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Rural Tenant Laborers and the Rise of the Industrial 
Economy: Historical Ethnography of the Heminitz Property , 
Site (36LH267), Upper Macungie Township, Lehigh County, 
Pennsylvania 

Daniel N. Bailey, John W. Lawrence, cind Paul W. Schopp 

This paper presents the results of excavations at the Heminitz Property Site (36LH267), a rural 
domestic site in Upper Macungie Township, Lehigh County, Pennsylvania; Excavation, .'of several spatially 
and temporally discrete features and midden deposits in yards surrounding the house produced 6,875 arti
facts. Documentary research revealed that the ca. 1843 house was intended to house tenant families engaged 
in agricultural labor. Analysis of the archaeological and documentary records associated with this site and 
the region shows that inthe mid-1800s, agricultural laborers possessed similar material. culture to neigh
boring independent farmers, while subsisting at a lower level of consumption. The transiiionfromagricul
tural to manufacturing labor occurred at the Heminitz Property Site in the mid-18/!Os, a time period' that 
saw an increase in the quantity and value of domestic artifacts acquired by the site's occupants. 
Archaeological and documentary data indicate that manufacturing laborers were materially betteT off than 
agricultural workers, though these benefits most likely came at the expense of chronic, low~l~erdebtto local 
storeowners. This investigation suggests the existence of a rural agrarian culture in'which individualsimd 
families could participate in differently, according to their particular economic circumstances; 

Cet article presente les resultats des fouilles sur Ie site de la propriet~ Heminiti (36Lh267), un site 
rural domestique du canton de Upper Macungie, situe dans Ie comtede Lehigh enPennsylvanie.La fouille 
de plusieurs elements, discrets dans Ie temps et dans l'espace, et Ia mise au jour ,de depots de dechets situes 
dans les cours autour de la maison a produit 6 875 artefacts. Une recherche documentaire d revele qu;une 
maison datant de ca. 1843 aurait servi de Iogis a des familIes de locataires dorit les membres faisaient partie 
de la main d'reuvre agricole. L'analyse des donnees archeologiques et documentaires associees a ce site et a la 
region demontre qu'au milieu des annees 1880, les ouvriersagricoles possedaientune'culture materielle sim~ 
ilaire a celles des fermiers independants de la region tout en vivant a un niveau de consommation inferieur. 
La 'transition du travail agricole au travail industriel s'est produite au site de la propriete Heminitzdans Ie 
milieu des annees 1880, une periode qui Ii vu une hausse de la quantite et de la valeur des artefacts domes
tiques acquis par les occupants. Les donnees archeologiques et documentalres indiquent que.les travailleurs 
industriels etaient mieux nan tis que les ouvriers agricoles en ce qui a trait aux biens materiels. Ces avan
tages etaient toutefois acquis au depends d'une dette legere mais chroniqueenvers les m,archands locaux. 
Cette etude suggere l'existence d'une culture agraire rurale dans laquelle des individus et des familles pou-
vaient participer de maniere differente, selon leurs conditions economiques particulieres. . 

Introduction 

The Heminitz Property Site (36LH267), a 
19th-century rural tenant dwelling, was once 
located at the intersection of Route 100 and 
Ruppsville Road in Upper Macungie 
Township, Lehigh County, Pennsylvania (FIG. 

1). The site no longer exists. Increased traffic 
volume along Route 100 required the 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation 
(PENNDOT) to make safety improvements to 
the intersection. As stipulated by the National 
Historic Preservation Act review process, a 

data recovery was conducted at the site in 
2001 prior to the rem'oval of the Heminitz 

. Property dwelling. This. paper presents the 
findings from that investigation: 

The Heminitz Property Site consisted of a 
two-story frame dwelling (referred to hereafter 
as the. "Heminitz house") and' artifact. deposits 
in the surrounding yard. The Heminitzhouse 
once stood on the northern outskitts of 
Trexlertown, a rural crossroads cpmmunity in 
the western Lehigh Valley whose town center 
boasted the Trexler Tavern (established before 
1732), two manufaCtories, as well as several 
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Figure 1. Site location map. 

general stores (FIG. 2). The rural landscape sur
rounding the town was dotted with 18th- and 
19th-century. farmsteads and the dwellings of 
laborers and their families, such as the 
Heminitz house. Gristmills and sawmills were 
interspersed where streams and roads inter
sected to provide power and market access. 
The land was also once pockmarked by 
shallow pit mines, the result of an episode of 
intense iron-ore surface mining and limestone 
quarrying in the mid-19th century. Physical 
traces of this mining and quarry activity have 
all but disappeared from the modern land
scape. 

The Haintz (or "Heintz") family, 
Pennsylvania-German farmers that had settled 
in the western Lehigh Valley in the 1760s, 
erected the Heminitz house sometime between 
1841 and 1844. The Haintzes originally built 
the dwelling to house an agricultural laborer 
and his family, who in turn worked on the 
Haintz' farm. Documentary research revealed 
that a series of agricultural tenant laborers 
occupied the Heminitz household from the 
1840s into the 1880s. From the mid-1880s into 
the early-1900s, the house was occupied by 
tenants who were engaged in non-agricultural 
labor. After World War I, the dwelling was 
increasingly occupied by its owners, who were 
also engaged in a variety of non-agricultural 
labor. Occupation of the Heminitz Property 
Site continued until the house was razed in 
2001. Archaeologically, the site consisted of 
temporally and spatially discrete artifact 
deposits within the yards surrounding the 
house. 

A combined archaeological and documen
tary investigation of the Heminitz site allowed 
for the examination of several issues sur
rounding rural tenant laborer households 
during a period when the regional economy 
was in transition from an agricultural to indus
trial base, but where neither mode of produc
tion was dominant. Although agricultural and 
industrial endeavors may have once meshed 
well in the cultural landscape of the western 
Lehigh Valley, the agriculturally based lifeway 
established by German immigrants in the 
early-18th century began to lose its economic 
viability by the Civil War. Over the course of 
the late-19th and early-20th century, this way 
of life would be slowly supplanted by manu
facturing, which became the focus of capital 
investments by entrepreneurs and the primary 
economic opportunity for laborers. 

The works of Fletcher (1950), Cochrane 
(1979), and Parkerson (1995) have suggested 
that by the 1840s, a conflict over lahor arose 
between the manufacturing and agricultural 
sectors of the economy. These scholars theo
rized that as America industrialized, factories 
needed more workers, which concomitantly 
created greater demand for farm-produced 
food. At this time, farmers lacked the mechan
ical equipment (yet to be developed) to 
increase food production, and hence they 
required greater labor inputs. Given these his
torical circumstances, a series of questions 
arise. Did the workers' standard of living 
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Figure 2. Site location on an historic map. 



improve due to competition for their labor? 
Did the economic position of the Heminitz 
household's various wage earners rise. or fall 
as its occupants transitioned from agriculture 
to the. manufacturing/service sectors? 
Archaeological and historical analysis of the 
Heminitz site provides an opportunity to· 
examine how rural tenanfs adapted to 
changing economic conditions during this 
period of transition. 

