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Porcelain Electrical Insulation
[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]




This find, unearthed in Unit 6, context JBH48, consists of three small sherds and one large block of porcelain.  Each of these is glazed on at least one surface, and the large block has implanted in it the end of a ridged metal tube as well as two twisted bundles of wire, one of which runs directly into the metal base of the tube, the other of which passes through a clamp raised to the side.  The bottom of the large block, while clearly the bottom of the object complete with a raised foot, is unfortunately split in half, leaving the number “35” in relief with no context.  Furthermore, one of the small shards fits into the large block cleanly, completing a rough broken edge as a smooth finished one.  The ceramic component of the largest block measures 51.5 mm long by 42.6 mm wide by 36.8 mm tall at the tallest point, while the metal cylinder, which has been warped either by a pre-depositional event or by its time in the earth, measures 31.4 mm at its widest point and 24.7 mm at its narrowest.  The bundles of metal wires extending from the artifact were measured in three separate measurements, none of which were exact due to the curvature of the fragile wires: the thin bundle is approximately 130.0 mm long, while the two halves of the thick bundle, which passes through a metal bracket, were measured to 71.4 mm and 139.0 mm.

A similar artifact was found during excavations last year, without the metal wires but with the additional words “30 amp” imprinted on one side.
  This fact, along with the wires in this year’s artifact, indicates that they were both involved in electricity.  Indeed, as last year’s was found in Unit 5, a subset of this year’s Unit 6, in which this artifact was found, they may even be parts of the same whole.  The most likely possibilities for this artifact are a fuse or an insulator for telephone or telegraph lines.

Glass was the most popular material from which to construct telephone and telegraph line insulators because it was relatively inexpensive in addition to fitting the basic requirements of being waterproof and resistant to electricity and heat.
  However, like ceramic, glass is an excellent conductor of heat, which makes them both vulnerable to condensation on the inside and the outside of the insulator.  The other alternative, hard rubber, was even more of a problem, as long-term exposure to the elements would render the surface rough and porous, leaving it unable to perform its main functions.  Thus, glass was the most popular thanks to its low cost.  As electricity grew more widespread, however, the greater strength and durability of porcelain were needed in order to construct the larger insulators, like those that can be seen today on telephone poles.  From circa 1915 on, nearly all insulators of this type were made from porcelain.


The shape and design of the artifact, however, pose a problem.  Modern insulators are essentially stacks of discs.  Older insulators could be square, cup-shaped, or tipped with hooks.
  None of them have the grooved metal cylinder or wires that are found on this artifact, so it seems unlikely that this shard is part of such an insulator.  Evelyn Ansel, who studied the corresponding artifact found last year, concluded that it was most likely part of a fuse.  This is exceedingly likely, found, as it was, in the remains of a house destroyed in the 1920s, a time when electricity in homes was rapidly expanding.  Furthermore, the shape of the ribbed cylinder and the placement of the wires resemble fuses patented around that era.  For example, the layout of James J. Woods’s electric fuse-box
, with the socket in the center and the wire cables extending from each end, is noticeably similar to  this small fragment.  Furthermore, Providence’s own Louis W. Downes patented an electric fuse cut-out featuring a ribbed socket like the one found here.
  In their patents, both men specified that the fuse would be created out of porcelain, knowing that the ceramic was the preferred material for electrical insulation as described above.  In addition, there is a bit of curved porcelain adjacent to the metal cylinder, suggesting a location for another such, perhaps paired with the first.  This is not a feature that is found on any kind of telephone or telegraph wire.  Furthermore, as the Hale Ives House acquired a telephone connection in 1915
, it must have had electricity before that date in order to run the telephone.

Because of the lack of a maker’s mark or a brand on the artifact itself and the minimal information that it is possibly to acquire from the rusted, tangled, broken remnants that we have, it is nearly impossible to give this artifact a definite date or location.  It is clearly an electrical implement, and the use of porcelain places it around the turn of the twentieth century.  It seems more likely to have been a fuse in a private home – likely the Hale Ives House – than to have been an insulator for telephone or telegraph lines.
Red-Printed Whiteware
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This small sherd of ceramic, measuring 17.5 mm by 15.6 mm by 3.0 mm thick, is a very popular style of dishware dating to the mid-nineteenth century.  Thanks to the perfection of creamware in the 1760s, mass-produced ceramics became commonly available at lower prices, greatly increasing the abundance of ceramics in daily life and sherds in the archaeological record, most of which were imported from England, where Staffordshire was the center of production for the American market.  Thus, more decorative wares replaced the rougher stonewares and earthwares which had long produced hardy, heavy-duty vessels for everyday use.  Furthermore, this shift aided in the increase of individual dishes rather than communal serving dishes and shared wooden “trenchers”
, which marks the developing trend of individual associations with material culture.  Around 1800, the appearance of porcelain is noted in well-to-do households; in 1787, John Brown and John Francis sent the General Washington on her first voyage to Canton to acquire porcelain, and John Brown continued to be heavily involved in the ceramics trade for many years.
  Many sherds of porcelain were found in other contexts during the course of our excavation, but this fragment of whiteware would have been a much more common type of pottery, English in origin.  Porcelain was likely saved for important occasions and high tea services, while whiteware such as this would have been used more frequently and, therefore, been vulnerable to breakage.


