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introduction

There are times in all of our lives when things take a different turn, when we look at them from a new perspective, and depart from the path which had been followed. For me, one such time was on Halloween night, 1969, in Toledo, Ohio. I was attending an American Studies conference, where a panel discussion had been convened to consider what contribution, if any, historical archaeology might make to that field of scholarship. I was a member of the panel, as was Wilcomb Washburn; I no longer remember who the others were. Late that afternoon, I was approached by a student who asked if I had met Henry Glassie. I replied that I had not, although I had read his recently published Pattern in the Material Folk Culture of the Eastern United States and discovered for the first time the world of folk life studies and how they related to the research I had been doing. My work included studies of mortuary art in old New England cemeteries, and the excavation of a number of colonial sites in the Plymouth Colony area; but it lacked a center. It was unfocused in many ways. I had recently introduced a new course at Brown University, American Material Culture, and in the first few years that I taught it, it was similarly uncentered, being a kind of free-ranging discussion of everything from old houses to ceramics.

Henry and I were introduced in the lobby of the hotel where the conference was being held, and as is usual on such occasions, we adjourned to the bar. I learned that he had been using my Invitation to Archaeology in one of his courses, and had found it to be relevant in many ways to his research interests. So it was that a kind of intellectual fusion took place as the conversation developed, lasting through dinner. I think we both realized that we were doing much the same thing, even though we were from separate and seemingly different disciplines. From that date on, Henry and I continued what has become a twenty-seven-year collegial relationship. I have always thought of him as my intellectual mentor. I have made free use of his many ideas, and like to think that at least to some degree, the relationship has been reciprocal.

Over the next few years, the material culture course at Brown was transformed and greatly improved, due largely to my incorporating insights gained from Henry. By 1972, it had assumed the form which it was to retain through four more years at Brown, fourteen years at Berkeley, and most recently, the last three years at the University of Virginia. In 1975, I felt confident enough with the material to write it down in book form, and in 1977 it was published as In Small Things Forgotten. I have been very pleased by the reception that the book has been given, and like to think that it has provided its thousands of readers with some idea of what we do as historical archaeologists. But in the nineteen years that have passed since its first appearance, I have shifted my area of research from New England to the Chesapeake, and although I have incorporated this later work in my teaching, In Small Things Forgotten has remained largely a book on New England historical archaeology. This revised and expanded version has been produced to incorporate more recent material which has become a standard part of my course. I hope that it succeeds.

One of the more important developments in American historical archaeology during the past two decades has been the emergence of African American archaeology as a critical component of the field. The organization and content of the present book reflect this, but presenting the material does pose a problem. Is it better to discuss aspects of African American archaeology integrated with that which treats the European American experience, or should it be set apart? Both have merit, but I have chosen the latter, since I believe that in so doing, one attains a better appreciation of the way in which various facets of a cultural whole are related and integrated than if they were related piecemeal to those of another, different cultural configuration, particularly if the latter is that of the dominant group. A secondary problem is one of terminology. The reader will notice that two terms, African and African American, are used in the text in what might seem a rather random fashion. This is actually not the case. In many instances, particularly when one is discussing the seventeenth century, the probability that a significant portion of people of African descent actually were born in Africa is quite high. In other cases, one cannot be so sure. I have tried to use “African” in those places where I believe the people in question to have been of African origin, and “African American” where there is a considerable degree of ambiguity.

In the course of revising and expanding In Small Things Forgotten, I have benefited from conversations with a number of people. Some read portions of the manuscript, especially Chapter Eight, and others made helpful and constructive suggestions on subjects ranging from African house framing techniques to the potential economic implications of inexpensive mass-produced Staffordshire ceramics. For this, I thank Anna Agbe-Davies, Alison Bell, Eric Deetz, Garret Fesler, Maria Franklin, Jeff Hantman, Bill Kelso, Nick Luccketti, Seth Mallios, Fraser Neiman, Trish Scott, Mark Warner, and Derek Wheeler. Trish Scott did a monumental job of transferring my poorly typed manuscript to disk, and setting it in a clear and concise format. Without her assistance, this book would have been at least another year in coming. At Doubleday, Papatya Bucak has been everything one could ask of an editor. Amy Grey took on illustrating the book on somewhat short notice, and did an elegant job of transforming murky photographs and sometimes less than crisp photocopies into figures which are as professional as they are lovely. Finally, I am sincerely grateful to my colleagues at the University of Virginia and the people of Charlottesville for providing an environment which made the writing of this revision a genuinely enjoyable experience.

Charlottesville
December 1995
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recalling things forgotten:
archaeology and
the american artifact

CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA, 1780

Little Isaac Jefferson watched as his mother prepared their evening meal in the tiny slave cabin which was home. As pastry chef in the big house at Monticello, she was familiar with European ways of cooking, but here at home she was doing something quite different. Two pots simmered by the fire. Handmade and unglazed, they were gray-brown in color. The larger held a thick porridge of dried corn, the smaller a rich mixture of herbs, tomatoes, and bits of rabbit and squirrel. Their contents would be served together in shallow bowls.

PORTSMOUTH, RHODE ISLAND, 1745

The job had been a big one, and the house carpenter had been at it for over a month. Now complete, Jacob Mott’s farmhouse had a new wing and a new look. The old, projecting end of the second floor of the house had been removed, and the location of the door had been changed. Standing back to view his work, the carpenter noticed how much more the house now seemed like those in the center of town. Although it stood in the middle of more than a hundred acres of farmland tilled by the Mott family, its new face would tell the people of Portsmouth that Jacob Mott was one of them, just as though he lived as their nextdoor neighbor.

