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1. Coffee Lid from JBH18 (17cm-27cm), Unit 1.


This coffee cup lid came from the affectionately named “modern trash heap” that was Unit 1. The first indication that it is a coffee lid is the raised words on the top half of the cover reading “OTHER” and “DECAF.” The Braille symbols beneath read “O,” “THE,” “R” for other and “D,” “E,” “C,” under “decaf.” There are three grades of Braille, and this is an example of the use of grade two. Grade two Braille includes contractions such as the one symbol that stands for “the.” This would suggest that the cup once contained coffee.


Furthermore, it is a logical conclusion that this cup came from the fast food chain McDonald’s due to the appearance of the trademark “golden arches” symbol on the lid of the cup. According to the official McDonald’s Corporation website, Raymond Albert Kroc opened the first McDonald’s restaurant in 1955 in Des Plaines, Illinois. The golden arches symbol was first officially introduced as a part of the McDonald’s logo in 1962.

 In 1994, an elderly woman in Albuquerque NM spilled coffee in her lap while opening a cup of McDonald’s coffee in a parked car. The woman, Stella Liebeck, suffered third degree burns and as a result underwent several skin-grafting surgeries. She sued McDonald’s, and was awarded “$2.7 million in punitive damages and $160,000 in compensatory damages” (Ramirez, 1). As a result of this lawsuit, McDonald’s began to produce coffee lids with warnings that said “caution: hot!” to avoid future legal battles. Because this lid does not contain a warning label, it must date to before 1994. 


The “Egg McMuffin,” the first item on McDonald’s breakfast menu, was test-marketed in the U.S. in 1971, and officially added to the menu in 1973, and the company’s first drive-thru was introduced in 1975. The complete breakfast menu was officially introduced in America in 1977 (A Brief History of McDonald’s). It would be logical that coffee was introduced to the McDonald’s menu at this point. 


In 1989, Hardee’s, a similar fast-food chain, introduced a coffee lid with a tab on the cover that could be opened and closed repeatedly, so that the lid could still contain the coffee even after the drinker began drinking. According to a New York Times article, this innovation was introduced to facilitate “to go” orders, and “Hardee’s executives acknowledge that some of their ideas come now from their own research but from careful observation of the competition, especially McDonald’s” (McGill 1989, 3). The article continues to admit that “although Hardee’s is known for its breakfast menu, for instance, McDonald’s was the first to offer fast-food breakfast and create an enormous market for breakfast foods” (McGill 1989, 3). This would suggest that by 1989, McDonalds were using re-sealable coffee tops, unlike the top found in JBH18 where the tab is completely removed prior to drinking. The fact that the tab is absent here would suggest that the buyer of that particular cup of coffee was drinking his or her coffee on the go, as leaving the top on keeps the coffee warm for a greater duration, and prevents the coffee from spilling.


With artifacts such as ceramics and glassware, it is difficult to determine the “life-span” of the artifact, because an object may have been passed down in a family over time, or been used for several generations before it was discarded for whatever reason. Often, “one must be careful when using ceramics to date sites by accounting for the lifespans of certain types of wares and the ways in which ceramics enter and leave the household system” (Adams 2005, 38) However, in our fast-food crunching, disposable society, it is unlikely that this McDonald’s coffee cup lid had a very long lifespan; this lid is for a disposable paper or Styrofoam coffee cup. It is likely that the object was not carried far from the restaurant at which it was purchased before being discarded, and that the owner of the cup did not save the lid for any great duration. It is made of thin plastic, and would serve little purpose beyond the life of the coffee it once contained. 


The information above would suggest a tentative date range from 1977, with the introduction of the breakfast menu to 1989, with the presence of re-sealable coffee lids. However, it may be stated that this lid couldn’t possibly date to before 1962 and the introduction of the golden arches as McDonald’s logo, and could not possibly date after 1994 when the words “caution: hot!” were added to all coffee lids in the U.S. to prevent lawsuits. 
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2. Pearlware dish fragments (3), from JBH23 (23-33cm), Unit 3.


These three fragments were excavated from context JBH33 in Unit 3. It has been hypothesized that unit 3 was a construction trench dug next to the building that once stood upon the site to allow the workers access and space to construct the foundation of the building. This falls in line with the results of the geophysical survey, which indicate the presence of a foundation running N/S just west of unit 3. The results of the survey were corroborated by findings in the field of rough construction fill and foundation stones along that axis. Also, the fact that unit 3 was fairly rubble-free soil with few context changes attests to the fact that it may have been filled all at once and supports the construction trench theory. If that is the case, it is likely that these fragments were deposited shortly after the construction of the building on the Hale/Ives half of the property.


