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Excavation Summary: Unit 9 and STP 3
John Brown House, Providence, Rhode Island 2009


The John Brown House was the location of the 2009 fieldwork season for the Archaeology of College Hill class provided by the Joukowsky Institute of Archaeology and the Ancient World.  Excavations were conducted every Monday afternoon beginning on September 14 and with the final closing of all units on November 9.  A total of five units were opened this field season—initially consisting of Unit 6-9 and concluding with STP 3 replacing Unit 9 due to unforeseen underlying features, which will be discussed in more detail.
  The excavations were led by Krysta Ryzewski with the assistance of Alex Knodell and Elise Nuding.  As will be discussed in more detail, the work on Unit 9 and STP 3 was predicated by the coming plans to place geothermal wells in their locations in the summer of 2010.  This fieldwork season presented the last opportunity to study the underlying context prior to the inevitable and total damage that would ensue with the summer alterations.  The following summary will illuminate the methodology of excavation, possible interpretations of the artifacts and their associated contexts, and an examination of the artifacts in terms of dating, relationships, and means of manufacturing.
Unit 9
Location
Unit 9 is placed approximately 4 meters west of the West wall of John Brown House facing Benefit Street.  An important note is that the wall which the plot is adjacent to is part of the renovations added following the transfer of ownership from the Brown family to Robert H. Ives in 1854 and Marsden Perry during the 20th century.  Since its [image: image2.wmf]potential is greatly unsubstantiated by from other sources or past excavations, the unit was [image: image3.png][
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relatively small compared to the other units, only measuring   
[image: image4.jpg]


1x1 meters.
  Its close proximity to the house suggests probable significance of discarded household objects.  Unit 9 is far removed from the other units, with the exception of Unit 8—which is also located next to the house just north of the 1x1 meter plot—as the Unit 6 and 7 are placed in the West perimeter of the yard near Benefit Street.  Another factor distinguishing this unit from the others is that Unit 6 and 7 are based on features found during the preceding 2008 field season and the evidence of possible subsurface remains from the 2008 Geophysical survey.
Methodology


The work began on Monday, September 9, 2009, with an initial introduction of the site, its history and significance, reasoning for determining unit placement, and an overview of delineating the units to begin excavation.  The initial group for Unit 9 included Elise Merchant, Alex Mittman, and me; however, the other two were later dispersed to other units and I was joined by Julie Pridham.  We commenced in placing stakes in the corners of the unit, to which we then attached and encompassed the plot with string.  This outline would act as a guiding perimeter for the walls of our unit.  Following this process, with the use of string, a line-level, and a tape measure, we attempted to locate the datum point—the point of highest elevation, which would allow even digging amidst uneven terrain—found to be the Northwest corner of the plot.  Shovel-shaving of the overlying vegetation proceeded, followed by creating a wall by inserting the shovel approximately 2 centimeters into the surface and breaking the soil.  This was the extent of our use of shovels, as it was necessary to slowly degrade the surface with trowels so to prevent damaging the underlying context and artifact associations.
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Stratigraphy
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Unit 9 encompassed a total of three different context levels—two of which were reached by the arbitrary 10 centimeter limit and one as a result of a natural stratigraphic change in soil composition.  The uppermost layer is JBH 44 (JBH denoting John Brown House), only including the vegetation at the surface and approximately 2 cm in depth across the plot.  We reached a second context level before the end of the first day, as JBH 47 was initiated by the emergence of light brown soil speckling the darker soil of JBH 44, thus the presence of a natural context level.
  This concept is called mottling, which is defined by the appearance of a different soil color and composition.  JBH 47 extended the allotted 10 cm accomplishing the arbitrary limit for context changes, being followed by JBH 53 at approximately 12 ½ cm in depth—a context that nearly reached a natural stratigraphic change at 10 cm due to soil discoloration, unrealized since the change was not uniform throughout the plot.
  The final context level, JBH 53 achieved an average depth of 22 ½ cm; however, the unit was closed due to the emergence of a main electrical wire stretching across the plot from the Northwest to the Southwest corner.
JBH 44
[image: image8.jpg]