PLYMPTON, MASSACHUSETTS, 1765

Ebenezer Soule set down his hammer and chisel. It was late evening, but he had completed the gravestone that he had been carving and that now stood before him. On its top he had carved a cheerful angel’s face, and he thought of how it would look when it was placed over the grave the next day. Although he had been making gravestones for years, this design was new to him. He knew that the people in the area had recently come to prefer cherubs on their monuments, and lately he had been carving more and more of them to meet the new demand.

INDEPENDENCE, VIRGINIA, 1932

Since his return from a trip to Tennessee, Wade Ward had been practicing a new way to play his banjo. Placing his fingers across all four strings high on the neck, he picked out a series of notes, then repeated the sequence farther down the fretboard. The day before, making music with his nephew Fields, he had alternated the style he had used since childhood—striking the strings with the nails of his right hand—with another new trick: picking up with his fingertips. In doing this he was playing his banjo as the musicians did on so many of the new records that people listened to on their radios almost every day.

KINGSTON, MASSACHUSETTS, 1765

The ads in the Boston newspapers had announced a new shipment of English china. William Rand made a special trip from his home in Kingston to Boston, where he purchased a dozen matching blue-and-white plates. They would make a handsome addition to his household and complement the new set of matching chairs he had recently acquired for his dining room.

FLOWERDEW HUNDRED, VIRGINIA, 1695

From the outside, the house gave the appearance of substance and permanence, down to the fine casements of leaded windowpanes. But its owner, John Limbrey Wilkins, knew better. The house was framed on stout posts which were set deep into the ground without benefit of footings. In having the house built in this fashion, Wilkins was able to save a substantial amount of capital, which he felt was better directed to producing a tobacco crop which would give him a handsome return on his investment. After all …

PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS, 1658

The appraiser appointed by the court worked slowly and carefully from room to room in the small, dimly lit house. Its owner had recently died, and his property had to be valued so that a proper tax could be levied on his estate. The list covered several pages: chairs, fireplace equipment, beds, napkins, chests, clothing—all of the property that had been used to make the world a more comfortable place in which to live. At the end of the listing, the appraiser made a final entry: “In small things forgotten, eight shillings sixpence.” In this he acknowledged things that he may have overlooked but that nevertheless had value.

Seven Americans engaged in commonplace activities; all in their fashion were communicating with us in a subtle way. In each case, material objects were involved—a house, a gravestone, a set of dishes—and if we could in some way find a way to understand the significance of artifacts as they were thought of and used by Americans in the past, we might gain new insight into the history of our nation.

Such a concern for the material objects of the past, the “small things forgotten,” is central to the work of historical archaeologists. Archaeology is the study of past peoples based on the things they left behind and the ways they left their imprint on the world. Chipped-stone hand axes made hundreds of thousands of years ago and porcelain teacups from the eighteenth century carry messages from their makers and users. It is the archaeologist’s task to decode those messages and apply them to our understanding of the human experience. Modern American culture, a rich and vibrant blend of African, Asian, European, and Native American cultural traditions, is studied by folklorists, historians, sociologists, and anthropologists. Historical archaeology can add to our understanding of the American experience in a unique way, by looking not at the written record alone but at the almost countless objects left behind by Americans for over three and a half centuries.

Historical archaeology studies the cultural remains of literate societies that were capable of recording their own histories. In this respect it contrasts directly with prehistoric archaeology, which treats all of cultural history before the advent of writing, millions of years in duration. A popular definition of historical archaeology is the archaeology of the spread of European cultures throughout the world since the fifteenth century, and their impact on and interaction with the cultures of indigenous peoples. Two things should be noted regarding this definition. First, the words “throughout the world” take on special significance when comparisons are made with prehistoric archaeology. By and large, prehistorians do not think on a scale that is truly global, and have no need to operate on such a scale. However, historical archaeology must adopt a global perspective on its data, for when the first European sailing ships set out for distant parts of the world, a chain of events never before seen in human history was set into motion. Two worlds that had been separate from each other for millennia suddenly were brought into close contact, with spectacular and often catastrophic results. This contact leads to the second point. The millions of Africans who were transported to the Americas were relocated, against their will, as a direct result of European colonial expansion into the New World. In like manner, the Asian presence in America came as a result of American expansion westward, and while the particular circumstances were different, the end result was the same. As such, both African American and Asian American archaeology are integral components of American historical archaeology, as is the history of the Native American peoples following the initial contact with European peoples.

In England, studies of sites and artifacts that relate to Anglo-American sites are done by postmedieval archaeologists. Their work and that of historical archaeologists in America tell the story of the development of Anglo-American culture from its English beginnings to its ultimate twentieth-century form in North America. The examples to be examined in this volume will treat the Americanization of both English and African traditions as this was played out along the eastern seaboard during colonial and postcolonial times. To be sure, other European nations were involved in the colonization of North America—notably Spain, France, and Holland—and the bearers of their cultural traditions interacted with those of others as well, but this volume will restrict its concerns to only two, to illustrate the workings of historical archaeology as it is actually practiced in the United States.

