Jacob Combs

Introduction

The study of stratigraphy is an important part of the archaeological process.  As Steve Roskams puts in his site-work manual Excavation, the maintenance of a thorough and methodical stratigraphic record gives the excavator a full idea of the “physical character and spatial disposition of the stratigraphic units on a site” (2007 [2001]: 153).  Roskams argues that the study of stratigraphy does not simply provide the excavator with the means to better describe his or her finds, but rather gives the excavator the opportunity to comprehend artifacts within the “context of deposition and position in a sequence of development of the site” (ibid.)  This, Roskams believes, is one of the key elements that separate modern archaeology from the treasure-hunting attitude that often characterized the discipline in the past.


During our work at the John Brown House, we excavated in 10 cm contexts.  Starting from a datum point, we dug until we reached either a new natural stratum or were 10 cm from the datum point, at which point a new context was declared and recorded.  This method combined natural strata and arbitrary contexts, and provided our class with the useful educational experience of carefully monitoring our digging, taking levels, and paying attention to how far down we were into our units.  This paper will attempt to reconstruct those natural strata that were encountered during the dig, using final unit wall profiles, excavation notes and field blogs.


The first part of this paper will involve a unit-by-unit appraisal of the different natural strata encountered at the John Brown House.  At the end of our time in the field, each unit took photographs of the profile view of their unit’s walls and then made a sketch of one of these walls describing the unit’s natural stratigraphy.  These stratigraphic units will each be designated with a name, and catalogued in terms of the context or contexts (natural or arbitrary) that defined them during excavation.  The second part of this paper will look at strata across units.  We opened five excavation units, each delineated in the geophysics results below.  As the geophysics data show, Units 1 & 2 as well as Units 4 & 5 probably lie among elements of the same features.  Using our stratigraphy results, this paper will attempt to either support or deny the impressions given by the geophysics data.  
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Unit-by-Unit Analysis
Unit 1
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	Strata
	Contexts
	Munsell Value

	
	
	

	Stratum 1
	JBH 5, 8, 9, 18 & 24
	10YR 2/2, very dark brown

	Stratum 2
	JBH24
	7.5YR 3/4, dark brown

	Stratum 3
	JBH31
	10YR 3/4


From the first unit, the difficulty of organizing strata based on contexts is already apparent.  As the wall profile clearly shows, three strata are visible in Unit 1, marked Strata 1, 2 & 3 in the table above.  The dotted line in the diagram shows a soil change that was perceived during digging (hence the differentiation of JBH5 and JBH8) but was not clearly visible in the profile view.  As the Unit 1 team’s excavation notes explain, JBH5 was clearly topsoil—it was dark brown, not very rocky and easy to dig into.  A modern looking screw and two pieces of glass were encountered within JBH5 (Field Notes JBH5).  The team then began a new context, JBH8, which they said contained a different natural stratum, one that was more wet and condensed than the soil in JBH5.  In this context, the team encountered some small pieces of brick, glass, a few pieces of ceramic and a modern handkerchief (Field Notes JBH8).  JBH9, 18 & 24 were all recorded as arbitrary contexts within a single natural stratum.  In these contexts the team found a large quantity of modern trash: plastic bags, Easter grass, a milk carton, a McDonald’s coffee stirrer, pieces of Styrofoam cups and modern-looking glass (Field Notes JBH9, 18 & 24).  After the team had excavated JBH18, they decided to excavate JBH24 as a 20 cm context, with the aim of getting down through what appeared to them to be a layer of modern fill until they reached more historical soil (Field Notes JBH24).  During digging, however, the team appears to have missed indentifying Stratum 2, which was present in the wall’s profile view but was excavated as part of JBH24.  Finally, the team excavated JBH31, a hard compact soil that constituted a natural context.  In this context, they encountered a large quantity of coal, some brick fragments, a few nails and pieces of pearlware and transfer print pottery (Field Notes JBH31).


Unit 1’s experience was a bit unique compared to the experiences of the other excavation teams.  The stratigraphic information, however, seems rather clear.  JBH 5, 8, 9 18 & 24 all make up a single stratum: Stratum 1, the modern fill layer that the Unit 1 team wanted to get through.  JBH5 & 8 were probably identified as different strata because of human error—often, when the site gets wet (or conversely when it dries off), identical soils can look different than they did before.  Also, it is possible that during the first few weeks of excavation, the team was more careful about looking for stratigraphic changes even when they didn’t exist.  Stratum 2 could have seemed similar to Stratum 1 during excavation, and was thus excavated as JBH24.  Either way, the historical stratum encountered in Unit 1 is clearly Stratum 3, which was excavated entirely as JBH31.