These three pieces are a ceramic type known as pearlware. Pearlware was introduced as a type of pottery by Josiah Wedgewood in 1779 (Stelle 2001, 4). Wedgewood coined the moniker “pearl white,” although he appropriated pre-existing techniques to a degree. The contemporary name for this type of ceramic was “china glaze,” and this was produced in Staffordshire as early as 1775 (Orser 2002, 415). Pearlware is identifiable by the blue-tint to the glaze that is visible in places where glaze pools during firing, e.g. around a base rim. The blue tint is attributed to the presence of cobalt in the glaze, which was added to make the piece appear whiter and more porcelain-like. The body of this ceramic can be differentiated from creamware by its slightly harder and whiter quality. Generally, pearlware can range in color from “deeply blue to almost colorless” (Stelle 2001, 5). The median production value of pearlware is 1805, and Hume suggests “that by 1810, pearlware had become the common tableware of America” (Stelle 2001, 6). Pearlware was often molded, painted or printed, and shell edges were very common. It is difficult to say whether this piece was either decorated or had molded edges, for the majority of the extant glaze exists on the reverse of the pieces, underneath the base in a location that would not normally be decorated. It is difficult to say precisely when pearlware fell from favor in the American home, as “essentially, all of these common types [whiteware, pearlware, and creamware] evolved out of and around each other, and start and end dates are elusive” (Orser 2002, 416). However, by the 1830s, whiteware had firmly replaced pearlware as the most used type of ceramic in American homes. 


The fragments of pearlware found in JBH23 are particularly interesting because two of them were broken at one time, but can now be pieced back together very accurately. This would suggest that this context had not been disturbed after the pieces were deposited. The two pieces that fit together contain enough of a base to allow the base diameter to be estimated fairly accurately; it is estimated that the plate had a diameter of about five inches, which would suggest that it could have been a bowl, saucer, cup plate or child’s plate (Umass Archaeology Lab Codebook). When the pieces are examined from the side, the slope of the rise from the base is gradual enough to exclude the possibility of this having been a bowl; it is more likely that this piece was a saucer, cup-plate or child’s plate. 


Pearlware during this time period was imported from Great Britain. All of the major British ceramic factories produced pearlware at the height if its popularity, especially Stoke-on-Trent, Yorkshire, Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Sunderland, South Wales, Scotland and Belfast (Orser 2002, 416). The fragments from JBH23 were probably imported to the United States with a shipment of pearlware somewhere around the late 18th and early 19th centuries. It is possible that this piece came across the Atlantic on one of the merchant vessels much like the ones owned by John Brown himself. Maybe Mr. Wedgewood’s new “pearlware” was advertised in a newspaper like those mentioned in the Mrozowski article, and a woman of the household or perhaps a steward decided it was time to purchase a new dinner set. This small plate or saucer may have been a part of a larger set that was used for a time. Then, this particular plate was dropped while being scrubbed, or perhaps this piece lost favor with its owners as whiteware took the place of pearlware at the table setting, and the pieces were lost and discarded. Somehow, they made their way to the fill of the construction trench. Perhaps the broken plate was thrown on the pile of rubbish that would soon become back-dirt for the construction trench, and that is where they lay until they were excavated this fall, cleaned, and labeled. And soon, these pieces of pottery that were once simply refuse will become accessioned artifacts in the Rhode Island Historical Society- back in the John Brown House again.
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1. Porcelain Fuse/Plug Holder (8 fragments) from JBH32, Unit 5 


These pieces of porcelain were removed from the construction rubble of Unit 5. There are eight fragments altogether, five of which do fit together. All of the fragments have at least one smooth glazed surface, though few of these surfaces are planar and un-contoured. There are many elements of the fragments that include circular or cylindrical indentations that are also glazed. Three of the pieces fit together to make a shape that has both cylindrical and angular elements. The two largest pieces that fit together have a channel running lengthwise across the piece; the channel is also glazed. Below this there are three roughly printed raised numbers, possibly reading “8 1 9.”  The obverse of these two pieces also has small sections of glazed surface, suggesting that the piece was hollow. Another base fragment is imprinted with the words “30 amp” along the lower edge.


This is a very strange piece. At first, it was identified as an electrical insulator; both porcelain and glass were commonly used for insulators on telephone and telegraph poles. Porcelain was a well-suited material for insulation because it is “a poor conductor of electricity and heat, a non-absorbent of moisture, with a surface repellant of water, and free from pores or cracks. It should also remain unaffected by exposure to the weather” (Pope 1881, 91). However, porcelain was less than ideal because of its ability to absorb heat; as temperatures fluctuated in the sun or depending on the season, condensation could at times form on the surface of the porcelain, lessening the effectiveness of the insulator. However, there are several characteristics of these fragments that would lead one to believe it is not, in fact, the type of insulator that was used on telegraph and telephone poles in the 19th century.

First of all, the fragments from JBH32 do not even remotely resemble the type of insulator that was used on telegraph and telephone poles. First of all, it appears that the groove in the two larger pieces that fit together travels around a corner; if this was a telegraph insulator, this is where the wires would have wrapped around the insulator. However, these were all circular, because the tension of the wires was such that a rectangular shaped insulator would not structurally have been the soundest form. However, the raised “30 amp” print on the base fragment would suggest that this porcelain piece was electrical in function. 

Porcelain was used for other electrical purposes aside from telegraph insulators. This material was also used within the house for fuse blocks and lamp sockets. A modern day Google search for “porcelain 30 amp” will result in many advertisements for 30 amp fuse blocks or simply “porcelain fuses.” Photographs of antique porcelain light sockets will yield results that vaguely resemble the basic shape of the porcelain fragments from JBH32. With this information in mind, it is likely that these pieces of porcelain once served as insulators within a household setting. Porcelain blocks were useful in connecting wires and insulating smaller appliances (e.g. light bulbs) from administering unpleasant shocks to their users. 
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