It is in its sharp contrasts with prehistoric archaeology that historical archaeology may be further defined. Not only do the two disciplines treat complementary sets of data, based on the presence or absence of literacy and written records, but they differ in other critical ways which are only partly a result of this essential difference.

Testimony of the Spade, Still Digging, Archaeology from the Earth—all are titles of books by prehistorians which reflect the near identity in most people’s minds between archaeology and excavation. This is so simply because the vast majority of human cultural remains are buried and must be dug up. But the excavation of archaeological sites, though an obviously essential first step in studying past cultures, is just that. Only after the material has been excavated can we begin to study it.

Because historical archaeologists work with materials that are centuries old at most, rather than millennia or longer periods, these materials stand a much better chance of surviving above the ground. Of course, much of historical archaeology is the digging of archaeological sites, but these sites are not the sole source of information. They can provide information that is not available from other sources, and the value of this material is further enhanced through the support of aboveground information. For example, there is no need to detail the architecture of early New England timber-framed houses on the basis of excavated material alone, since the landscape is dotted with such buildings, still standing and in use.

Like old houses, there are certain other artifacts from America’s past available for study, but their value is subject to certain limitations, which must be kept in mind. Collections in museums have preserved a vast wealth of American artifacts: ceramics, metalwork, and glassware have their archaeological counterparts, and many materials that the archaeologist rarely has access to, such as leather, paper, fabric, and wood, are also available for study. The question of the factors that favor survival of certain objects and the disappearance of others is important here. For a variety of reasons, surviving artifacts cannot be taken as necessarily representative objects of their period. If we were to rely on museum collections, we might get an impression of a much richer level of material wealth than truly was the case. This is because most museums save the unusual and the valuable object, and individuals now and in the past consign commonplace objects to the dump. A museum exhibit of all of the pottery found in a household of modest means in the mid eighteenth century would not be beautiful to behold, since most of it would be simple, locally manufactured, coarse earthenware, red in color and undecorated. But such an exhibit would certainly be representative of the world of the people who lived in it. In a similar way, we often are told that old garments, shoes, or pieces of armor show definitely that “people were smaller in those days.” This conclusion does not allow for the probability that very small items of personal wear would not be as eligible for hand-me-down status, and thus were less likely to wear out. The houses that survive from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also cannot be taken at face value as typical of their time, since their ruder counterparts almost certainly disappeared from the scene in a short time. Indeed, Jack Larkin tells us that according to the 1798 Direct Tax, which described every free families’ dwelling house, the American housing landscape was “striking in its small scale, its plainness and its inequality.”1 Most families lived in houses of one or possibly two rooms, and these have mostly disappeared.

As historical archaeologists work in increasingly more recent periods, they find on occasion an information source that few if any prehistorians have encountered: the archaeological informant. Since the period with which historical archaeology is concerned extends to the present, the last seventy-odd years can be studied through direct interviews with people who actually experienced the lifeways being studied. Memory, of course, is fallible, and whenever possible, it is best to conduct interviews with more than one person for corroborative purposes.

The widespread use of photography by the mid nineteenth century provides the historical archaeologist with another valuable data source. Buildings that have long since vanished and landscapes that have been transformed can be seen in old photographs as they appeared at the time that the archaeologist is investigating if the site in question dates to the period when the photograph was taken. An ingenious use of photographs as an archaeological resource has been developed by Eugene Prince of the Phoebe Hearst Museum of the University of California at Berkeley.2 The technique is simple in execution but dramatic in results. A historical photograph of a building or even an entire community is first made into a thirty-five-millimeter transparency. The transparency is then inserted in the prism mounting of a single-lens reflex, which enables one to see the photograph when looking through the viewfinder of the camera. One need only identify at least two reference points in the photograph on the modern landscape. Using these points and a zoom lens, since the focal length of the camera which took the original photograph is unknown, the camera is moved around until the reference points match. Once this has been done, the precise location of buildings, roads, or fence lines can be seen on the modern landscape. It is even possible to have people “enter” the historical photograph and measure a building or buildings that are no longer in existence. The technique has been used successfully to identify the precise point where Ulysses S. Grant’s army crossed the James River en route to Petersburg, to check the accuracy of a restoration at Colonial Williamsburg, and to locate an early-nineteenth-century shipyard at Fort Ross, California, photographed in 1862. Archaeological investigations at the abandoned coal mining town of Somersville, California, were immensely aided through the use of this technique. With a panoramic view of the town, it was possible to pinpoint all of the buildings and fence lines. With additional information obtained from oral history accounts, it was possible to construct a very accurate map of the town, when none had existed before.

The literacy of the people it studies is what sets historical archaeology apart from prehistory. But not all the people were able to read and write; indeed only a minority could through most of the time with which we are concerned. But even if a majority lacked the ability to write, others often wrote about them. They were born, married, and died, and these events were recorded; their estates were listed for tax purposes and so were recorded. The church records, diaries, court records, land deeds, and contemporary histories give us a window through which to witness the past. This is not to say that we can learn all there is to know just from studying the written record. If this were so, there would be no need to dig into the ground or to sort, measure, and classify artifacts. In spite of the richness and diversity of the historical record, there are things we want to know that are not to be discovered from it. Simple people doing simple things, the normal, everyday routine of life and how these people thought about it, are not the kinds of things anyone thought worthy of noting. We know far more about the philosophical underpinnings of Puritanism than we do about what its practitioners consumed at countless meals. But all left behind the material residue of their existence, and it, too, is worth study. As Henry Glassie says of the folks of middle Virginia: “They left no writing, but they did leave all those houses.”3

The documentary record and the archaeological record complement each other. One of the most useful sets of written material is probate records. These are listings, of the contents of the houses and properties of persons, taken for tax purposes at their deaths. Although not every estate was probated—more often only the richer estates were—those inventories that we have access to are valuable for a number of reasons. Hundreds of thousands of inventories exist for the Anglo-American world. They usually take the form of a rather detailed listing of the contents of a person’s estate, with accompanying values. The inventory of Thomas Lumbert’s estate, which follows, is an example.