Unit 2
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	Strata
	Contexts
	Munsell Value

	
	
	

	Stratum 4
	JBH6 & 10
	10YR 2/1

	Stratum 5
	JBH11
	Not recorded

	Stratum 6
	JBH11
	Not recorded



Three natural strata are visible in the south wall profile of Unit 2 along with several wall features.  The first, Stratum 4, consists of two contexts, JBH6 & 10.  JBH6 consisted of topsoil, and contained a red, machined piece of plastic, screws, glass and bricks.  In this context, the excavators began to see signs of the eventual features of the unit—a circular pipe with a spigot handle in the center, and a feature consisting of concrete and bricks in the NE part of the unit (Field Notes JBH6).  JBH10 was a much sandier soil that was found mostly towards the northern end of the unit.  In the fill soil that comprised Stratum 4, the team found pieces of plastic, a nail and a wooden champagne cork (Field Notes JBH10).  Two other natural strata are visible, each excavated as JBH11.  JBH11 consisted of mottled soil, and contained a small piece of whiteware.  The excavators also encountered another concrete feature and brick with a maker’s mark in this context (Field Notes JBH11).  While the Unit 2 team was digging, they did not perceive a stratigraphic change between what is marked on the diagram as Stratum 4 and Stratum 5.  Because of this, both strata were excavated as JBH11, although the stratigraphic change is clearly visible on the photograph the team took during the last day of digging.  The soil composition of Stratum 5, on the left side of the photograph, is much lighter and more mottled than the soil of Stratum 6, which is much darker and contains more carbon.


Because of the distribution of finds in Unit 2, it is easy to imagine that the soil that was excavated has previously been disturbed. The finds that the Unit 2 team encountered during excavation ranged from historic materials such as whiteware to modern plastics and concrete.  Because modern finds were present throughout the unit and not only in upper layers of strata, it can be inferred that this soil was disturbed as some point not too long ago.  JBH6 clearly appears to be a fill layer, and it is possible that it was work on the pipes that are apparent in this unit that led to the disturbance in its contexts.  

Unit 3
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	Strata
	Contexts
	Munsell Value

	
	
	

	Stratum 7
	JBH12
	10YR 2/2

	Stratum 8
	JBH17 & 23
	7.5YR 3/3

	Stratum 9
	JBH23
	7.5YR 3/3

	Stratum 10
	JBH28
	7.5YR 3/3

	Stratum 11
	JBH28, 34 & 40
	10YR 4/6


Five strata can be seen in this unit, although the assignment of contexts is a bit difficult.  

Stratum 7 consisted of one context, JBH12, and was made up of mostly dark, moist, loamy soil that was easy to dig through.  In this context, the team found a rusted nail and some pottery (a mulberry transfer print and a white glazed sherd).  They also found the sherd of a tobacco pipe bowl, which appeared to be of 19th century construction (Field Notes JBH12).  Right around 10 cm down, they came across a new stratum, Stratum 8, which they designated as JBH17.  This context was a mottled yellow-black clay that contained two nails, a piece of glass and more ceramic sherds (this time a blue transfer print with a maker’s mark) (Field Notes JBH17).  Stratum 9 was recorded in the wall’s profile view, but must have been missed during excavation, because JBH23, an arbitrary level, begins in Stratum 8 and continues into Stratum 9.  JBH23 contained many pieces of pink sponge-decorated whiteware, a piece of glass, and a few pieces of red earthenware (one glazed green and one glazed blue).  This stratum also contained pockets of mortar among the soil and many nail fragments (Field Notes JBH23).   The excavators started JBH28 as a new arbitrary context, beginning at around 33 cm, but the beginning of this new context actually coincided with the beginning of Stratum 10 and continued on into Stratum 11.  The soil in JBH28 was of a uniform moist, brown quality that contained a fair amount of pebbles.  In this context, glass was more prevalent than pottery, and part of a modern key was found, along with a piece of Imari porcelain inlaid with gold leaf (Field Notes JBH28).  JBH34, identified by the excavators as a new natural layer, lay entirely within Stratum 11.  In this layer, a lighter, tougher clay-like soil, the team found nails, coal, brick and a few stray pottery bits (Field Notes JBH34).  A new context, JBH40, which contained a red clay soil, was identified right at the bottom of Stratum 11, but only about 2 cm of the context were excavated before digging stopped (Field Notes JBH40).