In assessing different economic survival 
strategies used by 19th-century laboring fam
lies, this investigation is in concert with the 
archaeological study of consumer behavior 
and assumes that people actively made deci
sions that shaped their lives within the bounds 
of the opportunities they perceived for them
selves (Cheek and Friedlander 1990; Henry 
1991; LeeDecker 1991). However, whereas 
other studies have examined historic occupa- . 
tion sites as a means of gaining inSight into 
cultural phenomenon of ethnicity, gender, and 
landscape (Cheek and Friedlander 1990; 
DeCunzo 1996, 2001-2002; King 2001-2002; 
Yamin 1999; Yentsch 1991), here the decisions 
the site's inhabitants made regarding con
sumption are examined within the context of 
broader trends in wages, labor markets, alld 
commodity values. This study uses documen
tary records and material culture to investigate 
how people in western Lehigh County shaped 
their lives, against the backdrop of economic 
changes during the second half of the 19th 
century. 

In examining economic decision making of 
rural tenant laborers, this investigation also 
addresses the issue of class and consumer 
choice raised recently by O'Donovan and 
Wurst (2001-2002). These authors question· 
whether all social classes exercise the same 
degree of choice in their consumption of mate
rial goods, an implicit assumption of con
sumer choice theory as it is employed by 
archaeologists (O'Donovan and Wurst 
2001-2002: 73-74). Their interpretation of the 
artifact assemblage from the Keith Site, the 
domestic remains of an economically poor 
farming family, suggests that "choice" for 
these people may have been more illusionary 
than real. O'Donovan and Wurst also question 
whether consumer choice theory may actually 
obfuscate important avenues forarchaeolog- . 
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ical interpretation by blurring the degree of 
choice poor farmers could actually exercise 
(2001-2002: 80). . 

Although not a farmstead site per se., the 
Heminitz tenant farm worker site has pro
vided data that can be used to examine the 
points raised by O'Donovan and Wurst. We 
hope to demonstrate here that poorer rural 
families, such as those' that lived in the 
Heminitz house during the second and third 
quarters of the 19th century, did.m fact exer" 
cise choice in what they did and did not con
sume. However, these consumer choices were 
mediated through the financial.instrument of 
credit at local stores. We use store ledgers to 
document how independent farmers and rural 
tenant laborers managed credit and debt at 
local .stores. For landless tenallt laborers the 
choice of what type of .ceramics tobuy was 
likely influenced by how far into debt they 
were willing to go to buy them, . . 

The results oHhis investigation are pre
sented in the form of a historic archaeological 
ethnography (Beaudry etal.1991: 151; 
DeCunzo 1996; Schuyler .1988). 
Methodologically, the investigation. included 
standard archaeological excavation ·and ana-

.. lytical methods, an architectural analysis 6f the 
Herrlinitz house to understand its construction 
history, and the analysis of historical docu
ments to reconstruct land ownership,· site ten
ancy, and historical patterns of wages and 
household consuinption. All of these data 
sources are used to construct a site history, 
which is presented as a sequence of questions, 
allowing us to view the effects and implica
tions of the' economIc transition on· families 
and to analyze the decisions they inilde.as con
sumers .. 

Employing both archaeolOgical and docu
mentary evidence, the study. delilleated four 
occupation periods for the site (TAB. 1). These 
are as follows: Period.! (18:43-1884); Period II 
(1884-1920s), Period JII (19308-1959), and 
Period IV (1960-2001). This periodiiation is a 
heuristic device; the archaeological and docu
mentary bo~daries between any two·periods 
.are not necessarily '~c1ean" and unambiguous. 
Some archaeological deposits pemiitted a divi
sion between Period I and II, but others exhib
ited sufficient overlap to make it impossible to 
definitively divide this 75-year period. 
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Table 1. Periodization of Heminitz Property Site History. 

Period Dates Ownership/Occupancy Occupant's Employment Status 
1843-1883 Haintz ownership, tenant occupancy Agricultural1aborers working for 

landowner 
II 1884-1920s Lichtenwalner-Gernert ownership, 

predominately tenant occupancy 
Mixed unskilled, semi-skilled, and skilled 
workers in industry, construction, and 
service sectors 

III 1930s-1959 Bear-Rupp ownership, primarily tenant 
occupancy 

Laborers in service, industry, and 
transportation sectors, also "infirmed" 
and "unemployed" 

IV 1960-2001 Haller-Heminitz ownership, primarily 
owner occupancy 

Mixed semi-skilled and skilled workers 
in industry and transportation sectors, 
also "retired" 

Information from the title chain is used to 
define the boundary of each period. This 
paper focuses exclusively on the period of sig
nificance for this study, defined as extending 
from the 1840s through the 1920s, or Periods I 
and II. 

The Archaeological Site 

The Heminitz Property Site was situated 
on a small (0.09-hectare) trapezoid-shaped plot 
within an acute angle of land formed by the 
intersection of Route 100 and Ruppsville Road. 
Tested portions of the site consisted of a gravel 
parking area and two sections of the yard adja
cent to the standing house. Investigation of the 
Heminitz Property Site included shovel test 
pits, ground-penetrating radar, excavation 
units, and trench excavations. A total of 21 
shovel test pits, 17 test units, and one test 
trench were excavated, exposing 40.7 square 
meters, or 6.2 percent, of the site. These exca
vations recovered 6,875 artifacts. 

The site's most prolific deposits were a 
number of spatially and temporally discrete 
sheet middens formed by the dumping of 
household refuse in the yards around the 
dwelling. These mid-19th- through early-20th
century middens were manifested as a series 
of artifact-rich, buried A-horizons. Figure 3 
depicts a generalized soil profile for the most 
productive portion of the site. The original 
living surface at the time the house was built 
(ca. 1841-1843) was represented by the Ab2-
horizon. This horizon contained architectural 
and kitchen artifacts from the construction and 
initial occupation of the house. Sometime 
during the early part of Period I (ca. 1845-50), 
the Ab2-horizon was capped by a thick layer 
of shale fill. This fill consisted of reworked 
subsoils and bedrock fragments and is inter-

preted as the spoil from the excavation of the 
cellar beneath the house. After the shale fill 
was deposited, another A-horizon (Ab) 
formed, primarily through intense disposal of 
domestic refuse during the second half of the 
19th century. This horizon was by far the site's 
most intense artifact deposit. The Ab-horizon 
yielded dense concentrations of kitchen 
ceramics, as well as faunal remains, architec
tural debris, and personal artifacts. The lower 
portion of the Ab-horizon dated from ca. 1845 
to early 1880s (Period I), while the upper por
tion ranged from the mid-1880s to ca. 1920 
(Period 11). The Ab-horizon was in tum capped 
by a layer of fill that contained large quantities 
of architectural debris, a result of a major reno
vation of the house in 1919-1920. The upper
most yard layers consisted of mid- to late-
20th-century fill and topsoil. 

Historical Ethnography of the Heminitz 
Property Site 

Why was the Heminitz House Built? 

Members of the Haintz family, the 
landowners, constructed the Heminitz house 
sometime between 1841 and 1844, most likely 
in 1843. The land on which they erected the 
house belonged to Jacob Haintz until his death 
in 1842, after which the Lehigh County 
Orphan's Court partitioned the farm between 
his sons, Benjamin and John. Even if the family 
built the house in 1841, the year prior to 
Jacob's death, it probably represents an invest
ment made by one or both sons. Benjamin 
Haintz eventually obtained the title to the 
property on which the Heminitz house stood. 

The house itself reflected a minimal finan
cial expenditure in its construction. A small 
dwelling, it measured no larger than 19 x 23 ft 
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Figure 3. Generalized soil profile. 