The Inventory of Thomas Lumbert


A true Inventory of the estate of Thomas Lumbert of Barnstable senir: deceased; exhibited to the Court held att Plymouth March the seauenth 1664 on the oath of Ioyce Lumbert widdow;
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Ioyce Lumbert was deposed to the truth of this Inventory; soe farr as shee knowes) before mee Thomas hinckley this sixt of March (64)
65

The uses of inventories transcend the obvious, descriptive one. The terms used in the inventories are those used by the people themselves, and as such constitute what is known as a folk taxonomy. This can be very misleading on occasion. Numerous listings of “looking glasses” in inventories of early-seventeenth-century Plymouth might lead the reader to believe there was a good supply of mirrors. While this is possible, we learn from the Oxford English Dictionary that “looking glass” was a common vernacular term for chamber pot during the first half of the seventeenth century. “Bedstead” at this time denotes what we call a bed, and “bed” in the folk taxonomy refers to what we would call a mattress. The adjective “coarse” did not denote texture until late in the seventeenth century; earlier, it meant normal or average. It is therefore necessary that one become familiar with the semantics of the English language during the period under study.

A significant number of inventories were taken on a room-by-room basis, and as such give us not only an idea of the layout of the house but the terms used for its various rooms. In such cases, the objects listed for various rooms also hint at the activities that went on in them.

But the inventories always stop short of the kind of detail that the archaeologist often finds important. A listing of earthenware could refer either to fancy, imported pottery or to plain coarse ware of local manufacture. “Six old spoons” might have been of either pewter or brass, and even if the material is mentioned, there was a variety of styles of spoons in use at any one time. In many ways the inventories are given detail by what is excavated from the earth. Taken together, inventories and archaeological assemblages give a more detailed and complete picture than either could alone.

So it is with many other types of recorded information. Building contracts often give specific descriptions of the house or barn to be constructed. The following is a good example:


Thomas Joy hath an account against Mr Robert Keayne for Doing the Carpentry worke of a Barne at Mr Keaynes house at Rumney Marsh & for setting up & finishing the same being of 72 foot in length & 26 foot wide & 10 foot high wth 2 porches each of 13 foot wide one way & 12 another for wch the said Tho: J alleageth he ought to be payd so much as the Carpentry worke thereof is worth and he saith that the said worke comes unto in value as followeth in particulars vizt the framing of the said barne 30£ the sawing thereof 17£. The felling crosse cutting & squaring of the timber 15£ and more the rearing up of the barne by him & his servants 7 the clapboarding of the barne 11£ 5s for boards 4£ 16s for laying of 600 of boards over the porches 18s for making of 4 payre of great doores & hanging of them 2£ for making of two paire of stayres 6s for making of four little doors 6s for laying the barne floare wth plancks 600£ 10s for putting on gutters upon the barne 1£ 10s for ferrayge of him and his servants 2 10s for losse of time in going and comming 4£ wch comes in all to 98£ ls


(A 1640 CONTRACT, BETWEEN THOMAS JOY AND ROBERT KEAYNE, FOR A BARN TO BE ERECTED IN RUMNEY MARSH, ESSEX COUNTY, MASSACHUSETTS)





Even the court records provide us with information concerning architecture. Certain important details are supplied by two coroners’ inquests in seventeenth-century Plymouth:


Wee declare, yt coming into the house of the said Richard Bishope, wee saw at the foot of a ladder wch leadeth into an vpper chamber, much blood; and going vp all of vs into the chamber, wee found a woman child, of about foure years …


(AN INQUEST HELD AT PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS, 1648; PLYMOUTH COLONY RECORDS, II, COURT ORDERS, p. 133)



… they sent vp into the chamber by one of the children, whoe cried out that his mother is hanging herselfe; whereupon the said Elizabeth and Robert ran vp … and there found an haire rope or halter, fastened very feirme to the collar beame …


(VERDICT OF CORONER’S JURY RE SUICIDE OF THE WIFE OF JAMES CLAGHORNE, YARMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS, 1677; PLYMOUTH COLONY RECORDS, V, COURT ORDERS, p. 249)





In the first example, we learn of the use of a ladder rather than stairs to gain access to an upper chamber. The second tells us that collar beams were used, typical of one of several roof-framing techniques.

As we can see from the three examples above, historical archaeology must work with parallel and related sets of information. Yet in some cases there is a disturbing contradiction between what is excavated and what is written down. For example, listings of livestock often do not reflect the ratios of various species that are turned up by excavating animal bones in sites of the same period. This is because not all livestock was used as a meat source. Early Plymouth supported its economy in large measure by trading cattle to Massachusetts Bay Colony; the islands in Narragansett Bay were used to raise vast herds of sheep for export to the West Indies. In neither case would the actual frequency of one species to another appear in excavated animal bone, since the latter reflects only those animals consumed as food.