JBH 44, the topsoil layer which reached a depth of 2.3 cm in the Northwest corner and center, 2.5 cm in the Southwest corner, 2.4 cm in the Northeast corner, and 2 cm in the Southeast corner, was excavated by a combined effort of shovel-shaving and troweling.  The soil was a dark black with a Munsell reading of 7.5 YR 2.5/1—however, a recurring issue that may have hindered the accuracy of the Munsells was the excessive weekend rains which caused the uppermost soil to be relatively moist.
  Most likely due to the small area that was included, this context level failed to produce many artifacts of any clear significance.  Emerging in the center and eastern wall of the plot were close associations of slate rock—this is important due to the use of slate/shale for roof tiles.  The fragments can be identified by their grey color and the breakage, as slate only has two lines of breakability: cleavage and grain.
  In addition to the slate fragments, two pieces of brick (one of red clay and the other sandstone), wood, and three pieces of anthracite coal were uncovered.  Although the slate, brick, and wood are all non-diagnostic, together, they are suggestive of architectural remains.  This promoted the conjecture that the central 
association of rocks might be part of an underlying feature.
	Artifact
	Date

	Anthracite Coal
	1795-present

(http://www.pacoalhistory.com/

history/tech&indrev.html )



The three anthracite coal pieces were the only diagnostic artifacts, therefore, acting as my TPQ object.  Anthracite coal was discovered in Northeastern Pennsylvania at the turn-of-the-19th-century.  First being used as a substance for heating in anthracite-fired iron furnaces in 1795 and experimentally burned in residential houses in 1808, it maintained its status as the most popular heating fuel in the northern United States from the 1800s through the 1950s.
  Anthracite is still commonly used today, be it in generating steam electric power or landscaping purposes.  This information allowed us to date the artifacts within the range, 1795-present.
JBH 47
[image: image1.jpg]et






JBH 47 began with an average entrance measure of 2 ½ cm in depth, distinguished from the other levels as it was a result of a natural stratigraphic change, determined by the mottling of the soil.  The soil composition was much rockier than the preceding context and appeared yellow-brown in color, with a Munsell of 5 YR 3/2.  This 
	Artifact
	Date

	Plastic (TPQ)
	1855-present

(http://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Plastic)

	Screw
	1849-present

	Cut Nails
	1820-1910

	Anthracite Coal
	1795-present

(http://www.pacoalhistory.com/

history/tech&indrev.html )

	Creamware (plain)
	1762-1820 (FLMNH)

	Chinese Porcelain (Ching Polychrome Overglaze)
	1700-1750 (FLMNH)

	Chinese Porcelain (Ching Blue on White)
	1644-1912 (FLMNH)

	Chert Stone Tool
	-


context presented a much higher density of artifacts, both diagnostic and otherwise, than JBH 44.—the wide range of manufacturing dates suggest a constant turnover and backfill of the soil.  As noted on the table to the right, the TPQ object of this context was a piece of plastic measuring about 2 cm wide.  
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This object is not present in the artifact picture above as it was misplaced in another context bag at the time of the picture.  Since plastic was first introduced into the United States in 1855, this object could be dated 1855-present.
  Most of the artifacts represented a date range beginning between the late-18th century and early-19th century—suggesting primary modification of this context by the Brown family, who owned the house between 1786 and 1854.  Some of the earlier objects, which included a sherd of creamware pottery and two pieces of Chinese porcelain—one decorated with a gold and red floral overglaze and the other with a blue on white design, both manufactured during the Ching Dynasty.
  The close proximity to the house, most convincingly justifies the prevalence of hand-painted porcelain.  Fittingly, John Brown, being of high social status, was involved with the international trade that defined Providence’s colonial history.  Anthracite coal was also found, similarly to JBH 44, and as will be seen as a recurring theme throughout the other contexts.
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Another important artifact for dating purposes of JBH 47 was a handful of cut nails and, mostly, a screw measuring 47.8 mm long.  These artifacts further suggest the possibility of an underlying architectural feature; although, the centralized association of rocks from JBH 44 proved to be nothing more than naturally forming materials.  The screw is dated 1849-present.  Noting that the first lathe for making screws in America dates to 1760, the gimlet point—threaded cone points usually having point angles of 45-50 degrees—can only achieve a date of the 1837 U.S. Patent 154 filed by Sloat and Springsteen.
  However, the first use of this threading system did not occur until 1849.  As we reached the arbitrary 10 cm context level, an upwelling of red-brown dirt was observed in the Southwest corner.  This was not uniform throughout the plot; therefore, the decision was made to go by arbitrary measurements.  The final occurrence in JBH 47 was the emergence of a bent, black and red pipe stretching across the Southeast corner, as noted by the arrow in the picture above.  It was later determined that this was a model of modern infrastructure, part of the surrounding sprinkler system.