This sherd of whiteware, while too small to ascertain certain details about the dish to which it belonged, can still contribute a great deal of information.  For example, red-printed whiteware was produced between the years 1829 and 1850, with its greatest popularity occurring within the first decade of its production: 1829 to 1839.
  There is a further possibility that it broke off a two-color printed whiteware dish, as just this small fragment of rim does not guarantee either that there is no other color or that it is the only color, and two-color prints often consisted of one color around the rim while another formed the decoration in the bowl of  the dish.  Two-color transfer-printed whiteware was produced between 1831 and 1846,
 a range which falls well within the limits of red-printed whiteware production.

Because this sherd is a segment of the rim, there is more information to be pulled from it.  Judging by the gradual curve visible in this short fragment, the edge is smooth and not scalloped, which is a later trend in the production of dishware: while scalloped rims were produced from the beginning in 1795, impressed rims were produced from 1825 through 1891 and were popular from 1841 to 1857.
  While this edge is clearly not impressed, as there are no engravings around the rim, unmolded rims, another unscalloped style, were not produced until 1850, the final year in which red-printed whiteware was produced, so this is likely not an unmolded rim.  The dates that mark the heights of popularity for this color and this style rim do not overlap at all, with red transfer prints losing traction in 1839 and with impressed rims becoming more common in 1841, so it is not possible to narrow the date range by combining these two factors.

The sherd is too small, with the segment of rim measuring 12.6 mm, to determine what size the whole dish was.  It is clearly a medium-sized dish: the rim is too sharply curved for it to have been a platter but too gently for it to have been a cup or a saucer.  However, as most dishes fall into this range, this slight limitation is not of great use.

Unfortunately, while its color, a relatively rare shade, makes it distinctive and established within only a few decades, its small size makes it nearly impossible to discover specifics.  For example, not only is there no visible maker’s mark, the pattern of decoration is not easily discernible.  There is a suggestion of a floral pattern with the sprigs in one corner, but no further interpretation of that is possible.  The smooth unscalloped and unimpressed edge appears to be relatively rare, as is the red printing.  While this type of ceramic was fairly common in the mid-nineteenth century, the relative rarity of this specific design reminds us that the Brown family was a wealthy one, and John Brown’s involvement in the ceramics trade may have contributed to their assortment of ceramic dishes.
Fragment of Drainpipe
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This artifact is unexpectedly striking: covered in a reddish-purple lead glaze, it is studded with spots in which this glaze was worn down by exposure, creating silver-edged blue dots all over both sides, though they are larger and more numerous on the exterior.  While it is clearly constructed of stoneware, often used in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for large vessels such as drinking mugs, this fragment’s size and thickness immediately disqualify it for that usage: it measures 15.5 mm thick.  Furthermore, by holding it to my eye and estimating the curvature, I was able to find an approximate interior diameter of 12 cm for the object of which this fragment was a part.

Based on its size, the most likely explanation for this artifact is that it was a part of a drainpipe, rather than any sort of tile or vessel.  As seen in the complete segments of drainpipe which were excavated in Unit 8, drainpipes were constructed of two molded pieces, each forming a half-circle, before being fused together to create the tube shape required of a pipe.  Thus, both the interior and the exterior could be glazed, a necessity to protect the pipe from excessive wear and to prevent the porous ceramic from merely absorbing fluid, a requirement that had been noted centuries before with drinking and eating vessels.
  One of the most notable features about this fragment is the apparent size of the pipe from which it came.  I estimated it to be about 12 cm in diameter, an unusually large size for a drainpipe.


The property now known as the John Brown House was notoriously bad for drainage.  Situated as it is on a hill, the proprietors would have had runoff at each rainfall, a common occurrence in Providence.  John Brown himself had a great deal of experience with this issue.  He wrote a letter to one young Edward Dexter, who proposed building his home adjacent to Brown’s, advising him against such a course of action.  This was in part because Brown wished Dexter to take his place in the international market, saying to him, “I want you to plant your Genneration in the Vicinity of waters ware (illegible)… you know I am old and worn in the service of Navigation.  Will you take my place.”
  In the course of attempting to persuade Dexter, Brown introduces further reasons to build in another location by discussing the wet muddy land: 

I assure you that the street too will ever be a whet muddey way, the natural Springs being such that cannot be got Clear of neither above nor below Ground.  I have experienced a somewhat simenular Springey place tho not one Quarter so whet Viz. at the S. W. corner of my lot or Gardne below my House.  Directly opposite Mrs. Spauldings I have a Drain from under the walls of my Celler that goes down by her house and a Drain on the upper side of the street below my Gardne wall Quite from the north of her Lott.

Here we can see that this area of Providence, in addition to the frequent rains experienced by the city, had such a naturally high water table as to affect the surface of the land.  If this quantity of water were flooding or endangering the safety of the Hale Ives house, where this fragment was found, an exceptionally large drainpipe might be required to remove some of the water from the land.

Another explanation is that the pipe was used for sewage.  Sewage pipes are, by necessity, larger in diameter than water pipes.  Marsden Perry added indoor plumbing to the John Brown House during his tenure there
; it is possible that the Gammells, who last owned the Hale Ives House, installed similar commodities.  As most modern water pipes need to be only 1 inch in diameter to supply sufficient water to the house
, this pipe, at 4.72 inches in diameter, is excessively large even looking back a century.  By contrast, a clay sewage pipe from a plantation in Georgia dating to the mid-1800s measures 2.25 inches in diameter
, a number much closer to the estimated diameter of this pipe.


 This fragment of stoneware, part of a pipeline estimated at 12 cm in diameter, is likely either from a large drainage pipe to clear the soggy land of water or from a sewage line in the Hale Ives House.  Without a manufacturer’s mark or even an unbroken length of pipe, it is impossible to say for certain for what purpose this pipe might have been used.
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