Sarah Baker

November 23, 2009

Archaeology of College Hill

Object Bios

I. Cantonware Fragment
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This ceramic fragment was discovered in Unit 7, Context JBH56 on November 2nd, 2009. JBH56 was on the East side of the architectural feature in that unit, and it was the deepest context reached at Unit 7.  JBH56 has a tentative TPQ of about 1840. This blue-on-white fragment is one of several similarly colored pieces that were unearthed in close proximity to one another from the contexts East of the feature. 


The particular fragment I have chosen appears to come from the rim of the original piece; the rim is shown at the top of the picture above. The other three edges show both smooth breaks (on the right side above) and more jagged breaks (on the left). The sherd is about 4.5 cm at its widest point, and is quite flat.  The ceramic material itself is thin and white, and appears somewhat reflective because of the clear overglaze. Under this clear glaze is a blue-on-white handpainted decoration. The first layer of paint is a medium, grayish-blue color; the overlying layer shows detailing lines in darker blue. The painting includes lattice-like hatching near the smooth rim, and geometric, flower-like patterns in the second row of designs in from the ring. The third row in is just a simple, wave-like line. On the side not shown in the above picture, the fragment has very faint annular rings where the glaze has collected.


The ceramic type and decoration styles are consistent with the Florida Museum of Natural History’s description of a type of Chinese porcelain called Cantonware: “White…glass-like vitreous paste…Design execution is simple, using bold brush strokes…Rim decoration on Canton Ware is of crude blue lattice network with an inner border of wavy or scalloped lines”
. While the rim of this fragment closely corresponds with this description, it’s impossible to know whether the center illustration of the original piece matched the traditional subjects of such pieces, which included Chinese gardens and water scenes. Cantonware was manufactured in China from about 1790 to 1835; it was so cheap and was exported to America in such great quantities that during this time that this type of porcelain came to be referred to as “ballast ware”.


Despite positively identifying this as a Cantonware fragment, determining what kind of original piece this fragment came from is difficult. Since it comes from the rim, exploring the rim curvature is one way to answer this question. The fragment’s rim edge is only about 3cm long and has a very slight curvature; having more of the rim would certainly help determine a more accurate estimate of the original piece’s dimensions. However, from this fragment, I have estimated that, if the original piece were circular, it would have had a diameter of about 70-80 cm (over two feet). It seems unlikely that the residents of the John Brown House or property would have had two-foot-wide dinner plates, so perhaps this fragment came from a serving platter, or from another type of non-circular, large dish.


Determining ownership of the original piece is about as difficult as determining its dimensions. This was a popular type of ceramic, but not the cheapest or simplest kind; the fact that it is mid-range in cost and quality contributes to this difficulty. The manufacture dates for Cantonware (1790-1835) and the TPQ for the context from which this piece emerged (1840) are similar. The time around 1840 was a time of changes on the John Brown House property. Robert Hale Ives bought the Northwestern part of the yard in 1831, near this unit, and began construction of his house. This means that the Ives family didn’t move to the property until right at the very end of the manufacture dates of Cantonware. Given this information, it’s possible that someone associated with the Brown family might have owned the original piece from which this fragment came, having bought it from some time earlier in the Cantonware manufacture range. On the other hand, a member of the Ives family might have owned this piece before moving to the Northwest corner of the property, and broken it after moving in. 


How this specific piece broke off of its original and got out into the yard, though, is a mystery. It seems unlikely that a rectangular portion of a platter would snap off; something more akin to a “chip” or a triangular piece might break. However, the piece shows different kinds of breaks, so maybe it was broken more than once. The smooth break could indicate that the piece “shattered”, while the jagged break might indicate more of a “crunch” underfoot. The fact that this piece was found in the yard with so many other similar fragments perhaps identifies this as a place where refuse collected on the property, either by humans putting it there, or by water, snow or gravity moving the fragments down the hill away from the house.

II. Pipe stem fragment
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This artifact came from Unit 7, and was discovered during the sifting of soil from context JBH50 on October 26, 2009. This context lay on the Eastern side of the stacked-stone feature, numbered feature 2, and was characterized as a smooth, brown soil. JBH50 has a TPQ of 1840, though manufacture dates for several of the artifacts from this context dated much earlier than this.


This particular artifact has been identified as a fragment of a white clay pipe stem.  It is one of a few pipe stem fragments discovered sitewide during the 2009 field season, but the only one found at Unit 7. There appear to be some flecks of orange-colored material on the stem, which were not removed during the careful, but vigorous brushing of the artifact-cleaning process. However, the tiny amount of this detail makes it hard to determine if the pipe was originally painted, or had been stained at some point. The artifact is about 2.8cm long. Neither end of the fragment shows a clean break; both have rough, uneven edges.


The easiest way to date pipe stem fragments in the United States is by measuring the diameter of the hole through which smoke traveled from the bowl of the pipe to the smoker’s mouth. This is done by inserting drill bits through the hole; the largest bit that fits through tells the diameter. This particular fragment has a diameter of 5/64’’, which corresponds to a manufacture date range 1720-50.


In his book, In Small Things Forgotten, James Deetz delves into the material history and culture associated with pipes in the United States. The first American pipes had a center diameter of about 9/64’’; these pipes were short, and the custom was to gulp smoke though them, giving rise to the vernacular name for smoking: “drinking”.
 By 1800, the pipes had become longer and narrower, with center diameters of 4/64’’.
 This slowed down the transferral of smoke from the pipe bowl to the smoker, giving rise to the “long contemplative smoking of pipes with which we are so familiar today”.
 Pipe smoking was also a communal ritual; shared pipes were continually broken down as new smokers bit off a portion of the stem before they took their turn with the pipe.


