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Cover illustration: The 2005 archaeological excavations in progress at the African Meeting
House (AMH). This image was used for the Massachusetts Historical Commission’s 2006
Archaeology Month poster, which highlighted the work at the AMH.
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Executive Summary

In collaboration with the Museum of Af-
rican American History, an archaeological
research team from the University of Mas-
sachusetts Boston carried out a data recov-
ery excavation at the African Meeting House
on Beacon Hill. The African Meeting House
was a powerful social institution for 19th-
century Boston’s free black community. The
site played an important role in the abolition
movement, the creation of educational op-
portunity, and other community action for
social and political equality. The Meeting
House was originally built in 1806, and ren-
ovations in preparation for the 2006 bi-cen-
tennial celebration prompted an investiga-
tion of areas of the property to be impacted
by the proposed construction. Archaeologi-
cal fieldwork, conducted under Massachu-
setts Historical Commission Permit Number
2750, was spread over seven weeks in May
through July 2005. The field team opened
and explored about 19 m2 of the site in the
backlot south of the Meeting House and al-
ley to the west. These excavations recorded
information about a series of significant fea-
tures and deposits, and collected over 38,000
artifacts and a series of soil samples for a de-
tailed archaeobiological research program.
These excavations met the requirements of
the data recovery program as outlined in
950 CMR 70.00 and in the Memorandum of
Agreement for the project, and the proposed
renovation work proceeded with a finding
of no adverse effect (36 CFR 800.5(b)).

The depositional history and the nature
of the archaeological record allow us to sepa-

rate the overall excavation into three sub-ar-
eas: 1) the west alley between the AMH and
2 Smith Court; 2) the historic Meeting House
backlot; and 3) the south yard, which origi-
nally belonged to the 44 Joy Street property.
In terms of significant features and deposits,
the west alley was almost entirely a series of
builders’ trenches reflecting the historic se-
quence of construction and remodeling of
the Meeting House and adjacent buildings to
the west. In the backlot, the units against the
south wall of the Meeting House contained
similar builders’ trenches. The backlot also
contained a series of stone and brick drains
and a trash-rich midden layer. The vast ma-
jority of artifacts in the Meeting House back-
lot date from about 1806-1840. The ceramics
assemblage is particularly large, and reflects
both community meals at the Meeting House
and business of Domingo Williams, a caterer
who rented a basement apartment. Finally,
only one feature was studied in the south
yard, a privy (outhouse) that was for the 44
Joy Street property. The bottommost layer of
the privy was an artifact rich nightsoil layer,
dating to about 1811-1838, and containing
the trash of African American tenants living
at 44 Joy Street. Together, the archaeological
deposits in the backlot provide a variety of
insights into living conditions, economic op-
portunity, foodways, health, and daily life
for 19th-century Boston’s free black commu-
nity. These results thus provide information
to help further the research, interpretation,
and public education goals of the Museum
of African American History.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

David Landon, Teresa Dujnic, and Cheryl LaRoche

Introduction

Archaeology is in some ways a process
of commemoration, as significant effort is
invested in recovering and giving meaning
to the small bits of trash and debris left be-
hind by people who came before us. Such
artifacts are the remnants of people’s lives.
This report serves, in part, to commemo-
rate the African Meeting House on Beacon
Hill, Boston, Massachusetts (Figure 1.1). A
restoration project in support of the African
Meeting House’s 2006 Bicentennial necessi-
tated a data recovery excavation in the side
alleys and backlot behind the structure, and
a team of archaeologists and students, lead
by Dr. David B. Landon from UMass Boston,
carried out excavations during the summer
of 2005 in advance of the proposed construc-
tion. This report details the process and re-
sults of those investigations.

As one of the earliest surviving structures
associated with African American history
in the country, the African Meeting House
reflects the strength of the community that
managed to build and sustain the institution.
The Meeting House site is associated with
people who took every opportunity to insure
their freedom and repeatedly demonstrated
their capacities when unfettered by slavery
if not by racial oppression. From William
Lloyd Garrison’s founding of the New Eng-
land Anti-slavery Society, to Maria Stewart’s
tarewell address, to Frederick Douglass’s re-
cruitment of the 54th Massachusetts, many
of the major events and personalities of the
abolitionist movement converged at The
Meeting House. The structure stands today

as a powerful symbol of Boston’s free black
community’s determined stance against
slavery and insistent push toward education.
As the oldest black church edifice still stand-
ing in the United States, the meeting house
was the institutional haven for Boston’s free
black community. The building is a remark-
able, powerful testament to those who con-
ceived and constructed the structure as well
as those who continue to preserve it.

The African Meeting House is one of
Boston’s most extensively excavated ar-
chaeological sites, and was the subject of a
long series of excavations starting in 1975.
The archaeological excavations comprised
one part of many preservation activities at
the African Meeting House, contributing
to the development of the Museum of Afro
American History (now the Museum of Af-
rican American History), and the Museum'’s
research and educational missions. Return-
ing to the site in 2005 offered the opportu-
nity to revisit some of this earlier work with
fresh perspectives and approaches. The ear-
ly archaeology at the African Meeting House
helped launch an interest in the archaeology
to African American sites, a research focus
that is now extremely well developed. A new
look at the site thus benefits from the results
of this additional research. The last three de-
cades have also seen considerable advances
in the sophistication of integrated, interdis-
ciplinary research on urban sites, especially
with the study of plant and animal remains.
The 2005 excavations benefited from this
perspective, and collected and analyzed soil
samples for parasites, pollen, and insects in
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Figure 1.1. USGS Topographic map show
addition to studying bones, shells, and mac-
robotanicals. The integrated environmental
archaeology included in this study provides
new insights into health, sanitation, and ur-
ban backlot ecology at the African Meeting
House.

The archaeological study of African
American sites, what is broadly referred to
as African Diaspora archaeology, is domi-
nated by a focus on southern plantations and
the lives of the enslaved, and issues of race,
racism, and resistance. In many ways the ar-
chaeology of the African Meeting House is
a departure from these themes: the site is an
urban church in the North, organized by free
blacks, and more a symbol of community
success in the face of the racism and oppres-
sion that engulfed the nation. A quest for au-
tonomy and the fight against racialized op-

ing the African Meeting House Site location.
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pression dictated their lives.The free black
community around the Meeting House con-
tained many well-educated, prominent, and
successful people, such as William C. Nell,
who used their power to help fight oppres-
sion and build a strong, independent, and
powerful community. Studying this commu-
nity provides an opportunity to help create a
vocabulary of freedom in support of a com-
munity of free men and women and formerly
enslaved African Americans who managed
to raise powerful voices of protest, educate
their children, and become effective mem-
bers of a leading institution. These men and
women were not the unique exception but
represent a surviving example of what Afri-
cans in America achieved in this community
as they built their houses of worship, earned
the income, developed the skills, articulated
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their deepest concerns for family, put down
roots, constructed their institutions, and
used the laws to build the foundations for
freedom in the face of oppression.

This perspective is not intended to deny
or minimze the racist conditions in Boston,
or the institutionalized oppression and rac-
ism of slavery operating in the Northern as
well as the Southern states. Instead this re-
port looks at how the community gathered
social power and used it to ameliorate these
circumstances. The African Meeting House
and the neighboring Abiel Smith School were
two community institutions that helped to
build strength and independence of Boston's
free blacks. These institutions interlinked a
strong ethic of community uplift and self-
sufficiency. Emblematic of similar fights
across the country, these two institutions be-
came the center of very public and success-
ful battles against discrimination and for
equality: a center of the abolition movement;
a center of the fight for educational equality
and against school segregation; and a center
of the movement to challenge discrimina-
tion in the military. As a public institution at
the heart of these efforts, the story of African
Meeting House is a story of community ac-
tion, or community agency. The focus here is
thus on the community’s institution build-
ing, social power, and action, rather than on
the broader society’s institutionalized sys-
tems of slavery and racism, which has been
studied extensively elsewhere.

Archaeology at the African Meeting
House helps commemorate the site, high-
lights the history and persistence of Boston’s
free black community, and helps us connect
in a material and biological fashion to the
lifeways of members of the community. It
also focuses us on how community action
helped build institutions, gather social and
political power, acquire cultural capital, and
use that capital both to better the lives of the
community and to challenge and transform
the structure of the dominant institutions.
It is hoped that this work will have modern

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

value by helping the Museum of African
American History with developing interpre-
tive threads for the extensive artifact collec-
tion and the interpretation of the site. It is
also hoped that this work will help draw ar-
chaeologists attention to questions of politi-
cal and social power and social change, by
highlighting a case where these are central is-
sues. Finally, as a historical example, all peo-
ple interested in progressive social change
can benefit from understanding how com-
munities in the past organized and worked
to improve their conditions and the society
around them. The challenge of archaeology
is finding ways to link material culture—the
broken shards of pottery, bone and glass—to
the important but abstract issues of institu-
tion building, power, and cultural change.
While issues of community action and
power are a grand theme, this report also
presents the technical details of a complex
archaeological project. The following sec-
tions of the report thus describe the specific
details of excavation, the processes of anal-
ysis, and the basic patterns of the artifact
and archaeobiological assemblages. This ba-
sic data is used to generate interpretations
about the formation of the archaeological
record, and sources of patterning in the as-
semblage. Ultimately these data provide the
base for interpretations about peoples’ use
of material culture, their health and diet,
and the environmental conditions of the
urban space. The remainder of this chapter
provides an overview of the history of the
African Meeting House and the past excava-
tions at the site, setting the context for the
2005 excavations. Chapter 2 reports on the
excavations, describing the excavation units,
the stratigraphy, the general patterns of the
artifact assemblage, and the features uncov-
ered. Chapters 3-6 all focus in more detail
on material culture, looking respectively at
the general artifact patterns, privy artifact
assemblage, the ceramics from the backlot,
and the medicinal artifacts. Chapters 7-11
describe the extensive archaeobiological
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research carried out as part of the project,
detailing the analysis and identification of
bone, macrobotanical, insect, pollen, and
parasite remains. Finally, the results of the
excavation and analysis are drawn together
in a concluding chapter that considers the
implications of the archaeology for under-
standing past lifeways, issues of health and
diet, and the uses of material culture for
building institutions and social power. Ap-
pendices in a separate volume include the
artifact and archaeobiological catalogs and
information about the publicity, professional
presentations, and public outreach programs
undertaken in conjunction with the project.

Finished in 1806, the African Meeting
House is the oldest existing African Ameri-
can church in the United States built by Af-
rican American artisans. The building is a
National Historic Landmark, and a key site
of the Museum of African American His-
tory (MAAH), Boston’s Black Heritage Trail,
and the Boston African American National
Historic Site. In addition to its historical sig-
nificance, the African Meeting House is an
important archaeological site. The excava-
tions and archaeology education projects at
the site helped launch interest in both urban
archaeology and the archaeology of African
American sites.

The archaeological excavations described
herein took place in advance of the MAAH’s
restoration of the AMH for the 2006 Bicen-
tennial celebration of the completion of the
African Meeting House. The restoration
work included exterior work around the
structure’s perimeter and in the rear lot to
place utility systems underground, improve
drainage, and construct an exterior elevator
shaft and stair tower. The project was funded
in part by the National Park Service’s Save
America’s Treasures Program, which made
a Section 106 review necessary. In addition,
the Massachusetts Historical Commission
(MHC) holds a Preservation Restriction
(MGL c. 184, ss. 31-33) on the site. As there

were no prudent and feasible alternatives to
impacting the archaeological site, an archae-
ological Data Recovery Project was therefore
required in advance of the construction.

Archaeological fieldwork, conducted
under Massachusetts Historical Commis-
sion Permit Number 2750, was spread over
seven weeks, beginning May 17, 2005 and
completing on July 9, 2005. The current proj-
ect opened and explored about 19 sq m of
the site in the south backlot and west alley
around the AMH. These excavations record-
ed information about several significant fea-
tures and deposits in the backlot, and recov-
ered a large collection of artifacts and soil
samples. These data were sufficient to meet
the goals of the research design and method-
ology, fulfilling the requirements outlined in
950 CMR 70.00 and in the Memorandum of
Agreement for the project, and the proposed
restoration work of the AMH was allowed to
proceed with a finding of no adverse effect
(36 CFR 800.5(b)).

An important component of the archaeo-
logical investigation was to begin to recon-
struct the past 31 years of archaeological
fieldwork at the site in order to identify un-
excavated and undisturbed areas of the site
for archaeological investigation. Prior to this
data recovery in 2005, excavations took place
at the site in 1975, 1976, 1978, 1985, 1995, and
1999 (Bower 1990; Bower and Charles 1982;
Bower, Cheney and Rushing 1984; Mead
1995; Pendery and Mead 1999). In addition,
workmen at the site collected artifacts from
excavations beneath the sidewalk in front
of the Meetinghouse and in the southeast
part of the backlot. Our best estimate at this
time is that almost two-thirds (65%) of the
total exterior site area has been excavated,
and if potential disturbances are considered,
that almost three-fourths (74%) of the un-
disturbed exterior area of the site has been
excavated (Figure 1.2 and 1.3). This is an ex-
tremely high percentage sample of the site,
and makes the African Meeting House one
of Boston’s most thoroughly excavated ar-
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Figure 1.2. Site map of the African Meeting House showing composite view of past excavations and the 2005

data recovery.

chaeological sites.

Historical Background

In the 19th century, as today, the African
Meeting House (AMH) has stood as a sym-
bol of community pride and citizenship. In
addition to being a Baptist church, over the
years this building would house the educa-
tion of black children, the voices of political

leaders, the celebrations of a community,
and the domestic lives of tenants, both af-
fluent and humble. The AMH is probably
best known as a center of the anti-slavery
movement, and it served as a stage for many
prominent activists and abolitionists, includ-
ing Fredrick Douglass, William C. Nell, and
William Lloyd Garrison.

The AMH is a three-story brick structure
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that stands at 8 Smith Court, on the north
side of Beacon Hill, in Boston’s West End.
The land it sits upon was initially associated
with a Joy Street residential structure oc-
cupied by African American tenants in the
late 18th-century (Bower 1990:44). The plot
behind the residence was purchased in 1805
from Augustin Raillion and construction of
the Meeting House began early in 1806. Ar-
chaeological evidence reveals that the slope
of Beacon Hill required the north side of the
plot that the AMH sits on to be filled, cre-
ating a level grade for construction (Bower
1984: 26). Though no building plans exist,
the structure’s design has been tentatively at-
tributed to Boston architect Asher Benjamin.
This inference is drawn based on similarities
between a plan in Benjamin’s The American
Builders Companion with the layout of the
AMH (Detwiller 1975, in Grover and da Sil-
va 2002: 80). A variety of African American
craftsmen constructed the meetinghouse,
including several notable skilled carpenters
and masons. The project was completed by
December of 1806, the property consisting
of the north-facing meetinghouse itself, nar-
row east and west alleys, and the yard in the
back (the present-day yard includes an 8-
foot-wide strip of land at the southernmost
border of the property that was, in 1806,
likely the property of 44 Joy Street). Details
of the architectural history of the structure
have been documented by a number of
scholars, including Detwiller (1975), Rose-
brock (1978), Pearson (1982), Bower (1990),
Yocum (1994) and John G. Waite Associates,
Architects (2004).

The space at the AMH was constructed
with community needs in mind. In addition
to the sanctuary that occupied the first and
second floors, the basement was divided
into a schoolroom and a small apartment
intended for the pastor (Bower 1990:23).
Though there is no evidence that Thomas
Paul, nor any of the subsequent pastors,
lived in the basement apartment, the space
was rented out to various members of the

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

African American community throughout
the 19th century, often accommodating sev-
eral people at once (Bower 1990:24-25). The
domestic nature of this space stands in con-
trast to the public nature of the schoolroom
on the northern side of the basement and the
sanctuary above. These spaces would have
each had separate exterior entrances (Pear-
son 1982). The sanctuary was designed as a
large two-story room with a main floor and
a balcony that could accommodate upwards
of 600 people.

The location of the AMH on the inhos-
pitable north side of Beacon Hill is also sig-
nificant. The poor sun exposure, intrusively
high water table, and relatively steep ter-
rain had left the north side of Beacon Hill
relatively unsettled before the 19th century.
Despite these obtacles, this space would
become a major focus of African American
settlement as more people took up the chal-
lenge of developing the land and construct-
ing new buildings. Although some African
Americans and European Americans had
already begun to settle on the north side of
Beacon Hill before 1800, the AMH would be
influential in the large-scale migration of the
black community to Beacon Hill throughout
the 19th century. Horton and Horton (1979)
have calculated that Ward 6, which included
much of Beacon Hill, boasted 44% of Boston’s
black residents in 1840 and 61% in 1860. This
population continued to grow until the Afri-
can American community began to relocate
to Roxbury in the early 20th century.

The design, layout, and location of the
AMH point to the important role it played
in the construction and maintenance of Bos-
ton’s African American community. This role
has been illuminated by a number of stud-
ies. In 1990 Beth Bower completed an his-
torical and archaeological investigation that
took a comprehensive look at the AMH as
well as the surrounding buildings and ten-
ants in the neighborhood. The report focuses
specifically on land use history, house occu-
pation sequences, and estate inventories. In
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addition to this, Bower compiled an histori-
cal timeline (1788-1974) based on a variety
of newspapers, books, dissertations, reports,
and other sources (Bower 1990). The histori-
cal timeline details events that might have
affected the black community and the AMH,
and indicates many activities that took place
at the site, including political addresses,
meetings, and possible communal dinners.
It is evident from her investigation that the
AMH functioned in diverse ways by provid-
ing a venue for religious, political, and social
gatherings. Another important contribution
to the construction of history at the AMH is
Grover and da Silva’s 2002 historic resource
study. In this report, the authors gather evi-
dence on the life of Thomas Paul, the first
minister at the church, and try to reconstruct
the controversy that rent the congregation in
the 1830s. Historical research undertaken by
Pendery and Mead (1999) offers important
information on the history of the AMH with
specific reference to its relationship, both
physical and social, with the Smith School.
The AMH is also explored in several books
(Cromwell 1993; Horton and Horton 1979;
Levesque 1994; Stap 1993) that attempt to re-
construct the history of the church and the
surrounding community on various scales.
The nature of the AMH as a religious in-
stitution was important in determining how
it was incorporated into the community.
Many scholars have discussed the vital role
the church took on in early African American
community life (Bower 1977, 1990; Bower
and Rushing 1980; Curry 1981; Horton and
Horton 1979; Levesque 1994). Reflecting the
instability of legal and civic support for Af-
rican Americans, Horton and Horton point
out that in Boston as elsewhere in the emerg-
ing nation, “the church was the major black
institution outside the home for most black
people of all ranks and all stations” (1979:
55). Levesque underscores the distinct char-
acter of the African Church in Boston. He
suggests that African churches were centers
of spiritual celebration, standing in contrast

to the drier ceremonies at white churches
(Levesque 1994: 270). African churches of-
fered a spirituality and sense of belonging
that fostered community pride and perhaps
emotional immunity in an oppressive and
racist society. Furthermore, the black church
was the organized center of social, political
and educational demands. The history of the
AMH reveals that this institution was no ex-
ception.

The social and political atmosphere in
Boston was such that segregation or outright
exclusion of African Americans character-
ized the policies of many social and civic
institutions. This included trains, entertain-
ment halls, hospitals, churches, and social
societies (Horton and Horton 1979: 73-86).
The rights of equal citizenship for African
Americans were established through con-
stant legal challenges. In this racialized and
racist environment, African Americans were
forced to rely upon their own resources to
maintain their physical, mental, and spiritu-
al health. This abrasive and often devastat-
ing context was countered by a strong doc-
trine of self-reliance and a rhetoric of racial
uplift within the African American commu-
nity (Melish 1998). The AMH was a center
for religious gatherings, political speeches,
and abolitionist meetings—the most famous
being the formation of the New England
Anti-Slavery Society in January 1832. The
culturally and regionally diverse African
American population constructed a commu-
nity that negotiated the conditions of a ra-
cialized society and create for itself a distinct
African American identity. The AMH was at
the heart of this process of creation.

Previous Archaeological Research

The properties of the AMH and the Abiel
Smith School, both belonging to the MAAH,
have been the subject of archaeological ex-
cavations and analyses since 1975. The yard
and alleyways of the AMH were the focus
of the first series of excavations, which took
place intermittently between 1975 and 1985
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Figure 1.4. A collection of images, scanned from slides
at the MHC, showing the earlier excavations.

Above, top: site survey; middle: wooden shutters
used as a form against AMH south foundation; bot-
tom: overhead view of excavations in the backlot
showing part of drain system.

Right, top: a student excavator in the backlot; middle:
the top of the privy feature in the southwest corner of
the backlot; bottom: a view along the south edge of
the backlot showing a drain (near door) and the top
of the privy feature.
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(Figure 1.4). This work was performed un-
der the auspices of the MAAH's archaeolog-
ical program (Bower 1978, 1990; Bower and
Charles 1982). The Museum also excavated in
the basement of the Meeting House in 1984,
a project that was done in collaboration with
the National Park Service (Bower et al. 1984;
Bower 1990). Beginning in 1991, the National
Park Service began a series of excavations at
the Abiel Smith School backlot, a space that
lies directly east of the AMH (Pendery and
Mead 1999). The excavations also explored
the easement and east alley of the Meeting
House, an area that overlaps with some of
the AMH 1975-1985 excavations.

African Meeting House 1975-1985

Archaeology at the African Meeting
House was begun in 1975 as a means of ad-
dressing some of the needs of the newly-
formed Museum of Afro American History
(the former name of the Museum of African
American History) including: the need for
preservation at the Meeting House; an inter-
est in creating public engagement with the
Museum; and a desire to remedy the incom-
plete history of African Americans in Boston
(Bower 1980; Rushing 1980). The first set of
excavations was undertaken under the direc-
tion of Beth Anne Bower, the MAAH’s Staff
Archaeologist during the 1970s and 1980s,
with teams from the Museum, the National
Park Service, and youth groups. These proj-
ects revealed information regarding the 1855
appearance of the building, the environmen-
tal history of the yard space, and the daily
lives of people living at or visiting the Afri-
can Meeting House.

The public archaeology component of
the project intersected with the MAAH’s
mission of education and betterment of the
community. In the words of Byron Rushing,
the first director of the Museum:

...involvement in history is a means to help an
individual to make intelligent and sophisticat-

ed decisions now about the future. A successful
exhibit or program is one that makes this con-

nection explicit. (Rushing 1980: 116).

The archaeology program in the early years
of excavations allowed students from several
area middle and high schools to participate
in some stages of the archaeology (Bower
1980: 118).

The research questions of the early ex-
cavations (May—June 1975, Sept. 1976, Aug.
1977) were concerned with locating evidence
for the 1855 appearance of the African Meet-
ing House. In 1973 the building had suffered
a substantial fire shortly after its purchase
by the MAAH which had destroyed the roof
of the building and damaged much of the
exterior. The exterior property at the AMH
can be divided into four areas: the East Alley
(Between AMH and Smith School); the West
Alley (Between AMH and 2 Smith Court);
the North Yard (1806 backlot); and the South
Yard (44 Joy [Belknap] until early 20th cen-
tury). The excavations undertaken in 1975,
1976, and 1977 included a substantial area in
the backlot (North Yard) and part of the East
Alley (Bower 1980).

Bower’s research revealed architectural
information in the form of slate fragments
and piers which demarcated the south-
ern border of the original backlot, window
shutters which were hung on the interior of
AMH windows, and a brass gas light fixture,
which would have been part of the interior
decoration and utility system of the Meeting
House (Bower 1980). The slates and piers (F.
8,10, 33, 35, 36, 37, 39, 47, 48) found along the
S4 line are the remains of the slate-covered
shed which once stood along the southern
border of the Meeting House yard. This shed
was built circa 1850 before which there was
presumably another structure separating
this 8-foot wide strip of land from the North
Yard (as evidenced by the differences in the
stratigraphy between the North and South
Yards). The brass light fixture was found
close to the surface of the midden level, in
Level IVn and Vn of the North Yard. This
fixture may have been part of the 1855 resto-
ration project as gas fixtures were probably
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added at this time (Bower 1986: 47; Yocum
1994: 91). The recovery of the wooden shut-
ters is significant because in addition to be-
ing part of the original (or post-1855) interior
decoration at the Meeting House, they were
reused as molds for concrete which was ap-
plied to the foundation in 1902, shortly after
the acquisition of the building by Congrega-
tion Libavitz. These foundation reinforce-
ments speak to the needs of the building in
the face of duanting environmental condi-
tions and deteriorating factors such as use,
weather, and a high water table.

The interpretation of the harsh landscape
of the AMH property during the 19% century
is also aided by the remains of an extensive
drainage system uncovered during these
early years of excavation. The drains con-
vened in the middle of the backlot (F. 4, 5,
20, 30, 31, 32) and excavations in 1978 and
1985 would show that they wrapped around
the eastern side of the Meeting House (E. 26,
19). Drains were located but not excavated
because they could not be “fully defined”
(Bower 1980: 121).

Excavations in 1978 in the North and
South Yards would also reveal several sig-
nificant features throughout the yard. These
excavations were led primarily by Connie
Crosby. An early 19th-century privy was lo-
cated in the southwest corner of the South
Yard (Feature 9B) on the portion of the prop-
erty that belonged to 44 Joy (Belknap) Street,
a tenement with African American residents
that operated until 1835. The privy sat at the
west end of an “8-foot alley” and was prob-
ably closed during a renovation at 44 Joy
(Belknap) or during the construction of the
slate-roofed shed which was built along the
property line in the 1850s (Bower 1986: 67).

Excavations on the North Yard (original
AMH property) revealed another possible
privy or trash pit, located just north of the
44 Joy (Belknap) privy (Fea. 2). This find
was significant as the form of the pit and the
dating of the artifacts therein demonstrated
that this space had been designated for trash
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disposal for the first half of the 19th century.
Bower suggests that the privy/trash pit was
truncated to the north by E.25, a straight-sid-
ed pit dug for the installation of a stairtower
for the Meeting House (the date of this dis-
turbance/ construction remained uncertain).
The contents of F.2 were subsequently re-
distributed throughout the yard, creating
a sheet midden (Level Vn, VIn). This sheet
midden was detected in most of the units
throughout the North Yard. From profile
drawings the feature appears to extend only
0.4 m.b.d. (Bower 1986: Fig.28). Bower also
hypothesizes that before the disturbance
of F2, the yard was kept clear (similar to
other African American sites in the south).
Bower excavated a silty level (L. VII n) with
few artifacts which she identifies as the 1806
ground surface at 0.53-0.6 m.b.d. in several
units in the northern portion of the yard'.
While this measurement would put the
ground surface about 15 cm below the base
of the privy/trash pit in the 19 century, it
is possible that the ground surface was very
uneven. The evidence for the redeposition of
E2 is based on the cross-mending patterns
revealed during analysis, this interpretation
will be examined during further research as
the circumstance of gradual accumulation
of the sheet midden is considered alongside
the theory of redeposition.

