward in the direction of the dam. For motorized 

boats, the closest launch site is downstream at the Pequea Creek Campground boat ramp. 
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The upstream journey to Big Indian Rock is about two miles. Fishing is allowed, but a 

Pennsylvania fishing license is required.

The southern end of Big Indian Rock offers a suitable location out of the river’s steady 

current to land. At the top of the island are the remnants of an old goose-hunting blind. 

Towards the center of the island are “modern” carvings of people’s names and a large dove 

that resembles Pennsylvania Dutch Fraktur folk art. However, it’s along the perimeter of the 

island that the native petroglyphs can be found.

Sunrise, Sunset

Depending on the angle of the sun, one can 

be standing right in front of a carving and 

not know it. The best viewing times are 

near sunrise or sunset, when the sun’s 

slanted rays create shadows along the edges 

of the carvings. To reveal the carvings, take 

along a sponge to stamp around the edges 

or a plastic milk jug to pour water on them. 

It’s fascinating to see them appear on the 

rock’s surface. 

The most prominent petroglyphs on Big 

Indian Rock are located along the eastern 

edge of the island. They include a primitive 

human stick figure with angled horns 

coming out of both sides of its head 

depicting a shaman or medicine man. 

Nearby are carved turkey tracks, other 

human-like figures and a thunderbird. On 

the western edge of the island, there is what 

appears to be a wolf or cougar. 

Little Indian Rock

Heading farther upstream is a smaller island with petroglyphs of walking birds and four-

legged animals along the upstream side of the rock, slightly above the waterline. This is 

Little Indian Rock, site of one of the largest concentrations of petroglyphs in the state.

Getting on the island can be a little tricky depending on river conditions. Those who make it 

are rewarded with a variety of bird, bear, deer and elk tracks as well as human footprint 

petroglyphs. Some of the main focal points are the graceful curving form of the Manitou 

spirit, a god-like being, along with more animal, thunderbird and human figures, and a 

circle petroglyph containing smaller petroglyphs. Parallel wavy lines, perhaps representing 

snakes, are thought to be directional markers pointing to the position of sunrise on the 

equinox. Another curvy serpent aligns itself with the location of sunset on the summer 

solstice and sunrise on the winter solstice. 

Four other small nearby islands also contain petroglyphs including Conestoga Rock, Circle 

Rock, Turkey Track, and Eagle Rock. Circle Rock contains a number of small indentations 

that match the Pleiades or Seven Sisters constellation. Turkey Track contains carvings of 

animals and tracks. Eagle Rock contains images of thunderbirds. 

Every time I paddle out to explore the petroglyphs I am filled with a renewed sense of 
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wonder. For now, the petroglyphs remain an elusive mystery, but the adventure and intrigue 

of viewing them makes the journey well worth it. 

Planning Your Trip

For more information on exploring the Susquehanna River as well as other area activities, 

visit the Discover Lancaster website at discoverlancaster.com. Contact your AAA Travel 

agent or visit AAA.com/travel for vacation-planning assistance. 

Bart Stump is a freelance writer based in York, Pa.
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