A second kind of accommodation between excavated materials and documentary information bears directly on the whole complex problem of artifact typology as it is practiced by prehistorians. The classification of the artifacts recovered from a prehistoric site is a critical initial step in any archaeological analysis. In briefest terms, typology involves the classification of objects based on similarity of form; triangular arrowheads are different from those with curved sides; pots painted red on white are different from those painted black on red. Such classification allows controlled comparison between collections from different sites. But such classifications are entirely formal, and arrived at, by necessity, independently of what the makers of the objects perceived as different types. With the rich documentary materials of historical archaeology, such classifications are not only sterile exercises but potentially very misleading. European-made ceramics excavated from Anglo-American sites are complex and very diverse, but since so much research has been done on the history of the pottery industry in England and continental Europe, it is not unusual to know how the makers of this pottery classified, named, and traded their wares. To apply strictly formal classificatory methods to this material and ignore the historical data is like trying to reinvent the incandescent lamp by candlelight while ignoring the light switch at one’s elbow.

A poor fit between the two above kinds of information forces researchers to refine their interpretations, to the benefit of the final results. At the same time, the historical sources have the potential to provide the archaeologist with a much more richly detailed statement of a past lifestyle, and with deeper and more sophisticated understandings of the workings and development of the American past.

If you were to visit a “typical” historical archaeological site, it would look not terribly different from its prehistoric counterpart. To be sure, the artifacts being recovered would be very different, but the use of excavation grids, trenches, and test pits would be identical. Field archaeology is based on observation. Earth is removed from the objects recovered to make observation more efficient. The same earth covers a seventeenth-century colonial foundation and a nearby prehistoric Indian shell heap, and the techniques for its removal are essentially the same. But the historical features and structures that are covered by this earth are so different from those found in many prehistoric sites that they demand a different excavation scheme.

Most historic sites are quite visible even before any digging is done. Mounds indicate collapsed chimneys, large stones marking wall footings often protrude through the sod, and frequently there are standing structural remains associated with those buried. At the most visible extreme, whole buildings form the focus of archaeological excavation, and the excavation must proceed in a manner coordinated with the analysis of the structures themselves. In the case of many prehistoric sites there is so little evidence of the area of occupation prior to digging that rather sophisticated sampling techniques are often required to ensure the proper location and recovery of significant information. Given the higher visibility of historic sites, such techniques are often unnecessary, and if used under such circumstances, can also be highly inefficient.

There are, of course, notable exceptions. An entire building tradition in the seventeenth-century Chesapeake has vanished leaving hardly a trace; only two examples have survived the passage of time. Known as earthfast or post-in-ground construction, this tradition involved framing the house on posts buried directly in the earth (see Figure 1). What has survived of houses of this type is little more than a faint pattern of soil stains, marking the location of the posts, to be seen only when the plowed earth has been removed, and then with difficulty. This building tradition was linked to a number of economic factors, to be discussed later, and was the commonest form of construction throughout the seventeenth century and in some places into the eighteenth. Combined with frequent short supply of essential goods, resulting in a thin refuse deposit, at times the absence of cellars, and hearth bases which were removed by plowing, this manner of building led to sites that are very difficult to detect from the surface. As a result, the field techniques used in excavating these sites more closely resemble those employed on prehistoric sites.
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Figure 1. Earthfast or post-in-ground construction

Another important difference between historic and prehistoric sites is the manner in which large quantities of fill, a mixture of soil and refuse, were shifted about in the historic period. This tendency has increased dramatically since the seventeenth century, as we can see from today’s landfill projects, which are built up from refuse on a wholesale basis. Since such deposits invariably contain artifacts, they can be extremely misleading. An excavation of a large portion of a city block in downtown Providence, Rhode Island, encountered fill, with a rich artifact content, that had been hauled in from Attleboro, Massachusetts, some fifteen miles distant. Excavations in the rear of the post office in Plymouth, Massachusetts, on the supposed 1620 site of the Pilgrim William Brewster’s first house, revealed nine feet of fill with seventeenth- and eighteenth-century artifacts, which had been originally excavated in another part of town. A park in New York City is composed partly of fill from Bristol, England, which was hauled in ships as ballast during the Battle of Britain. This refuse probably includes artifacts from the medieval period or earlier; the fact of the park’s construction is noted on a plaque, yet this instance does illustrate in dramatic fashion how potentially misleading such wholesale shifting of large quantities of earth can be. In earlier times, technology was simpler, and large-scale filling was not common. Yet it occurred enough to require an accommodation for it in the digging of historic sites. Fill is an artifact itself, and intelligent study of it can be most instructive. This is particularly true in excavations carried out in high-density urban areas, where the same soil may have been removed, shifted, and redeposited many times.

A less dramatic example of how such filling might be misleading is the common tendency for people to have deposited large quantities of clean fill in privies, wells, cellars, and trash pits. In excavating a prehistoric site, once such clean soil is encountered, the base of the deposit probably has been reached. However, on historic sites, it is not uncommon to encounter soil that seems undisturbed but is in fact a deposit of sterile fill that might be three feet thick or more. Usually the edges of the pit in which it has been placed can be followed or an occasional fleck of charcoal or brick gives the lie to its apparent virginity, but on occasion such fill can be very deceptive.