Artifact processing and analysis for the
1975-1978 field seasons were undertaken by
Sheila Charles and the results were written
up by Bower and Charles (Bower and Charles
1982). This work produced a summary of the
stratigraphy and a description of the artifacts
from the material categories recovered from
the midden level (L. VIn, brown sandy soil).
The interpretation offered in this report ad-
dresses the question of whether patterns are
detectable which would correlate with the
variables of ethnicity, site function (public
gathering vs. private domicile), and urban
vs. rural locale. In considering the category
of ethnicity, Bower and Charles find a com-

1 S1/W3, S1/W2, S1/W1, S1/E3, S2/W1, S1/W2,
S1/W2, S2/W4, S3/W4, S3/W1).
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parison of the faunal assemblage to other
African American sites revealed no consis-
tent “ethnic” pattern and that class or access
to resources better explained the patterns
in both contexts. The hypothesis positing
a relationship between ceramics and social
status was also debunked. Bower points out
that we must consider the structure of black
society in Boston as defined along different
lines than white society. Funds may be di-
rected toward different goals such as land-
ownership or freeing an enslaved loved ones
(Bower 1986). Bower’s analysis of site use
underscored that the AMH was not simply
a public meetingplace, but also a residence
and a workspace for some occupants. The
nature of the site, therefore, prevents its pat-
terning from being easily pigeon-holed into
one category. The analysis of foodways un-
dertaken by Bower at this time underscores
the likelihood of community dinners being
held at the Meeting House, especially con-
sidering the short time span the sheet mid-
den deposit, and therefore the ceramics, ap-
parently represent.

Reflecting modern day problems relat-
ed to the poor quality of the land and the
difficulty of the terrain, excavations were
undertaken in 1984 in the basement of the
Meeting House when a new drainage sys-
tem needed to be installed. This drainage
system would require the lowering the floor
of the basement one foot, although it is un-
clear at this time whether this construction
ever took place. Thirteen 1 x 1 m test pits
were placed in the basement of the AMH,
on a separate grid from the exterior excava-
tions. These investigations revealed impor-
tant features, including a 1794-1806 privy
(E.B7), a fill deposit that punctuates the con-
struction techniques of the builders, and the
builder’s trench for the AMH’s foundation
(FEB2) (Bower et al. 1984). The privy (Test
Trenches 9, 10, 11, 12) dates before the Afri-
can Meeting House occupation of the prop-
erty and was in very good condition in 1984.
This privy is one of the earliest known of

in Boston proper and the short occupation
it represents would “give a good indication
of the domestic material culture and food-
ways in the immediate post-revolutionary
period in Boston” (Bower et al. 1984: 31). It
is presently being preserved well because it
is waterlogged year-round and therefore in
an anaerobic environment. Any change to
the water-table in the vicinity of the privy
could change this and accelerate the decay
of plant, animal, and other organic remains.
The fill deposit in the northern portion of the
basement was laid down as part of a grading
episode undertaken prior to the construction
of the African Meeting House. Below this fill
level, Bower’s team was able to locate areas
of the original 1806 ground surface/sheet re-
fuse (Test Pit #14, Strata 3) and the potential
for determining the original slope of this area
of Beacon Hill before construction (Bower et
al. 1984: 24-26). Test Trench 2, in the south-
west corner of the building, evidence for the
interior portion of the AMH builder’s trench
was located.

Excavations during the 1985 field sea-
son, also undertaken by Constance Crosby,
explored the northeast corner of the North
yard as well as several units in the West Al-
ley and East Alley. These excavations would
provide important information on the land
use history of the African Meeting House
property and the architectural history of the
building itself. Features 29 (exterior) and B2
(interior) represent the remains of the origi-
nal AMH builder’s trench, found to extend
to 1.15 m.b.d. (Bower 1986: 64). Artifacts
found therein are interpreted as having ac-
cumulated over the one-year period when
the Meeting House was being constructed.
These artifacts might shed light on some
of the food consumption patterns and oth-
er activities of the workmen themselves. A
number of trenches associated with 2 Smith
Court (The “Henry House”) were also locat-
ed in the AMH West Alley (F.16 and F.23).
Feature 25 (mentioned above) was a pit dug
for a stairtower addition onto the rear of



the Meeting House structure. In addition to
this, the test pits in the East Alley revealed a
portion of the stone foundation for a struc-
ture associated with 46 Joy (Belknap) Street
(Bower 1986: 65).

When the 1975-1985 series of excava-
tions was reviewed and interpreted in 1986
together, Bower and Charles proposed sev-
eral interpretations of the archaeology at the
African Meeting House (Bower 1986, 1990).
In addition to architectural and construction
information, the social and environmental
aspects of the Meeting House are evident in
the archaeological record.

Community dinners may have taken
place at the site, based on ceramic and fau-
nal data. This conclusion is reached based on
several lines of evidence including historic
research on AMH occupants, ceramic vessel
form analysis, ceramic set analysis, historic
menu and food supply research, and faunal
analysis. The ceramic assemblage exhibits
high quantities of plate, bowls and serving
dishes, which is suggested as evidence for
the staging of large-scale dinners (Bower
1986: 57-60). Additionally, Bower compared
the vessel form frequencies with the assem-
blages from two other sites, including Fort
Independence and the Narbonne House site
and found that the AMH had some similari-
ties with aspects of both sites. Bowen'’s fau-
nal work revealed that there was high body
part consumption at the Meeting House (as
opposed to head or feet) and that the types
of meat being eaten were consistent with
the availability in Boston markets and the
changing popularity of specific meats with
reference to menus and cookbooks (Bower
1986: 51-57). While this could indicate the
conducting of public dinners, Bower does
point out that a similar pattern was found in
the domestic context of the Narbonne House
(Bower 1986: 57).

Urban space development and change
were also addressed in Bower’s analysis. The
analysis of the system of drains and privies,
in combination with pollen and plant analy-
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ses, provided information on the complex
environmental history of the property. These
interpretations were also tied to the use-histo-
ry of the yard space (Bower 1986; Jones 1986;
Mrozowski 1986). It is suggested, based on
the evidence for ground surfaces mentioned
above, that the yard was a well-maintained
space for at least the first half of the 19% cen-
tury. The placement of the AMH privy in the
southwest corner of the lot, clustered near
the 44 Joy (Belknap) Street privy, also points
to a consciousness for health and sanitation.
Plant and pollen remains reveal the yard was
a generally wet, and even “marshy,” envi-
ronment (Bower 1986: 48-50). The drainage
system offers a high potential for continued
research as soil from within the drains can
be analyzed for clues on the health of indi-
viduals at the Meeting House and research
on the environmental conditions in the area
can be continued. Bower also left many op-
portunities open for the further exploration
of the construction and maintenance of the
drainage systems and how this process can
be interpreted in the context of the African
American community on Beacon Hill in the
19th century.

Several publications on the fieldwork
were produced which include some inter-
pretation of archaeological findings (Bower
1980, 1984, 1991; Bower and Rushing 1980;
Rushing 1980).

Smith School 1991-1997

The archaeological excavations that took
place at the Abiel Smith Schoolhouse, the
property adjacent to the AMH, point to a
shared environmental and social history be-
tween the two institutions. The Smith School
was constructed in 1835 for the education of
Boston’s black children. There is a close his-
torical relationship between the institutions
of the AMH and the Smith School. In addi-
tion to being very close to one another, they
were also both built with the intention of
serving the free black community.

The excavations at Abiel Smith School
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began as part of the MAAH’s plans for in-
stallation of handicap access to the Abiel
Smith School building. The first set of exca-
vations began in 1991 and placed excavation
units throughout the entire Smith School-
house backlot (Mead 1995). Later excavation
in 1995, 1996, and 1997 would excavate this
entire area in addition to digging units in
the AMH east alley and easement (Pendery
and Mead 1999). These excavations exposed
a number of important features including,
a brick pavements, builder’s trenches, and
a complex drainage and sanitation system
(brick drains and privies) throughout the
property (Mead 1995; Pendery and Mead
1999).

The drainage and sanitation system ap-
peared to have been installed during the 1849
renovations to the property wherein Gridley
Byrant made “Specification for Alteration
and Additions to the Smith School House”
(Bryant n.d.: 1-6 in Pendery and Mead 1999:
26). These renovations destroyed the under-
lying (pre-1849) deposits within the Smith
Schoolhouse backlot. Pendery and Mead
(1999: 26) suggest the brick pavement is pre-
sumed to have been installed after 1885.

The Abiel Smith School excavations of
the Meeting House’s easement and east alley
overlapped physically with the AMH prop-
erty. The stratigraphy in the two spaces was
contiguous and so the areas were analyzed
together (Pendery and Mead 1999: 23). This
portion of the project included the re-exca-
vation of some of the units that Bower had
dug during the first 10 years of archaeologi-
cal work. These new excavations found ex-
tensions of the drainage system that Bower
had recovered (Feature 48/ Bower Feature
19) as well as the parts of the builder/repair
trenches for the AMH (Feature 44; Bower
Feature 12). The excavations also exposed
an additional drain in the easement, a utility
trench, and a possible repair trench associ-
ated with the west wall of the Smith School-
house backlot. Importantly, a layer that both
Bower (Test Trench 9-11N/5-6.5E; Layer 6;

Bower 1986) and Pendery and Mead uncov-
ered (Stratum 5 and 6 in 8N/3.5-4.5W and
Stratum 4 in 6 N/2-3W; Pendery and Mead
1999: 23) may represent the original 1806
ground surface before construction of the
AMH.

The excavations at the Abiel Smith School
and the easement and east alley areas of the
AMH have revealed that the two properties
dealt with many of the same maintenance
and drainage problems. The evidence of
everyday school life is reflected in some of
the archaeological evidence from the privies
such as marbles, slate pencils, and remnants
of school lunches (Pendery and Mead 1999:
21). Several other artifacts, such as alcohol
bottles, point to the adult demographic of
the community utilizing this space (Pendery
and Mead 1999: 21). The stratigraphy in the
easement/east alley area also suggests that
these areas were shared, a physical detail
which underscores the relationship between
the institutions of the Smith School and the
AMH as African American strongholds in
the community.

Initial Research Questions for the
Data Recovery

The previous archaeological excavations
at the AMH, as very early examples of both
urban archaeology and the excavation of
African American sites, set important direc-
tions for the development of historical ar-
chaeology over the last three decades (Bow-
er 1977; Bower and Rushing 1980; Rushing
1977). The earlier excavations emphasized
the contributions of the archaeology to archi-
tectural interpretation, the role of the AMH
in the community, and the environment in
the backlot. Since that time, our understand-
ing of many of the issues addressed in this
earlier work has been refined, and new re-
search questions have come to the forefront.
In particular, the study of African American
sites, which was relatively new in the 1970s
and early 1980s, has become an important fo-
cus in historical archaeology, with a diverse
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range of research included under the broad
rubric of “African Diaspora Archaeology”
(Franklin and McKee 2004). The archaeol-
ogy of African American pasts is a subset of
historical archaeology that has proven to be
of vital importance to the way we construct
American history as multifaceted and cul-
turally complex.

This Data Recovery Project initially start-
ed with six research questions that built on
the previous work at the site, while taking
into account more recent scholarship on re-
lated topics. These questions are frequently
interrelated and potentially draw on parts of
the same archaeological data.

1. What can we learn about community
health and sanitation?

The previous archaeological research at
the AMH uncovered a variety of features,
including drains and privies, which poten-
tially can provide evidence of local envi-
ronmental conditions in the backlot and al-
ley around the Meeting House. We propose
to reopen some of these features and carry
out an archaeobiological sampling program
to look for small bones, seeds, insects, and
parasites that could potentially inform our
understanding of issues of health and sani-
tation. This will be combined with evidence
from artifacts, such as medicine bottles and
ointment jars. Recent research by Mrozows-
ki (forthcoming) on 18th-century Newport
suggests that while the lower class laborers
used similar material goods as middle-class
craftsmen, the archaeobiological data show
the environments of their houselots and their
general health was not as good. We plan
to test this finding at the AMH, exploring
whether the health status and environmen-
tal conditions are different from contempo-
raneous sites in Boston. This work will build
on Dujnic’s Master’s thesis research on Af-
rican American health issues in Boston that
focuses on medicine bottles from the earlier
excavations.

2. What do the artifacts, animal bones,
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and plant remains tell us about African
American foodways in Boston?

In the earlier work at the AMH, Bowen’s
(1986) analysis of the animal bones provid-
ed important new information about urban
foodways in Boston, emphasizing how the
assemblage reflected broader trends of the
market rather than a specific African Ameri-
can dietary pattern. Since that time we have
developed a much better understanding
of the nature of Boston’s food supply and
distribution systems (Landon 1996, 1997).
This provides us with a better comparative
perspective to see if we can identify unique
aspects of the foodways at the AMH. While
the diet of enslaved Africans and African
Americans in the South has been extensively
studied on many sites, the diet of free Af-
ricans and African Americans is much less
known. This project creates the opportunity
to expand this research.

3. How does the archaeological evidence
inform us about the history of changes in
the architecture, design, layout, and use of
the Meeting House and the space around
it?

The spatial distribution of artifacts and
features, especially architectural remains,
has much to tell about the use of space in ur-
ban lots and how that use changed through
time. Earlier excavations at the site also re-
covered specific artifacts, such as shutters
and gas fixtures, that gave clues to the ear-
lier appearance of the structure. We propose
to continue this research in the current proj-
ect, looking for additional clues to the use of
space in the lot and the changing layout and
design of the Meeting House.

4. What do the artifacts tell us about
the community functions of the Meeting
House?

The previous excavations discovered ar-
tifacts related to the basement school, as well
as tablewares that suggested community
meals in the Meeting House. We will contin-
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ue this line of research, using archaeological
information of specific activities recovered
from the excavations to try to interpret the
range of functions served by the Meeting
House. It is intriguing that the excavations
to date have recovered few artifacts that
could be specifically related to the religious
functions of the Meeting House. While tak-
ing a broad look at all artifact classes we will
also try to identify if any of the objects could
be related to the spiritual and religious func-
tions of the building.

5. Can we identify ways that material
culture was used to respond to racism and
create a community identity?

In the racialized social and political en-
vironment of the 19th century, the African
American community was actively estab-
lishing itself as self-sufficient and indepen-
dent. This can be seen on a broad scale with
the creation of separate institutions and the
literature on racial pride, however, the build-
ing of community spirit was an everyday
occurrence, entrenched in the community’s
social relationships and interactions. One of
the important changes in recent scholarship
on African American sites is the growing
recognition that subtle aspects of the materi-
al and archaeobiological record of these sites
reflect active attempts by African Americans
to respond to and renegotiate the oppressive
aspects of a racist society, creating an iden-
tity or cultural practices that challenged that
society. In a groundbreaking example of this
type of research, Ferguson (1992) argues that
enslaved Africans on coastal plantations in
South Carolina created a distinct subculture,
using pottery, food, and housing, that helped
keep alive traditional ideology and helped
people resist the oppressive conditions of
slavery. Similarly, Warner (1998) argues that
free African American families living in
19th-century Annapolis used specific foods
to help develop a community identity, and
further that they rejected the racist aspects
of Annapolis’s food market systems by de-

veloping local African American exchange
systems for fish and other local products.
The AMH itself is perhaps the most ob-
vious example from the site, a building that
served to create a sense of community, a dis-
tinct identity, and a visible material response
to the oppressive aspects of Boston’s racist
society. We plan to extend this line of in-
quiry to the other artifact classes recovered
in the excavation to see if we can identify
ways material culture functioned to create
identity and renegotiate aspects of racist op-
pression. This project seeks to detect mate-
rial evidence of activities held for the benefit
of the community and artifacts of racial or
community identity. This might include re-
affirming Bower’s speculation of evidence
for community dinners, possible evidence of
medical services rendered at the church, or
artifacts related to personal adornment that
might symbolically connect an individual
with their community and their history.

6. How does the archaeological record
of the site inform our understanding of
people’s activities, and the ways these ac-
tivities intersect with issues of gender, sta-
tus, and inequality?

The 19th-century African American com-
munity in Boston was not monolithic. Free
people of color created a culture based on
interactions between a variety of African,
African American, and European American
cultures. The forging of this new culture had
repercussions for the ways that gender, sta-
tus, and inequality would manifest them-
selves in everyday life. Historical archaeolo-
gists increasingly use archaeological artifacts
to try to “see” and tell the stories of indi-
vidual people—men and women, rich and
poor—and to explore the specifics of their
individual lived experiences. For example,
White (2004) has used articles of adornment,
specifically buttons, beads, watch parts, and
similar items, to identify and describe the
clothing and visual appearance of people
living and working in the Warner house in
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Portsmouth, New Hampshire. She identi-
tied specific objects worn by men, women,
and children living in the house, including
African Americans living and working in
the house. At the Meeting House, there are
undoubtedly parts of the artifact assemblage
that can be related to specific individuals
and used to tell their stories. For example,
Domingo Williams, the caterer who lived in
the basement apartment with his family, is
clearly one such individual. Earlier excava-
tions uncovered large quantities of table-
wares that reflected community meals in
the Meeting House. Some of these artifacts
likely reflect the work of Mr. Williams as a
caterer, perhaps helping arrange functions
at the Meeting House as well as outside af-
fairs. By carefully considering the date range
of artifacts it is sometimes possible to date
a deposit closely enough to tie specific arti-
fact assemblages to particular individuals or
households. We intend to take this approach
to the site, seeing if we can use the archaeol-
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ogy to expand the stories of the individual
people or families who lived or worked at
the site. These may be found in consumer
products, personal adornments, or specialty
purpose artifacts that can be related to gen-
der or status identities in the 19th century.

Although not specifically articulated as
a discrete research question, the effects of
the landscape and quality of the land also
informed our research. These questions are
considered to different degrees in the re-
maining analytical chapters of the report.
Archaeology is inherently a process of dis-
covery, and a project’s initial research ques-
tions are inevitably modified through the
encounter with archaeological and historical
data, which often leads in new directions.
The nature of this process in this project will
become apparent as these questions are ex-
plicitly reintroduced and considered in the
conclusion.
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Excavations

Chapter 2. Overview of the 2005 Excavations

Teresa Dujnic, Kate Descoteaux, and David Landon

Introduction

The 2005 archaeological excavations at
the African Meeting house took place over
a seven-week period between the middle of
May and early July, exploring an area of ap-
proximately 19 sq m in the alley west of the
structure and the backlot south of the build-
ing (Figures 1.2 and 1.3). The full-time field
crew consisted of students from UMass Bos-
ton, with graduate student Teresa Dujnic as
the field supervisor (Figure 2.1). In addition,
during the first week of June we expanded
the student participation by incorporating
ten undergraduates taking part in UMass
Boston’s summer Research Experiences for
Undergraduates program (Figure 2.2). Stu-
dent participation in the excavation consti-
tuted an important educational component
of the project.

Our fieldwork at the site began with an
attempt to reestablish the coordinate grid
used by the Bower excavations. Following
the earlier investigations, we used the south
wall of the Meeting House as the North 0
(NO) line. We set East 0 (E0) line at 4.75 m
west of the southeast corner of the build-
ing. From this point on we gave excavation
units names by using the grid coordinates
of the northwest corner of the excavation
square. For example, S1/E4 denotes an ex-
cavation unit with its northwest corner one
meter south and four meters east of the N0/
EO point on the grid. The excavation within
units followed natural stratigraphic levels,
numbering them 1, 2, 3, etc. We subdivided
natural levels more than 10 cm thick in ar-
bitrary levels, labeling them a, b, ¢, etc. We

measured depths using a surface level line,
and recorded them as meters below surface
(mbs). We connected the surface elevations
with a transit, measuring elevations relative
to both the ground surface and the top of
the adjacent window ledge at the site datum
point, SOEO. Overall the ground surface was
relatively level, varying by only about 16.5
cm (6.5 inches). We gave each archaeologi-
cal context a unique number, starting at 1000
to avoid duplication with earlier numbering
schemes. We also started our feature num-
bering at 50 to avoid duplication of earlier
feature numbers.

The field crew used hand tools, primarily
shovels and trowels, for the excavation. We
screened the site sediments through 1/4”
mesh hardware cloth to collect cultural ma-
terials, saving all artifacts with the exception
of brick, mortar and coal, which we sam-
pled. We encountered waterlogged soil in
the bottom of a privy at the site, and set up

=2 N %) / o LN

Figure 2.1. The main field crew for the AMH exca-
vation. From left to right: Kate Descoteaux, Jennifer
Malpiedi, Teresa Dujnic, Tim Hollis, Joe Bonni, Shan-
tu Salvi, Tom Witt, and David Landon. Susan Jacco-
bucci also participated, but is not pictured.



Figure 2.2. The field crew during the Research Experi-
ences for Undergraduates week.

an on-site water screening operation for this
feature using a combination of field flota-
tion and 1/8” hardware cloth for the heavy
fraction (Figure 2.3). All soil resulting from
the wet screening process remained on site,
and was backfilled into the privy excavation
hole. The crew placed all cultural materials
and soil samples in bags labeled with ap-
propriate provenience information for pro-
cessing and analysis in the UMass Boston
laboratories. All fieldwork was conducted
in compliance with Section 27C of Chapter 9
of Massachusetts General Laws and accord-
ing to the regulations outlined in 950 CMR
70.00.

Due to the environmental and archaeobi-
ological focus of the data recovery effort, we
collected soil samples to identify the poten-
tial presence of insect remains, plant remains
and human parasites. We collected samples
in a judgmental fashion from specific feature
and unit contexts, based on our assessment
of the preservation potential, significance,
and integrity of the context. The sample type
and size are summarized in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1. Soil sample collection.

Purpose Volume N
Insect remains 1 Liter 15
Flotation for plant remains 1 Liter 34
Pollen analysis 30 Grams 15

Parasite analysis 0.25 Liter 10

Defining the Project Area

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

Our initial assessment of the impact to
the remaining archaeological resources at
the site was based on a review of the Sep-
tember 1, 2004 “Construction Documents
Progress Set” prepared by John G. Waite and
Associates. The pages that appear to have
the greatest relevance for assessing the ar-
chaeological impacts are R-0.1, A-1.1, A-3.3,
S-1.1, C-1.1, C-4, and P-1.1. These documents
show that the only impact underneath the
building is the underpinning of the south
foundation wall of the Meeting House. The
most significant archaeological feature iden-
tified to date underneath the structure is the
remains of a privy pre-dating the Meeting
House that was partially sampled in 1984
(Bower 1990). This privy is several meters
north of the south wall and is apparently
outside of the construction area. As a result,
no excavation was carried out in the interior
of the building.

The proposed construction impacts to the
exterior of the structure are extensive, and
significantly impact the remaining archaeo-
logical resources in the exterior areas of the
site. Three major components of the exterior
work have implications for negatively im-
pacting the archaeological resources: 1) the
construction of a drainage system around
the building foundation; 2) the installation of

Figure 2.3. The wet screening process in action. A 15
gallon tub was filled with water, and a second tub
with a 1/8” mesh bottom was inserted with a load of
soil. Material that floated, mostly seeds, was skimmed
from the surface. Once all the dirt had passed through
the screen it was dumped onto another screen for
sorting.
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new underground utility lines along the east
side of the building to the new exterior base-
ment room behind the building; and 3) the
construction of an underground room south
of the building to support an above-ground
elevator and stair tower and to house new
mechanical and utility systems for the Meet-
ing House.

The new drainage system requires dig-
ging a 2 ft wide trench to a variable depth
around the entire perimeter of the building.
In addition, new utility trenches will be dug
along the east side of the building for gas and
storm water lines. On the south side of the
building the foundation will be excavated
and underpinned, and a series of new utility
trenches will connect the Meeting House to
new underground utility rooms in the back-
lot. This work will impact archaeological re-
sources adjacent to the building along all of
its sides.

The construction of the new underground
room to support the elevator and the new
utility and drainage systems is the single
most significant construction impact. While
the above-ground portion of this construc-
tion occupies only a portion of the backlot,
the basement level is significantly larger and
occupies most of the current south backlot of
the Meeting House. Planned dimensions of
the basement room, including the footings
for the foundation wall, show a total dimen-
sion of approximately 39 x 18 ft (12 x 5.75 m)
in a backlot approximately 47 x 19 ft (15 x 6.2
m) (page S-1.1). This basement room extends
to approximately 12 ft (3.5 m) below grade
in most areas, with a maximum depth of ap-
proximately 17 ft (5.25 m) below grade at the
west end of the building under the elevator
shaft. Construction plans also show this new
foundation with an exterior drainage system
around the entire perimeter, consisting of a
4” perforated drainpipe bedded in gravel.
In order to successfully form the foundation
and surround it with a drain, the excavated
hole needs to be larger than the actual foun-
dation. As a result, the potential impact area

is larger than just the size of the finished
basement. Although the planned construc-
tion is not centered behind the building, but
pushed to the west, new utilities and drain-
age pipes are going to be routed into the new
basement room through the east wall of the
building, including two 4” drain pipes and
a new gas line. These utilities are likely to
negatively impact any intact archaeological
deposits east of the hole excavated for the
basement. The cumulative effect of this work
on the remaining archaeological resources is
significant, and it is likely that at the end of
this construction project there will be very
little undisturbed area left, with the possible
exception of a narrow undisturbed strip at
the easternmost edge of the backlot.