The manufacture date for this artifact falls towards the end of Deetz’ date range for all pipes made; this fragment likely came from a long, thin pipe that was intended to smoked over a long range of time, and possibly shared. This fragment was not found with or near any other similar fragments; there was no evidence to suggest that an entire pipe had been lost or discarded near this Unit. It seems more likely that this portion broke or was bitten off, perhaps while the user was working in the yard, or taking a leisurely stroll.


This pipe, in its entirety, was certainly manufactured and had likely been owned for quite a while before the TPQ of this context; the artifact was likely manufactured only as late at 1750, while JBH50 had a much later TPQ of 1840. There are three possibilities to explain this difference in dates. First, the pipe stem fragment could have been discarded or lost close to its manufacture date. In this case, gravity, water, an animal, or humans modifying the landscape of the JBH property at some point could have transported the fragment here closer to deposition of this layer. Second, the pipe could have been owned for some time, and this fragment was not discarded until after 1840, when the context was deposited. 


Third, and finally, human error on the part of the 2009 JBH excavation team is entirely possible. Determining context changes in Unit 7 was difficult; the smooth, brown soil persisted throughout the unit. Also, as discussed by Ben Colburn in his Unit 7 summary, many of the artifacts found had very wide date ranges (certain kinds of nails) or were very difficult to date (bricks, architectural fragments etc.). 1840 may not be an accurate TPQ for this context, and this pipe stem fragment may not even be correctly associated with that context. Though we can say a lot about what this fragment is and how the original artifact was used, how it got to Unit 7 and any specifics about its life as a usable object remain a mystery.

III. Copper nail/tack
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This artifact was found in Unit 7, Context JBH51. JBH51 was the context West of the architectural feature found in Unit 7. This context was full of architectural rubble, and produced many artifacts. Finds from JBH51 included several varities of mortar, brick, and nails, as well as a bunch of small, white ceramic tiles. Though many other nails came out of this and other contexts, no other nails of this specific material and dimensions emerged during the 2009 field season. This nail (or, possibly, tack) was found in the Southwestern corner of the Unit, just North of the STP from last year.


This artifact is a nail or tack of some kind, and is about 3.2 cm in length. It appears greenish in some areas, suggesting that it is made from copper. This is further corroborated by the fact that, unlike most other metal fragments and nails found this year, the nail emerged from the ground without any rust. It has a round head that appears to be machine-made, and there seems to be evidence of welding around the head. This suggests that the head was attached to the shaft after the two pieces were separately manufactured. 
The body of the nail is quite interesting. The top half of the shaft (connected to the head) appears to be generally round, like a cut nail. The bottom half of the shaft (ending in the tip) is more square, like a handmade nail. However, the square part tapers on two sides. This detail suggests that it was cut (machine-made), but in a fashion that was designed to make it look like an older kind of nail.
 The giveaway here is that only two sides of the nail taper, whereas, with a handmade nail, all four sides would taper towards the point. As cut nails have been used in American construction since the late 1700s, and this artifact bears no marker’s mark or special style, it is quite difficult to date.


It is also difficult to know exactly where and in what context this nail might have been used; there are several possibilities. Because of the material’s durability and resistance to rust, copper nails or tacks were used in situations where the nail would be exposed to the elements. One possible location for this is in a marine setting, like a ship or dock
. This specific artifact is quite small and thin, so it seems unlikely that it could have held any large pieces of wood together. However, it could have been used to attach metal sheathing to ships. According to a mid-19th century engineer, this practice dates back to Roman use, but new patents for different combinations of sheathing metals continued to be written until as late as 1852.
 Also, an 1883 New York Times article details the building of a fashionable yacht that involved over 6,000 copper nails in the oak construction of the ship
.


Another place where a nail or fastener like this would be exposed to the elements would be on the roof or exterior of a house; it might have been used to attach slate shingles
. As slate is an easily accessible rock in New England, slate roofs have been a long-standing building choice in the region. It is conceivable that one of the outbuildings had a slate roof. We know, for instance, that the John Brown House’s woodshed, for instance, was not constructed of wood; it may have had a slate roof. However, if a nearby roof had been completely covered with slate shingles, there would have been a lot of nails associated with the processes of building and demolition; this is the only artifact of its kind that we found this year.


 A third possibility for this artifact’s original use is as a tack of some sort: though it is too small to hold large pieces of wood together, it might have fastened upholstery or decorative elements onto furniture pieces. Tacks were also employed in leather-working associated with horse-riding
. We know that there was a great deal of decorative furniture and a functioning stable at the John Brown House. The small size of this artifact suggests that one of these uses, or use in a marine setting, is probably more likely than its use as an architectural nail. 


Though finding a TPQ for JBH51 has proved difficult, 1890 seems like a possibility. The articles mentioning copper nails in marine use come from the latter half of the 19th century. Though neither the TPQ nor this date range is definite, they do overlap. Considering the architectural rubble and other nails found in this context, perhaps this area was a demolition or refuse pile on the JBH property at some point in its history. Similar contexts were found at the Hale Ives House as at Unit 7; this layer of fill might be associated with the construction, demolition or reuse of certain architectural of the house.
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