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Nails were discovered as early as the first day of excavation at the John Brown House site, and they always served as a source of excitement to those of us new to such excavations, even if only because they’re corroded and bent nature made them seem more historic than they actually were.  While that first day of digging only lent itself to the discovery of one such nail, over the course of the excavation many more nails of the same type were found popping out of the soil or causing a characteristic clang against our trowels.  While some artifacts define their own story or perhaps the story of their context layer by their specificity or uniqueness, the wire nails of the John Brown House site take a different approach; they make their mark via their ubiquity throughout the site and present the archaeologist with a view of the excavation site characterized by similarities and parallels not necessarily seen when examining the excavation through the lens of other artifacts.

The nail found on the first day of excavation was found in the first shovel test pit (STP) located 0 meters north and 30 meters west of the overall site datum point (STP N0,W30).  The context in which it was found was called JBH 1, the excavation’s first assigned context.  While this STP was not foreseen to be a site of great discovery—the geophysical analysis did not strongly indicate that there would be anything of interest at that site—it was soon realized that this initial nail was simply the tip of the iceberg.  Before the STP was vacated and backfilled at the start of week four (September 29, 2008; “Excavation & Unit Summaries”: Week 4), six more similar nails were found for a total of seven in this particular context layer alone.  Furthermore, nails of the same type were also discovered elsewhere in the site.  In Unit 1, at the northern region of the excavation site, a nail was found in JBH 8 (excavated from 5.5cm to 18.5cm below the unit datum point) and again deeper in JBH 31 (excavated from 40cm to 50cm below the unit datum point).  The fact that these nails were so prevalent, as well as the fact that they were found in contexts from different historical periods, certainly makes one wonder what role they may have played across the John Brown House site.

Various types of nails were found at the John Brown House site.  Cut nails are nails that are hammered from a larger piece of iron and then cut at the tip, leaving a nail with a rather blunt end (unless it is further sharpened).  While a number of cut nails were found in various context layers, the nails considered here (and which were certainly the most prevalent) are wire nails.  Wire nails were an evolution from cut nails in that they were machine-produced (cut nails has some mechanization of the process but human labor still did much of the work; Glasgow Steel Nail 1997-2008) and much more standardized.  In addition, wire nails were round with a sharpened tip, perhaps making them easier to use.  On the other hand, cut nails retain about four times the load-bearing potential as wire nails, but this advantage often did not matter when cost and ease of use were also relevant issues.  Wire nails soon overcame cut nails in popularity, and they are still the most common nail used today (Fourshee, 1992).

The nails from JBH 1 (Munsell of 10YR 2/2), JBH 8 (Munsell of 10YR 2/2), and JBH 31 (Munsell of 10YR 3/4) are similar not only in the fact that they are all wire nails, but also in their size.  While some were bent and some were relatively straight, the average dimensions of all of the nails were 86.8mm in length with a 7.9mm head diameter and a 5.0mm body diameter.  However, all of the nails were corroded to some degree, so the dimensions may be a little distorted due to the layers of rust.  Perhaps more interesting than the size similarity was another commonality found among these nails: they all had a bulge about 1cm down from the head of the nail.  This bulge is most likely the characteristic bulge of what is called a “duplex nail”, a nail with a second head a bit removed from the main head which can be used in some instances to secure the nail more tightly, but which is more commonly used to leave a small piece of nail to grab which renders them much easier to remove, especially in situations when one needs to remove nails frequently (for example, in the construction of scaffolding; BWG Wire Nails Co.).  The presence of such a specialized design may be important in the interpretation of these nails’ role at the site.

Wire nails such as these were first produced in the United States during the mid-1850s on machines that were probably brought from or based on ones in France, where the technique was invented (Fourshee, 1992).  They did not become prevalent until after the Civil War, and the iron variety found at the John Brown House site were superseded relatively soon by steel varieties.  Thus the terminus post quem for these nails is sometime in the 1850s, but it is highly likely that they are from later in the 19th century at the earliest (Edwards and Wells 70).

The fact that these wire nails were found throughout the John Brown House site is perhaps the most intriguing aspect of their discovery.  One wire nail was unearthed in JBH 31, the “historic” context layer of Unit 1 which appears to date perhaps as far back as the late 19th century.  Yet another nail was excavated from JBH 8, a part of Unit 1’s Stratum 1, a stratum of modern fill soil characterized by a large midden of modern artifacts.  Perhaps this nail was elsewhere in the sight or was unearthed during some sort of landscaping and found its way along with other modern trash to the fill soil of Unit 1.  Alternatively, it is possible that the wire nail in JBH 31 was deposited in that layer much later as part of some other form of landscaping, although this alternative seems less likely considering the other historical artifacts in the context layer.  The seven nails of JBH 1 could be part of an older midden uncovered at that site.  However, their bent nature suggests that they were pulled from some sort of structure, so perhaps they were once part of a building that was razed in that area of the yard.  It is impossible to make any definite conclusions about the wire nails at the John Brown House site, but it is likely that some of them were introduced to the ground decades ago and others remained “on the job” until much later when they too were discarded, albeit at higher strata.

The wire nails of the John Brown House site are but one example of the many artifacts found during the excavations of fall 2008.  Yet they pop up everywhere, like an old friend, and we are wise to learn from their story.
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A comparative view of duplex wire nails from JBH 1, JBH 8, and JBH 31, with photos of each individual context below.
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