Chronology in archaeology is one of the cornerstones for all analysis. The determination of the age of this or that archaeological site is critical before any consideration of process through time can be attempted. The battery of dating techniques available to the prehistorian is large and complex. Historical archaeology has different dating methods. Some methods, such as stratigraphy, which operates on the principle that archaeological deposits are laid down like layers of a cake, with the older ones deeper in the ground, are equally applicable in historical and prehistoric archaeology. Yet radiocarbon dating, a mainstay in prehistory, is of very limited use in historical archaeology, simply because the limits within which such dates are given are too general to be of much use to the historical archaeologist. A radiocarbon date in the seventeenth century might be stated as 1680 plus or minus forty or more years.

The more specialized dating techniques of historical archaeology can produce a much more precise statement of age. For example, the dates of manufacture of many English pottery types are known to within five years or less. If a cellar were excavated that contained fragments of creamware (an ivory-colored earthenware perfected by Josiah Wedgwood circa 1762), then the deposit in the cellar must be only as early as that date. The principle of dating such deposits on the basis of the newest artifact found in them is common to all of archaeology, both historic and prehistoric. Known as the terminus post quem (the date after which), this kind of dating is powerful when combined with a detailed knowledge of the history of the invention and development of the artifacts in question. The principle of the terminus ante quem (the date before which) is somewhat more difficult to apply, since any number of factors might account for the absence of a given artifact type. Nonetheless, it can be employed in historical archaeology with some confidence. A site that lacks creamware probably predates the 1770s, since by that time this pottery had become extremely common in England and America.

Extending the application of these principles to the great variety of artifacts of the historic period that is commonly encountered in the course of excavation provides the historical archaeologist with a very high degree of chronological control. Such dating precision in turn enables the construction of much more finely detailed chronologies and permits a correspondingly more specific description of culture change than one usually encounters in prehistory. Of course, with only three and a half centuries to work with, the need for chronological precision is greater than that for prehistory, which deals in greater time segments over a total period of millions of years.

The luxury of such detailed knowledge of the chronology of the pottery industry in Europe forms the basis of the Mean Ceramic Date Formula, a dating technique developed by Stanley South of the South Carolina Archaeology and Anthropology Institute.4 The formula relies on the fact that the periods of manufacture of over a hundred pottery types are known. The first step in using the formula consists of counting all the fragments of each type from a site. Then we determine the mean manufacturing date for each type—the midpoint in the period when it was known to have been made. For example, if a kind of pottery was made between 1680 and 1740, the mean manufacturing date would be 1710, halfway between the two dates. These mean dates are assigned importance according to the relative quantity of each type of pottery at the site. An average of mean dates is taken, and the date that results should approximate the midpoint in the period when the site was occupied. The value of this technique is demonstrated in its use: it works. South applied it to a number of pottery collections from sites with known dates of occupation, with a resultant close match.

However, certain factors might introduce error in special cases. For example, if because of their social status, certain people either kept older pottery for a longer period of time or received hand-me-downs from their more affluent neighbors, the result would be an earlier date obtained from the formula than was actually so. The example is not purely theoretical. Excavations at the Parting Ways site, which was occupied by four families of freed slaves in Plymouth, Massachusetts, from circa 1785 through 1900, revealed a cellar that is thought to have been filled in upon its abandonment in 1850. The terminus post quem for the materials in the cellar is firmly established by a New England stoneware jar that bears the name of the maker, documented to have been working in Taunton, Massachusetts, in the 1840s. Yet the mean ceramic date of the cellar fill is 1794 by the South formula, while the actual mean occupation date would be circa 1822. In this case, independent archaeological and documentary information shows clearly that the occupants of the Parting Ways site were very poor, and for that reason could only have come by the rather fancy ceramics they owned through some secondhand way. However, what might at first appear as an erroneous date from the Mean Ceramic Date Formula could also be viewed as a potentially useful technique for the interpretation of archaeological remains. We have seen that when there is not a comfortable fit between archaeological and documentary materials, further questions are called for. It follows that if the Mean Ceramic Date Formula were applied to sites for which the dates are independently determined, any major disagreement between these dates would require an explanation. The search for the explanation might well result in a better understanding of the material in cultural or behavioral terms.

The introduction of tobacco to England in the late sixteenth century led to a rapid development of the smoking-pipe industry. Pipes of white clay became extremely common, and sites in both England and America produce fragments of them by the thousands. Jean Harrington, an archaeologist working at Jamestown, noticed a definite relationship between the diameter of the bore of the pipestem and the age of the pipe of which it was a part. Pipes had earlier been dated on the basis of shapes of their bowls, but such a method was useless if only stem fragments were available; they are always far more numerous than bowls or whole pipes.

Using dated bowls with portions of their stems attached, Harrington discovered that the older the pipe, the larger the bore diameter of the stem. The earliest pipes, dating to about 1600, had stems with bores of 9/64-inch diameter. By 1800 this diameter had decreased to 4/64-inch. This change in diameter probably is due to the fact that pipestems became longer during this period, requiring a narrower bore diameter. This transformation in turn might ultimately relate to the greater availability of tobacco, which led to larger pipe bowls and potentially longer and hotter smokes. Lengthening the stem would remove the hot bowl farther from the mouth, and reducing the bore would cut down on the amount of matter transmitted through the stem to the smoker’s mouth. Indeed, the early-seventeenth-century term for smoking was “drinking,” and the method of smoking seems to have been much more hurried gulping of smoke from the small bowls typical of the period, with the relatively open stem bore allowing maximum transferral of the smoke to the mouth. The long, contemplative smoking of pipes with which we are so familiar today is probably of more recent origin.