(5.8 x 7 m) and stood one and a half stories 
high. Furthermore, an architectural analysis of 
the structure conducted as part of the archaeo
logical investigation revealed that its 
builder{s) employed re-used timbers from an 
earlier structure or structures for the majority 
of its framing. The original house most likely 
did not originally include a cellar, since what 
is surmised to be the spoils from cellar excava
tion (Area A stratum of shale gravel fill) were 
found superimposed on the earliest artifact 
deposits (Ab2) in portions of the yard. On the 
basis of this evidence, it is speculated that time 
was an important factor to Benjamin Haintz, 
who likely needed this small house built as 
qUickly and cheaply as possible. 

Construction of the Heminitz house 
occurred during the final years of the 
Depression of 1837-43, the nation's worst eco
nomic downturn up to that time (North 1961: 
190). Inflation rose sharply during the mid- to 
late-1830s, followed by marked price deflation 

in the early 1840s, after which point economic 
recovery began. The latter half of the 
Depression was a period of free-falling prices 
for East Coast farm commodities, including 
grains, meat, dairy products, and to a lesser 
extent, vegetables. At the same time, nominal 
wages in industry and agriculture declined 
only slightly. Deflation led to unemployment, 
primarily in urban centers during the early 
1840s (Goldin and Margo 1992: 68). 
Paradoxically, deflation is also associated with 
growth in real wages, which rose rapidly in 
the early 1840s, particularly for unskilled 
laborers (Goldin and Margo 1992: 77). 
Unemployment had the greatest effect on 
industrial workers. Consequently, urban 
industrial workers migrated into the agricul
tural sector during periods of deflationary 
unemployment. 

The construction of the Heminitz house 
during this time period suggests two possibili
ties, which are not mutually exclusive: 1) that 
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it was built to house tenant laborers on the 
UO-acre Haintz farm; or 2) that the Haintz 
family sought supplemental rental income by 
housing other workers. However, economic 
conditions of the early 1840s provided several 
stimuli to invest in farm labor at this time. 
First, in a time of falling farm produce prices, 
the Haintz family's best option to maintain 
their income level would have been to increase 
farm production by increasing labor inputs to 
their operation. The other factors in farm pro
ductivity, such as farm size and yields, would 
have been difficult, if not impossible, to 
modify. With the death of Jacob Haintz in 
1842, the family farm decreased in size when it 
was divided between John and Benjamin. 
Innovations in yield-increasing and labor
saving machinery would not become generally 
available for another decade or two. Also, this 
deflationary period produced a downward 
spiral in nominal wages, and due to the period 
of unemployment (particularly urban), the 
Haintz family possessed an economic advan
tage in securing terms for farm laborers. Given 
these circumstances, the Haintz family would 
have found hiring farm laborers attractive, 
which could explain why the Haintz's quickly 
erected a relatively inexpensive building to 
house farm workers. 

Who Lived in the Heminitz House? 

County tax records, incomplete as they are, 
have provided the only record of the house's 
residents. The decennial U.S. Population 
Census provided information on the makeup 
of those families. Examining head-of-house
hold-occupation trends assembled from the 
tenancy record, the period between 1843 and 
1930 can be divided around the mid-1880s. 
This division coincides closely with temporal 
stratification of artifact deposits found at the 
site, leading to the definition of Period I 
(1843-1883) and Period II (1884-1920s). For 
Period I, all male heads of household, with 
few exceptions, appeared in the Lehigh 
County tax ratables or in the federal popula
tion census as "laborer" and in one case "day 
laborer." Research by Weiss (1989), Wright 
(1988), and Atack and Passell (1994: 525) con
cluded that use of the term "laborer" around 
the mid-19th century must have referred to 
individuals working both in and out of agri
culture, probably on a seasonal basis. Industry, 
particularly in rural areas, lacked the produc-

tive capacity at this time to hire many individ
uals on a full-time annual basis, so the laborers 
living in the Heminitz house presumably 
worked, at least part time, in agriculture. OrJy 
two of the house's tenants, one in the years 
1872 and 1874, and one between 1877 and 
1883, are listed in the population census 
specifically as "farm laborers." This inconsis
tency in terminology can be attributed to dif
ferences among the particular tax collectors in 
recording this type of information. 

Period II began with Jonas Litchenwalner's 
acquisition of the house (1884) and the tenancy 
of a machinist between the years 1886 and 
1889. During this period, the occupations of 
the site's inhabitants became more mixed. The 
tenancy record of the Heminitz house during 
the very late-1800s and into early-1900s fea
tured a varied progression from machinist to 
farm laborer to shoemaker, and laborer to day 
laborer to house carpenter, and house 
painter / carpenter to laborer / mail carrier. 
Period II marks a definite shift away from the 
agricultural sector and into the skilled (e.g., 
machinist, carpenter) and non-skilled or semi
skilled (e.g., laborer, house painter) manufac
turing and construction sectors. 

What was the Standard of Living of the Early 
Farm Laborers at the Site? 

The period between 1840 and 1860 has 
been described as a period of "painful read
justment in farming away from self-sufficiency 
to commercial farming" (Fletcher 1955: 364). 
Western competition drove the "readjust
ment," along with the advent of laborsaving 
machinery, changes in transportation, and spe
cialization for local urban market demand. The 
migration of many Pennsylvania farmers and 
farm workers to the west and to urban centers, 
which peaked between 1840 and 1855, exacer
bated changing conditions. These migrations 
caused continued farm labor shortages in 
Pennsylvania between 1850 and 1860 (Fletcher 
1955: 364). According to Cochrane (1979: 196), 
the adoption of a full compliment of labor
saving devices (Le., tools for plowing, har
rowing, seeding, and harvesting) occurred 
around 1850, during this period of migration. 
Schmidt (1973: 134) suggests the completion of 
this shift to horse-powered mechanical agri-



culture occurred during the Civil War when 
labor was scarce. 

Although adapting to new realities could 
be distressing, farming during the post-Civil 
War period remained profitable, particularly 
in the Northeast. Increased investments in 
agricultural machinery, sustained profitability, 
and a host of other factors combined to raise 
the value of farmland throughout the second 
half of the 19th century. With farmland values 
doubling throughout the country between 
1805 and 1850 (Lindert 1988: 57) and rising at 
an annual rate of 2.08 percent between 1850 
and 1915 (Atack and Passe111994: 407), young 
farmers found it increasingly difficult to 
acquire land. What emerged was a "farm 
ladder," in which individuals and / or families 
moved up from tenancy and wage labor to 
farm ownership, or down, from independent 
owners/ operators to rural proletarians 
(Wright 1988; Atack and Passelll994: 527-528). 
For some, a ladder may not have existed at all 
(O'Donovan and Wurst 2001-2002: 75). 
Rothenberg (1992) has argued that two labor 
markets existed-one for day laborers and 
another for long-term hired hands. Of the two 
types of laborers in the early-19th century, day 
laborers were clearly those headed up the agri
cultural ladder. Pay rates for day labor were 
typically 80 to 90 percent higher than for 
monthly contract labor. Young, upwardly 
mobile single men from the local community 
primarily held these positions, earning money 
for marriage and acquiring their own farms 
(Atack and Passell 1994: 526-528). Farm 
workers hired on a monthly contract basis 
usually consisted of older (30s to 40s) married 
men, who were geographically mobile rather 
than upward economically mobile (Atack and 
PassellI994). 