JBH 53- Close of Unit

A mottled red-brown soil with intermittent dark brown-black spots and a Munsell value of 10 YR 3/2 characterized the initial layer of JBH 53, the final context of Unit 9.
  Prior to beginning this context, approximately 4 inches of water needed to be bailed out 
	Artifact
	Date

	Landscaping tag (Watercreeper Purple Leaf) (TPQ)
	1993-present (copyright)

	PVC Pipe
	1926-present (1993?)
(http://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Plastic)

	Plastic
	1855-present
(http://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Plastic)

	Screw
	1837-present


	Porcelain, England (Bone China)
	1830-1900 (FLMNH)

	Cut Nails
	1820-1910 (FLMNH)

	Anthracite Coal
	1795-present (http://www.pacoalhistory.com/

history/tech&indrev.html )

	Cut Stake
	-


of the unit since the weekend’s rain had infiltrated our plot.  This could have altered the accuracy of the Munsell reading.  The exit measures of JBH 47 were 12.3 cm across the 
West wall and the center of the plot, with the Northeast corner at 12.5 cm and the Southeast corner at 13 cm in depth.
  We continued a slow process of degrading the subsurface with trowels and dustpans, attempting to avoid damaging the pipe in the Southeast corner.  
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It became apparent that backfill had occurred, at least in the Southeast corner, as a cut piece of black and red pipe, fragmented concrete, and a landscaping tag were in close association with the sprinkler pipe.  The landscaping tag was the TPQ object of the context as it had a copyright date in the text of 1993, thus dating the artifact 1993-present.  Most of the artifacts were similar to those already found in JBH 44 and JBH 47—plastic, a screw, cut nails, a porcelain sherd, and anthracite coal.  The PVC pipe fragment left room for conjecture.  Plasticized pipe was first introduced and used in residential areas in America in 1926 due to its flexibility and utility in the presence of other underlying features.
  However, considering the fact that the sprinkler system was most likely added at the same time as the Watercreeper Purple Leaf (as noted on the landscaping tag), intuitively, the pipe might be dated from 1993 instead of 1926-present.
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On October 26, we encountered an unforeseen obstacle stretching across the plot from the Northwest corner to the Southeast corner.  A grey electrical wire emerged through our troweling at approximately 22 ½ cm in depth.  Due to the hazards of digging around the wire, as well as the possible damage that could be caused to modern utility, Unit 9 was forcibly closed.
  The wire mostly likely connects the electrical box (on the West wall about 4 meters from the plot) to the ground lights along the pathways.  The state preservation plans suggest that the wire should be located 3 feet to the North of its location.

STP 3
Location


Following the closing of Unit 9, Krysta decided that we should work on a shovel test pit (STP), since the limited allotted time remaining did not allow for opening another unit.  The STP would be excavated in natural stratigraphic levels, as opposed to the arbitrary levels in Unit 9.  After joint deliberation, the plot was placed just east of the walkway that connects the house to the parking lot—slightly closer to Benefit Street but still in close proximity to the house relative to Unit 6 and 7.  Similarly to Unit 8 and 9, STP 3 presented the opportunity to alleviate the upcoming damage by the geothermal wells, thus continuing our endeavor of mitigation archaeology and enhancing the necessity for responsible record keeping.  The close proximity to the addition that housed the kitchen proves critical to the interpretation of the found artifacts.
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Methodology
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This unit was approached differently than Unit 9, as the excavations commenced with the use of primarily shovels and a limited use of trowels.  The plot was first delineated with 4 tape measures; we placed stakes in each of the corners and, with the use of a line-level, we found the datum point to be the Northeast corner.  Beginning much smaller than the other units (75cm x 75cm), the wall was outlined with the use of a shovel.
  Following this task, the upper sod level was removed and more initial photos were taken.
Stratigraphy 

STP 3 achieved two different natural context levels, distinguished by various soil composition and color alterations.  Directly below the sod was JBH 55 which consisted primarily of roots and thick, dark black soil.  This context extended down unevenly, nearly parallel with the overlying terrain, achieving a depth of approximately 12 cm on the West wall and 28 cm on the East wall.  The advent of JBH 60 was linked with the emergence of a much rockier soil composition of a lighter brown color.  Composed of a high degree of artifacts, both diagnostic and otherwise, JBH 60 did not follow the same degree of the unevenness of the upper levels.  Instead, the change was greatly exaggerated with the West wall reaching a depth of about 70 cm and the East wall only hitting 48 cm.  The STP was complete upon reaching the sterile soil level, denoted by very light, sandy brown soil.
JBH 55

The soil directly below the sod level was much thicker, organic even, than that of Unit 9, with a Munsell of 10 YR 3/2.
  Once again, the wet soil from the weekend rain may have affected the Munsell values.  An increased abundance of roots slowed the first day of work, requiring the use of tree trimmers and shovels.  Consisting widely of fragmented pieces of non-diagnostic glass and a piece of fabric, the majority of the artifacts were not found until we reached a depth near the following context level.  Anthracite coal was again present but in much larger amounts, suggesting a possible area for discarded household materials.  Large pieces of slate 
	Artifact
	Date