As a result of this understanding of the
construction impacts, we considered the en-
tire area around the exterior of the Meeting
House as the project area. Within this area
we further refined our test areas based on
the previous excavations, choosing areas
that had not been excavated or re-opening
areas with features that had not been fully
excavated. In general our excavations closely
followed the proposed plan described in our
original proposal to the MAAH and permit
application to the MHC. We modified our
original plan slightly based on: 1) additional
information about the past excavations at
the site; 2) information about utility and con-
struction impacts to the site; and 3) archaeo-
logical discoveries that showed intact or dis-
turbed deposits in different areas of the site.
In general we spent significantly more time
and effort than originally planned on docu-
menting and excavating features first dis-
covered in early excavations, especially the
privy in the southwest corner of the backlot
and the drainage features in the center of the
backlot. We also scaled back our excavations
in the east alley and the eastern half of the
backlot due to a greater understanding of
the previous work in the area and the extent
of modern disturbance of the archaeological
deposits.
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Solid grey lines show Dig Safe markings;

dashed lines show presumed utility locations.
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Figure 2.4. A map of the sidewalk and street in front of the AMH, showing known and presumed utility dis-

turbances.

We also eliminated the proposed 0.5 x
0.5 m test unit from the front of the building
due to extensive utility information suggest-
ing the deposits in this area are likely highly
disturbed. The north side of the building is
a brick covered sidewalk fronting on Smith
Court. We notified Dig Safe in advance of
our excavations, and a series of utility lines
were marked on the sidewalk and in Smith
Court. The combination of the marked utility
lines and existing utility caps and manhole
covers in the sidewalk suggests that the area
between the building and the road is signifi-
cantly disturbed and unsafe to dig (Figure
2.4). The 1996 test pit that was executed 3
m east of the AMH east wall on the Smith
Court sidewalk also suggests extensive dis-
turbance in this area. This test pit revealed
“extensive filling” and was terminated at 0.5
m below surface of bricks due to the density
and mixed nature of this fill (Pendery and
Mead 1999:25). As a result of all these factors,
we decided not to excavate the proposed 0.5
x 0.5 m test unit north of the building and
instead to focus our excavation on less dis-
turbed areas of the site.

The Excavation Areas

Following Bower’s earlier spatial des-
ignations we refer to the areas around the
Meeting House as the North Yard, South
Yard, West Alley, and East Alley (see Figure

1.2). The North Yard is 14.75 x 4.0 m rectan-
gle of land located directly south of the Af-
rican Meeting House. This space represents
the original AMH backlot, and does not in-
clude the South Yard, the southernmost 8 ft
(approx. 2.5 m) of the present-day backlot. In
the 19th century the South Yard was part of
the 44 Joy Street property, and it was not part
of the AMH property until 1909. The North
Yard is very distinct from the South Yard
stratigraphically, especially as evidenced in
the absence of the sheet midden level in the
South Yard (although this may be related to
1855 construction done on this strip of land)
(Bower 1986). The North Yard is distinct from
the area of the West Alley stratigraphically
due to the accessibility and size of the space,
which made the North Yard the subject of in-
tensive disturbance in the form of multiple
construction projects and other dirt-moving
events. The East Alley is broader than the
West Alley, and likely served as the primary
historical entranceway to the backlot, as it
does today. The remainder of the excavation
description considers the North Yard, South
Yard, and West Alley in turn.

The North Yard: The Historic AMH
Backlot
Most of our excavation was concentrated

in the south backlot of the Meetinghouse.
Aside from changes in the area excavated
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Figure 2.5. Collecting soil samples from the interior of
one of the brick drains.
at the eastern edge of the backlot (described
below) the only other substantive change
was to not excavate S1/EOQ, as this area held
a concrete support post for the Meeting-
house apse. Relative to the original proposal
we also expanded S0/W4 and SO/E1. While
much of the North Yard had been excavated
by Beth Ann Bower in the 1970s and 1980s,
several areas were left unexplored dur-
ing these projects, including a large section
of the eastern part of the yard, and several
smaller areas in the western portion of the
yard which had been closely associated with
the privy/trash pit and stair tower pit fea-
tures. In addition to targeting unexcavated
areas, we also reopened a major area in the
center of the lot to re-expose parts of the
drainage system to collect soil samples from
unexcavated contexts (Figure 2.5). This fit
our research goal of archaeological explora-
tion of health, hygiene, and the landscape of
the Meeting House lot through sampling for
pollen, insect, parasite, and plant remains.
The North Yard also holds potential
for addressing questions about landscape
through the archaeological features them-
selves. The well-preserved drainage system
in evidence throughout the backlot has the
potential to shed light on several aspects of
the social and physical environments. Drain-
age was an important issue in early Boston
and it was in the hands of individuals until
the mid 19th century. The drain system at the

Meeting House was no doubt part of an at-
tempt to reshape the landscape of the backlot
to deal with the constant drainage problems
on Beacon Hill, which were exacerbated by
the very clayey soils. The archaeological evi-
dence suggests the construction and main-
tenance of the drains took skill and effort.
The 2005 excavations revealed new portions
of this drainage system, and sampled the
contents of several drains that had been ex-
plored by previous investigators. Each area
is summarized in turn below.

S1/E4, S2/E5, S3/E3, and S3/E4. We exca-
vated this series of 1 x 1 m units at the east-
ern edge of the backlot, and expanded one
of these units with a 1 x 0.5 m addition to
the west, excavating the eastern half of unit
S2/E4 (Figures 2.6-2.9). These units had a
fairly similar profile, with layers of compact
redeposited clay or silty clay down to sub-
soil at about 0.6-0.7 mbs. After we began our

Figure 2.6. Shantu Salvi, Darios Felix, and Joe Bonni
recording the excavations in S3/E3 and S3/E4.
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fieldwork we learned from a site visit by Na-
tional Park Service archaeologist Dr. Steven
Pendery that he had excavated a roughly 1 x
1 m test unit in the vicinity of S2/E5, ending
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that unit on what he thought might
be the top of a privy or similar fea-
ture. This proved not to be the case,
and the potential feature turned out
to be a thin level of dark soil and ar-
tifacts overlying subsoil. However,
this soil level contained many rasp-
berry seeds, the likely reason Pend-
ery interpreted it as a privy deposit.

While some of these units con-
tained small features, all of the units
at the eastern edge of the backlot
also had modern artifacts less than
50 years old in the layer immediate-
ly above the subsoil; we recovered
a 1989 penny at the western edge
of unit S3/E3 almost immediately
above the subsoil. All of the units
also contained many bricks and brick
fragments throughout, jumbled in
the deposits as part of the fill. While
all of the units contained 19th-cen-
tury artifacts, the archaeological de-
posits in this area of the lot appear
to be highly disturbed by activities
within the last 20 years. As a result,
we chose not to expand the excava-
tion in this area to the extent origi-
nally proposed, reducing it by 2.5 sq
m, and eliminating S3/E2, SO/ES5,

and N1/E5. Our work suggests the archaeo-
logical deposits in these areas are likely to be
disturbed.

As part of the same site visit, Pendery
also described his work in the northern part

ground surface
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turbed upper layers, the southern
half of this unit contained a buried
soil layer with a high concentration
of 19th-century artifacts overlying

| a slate-capped brick drain. This soil

layer appears to be part of a sheet
midden that would have been re-
deposited from F.2 (trash pit/ privy)
around the time of the 1855 renova-
tions. We exposed and mapped the
drain, and excavated its contents,
including collecting samples for ar-
chaeobiological analyses.

Figure 2.10. East wall profile of S0/E2.

of the east alley in 1995 as part of the
Abiel Smith School project. Based
on a combination of factors, includ-
ing new information about the ex-
tent of previous excavations in the
alley, Pendery’s description of his
work, and the high level of distur-
bance of the south end of the east al-
ley (excavation unit S1E4 and adja-
cent areas), we decided not to open
the additional 1 x 1 m unit originally
proposed for the east alley. We be-
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lieve the north half of the east alley
has been sufficiently tested in previ-
ous excavations, and that the unex-
cavated areas of the south half of the
alley are likely to be disturbed, with
little chance of significant intact ar-
chaeological deposits or features.
SO/E1. This 2 x 1.5 m excavation
unit abuts the south wall of the Meet-
ing House. This excavation started
as a 1 x 1 m unit, and was expanded
with the addition of SO/E2, and the
northern halves of S1/E1 and S1/E2
(Figures 2.10, 2.11). The northern
half of this unit went through a se-
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ries of deposits reflecting the com-
plex history of work on the southern
foundation of the Meetinghouse, in-
cluding pouring cement at its base
and re-pointing the bricks during
the 20th century. Underneath the dis-
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Figure 2.11. Plan view of SO/E1 and SO/ E2.
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S0/W4. This 1 x 1.5 m excavation unit
abuts the south wall of the Meetinghouse
(Figures 2.12-2.14). This unit went deep
into a series of reworked deposits docu-
menting the history of work on the south-
ern foundation of the Meeting House. The
bottommost level came down on fragments
of rotted wooden shutters, similar to those
found in earlier excavations, used as a form
for pouring cement against the bottom of
the foundation early in the 20th century. No
intact original builders’ trench survived. As
in several of the other north yard units (S0/
E1, S0/W8.54) a portion of the 19th-century
midden level was excavated. This level ran
along the south side of the unit and had
not been disturbed by the series of repair
trenches dug for work on the AMH south
wall.

S0/W8.54. This 2 x 0.54 m trench abuts
the east wall of 2 Smith Court, the adjacent
building to the west (Figure 2.15). Rodent
burrows had disturbed part of this unit, but
it nonetheless contained a relatively intact
and artifact rich layer dating to the early
19th century, probably associated with sim-

ilar deposits found in SO/E1 and SO/ W4. At
the northern end of the unit the edge of a
trench for working on the southern wall of
the Meetinghouse cuts across the unit. The
trenches for building and working

on the foundation of 2 Smith Court
were difficult to discern in this unit.

Excavation stopped at about 0.85
mbs as the unit hit subsoil and be-
gan to fill with water.
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S2/W3. This 2 x 2 m excava-
tion unit exposed the junction of
three brick and stone drains in the
center of the backlot (Figure 2.16).
These features had been uncovered
and mapped in excavations during
the 1970s. We dug down to a layer of
black plastic left behind from these
excavations, and removed the plastic
to expose the drains. We excavated
the contents of the drains, collecting
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Figure 2.14. Plan photograph of S0/E4, facing east.

soil samples for palynology, macrobotanical
flotation, and insect flotation.

This excavation unit ended up requiring
more work than originally anticipated, as
the deposits surrounding the features were
not fully excavated in the 1970s. In the west-
ern half of this unit (grid squares 52/ W3 and
S3/W3) artifact-rich 19th-century deposits
remained intact around the features. We ex-
cavated these deposits down to subsoil. As a
result, even though this excavation targeted

a previously excavated area, it resulted in
new excavation.

Stratigraphic Interpretation of the North
Yard

Level 1: Topsoil/Modern Fill

This layer was present in all units in the
North Yard in different thicknesses depend-
ing on the amount of disturbance (construc-
tion or other non-archaeological activity) or
previous excavation evident in the areas.
This layer is typically characterized by a
mixture of 19th- and 20th-century artifacts,
gravel inclusions from landscaping activi-
ties, and redeposited clay.

In the eastern portion of the yard (Units
S1/E4, S2/E4, S2/E5, S3/E3, S3/E4) there
were two main identifiable strata, however,
both strata demonstrate that the units had
been disturbed to the depth of subsoil. The
upper strata in these units, “Topsoil/Mod-
ern Fill” is a mottled sandy loam mixed with
peastone and some clay that yielded a vari-
ety of 19th- and 20th-century artifacts. (51/
E4 Level 1a, 1b, 2: 0.0-0.22 mbs; S2/E4 Level
1a, 1b: 0.0-0.2 mbs; S2/E5 Level 2a, 2b: 0.05-
0.23 mbs; S3/E3 Level 1la-1c: 0.0-0.21 mbs;
S3/E4 Level 1a, 1b: 0.0-0.22 mbs. Munsell
color: peastone, 5GY 5/1; sandy clay, 10 YR
4/2; silty sand, 7.5 YR 5/6).

The lower of these strata, “Clayey Mod-
ern Fill” is a patchy mottling of clay and
dark brown sandy loam. In addition to the
change is soil color and texture, this level is
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The unitis 2 x 2 m.

considered separately because modern 20th
century artifacts were not as common in this
layer, suggesting minimal disturbance. Ad-
ditionally, a few features were preserved
within this layer (F.53, F.54, E. 56, E59). A
distinct layer that could be identified as the
sheet midden described by Bower (1990)
was not found in these units. (S1/E4 Level
3a-3c: 0.22-0.51 mbs; S2/E4 Level 2a-2c:
0.2-0.49 mbs; S2/E5 Level 2c: 0.23-0.45 mbs;
S3/E3 Level 3a, 3b, 4a: 0.17-0.46 mbs; S3/E4
Level 2a-2c: 0.22-0.41 mbs. Munsell color:
grey clay, 2.5Y 4/4; dark brown loam, 10 YR
2/1).

A few units and portions of units seem
to have been relatively preserved since the
19th century. The depth of 20th-century dis-
turbance in these areas only extended to a
depth of between 0.2-0.33 mbs. The character
of the modern fill in these areas was similar
to upper level of modern debris found in the
eastern portion of the yard. In S0/ W8.54, this
layer is described as a silty loam compacted
with rocks and gravel with mottled clay
lenses and in S1/E1 this layer is described as
a peaty peastone-gravel deposit overlying a
dark brown compact clayey soil. (50/W8.54
Level 1a, 1b: 0.0-0.2 mbs; S1/E1 level 1a, 1b:
0.0-0.33 mbs; S1/E2 Level 1a & 2a: 0.0-0.27

Figure 2.16. Plan photograph of 52/ W3, facing north.
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& mbs. Munsell color: loam, 10 YR 3/1
very dark grey; clay 2.5 YR 5/4 light
" olive brown).
o Along the south wall of the
il Meeting House, we encountered de-
* | posits of a similar nature as those in
| the units discussed above, however,
i the disturbance here may be more
- tightly tied to renovations of the Af-
W\ rican Meeting House’s south wall.
& | The modern disturbance in this area
extended to different depths, de-
pending on the features involved.
While the disturbance appeared uni-
(i form and homogenousinS0/W4, the
| pattern seen in SO/E1 and SO/E2 is
different. The pattern in these units
is related to the previous excavations (S0/
E1) and features such as the 1977 repointing
trench (S0/E1, SO/E2) or 1902 repair trench.
(S0/W4 Level la-le: 0.0-0.57 mbs; S0/E2
Level 1a-1d: 0.0-0.36 mbs).

Modern Fill was encountered in a few
units because they had been previously ex-
cavated and backfilled by either Bower (52/
W3) or Pendery (S2/E5). Alayer of black and
clear plastic had been installed to delimit the
extent of the excavation. In SO/E1 no such
plastic was encountered, but as digging pro-
gressed, it became clear that the eastern por-
tion of the unit had already been excavated.
(S2/W3 Level la-1f, drain level: 0.0-~0.5
mbs; SO/E1 Level 1a-1g: 0.0-0.66 mbs; S2/E5
Level 1: 0.0-0.64 mbs).

Level 2: Modern Construction Debris

A dense mortar-y layer located on the
western half of S3/E3 at a depth of 0.08-0.16
mbs, deposited as a result of recent modern
construction episodes. Artifacts include mor-
tar, brick residue, and some nails. Possibly
the due to a single brick cutting and install-
ing activity nearby. (S3/E3 Level 2: 0.08-0.17
mbs).

Level 3: Brick Dust

A brown brick dust residue found in two
North Yard units along the south wall of the
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African Meeting House; also found in both
units of the West Alley. This deposit only
covered the northern half of both units. Ap-
pears to have been laid down intentionally.
Brick dust is commonly used in landscaping
and retains moisture well. Artifacts include
a few nails and window glass shards. (S0/E1
Level 2: 0.14-0.17/0.24 mbs; SO/ E2 Level 2a:
0.21-0.24 mbs).

Level 4: Possible Burn Layer

This layer is composed of burned mate-
rial, including cinder, and is found in S2/
E5. The 1973 fire in the backlot of the Afri-
can Meeting House produced this layer. In
S2/E5, the layer of burned soil was only
found on the northern portion of the unit,
which was expected because Pendery had
previously excavated most of the remainder
of the unit. We expected to hit this layer in
many other units, however, the fact that we
did not, even in units where lower levels re-
vealed undisturbed deposits, suggests that
although some units were marked as “exca-
vated” on the bag list and field report associ-
ated with Bower’s excavations, at least some
of these units were not excavated to subsoil
(S1/E1, S1/E2, SO/E1). We also expected to
hit this layer in the eastern portion of the
North Yard (Units S1/E4, S2/E4, S2/E5,
S3/E3, S3/E4) because Bower had not exca-
vated here, however, there has clearly been
undocumented disturbances in this area that
obliterated most of the burn level. (52/E5
Level 3: 0.13-0.22 mbs).

Level 5: Midden Level

A sheet midden characterized by the ab-
sence of 20th-century artifacts and the abun-
dance of 19th-century artifacts in a homog-
enous sandy-loam matrix. This layer was
excavated in many of the units (sometimes
only in portions of units) and was in many
cases disturbed by later activity. Bower dis-
cussed this layer (she referred to it as “Level
VI”) as a collection of artifacts that were re-
distributed from Feature 2 (privy/trash pit)
in the mid-19th century. This conclusion

was based on cross mending with artifacts
throughout the yard and in F.2. It is possible
that in some areas of the backlot this level
was partially formed by the gradual accu-
mulation of debris. Although Bower located
a deposit which suggests is evidence that at
least during the first half of the 19th century,
the backlot was kept clear of debris (Level
VIIn), we did not find this level in our exca-
vations.

In the western portion of the backlot, the
sheet midden was encountered in SO0/ W8.54.
The upper portion of this deposit (L.2a) is a
pale-brown, clayey silt with rocks and bricks
throughout as well as being very rich in ar-
tifacts. While this is considered part of the
midden, the soil is a different color than low-
er deposits. In Level 2b-2d (0.3-0.66 mbs)
the soil changes to a silty olive brown clay
mottled with darker loam. The mottling may
be related to the frequent rodent burrows
encountered in this unit. The density of ar-
tifacts is consistent throughout the midden.
Artifacts include a variety of 19th-century
ceramic vessels, shell, metal, and faunal re-
mains. (S0/W8.54 Level 2a-2d: 0.2-0.5/0.66
mbs. Munsell color: L2a, 10 YR 6/3; L2b-2d,
25Y5/4).

A portion of the midden was found in
S2/W3 directly below the black plastic that
had been laid down by Bower at the base
of the previous excavation. Bower stopped
excavations after exposing the drain system
and the spaces between the drains are con-
sidered as part of the sheet midden in the
present excavation. (52/W3 Level 1f, 2a, 3a:
~0.5 mbs).

The sheet midden layer was pronounced
in some cases, as in S1/E2 and S1/E1 where
a change in soil color and artifact density
indicated the beginning of this level. The
midden is characterized by a dark brown
sandy loam with clay inclusions in these
units, starting at 0.27 mbs. This layer is very
artifact rich including a variety of 19th-cen-
tury ceramics, bottle glass, bones, coal, slate,
mortar, and brick. A flotation sample was
taken from this layer from S1/E1 L.2a. This



area was chosen because it was associated
with a near-complete stoneware vessel that
appeared to have broken in place and was
subsequently undisturbed. (50/E2 Level le
& 3a: 0.36-0.57 mbs; S1/E2 Level 3a & 4a,
4b, 4c: 0.27-0.69 mbs; S1/E1 Level 2a, 2b:
0.33-0.63 mbs. Munsell color: loam, 10YR
3/2; clay, 2.5Y 4/3).

The midden was probably also detected
in S0/ E1, although this was only discovered
in retrospect. From the plan map at the bot-
tom of the unit it can be seen that Bower
(1990) had excavated the eastern half of this
unit, as the base of her excavations is evident
in the difference in stratigraphy between
Levels F.57 3a and F.57 West 5 (western half
of the unit). Because the soil above this level
appeared homogenous, it was not detect-
ed until too late that the eastern half of the
unit should have been excavated separately
rather than as levels covering the entire unit.
During the excavation the western half did
seem to be richer in general, although visu-
ally indistinguishable from the rest of the
unit. It is suspected that the western half
of SO/E1 Levels 1d and le were part of the
midden. (S0/E1 Level 1d, 1e: 0.34—0.5 mbs).

Similarly, it is likely that the excava-
tions in SO/ W4 hit a portion of the midden
on the southern portion of this unit in Level
1d. However, Level 1d was not excavated
as distinct context from modern fill as there
was not a visually distinguishable division.
Therefore, the richness of this deposit may
be attributable to the sheet midden layer, but
the soil has since been redeposited by mod-
ern construction excavation projects (e.g.,
1902 cement reinforcement). (S0/ W4 Level
1d: 0.3-0.4 mbs).

Level 6: Redeposited Subsoil

This layer is a dense grey-green clayey
deposit found in SO/ W8.54. The fact that SO/
W8.54 L.3b did not reach the base of the 2
Smith Court foundation and that a few arti-
facts (if sparse) were recovered from this lev-
el suggests that the dense clay hit at 0.5 mbs
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is actually redeposited subsoil, and does not
represent the base of the unit. The Excava-
tion Level Sheet does point out that 8.5 cm
into SO0/ W8.54 L.3b, sterile soil was encoun-
tered. The excavation of unit, unfortunately,
was halted for a number of reasons, includ-
ing the narrow nature of the unit (making
it difficult to go very deep), the rising wa-
ter table, and time constraints. Artifacts re-
covered include glass, ceramics, metal, and
slate. (S0/W8.54 Level 3a, 3b: 0.5/0.66— 0.9
mbs. Munsell color: 2.5 YR 6/4).

Level 7: Subsoil

Subsoil throughout the backlot was a
compact, olive clay devoid of artifacts en-
countered, unless otherwise disturbed, at
about 0.65 mbs. Units were dug to subsoil
unless otherwise noted. (S0/E1: not reached
in all parts of unit; S1/E1: 0.87 mbs; SO/ E2:
0.64+ mbs; S1/E2: 0.65+ mbs; S2/E4 Level
2d; 0.49-0.64 mbs; S2/E5: 0.67+ mbs; S3/E3
Level 5a: 0.58 + mbs; S3/E4 Level 3: 0.45-0.57
mbs; S2/W3: 0. 54/0.76 mbs; SO/ W8.54: 0.9
mbs, subsoil not reached. Munsell color: 5Y
5/3 olive; 2.5Y 4/3 olive brown; 2.5Y 6/4).

North Yard Features

Feature 30 (Bower)

Represents a brick-lined drain with flat
slate cover-stones found in S2/W3. Runs
from Feature 3 (wooden drain box) to the
northeast corner of the unit. It appears that
this represents the beginning of the drain
route out of the backlot, which would have
emptied the contents of F.3 around the east
side of the AMH and toward the street (see
F.65 in units S1/E1 and S1/E2).

Feature 31 (Bower)

This feature is a brick drain found in
S2/W3, running from the northwest corner
of the unit to the southeast corner, where it
drains into Feature 3, a wooden drain box.
The drain had been previously uncovered
by Bower (1990); however, the previous ex-
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cavation apparently left the contents of the
drain. Therefore, samples were taken from
the drain fill including pollen, flotation, and
insectidentification. The dirt fill for the drain
was dark brown sandy clay (Munsell color:
10 YR 2/1) and appears to be associated with
the Midden Level in its variety of artifacts
and the lack of 20th-century materials. Arti-
facts include 19th-century materials such as
a variety of refined earthenware, shell, bone,
porcelain, nails, and a wooden button. Coal
and brick were not collected. The floor of
drain was slate in sections, but for the most
part was clay at a depth of between 0.5-0.54
mbs.

Feature 32 (Bower)

Represented a brick-lined drain with
slate cover-stones found in 52/ W3. The drain
runs the length of the southern border of the
unit, and appears to drain from the both east
and the west into F.3 (wooden drain box).
The drain had been previously discovered
by Bower (1990), however, the previous ex-
cavation apparently left the contents of the
drain. Therefore, samples were taken from
the drain fill including pollen, flotation, and
insectidentification. The drain floor was clay
subsoil. Artifacts included 19th-century ce-

ramics, bone, redware, iron, glass, coal and
brick.

Feature 51

Represented a PVC pipe and the sur-
rounding posthole for its installation as
found in S2W3. Fill is very dark grey sandy
clay. Artifacts include bone, glass, pipe bowl,
green plastic, porcelain, as well as white-
ware, pearlware, and creamware. Feature
cut into yellow subsoil. It is not clear why
this PVC pipe was installed, however, it may
have been in order to take a sample of the
backlot’s soil for environmental testing, as
we know of similar bore-holes dug through-
out the yard (such as the one in 54.5/W8).
(S2/W3 Feature 51 L. 1: 0.54-0.71 mbs Mun-
sell color: 10 YR 3/1).

Feature 52

Feature 52 was a dark brown loam lens
within the yellow clay subsoil in S3/E3 that
extended N-S at a depth of 0.42 mbs. Arti-
facts include a 1989 penny, coal, and char-
coal. In retrospect this was not a feature but
a soil lens, as it was only 2-3 cm deep and
bottomed out into the same clay deposit that
had overlain it. (S3/E3 Feature 52 Level 4a:
0.42-0.45 mbs. Munsell color: 2.5Y 2.5/1).

Feature 53

Represented a brick cluster and the sur-
rounding dark brown soil that is located in
the southwest corner of unit S3/E3 between
0.43-0.58 mbs. This feature was a possible
disrupted pier stone from the 19th-century
shed that ran along the southernmost 8 ft of
the AMH backlot (Bower 1990, Feature 33)
or a fragment of a brick lined drain which
would have run from the southeast corner of
the yard toward the center of the yard (Bow-
er 1990, Feature 26). In either case, this fea-
ture has been disrupted by modern activity,
as 19th-century artifacts were interspersed
with 20th-century artifacts. (S3/E3 Feature
53 L. 1: 0.43-0.58 mbs).

Feature 54

Circular pit cut in into subsoil in the
southeast corner of S3/E4. Filled with wet,
dark brown clay, and including several large
19th-century ceramics as well as faunal re-
mains. Probably a posthole associated with
one of the structures that stood on the south-
ern strip of the backlot during the 19th cen-
tury. (S3/E4 Feature 54 L. 1: 0.52-0.69 mbs).

Feature 55

An irregular, grey sandy soil discolor-
ation occupying most of the eastern half of
S3/E3 between 0.48-0.58 mbs, overlying
subsoil. No artifacts. (S3/E3 Feature 55 L.1:
0.48-0.58 mbs. Munsell color: 10YR 4/4).