Up until ca. 1870, one can see a gradual 
aging of the farm laborer families that lived in 
the Herninitz house (FIG. 4). In 1850, 28-year
old Philip Heist lived in the house with his 
wife (age 22) and two young sons (ages two 
and one). In 1860, tenant Tilghman Levan was 
35 years old and lived in the house with his 
wife (age 28) and three children (ages 11, 
seven, and one). In 1870, George Heil (age 61) 
resided with his wife (age 50) and two sons 
(ages 14 and 21) in the house. Those families 
that occupied the house after it was built were 
probably moving "up" the agricultural ladder 
toward eventual yeomanry. Those living in the 
house near the end of this period were not 
necessarily moving "down" the ladder, but 
may not have possessed future opportunities 
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beyond tenancy and unskilled labor. This 
trend reflects changes in the agricultural labor 
force occurring on a national scale, the result 
of increased farm mechanization and agricul
ture's general decline in primacy vis-a.-vis 
industry during the late-19th century. 

Unfortunately, we do not possess accurate 
information on the wages paid to the laborers 
living at the Heminitz Property Site in the 
period from 1840 to 1880. The only reliable sta
tistics on agricultural wages are available at 
the state level, recorded by the Pennsylvania 
Board of Agriculture (1886: 49; 1890: graphs). 
Although not a true wage index, the agricul
tural wage rates have been plotted against the 
price of a bushel of wheat to provide a relative 
sense of proportion to diachronic changes in 
wages observed for both agricultural and non
agricultUral laborers. Information on the price 
of wheat were derived from Bezanson, Gray, 
and Hussey (1937: 248) and Bezanson 1954: 
384-385). Using the price of wheat as a stan
dard measure of value is suggested by the fol
lowing quote from the Pennsylvania Board of 
Agriculture (1886: 49): 

The writer has a distinct remembrance of guar
anteeing harvest hands that they should not 
receive less than the price of a bushel of new 
wheat per day, and, as much more as others 
were paying; harvest hands, at present [1886), 
would not be willing to accept the price of 
wheat as a basis upon which to calculate their 
per diem. 

A number of interesting observations are 
made when wages are compared to the price 
of wheat. Prior to the Civil War, there were a 
series of steep decennial price fluctuations in 
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Figure 4. Age of head of household during Period I, 
Herminitz Property Site 
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the price of wheat, a very graphic illustration 
of the erratic economic growth that character
ized this period (FIG. 5). Farm wages lacked the 
elasticity of prices. Wages fluctuated some
what with the rise and fall of prices, but not as 
readily. The laborer must have shouldered the 
burden of high prices during particularly 
harsh years, such as 1847, 1856, and 1867. 
However, during other years in the antebellum 
period (1852, 1859), a day's wages compared 
favorably with a bushel of wheat. Judging by 
state-wide agricultural wages and the price of 
wheat, the net sum appears to be a situation of 
gradually rising prices and wages punctuated 
by frequent fluctuation in a rapidly cycling 
business environment. Between 1845 and 1860, 
wages rose by 20 cents and the price of wheat 
rose 34 cents a bushel, a 25 percent increase for 
both categories. Still, the wage earner was vul
nerable in an environment of volatile prices in 
basic commodities such as wheat. Sharp, 
episodic price variations must have engen
dered some sense of insecurity and the need to 
guard against the day when prices would rise 
but wages would not. 

Price fluctuations after the Civil War were 
not nearly as severe as during the antebellum 
period. This stability, combined with the rela
tive inelasticity of wages, worked to the 
laborer's benefit. Daily wages rose above the 
price of a bushel of wheat for the first time in 
1870, and the price / wage gap remained much 
narrower than it had been during the first half 
of the 19th century. Finally, agricultural wages 
matched the price of a bushel of wheat in 1883 
and remained stable while the price of wheat 
fell throughout the remainder of the 1880s. 

: r=-· --------;\~~ 
$2.00 .~--- .............. , I····· ........... L ....•. • ••. __ ,,_, 

!!! :g $1.50 
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SO.50 

Year 

Figure 5. Comparison of wages, 1845-1885. 

By the 1880s, competition clearly arose 
between agriculture and manufacturing for 
labor, and it was partially responsible for the 
historically high value of farm labor relative to 
the price of wheat. Industrial statistics 
reported by the Secretary of Internal Affairs of 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania reveal 
that machinists could earn over 30 percent 
higher wages than farm workers during the 
third quarter of the 19th century (Secretary of 
Internal Affairs [Pennsylvania], Annual 
Report, Part Ill, 1879: 344-345, 350). By the end 
of the early occupation period at the Heminitz 
site, both the agricultural and the industrial 
laborer benefited from high wages (relative to 
a single commodity-wheat). Although the 
number of agricultural workers diminished 
(and none resided at the Heminitz house after 
1886), those that remained on the farms earned 
historically high wages. As the Pennsylvania 
Board of Agriculture (1886) noted, the added 
expense fell on the yeoman farmer who not 
only had a difficult time finding laborers, but 
also was compelled to pay ruinously high 
wages. 

The relative standard of living of the 
Heminitz house occupants during Period I 
was measured using Miller's CC Index Value 
(1980, 1991, 1994) through comparison of the 
artifact assemblage to other contemporaneous 
archaeological sites (FIG. 6), featuring: rural 
farm laborers (Ward and McCarthy 1989; Catts 
et a1. 1988); farm owners (Clouse et a1. 2001; 
Joire et al. 1993; Lawrence et a1. 1999; Morin et 
a1. 1986); rural industrial workers (Geismar 
1982; Hurry 1990); and urban skilled and 
unskilled laborers (Yamin 1999). In terms of 
overall value, the Heminitz early-component 
assemblage ranks near the bottom, with only 
one site reflecting a lower-value assemblage, a 
household of late-19th-century laborer / 
tradesman tenants in the Irish neighborhood 
of Dublin in Paterson, New Jersey (FIG. 6). A 
local farm-related tenant assemblage from the 
nearby Dorneyville Site has a nearly equal 
value to the Heminitz Period I assemblage. 
Also, the Heminitz Site's Period I assemblage 
is comparable to ceramic values from the later 
phase of the Richland Farm yeoman site and 
two of the Skunk Hollow rural laborer sites (B 
and C). 

When considering ceramic values, it can be 
postulated that smaller farm owners were not 
necessarily any better off than tenants. The 
commonality of the early Heminitz Property 
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Figure 6. Comparison of overall CC Index Values. (Sources: Catts et aL 1988; Clouse et aL 2001; Geismar 1982; 
Hurry 1990; Joire et aL 1993; Lawrence et aL 1999; Morin et aL 1986; Ward and McCarthy 1989; Yamin 1999), 

Site dinnerware and teaware assemblages with 
those from local farm-related sites demon
strates that the Period I tenant occupants 
acquired items of local popularity, despite low 
economic status. This commonality could also 
be taken as an indicator that ceramics assem
blages are not sufficiently sensitive tools for 
differentiating social or economic groups. A 

, similar lack of distinction in the earlier ceramic 
assemblages of owners and tenants was 
observed in the Dublin neighborhood of 
Paterson, New Jersey (Yamin 1999: 157-158). 

Surprisingly high-value ceramics were also 
recovered from the poor, mid-19th century 
inhabitants Keith Site in Chenango County, 
New York (O'Donovan and Wurst 2001-2002). 
Ceramic value indices were also unable to dis
tinguish between the late-19th- and early-20th
century inhabitants of alley versus street 
dwellings in southeastern Washington, D.C. 
(Cheek and Friedlander 1990: 52). 