Unit 4
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	Strata
	Contexts
	Munsell Value

	
	
	

	Stratum 12
	JBH13
	7.5YR 2.5/1

	Stratum 13
	JBH16
	10YR 2/1

	Stratum 14
	JBH20 & 37
	10YR 3/2

	Stratum 15
	JBH 19
	10YR 3/2

	Stratum 16
	JBH39 & 42
	10YR 3/2


Unit 4 contains five stratigraphic units, and is separated in the middle by feature 4.  Stratum 12 consists entirely of JBH13, a loose topsoil in which the excavators found modern debris such as a plastic pen and two pennies from 1967 and 1971 (Field Notes JBH13).  The second stratum, Stratum 13, contained JBH16, a much darker, gravelly layer.  This context contained pieces of glass, brick, coal and undecorated creamware.  At the bottom of this stratigraphic unit, the excavators uncovered feature 4, a large, flat stone in the middle of the unit.  They then dug on either side of the feature in different contexts (Field Notes JBH16).  Stratum 14 consists of two contexts, JBH20 & 37, which were excavated on the eastern side of the feature.  JBH20 contained very rocky soil and some pockets of sand in the northeast corner.  Nails and mortar were found, along with two large bricks (Field Notes JBH20).  JBH37 was an arbitrary level that continued in the same stratum as JBH20, and digging within this context revealed more of the feature (Field Notes JBH37).  Stratum 15 lay on the western side of feature 4, and consisted entirely of JBH19.  JBH19 was opened as an arbitrary layer, but ended up coinciding mostly with Stratum 15.  The soil in JBH19 was mottled, and the excavators found a large nail, some glass and brick and two sherds of ceramic (Field Notes JBH19).  Stratum 16 was the final stratum encountered in Unit 4, and consisted of two contexts: JBH39 & 42.  JBH39, another arbitrary context, contained pieces of ceramic, glass and coal (Field Notes JBH39).  JBH42, also an arbitrary context, contained soft soil with small pieces of gravel in which the excavators found pieces of ceramic, coal, brick, glass and nails (Field Notes JBH42).


This unit is a good example of the diversity of soils that can be found in a very small area.  Clearly, the discovery of the feature in the middle of the unit complicates the stratigraphy, and the difference between the soil to the west and the east of the feature is quite pronounced.  In fact, this difference can be seen even in the final photograph of the wall.  JBH37, the final context to the east of the feature, contains very rocky soil, while the final context to the west of the feature, JBH42, contains much softer and darker soil.  

Unit 5




	Strata
	Contexts
	Munsell Value

	
	
	

	Stratum 17
	JBH27 & 36
	7.5YR 2.5/1

	Stratum 18
	JBH32
	Not recorded

	Stratum 19
	JBH35
	10YR 5/3



Three strata can be clearly seen in the profile of Unit 5’s north wall.  The first, Stratum 17, contained both JBH27 & 36.  JBH27 was a layer of topsoil with mostly sandy silt and gravel (Field Notes JBH27).  Two new contexts were encountered below JBH27: JBH30, which lay in strips on the west and east walls of the unit, and JBH32, which lay in the middle of the unit.  JBH30, a dark grey brown soil that was fragile and loose, did not touch the north side of the unit, hence its absence in the wall profile (Field Notes JBH30).  JBH32, however, which can be seen in the wall profile, comprised a new stratum, Stratum 18.  JBH32 was very gravelly with sandy yellow patches, and inside this context the excavators found pieces of two bricks, one with a maker’s mark on it, a piece of ceramic pipe, some white glazed ceramic and a piece of glazed red earthenware (Field Notes JBH32).  The next context they encountered, JBH35, lay below JBH32, and consisted of sandy soil that was significantly more yellow than JBH30 or 32.  JBH35 comprised a new stratigraphic layer, Stratum 19.  The soil in JBH35 was very loose, and the context contained a few large stones in the center that were surrounded by crumbling mortar (Field Notes JBH35).  The next context that the excavators encountered was JBH36, which consisted of the same soil type that had made up JBH27 but actually lay below JBH30 (Field Notes JBH36).  Because JBH30 did not appear on the stratigraphic profile of the north wall, JBH17 and JBH36 appear to both be part of Stratum 17.  Only one other context, JBH41, was encountered, which consisted of a layer of architectural rubble that the excavators uncovered above Feature 7.  This context does not constitute a new natural stratum, since it was most likely bits of the feature that had come off.


As one of the excavators of Unit 5 put it, the unit contained “convoluted contexts.”
  Essentially, the north wall of the unit reveals three distinct stratigraphic layers before Feature 7 is encountered.  The confusion about JBH27 & 36 being a part of the same stratum comes from the fact that JBH30 was encountered as a distinct context between JBH27 & 36 but did not show up in the wall profile.  Because JBH27 & 36 contained the same soil type, however, it is fitting that they would constitute the same stratum.  The other two strata are a bit more self-explanatory, and follow the natural contexts unearthed by the excavators.  This unit is a great example, however, of how complicated different contexts can become in an area as small as a one square meter unit.