Feature 56

Represented a pit/trench dug into sub-
soil in the northwest corner of S1/E4. Fill in
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feature is yellowish brown loam. This trench
would have probably been associated with
a drain (Bower F. 26) that ran from the back-
lot, down the east alley, to the street. Feature
26 is a brick lined, slate-covered drain un-
earthed by Bower in SO/E4. Artifacts appear
to be all 19th-century, and include ceramics,
glass, faunal remains, slate, brick, and oth-
ers. Despite the 19th-century nature of arti-
fact types, there was only a slight soil color
distinction between this feature and S1/E4
L. 3, which overlies it (Munsell color 10YR
5/6 vs. 10 YR 7/4). The 2005 UMass exca-
vation unearthed F.65, a brick-lined drain in
S1/E1 and S1/E2, which is the same feature
as Bower F.26. (51/E4 Feature 56 L. 1: 0.56—
0.76 mbs. Munsell color: 10YR 7/4).

Feature 57

Pit filled with a dark grayish brown soil
on the eastern side of SO/E1. This pit/trench
is an artifact of Bower’s previous excava-
tions, not the 1977 repointing trench.
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has obscured the original shape and depth
of the pit. Artifacts are few but include three
large pieces of ferrous metal (either sheet
iron pressed together for some reason, or
wrought iron which deteriorates via sheet-
ing), an embossed medicine bottle (em-
bossed: FA. BARTEAUX/96 GREEN ST
COR. LEVERETT/BOSTON), some glass,
charcoal, bone, glass, and a bead. The glass
bottle and the metal appeared to lie flat on
the floor of the pit. A flotation sample was
taken from S2/E5 F.59 L.1b.

Pendery reports having found another
whole medicine bottle during his investi-
gation (embossed: M. Plumstead and Sons,
Lynn). Although Pendery initially inter-
preted this feature as the top of a privy, and
many of our 2005 notes have taken the lib-
erty of labeling it as such, our excavations
show it is not a privy, though it apparently
did include some dumping of waste. This

baulk
A 68

We did not realize we were exca-
vating two different stratigraphic
patterns until a depth of 0.73 mbs
because the soil was homogenous 0
throughout the eastern and western
halves of the unit. There were some
indications in the artifact patterning
(see discussion of Level 5: Midden
Level), however, where many 19th- ®
century artifacts were coming out
of the southwest corner, which sug-
gested that the western half of the
unit was not previously archaeologi-
cally excavated and the eastern half
was. This unit was not taken down
to subsoil. (S0/E1 Feature 57 Level
3a, 3b: 0.67-0.88 mbs. Munsell color:
10 YR 4/2).

Feature 59

I:I rock

Represents a pit dug into the
subsoil and constitutes a large part
of unit S2/E5 from a depth of 0.41-
0.55 mbs (Figure 2.17). The original
test excavation done by Stephen Pendery

E wood I::l brick

charcoal

sheet metal
A 75 = point elevation in cm below line level

Figure 2.17. Plan view of S2/E5 showing base of Fea-
ture 59.



Excavations

feature comes in as far too shallow (subsoil
at 0.67 mbs), contains far too few artifacts,
and shows scant traces of the wooden crib-
bing or soil stains one would expect to be as-
sociated with a privy.

Feature 60

A trench filled with a very dark grey
brown sandy loam with clay inclusions lo-
cated in S0/E2. Although initially identified
as the AMH repointing trench, the trench
found in SO/E2 at a depth of 0.35-0.67/ 0.70
mbs, may be related to a different construc-
tion episode because the brickwork on the
AMH only extends to a depth of 0.5 mbs. The
repointing trench in other section of the site
(West Alley, F.58) stops abruptly at the end
of the brickwork. The trench extends south
approximately 60 cm and slopes toward the
AMH south wall with increased depth. The
fill for F.60 is a highly mottled loam with
clay inclusions and contains modern trash.
(S0/E2 Feature 60 L.1a, 1b, 1c, 1d. Munsell
color: loam, 10 YR 3/2; clay, 2.5Y 4/3).

Feature 62

Represents a trench dug into subsoil
along the south wall of the African Meet-
ing House as discovered in SO/ W4. Trench
begins at approximately 0.46 mbs, extends
east-west across the unit, and curves toward
the AMH South Wall with increased depth.
Within the trench we found a set of shut-
ters aligned east-west which had been used
as concrete forms for repair to the Meeting
House foundation (1902). F.62 extends down
to 1.30 mbs and appears to have obliterat-
ed any sign of the original AMH builder’s
trench in this area of the south wall. Features
above the concrete trench grade were oblit-
erated at some point (no remnants of a re-
pointing trench, etc.), but it is unclear when.
Subsoil was not reached at the bottom of the
trench, although we did follow subsoil along
the southern wall of the trench, beginning at
approx 0.65 mbs. (50/W4 Feature 62 Level
1a, 2a-2f: 0.46-1.30 mbs).

Feature 63 & Feature 57 West

A trench filled with a very dark grey
brown sand loam with clay inclusions lo-
cated in SO/E2 (F.63) and SO/E1 (F.57). This
likely represents the trench dug for the in-
stallation of concrete repairs to the AMH
foundation’s south wall in 1902. This trench
was cut into by F.60 in SO/E2, above it and
extends to a depth of 0.77 mbs. The feature
was not entirely excavated as digging was
stopped at 0.77 mbs in SO/E2 and 1.08 mbs
in S0/E1 and subsoil was not reached.

Based on the profile and the Munsell col-
ors, F.63is difficult to distinguish from F. 60 in
S0/E2 except that late 20th-century artifacts
were no longer recovered in F.63. There was,
however, a “metal lined pipe” which went
through both features (detected at about 0.65
mbs) and may have been used as a mold for
the pouring of concrete in the early-20th cen-
tury. Artifacts include bone, ceramic, glass,
iron nails, brick, mortar, concrete, and coal.

For Feature 57 West (see F. 57 above) we
did not realize that we were dealing with
two separate stratigraphic patterns in SO/E1
until the depth of 0.73 mbs. Therefore, E57
West probably started at a higher elevation,
however, was not excavated separately until
0.73 mbs. (S0/E1 Feature 57 West L.5a, 5b,
5¢, 5d: 0.73-1.08 mbs; SO/ E2 Feature 63 L. 1a,
1b: 0.57-0.77 mbs).

Figure 2.18. Plan phoogra{ph of Feature 65, facing
north. The stone cap and contents of the drain have
been removed.
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Feature 65

Represents a brick-lined drain with slate
cover-stones and the trench for the drain
located in S1/E1, SO/E2, S1/E2 at a depth
of ~0.65-0.87 mbs (Figure 2.18). The trench
for the drain was dug directly into subsoil,
which was reached at a depth of 0.68-0.74
mbs north and south of the trench. Fill in the
trench was sandy clay and above the drain,
dark brown sandy loam with many 19th-
century artifacts. The floor of the drain was
wood, however, it was very brittle and dete-
riorated with digging. Inside the drain, there
was a relatively low artifact concentration
compared to directly above the drain.

Samples were taken from the contents of
the drain (S1/E2 E.65 L.2a) including flota-
tion, pollen, parasite, and insect identifica-
tion. Artifacts inside the drain included a
pipe bowl, ceramic sherds, buttons, glass,
and part of a chain (possibly for a necklace),
and animal bone. Artifacts in the trench
and directly above the drain include ceram-
ics, calcined bone, class, brick, mortar, and
wood. Although artifact density in the drain
was low it included many small artifacts.
(S0/E2 Feature 65 L.1a (drain trench): 0.64—
0.70 mbs; S1/E2 Level 4c (directly above
drain): 0.65-0.74 mbs; S1/E2 Feature 65 L.2
(inside drain): 0.74-0.96 mbs, Munsell color:
2.5Y 4/3; S1/E1 Level 2b, 3 (directly above
drain): 0.51-0.63 mbs; S1/E1 Feature 65 L.1
(inside drain): 0.64-0.87 mbs).

Feature 66

A dark soil stain on the north end of
S0/W8.54 at a depth of 0.72-0.85 mbs. This
feature is characterized by clayey, compact
soil with charcoal inclusions and few rocks
or bricks. The hardness of the soil required
a pickax. This may be part of a construction
trench or repair trench for 2 Smith Court or
part of a repair trench for the AMH. Artifacts
include glass, ceramic, metal, and charcoal.
A sample of charcoal was taken. No modern
artifacts. The water table encountered while
digging this feature. (50/W8.54 Feature 66
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L.1: 0.76-0.92 mbs. Munsell color: 10 YR
5/3).

South Yard Privy

S4.5/W8. This was the only unit placed
in the South Yard. This 1.5 x 2 m excavation
exposed and investigated a single complex
feature, a privy identified in Bower’s pre-
vious excavations. This excavation turned
into a major undertaking, as it went deep
into waterlogged deposits that also con-
tained residue of fuel oil from a spill in the
1970s. The privy was apparently cleaned
out prior to being used as a disposal pit for
architectural debris, and only remnants of
the original privy deposits at the very bot-
tom escaped the cleanout. The upper fill lay-
ers represent at least two major episodes of
building destruction or remodeling, and are
dated from about 1860 to 1880. The bottom-
most deposit was a very dark, artifact-rich
and organic “night soil” layer, dating from
the early 1800s to early 1840s. This is one of
the earliest known privies associated with
an African American dwelling (44 Joy Street)
in Boston, and represents one of the most
archaeologically significant deposits on the
site.

We invested substantial time and effort
digging to try to increase our sample of the
night soil deposit. We wet screened the wa-
terlogged privy deposits in a 15-gallon buck-
et system with 1/8” mesh (Figure 2.3). This
was basically a field flotation system as well,
and included skimming the water to collect
any floating material. A significant macro-
botanical assemblage was collected in this
manner. We also systematically collected soil
samples for insect and macrobotanical flota-
tion, as well as parasite and pollen analyses.
As a result of the nature of the archaeologi-
cal deposits in the privy, the excavation of
this previously identified feature included
significant new excavation and took more
time than originally anticipated. At the close
of the 2005 excavations, approximately 60%
of the 2.0 x 1.5 x 1.5 m privy has been exca-
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vated, the westernmost meter having been
left undisturbed.

Bower discovered the privy during her
earlier excavation of the African Meeting
House yard, designating it Feature 9b. Bow-
er’s excavation only sampled a small portion
of the privy, encountering water before get-
ting very deep into the privy deposits. She
noted that the upper level of privy fill was
a dark brown loam containing wall plaster,
mortar and 19th-century domestic trash.
These upper layers were disturbed from the
construction of a 20th-century outbuilding
and oil tank supports (Bower’s F45), both
associated with the Meeting House. Bower
attributes the final filling of the privy to the
deconstruction of the 44 Joy St. tenements
in 1835, though the 2005 excavation, which
sampled the privy much more extensively,
shows that it was not finally filled until at
least 1880. The oil tank that had stood in this
location in the 20th century had burst during
the Meeting House fire in 1973, dropping its
load of fuel. Remnants of the oil remained
in the privy deposits, complicating the ex-
cavation efforts. This was especially true for
wet screening the lower waterlogged layers
of privy fill, which required minimizing any
discharge of oil contaminated water or oily
sediments.

We began by excavating the entire unit
down to a depth of roughly 0.30 mbs, which
included levels 1a, 1b, 1c, all backfill from
Bower’s previous excavation. The redepos-
ited backfill was very dark grayish brown
(Munsell color: 10 YR 3/2) silty sand mot-
tled with clay. Artifacts include some archi-
tectural debris, glass and ceramic as well as
modern trash.

At the base of level 1c we recognized a
distinction between the east and west parts
of the unit, and designated this zone Feature
Level 1a, the interface between some of the
unexcavated privy deposits and redeposited
backfill. Once the unit surface was cleared of
any loose sediment, distinctions in soil color,
texture and artifact concentrations became

obvious, allowing us to divide the unit al-
most directly down the middle into east and
west halves.

The west half of the unit was intact privy
fill, while most of the east half was still re-
deposited backfill, reflecting Bower’s ear-
lier excavation into the privy. We followed
this earlier division of the privy excavation,
taking out the backfill in the east half, then
excavating the east half down to the bottom
of the privy to bisect the feature. We then
expanded our excavation area 0.5 m to the
west, taking out about half of the remain-
ing privy deposits, and finished by extend-
ing our excavation of the bottommost layer
slightly to the west. Each of these areas is
briefly described below.

East Half

We continued to excavate the redepos-
ited fill on the east side in 10 cm levels un-
til we reached a depth of approximately 0.6
mbs. The fill, which continued to contain an
amalgamation of historic artifacts and mod-
ern trash, was removed as levels 1d, 1le, 1f
and 1g. At the base of level 1g, we hit the
top of the previously unexcavated privy fill,
designated Feature Level 3a. In order to ex-
cavate the east half of the feature as a unit,
we removed a small section of undisturbed
privy fill located along the southern wall of
the east half as Feature Levels 2a, 2b, and
2c. The removal of these deposits brought
the east half of the unit down to a uniform
depth. Feature Levels 2a-2c were very dark
gray, organic sandy loams that contained
some architectural debris along with glass,
faunal remains, shell and ceramic. No mod-
ern trash was recovered from these levels or
any of the intact privy deposits.

At the opening of Feature level 3a, there
was a clear delineation between the actual
privy deposit and the subsoil lining the east
wall. From this point forward we excavated
strictly the interior privy deposit, which be-
gan approximately 35cm west of the eastern
unit wall. Stratum 3 was removed in five, 10
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Figure 2.19. Profile of the east wall of the east half of
the privy in S4.5/WS8.

cm Feature Levels, the first, 3a, measured
roughly between 0.6-0.7 mbs. It was very
dark, grayish-brown, clayey sand that con-
tained an immense amount of slate, plaster
and metal architectural debris. Ceramics,
faunal material and glass were also recov-
ered. Artifacts of note include a colorless
glass chandelier/candlestick prism, copper
alloy tacks and an early incandescent light
bulb with a TPQ of 1879. We collected envi-
ronmental samples from this level.

Below 3a was Feature Level 3b, an arti-
fact rich very dark brown, clayey sand. This
soil was laden with mortar, slate, wood, ce-
ramics and window and bottle glass. A near-
ly complete 12-sided, colorless utility medi-
cine bottle (1850s—mid 1860s) was unearthed
along with a fragment of a medicine bottle
embossed with the “Green St. Apothecari”
logo (TPQ 1871). Another Green St. Apothe-
cary bottle was located in the bottom of unit
S2/E5, at the southern end of the east alley.

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

At approximately 0.8 mbs, groundwater in-
filtrated the unit requiring us to switch to
wet screening.

Feature Level 3c, was a very dark gray,
wet clayey sand that contained a small
quantity of ceramic, glass, nails, faunal
material and a metal buckle. A large fer-
rous object resembling horse tack was also
unearthed, along with some leather frag-
ments. These artifacts are possibly associ-
ated with the stable or shed that was once
located on the property.

Feature Level 3d, (0.9-1.0 mbs) remained
the same color as Feature Level 3¢, but the
texture differed. The soil changed from a
damp, clayey sand into a wet slurry due to
the increasing ground water flow into the
unit. Along with the increased water came a
noticeable improvement in organic artifact
preservation. Large fragments of preserved
wood were appearing and the wooden lin-
ing of the privy also became more stable.
Construction debris such as brick and plas-
ter continued to be present, but decreased

in abundance.

The last Feature Level in this stratum, 3e,
descended to a depth of 1.1 mbs and con-
tained a limited amount of ceramic, metal,
glass and faunal material. The quantity and
character of architectural debris started to
change from mortar, slate and metal to large,
rough-cut rocks, whole bricks, and worked
wood. Due to this difference, we designated
stratum, 4.

Feature Level 4a, was a watery, silty mud
that contained small amounts of glass and
nails. Whole bricks, large rocks, mortar and
wood were present. At the closing of this
level some ceramics, large faunal remains,
glass, and a pipe stem (5/64 bore), were un-
covered. Feature Level 4b, (1.2—1.3 mbs)
was the same color and texture as the previ-
ous layer. Cultural material included glass,
ceramic, nails, and two olive green wine bot-
tle bases. Large rocks and bricks continued
to abound the unit.

Feature Level 4c, remained a watery,
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of the privy.
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silty mud that showed a slight increase in
artifact content. Larger fragments of ceramic
were excavated along with lead, pipe stem
(4/64” bore), wine bottle fragments, nails
and glass. One artifact of interest was a por-
tion of a carpenter’s rule, likely belonging to
one of the local carpenters who lived in the
area. The ruler was complete, but broken and
may have been lost or purposely discarded
in to the privy. This level also revealed the
complete, intact, wooden privy lining on the
north, south, and east walls. Along the east
wall, corner posts that supported the lining
were present. The wooden lining and corner
posts of the privy were preserved up to the
depth of the water table. Due to the good or-
ganic preservation, we resumed taking envi-
ronmental samples.

Feature Level 4d (1.4-1.5 mbs) yielded
an abundance of artifacts included large ce-
ramic fragments, bottle and window glass,
faunal remains, a large intact wooden plank,
and leather objects including a man’s shoe.
At the bottom of this level, in the southern-
most section, we uncovered a thick black
organic that we believe to be actual “night
soil” layer.

Feature Level 4e, is the last layer in the
east half of the privy and goes down to a
depth of 1.6 mbs. It had the highest concen-
tration of non-architectural artifacts, includ-
ing large pieces of ceramic, a lead pencil,
metal clothing fastener, textile fragment,
glass tableware and domestic bottles, faunal
material, leather, wooden inlay fragment,
shoe sole and a metal spring from the carpen-
ter’s rule. In addition to several pipe stems,
a decorated white clay pipe bowl fragment
was also unearthed. Organic preservation
in this level was quite good, and numerous
seeds were collected from the wet screen/
flotation process. The base of the privy sat
on dense blue-gray subsoil, the “Boston Blue
Clay.” We excavated a few centimeters into
the subsoil to collect the remaining artifacts
visible at the very base of the privy. It seems
that this privy was likely cleaned out several
times until it was finally filled with destruc-
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Figure 2.21. Plan photograph of the base of the east

half other privy, facing south.
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tion debris because there was only about 10
cm of actual “night soil” deposit in the bot-
tom of the privy.

At the base of the privy the wooden cor-
ner post construction could be seen. The
privy vault was constructed as a rectangu-
lar wooden box set in the ground and sur-
rounded by redeposited clay, presumably
from the original excavation of the privy
hole. Horizontal wooden planking defined
the sides of the privy, with vertical wooden
corner posts that stood on a flat stone foot-
ing located directly on top of the blue clay
(Figures 2.19-2.21).

West Half

After profiling the exposed face of the
privy fill (Figure 2.22) we began
the excavation of the west half of
the privy where Bower’s excava-
tion had left off at approximately
0.3 mbs, extending our excavation
about 0.5 m to the west, and tak-
ing out half of the remaining privy
fill. Since we understood the privy
stratigraphy, we removed the west
half in 20 cm levels, shoveling rather
than troweling through the decon-
struction fill layers, and switching to
14" mesh as opposed to the 1/8”we
had been using on the east side. No
environmental samples were taken
from the west half of the unit except
for the “Night Soil” layer in the bot-
tom 10 cm, Feature Level 6e. Feature
Level 5a, (0.3-0.5 mbs) yielded large
quantities of mortar, glass and metal
architectural debris, as did its coun-
terpart on the east side, FL 1d & 1le.
The color and texture remained con-
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plaster pieces
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wood

privy lining
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primarily architectural debris, but contained
a few domestic artifacts including ceramic,
bone, glass and a leather shoe sole. A bone
utensil handle was also discovered Texture
and color are the same as F.L. 5a. This level
is contiguous with EL. 1f, 1g, and 3a on the
east side of the privy.

Feature Level 5¢, (0.7-0.9 mbs) contained
small quantities of ferrous metal, glass and
faunal material. Also found were two mend-
ing fragments of vulcanized rubber comb
that cross mend with another piece found in
Feature Level 3d of the east half. The comb is
stamped with “ 1. RECMB Co GOODYEARS
PATENT MAY 6 1851.” This level is congru-
ent with F.L. 3b and 3c.

Feature Level 6a, (0.9-1.0 mbs) began a

ground surface —»

dark brown green
. ; clay
soil stain

Iaster mottled
with gray clay

very loose, fine plaster
and plaster dust

dark brown layer of
purple slate and iron scrap

privy lining
oily, gray, silty clay
with slate, bricks, large rocks

4

gruent with these other two levels as
well. Items of interest are a copper
alloy tack head and a 4-holed shell
button. There was a small linoleum
(TPQ 1863) fragment found in this level as
well.

Feature Level 5b, (0.5-0.7 mbs) was also

10

IE‘ slate E wood
brick [] rock mortar

Figure 2.22. Profile of the west wall of the east half of
the privy. The excavation of the east half of the privy
bisected the feature, so this profile shows the layers
of fill.
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natural stratigraphic change associated with
an earlier deposition of destruction fill into
the privy. This strata contained large mor-
tared rocks and bricks and some gray slate
fragments, with noticeably less plaster and
window glass than the level above. The ar-
tifact density increased, with ceramics and
glass dominating the assemblage. Feature
Level 6b, was removed in a 20 cm level bring-
ing the unit down to roughly 1.2 mbs. This
level, also associated with the first decon-
struction fill episode, was oily and contained
rock and brick rubble, as well as a variety of
bottle glass, bone, ceramic, nails, slate and
other artifacts. This level is contiguous with
FL. 3e & 4a east. Feature Level 6¢ (1.2-1.4
mbs) was a wet clayey soil with fine sand
and limited artifacts, a few bottle glass frag-
ments among them. The architectural debris
included mortared bricks and large rocks,
which is consistent with the first deconstruc-
tion fill. This level is contiguous with EL.
4b and 4c on the east side. Feature Level 6d,
was also a gray clay with fine sand that con-
tained large boulders, mortared rocks and
bricks, associated with the same fill episode.
Artifact density slightly increased and in-
cluded, ceramics, bottle glass, worked wood
pieces and leather fragments. Because of
these increased artifacts concentrations and
extremely wet soil we switched back to wa-
ter screening through 1/8” mesh and began
to excavate in 10 cm levels.

Feature Level 6e, was the “night soil”
level that had a wealth of artifacts along with
relatively little architectural debris. Artifacts
found include nearly complete ceramic ves-
sels, window and bottle glass, faunal remains
and shell, worked wood, carpenter’s ruler
fragment, marked pipe bowl, a black glass
bead, lead pencil, and various leather frag-
ments. This level is contiguous with FL.4e
east and F.L.6d & e in the west extension.

West Extension

Finally, in order to increase our sample of
the thin night soil layer at the bottom of the

privy, we excavated just the bottom 20 cm of
part of the unexcavated section of privy to
the west, labeling this the “west extension”
(F.L. 6d & e). This section extended between
20 and 40 cm to the west, depending on ob-
structions. We wet screened these deposits
through 1/8” mesh. As part of the night soil
layer, this deposit was incredibly artifact
rich. Recovered objects included pipe stem,
worked wood, leather fragments, a wooden
broom, a button, metal, animal bones, and
a copper alloy flatware handle. Large glass
and ceramic fragments dominated the as-
semblage, and environmental samples were
collected from this level.

Stratigraphic Interpretation of the Privy

Level 1: Redeposited backfill from Bower’s
excavations, modern.

This level was a very dark brown silty
sand mottled with clay. It contained histor-
ic artifacts as well as modern trash. Depth
ranges from approx. 0-0.3 mbs to 0.6 mbs.
(S4.5/W8 Levels 1a, 1b, 1, 1d, 1e, 1f and 1g.
Munsell color: 10 YR 3/2).

Level 2: Second deconstruction debris fill
level, late-19th century, deposited after
1879.

This level was clayey sand mottled with
plaster. It contained historic artifacts and
significant amounts of architectural debris,
including large chunks of plaster, purple
roofing slate, wood, nails and window glass.
Depth ranges from approximately 0.30-0.90
mbs to 0.60-1.10 mbs. This fill episode is
possibly associated with the destruction of
a small slate-roofed building, possibly one
of the outbuildings that stood in the South
Yard. (S4.5/ W8 Feature Levels 1a, 2a, 2b, 2c,
3a, 3b, 3¢, 3d, 3e, 5a, 5b and 5c. Munsell col-
or:25Y3/2t07.5YR3/1).

Level 3: First deconstruction debris fill lev-
el, mid-19th century, deposited after 1840.

This layer was a very wet, oily, dark gray
silt. It was dominated by architectural de-



bris, including large mortared rocks, com-
plete bricks, window glass, wood and gray
slate. Depth ranges from approximately 0.9—
1.5 mbs to 1.1-1.5 mbs. This fill episode is
likely associated with the destruction or re-
modeling of a rock foundation outbuilding,
possibly a stable, on the 44 Joy St. property.
(54.5/WS8 Feature Levels 4a, 4b, 4c, 4d, 6a,
6b, 6¢c and 6d. Munsell color: 7.5 YR 3/1).

Level 4: Night soil deposit, early-19th cen-
tury, ca. 1800s to 1840.

Black, organic, artifact rich night soil
layer. Depth ranges from approximately
1.53-1.60 mbs. This layer is associated with
original privy use, from 44 Joy St. occupants,
and contains the earliest primary deposits.
This level had the highest density of non-ar-
chitectural artifacts of any layer in the privy,
and also contained a large macrobotanical
assemblage. (54.5/ W8 Feature Levels 4e, 6e
and 6d & e).

Level 5: Subsoil.

Sterile, blue-gray clay, the well-known
subsoil throughout much of Boston. Depth
ranges to anything below 1.63 mbs. The
privy was constructed on top of this layer.

West Alley

The West Alley is a strip of land (approx
0.85 m wide) running between the western
wall of the African Meeting House and the
Eastern Wall of the brick structure at 2 Smith
Court (Figure 2.23). According to Bower,
2 Smith Court was constructed in 1854, re-
placing two wooden buildings that had been
built in 1803 by William Henry (1990: 36). As
might be imagined, the West Alley sees very
little sunlight and is sparsely vegetated.

