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The Quick Fix: Duct Tape from JBH 24


In JBH 24, the Unit 1 team found a small piece of duct tape, about a 4 cm square.  It was no longer adhesive and had two visible layers, one of silvery backing and one of a cloth 1 mm2 mesh, which were physically separating from each other.


Duct tape was invented during World War II and produced by Johnson and Johnson for use by the military when they needed a waterproof seal (Cole).  It has three layers: a polyurethane backing, a layer of cloth weave resembling surgical tape, and a rubber-based adhesive because of its strong, pressure-sensitve adhesive, its strength in its lengthwise direction, and  the ease with which it can be torn in its widthwise direction,  duct tape has been a popular quick-fix for a variety of problems since it was sold to the public (Wohleber).  


Several manufacturers produce duct tape, and there are a variety of duct tape “strengths” based on the strength of the adhesive and the tightness of the cotton mesh.  The mesh on the JBH 24 duct tape has a thread count of about 25 threads per inch.  According to a non-scientific survey by Backpacker Magazine, the rolls of tape reporters found in hardware stores in 2001 ranged from 18 to 66 threads per inch, but no silver duct tape they examined had a thread count near 25.  Though not possible at this time, duct tape thread counts might one day be recorded and compiled to form a diagnostic brand and/or time period measure.


In the absence of thread count dating, we can attempt to date the duct tape fragment by examining the stratigraphic context in which it was found.  JBH 24 was part of a larger stratigraphic unit that included JBH 18. Though these two contexts are considered one deposit, they showed some variation in color, according to the field notes.  JBH 18 and 24 had Munsell values of 10 YR 2/2 and 7.5 YR ¾, respectively.  In both contexts, the soil was loose and filled with an abundance of roots that made excavation difficult.  Both contexts were rich in modern trash and contained little historical material.  (Field Notes) Because of the looseness of the soil, the depth of a deposit with artifacts spanning such a short time, and the fact that Unit 1 underlay a visible depression in the JBH lawn, I suspect that this stratigraphic layer represents an area that was filled in with soil and trash in the late 20th century.  Large amounts of charcoal at the base of the deposit suggest that the hole that was filled in might have been a fire pit where trash was burned.

Duct tape has a prominent place in our popular culture, both as a multipurpose quick repair and for other more artistic uses.  The first Stuck at Prom scholarship competition was sponsored by Henkel in 2001, however, and a Google Books search of the phrase “duct tape” from before 1990 does not turn up any mention of these all-duct tape crafts.  In the context of the modern fill deposit, then, this duct tape fragment was probably used for a repair or other functional use, rather than as decoration or as a novelty.

Review of the Rhode Island Historical Society’s newsletters from 1972 to 1992 shows that the John Brown House lawn hosted repair workers as well as public events several times over the years in which the fill could have been deposited (RIHS Newsletters).  There were two candlelight Galas in heated tents on the lawn, both of which would have had plenty of use for duct tape to hold electrical wires or other technical elements in place.  Repair workers could have used duct tape on their tools or vehicles.  Duct tape is prevalent enough in modern American culture that its presence in the fill gives us minimal information about how the deposit was laid down.

What cultural clues are hidden in a 4 cm square of duct tape? It might speak to our culture’s quick-fix mentality:  where earlier eras left nails and other more permanent methods of affixing one object to another, late twentieth century Rhode Island left a temporary adhesive tape.  It certainly gives information about the materials available to manufacturers and the goods available to consumers and how both groups used those resources in the last few decades of the last century.

Coffee Wars: Styrofoam fragments from JBH 18/24

Several pieces of Styrofoam were found in Unit 1, fragments bearing a “Mister Donut” logo in JBH 18, a fragment with a “Dunkin’ Donuts logo “ in JBH 24, and other unmarked Styrofoam pieces in both contexts.  Since the two contexts are part of the same stratigraphic unit, I will consider the fragments together.

Because of their logos and cylindrically curved shapes, I believe the Styrofoam pieces come from coffee or other hot drink cups from coffee and donut franchises. The fragments’ material is diagnostic in itself, because Styrofoam coffee cups were first used in 1962.  But the most striking diagnostic characteristics of the Styrofoam pieces are their two logos.    These physically and functionally similar pieces with different graphics imprinted on them tell a story first of competing brands, but ultimately of the fast food franchise culture that makes the cups, and the restaurants from which they came, more alike than different.  

The history of the two doughnut brands underscores this similarity.  William Rosenberg and Harry Winokur were partners in founding the first Dunkin’ Donuts stores between 1948 and 1955.  When Rosenberg wanted to create Dunkin’ Donuts franchises and Winokur did not, Rosenberg bought Winokur out of the operation (UNH library).  Winokur, however, went on to found the Mister Donut brand in 1956.  In 1990, Allied Lyons bought both Dunkin’ Donuts and Mister Donut brands, and most U.S. Mister Donut stores became Dunkin’ Donuts.  The competing coffee and donut companies, born of the same partnership in Southern Massachusetts, were finally reunited.


The competing brands’ coffee cups have different logos, but otherwise their form and function is strikingly similar.  Both cups were made of white Styrofoam of similar thickness, and both were used for carrying hot beverages out of coffee shops.  Both cups were emblazoned with the signs of nationally franchised brands.  Both cups describe a culture where coffee is drunk on the run and food franchises are prominent.


The first food franchises were started in 1924, but franchising of the restaurant chains we know today took off in the early 1950s.  (Allen and Albala) The Dunkin Donuts and Mister Donut brands are both parts of this franchise explosion.  They were used made in a context that valued entrepreneurship and widespread business growth, and used in a cultural context of nationally recognized brands providing standardized products.  


Just as they were used within a cultural context, the artifacts were deposited and eventually excavated in the stratigraphic context of the modern fill deposit discussed above.  By the post-1962 date of the Styrofoam coffee cup and the 1990 name change of U.S. Mister Donut stores, we can bracket the Mister Donut fragments, at least, to this 28-year date range.  If the modern fill layer was deposited all at one time, we can further refine this dates by the 1976 TPQ given by the coffee milk container (Jacob Combs’s object biography).

  In 1976-1990 trash heap, we also found a McDonalds coffee cup lid and a school-lunch-sized carton of coffee milk.  Together, these artifacts give us an idea of the coffee culture of Rhode Island in the late twentieth century.  Coffee is something that people carry with them, something that people return to familiar brands to get, something that children cannot drink at full strength but enjoy in a diluted form.  Coffee is a way for multiple companies to profit and expand.  


Looking at these modern remains shows us how our own culture, or at least one very similar to our own, appears in the archaeological record.  Modern trash shows distinctive logos for different brands, and indeed we see the prevalence of national brands all around us.  Modern trash shows us disposable Styrofoam and duct tape, a product used for quick and temporary repairs, and indeed we look at our world and see that much of our material culture is temporary, breakable, and not considered worthy of permanent repair.  Spending time studying these material leftovers of our recent past has shone light on a few particular aspects of modern American and Rhode Island cultural history.
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