Figure 6 also illustrates several incon
gruities. For example, groups of both 
Paterson's urban industrial workers and rural 
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laborers from Skunk Hollow can be found at 
both extremes of the CC Index Value. The vari
able of ownership versus tenancy does not 
seem to show a pattern either, with both 
groups found in both regions of the value 
spectrum. Hence, it may be assumed that 
other variables besides occupation and prop
erty ownership must have been factors in 
ceramic choice and consumer behavior. As 
O'Donovan and Wurst (2001-2002) suggest, 
how items of household ].lse are acquired 
needs to be considered when interpreting the 
meaning they provide to the choices available 
to people in the past. 

Vessel glass was very rare in the Heminitz 
site's Period I component, accounting for less 
than ten percent of the Kitchen Group arti
facts. This was also the case for the Richland 
Farm early component, the Hamlin Farm, and 
the nearby Miller/Moyer Farmstead. In con
trast to these local farm-related sites, the 
Harford Ironworkers' House, Skunk Hollow, 
and Paterson sites possessed the greatest 
quantity and diversity of vessel glass. Of the 
comparative site group, the early component 
of the Heminitz Property Site had the least 
diverse glass assemblage, consisting of carbon
ated beverage and medicinal bottles in low 
numbers and tableware (tumbler and salt 
shaker). No wine / spirits bottles or stemware 
appeared in the site's early component. 
Clearly, urban workers had greater access and 
ability to purchase a wider range of glass 
products. 

A comparison of the Heminitz Period I 
faunal assemblage with the rural and urban 
sites referenced above shows several similari
ties and, differences. Pork was the most 
common meat among ~ral sites. What per
haps distinguishes the Heminitz site is the fact 
that chicken may have been more commonly 
consumed than pork during this period of 
time, based on the Minimum Number of 
Individuals (MNI) analysis. This preference for 
chicken may have been a function of the lim
ited size of the yard available for raising ani
mals at the Heminitz house. Regardless, a 
common factor between Heminitz and other 
rural sites was that the household raised both 
pigs and chickens. Evidence for cattle being 
raised at the site during Period I was found in 
the tax records, with only limited evidence in 

the archaeological deposits. These animals 
served primarily as dairy producers, not as 
meat provisions. The occupants of nearby 
farm sites obviously butchered some cattle for 
beef, a luxury not afforded to the Heminitz site 
occupants. In general, lower- and medium
valued meat cuts defined the norm at all of the 
sampled sites. The early Heminitz assemblage 
fits this pattern. The Period I faunal group is 
somewhat less diverse than the faunal assem
blages from the other comparative sites, with 
sheep, fish, and wild game being absent. 

The archaeological evidence shows that in 
spite of an obviously low economic standing, 
the early farm laborer occupants of the 
Heminitz Property Site were able to share in 
some of the luxuries that other nearby farm 
laborers and farm owners enjoyed. Taken as a 
group, these farm families possessed similar 
ceramic and personal assemblages, consumed 
similar foods, and limited their intake of 
tobacco and alcohol to a minimum. While cer
tain differences have been noted (e.g., limita
tions on clothing expenditures and access to 
certain meats), farmers and farm workers in 
this area can be viewed as members of a group 
with definite preferences for what material 
culture they purchased and used. Clearly how
ever, farm laborers, tenant farmers, and farm 
owners had different levels of income and dif
ferent economic pressures with which to deal. 

Did the Standard of Living Improve as the 
Inhabitants Moved Out of Agriculture? 

The definitive disassociation of the 
Heminitz house from agricultural labor and its 
sole use as a rental property began in the mid-
1880s. This occurred within the context of 
changes on the farm to which it was histori
cally attached. The transformation of both the 
farm and the tenant house into mere rental 
properties can be ascribed to Jonas 
Lichtenwalner, member of another old 
German family in Lehigh County, when he 
purchased the property in 1884 from his 
father-in-law Benjamin Haintz. The moment 
Lichtenwalner purchased the Haintz farm, he 
leased out the farm fields (Lehigh County Tax 
Ratables 1846-1946). After Benjamin Haintz 
died in 1886, Lichtenwalner not only con
tinued leasing out the farm fields, he also 
began leasing out the former Haintz home-



stead to the individual working the farm 
(Lehigh County Tax Ratables 1846-1946). At 
the same time (1886), a machinist named 
George Guth became the new Heminitz house 
tenant. These facts clearly indicate that by 
1884, the farm operation was divorced from 
farm ownership; the owner's interest in the 
farm and all its appurtenances, including the 
Heminitz house, was reduced to the monetary 
returns it could produce through rent. 

Lichtenwalner's acquisition of the Haintz 
farm, its conversion into a tenant farm, and the 
disassociation of the Heminitz house with 
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agricultural labor occurred at a time of 
declining fortunes for the yeoman farmer. 
Farm commodity prices had been falling 
throughout the third quarter of the 19th cen
tury, farm mechanization needs increased, and 
farmers were growing more .dependent on 
increasingly distant (i.e., national and global) 
markets tailored to mass distribution and 
rapid communication systems over which the 
farmer wielded no control (Yates 1963: 99; 
Atack and Passell 1994: 422-433). It was also a 
time of rising farm tenancy, of which the 
Haintz farm is a clear example. 

Table 2. Ceramic vessels by ware type, Periods I and II, Heminitz Property Site. 
Period I Period II 

Ware Type Decoration N % N % 
Ironstone Undecorated 2 1.8 5 5.6 

Molded 0 0.0 2 2.2 
Decalcomania 0 0.0 2 2.2 
Transfer-printed 0 0.0 1 1.1 
subtotal 2 1.8 10 11.2 

Whiteware Molded 0 0.0 2 2.2 
Gilded 0 0.0 1 1.1 
Sponge-painted 21 18.9 9 10.1 
Painted, monochrome 9 8.1 7 7.9 
Painted, polychrome 8 7.2 5 5.6 
Blue shell-edged 14 12.6 2 2.2 
Blue transfer-printed 4 3.6 3 3.4 
Other transfer-printed 7 6.3 7 7.9 
Undecorated 6 5.4 6 6.7 
subtotal 69. 62.2 42 47.2 

Pearlware Mocha/dipt 2 1.8 0 0.0 
Painted, monochrome 0 0.0 1 1.1 
Painted, polychrome 6 5.4 1 1.1 
Blue transfer-printed 2 1.8 1.1 
Blue shell-edged 3 2.7 1.1 
Green shell-edged 1 0.9 1.1 
Sponge-painted 1 0.9 1 1.1 
Undecorated 1 0.9 0 0.0 
subtotal 16 14.4 . 6 6.7 

Porcelain Undecorated 1 0.9 2 2.2 
Gilded 0 0.0 1 1.1 
Transfer-printed 0 0.0 1 1.1 
Molded 0 0.0 1 1.1 
subtotal 1 0.9 5 5.6 

Yellowware Molded 0 0.0 1 1.1 
Undecorated 0 0.0 3 3.4 
subtotal a 0.0 4 4.5 

Buff-bodied Vitreous Painted 1 0.9 0 0.0 
Undecorated 0 0.0 3 3.4 
subtotal 0.9 3 3.4 

Redware Slip-trailed 4 3.6 1 1.1 
Glazed 18 16.2 17 19.1 
Unglazed 0 0.0 1 1.1 
subtotal 22 19.8 19 21.3 
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Table 3. Comparati've CC Index Values by 
component. 
Vessel 
Plates 
Teas 
Bowls 
All Vessels 

Period I 
1.33 
1.34 
1.31 
1.33 

Period II 
1.28 
1.68 
2.00 
1.50 

Overall 
1.32 
1.45 
1.43 
1.36 

Lichtenwalner's purchase of the farm should 
be viewed as an investment in which he could 
reap the benefits of cash income without 
assl,1ming the risk of the farming operation 
itself (Atack 1988: 23). However, since farm 
incomes dropped between 1870 and 1895, 
Lichtenwalner made his real investment in the 
land, not the farm production. By the time 
non-farm labor occupation began at the 
Heminitz house, the majority of the United 
States labor force was no longer engaged in 
agriculture (Saloutos 1962; Atack 1988: 23). 
Manufacturing became increasingly important 
in the economy of the Lehigh Valley and the 
nation as a whole (Yates 1963: 89-92; Easterlin 
1971: 48). 