As proposed, we excavated two 1 x 1 m
units in the west alley (Figure 1.2). The two
units immediately abut the east wall of 2
Smith Court and the west wall of the Meet-
ing House. Both units contained a series of
stratified deposits, predominantly trenches
running north-south along the edges of the

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

Figure 2.23. Photograph down the West Alley show-
ing Teresa Dujnic and Joe Bonni working on the exca-
vation. N4/W8.5 is in the foreground, and N9/W8.5
is in the background. Facing north.

foundations, documenting the history of
work on the buildings, including re-pointing
foundation bricks and adding clay to try to
improve drainage (Figures 2.24, 2.25). These
trenches are filled with a variety of domestic
as well as architectural materials, with many
of the interesting 19th-century artifacts in the
trenches associated with 2 Smith Court, the
property to the west. Because these trench-
es represent some of the most tightly dated
deposits, flotation and pollen samples were
taken from the builder’s trenches from both
buildings. Previous investigations had halt-
ed at a depth of approximately 1.0 m below
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Figure 2.24. North wall profile of N4/W8.5.

grade. The current excavations followed the
Meeting House builder’s trench to the based
of the foundation. Both excavation units
went quite deep, bottoming on subsoil at
between 1.30 mbs (N5W8.54) and 1.45 mbs
(N9W8.54). Although these units exhibited
similar deposits and features, the level des-
ignation is not consistent between the two as
there was some significant variation in de-
posits.

Stratigraphic Interpretation of the West
Alley

The sequence of cultural events represented
in the archaeological record is as follows:

1. In 1803, William Henry built at least
one wooden structure directly west of the
plot that would become the African Meeting
House property. The trench for the founda-
tion of this structure (N4 /W8.54 L.10) would

be aligned parallel to at least the south four
meters of the AMH building. (Dark greyish-
brown builder’s trench in Figure 2.24).

2. In 1806 the builder’s trench for the Af-
rican Meeting House (Feature 61 and 61B)
was dug into subsoil to a depth of approxi-
mately 1.28 mbs. After the construction of
the building, the trench was partially filled
with an olive clay, probably redeposited sub-
soil. Atop this layer, construction debris was
thrown into the trench. Ground surface at
this time was 0.45 mbs in the north portion
of the alley and 0.6 mbs in the south portion
of the alley.

3.1In 1854, the builder’s trench for 2 Smith
Court (Henry House) was dug (Feature 67),
truncating the western portion of the AMH
builder’s trench, and digging deeper into
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Figure 2.25. North wall profile of N9/W8.5.



subsoil to a depth of 1.52 mbs on the western
side on the alley.

4. Subsequently (between after 1854), a
trench for 2 Smith Court was dug (Feature
64) which is possibly a repair trench of some
kind, and is only present in the north por-
tion of the alley. This trench dug into the
builder’s trenches for both the AMH and 2
Smith Court. At this time, ground surface
was still at about 0.5 mbs.

5. Subsequently, a layer of almost com-
pletely homogenous clay (Level 5) was de-
posited in the alley, probably redeposited
from the excavation of subsoil from a differ-
ent part of the backlot or other nearby areas.
Because this clay is significantly deeper (0.12
vs. 0.3 m) in the southern portion of the al-
ley, it is likely that its source is the backlot
itself.

6. Over the years after this deposit was
in place, soot and ash accumulated from the
emptying of the AMH chimney.

7. The fire in 1973 at the AMH left a layer
of blackened burnt soil. This layer, which
probably had covered the entirety of the al-
ley, was cut into by a repointing trench for the
AMH that extended down to the base of the
brickwork. The ground surface at this time
was approximately 0.1 mbs in the south part
of the alley, and 0.2 mbs in the north portion
of the alley.

8. After the repointing, soot and ash from
the chimney and dirt probably brought in
from the yard continued to accumulate until
the present day ground surface was estab-
lished. Because archaeological excavations
began in 1975, some of the dirt accumulation
here may be due to the movement of back-
dirt during these excavations.

Level 1

A dark brown/black layer of topsoil was
found in both West Alley units. This deposit
was a sandy loam with a few artifacts (brick,
mortar, glass, nails, horse tooth, a few piec-
es of whiteware) and minimal vegetation.
(Munsell color: 75YR 2.5 /1 & 10 YR 3/2).

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

Level 2

Abrown brick dust residue found in both
West Alley units. This deposit only covered
a portion of either unit: the southeast quad-
rant of Unit N9/W8.54 and the center of
N4/W8.54. Appears to have been laid down
intentionally around the foundation as it
is also found in SO/E1, and SO/E2, which
all abut the AMH south Wall. Brick dust is
commonly used in landscaping and retains
moisture well. Artifacts include a few nails
and window glass shards. (Munsell color:
75YR4/4 & 10YR5/3).

Level 3

A black burnt soil layer found in both
West Alley units. This layer represents rede-
posited burnt soil from the 1973 fire at the
Meeting House and soot from the emptying
of the chimney (located at N8 on AMH West
Wall). Abundant window glass, nails, some
small ceramics sherds, bottle glass, wood,
and plastics. (10 YR 2/1 & 7.5 YR 2/1). The
levels which were part of this deposit, but
which were varied enough to warrant dis-
tinct level assignments at the time include:
N9/W8.54 (L.3a) and N4 /W 8.54 (L.3a, 3b,
4a).

Level 3b

Ablack burned layer found in N4/ W8.54.
This layer runs along the western side of
the unit to a depth of 17cm and is probably
the remains of the burn level from the 1973
fire, later truncated by the repointing trench
which sits on the eastern side of the unit.
(Munsell color: 10 YR 2/1).

Level 4a (should be Level 3¢)

A dark mottled deposit found in N4/
W8.54 which was excavated on both sides
of a 2 x 4 timber which bisected the unit.
During excavation the two sides appeared
homogenous. The western half of the unit,
however, represents the beginning of Feature
58, a 1977 repointing trench and the eastern
portion represents the continuation of burn
level from the 1973 fire.
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Level 4

A black soot and ash layer, with some
sand present in N9/W8.54 from 0.24- 0.32
mbs resulting from the emptying of the
AMH chimney, located almost directly
above the unit on the AMH west wall at N8.
(Note: Level 4a in N9/W8.54 is not the same
as level 4a in N4/W8.54).

Level 5

A hard clay layer with few artifact in-
clusions, present in both West Alley units.
This layer is only present on the west side
of the units. The thickness of the clay layer
was ~12 cm in N9/W8.54 and was ~30 cm
in N4/W8.54. This layer probably represents
redeposited clay subsoil from the backlot at
the Meeting House; the variation in depths
supports the notion that it may have been
simply thrown into the alley. Artifacts in-
clude a few shards of window glass, very
small ceramics sherds, and a pipe stem. The
eastern 50-55 cm of the unit at this level is
occupied in both units by Feature 58/58B,
the repointing trench. (Munsell color: 10 YR
5/4,5Y4/3,&25YR5/2).

Below Level 5, the West Alley units be-
gin to be somewhat different, primarily be-
cause they represent different aspects of the
2 Smith Court building episodes.

N4/W8.54

Levels 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 of N4/W8.54 repre-
sent a combination of features and living
surfaces. Level 6, 7, 8, and 9 post-date the
construction of the African Meeting House,
with L.7, 8, and 9 representing post-1806 liv-
ing surfaces on the east side of the unit and
L.6 representing a trench dug into the west
side of the unit. Level 10 is the 1803 builder’s
trench for 2 Smith Court.

N4/W8.54 Level 6

Shallow trench located on the western
half of N4/W8.54 (Should have been desig-
nated a feature number; identified as a “rob-
ber’s trench” in Bower 1990). Hard, crumbly,
but compact layer with many artifacts (com-
pared to compact clay layer directly above

it). Artifacts include brick, mortar, pipe
stem, faunal remains, window glass, coarse
and refined earthenware, and porcelain.
This trench is possibly contemporaneous
with Feature 64 and/or 67 (2 Smith Court
repair trench and 1854 builder’s trench) in
N9/W8.54 as the surface level of 0.5 mbs
is similar to the surface of F. 64, which is at
0.53 mbs Level 6 may represent a “robber’s
trench” dug in 1854 to determine the exact
location and integrity of the 1803 Henry
House foundation before it was built upon.
No modern artifacts. The base of Level 6 was
at 0.67 mbs. (Munsell color: 10 YR 4/3).

N4/W8.54 Level 7

A thin (1-3 cm) layer of grey, loose soil
located on the east side of N4/W8.54. One of
the “interface levels” mentioned by Bower
(1990) between the repointing trench and
the builder’s trench below. May be associ-
ated with the 19th-century ground surface.
(Munsell color: 10 YR 3/1).

N4/W8.54 Level 8

A thin (< 5 cm) hard packed, compact
layer located on the east side of N4/W8.54.
Hard packed, and dark brown, with evi-
dence of burned material. This is probably
part of the compressed 19th-century ground
surface overlying the builder’s trench. Arti-
facts include some brick, mortar, and other
materials. (Munsell color: 10 YR 3/2).

N4/W8.54 Level 9

A thin (<5 cm) layer of sandy pale brown
soil located on the east side of N4/W8.54,
filled with brick, mortar, and charcoal resi-
due. In addition to these, artifacts include
glass, ceramics, and animal bones. It is possi-
ble that Level 9 is part of the builder’s trench,
however, has been interpreted as a separate
level, at the bottom of which was encoun-
tered the AMH builder’s trench, which was
indistinguishable from the base of Level 6.
The base of Level 9 was at 0.6 mbs. (Munsell
color: 10 YR 6/3)

N4/W8.54 Level 10

Narrow trench located on the east side



of N4/W8.54. This level should have been
designated a feature. It is identified as the
“1803 south William Henry House builder’s
trench” in Bower (1990). This is clayey, com-
pact, hard layer of soil on the west side of
the unit, adjacent to and cut by F.61, (AMH
builder’s trench). High mortar and clay con-
tent, rendering this layer very difficult to ex-
cavate. Artifacts include shell, brick, mortar,
glass, ceramic, button, and animal bone. Be-
cause of the variation between the soil hard-
ness and color in these two layers, Level 10
should be considered as the 2 Smith Court
builder’s trench. (Munsell color: 7.5Y 3/2).

NOWS.54

Levels 6, 7, and 8 from this unit overly
F.64 and accumulated sometime after the
1854 construction of 2 Smith Court and pos-
sibly even later. As such, these layers possi-
bly represent living surfaces during the sec-
ond half of the 19th century.

N9/W8.54 Level 6

An ashy, loose, sandy loam located on
the west side of Unit N9/W8.54 at a depth
of 0.42-0.45 mbs. Probably the result of
more chimney-emptying episodes, this layer
quickly gave way to a brick-dust layer which
ran down the center of the unit (Level 7) and
to a clayey soil along the western side of the
unit. This layer was cut by E.58. Artifacts in-
clude nails, charcoal, and window glass. No
modern artifacts. (Munsell color: 10YR 3/2).

N9/W8.54 Level 7

Brick dust and ash layer, very fine and
light located in the center of unit N9/W8.54
at a depth of 0.45-0.47 mbs This layer is
slightly cut by F.58 and overlays a portion of
E.61. Few artifacts were found in this layer,
however, those that were found appear to be
general construction debris, including win-
dow glass and brick. No modern artifacts.
(Munsell color: 7.5 YR 4/4).

N9.W8.54 Level 8

Clay with some coal ash and grey and ol-
ive clay layer located on the western half of
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N9/W8.54 at a depth of 0.47-0.53 mbs This
layer overlies F.64 and a portion of F.61. Arti-
facts include charcoal, brick (more than Lev-
el 6), coal, mortar, and some window glass.
No modern artifacts. (Munsell color: dark
grey clay, 5Y 4/3; olive clay, 5Y 4/1).

Features in the West Alley

Feature 58

Repointing trench from 1977, which is
present in both West Alley units. The shape
of the repointing trench is roughly flat-bot-
tomed, sloping slightly to the west. The fea-
ture is designated F.58B where it is encoun-
tered in N9/W8.54, but is the same feature.
This deposit is a brown loam with solid
yellow clay inclusions. The trench extends
to a depth of approx. 0.6 mbs in N4/W8.54
and 0.46 mbs in N9/W8.5. In both units,
the trench extended just to the bottom of
the AMH brickwork. Artifacts include both
modern material (plastics and tinfoil) and
historic glass and ceramics. (Munsell color:
loam, 10YR 3/1; clay, 10YR 4/1).

Feature 61

Represents the original builder’s trench
for the 1806 construction of the African
Meeting House present in both West Al-
ley units. This trench extends into the alley
and curved toward the AMH with increas-
ing depth. In N4/W8.54 the AMH builder’s
trench extends out 0.75 m, almost complete-
ly across the unit, starting at a depth of 0.61
mbs, then slopes in toward the AMH to a
depth of 0.97-1.11 mbs. The western side of
the builder’s trench is slightly cut by a pit
for the 1854 construction of extant 2 Smith
Court building. This pit was probably dug
in order to locate the 1803 foundation and
build upon it. The pattern in N9/W8.54
shows the AMH builder’s trench extending
out only 0.3 m from the AMH wall. This is
because it is dramatically cut by trenches
associated with 2 Smith Court (N9/W8.54
F64 and F. 67). The discrepancy may exist
because the foundation of the 1803 building
may not have existed in the north alley area,
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therefore requiring the 1854 construction
crew dig a more substantial trench and cut
into the AMH 1806 trench. No 20th-century
artifacts. This feature is designated F.61B
where it is encountered in N9/ W8.54, but it
is the same feature.

Feature 61 Level 1

The first 0.2-0.3 m of the builder’s trench
consists of brick and mortar rubble, loosely
packed, in both West Alley units. The ex-
cavators estimated that roughly 50% of the
matrix was brick and mortar. Other artifacts
include large pieces of bone, abundant glass,
iron nails, a silver pin, ceramics, and shell.
Samples collected include flotation and pol-
len. (N4 /W8.54 Feature 61 L.1a, 1b and N9/
W8.54 Feature 61B L1a, 1b, 1c. Munsell color:
10YR6/3 & 10 YR 4/2).

Feature 61 Level 2

A dark grayish brown-olive, clay de-
posit with few brick or artifact inclusions
encountered in both West Alley units. Prob-
ably redeposited subsoil, this portion of the
AMH builder’s trench is between 0.3-0.5 m
deep, extending to a depth of 1.11-1.3 mbs.
Artifacts recovered include window glass, a
few small pieces of ceramic and a terracotta
potsherd. In N9.W8.54 L.2¢ the profile of
the unit is very clear, and it is obvious that
the AMH Builder’s trench has been cut by
a later trench in this portion of the West Al-
ley. (N4/W8.54 Feature 61 L.1c, 1d, 1e and
N9 /W8.54 Feature 61B L2a, 2b, 2c. Munsell
color:2.5Y4/2&2.5Y 4/4).

Feature 64

A probable repair trench for the 2 Smith
Court property, and is only present in N9/
W8.54. Extends into the unit approx. 0.35
m from the westernmost wall and cuts into
F.61B (AMH builder’s trench), curving west
toward the East Wall of 2 Smith Court. At its
base, F.64 extends 1.08 mbs. While it was ini-
tially thought to be the 1854 builder’s trench
for 2 Smith Court, it cuts into and evidently
postdates the 1854 trench (Feature 67). Arti-

facts include large bones, glass, brick, mor-
tar, charcoal, ceramic, and an etched shell
hairpin. No 20th century artifacts.

Feature 64 Level 1

Trench feature on western side of unit
filled with sandy clayey loam with some
solid clay inclusions. Potions disturbed by
animal burrows. Artifacts include abundant
large animal bones, ceramics, bottle glass,
window glass, wood, bricks, coal, charcoal,
mortar, and some incised shell and opales-
cent glass. (Munsell color: sand, 10YR 4/2;
clay, 5Y 5/2).

Feature 64 Level 2

Sandy loam with clay chunks, deeper by
0.04 m in south portion of feature. Artifacts
are fewer and smaller than in Level 1 and in-
clude small bones, ceramics, glass, and nails.
(Munsell color: 10 YR 3/2).

Feature 67

Represents the 1854 builder’s trench for
the extant 2 Smith Court building, and is
only present in N9/W8.54. Trench cuts into
F.61B (AMH builder’s trench). Because the
trench cuts the AMH builder’s trench, it
may include some pieces mixed in from this
context. Regardless, this feature has a TPQ
of 1854. If there was a portion of the origi-
nal 1803 builder’s trench for the wooden
structure at 2 Smith Court in this area, it has
since been obliterated. Artifacts include an
ointment pot, cowrie shell, some ceramics
(including a stoneware jug with the inscrip-
tion “FTE”), bone, mortar, slat, charcoal, and
glass. No 20th century artifacts.

The feature contained dark clayey sand
with loose organic matter lenses. Level la
extended from 1.04-1.49 mbs and Level 1b
extended from 1.49-1.57 mbs. Level 1b rep-
resents the portion of the builder’s trench
located under the foundation stones. While
the artifacts were few in number, the pieces
of ceramic and bone were larger than other
levels. Samples collected include one flota-
tion and one pollen.
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Chapter 3. Overview of Artifacts from the

2005 Excavations
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Introduction

The laboratory work on the artifacts re-
covered from the 2005 excavations at the
African Meeting House was a huge under-
taking. More than 38,000 specimens were re-
covered, many more than initially anticipat-
ed for the small area excavated, a function
of the dense artifact deposition in the inten-
sively used urban space. The simple process
of washing, labeling, and inventorying all of
this material was a major project. In addition
to an inventory level catalog of all the mate-
rials, parts of the collection were separated
for more detailed cataloging and analysis,
with a particular focus on the ceramics, a
major component of the assemblage. Se-
lected artifacts also underwent conservation
treatment, primarily organic materials from
the waterlogged levels at the bottom of the
privy.

This chapter describes the laboratory
work, details the artifact conservation treat-
ments, and characterizes general patterns
in the artifact assemblage. One part of the
assemblage is then described to a greater
degree, namely the personal artifacts from
the site (buttons, beads, etc.). The following
three chapters also deal primarily with mate-
rial culture. Chapter 4 focuses on the assem-
blage from the 44 Joy Street privy. Chapter
5 describes and interprets the ceramics from
the midden level in the backlot. Chapter 6
looks at medicinal artifacts, primarily glass,
to understand medicine consumption and
health practices. That study draws primar-
ily on the collections from the earlier excava-
tions at the site, but also integrates selected

medicinal or possibly spiritual artifacts from
the 2005 excavations.

Dujnic’s study (Chapter 6) largely goes
back to the previous excavation collections to
draw new interpretations. The insights from
that analysis show that the existing collec-
tions can still be used to address new ques-
tions. The same can be said of this overview
of the 2005 artifacts. The analytical potential
of this artifact collection has not been ex-
hausted, and additional future analyses are
still warranted, especially to fully integrate
the results of the 2005 excavations with the
earlier work at the site. This type of work,
which could include things like cross-mend-
ing the vessels from the 2005 excavations
with the earlier collections, is worth doing
but well beyond the scope of the current data
recovery. Much of this current artifact over-
view is also basically descriptive, and awaits
additional interpretive analyses. Some of
this is currently ongoing, as both the privy
artifact assemblage and the ceramics from
the backlot midden are the subject of Mas-
ters’ theses that are currently underway.

Laboratory Procedures

Artifacts arrived in the laboratory in la-
beled field bags. The lab crew sorted the field
bags in context order, and recorded them on
abag tracking form that was used to monitor
the processing steps. Throughout the artifact
processing the most important goal was to
keep all of the material that was collected in
one catalogue unit together. Since interpre-
tation and analysis of the artifacts is entirely
based on knowing their context (i.e. where
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Figure 3.1. The crew working on artifact washing
during a rain day.

they came from and the material found with
them) some record of provenience traveled
with every artifact at all times. Processing of
the artifacts from a specific deposit waited
until it was fully excavated and all mate-
rial from a context was brought back to the
lab. In practical terms, we had few rain days
during our fieldwork, so most lab process-
ing was done well after the excavation was
complete.

The first step was washing all of the ar-
tifacts (Figure 3.1). Washing was done one
catalogue unit at a time. Fragile items that
might disintegrate did not get washed, and
objects too small to be washed were placed in
a small plastic bag or container labeled with
the provenience information. Most metal,
especially the iron, was not washed, but just
dry brushed. Once washed, all the material
was placed on a drying rack in a clearly de-
fined area. All items were completely dried
before they were re-bagged, using the most
porous material (frequently bones) as the
guide to when the unit was dry. From the
drying rack the material went either straight
to the sorting, mending, and labeling stage

or was re-bagged in the cleaned field bags.

As with all of the lab processing, sort-
ing, labeling, and mending was done one
catalogue unit at a time (Figure 3.2). Objects
were separated by material (i.e. glass, ceram-
ic, metal, bone, etc.) and other characteristics
such as ware type and color. Once sorted the
objects were labeled with “AMH” and the
context number assigned in the field, for ex-
ample “AMH1138.” Artifacts were not giv-
en unique numbers, and all objects from a
single context have the same label. To apply
labels, a thin coat of cataloging solution was
applied to a small area of the surface and al-
lowed to dry. Once the base coat was dry, the
label on written on that area. Objects were
labeled in permanent ink with small but leg-
ible numbers. Objects too small or fragile to
label were sorted by material type and put
into small bags or canisters with context in-
formation on the outside of the container.
Bulk finds such as brick fragments, slag,
nails, coal, and similar materials were not
labeled individually, but simply sorted by
type and placed in labeled bags. Once the
ink dried, the label was coated with a second
coat of cataloging solution.

At this point, an inventory catalog of the
whole collection was undertaken. Basically,
each context was sorted by material type into
nineteen different categories (refined earth-
enware, stoneware, bone, shell, pipe stems,

Figure 3.2. Tom Witt sorting and labeling artifacts
with AMH context numbers.
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modern material, other, etc.), and the total
number of specimens in each category was
recorded. The inventory level catalog was
entered into an Excel spreadsheet to pro-
vide an overall summary and characteriza-
tion of the assemblage. Once the inventory
level catalog was complete, specific parts of
the collection were separated for additional
analyses, either by material type, context, or
both. To start, this included primarily pulling
all of the bones and macrobotanical remains,
separating the privy artifacts, and pulling
the ceramics from the midden level of the
backlot. Additional study later separated the
personal artifacts and the remaining ceram-
ics from the backlot and west alley.

Analysis of the ceramics frequently in-
cluded both cross mending and vessel
counts. The ceramics were sorted by ware,
decoration, and vessel form. Pieces that
mend together were identified, noting the
different provenience units they represent.
Cross mending and vessel counts was done
for both the privy and for the midden level
ceramics from the backlot. We did not try to
mend from the privy to ceramics from the
backlot, but worked on the assumption that
these are separate assemblages. We made
minimum vessel counts on the assumption
that if two fragments could have come from
the same vessel, they did. The results of these
analyses are presented in this chapter and in
Chapter 4.

The more detailed catalog beyond the in-
ventory level is still a work in progress. We
built a FileMaker database for the inventory
catalog and for the ceramics, but have yet to
finish entering all of the ceramic data or in-
tegrating the detailed cataloging of the other
materials into the database. Once the work
involved in data entry and building an in-
tegrated database is finished, an extensive
electronic catalog will follow this report as a
second volume.

Conservation

The material culture recovered from the
African Meeting House excavations during

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

the summer of 2005 included approximate-
ly thirty-two items that needed specialized
stabilization and conservation. These items
came primarily from a waterlogged, anoxic
urban environment existing in the lower lev-
els of secondary deposits used to fill in the
privy located in the southwest corner of the
African Meeting House lot. This ideal pres-
ervation environment, which was contami-
nated by fuel oil and organic vapor residues,
allowed leather, wood, bone, horn, copper
and iron alloys to be preserved.

The task of further treatment and con-
servation is to slowly bring these items from
a waterlogged, anoxic environment into a
stable state that preserves the details of con-
struction, where they then may be curated
or displayed without danger of further dis-
integration. As the materials from which
these items are constructed are primarily of
an organic nature, those elements that al-
lowed these items to resist the natural pro-
gression of decay in the ground must be
replaced in order to fully stabilize the item.
The waterlogged, contaminated soils and
lack of oxygen, which allowed the cells in
the wood and leather to remain supported
and resist micro- and macro-organic attack
in the privy, must be replaced by something
else that fulfills the same functions.

Therefore, these organic items are kept
in a wet, refrigerated environment until be-
ing gently washed with running water and
photographed prior to any further treat-
ment. The next step for these organic items
is immersion in plastic solutions for several
months. The substantial time these items
spend absorbing the plastic solutions into
their cells allows the gradual replacement of
water and oxygen with inorganic plastic so
that the material retain their original shape
and pliability, while simultaneously being
rendered impermeable to further oxygen
and micro-organic attacks. These treatments
require long, gradual soaking of the objects
in a series of solutions. As their second plas-
tic treatment the leather and wood items
were immersed in a solution of 30% PEG
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Figure 3.3. Carpenter’s rule from the
AMHI1113.

privy,

Figure 3. 4. Leather woman’s shoe sole from the privy,
AMH 1125

Figure 3.5. Leather man’s shoe from the privy,
AMH1125

600 and 7% PEG 3350, while the wood is in
12% PEG 600 and 14% PEG 3350 by weight.
These solutions are designed through ex-
perience to provide optimum preservation
and absorption characteristics for a given
amount of time spent in immersion by com-
bining different molecular weights of PEG
to give the materials rapid absorption, as
well as support and pliability. Wood needs
more support in order to prevent distortions
and allow all details of manufacture to be
preserved. Leather, however, needs some
support but must also remain pliable to fa-

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

Figure 3.6. Ebony and iron cutlery handle from the
privy, AMH1169.

Figure 3.7. Broom ferrule from the privy, AMH1169.
This part functioned as the joint between the broom
fibers and the handle.

Figure 3.8. Horn button from the privy, AMH1179.

cilitate further study and display. Follow-
ing these immersion treatments the organic
items will be freeze dried in a vacuum to so-
lidify the plastic in their cells. At present the
exact time, temperature and vacuum have
not been determined.