Comparing Strata Across Units

Comparing stratigraphic layers between units is incredibly valuable—it allows the excavation site to be considered as a whole instead of treating units as individual entities.  In this way, it provides some help against ‘exploding’ the site, a process in which “the constituent elements of the site and its artefacts…become disengaged” (Jones 2003: 42), by maintaining to some extent the original relationships between the objects found during excavation.  Our work at the John Brown House involved excavation units that were relatively small, only 1m x 1m.  Units 1 and 2, like Units 3 and 5, were only around half a meter away from each other, and yet great changes in stratigraphy can be seen between Units 3 and 5, while similarities in stratigraphy are apparent between Units 1 and 2.  For this reason, it is useful to consider these units in comparison with each other.


When we began our work at the John Brown House, the positioning of our units was greatly influenced by the geophysics results.  Units 1 & 2 both lay on the same red-orange patch, indicative of a region with high conductivity, while Units 4 & 5 lay on a blue line, a region with high resistance.  Unit 3, although located close to Unit 5, is not on this area of high resistance.  Although we did not know much before we began excavation other than the fact that the area of high resistance might be some sort of building foundation, it was clear that regions of interest would be under these two pairs of units.  It is not surprising, then, that significant similarities can be seen between the stratigraphies of Units 1 and 2 as well as Units 4 and 5.

Units 1 & 2


Both Units 1 & 2 were replete with modern trash, a phenomenon that occurred through most of the excavated strata.  Because of these modern items, it seems reasonable to assume that the top layer of both units, Stratum 1 (in Unit 1) and Stratum 4 (in Unit 2) were part of the same fill layer.  Finds in these strata included modern screws, a handkerchief, a Mister Donut cup (shown to the right below) and foil wrappers in Unit 1, along with a piece of plastic and a champagne cork topper in Unit 2. The Munsell value, a three part color system that uses hue, value (lightness) and chroma (purity of color) to differentiate between different soils, is 10YR 2/2 for Stratum 1, while the value for Stratum 4 is 10YR 2/1.  A possible hypothesis for the similarity of these units would be some sort of construction or maintenance activity, perhaps on the piping that was encountered in Unit 2.  The original construction dates of those pipes (early 20th century, according to a man who visited the site on our community archaeology day
) greatly predate the refuse that were found in the two units, but maintenance of the pipes is certainly possible.  The fact that the fill soil is similar between the two units, in addition to the general dispersal of the modern trash without the strata, lends credence to the idea that this soil has been disturbed since it was first laid down.


Drawing analogies between the deeper strata of the two units is a bit more complex.  Contexts in Unit 2 got rather convoluted once features were revealed.  Munsell values for these lower layers, however, all fell within the 10YR range, usually from 10YR 4/3 to 10YR5/6.  The Munsell value for Stratum 2, within Unit 1, was 7.5YR 3/4, which makes any connection between this stratum and those of Unit 2 unlikely.  The final stratum of Unit 1, however, Stratum 3, had a Munsell value of 10YR 3/4, similar to those of the contexts surrounding the features in Unit 2.  It is possible that there is some connection between Stratum 3 and the contexts around the features in Unit 2, especially considering the continuity of brick found between the two units (both visible in the wall profile photographs).  This connection, however, is not quite as strong as the one between Stratum 1 and Stratum 4, mostly because the stratigraphy around the features in Unit 2 got very complicated and wasn’t recorded on the final day of digging.