These changes in the regional and national 
economic structure are visible at the house
hold level in changing consumption patterns 
evident between Period I and Period II artifact 
assemblages. These patterns represent the 
transformation of the Heminitz house from a 
household linked to agricultural labor to that 
of a rental property for paying tenants. While 
there are no absolute standards against which 
to measure the quantity or quality of the site's 
inhabitants' consumption of material goods, 
intra-site comparisons of changing consump
tion patterns at the site between the first and 

Table 4. Button types by temporal component. 

Material Cost Ranking N 
Shell High 2 
Porcelain Low 5 
Bone Medium 0 
Brass High 0 
Iron Medium 1 
Hard Rubber Medium 0 
Metal! Leather Medium 0 
Plastic Low 0 
Unidentified nla 0 

Overall Cost Ranking for the Button Assemblages 
High 2 
Medium 1 
Low 5 

second period (1843-1930) are instructive. In 
comparison to Period II, Period I is noted for a 
lower variety of consumer goods. It also 
appears that during the first period, the occu
pants obtained many of their goods locally or 
through household production. 

The ceramic artifact assemblage found in 
Period II retains many of the same characteris
tics of Period I, with some obvious differences 
ascribable to changes in ceramic manufac
turing technology (e.g., general lack of pearl
ware from this assemblage (TAB. 2). The pre
ponderance of redware in Period I is not sur
prising, but the absence of the only other type 
of utilitarian ceramic ware, stoneware is 
notable. Manufacturers produced red ware 
locally in and around the Lehigh County, 
while stoneware production occurred else
where. Stoneware from production centers in 
Philadelphia or Trenton was likely more 
expensive and less easily available than local 
redwares. 

The ceramic assemblage from Period I 
includes an assortment of decorative types 
and forms. The assemblage does not appear to 
be derived from a traditional "set" of dishes 
with common decorative patterns and is inter
preted to reflect a pattern of sporadic acquisi
tion. Therefore, even though its refined earth
enwares were produced in England, the nature 
of the assemblage from the earliest period of 
the Heminitz Property Site clearly reflects 
localized acquisition in all likelihood through 
a combination of family, patronage, and pur
chase. 

When examining the CC Index Value 
between Period I and II, the value of the later 
component ceramics is slightly higher (13 per-

Period I Period II 
% N % 

25% 11 28% 
63% 15 38% 
0% 3 8% 
0% 3 8% 

13% 2 5% 
0% 3 8% 
0% 1 3% 
0% 1 3% 
0% 1 3% 

25% 14 36% 
13% 9 23% 
63% 16 41% 



cent) than that of the earlier assemblage (TAB. 

3). These higher overall values for the later 
component may reflect a greater purchasing 
power for the later occupants of the site, many 
of whom were non-agricultural, semi-skilled, 
and skilled workers. The higher value of teas 
from Period II, for example, may pOSSibly 
reflect a higher degree of discretionary 
spending for social, non-utilitarian purposes. 

Another type of storage technology, glass, 
is only slightly represented in the Period I 
component of the Heminitz Property Site. 
Given the low glass vessel counts (n=12) , it 
would seem that the Period I occupants lim
ited the purchase of bottled medications and 
consumed few sodas. This may very well be a 
reflection of a low level of income and wealth 
of the early occupants and the fact that these 
people most likely did not possess the discre
tionary funds to purchase such items on a reg-
ular basis. j 

The artifact assemblage recovered from 
Period II exhibits a large increase in glass ves
sels as a percentage of the total container 

. assemblage when compared with Period I. 
Deposits from the second period contained 
many more glass vessels (n=70) with a much 
greater diversity of vessel types being repre
sented. These glass vessels have a plethora of 
functions and applications: food storage and 
canning, cooking and baking, dining, health 
and hygiene/beauty aids, and lighting. These 
items demonstrate the increasing variety of 
consumer goods and greater purchasing 
power afforded the site's occupants in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. Advancements 
in glass container technology and transporta
tion/ distribution systems in the late-19th and 
early-20th centuries led to greater availability 
and lower prices for glass. 

Although total quantities still remained 
low there were also a somewhat larger number 
and greater diversity of personal items found 
in the Period II deposits. Most notable among 
these personal items are sewing and clothing 
items. The button assemblages of the two 
periods also appears to tell something about 
the increasing purchasing power of the later 
inhabitants. As Table 4 shows, the majority of 
the buttons from Period I were low ·value 
porcelain types. This is also true for Period II, 
though the later component shows a greater 
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proportion of high- and medium-cost buttons 
(e.g., shell and brass) than for the earlier 
period. . 

The buttons and other sewing items obvi
ously indicate that occupants worked on 
clothing at the site throughout Period I and II 
of site occupation, and it is well known that 
home production of clothing was common 
during the 19th and early 20th centuries. This 
practice should not obscure the fact that in 
these items, the archaeological record provides 
a glimpse into an important aspect of family 
life that is frequently overlooked in the docu
mentary record: the productive contribution of 
women (wives and daughters) to the economic 
well-being of the family. :rhe sewing-related 
artifacts found at the Heminitz Property Site 
provide tangible evidence of their productive 
role in the family. Focusing strictly on needle
craft, it is unclear whether household's female 
occupants performed work solely for home 
consumption or for the marketplace. If they 
performed the work solely for home use, the 
number and varIety of buttons may indicate 
that the quantity and variety of clothes worn 
by members of the household increased 
during Period II. However, it may merely 
reflect the fact that the largest family sizes 
known for the Heminitz house are recorded 
for the period between 1880 and 1900, which 
corresponds closely with Period II occupation. 
The average number of children living in the 
house between 1840 and 1880 was 2.5; for the 
period between 1880 and 1900 it was 5.4. Still, 
other possibilities notwithstanding, the 
increased quantity of sewing items may reflect 
work performed as an additional source of 
income to the family. 

There are two possible .interpretations for 
increasing female labor inputs in the house
hold. First, it is possible that the women took 
in clothes requiring repair or tailoring for 
neighbors in the community. Secondly, the tex
tile industry arrived in the Lehigh Valley just 
prior to the First World War, at the end of this 
second occupational period at the Heminitz 
house. For example, the Trexlertown Knitting 
Mill was established in Trexlertown in 1912. 
These mills distributed piecework around the 
county. It is possible that under either (or both) 
of these scenarios, the women of the Heminitz 
household contributed to their family's 
income. In terms of the site itself, census data 
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Table 5. Average income, expenses and net earnings, Pennsylvania 1879 and 1880. 
Unskilled Laborer 1879 

Income 
$323.87 

Expenses 
$262.33 

Unskilled Laborer 1880 

Net Earnings 
$61.54 

Skilled Laborer 1879 
Income 
$513.33 

Expenses 
$443.55 

Skilled Laborer 1880 

Net Earnings 
$69.99 

Income Expenses Net Earnings Income Expenses Net Earnings 
$288.85 $:?70.00 $18.85 $672.75 $536.50 $l36.25 

Source: Annual Report of the Secretary of Internal Affairs [Pennsylvania}, Part III 1879 and 1880. 

does not indicate that any of the women living 
at the house during Period I possessed formal 
employment. 