Other items from this conservation as-
semblage are made of materials that are
substantial enough to not require plastic re-
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Figure 3.9. General proportional composition of the artifact assemblage.

placement treatment or are of a composite or
extremely fragile nature. Those two items of
horn (C-00592, C-00612) are presently being
slowly dried out in the refrigerator. Another
item of wood (C-00615), a turned furniture
member, which may have been part of a
stool or chair frame, was already dried out
and has so far required only cosmetic clean-
ing. However, vacuum freeze-drying is po-
tentially the next step for this item as well.
The sole piece of textile recovered from the
privy (C-00620) is also very fragile and is
presently stabilized in water between plas-
tic sheets and refrigerated awaiting further
treatment. Those other items of a composite
construction, including two handle halves
with extant ferrous tang fragments adher-
ing to them (C-00611, C-00599), a cylindrical

bone handle (C-00605) also with extant fer-
rous tang and a carpenter’s rule (C-00614)
are all being slowly dried in the refrigerator
after cosmetic cleaning. Further treatment
will proceed on an item-by-item basis now
that the majority of the conservation assem-
blage is well into treatment.

The artifacts and their treatment are sum-
marized in Table 3.1, and a selection of the
objects is illustrated in Figures 3.3-3.8.

Overview of Artifact Patterns

The general assemblage composition by
artifact type is shown in Figure 3.9. Overall,
flat window glass is the single most common
artifact type. In a sense, this is likely mis-
leading, as the field crew only saved small
samples of the brick, mortar, and plaster re-
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Figure 3.10. Proportional composition of the artifact assemblage from the AMH backlot.

covered during the excavation. Brick frag-
ments were ubiquitous throughout the site.
Together with the many nails, architectural
materials as a whole make up just under half
of the total collection. Ceramics, glass ves-
sels, and bones make up much of the oth-
er half of the collection. Broadly speaking,
the collection is dominated by two major
categories of materials: those related to the
construction and remodeling of the Meeting
House and adjacent buildings, and those re-
lated primarily to the preparation, serving,
and consumption of food. Other materials,
such as pipes and personal artifacts (small
finds), are present only in small numbers.
The size of the ceramic assemblage is
quite striking, with over 11,500 sherds re-
covered (Table 3.2). Of the ceramics, the vast
majority, about 85%, are refined earthen-

wares, primarily creamware and pearlware.
Just over 8% of the ceramic assemblage is
coarse earthenwares, almost entirely red-
ware. Small quantities of porcelain (4.6% of
total ceramics) and stoneware (2.5%) round
out the ceramics. These very broad patterns
are discussed in much greater detail in the
descriptions of the privy ceramics (Chapter
4) and the backlot midden ceramics (Chap-
ter 5).

The overall assemblage is broken down
into three sub-assemblages based on dif-
ferent areas of the site with slightly differ-
ent depositional histories: the AMH backlot
(Figure 3.10); the west alley (Figure 3.11); and
the privy (Figure 3.12). In general, the great-
est differences appear to be in the relative
representation of different type of architec-
tural materials, with more minor differences
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Figure 3.11. Proportional composition of the artifact assemblage from the west alley.

in ceramic representation and other materi-
als. The general pattern of ceramic represen-
tation—primarily refined earthenwares, fol-
lowed by coarse earthenware, porcelain, and
stoneware—holds for all areas of the site.

The AMH backlot is the single largest
sub-assemblage, and as a result, it makes
the largest component of the overall site pat-
tern and thus looks very much like it (Fig-
ure 3.10). There are however, proportionally
more ceramics in the backlot than anywhere
else on the site. These are not evenly distrib-
uted across the backlot (Table 3.2). Ceramic
densities appear higher in the western side
of the backlot, decreasing slightly to the east,
presumably a function of the original pat-
terns of deposition of lots of these into Fea-
ture 2, located at the western side of the lot,
and the subsequent spreading of the feature
contents to form the midden level.

The west alley looks slightly different
(Figure 3.11). This area contains significantly
more window glass, and proportionally less
of all of all other artifact types, especially ce-
ramics and bone. These areas did not con-
tain the midden level present in the backlot,
and appear to have a slightly different depo-
sitional history, with less foodways related
material and more architectural. This is like-
ly a function of the alley’s location between
two buildings, both potential sources for
window glass.

Although the west alley contains fewer
ceramics than the other areas, the ceramic
types represented are largely similar (Ta-
ble 3.3, Figures 3.13, 3.14). Creamware and
pearlware dominate, with whiteware and
redware both well represented, limited
quantities of porcelain and stoneware, and a
few sherds of tin-glazed and yellow ware. In
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Figure 3.13. Date palm chinoiserie pattern on a pearl-
ware dish. AMH1195. Photo by Kate Johnson.

excavation unit N4/ W8.54, the difference in
age between the two builder’s trenches can
be seen in the ceramic assemblage. The early
builder’s trench, Feature 61, has more cream-
ware than pearlware, and only two sherds of
whiteware, while Feature 58, a much later re-
pointing trench, has a more pearlware than
creamware, and lots of whiteware (Table
3.3).

The general pattern of the privy assem-
blage is quite different than the other areas
of the site (Figure 3.12). Most markedly, this
assemblage has many more nails and much
less window glass. The nails are mostly from
the upper fill layers, which contain demoli-
tion debris, and thus many nails. The privy
also has proportionally more bone than other
areas of the site, likely a reflection both of the
deposition of kitchen waste and the favor-
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Table 3.2. Summary of artifact counts by excavation area and unit.
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Small

Nuils &
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able preservation environment
(see Chapter 7). Finally, the
ceramic assemblage has more
coarse earthenwares relative to
the refined earthenwares than
the AMH backlot. This is just a
very general observation, and
the ceramic assemblage from
the privy is described in great-
er detail in the next chapter.

Artifacts of Personal

Adornment

The 2005 excavation at the
African Meeting House recov-
ered a variety of small arti-
facts of personal adornment,
such as clothing buttons and
jewelry. These types of arti-
facts are particularly interest-
ing because they potentially
give insight into past aspects
of individual’s dress and self-
presentation. Artifacts record-
ed included buttons, garment
hooks, beads, straight pins,
thimbles, rings, combs, chains,
a portion of a wig curler, a por-
tion of a fan strut, and an ear-
ring. Although some objects of
this type were recovered in the
privy, this discussion is limited
to the materials from the AMH
backlot and west alley. These
artifacts could have been used
by a variety of people, includ-
ing tenants of the AMH base-
ment apartment, children
and teachers at the AMH and
Smith School, and visitors to
the Meeting House.

Artifacts of personal adorn-
ment are typically small, frag-
mentary, and often not con-
sidered as fully as are other
classes of artifacts, such as
ceramics, pipes, glass, and



Table 3.3. Ceramic ware types for selected
west alley contexts, by sherd count.

N9/W8.54 N4/W8.54 N4/WB8.54

Unit Fea. 61 Fea. 58

Ware type N % N % N %
Tin-glazed 3 09 - -
Creamware 83 254 30 484 54 30.2
Pearlware 94 28.7 21 339 65 363
Whiteware 68 208 2 32 41 229
Redware 52 159 6 97 13 73
Yellow ware 2 06 - -
Porcelain 11 34 1 16 5 28
Stoneware 13 40 2 32 1 0.6
Refined stoneware 1 0.3 - -

Total 327 100.0 62 100.0 179 100.0

Note. Ceramic data from K. Johnson and M. Patalano.

Figure 3.14. Pink floral transfer print on a whiteware
cup. AMH1195. Photo by Kate Johnson.

metal. Sources of information on these ob-
jects, particularly buttons, often come from
books or articles put out by collectors and
archaeologists. Military buttons in particu-
lar have received their fair share of attention
from enthusiasts, partly in relation to their
date-ability (see Albert 1969, Johnson 1948,
Tice 1997). By looking at changes in manu-
facturing techniques, Olsen (1963) has writ-
ten one of the few chronologies focusing on
plain metal buttons, while South’s (1964) ty-
pology is often used to categorize common
forms of buttons. Beads have also received
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a good deal of attention, with an entire
conference devoted to their cause (Hayes
III 1983; van der Sleen 1973), while other
authors have concerned themselves with
cultural values attached to beads (Russell
1997; Stine, Cabak, and Groover 1996). Noel
Hume’s (1969) A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial
America includes mainly overview informa-
tion about a variety of objects of personal
adornment. White’s (2005) book, American
Artifacts of Personal Adornment, 1680-1820,
is the most detailed study to date. Her book
covers sources of interpretation and closely
details information about clothing fasteners,
jewelry, hair accessories, and other miscel-
laneous accessories, also pointing readers to
additional sources of specific information.
Hers is one of the few studies to tackle items
such as clothing fasteners (besides buttons),
although Beaudry’s (2006) Findings: the Ma-
terial Culture of Needlework and Sewing is a
recent addition detailing information about
pins, needles, thimbles, shears and scissors,
and various other artifacts related to textile
production.

The remaining discussion categorizes
and describes the different types of objects
in the African Meeting House, including
the makeup of the assemblage, any relevant
analysis, and what those objects may indi-
cate about their previous owners. Finally,
the implications of the artifact assemblage
as a whole are considered in the particular
context of the African Meeting House.

Buttons

Buttons are the most numerous arti-
facts among the assemblage at the African
Meeting House, with a total of 39 (Figures
3.15-3.20). Within this are 14 glass, 13 cu-
prous, 6 wood, 5 bone, and 1 shell button.
As White chronicles, glass buttons are gen-
erally from the 19th century and later, when
they began to mass produced and available
for less money. In fact, except for five but-
tons, all of the glass buttons are white with
no decoration on them, suggesting that they
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Figure 3.18. Cuprous
military coat or waist-
coat button, stamped
with eagle holding olive
branch and NE/PLUS/
ULTRA, MANN, 1750-
1812 (AMH 1068).

Figure 3.15. Cuprous
sleeve button, possibly
inlaid at one time (AMH
1226).
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Figure 3.16. Five-hole lo | |2 cm
wooden coat or waist- |0 1in|
coat button, 1750-1830

(AMH 1230). Figure 3.19. Four-hole,
concave bone sleeve or
waistcoat button with
tooling rest mark, 1750-

1830 (AMH 1134).
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Figure 3.17. Cuprous
coat button with back Ig I I12 Ic;nlq
stamped TREBLE/ .
GILT/STD/COL, 1785 Figure 3.20. Cuprous
1800 (AMH 1007). coat button, 1785-1800

(AMH 1180).

were probably available in large quantities.
Three of the white glass buttons have mold-
ed decorations. In addition, of the two but-
tons which are not white, one was a black
piece of glass with cuprous backing, while
the other is marble colored and missing its
backing. The large numbers of glass buttons
are probably indicative of their wide avail-
ability and common use on clothing.

The cuprous buttons show a range of
styles, including three tin-plated, two with

0 2cm
0 1in

Figure 3.21. Cuprous  Figure 3.24. Wig curler
Chalr)l fragments (AMH  fragment (AMH 1194).
1212).

0 2cm
0 1in

Figure 3.25. Cuprous

pins, one incomplete
Figure 3.22. Cuprous (AMH 1206; AMH
thimble fragments 1160).
(AMH 1204).

® ©® ©
p—L—ts

| | [2.cm
fo tinl Figure 3.26. Various
beads: white clay (AMH
Figure 3.23. Possible  1172), black hexagonal
copper garment clasp  glass (AMH 1119), blue
(AMH 1138). glass (AMH 1150).

gilding on the back, two two-piece buttons
with decoration, and one that may have been
inlaid at one time. The two buttons with gild-
ing on their backs were unable to be identi-
fied any further. One is likely a military but-
ton, showing an eagle with olive branch and
the words NE/PLUS/ULTRA (Latin for of
the highest achievement) and MANN (the
manufacturer). Unfortunately military but-
tons are categorized by the design on the
front of the button, and in this case the front
is plain. The second gilded button contained
the words TREBLE / GILT /STD / COL, which
was a common way for manufacturers to
state the quality of the button for purchasers.
While some of the cuprous buttons could be
tentatively dated using manufacture meth-
ods described in Olsen’s (1963) “Dating Ear-
ly Plain Buttons By Their Form,” this effort is
a bit suspect. As White (2005: 57) points out,



dates for button types can be misleading due
to the application of narrow manufacture
dates, when in fact buttons were made and
worn over much broader periods of time.

The six wood buttons and five bone but-
tons from the assemblage are indicative of
buttons that were often used as molds for
textile or stamped metal covered buttons, or
occasionally as sew-throughs. Textile cov-
ered buttons generally had only one hole
in the center, which was seen in two of the
wooden buttons. Buttons that were covered
with stamped metal are often beveled on the
edges for metal crimping, and have four or
five holes for a catgut shank, although late
18th-century molds often have a single hole
for a wire shank. When used as sew through
buttons, wood and bone buttons could have
two, three, four, or five holes. As White ex-
plains, five-hole buttons were common on
men’s shirts and underwear in the 18th cen-
tury, while wooden sew-throughs were in-
expensive and used as fasteners for men’s
garments. Shell buttons, of which the Afri-
can Meeting House assemblage had one,
contained two or four holes, and were con-
sidered to be a more expensive type of but-
ton (White 2005: 65-71).

According to White, buttons were worn
primarily by men until the 19th century,
when their use began to be more frequent
by women, and were both functional and
decorative. Buttons were on a wide range
of clothing items, including: coats, waist-
coats, breeches, stocks, cloaks, sleeves, and
handkerchiefs (White 2005: 57). One way to
distinguish where on clothing buttons may
have come from is by their size, although this
is only a rough indicator. As categorized by
White, sleeve buttons are generally between
13 to 17 mm, waistcoat or breech buttons are
between 14.5 to 19.5 mm, and coat buttons
tend to be between 18 to 35-plus mm (2005:
57). From the Meeting House, all of the glass
buttons and two wood buttons were 12 mm
or smaller. While large buttons were popu-
lar in the 18th century (White 2005: 59), the
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number of buttons smaller than sleeve size,
and their overwhelming material of glass,
may indicate a changing fashion trend as
well as mass production that allowed quali-
ty buttons to be made in smaller sizes. In ad-
dition, buttons were present on clothes worn
by children; therefore some of the smallest
buttons likely came from children’s outfits.
Given the community focus of the church,
as well as the grammar school once within
the church and later next to the church, it is
likely that the buttons were not coming from
only adult contexts. Bower’s (1986) sum-
mary report also mentions the presence of
a large amount of buttons recovered in the
1975 to 1986 excavations, which is partially
attributed to the presence of William Henry, a
tailor, living adjacent to the African Meeting
House during the first half of the 19th cen-
tury (Bower 1986: 9). The wide range of but-
tons recovered probably reflects the range of
people who gathered at the Meeting House,
as buttons could be inexpensive and utilitar-
ian, or of great value and prominent acces-
sories at the same time (White 2005: 72). It is
also useful to remember that buttons could
have been used in very different contexts,
however, as Wilkie records that to ease the
pain and danger of teething, African-Ameri-
can women would make a necklace of six
plain buttons for their babies (1997: 87).

Beads

Seven beads were recovered from the
2005 African Meeting House excavations:
one red seed bead, one white clay bead, one
metal bead, one spherical yellowish bead,
one dark brown faceted bead, one spheri-
cal blue bead, and one blue bead (Figure
3.26). In addition to beads, one cowry shell
was found, which likely served a similar or-
namental function. It is also worthwhile to
mention that there were 16 small cuprous
discs found, 14 mm in diameter, each with
one hole in the center, which were likely
used for decorative purposes as well. Beads
were a ubiquitous part of clothing decora-
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tion and adornment and are another class
of artifacts commonly found in excavations.
Unless recovered in specific contexts, such
as in burials, beads are also a very difficult
find because there is no way to know exactly
what they were used for. Seed beads were
often sewn onto textiles or leather, or could
be strung together to make small pieces of
jewelry (White 2005: 82). However, larger
beads could have been used for the same
purpose. While beads cannot be assigned to
particularly parts of clothing, authors have
investigated their meanings for enslaved
African-Americans. While these studies of-
ten focus on areas of the Southern U.S,, it is
still appropriate in the context of the Afri-
can Meeting House because some African-
American Bostonians were either freed or
self-emancipated slaves.

Beads are often looked at by researchers
as possibly being culturally significant; the-
ories of which range from being primarily
used by women, reflecting West African cul-
tural practices, and being similar to highly
valued African trade beads. They were used
as both adornment and as personal charms
for protection from misfortune and illness.
In West African contexts beads were used in
multitudes of circumstances, including: to
adorn the body, as jewelry, to adorn ceremo-
nial costumes, to decorate everyday clothes,
worn in hair, on clothing, as necklaces, brace-
lets, waistbands, and anklets. Similarly, they
conveyed information about wealth, age,
grade, marital status, artistic attitudes, and
political, religious, and cultural affiliation.
Personal amulets were worn around the
neck, arm, wrist, or ankle, and these often
included the use of beads. In a slave context,
charms and amulets were made from mate-
rials that included hairpins, copper, silver,
beads, and finger rings (Stine, Cabak, and
Groover 1996: 49-54). According to Stine,
Cabak, and Groover (1996: 60), “personal
charms in the South were typically worn on
the neck, finger, wrist, waist, or ankle, tied or
sewn to garments, and carried in the pock-
ets, shoes, or hats (WPA 1974[1940]; Puckett

1975).” This suggests a number of different
contexts in which the beads found at the Af-
rican Meeting House could have been used.
Researchers have also recorded a preponder-
ance of blue colored beads at African-Ameri-
can sites, leading them to look at meanings
behind colors as well. While many beads
were thought to prevent illness, blue cor-
responded to protection and success, white
to peace, weddings, and to ‘uncross,” red to
victory, yellow and brown were thought to
bring money, and black was thought to rep-
resent evil or death, as well as to cure heart
trouble. Meanings varied among people,
however, as a quilter, Peculia Warner, told
her interviewer that blue meant truth, white
meant peace, brass meant trouble, red meant
blood, and yellow or gold meant love (Stine,
Cabak, and Groover 1996: 62-63). The single
cowry shell recovered would have been
used in much the same way as beads. They
are associated with African deities, used in
medicinal charms, and used to ward off bad
luck. Teresa Dujnic suggests that the pres-
ence of this shell may also indicate continu-
ing ties with specific African heritages (2005:
110-111; see also Chapter 5). As Wilkie (1997)
has detailed, the use of objects for protection
or to curse were important in many African
American contexts. This was not necessar-
ily conflictual with Christianity, for as Stine,
Cabak, and Groover (1996: 59) state, “[w ]hile
many slaves embraced Christianity and Is-
lam, the forms of worship, organization of
churches, tenets, and symbolic systems were
often translated into a specifically African-
American worldview (Herskovits 1962: 20-
260; Thompson 1993: 74-95).” The African
Meeting House, as a community center, may
have therefore been a particularly important
place for the continuation of African cultural
values. Because bead use is considered to be
gendered, and associated more closely with
women and children (Russell 1997: 70), it
may be a somewhat more direct indication
of the presence of women and children in
and around the Meeting House.
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The remaining types off object were all
recovered in very small quantities. Among
the rest of the finds are five straight pins.
(Figure 3.25) While all were measured, only
one was complete, which was bent and mea-
sured about 30 mm in length. While straight
pins are often considered evidence of sew-
ing activities, according to Beaudry (2006:
15), throughout the 18th century pins were
used to fasten most types of women’s cloth-
ing and baby diapers. This use declined as
other fasteners were mass-produced, but
into the 1830s pins were still used for fasten-
ing baby clothes. The size of a straight pin
is important, as small pins were used for
dressmaking and tailoring and larger pins
were used to hold headdresses, veils, cloth-
ing pleats, and folds in place. According to
Beaudry’s chart, the length of the one in-
tact straight pin places it in the category of
“short white” sewing pins. The partial sizes
of the other four pins means that none of
them are lills (12 mm in length), the small
pins use for fine fabrics before stitching, or
for holding veils or other women'’s clothing
in place (Beaudry 2006: 15, 22, 24). In addi-
tion to being in clothes, women often had
pincushion balls hung from their waistband
for a continual supply of pins, as well as pin-
poppets, often recorded as needlecases by
archaeologists, bone examples of which are
generally the only kind to survive (Beaudry
2006: 31). There was one fragment of carved
bone recovered in the 2005 excavations that
may have once been part of a pin-poppet.

Related to the straight pins are the two
fragmented thimbles that were recovered
(Figure 3.22). Thimbles are a common find
that indicates sewing, although this was a
practice that both women and men would
have been familiar with. In use, the thimble
was place on the finger to avoid pricking it
with the needle through the hidden side of
the material. Beaudry recommends measur-
ing thimbles and recording wear to indicate
if they were used by children or adults, al-
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though her size chart records industry sizes
rather than measured lengths of diameters,
making it difficult to determine on thimbles
lacking an actual size marking. Beaudry also
mentions that women had thimble carriers
as well, in order to avoid their loss, which
may go unrecognized among archaeological
finds (Beaudry 2006: 86-114).

Another possible gendered artifact is one
fastener that was found, a garment hook (Fig-
ure 3.23). Items of women'’s clothing such as
bodices were usually closed by hooks and
eyes, pins, or lacings. However, any edge-to-
edge closure would have made use of hooks
and eyes, so they were sometimes used on
men’s clothing for buttons that had sham
buttonholes, or on coats and waistcoats.
As well, since hooks were often used with
thread eyes, the archaeological record shows
a preponderance of garment hooks, as op-
posed to eyes (White 2005: 74-75).

Another gendered artifact is a possible
fragment from a fan strut. These items were
utilitarian, ritual markers, and objects of lux-
ury all combined in one (White 2005: 122). In
addition, they were expensive status mark-
ers. According to White, “the fan was an im-
portant social symbol of gentility and sexu-
ality and was used to convey flirtations and
romantic interest” (White 2005: 124). Due
to their expense and the meaning they con-
veyed, fans were often curated and passed
on to other women. Another indication of
status would have been chains, which were
used on all sorts of items of adornments,
but were expensive at the time because they
were handmade (White 2005: 121-124).

Two rings were also found, along with
two other circular objects that may be rings
as well. While today we may think of rings
as being worn almost exclusively on fingers,
White points out that “they could also be
sewn onto clothes or worn on strings at the
wrist or as a charm on a chord around the
neck” (White 2005: 93). In the early 19th cen-
tury, rings were given much more often as
tokens of affection, and served decorative,
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symbolic, and functional purposes. Earrings
could have been worn by men and women
as well. Simple gold and silver wire earrings
were worn in the 18th century, while plain
gold hoop earrings, like the one found dur-
ing the 2005 excavations, were fashionable
during the late 18th and early 19th century
(White 2005: 89, 93).

Additionally, one vulcanized rubber
comb fragment was found. White catego-
rizes two types of combs: dressing combs
(for hair) and decorative. The fragment re-
covered from the Meeting House was a one-
piece, double sided comb that would have
been used for daily grooming and hygiene.
Functionally, it would have been used to
brush out tangles, along with other lice or
vermin (White 2005: 104).

The last type of personal artifact is a wig
curler, as a half of one was recovered in the ex-
cavation (Figure 3.24). Although expensive,
wigs in general were common across class
boundaries. In terms of time period, though,
wigs fell out of fashion by 1800, when the
new style became to cut hair short and brush
it forward (White 2005: 116-117). At the same
time, according to Durbin (1984: 8), up to at
least 1869, liveried coachmen and footmen
were still using wigs. Wigs were difficult
to maintain and messy to maintain, so they
were often brought back to the wigmaker for
up keep. White records that many wigmak-
ers were also hairdressers (White 2005: 116),
a common vocation for African-Americans,
suggesting another potential context for the
presence of a wig curler at the African Meet-
ing House.

Discussion

As a whole, the artifact assemblage mak-
ing up the personal objects of adornment
cover many different categories. They are
the material reminders of the wide array
of people who not only lived in the Smith
Court area, but who gathered at the Afri-
can Meeting House for various community
functions. Paul Mullins (1999) has studied

the assemblages from African American
neighborhoods in Annapolis, Maryland to
see how African-Americans were inserting
themselves into the increasingly capitalist
consumer culture, against a back drop of
racism and class-ism which sought to keep
African-Americans and the poor “in their
place.” Artifacts of personal adornment re-
veal similar issues occurring in Boston as
well. The many buttons and the garment
hook were parts of the clothing that members
of the Meeting House may have been wear-
ing. Fashionable wear for men in the 1800s
included a high-waisted coat, with cut-away
tails in the back for a narrowing effect, and
trousers with narrow legs. Coats often con-
tained numerous buttons down the front, on
pocket flaps, at the top of coat pleats, and at
the wrist (White 2005: 58, 61). Some mem-
bers may have exhibited the less expensive
wood and bone buttons on their clothing,
while others who were financially successful
were surely attempting to keep up with the
fashions of the time. The presence of tailors
or seamstresses in the neighborhood, such as
William Henry, would have also likely con-
tributed to the number of buttons recovered.
The chains and fan strut recovered are more
indications of African-American gentility.
Due to their expense, these are objects that
would have been publicly displayed, a vis-
ible sign of affluence (White 2005: 121-124).
Jewelry was another visible sign of both
wealth and affection. The gold hoop earring
shows African-Americans participating in
ideals of ‘good taste” which were popular
in the 1800s, while the two rings uncovered
could have been tokens of affection, for mar-
riage, or also mourning rings (White 2005:
89, 93). In addition, the eight beads and one
cowry shell recovered could have been part
of a visible decoration on clothing, or part
of a necklace or bracelet. The meanings fre-
quently attributed to beads at African Amer-
ican sites indicate that there may have also
been deeper meanings behind the colors and
color combinations chosen. The presence of
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the African Meeting House, bringing mem-
bers of Boston’s African-American commu-
nity together, may have aided the continu-
ance of such beliefs.

The straight pins found could have been
used to hold garments in place, as well as
another indication of sewing practices. The
two thimbles in the collection also suggest
sewing. If not made at home, clothes were
often repaired at home, so this would have
been a needed skill. Beaudry (2006: 5) notes
that needlework could be seen as a sign of
feminine skill and higher social position.
At the same time, needlework was another
way that women were able to raise money
for themselves (Beaudry 2006: 5). The daily
life of women and men would have also in-
volved personal care, including combing
one’s hair. The many functional reasons be-
hind the comb that was found indicate an
awareness and concern with the standards
of hygiene that were a part of 19th-century
life. Another interesting artifact of hair care
is the fragment of a wig curler that was
found. While this could have been in relation
to a wig worn by a member of the African-
American community, this is unlikely due to
the fact that wigs were no longer fashionable
by the 1800s. However, hairdressers likely
continued to manufacture wigs, albeit on a
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smaller scale, making it likely that it was an
artifact that came from the tool kit of an Af-
rican-American hairdresser in the commu-
nity.