	Whiteware (TPQ)
	1830-present (FLMNH)

	Porcelain (green on white)
	1829-1839 

	Anthracite Coal
	1795-present (http://www.pacoalhistory.com/

history/tech&indrev.html )

	Creamware (plain)
	1762-1820 (FLMNH)

	Chinese Porcelain (plain)
	1644-1912 (FLMNH)


were also present.  As aforementioned, this could indicate the presence of underlying features in the near vicinity.  The TPQ object was a sherd of whiteware pottery dating 1830-present.  Whiteware is the common material used in manufacturing kitchenware vessels such as bowls, cups, plates, platters, and tea pots.
  Therefore, the close proximity to the house may be worth noting.
JBH 60

JBH 60 was the final context level of STP 3; the soil included a greater number of inclusions and was a lighter brown color with a Munsell value of 10 YR 4/3.
  The prevalence of roots subsided with the substitution of large rocks and brick fragments.  This context produced a substantial amount of artifacts that dwarfed that of any other context level in both Unit 9 and STP 3.  The largest conglomeration of glass was present in JBH 60—numerous fragments of non-diagnostic colored, opaque, and translucent glass further indicated the practice of backfill and modern interference with the stratigraphic level.  Regardless of the wide date range of the artifacts (1640-present), they all share a relative period at some point of their manufacturing range, that being during the Brown ownership of the house.  Amidst the jumble of non-diagnostic artifacts, a significant accumulation of pottery sherds was present which included: whiteware, earthenware, pearlware, creamware, salt-glazed stoneware, porcelain, and delftware.  The whiteware was, again, the TPQ object (1830-present) promoting the conjecture of a broken kitchenware pit.  A number of these wares were popular during the time when John Brown owned the house—notably, the refined earthenware (annular ware) reached its highest popularity during the period 1795-1815 and delftwares, which were mass produced in 1640, celebrated much of their output to America in the third quarter of the 18th century, as late as 1791.

	Artifact
	Date

	Whiteware (TPQ)
	1830-present (FLMNH)

	Cut Nails
	1820-1910 (FLMNH)

	Anthracite Coal
	1795-present  (http://www.pacoalhistory.com/

history/tech&indrev.html )

	Refined Earthenware (annular)
	1785-1840 (A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America)

	Refined Earthenware (blue transfer print)
	1783-1830 (A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America)

	Pearlware (plain)
	1775-1830 (FLMNH)

	Creamware (plain)
	1762-1820 (FLMNH)

	White Salt-glazed Stoneware
	1720-1770  (FLMNH)

	Poured Stoneware (molded)
	1720-1770 (?)

	Porcelain (plain)
	1660-1800 (FLMNH)

	Chinese Porcelain (Ching blue on white)
	1644-1912 (FLMNH)

	Delftware (plain)
	1640-1800 (A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America)



The floor of STP 3 was greatly uneven, following the overlying terrain with its westward slope, but to an exaggerated extent.  Our final efforts in the unit were with trowels and dust pans; however, the process became rather difficult as the pit reached approximately 70 cm on the West side and 48 cm on the East side.  As the last day came to an end, we reached sterile soil (a Munsell value of 10 YR 6/6) which indicated the completion of STP 3.

Conclusions

For Julie and me, the 2009 fieldwork season has been a matter of accomplishing rescue archaeology for the area in which geothermal wells may be installed during the summer of 2010.  Our work did not produce substantial evidence of underlying features when compared to the ‘walls’ (or architectural features) of Unit 6 and 7.  However, the significant amounts of diagnostic pottery in both Unit 9 and STP 3, in sure consideration with the proximity to the John Brown House, have increased the importance of future work in their vicinity.  The artifacts were often found in too close association to one another to be a factor of random displacement.  In addition, the non-diagnostic fragments of brick, slate, and human-cut wood abet the claim of possible outbuildings being buried near the main house.  Unit 9 provided valuable information that must be made note of, since the upcoming work in the summer could have endangered those working on the project based on the state preservation plans.  The impetus for further excavation is highest around STP 3 with the large accretion of earthenwares and anthracite coal.  Based on the research and excavations undergone in the 2009 field season, the best recommendation would be to postpone the geothermal well projects and implementing a high priority excavation of the area surrounding the walkway.  Otherwise, valuable information about the history of the John Brown House could be forever damaged.
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