Since the diameter of the stem bore slowly became smaller, apparently at a relatively uniform rate, this change provides the basis of a rather precise dating technique available to archaeologists working on Anglo-American sites of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Using this method, the archaeologist has only to measure the diameter of the bores of pipestems from his site and compare the average bore diameters against a table that gives the average bore diameters for a number of periods. The time periods and average bore diameters are as follows:

[image: ]

Suppose we have dug a site in which 70 percent of the stems have a bore diameter of 7/64 inch, 15 percent are 6/64 inch, and 15 percent 8/64 inch. This distribution would suggest that the site was occupied from 1650 to 1680. The few stems in the larger and smaller categories reflect either normal variation in bore diameter or a slightly longer time of occupation on either end of the period indicated by the majority of the stems. A refinement of this method using a simple and mathematical formula and yielding a single date, which can be thought of as being the middle of the occupation period, has been devised by Lewis Binford.5

Such a date is similar to that obtained from the Mean Ceramic Date Formula, and one can usually obtain both from a given collection. In most cases they will be approximately the same, lending mutual support. At present, the pipestem dating method is applicable only to pipes manufactured in England. Dutch pipes sometimes occur also on Anglo-American sites of the colonial period, but as yet a comparable chronology has not been established for the Dutch examples. In situations where the possibility of fragments of both Dutch and English pipestems exists, some error could be introduced into the data from this source.

We can see from the foregoing discussion that the basis for chronology in historical archaeology derives in one way or another from the greater independent control that can be marshaled from historical sources. The same applies to the wealth of primary documentary material, such as deeds, maps, diaries, and first-person histories, which often provides direct chronological information. If a house can be shown from recorded history to have been burned in 1676 during Bacon’s Rebellion, and located accurately by researching land titles, then the archaeologist has as secure a terminus ante quem as he could ever hope for.

The wall trenches of a building beneath a standing wall of an extension to the Quaker meetinghouse in Newport, Rhode Island, must predate 1730, since church records tell us that the addition was built in that year. Given reliable documentation of this type, the urgency of deriving an artifactual terminus post quem or a mean ceramic date is lessened dramatically, although such independent information has strong corroborative value.

The historical archaeologist’s approach to artifacts differs from the prehistorian’s. Historical artifacts are vastly more diverse in terms of the materials from which they are made and their places of origin, which in North America commonly include such distant sources as China, the West Indies, and most of Europe. Much is known of their history and technology.6

On the one hand, then, the historical archaeologist enjoys the advantage of a detailed body of information concerning the artifacts, but, at the same time, it is essential that this information be controlled, which is no mean task. Yet it does remove the researcher from much of the formal analysis in which the prehistorian must become deeply involved. Given control of the necessary historical information, one can ultimately move on more easily and with a greater sense of security to the explanation of the artifacts in terms of the society that used them. After all, this is the end toward which all archaeology is ultimately directed.

Finally, historical archaeology places less reliance on the natural sciences than does prehistoric archaeology. Not that the study of plant and animal remains, of soils, or of past climates has no place in historical archaeology; it emphatically does. But relative to its relationship to other disciplines, such as folklore or history, historical archaeology’s reliance on the natural sciences is less than is that of prehistory. This lessened dependency on the natural sciences is but a reflection of the role played by the natural world in the history of human development. The earlier in time one goes, the more people were directly and intimately tied to their environment, so that such disciplines as paleontology and geology are essential to the proper understanding of life in the distant past. As culture became more complex, our removal from the natural world increased. Since historical archaeology treats only the past few hundred years of our multimillion-year history, it follows that this last, brief time would find us at our greatest remove.

The existence of artifacts and written records from the same society makes possible the use of historical archaeological materials for the testing and refinement of numerous methods and theories developed by prehistorians. An excellent example of such refinement is the use of New England colonial gravestone designs to observe stylistic change under conditions of rigorous control. This study, described fully in a later chapter in this book, not only confirmed in a positive fashion a dating technique—seriation —long a standby for prehistorians, but also showed how design changed for very specific cultural reasons. We have seen that probate inventories are among the most useful primary documents to the historical archaeologist. As documents for independent controlled checking of archaeological results they are excellent, since it is logical to assume that they should bear a close relation to that which is recovered from sites of the same period. On occasion they do not, but the disagreement only forces the archaeologist to ask more enlightened questions of his or her data. More often, the fit between archaeological collections and inventory materials is comfortable, and this in turn permits the archaeologist a greater assurance that the sample is somewhat representative.