This discussion shows that the often-
ignored category of artifacts of personal
adornment is a rich area for investigation.
The wide variety of the assemblage from
the 2005 excavations at the African Meeting
House allow a wider picture onto the daily
lives of the African-Americans who lived in
the Smith Court community, and who con-
gregated at the Meeting House. If this infor-
mation were combined with the assemblage
from the 1975-1986 assemblage, as well as
that from Smith School, it would likely rep-
resent an invaluable amount of informa-
tion concerning intersections of class, race,
and education, among others, in the Afri-
can-American community of Boston. This
study also points out the importance of the
research other authors have put into various
objects. Beaudry’s (2006) book highlights
this importance in her chapter about pins,
which brings together an enormous amount
of information that would otherwise be com-
pletely lacking. As more studies are done, it
is likely that even more information can be
teased out of these small but important arti-
facts.



The Privy Assemblage

Chapter 4. The 44 Joy Street Privy

Assemblage

Kate Descoteaux

Introduction

One of the significant features excavated
in the 2005 excavations was a privy that be-
longed to a tenement located at 44 Joy Street.
The privy appears to have been in use from
about 1811 to 1839, while the building was oc-
cupied by a series of African American rent-
ers. The lot was subsequently purchased for
use as a stable, and the privy was filled with
building refuse and other trash in a series of
fill events. This chapter describes the history
of the 44 Joy Street lot, and interprets the fill
events to tie them to specific times and tran-
sitions in the use of the property. The gen-
eral patterns of the privy artifact assemblage
are then presented, with some of the more
interesting or chronologically useful pieces
illustrated. Finally the ceramic assemblage is
described and illustrated in some detail.

The History of the Joy Street Lot

The privy (F.50/ F.9B) excavated in the
southwestern corner of the African Meeting
House (AMH) yard is on property that did
not originally belong to the AMH. The 8 ft
strip of land it was located on was part of the
#44 Joy St. lot and remained so until 1909,
when the Congregation Libavitz acquired it.
In Bower’s excavation she discovered anoth-
er privy adjacent to F.50/9b, which was also
in the southwest corner of the yard. This (F.2)
was likely the privy that was used by the Af-
rican Meeting House. The property imme-
diately west of the meetinghouse, #2 Smith
Ct., was listed as having its own privy in the
same general location as the others. Bower

attributes her truncated privy feature (E. B7),
located in the basement of the AMH (then
the backlot for #44) as the privy belonging
to the first house built on the #44 lot in 1794
(Bower 1987: 106) As a result of this informa-
tion, we concluded that F.50/ F.9B was asso-
ciated with the later occupations (1811-1909)
of the #44 Joy St. property.

The Beacon Hill area began as an eight
and a half acre pasture belonging to Thomas
Buttolph. In 1667 he died leaving the land to
his sons John and Thomas who owned it un-
til 1701. At that time, it was split up among
Buttolph’s three grandchildren (Rosebrock
1978: 3). His granddaughter, Abigail Belknap
was awarded the large portion of land on
which the Smith Ct. neighborhood is now
located. In 1732, Abigail Belknap divided
the land into seven deep lots and soon after,
her children and grandchildren sold most
of them off (Grover 2002: 26). The #44 and
#46 Joy St. lots had changed hands a num-
ber of times between the 1730’s and 1803, be-
fore Augustin Raillion, a white hairdresser,
finally assembled the two. In 1799 Raillion
purchased the lot on which #44 Joy St. is lo-
cated and in 1803 he acquired the adjacent
lot where #46 Joy St. is currently located.
The lots comprising #46 and #44 Joy St. are
those that are relevant to this study. These
lots are of special interest because, according
to Rosebrock, as of 1978 there had been no
early African American owners discovered
for land between Myrtle St. and Smith Ct.,
except for the strip of land that holds the
Smith school, meeting house, and William
Henry house (Rosebrock 1978: 9).



Number 46 Joy Street.

Around the turn of the 18th century, the
#46 Joy St. lot was divided roughly into
thirds, the westernmost section, being #2
Smith Ct. or the William Henry House, the
central portion belonging to the AMH and
the eastern area being that on which the
Smith School is situated upon. The #2 Smith
Ct. lot, located directly west of the future
AMH, was composed of two separate par-
cels of land. In 1803, soon after Augustin
Raillion acquired the #46 lot, he sold a por-
tion of it to William Henry, a black tailor and
hairdresser. Henry’s segment was described
as a 16 x 27 ft rectangle adjacent to the AMH
lot (Rosebrock 1978: 21). In that same year,
Henry bought his second parcel containing
a carpenter’s shop, from housewright Perez
Whiting. This lot was, “an L-shaped piece
that added an 8 ft passage west of the first
lot with a 37 ft extension to the south of the
first lot” (Rosebrock 1978: 21). It appears that
the acquisition of this second lot made Hen-
ry’s parcel run the full depth across lots #44
and #46.

Not long after he purchased the land,
Henry constructed a double tenement on
each lot, one of which he resided in (Rose-
brock 1978:21). Architecturally, itis unknown
if portions of these wooden dwelling houses
remain today, but according to Bower’s ex-
cavations, she uncovered what is believed to
be the foundation remains of the southern
tenement (Grover 2002: 76). Around 1852
the heirs of William Henry sold the property
to Joseph Scarlett, a black chimney sweep
and entrepreneur. After he acquired the land
in 1853, he built the two-story core of the
present three-story brick structure that is #2
Smith Ct. (Bower 1987: 141). In 1878, Scar-
lett sold the property to William A. Prescott
who sold it shortly thereafter to Samuel A.B.
Abbott. Sometime between the Prescott and
Abbott tenures the third story was added to
the building (Grover 2002: 78). In 1899, Sam-
uel Abbott sold the property to Mary Power,
wife of Henry J. Power (Grover 2002: appen-
dix).

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

In 1805, two years after he sold William
Henry his land, Raillion sold the parcel to the
east of it with a small building thereon, to the
AMH building committee headed by Daniel
Wild, William Bentley and Edward Stevens
(Rosebrock 1978: 19). This lot ran in depth,
from Smith Ct. south 59 ft across Raillion’s
#46 and partially across #44 Joy St. parcels.
This awkward configuration left an 8 ft strip
of land immediately behind the AMH, just
shy of the #44 lot property boundary that re-
mained under the ownership of Raillion. The
African Meeting House building Commit-
tee sold the building on the property before
they proceeded with the construction of the
AMH and by 1806, had built the edifice that
stands there today (Rosebrock 1978: 19).

In 1811, Raillion mortgaged what was left
of his original #46 and #44 parcels, including
the 8 ft strip of land along the AMH’s south-
ern border, to Ann Collins, a white spinster
(Rosebrock 1978: 16). The #46 lot had a 10 ft
building on the northern portion when it was
mortgaged to Anne Collins, which was still
present in 1819 (Grover 2002: 85). Sometime
prior to 1834, the remaining land on the east-
ern portion of the #46 lot was transferred to
Joseph Powars, a white baker, who owned a
tenement on the lot. According to the 1822-
1824 and 1826 tax records, the building oc-
cupying the southwestern corner of Belknap
St. and Smith Ct., was occupied by “blacks”
(Grover 2002: 85). When her mother died,
Joanna Powars Stanford inherited all of the
estate (Rosebrock 1978: 32). In 1834, Joanna
Powars Stanford, and Albert Phelps sold
the lot at the southeast corner of Joy St. and
Smith Ct. to the City of Boston for the con-
struction of the Abiel Smith School (Grover
2002: 87).

Number 44 Joy Street.

As previously stated, Raillion acquired
the #44 parcel in 1799 and though there is
no mention of him building anything on the
land, there may have been a dwelling house
on the lot constructed by Michael Homer pri-
or to 1794 (Rosebrock 1978: 16, Bower 1987:



The Privy Assemblage

106). In 1811 Raillion mortgaged the land to
Ann Collins, who retained possession of the
awkwardly shaped #44 lot including the 8
ft strip of land south of the AMH, until 1836
when she sold it to a group of investors head-
ed by John D. Bates (Rosebrock 1978: 17).
Before she sold the property, Anne Collins
built a tenement on the land, that was, ac-
cording to Kathryn Grover, occupied by Af-
rican American tenants between 1822-1826,
and in 1827 and 1831 (Grover 2002: 85).

Not long after Bates acquired the prop-
erty, the tenement was demolished and a
stable was built in its place (Bower 1987: 55).
This stable is depicted in an 1849 woodcut
in the book “Public schools in Boston” and
is described as being two stories tall with a
center entry and a pitched roof with its ridge
parallel to Joy St. (Grover 2002: 173). Accord-
ing to the account, “The center window on
the second floor was set lower than those
that flank it: perhaps it functioned as a hoist-
ing bay through which hay or straw passed
to the second floor of the building” (Rose-
brock 1978: 17). According to Bower’s report
and historic maps, a wooden shed covered
the 8 ft strip of land that was located behind
the stable (Bower 1987: 108, 146).

In 1866 the Bates deed transferred to the
descendants of the investors under the new
name of Proprietors of the Home Club Sta-
ble in Joy Street. The deed mentions an “old
stable” that that stood on the property as of
that date (Rosebrock 1978: 17). Soon after
the deed was transferred, the Home Club
Stable proprietors had the original stable
demolished and replaced with a more mod-
ern one (Bower 1987: 62). This second stable
remained until 1909 when Rosie Seegal ac-
quired the property and razed it and built
the current #44 Joy St. brick building in its
place. In this same year, the Congregation
Libavitz (1898-1970) acquired for the first
time, the rights to the 8 ft strip of land be-
hind their building (Detwiller 1975: 1).

Depostional Associations and Dates
Many of the buildings located on the #46

& #44 Joy St. lots were owned and occupied
by Whites as well as African Americans. Ac-
cording to Bower, #40-42 Joy St., the lot adja-
cent to #44 Joy St., served as a sort of line of
demarcation between a settlement of white
carpenters to the south and the black settle-
ment to the north (Bower 1986: 54, Rosebrock
1978: 12). Anne Collins, who constructed the
original tenement at #44 Joy St., was a white
spinster, but during her tenure 1811-1836,
she rented out to African Americans. One of
the great sources of information regarding
African Americans in the Smith Ct./ Joy St.
area was a 1978 study undertaken by Ellen
Fletcher Rosebrock. Using information she
compiled from tax assessors records, census-
es, probates and Boston city directories, we
can gain some insight on the African Ameri-
can tenants that occupied the #44 Joy Street
property (Table 4.1).

Nearly all of the tenants listed in Rose-
brock’s account fall in to the time period
during which Ann Collins had her tenement
building on the lot, excepting a certain labor-
er named James Long, who remained listed
as an occupant of #44 Joy St. until 1839. Sev-
eral occupants of interest live in the Collins’
tenement. The first is Robert Curry, a mari-
ner, whose tenure lasted from 1826-1828.
Although this was a short-lived occupancy,
a Naval button was recovered in the privy,
and it is possible that it belonged to him.
These artifacts may have also belonged to
someone else, as seaman/mariner was one
of the foremost occupations among Afri-
can American men during this time period
(Bower 1986: 54). Another tenant of #44 Joy
St. was a cordwainer by the name of Cyrus
Barret who lived there from 1828-1833. He is
of particular note because it is plausible that
several of the discarded shoes and shoe soles
located in the privy may have been depos-
ited by him during his occupation.

According to Bower, by 1835, a shift in
the character of the neighborhood had begun
to take place. She notes that, “on the south
side of the court, the two Joy St. properties
(#46 and# 44) ceased to be domestic lots and



Table 4.1. African American Tenants Resid-
ing at 44 Joy Street.

Name Occupation _Dates of Residency
Augustus, Elinor Unknown 1826-1835
Brown, ? Laborer 1832
Carter, Daniel Laborer 1820-1830
Curry, Robert Mariner 1826-1828
Harrison, John Unknown 1820-1821
Innis, Thomas Hairdresser 1818-1821
Jefferson, Jane Widow 1825-1833
Leffage, Henry Laborer 1810-1829
Long, James Laborer 1819-1839
Morris, Robert Waiter 1826-1830
Barret, Cyrus Cordwainer 1828-1833
Colburn, Ann Unknown 1820
Gardner, Samuel Laborer 1833
Paterson, William P. Tender 1832
Sherman, ? Laborer 1829
Thomas, Samuel Laborer 1832
Thompson, Joshua  Laborer 1830
Williams, Joseph J. Tailor 1828-1833

Source: Bower 1986, Figure 15B.

became commercial and institutional lots re-
spectively” (Bower 1986: 55). It was during
this time that Collins had sold her tenement
to Bates investors who had it demolished
and replaced with a stable. It is uncertain if
this demolition debris ever made it into the
privy, however there does not seem to be
evidence of its deposition. Perhaps it may
have been placed in the privy and then clean
out shortly thereafter, but this remains to be
proven. The bottom levels of the privy are
apparently remnants of the primary deposi-
tion associated with the tenement occupants,
dating from the construction of the privy
in 1811 until its demolition around 1835 or
shortly thereafter.

After the Ann Collins’ tenement was
replaced by a stable, it is likely that there
were no longer any residents on the lot. It is
probable that much of what is thought to be
ferrous and leather horse tack found in the
privy dates to this or the later stable stand-
ing on the lot. When the property transferred
to the Home Club Stable investors in 1866,
they tore down the stable and replaced it
with a newer, more modern one. During this
rebuilding it appears that some of the debris
from the original stable might have been de-

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

posited in the privy as Strata 3. This deposit
contained a large amount of building mate-
rial including copper alloy and iron nails,
mortared rocks and bricks, wood and win-
dow glass. Also in this strata we unearthed
several black, Goodyear vulcanized rubber
comb fragments with a TPQ (terminus post
quem) of 1851. This date coincides with the
period of activity for the Bates stable.

The replacement stable constructed by
the Home Club Stable proprietors in 1866
was extant until 1909, when Rosie Seegal ac-
quired the lot and had it torn down (Bower
1987: 62). Seegal then built the current brick
structure in its place. This deconstruction
episode apparently corresponds to privy
Stratum 2 and contained large fragments
of plaster and mortar, purple roofing slate,
and window glass. Artifacts of note include
an early incandescent light bulb with a TPQ
of 1879 and a Green St. Apothecary patent
medicine bottle with a TPQ of 1871. These
artifact dates fall within the time period in
which the second stable was actively being
used. The 1873 atlas shows a wood framed
shed attached to the stable, so it is also possi-
ble that the Stratum 2 is entirely or contains
remnants of this structure as well. It is be-
lieved that the privy was finally closed at the
same time as the demolition of the second
stable in 1909.

Privy Artifact Overview

An abundance of material culture was re-
trieved from the privy at #44 Joy Street. The
artifact distribution in the privy varied by
strata and depositional events, and is sum-
marized in Table 4.2. To date, the ceramics
have been studied in the greatest detail, and
the study of the rest of the artifacts is still on
going. As a result, this description is general
and highlights some of the more interesting
artifacts.

The majority of the privy assemblage,
24.55% was comprised of glass, both flat and
curved. The flat glass category comprised
12.66% of the glass total. Most of this is
window glass, though it might also include
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some stray frag-
ments of mirror and
panel/ case bottle

that got included in
the count. The glass
vessel category con-
tained an assortment
of bottles, tableware
vessels, lamp and fish
globe shards, total-
ing 11.89% of the as-
semblage. Bottles are
hand-blown, mould-
blown and machine
made and appeared
in mostly colorless
and olive glass. There
are several patentand
proprietary medicine
bottles unearthed, in-
cluding the 12-sided,
colorless one depicted in Figure 4.1. This
bottle likely contained a locally-made elixir
or liniment, such as that made by Dr. S.A.
Tuttle’s Elixer Co. of Boston, MA (Baldwin
1973: 492-492). Fragments from a proprie-
tary medicine bottle with the embossed logo
of the Green St. Apothecary shop (TPQ 1871),
were also recovered (Figure 4.2) A complete
bottle containing the same logo was found
in the neighboring AMH backlot, and is dis-
cussed in greater detail in Chapter 6.

Figure 4.1. Twelve-sided
medicine bottle.

| 5cm]

2 inl
Figure 4.2. Green St. bottle, AMH1054.

Archaeology at the African Meeting House
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Figure 4.3. Olive case glass bottle lip.
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In addition to these medicine bottles,
there were several others whose origin and
contents are unknown. Some may have con-
tained spirits like the flask and panel and
case bottle fragments (Figure 4.3). A particu-
larly interesting neck shard of a free-blown
olive oil bottle was also unearthed (Figure
4.4). There were a number of wine bottles re-
covered as well, most of which were found
near the base of the privy (Figure 4.5).

Glass tablewares are also present at the
site and are seen in quite a few different
forms, however most
are drinking vessels
(Figure 4.6). Two dif-
tferent vessels of fancy
stemware are also in
the assemblage (Fig-
ure 4.7). One shard of
colorless glass with a
leaf etched on its sur-
face was recovered
(Figure 4.8); this was
likely from a piece of
stemware as well.

Nails and metal
comprised 31.16% of §
the total collection,

the most of any arti- Figure 4.4. Olive glass
fact type. Included in bottle neck.
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this category are iron
hand wrought and
machine cut nalils,
bolts, screws and
other metal architec-
tural debris, cuprous
nails, tacks, brads
and other unidenti-
fiable metal goods
(Figure 4.9). It is like-
ly that this assorted
metal was associated
with the construc-
tion or demolition of
| the stables that once
stood on the prop-
| erty. Various types
: . of other such archi-
o1 | | |5cml tectural debris were
lo | 2inl

Figure 4.7. Glass stem- also recovered, but
ware, AMH 1179. are counted separate-
ly from the nails and
metal. A fragment of
what appears to be
lead flashing along
with roofing slate,

| | 5cm]
I 2inl
Figure 4.6. Colorless glass

tableware rims.

Figure 4.8. Etched glass, AMH1179

=

o | | | | 5em|
[o | 2inl

Top, Figure 4.9. Copper
alloy nail. Right, Fig-
ure 4.11. Painted plaster,
AMHI1153.

Figure 4.12. Roofing slate with nail hole.

painted plaster and mortared bricks were
strewn throughout most of the privy (Figure
4.10-4.12). An item believed to be an early
linoleum fragment with a TPQ of 1863 was
also found. Samples of wood, mortar, plas-
ter, slate and brick were collected from the
privy, but since this material was only sam-
pled, counts are not included in Table 4.2.
Though there are only a limited number
of artifacts listed in the “small find/other”
class, these small but significant items pro-
vided valuable interpretative data. Several
of the fragile items unearthed at the site
were placed in lab conservation as soon as
they were returned from the field, the major-
ity being leather goods. There were a num-
ber of leather fragments, some apparently
parts of horse tack associated with the sta-
ble that once stood on the land. In addition
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to this, there were
leather shoe sole and
welt fragments and
a complete shoe in
the lower levels of
the privy (Figure 3.4,
Chapter 3). The shoe
is a man’s two-hole
Figure 4.13. Naval of- “Brogan” type that
ficer’s wuniform button, was in good condi-
AMHI169. tion except for a worn
out sole (Figure 3.5, Chapter 3). It is interest-
ing to note that from 1828-1833 a cordwainer
named Cyrus Barret lived at #44 Joy St., and
he may have been responsible for discarding
some of the shoe fragments into the privy.
Personal adornment items are also pres-
ent in the assortment. Buttons are particu-
larly abundant and include examples made
from milk glass, bone, horn and copper al-
loy (Figure 3.8, Chapter 3). Two copper al-
loy military buttons were recovered. The
first button features an eagle perched on an
olive branch holding a shield and the other
depicts an eagle situated on top of an anchor
surrounded by 13 stars and a rope border
(Figure 4.13). The button with the eagle atop
the fouled anchor is a Naval officer’s button,
likely from a uniform sleeve (Albert 1969:
101-102). This button matches the Navy uni-
form regulations of 1812, but this style was in
use for a long time. Several black, Goodyear
vulcanized rubber comb fragments were
recovered from the site (Figure 4.14) These
double sided, plastic-like combs would have
been used for daily grooming and hygiene
or rid the hair of lice or other vermin (White
2005: 104). Goodyear patented vulcanized

Figure 4.14. Vulcanized rubber comb, Goodyear pat-
ent, 1851. AHM1155 and 1094.

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

Figure 4. 15. White clay pipe fragments, AMH1169,
1128, and 1113.
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Figure 4.16. Glass chandelier or candlestick prism
with copper alloy attachment.

rubber in 1851, and these combs were popu-
lar throughout the latter part of the 19th cen-
tury.

One particular item of interest is a com-
plete wooden carpenter’s rule with copper
alloy reinforcements (Figure 3.3, Chapter 3).
This 2-foot folding variety of ruler measures
1 cm wide by 0.5 cm thick and was found in
Stratum 3. It likely dates to the demolition
of the 1835 stable, which occurred in 1866.
Though the item is complete, it is broken and
may have been lost or purposely discarded
into the privy by one of the local carpenter’s
or house wrights.

In the wetter bottom levels of the privy,
there was a noticeable increase in artifact
preservation. Here, several wooden artifacts
were unearthed including a broom ferrule,
hairbrush frame, threaded handle fragment
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Figure 4.17. Etched slate.
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and turned furniture member (Figure 3.7,
Chapter 3). There were also two ebony uten-
sil handles that appear to be of the same set,
a turned bone knife handle and a cuprous
flatware handle (Figure 3.6, Chapter 3). Oth-
er artifacts include several pipe fragments, a
beveled glass chandelier/candlestick prism,
a lead glass crystal marble, lead pencils and
an etched piece of slate (Figure 4.15-4.17).

Ceramic Analysis

The ceramic assemblage was the primary
focus of the privy artifact analysis. Analysis
of the assemblage began with the division

of the ceramics by ware, then by decoration
and lastly by vessel type and form (Table 4.3
and 4.4). Each sherd was checked for cross
mends within other privy deposits and once
mended, the sherds were grouped into indi-
vidual vessels and assigned numbers, which
were then used for the minimum number
of vessel (MNV) calculations. Next, the ce-
ramics were divided into type and ware cat-
egories based on paste, temper, glaze and
decoration. Within these categories, the ves-
sels were assigned forms, and then grouped
into various functional categories including,
but not limited to, food storage and serv-
ing/ preparation, tableware, tea ware and
hygiene (Table 4.4). It should be noted that
all ceramic sherds that had an indeterminate
ware and form are excluded from quantita-
tive analysis.

The MNV for the privy is 166, represent-
ing 21 different forms, with an average of 8
vessels per form (Table 4.4). Over 23% of the
vessels are tablewares, the majority of these
being bowls and plates. Though tablewares
make up the highest percentage of the as-
semblage, there does not seem to be an over-
whelmingly dominant functional category
of ceramic. Serving and preparation vessels

Table 4.3 Summary of the ceramic types by sherd and minimum vessel counts.

Sherds Vessels

Ware type N % N %o

American Brown Stoneware 1 0.1 1 0.6
American Gray Stoneware 1 0.1 1 0.6
Black Basalt 1 0.1 1 0.6
Bone China 6 0.8 2 1.2
Creamware 237 32.1 43 25.9
Ironstone/ White Granite China 1 0.1 1 0.6
Pearlware 311 421 68 41.0
Porcelain 18 2.4 8 4.8
Redware 115 15.6 21 12.7
Tin-glazed Earthenware 14 1.9 2 1.2
White Salt-glazed Stoneware 2 0.3 2 1.2
Whiteware 15 2.0 7 4.2
Yellow ware 3 0.4 1 0.6
Indeterminate 14 1.9 8 4.8
Total 739 100.0 166 100.0

— 70—



Figure 4.18. Blue edged pearlware. Rim sherds from
flatware vessels.

Figure 4.19. Blue hand-painted pearlware. All rim
sherds from teaware, except vessel in lower left cor-
ner, which is an egg cup.

comprise 10.84% of the total, while tea wares
make up 9.64% of the ceramics. Other func-
tional categories are present and are detailed
in Table 4.4.

The privy ceramic assemblage contains a
variety of earthenware, stoneware and por-
celain. Pearlware is the most prevalent ware
at the site, constituting 40.96% of the assem-
blage, followed by creamware at 25.90%, and
redware at 12.65%. Other wares are present,
but make up only a nominal portion of the
assemblage (Table 4.3). Of the pearlware,
transfer-printed and blue-edged are the
most common decorative styles, followed
closely by hand-painted wares. The major-
ity of these were table and tea wares, such
as those seen in Figures 4.18 and 4.18. The
edged wares seen below in Figure 4.18, have
a variety of rim treatments including plain

Archaeology at the African Meeting House

feather-edged, embossed borders featuring
fruit and feather and fish scale motifs. Wares
with blue-edged, intricate molded patterns
have been found only on 19th century pearl-
ware (Sussman 1977: 108).

Transfer-printed pastoral scenes, such as
the one depicted in Figure 4.20, were at their
peak of production between 1819 and 1836
(Samford 1997: 14). The vessel in Figure 4.21
is printed in the “Chinoiserie” style that was
most commonly produced between 1816
and 1836 (Samford 1997: 8). This type of de-
sign, blue transfer-print Chinese patterns on
white-bodied earthenware, was an attempt
to imitate the coveted, and expensive Chi-
nese porcelains.

A sherd of pink transfer-printed hollow
ware that appears to have an enamel resi-
due over the glaze was also identified (Fig-
ure 4.22). This “Romantic” scene depicts a
cloak-draped woman swaddling a baby, in a
rural forest. According to Patricia Samford,
these Romantic views were at their peak of
production from 1831 to 1851 (Samford 1997:
14). This sherd is unique not only for its col-
or, but because it is the only transfer-print
vessel with signs of overglaze decoration
in the assemblage. The enameling on this
vessel is similar to a technique called “clob-
bering” in which colored enamels are hand

Figure 4.20. Blue “Pastoral” transfer-print pearlware.
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Table 4.4. Vessel forms by ware type and decoration.