The intra-site comparison of Period I and II 
artifact assemblages indicates a important dif
ferences between the two periods in the quan
tity and diversity of artifacts between the ear
lier and later deposits. After the 1880s, it 
appears that the purchasing power of those 
who lived in the Heminitz house improved. 
The increase in purchasing is measurable by 
various criteria: an increase in the CC value of 
tea ware component of the ceramic assemblage; 
the increased use of glass vessels; and an 
increase in the value of buttons used by people 
living in the house. When comparing CC 
Index Values between sites, the Heminitz 
ceramic values rose from near the bottom of 
the comparative sample during occupational 
Period I to near the middle of the sample 
during Period II (FIG. 6). 

Although labor contracts between farmer 
and laborer typically included board as a com
ponent of the laborers wages (Pennsylvania 
Board of Agriculture 1890: 142-143), the lim
ited faunal evidence from the Heminitz 
Property Site indicates that occupants engaged 
in some household production. The faunal 
remains from Period I revealed pork and 
chicken as the most commonly consumed 
meats, with beef and wild game present in 
very small quantities. The site's occupants 
augmented their diet with home-raised 
chickens and during the early period of occu
pation, most likely on a limited level, given the 
small size of the parcel. The Period II faunal 
assemblage shows broad commonalities with 
the Period I assemblage. This continuity sug
gests that the site's later occupants may have 
retained the same food ways, in terms of both 
consumption and procurement, as the pre
vious farm laborer families as they transi
tioned into non-agricultural pursuits. 

The differences observed between Period I 
and II artifact assemblages are indicative of a 
greater participation in the market economy, 
though whether they represent greater pur-

chasing power or a higher standard of li~ing is 
not immediately clear. They are certainly asso
ciated with the eclipse of the agrarian sector of 
the economy by manufacturing. Nationally, 
real wages for farm labor grew slowly during 
the late-19th century (Atack and Passell 1994: 
549), but locally there is no evidence of a wage 
"spike" at the time (ca. 1870-1880) of this 
notable increase of consumption at the 
Heminitz site. However, wages for industrial 
workers (skilled and non-skilled) were consis
tently higher than those of agricultural 
laborers throughout the late-19th and early-
20th centuries (Goldin and Margo 1992). It is 
presumed that the non-agricultural laborers 
who began occupying the Heminitz house in 
the mid-1880s would have earned higher 
wages and, hence, purchased more goods from 
area stores. 

Although the non-agricultural laborers 
living in the Heminitz house during Period II 
may have been purchasing more consumer 
goods, higher wages may not have been the 
only factor affecting their choice to do so. State 
statistics on income and expenses for 1879 and 
1880 demonstrates that workers struggled to 
keep ahead of debt (TAB. 5). Average income 
for both skilled and non-skilled workers was 
above average expenses for both groups for 
both years. However, what the averages do 
not show is that in 1879 some households in 
both labor groups reported a deficit. In that 
year, four unskilled laborer households 
reported deficits ranging from $30.00 to $55.00 
dollars, while five skilled laborer households 
had budget shortfalls ranging from as little as 
$6.00 to as high as $84.00. The presence of 
household budget deficits implied that they 
were operating on some form of credit. 

Archaeologists have generally overlooked 
the availability and use of commercial credit 
for making everyday purchases even as it has 
enormous ramifications for interpreting the 
everyday things we normally recover from 
domestic sites. The extent to which individuals 
or families were able to buy beyond their 
immediate means has obvious implications for 



the care with which we must approach the 
relationship between artifact assemblages and 
ascriptions of social or economic class as well 
as the issue of consumer choice more gener
ally. Although no information was forth
coming on the use of credit at local stores by 
any of the inhabitants of the Heminitz house, 
the use of credit and degree of indebtedness 
by local farmers and laborers in, the nearby 
townships was explored. 

The purchasing and payment records for a 
series of patrons of three nearby general stores 
over a 40-year period from 1843 to 1883 were 
examined. The three ledgers include that of 
Charles Dinkey's store in Pennsville (now 
Ashfield), East Penn Township, Carbon 
County (Dinkey 1843-1848); Flores and 
Meyers' store'in Dillingersville, Lower Milford 
Township, Lehigh County (Flores and Meyers 
1868-1873); and Silas Bittner's general store, 
Bittner's Corner, Lowhill Township, Lehigh 
County (Bittner 1882-1884). Store ledger data 
was collected for a minimum of three individ
uals for each of three occupation: classes: farm 
laborers, farmers, and skilled non-farm 
workers (tradesmen). Occupation information, 
as well as household statistics; for the individ
uals represented in the store ledgers was 
obtained from the National Census and county 
tax assessment records. At least one full year's 
store purchases and credits (payments) were 
collected for each patron from the ledgers. 
Each purchase was recorded in general cate
gories such as food, sewing materials, pre
pared clothing, tobacco, lighting, etc. 
Payments were Similarly grouped as cash, pro
duce, labor / service, trade / swap. 

Table 6. Summary of store ledger information 
concerning debt. 

Average Yearly Debt per Person in Household 

Laborers 
Skilled 
Farmers 

1843-48 1868-73 1882-84 
-$0.33 +$0.47 -$1.07 
-$2.93 -$0.67 -$5.14 

+$2.42 -$2.65 -$3.75 

Average Yearly Purchasing per Person in Household 
1843-48 1868-73 1882-84 

Laborers $18.86 $6.85 $5.28 
Skilled $12.39 $2.60 $16.39 
Farmers $7.35 $7.15 $5.52 
Notes: (+) indicates a positive ledger credit, (-) indi
cates a net debit. 
Sources: Dinkey 1843-48, Flores and Meyers 
1868-73, Bittner 1882-84. 
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Examination of the ledgers revealed that 
rural people in all job categories, including 
farm owners, farm tenant laborers, and 
tradesmen, commonly participated in a pro
duce-for-credit system and operated within 
some margin of debt with local' 'store owners. 
The ledgers indicate that the laborers kept 
indebtedness to a minimum (TAB. 6). In the 
1868 to 1873 laborer sample, an average posi
tive amount appeared in the Flores and 
Meyers store ledger. Even in 1882-1884, the 
yearly debt per person for laborers was the 
lowest for all three groups. Farmers showed 
the second highest rate of debt, while skilled 
laborers / tradesmen had the highest debt. 
Taken at face value, one might assume that 
laborers were better off and lived relatively 
debt-free. Another possible interpretation is 
that laborers as a class were least able to 
manage their budgets in holding down debt. 
As a result, merchants compelled laborers to 
pay for goods with cash. In contrast, farmers 
found themselves in somewhat better straights 
and were more likely to be afforded credit by 
storeowners. 