On a more general level, the combined use of archaeological and documentary materials should permit us to say something about the past that could not have been said using only one set of data. This criterion is the most critical to be applied to avoid the charge often heard that historical archaeology is “an expensive way of learning what we already know.” A simple example will make this clear. The existence of earthfast construction in the seventeenth- and earlier-eighteenth-century Chesapeake is known almost entirely through archaeological evidence. While there are occasional passing references to such construction in the documents, its widespread and sometimes universal use was only determined through the excavation of large numbers of sites in Maryland and Virginia. In an important study of this architectural tradition, Cary Carson and his colleagues have shown that this way of constructing a house is closely correlated with the cultivation of tobacco to the exclusion of other cash crops.7 Throughout the region, in some places earlier and in others later, tobacco monoculture gave way to mixed crop farming, and when this occurred, more substantial permanent dwelling houses were built. The reasons for this relationship are clear. Tobacco cultivation is labor intensive in comparison to mixed crop farming. In a world of limited resources, cheap land, and expensive labor, one had to set priorities, and tobacco production took precedence over expensive housing. We could not have known this without the archaeology, which provided information on the distribution and date of houses built in the earthfast tradition, and without the documents, we would not have known the pattern of agricultural change. Taken together, the two sets of information not only allow us to say something about attitudes toward place and permanence, but also when these attitudes changed in different parts of the Chesapeake region.

Perhaps the most important and subtle aspects of the control afforded by historical archaeology are those factors that would be forever lost to the prehistorian but can be seen to have a strong effect on the nature of cultural change as reflected by the archaeological data. Such aspects of a past people as the way in which they perceived their environment, the worldview that underlay the organization of their physical universe, and the way ideology shaped their lives are as difficult to discover in prehistory as they are important. But in working in the context of historical material culture, the relationship between material culture and cognition begins to come into focus.8

Such insights call into sharp question some of the basic tenets of prehistoric archaeology: that culture is an adaptive device, so that to be successful, it tends to a close fit with the environment; that the simplest, most efficient explanation of archaeological data is most likely the correct one; and that we are rational beings, whose actions can be understood only in terms of common sense. What historical archaeology teaches us is that common sense is culturally relative, that in the past people have done things and behaved in ways that to us might seem almost irrational but that to them may not have been, and that the phenomenon of culture change is far more complex and imponderable than we might suspect were we to rely only on the detailing of it by prehistorians. The simple fact that the Shaker sect, of nineteenth-century America controlled the shape, physical arrangement, and even the color of their furniture for strong religious reasons tells us that there are factors at work on the form and function of the artifacts of the past that are beyond recovery, either by logic, hypothesis and deduction, or endless guessing. They are available, however, to the historical archaeologist if intelligent and imaginative use is made of the rich supporting materials, and at least can serve as a suggestion of a more diverse set of factors than has been heretofore considered in prehistory.

So far, we have described some of the more important ways in which historical archaeology compares with prehistory. We must still consider one more aspect of historical archaeology: the relationship it has to the study of material culture. Material culture, it is often correctly said, is not culture but its product. Culture is socially transmitted rules for behavior, ways of thinking about and doing things. We inherit our culture from the teachings and examples of our elders and our peers rather than from genes, whether it is the language we speak, the religious beliefs that we subscribe to, or the laws that govern our society. All such behavior is reflected in subtle and important ways in the manner in which we shape our physical world. Material culture is usually considered to be roughly synonymous with artifacts, the vast universe of objects used by humankind to cope with the physical world, to facilitate social intercourse, and to benefit our state of mind. A somewhat broader definition of material culture is useful in emphasizing how profoundly our world is the product of our thoughts, as that sector of our physical environment that we modify through culturally determined behavior. This definition includes all artifacts, from the simplest, such as a common pin, to the most complex, such as an interplanetary space vehicle. But the physical environment includes more than what most definitions of material culture recognize. We can also consider cuts of meat as material culture, since there are many ways to dress an animal; plowed fields; even the horse that pulls the plow, since scientific breeding of livestock involves the conscious modification of an animal’s form according to culturally derived ideals. Our body itself is a part of our physical environment, so that such things as parades, dancing, and all aspects of kinesics—human motion —fit within our definition. Nor is the definition limited only to matter in the solid state. Fountains are liquid examples, as are lily ponds, and material that is partly gas includes hot-air balloons and neon signs. I have suggested in Invitation to Archaeology9 that even language is a part of material culture, a prime example of it in its gaseous state. Words, after all, are air masses shaped by the speech apparatus according to culturally acquired rules.

The advantages of this general definition of material culture are twofold. First, since disciplines such as kinesics and linguistics have developed analytical techniques well suited to their subject matter, these techniques might well be of use to the student of material culture. Second, it forces us to look at archaeological information in the broader framework of whole material cultural systems, which might well permit sharper delineations of their corresponding behavioral systems. For example, we know from the study of proxemics, which deals with spatial relationships between people as they are dictated culturally, that all cultures have typical sets of “invisible” limits that dictate the placement of people in a social situation. We have all at some time or other encountered people who stood too close while talking; the resulting discomfort is due to the closeness violating our perception of the cultural rule that dictates a proper distance in such a situation. The same rules apply to the relationship, in a systemic way, between people and the architectural space they occupy. Thus any study of the size of rooms in an early American building must take into account this relationship, a subject discussed by Glassie in his excellent work on Virginia folk housing.

Since historical archaeology must deal with not only excavated material from the American past but also all that has survived above the ground, including old houses, collections of pottery, weapons, bottles, glassware, cutlery, and textiles, it is truly the study of American material culture in historical perspective. It stands in contrast to the study of history or the decorative arts not so much in terms of subject matter as in terms of its analytical approach. An appreciation for the simple details of past existence, which escape historical mention, and for simple artifacts, not deemed significant in art-historical terms, viewed from the perspective of a broad social-scientific base, characterizes historical archaeology.
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