Units 3, 4 & 5

Comparisons between Units 3, 4 and 5 are a bit more complex to make.  From the geophysics data, Units 4 & 5 appear to lie along the same highly resistive feature, while Unit 3 lies outside that feature.  Once more, the top layer of both units, Stratum 12 in Unit 4 and Stratum 17 in Unit 5, are probably a continuous stratum.  The Munsell value for the two soils is identical (7.5YR 2.5/1), and both team’s descriptions of the soil are similar: “dark soil with gravel” for Unit 4 and “sandy silt and gravel” for Unit 3.  This stratum could be another fill layer similar to the one in Units 1 & 2—Stratum 12 contained 2 pennies dated 1967 and 1971 (shown to the right above).  The final strata of Units 4 & 5, Strata 14 and 16 in Unit 4 and Stratum 19 in Unit 5, however, are of the most interest.  Although the Munsell values aren’t exactly the same—10YR 3/2 for Strata 14 and 16 as compared to 10YR 5/3 for Stratum 19, the three strata should be considered with regard to one another.  Although Strata 14 and 16 have the same Munsell value, they are dramatically different in composition: Stratum 16, which lay on the west side of Unit 4, had much smoother soil, with only small pieces of gravel, than Stratum 14, which lay on the west side of the feature and had very rocky soil.  Stratum 19 was composed almost entirely of this rocky soil—in fact, the final context in that stratum, JBH41, consisted only of architectural rubble, and was probably composed of bits of the feature that had come off.  Because of the differences in soil, Stratum 14 and 19 seem somewhat related, with Stratum 16 being distinct.  This is not surprising, given the geography of the site.  As the geophysics data shows, Unit 4 is just a bit offset from the resistive feature, while Unit 5 is almost directly on top of it.  This feature, which could be some sort of foundation or construction ditch, is most likely the source of the rocky architectural rubble found in Stratum 19 and Stratum 14.  Stratum 16, on the other hand, is to the west of the feature, hence its smoother soil composition.

The shallower strata of Units 3 and 4 show less correlation to each other, but the bottom layers have similar Munsell values. In this vein, Stratum 16, with a Munsell value of 10YR 3/2, and Stratum 11, with a Munsell value of 10YR 4/6, show some similarity to each other.  As with the comparison between Units 4 and 5, this makes sense considering the geography of the Units. Stratum 16, which lies to the west of feature 4 in Unit 4, is comprised of dark, brown, loamy soil, while Stratum 11 in Unit 3, which is completely removed from the resistive feature, had moist, uniform brown soil.  In this way, Unit 4 was an interesting cross-section of similar strata in both Units 3 and 5.  Because Unit 4 was bisected by feature 4, the bottom stratum to the west of the feature resemble the bottom stratum in Unit 3, while the bottom stratum to the east of the feature represents that of Unit 5.  Unit 4, then, is an excellent example of the complexity of strata that can exist in just one square meter of an excavation site.

Strata correlation between Units 1 & 2
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	Contexts around features (not a unique stratum)




Strata correlation between Units 3, 4 & 5
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	Stratum 18



	Stratum 19







Conclusion

First and foremost, the aim of this course has been to introduce a group of budding archaeologists (or perhaps archaeology enthusiasts) to the practices of the discipline.  Naturally, the work that we did at the John Brown House is important in its own right archaeologically, but a significant portion of the class was directed towards education and helping us as students to understand the methodologies of fieldwork and labwork.  During our fieldwork, the decision to dig down in 10 cm arbitrary contexts was an educational tool: it encouraged us to move slowly and methodically through our work (for the most part), and forced us to be conscious about changes in the stratigraphy we were encountering.  Our use of arbitrary contexts did make stratigraphic analysis a little bit more challenging.  As I can say from first-hand experience, detecting stratigraphic changes in soil composition can be very difficult.  Because of this, the wall profile that each unit drew up at the end of excavation did not always (or even often) match the stratigraphic notes taken during excavation.


To a large extent, the work that we’ve done at the John Brown House this semester is a work in progress—next year’s class will pick up where we left off, and they will have the opportunity to excavate some of the units that we had to fill up just as things were getting interesting, such as Units 1 and 5.  This stratigraphic analysis, for instance, will have to be modified after excavation next year to reflect the new data gleaned by that year’s class.  As always, archaeology is a continuous process—there is never any point at which one can declare a site “fully excavated.”  As we have learned from this course, lab work is just as essential as fieldwork, and even if one could remove every artifact from a site (which is, of course, next to impossible), the need to analyze and reinterpret would always exist.  In describing the archaeological process, Gavin Lucas asks, “Why are we so professional about creating an archaeology devoid of us?” (Lucas 2001: 13).  In this course, we have tried to work against that idea.  Our field blogs are an excellent example of a means by which we aimed to remain connected to our excavation.  Our work at the John Brown House has been valuable for us as students, but as we learned from the frustratingly short time we were able to spend in the field, there is always more to explore and discover.

Figure 1: Geophysics results from John Brown House





Figure 2: Final profile photo of Unit 1’s West Wall





Figure 3: Final profile photo of Unit 2’s South Wall





Figure 4: Final profile photo of Unit 3’s North Wall





Figure 5: Final profile photo of Unit 4’s South Wall





Figure 6: Final profile photo of Unit 5’s North Wall








� Elise Nuding’s field blog, 10/27/08, http://proteus.brown.edu/archaeologyofcollegehill/6387


� Personal correspondence with Megan Alger, Dec. 14, 2008