The available documentary eviden<;e on 
state and local levels suggests that workers, 
skilled or non-skilled, lived near the margins 
of economic solvency. Annual changes in 
prices and wages appear to have placed 
workers in debt one year and out of debt the 
next. Store ledger research indicates that 
indebtedness for some cases extended over the 
two-to-five-year period covered by the ledger, 
suggesting chronic debt conditions for a por
tion of the rural population. If we examine the 
diachronic trends in indebtedness and pur
chasing for farmers and farm laborers, we see 
that average debt per person increased, while 
average purchasing per person decreased (TAB. 
6). For skilled laborers both debt and pur
chases per person increased throughout the 
second half of the 19th century. The decreasing 
expenditures and increasing debt of farmers 
and farm laborers would seem to indicate that 
they were increasingly restricting their 
spending in a conscious effort to keep it in line 
with their budgets, yet were failing. 
Apparently, the wage increases enjoyed by 
agricultural workers over this period of time 
was insufficient to remain free of debt. In con
trast, skilled laborers were earning more and 
spending more than agricultural workers and 
out-spending farmers. This may reflect the fact 
that skilled workers may have been assigned 
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higher levels of credit based on the store 
owner's perception that skilled workers had a 
greater ability to eventually retire their debt. 
Consequently, they enjoyed a greater level of 
consumer expenditures than either agrarian 
laborers or yeoman farmers. A contributing 
element in their decision to do so was the 
availability of credit, and their choice to 
assume debt. 

Conclusions 
During the first period of occupation (ca. 

1840-1880), only farm laborers and their fami
li~s occupied the site. The site's archaeological 
evidence reveals that the early farm laborers 
who occupied the tenant house were able to 
share in many aspects of a comfortable 
lifestyle similar to other nearby farm laborers 
and farm owners, in spite of an obviously low 
economic standing. In terms of the value of 
material possessions, the Heminitz occupants 
were poorer than rural farm owners or urban 
laborers. Documentary and archaeological evi
dence suggest that they maintained their eco
nomic position at least partially through 
household production, which aided in 
buffering economic downturns. Household 
production of foodstuffs provided a direct 
food source, permitted them to maintain an 
adequate diet, and also functioned as a 
medium of non-monetary exchange at local 
stores. 

The investigation also explored whether 
the economic position of the Heminitz prop
erty household rose or fell as its occupants 
transitioned from agriculture to the manufac
turing / service sectors, essentially whether the 
site's inhabitants during Period I were finan
cially better off than those of the Period II. 
Archaeological data indicate that the Heminitz 
house inhabitants' purchaSing power did 
improve after the 1880s. However, the changes 
in consumption patterns observed between 
Period I and Period II at the Heminitz site 
were not radically different. For instance, 
dietary patterns do not appear to have been 
Significantly different. The later families pur
chased higher valued goods, but at least in 
terms of ceramic tableware, the second period 
assemblage appeared stylistically similar to 
Period 1. The artifact assemblage does not con
tain sufficient evidence to suggest that the 
later house occupants made a concerted effort 
to project a higher status level or otherwise 
distinguish themselves from the tenant 

laborers that had previously lived there. In 
this, they were similar to the urban tenant 
laborers in the Dublin neighborhood of 
Paterson, NJ, who likewise did not distinguish 
amongst themselves through material goods 
(Yamin 1999: 160). In rural Lehigh County, this 
fact argues for broad cultural continuity 
during this period of change, rather than a dis
continuity in the household members' socio
cultural identities. 

The improved level of material well being 
noted after the 1880s appears to have had 
associated costs. Household budget informa
tion at both state and local levels for the mid
to late-1800s demonstrates that skilled workers 
maintained a nearly consistent level of low 
debt in local stores; agricultural laborers and 
farmers skirted at the debt margins as well, 
but may not have been as constantly indebted 
as skilled workers. Unfortunately, no post-
1880 household budget data for the region or 
state was found for comparative analysis. It is 
suspected that if this data were found, it 
would show that tenant laborers, such as those 
that lived in the Heminitz house after the mid-
1880s, would have funded their increased con
sumer activity t%ugh chronic, low-level debt. 

The Heminitz Property Site produced a 
detailed archaeological and documentary 
record that could be successfully used to 
reconstruct the lives of rural tenant laborers 
during the second half of the 19th and early-
20th centuries in the Lehigh Valley. This work 
demonstrates that rural agricultural workers 
survived in an insecure economic environ
ment, while managing to acquire many of the 
same types of material goods used in the 
households of their yeoman farmer employers. 
The archaeological record shows little distinc
tion between the local farm owner and farm 
laborer in terms of what items were purchased 
for household consumption. Only subtle dif
ferences were observed between the artifact 
assemblages of owners and tenants in the 
Dublin neighborhood of Paterson, New Jersey 
(Yamin 1999: 157) or between ethnic groups in 
Washington, D.C. (Cheek and Friedlander 
1990), raising the question of the ability of 
such items as refined earthenware to measure 
socioeconomic differences, an issue about 
which there has been some debate (Baugher 
and Venables 1987; Klein 1991; LeeDecker 
1991; Friedlander 1991). For the Heminitz 
Property Site and the western Lehigh Valley, 
documentary evidence in the form of store 
ledgers demonstrate a commonality between 



farmers and their agricultural tenants in the 
pattern of their decreasing purchases and the 
increasing levels of debt assumed. This was in 
contrast to that of skilled laborers, for whom 
both debt and purchases per person increased 
throughout the second half of the 19th century. 
Therefore, the path to a materially better life 
for a wage earner ultimately lay in exiting the 
agricultural sector and entering manufac
turing, which is what happened at the 
Heminitz Property Site. Unfortunately for the 
non-agrarian laborer, material improvement 
probably meant increased debt and its atten
dant stress. 

Lu Ann DeCunzo (2001-2002) has recently 
written of the need to discover and enrich our 
understanding of the "cultures of agriculture." 
The commonality of material culture and pur
chasing decisions made a local stotes between 
farm owners and tenants observed during this 
investigation of the Heminitz site, the overlap 
between occupational categories of "farmer," 
"tenant," and "laborer," as well as the fluidity 
of movement of labor between the agricultural 
and manufacturing sectors raise an important 
question in response to this call to refocus our 
investigation of farmstead and related sites. 
From the perspective of the Heminitz Property 
site, are there really "cultures of agriculture" 
or a single, broad culture based on agrarian 
production (and not completely divorced from 
manufacturing) in which different social 
groups participated in, differently? The evi
dence from the Heminitz Property Site and 
surrounding farmsteads suggests that individ
uals shifted their occupational status while 
maintaining a fundarnentallysimilar set of cul
tural behavior patterns that are visible in the 
archaeological and documentary records. We 
suggest that there existed a rural agrarian cul
ture in which individuals and families partici
pated in creatively, making decisions as con
sumers according to their economic circum
stances, family life cycle, and access to credit, 
amongst many other factors. 

The economic changes experienced by 
workers in the Lehigh Valley during the late-19 
and early-20th centuries continue unabated to 
this day, though much of the rural agrarian cul
ture in which the inhabitants of the Heminitz 
house participated in is now gone. The Valley's 
rusting steel mills and empty factories stand as 
mute testimonies to the area's dramatic de
industrialization process. With the death of 
industry and the rise of agribusiness in 
America, the rich 250-year history of farming in 
the Valley has withered. Once-productive agri-
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cultural land now hosts sprawling truck termi
nals and service sector business parks. The 
Valley's labor force ebbed and flowed in 
response to' the new economic tides. Today, 
many workers reside in the numerous bedroom 
communities of the Valley, yet commute to dis
tant jobs outside the region. These modem resi
dents may likely relate to the increasing con
sumerism and chronic debt that their predeces
sors experienced over a century ago. 
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