Tableware Teaware Storage

Plate/ Tea culp/
Type Bowl Cup__Soup plate Pitcher Mug  Tankard _ bow Saucer _Canister ___Jar Pot

Creamware

Dipped

Painted, overglaze, other

Pressed /molded / turned

Painted, underglaze, blue

Painted, underglaze, other

Printed, blue - _

Undecorated - 2 1 - - - 1 - - 1 -
Ironstone

Printed, blue - - - - - - - - - _ -
Black Basalt

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - - -
Pearlware

Dipped 1 - - - - - - - - - -

Mocha

Painted, overglaze, other

Painted, underglaze, blue

Painted, underglaze, other

Printed, blue

Printed, light blue

Printed, black - - - - - - - - - _ -

Printed, brown - - - - - - - - - _ -

Printed, pink/paint overglaze - - - - - - - - - - -

Pressed /molded /turned - - -

Edged, blue - - 6

Edged, green - - 1 - - - - - - _ -

Undecorated 3 1 3
Porcelain

Painted, underglaze, blue - - - - - - - - - - -

Painted overglaze/underglaze 1 - - - - - - - - - -

Undecorated - - - - - - 2 - - - -
Bone China

Painted, overglaze - - - - - - 1 - - _ -

Gilt, overglaze - - - - - - - 1 - - -
Redware

Glazed, lead 1 - - - - - - - - 2 1

Unglazed - - - - - - - - - 1 _

Glazed, black - - - - - - _ _ - _ 1
Tin-glazed Earthenware

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - - -
White Salt-glazed Stoneware

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - - -
Whiteware

Printed, blue - - - - - - - 1 - _ -

Printed, black - - - - - - - 1 - _ -

Printed, brown - - - - - - - - - _ -

Painted, chrome colors 1 - - - - - - - - - -

Pressed /molded /turned - - - - - - - - - - -

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - - -
Yellow ware

Pressed /molded /turned - - - - 1 - - - -
Other Earthenware - - - - - - - - -
Other Stoneware - - - - - - - - - - -
Total 17 5 13 2 1 1 8 8 1
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Table 4.4, continued. Vessel forms by ware type and decoration.

Serving / preparation Hygiene Other
Milk pan/ Serving Chamber Flower Fruit

Type Platter Tureen pan Jug bowl Basin* pot E¢g cup pot basket
Creamware

Dipped - - - - - - - - - _

Painted, overglaze, other - - - - - - - - - _

Pressed /molded /turned - - - - - - - - - _

Painted, underglaze, blue - - - - - - - - - _

Painted, underglaze, other - - - - - - - - - _

Printed, blue - - - - - - - _ _ _

Undecorated 2 1 - - 3 4 1 - - 1
Ironstone

Printed, blue - - - - - - - _ _ _
Black Basalt

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - _
Pearlware

Dipped - - - - 1 - - - - -

Mocha - - - - 1 - - - - _

Painted, overglaze, other - - - - - - - - - _

Painted, underglaze, blue - - - - - - - 1 - -

Painted, underglaze, other - - - - 1 - - _ _ _

Printed, blue 2 - - - - - - _ _ _

Printed, light blue - - - - - - - - _ _

Printed, black - - - - - - - _ _ _

Printed, brown - - - - - - - _ _ _

Printed, pink/paint overglaze - - - - - - - - - -

Pressed /molded /turned - - - - - - - - - _

Edged, blue - - - - - - - _ _ _

Edged, green - - - - - - - _ _ _

Undecorated 1 - - - 1 1 - - -
Porcelain

Painted, underglaze, blue 1 - - - - - - - - _

Painted overglaze/underglaze - - - - - - - - - _

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - _
Bone China

Painted, overglaze - - - - - - - _ _ _

Gilt, overglaze - - - - - - - - - _
Redware

Glazed, lead - - 3 - - - - _ _ _

Unglazed - - - - - - - - 1 -

Glazed, black - - - 1 - - - _ _ _
Tin-glazed Earthenware

Undecorated - - - - - - 1 - - -
White Salt-glazed Stoneware

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - _
Whiteware

Printed, blue - - - - - - - _ _ _

Printed, black - - - - - - - _ _ _

Printed, brown - - - - - - - _ _ _

Painted, chrome colors - - - - - - - - _ _

Pressed /molded / turned - - - - - - - - - _

Undecorated - - - - - - - - - _
Yellow ware

Pressed /molded / turned - - - - - - - - - _
Other Earthenware - - - - - - - - - _
Other Stoneware - - - - - - - - - _
Total 6 1 3 1 7 5 2 1 1 1

*Basin might include some vessels used for functions other than hygiene.
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Table 4.4, continued.

Type

Hollow

Indeterminate

Flat Indet.

Total

Creamware
Dipped
Painted, overglaze, other
Pressed /molded /turned
Painted, underglaze, blue
Painted, underglaze, other
Printed, blue
Undecorated

Ironstone
Printed, blue

Black Basalt
Undecorated

Pearlware
Dipped
Mocha
Painted, overglaze, other
Painted, underglaze, blue
Painted, underglaze, other
Printed, blue
Printed, light blue
Printed, black
Printed, brown
Printed, pink/ paint overglaze
Pressed /molded /turned
Edged, blue
Edged, green
Undecorated

Porcelain
Painted, underglaze, blue

Painted overglaze/underglaze

Undecorated
Bone China
Painted, overglaze
Gilt, overglaze
Redware
Glazed, lead
Unglazed
Glazed, black
Tin-glazed Earthenware
Undecorated
White Salt-glazed Stoneware
Undecorated
Whiteware
Printed, blue
Printed, black
Printed, brown
Painted, chrome colors
Pressed /molded /turned
Undecorated
Yellow ware
Pressed /molded /turned
Other Earthenware
Other Stoneware
TOTAL
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applied over the final lead glaze in small
accent areas along the rim of the vessel.
This technique was popular after 1840,
however Samford suggests that a simi-
lar technique in which larger areas were
filled with enamels became popular later
in the century. Pink printed wares have a
production range of 1784 to 1864 (Figure
4.22) (Samford 1997: 20-22).

The creamwares in the assemblage
served predominantly as storage or prep-
aration vessels and are for the most part
plain or turned/pressed/molded. Sev-
eral creamware basins are also present
and are listed under the functional cat-
egory hygiene, but these might have been
used to prepare and serve food instead of
as washbasins. Creamware, which was
widely produced in the 1760’s, saw a de-
cline when pearlware began being pro-
duced in 1779 (Sussman 1977: 105). By the
late 1790’s, creamware had become the
cheapest refined ware available (Miller
1991: 1). A particular vessel of interest is
a “woven” fruit basket of a type depict-
ed in Wedgewood’s first 1774 Catalogue
of Queen’s Ware catalogue (Figure 4.23)
(Hildyard 1999: 187).

The recovered Redware consists of
utilitarian vessels appearing in a vari-
ety of lead glazed, black-glazed and un-
glazed forms (Figure 4.24). All are storage
or serving/ preparation vessels, including
pans, jars, jugs and pots, excepting one
unglazed flowerpot listed in the “other”
functional category (Figure 4.25). Out of
21 redware vessels, 13 were lead-glazed,
4 were black-glazed and 4 were unglazed.
At the base of the privy, there was a cache
of semi-complete redware vessels includ-
ing half of a large lead glazed milk pan
(Figure 4.26). Most of these vessels are
un-dateable because of the exceptionally
long production span of redware.

All of the identifiable porcelain vessels
are hollow, and for the most part are blue
hand-painted tea wares. Two bone china
vessels were recovered; a saucer thatis gilt



Figure 4.21. Blue “Chinoiserie” transfer-print pearl-
ware.

Figure 4.22. Pink “Romantic” transfer-print pearl-
ware with overglaze enamel.

and likely had an enamel overglaze residue
(Figure 4.27) and a tea cup that is enameled
overglaze in a pastel polychrome floral mo-
tif (Figure 4.28). Bone china, created ca. 1794
by potter Josiah Spode, became the most
dominant type produced in England during
the early-19th century. Since the ware was
fired at a lower temperature than porcelain,
it could be decorated with a color palate oth-
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Figure 4.25. Unglazed flower pot with drainage hole.

er than blue (Miller 1991: 11). According to
Miller, “enameled wares were more expen-
sive than underglaze painted wares because
overglaze painting was added after the pot-
tery was produced and required additional
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Figure 4.26. Lead-glazed ilk pan.
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Figure 4.27. Gilt bone china saucer.

firing” (Miller 1991: 7).

Gilt decoration was often reserved for
finer wares, because it was an expensive and
intricate process. Early gilding was done by
hand grinding gold and incorporating it into
colorless, viscous mediums such as honey,
which were then applied on top of the glaze.
Once this was done, the vessel had to be re-
fired and burnished (Miller 1991: 10). It can
be expected that the more expensive wares
such as porcelain and china were reserved
for less frequent, formal tea services and not
for everyday dining.

All of the whiteware recovered is either
table or tea ware and is all flatware except
for one hand-painted chrome colored bowl.
Out of a total of seven vessels, three are
transfer-printed, two are hand-painted, one
is undecorated and one is molded. Trans-
fer-printed wares came in a variety of colors
including blue, light blue, black, and brown

Figure 4.29. Light blue transfer-printed whiteware
saucer.
and were found on nearly all forms of re-

fined earthenware (Figure 4.29). According
to Miller, edged, dipt and hand-painted
wares were superseded by printed wares
after the War of 1812. He states that, “by
the 1830’s, printed wares became the most
popular tea and table wares”(Miller, et. al.
1989: 18). These transfer-printed wares had,
since their conception in the late-18th cen-
tury, been more expensive than other wares,
but as time went on, their cost decreased to
almost equal of that of plain wares (Samford
1997: 3). It is interesting to note that though
there are a considerable amount of transfer-
printed refined earthenwares present, there
are equally as many that are hand-painted.
Several of the creamware and pearl-
ware vessels unearthed are of the “dipt”
style (Figures 4.30—4.32). Dipt was a com-
mon name for factory decorated slipwares
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that included mocha,
cable, banded, cable
and cat’'s eye motifs.
These wares, which
were almost always
produced in bowl,
mug, and jug forms,
were the cheapest
decorated, hollow
ware available and
were prevalent until the approximately the
1840’s (Miller 1991: 6-7).

In addition to the aforementioned ubig-
uitous wares, a single hollow ware sherd
of black basalt and half of a turned yellow
ware mug are represented (Figure 4.33 and
4.34). Basalt, a dense stoneware also known
as “Egyptian Black,” was most commonly
seen in forms such as teapots, bowls and
vases (Miller 1991: 10). Yellow ware, also re-
ferred to as “Cane” ware and “Derbyshire
Ironstone,” was a refined earthenware made
from naturally buff clay, that when fired ap-
peared yellow in color. The mug in Figure
4.34 was recovered from the lower levels of
the privy and likely dates to after 1830. It is
interesting to point out, that most yellow
ware was not manufactured for table use,
but rather for food preparation and storage
or toilet ware (Sussman 1997: 77). A single
tin-glazed earthenware chamber pot was
also unearthed during the excavation (Fig-
ure 4.35).

Figure 4.31. Dipt ware,
slip-banded pearlware.
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Figure 4.32. Molded dipt ware with slip banding (left)
and dipt ware with slip banding and sponging.

Discussion

The ceramic assemblage excavated from
the privy, does not exhibit any evidence of
matched vessel sets. In this case I am con-
sidering a “matched set” to contain more
than one vessel with identical decorative
treatments, none of which were found in
the privy. It is plausible that matched sets of
undecorated pearl or creamware may have
been present, but cannot be proven with
certainty. If one considers a “set” to contain
similarly not identically decorated vessels,
the ceramic interpretation would change.
In this case, similarly hand-painted, edged,
molded or transfer-printed vessels could be
considered evidence of “sets.” Terry Klein
notes that in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury, more expensive tea wares were pur-
chased separately from table wares and that
“historical evidence indicates that tea wares
were sold as sets consisting of cups an sau-
cers, while tablewares were sold by the piece
or vessel form” (Klein 1991: 81). If this was
in fact the case, the tenants of #44 Joy Street
may have been unable to purchase ceramics
in the large matched sets that we think of to-
day.

Since the assem-
blage seems to be a
mélange of ceram-
ic vessels, one can
come to a number of

hypotheses.  Firstly,
were these individu-

. lo_ 1| | | | 5cm]
als even trying to [o | 2inl

assemble “matched Figure 4.33. Black basalt
sets”? Perhaps it hollow ware sherd.
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Figure 4.34. Engine—turneglellow ware mug.

0 2inl
Figure 4.35. Tin-glazed earthenware chamber pot.

didn’t matter to them whether or not their
vessels matched, or perhaps it did and due
to economic constraints or availability of
goods they were unable to acquire such sets.
Were the vessels they had purchased indi-
vidually or were they handed down? If the
Joy Street occupants did not desire matching
sets or could not attain them, did they try to
create “sets” by choosing vessels that were
similarly decorated?

Perhaps the lack of matched vessel sets is
due to the fact that #44 Joy Street was a tene-
ment building with several different families

cohabitating rather than just one. It is likely
that each family had their own ceramics that
likely did not exactly match those of their
neighbors. It is probable that in 1835 when
the tenement was torn, that the tenants kept
all of their good useable ceramics and re-
located to nearby homes, while they aban-
doned old or broken vessels. It's logical that
there are no matching sets because vessels
are typically broken and discarded individ-
ually, not in sets.

Aside from the decorative aspects, ce-
ramic forms and functions also provide
valuable insight into consumer choice and
life style. As expected, tableware and food
serving and preparation vessels were the
most abundant, however, the assemblage
contained a fairly significant amount of tea
ware (Table 4.4). I found this to be particu-
larly interesting because it supposes that for-
mal tea services were fairly common and as
significant as the daily meals that occurred.
The presence of tea wares gives insight into
the ideals of the occupants and indicates that
they were willing to spend their money on
such dispensable items.

While archaeologists commonly use ce-
ramic data to infer an individual’s socioeco-
nomic status, this approach is not really ap-
plicable to this assemblage. In Beth Bower’s
1986 report on excavations at the African
Meeting House, she notes that household ce-
ramics appear to be poorly correlated with
household wealth. In her study of 51 African
American estate inventories from 1800-1850,
she found that people who owned ceramics
were not necessarily wealthy, but often had
food-related occupations. Her investigations
proved that the wealthiest black Bostonians
owned land, not excessive or expensive ce-
ramics (Bower 1986: 150).

In order to form a more accurate and
complete interpretation of the past, archae-
ologists must combine aspects of several
different disciplines. Analysis of material re-
mains, including ceramics, must be used in
conjunction with other sources of informa-
tion such as land evidence, probates and en-
vironmental data, otherwise our picture of
the past will be as fragmented as the mate-
rial culture we scrutinize.
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Chapter 5. Ceramics and Community Dining
at the African Meeting House

Darios Felix

Introduction

At the African Meeting House (AMH),
fostering solidarity and encouraging self-
sufficiency among residents was an impor-
tant part of fighting racism and establishing
the meaning underlying an African Ameri-
can identity in Boston. To this end, the AMH
provided a venue for discussion, communi-
ty building, and a variety of events, includ-
ing community dinners. The Meeting House
communal meals, while mentioned in ex-
cerpts from the Liberator and other sources,
also left a distinctive signature archaeologi-
cally. Bower’s (1986) previous analysis of
the African Meeting House concluded that
the archaeological representation of the ce-
ramic tablewares reflected large community
meals. This new inquiry into the ceramics
describes the ceramics recovered in 2005
from the midden level in the AMH backlot.
This analysis bolsters Bower’s findings and
elaborates upon the types of vessels used for
these dinners. It also suggests that some of
the ceramics recovered are likely trash from
Domingo Williams, a caterer who lived with
his family in a basement apartment of the
Meeting House.

Materials and Methods

The ceramic assemblage under investi-
gation is derived from various units and lev-
els that together comprise the midden level
(see Chapter 2). The units and levels utilized
are as follows: SO/E1 level 1le, SO/ W4 level
1d, SO/W8.54 levels 2, 2b, 2¢, and 2d, S1/
E1l level 2a and 2b, S1/E2 levels 3a, 4a, 4b

and 4c. These units and levels were identi-
tied according to soil color, artifact density,
and stratigraphic location. The midden lev-
el itself contains artifacts dating to the first
half of the 19th century, and was created by
spreading the contents of trash filled pit or
privy (Bower’s Feature 2) across the backlot.
The study sample contained 2,538 ceramic
sherds, and a minimum number of vessels
(MNYV) count of 309 was established.

By breaking down the ceramics into
raw sherd counts according to ware type
it is evident that pearlware dominates the
assemblage at 49.8%, followed by cream-
ware at 27.5% and whiteware at 6.2% out of
a total 2,538 sherds (Table 5.1). Arranging
the sherds into minimum number of vessel
(MNV) counts we find pearlware (34.6%)
still predominant, followed by creamware
(18.8%)and whiteware (14.2%) in turn from
a total of 309 vessels (Table 5.2).

Mean ceramic dates were calculated to
give an idea of when the assemblage might
have been deposited. This calculation uses
the mid-point of the manufacturing date
range (Miller 2000) for each ceramic type
and averages the dates based on the rela-
tive representation of the ceramic type to
generate a mean ceramic date (MCD). In
order calculate the mean ceramic dates as-
sociated with this assemblage, an end date
for the production of whiteware and iron-
stone needed to be established. Since the
African Meeting House ended its service as
community venue in 1897 when the Baptist
congregation vacated the African Meeting
House, 1900 was used as an end production
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Table 5.1. Composition of the ceramic assem-
blage by sherd count and percents.

Ware Type N %

Porcelain 104 4.1
Creamware 698 27.5
Pearlware 1263 49.8
Whiteware 157 6.2
Ironstone 2 0.1
Redware 177 7.0
Stoneware 113 4.5
Yellow ware 12 0.5
Tin glazed ware 8 0.3
Indeterminate 4 0.2
Total 2538 100.0

Table 5.2. Minimum number of vessel counts,
percents, and mean ceramic date.

Ware Type MNV %  MCD
Porcelain 31 10.0 17624
Creamware 58 18.8 1792.5
Pearlware 107 34.6 1811.0
Whiteware 46 149  1860.5
Ironstone 1 0.3 1880
Redware 23 7.4 1750
Stoneware 37 12.0 1772.5
Yellow ware 3 1.0 1885
Tin-glazed ware 2 0.6 1710
Indeterminate 1 0.3 -
Total 309 100.0 1801.1

Mean ceramic date without Redware and Indetermi-
nate categories: 1805. For purposes of MCD calcula-
tion, an end date of 1900 is used for ironstone and

whiteware.

date. Utilizing 1900 as an end production
date coincides with the ending of the Meet-
ing House as a church and school for the
19th century African American community.
Using these assumptions, a MCD of 1801
was calculated (Table 5.2). In addition, an
alternative mean date without redware and
the indeterminate ceramics was calculated.
Redware was consistently produced from
the 17th—19th century and serves no useful
function in narrowing down the time period
most associated with the purchase, use, and
discard of these objects. The same can be said
for the indeterminate ceramics. As a result
of eliminating these categories, an alternate
mean ceramic date of 1805 was calculated.
Both of these pre-dates the establishment of

African Meeting House in 1806, largely as
a result of the large number of creamware,
porcelain, and stoneware vessels with early
mean dates. The ceramic assemblage is not
associated with an earlier occupation, but
with the Meeting House. This is an example
that reflects some of the inherent limitations
of MCD calculations.

Within the individual categories them-
selves, specific types of ceramic wares are
divided according to decorative type to list
minimum number of vessels counts, per-
cents and mean ceramic dates. This level
of sub-categorization allows the number of
any particular decorative ware to be gauged
and its percent weight in the assemblage to
be compared to other ceramics of different
types. It also facilitates understanding how
each specific decorative style type affects the
mean ceramic date.

Qualitative analysis of ceramic materi-
als is necessary to use in conjunction with
quantitative analysis, to consider how these
vessels functioned in the context of daily
life. A qualitative understanding addresses
concerns of ware type and style preference,
an assemblage’s utility in a decorative or
functional respect, and in regard to its con-
formity or non-conformity with standards of
gentility.

Analysis

Pearlware, the most abundant category,
when broken down according to its stylistic
categories reveals an abundance of shell-
edge blue decorated ceramics. This style is
followed in predominance by large propor-
tions of printed blue transfer wares, shell-
edge green, and hand painted wares (Figures
4.1-4.8; Table 5.3). Further examination re-
veals that in the category of shell-edge ware,
both blue and green, nearly all of the vessels
represented are “flatware or bowl.” In edge-
decorated ceramics there is generally a scal-
loped edge that protrudes flat out from both
plates and bowls. Hence, a flat rim sherd can
appear to be from a plate, but in actuality be-

— 80—



Table 5.3. Pearlware stylistic categories.
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Pearlware MNV % MCD
Plain (general and indeterminate) 2 1.9 1802.5
Hand painted underglaze blue 12 11.2 1802.5
Hand painted polychrome underglaze 13 12.1 1807.5
Shell-edge blue (rococo rim) 1 0.9 1800
Shell-edge blue (even scalloped rim) 24 224 1817.5
Shell-edge blue (embossed / raised pattern rim) 3 2.8 1827.5
Shell-edge green (even scalloped rim) 15 14.0 1817.5
Hand painted annular lines on rim (blue) 2 1.9 1821.5
Molded (other ie. pineapple) 5 47 1805
Printed blue (transfer) 16 15.0 1806.5
Annular painted bands (incl. cutouts, inlay, roulette) 9 8.4 1805
Cabled w/annular bands 1 0.9 1807.5
Mocha (dendritic) 4 3.7 1812.5
Total 107 100.0 1811.0

long to a bowl. Unless a larger proportion of
a shell-edge artifact is present than the rim,
its precise vessel form is unclear. These two
vessel descriptors, when combined yield 32
vessels out of 107 (29.9%). Teacups were also

Figure 5.1. Blue edge-decorated earthenware show-
ing various rim featherings.

Figure 5.2. Green edge-decorated earthenware show-
ing various rim featherings.

common in the pearlware assortment total-
ing 21 vessels, (19.6%) and saucers account-
ed for 10 objects (9.3%). Most of the teacups
and saucers were hand painted polychrome
or hand painted blue in design; to a lesser
extent pearlware ceramics were decorated in
the transfer blue style. An interesting vessel
found in this category is a shell-edge green
decorated ladle, it was probably used for
serving soups or maybe punch (Figure 5.9).
Creamware vessels comprise 18.8% of the
total ceramic artifact assemblage. Amongst
the creamware ceramics 82.8% of the ves-
sels (48 out of 58) were general/plain in

Figure 5.3. Pearlware saucer with Chinese motif.



Ceramics from the Backlot Midden

Figure 5.4. Hand painted pearlware saucer with poly-
chrome floral design.

Figure 5.5. Hand painted pearlware teacup with poly-
chrome floral design.

Figure 5.6. Hand painted pearlware cup with poly-
chrome floral design.
decoration (Figure 5.10; Table 5.4). They had
no clear decorative scheme or features out-
side of their manufacturing technique. The
vast majority of these general/plain ves-
sels 35.4% (17 out of 48) are plates varying
in rim diameter from 6-10 inches. Various
other interesting vessels are also present in
the creamware category: small jar (possibly
an ointment jar), a tureen lid, pitcher, mugs,
bowls, and soup plates.

Within the whiteware category, transfer
printed wares occur in various colors: dark

Figure 5.7. Hand painted floral decorations on pearl-
ware.

Figure 5.8. A selection of factory made slipwares
showing hatched, banded, and mocha designs.

Figure 5.9. Green edge-decorated punch bowl ladle.

blue, black, brown, red, purple, light blue,
and green (Figure 5.11; Table 5.5). White-
ware totaled 14.9% of the entire MNV as-
semblage. Transfer print decorative wares
dominate this category at 60.9%. Light blue
transfer wares were the most popular among
transfer prints and 23.9% of all whiteware
decoration types. Within this category are
ceramic vessel forms associated with dining,
tea wares and drinking vessels. Plates and
saucers are the most common vessel forms
at 10.4% (5) and 12.5% (6) respectively. Due
to the low number of vessels in this category,
percentages are less representative, but still
informative. The indeterminate category
excluded, vessels appear to be more evenly
distributed among the other forms: bowl/
tea cup/saucer (2), flatware (3), tea cup (2),



Table 5.4. Creamware stylistic categories.

Creamware MNV % MCD
Plain 48 8276 1791
Mocha 2 3.45 1807.5
Annular bands 6 10.34 1800
Hand painted overglaze 1 1.72 1790
Hand painted underglaze 1 1.72 -
Total 58 100.00 1792.5

Figure 5.10. Plain creamware plate. All pieces are
from a single plate.

Table 5.5. Whiteware stylistic categories.

Whiteware MNV % MCD
Plain 6 13.0 1860
Molded 2 4.3 1860
Shell-edge blue 1 22 1864.5
Printed transfer (dark blue) 6 13.0 1860
Printed transfer (black) 4 8.7 1860
Printed transfer (brown) 2 43 1860
Printed transfer (red) 2 43 1860
Printed transfer (purple) 1 22 1860
Printed transfer (lightblue) 11 239 1864
Printed transfer (green) 2 43 1864
Hand painted (blue) 2 43 1860
Hand painted (polychrome) 5 109 1860
Slip trailed 1 22 18425
Annular banded (blue) 1 2.2 18425
Total 46 100.0 1860.5

For purposes of MCD calculation, an end date of 1900
is used for whiteware.

hollowware-general (3), coffee can (1), mug
(1), soup plate (2), serving vessel (1), cup (1),
small plate (2), and mug/tankard (1).
Whiteware vessels, although low in MNV
number, are more easily identifiable in this
assemblage based on differences in the va-
riety of transfer print colors. Seven different
possible colors make this ceramic ware easi-
er to sort into vessels than plain creamware.
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Figure 5.11. Transfer printed whiteware in a variety
of colors.

Pearlware, especially edge-decorated, is also
easier to sort into vessels. Based on differenc-
es in feathering and impressed lines on rim
sherds, shell edged wares are easier to sort,
like transfer print whiteware. These condi-
tions influence vessel counts by decreasing
the number of creamware ceramics relative
to pearlware and whiteware. Despite this
difference, the proportional relationship be-
tween these ware type categories is still val-
id. Pearlware still dominates the assemblage
followed by creamware and whiteware. This
fact is validated by the data in the raw sherd
counts table.

Stoneware ceramics, the next popular
category, comprised 12.0% of the total as-
semblage, and among them the majority of
decorative types were coarse stonewares,
mainly American brown (Figures 4.12, 4.13;
Table 5.6). The vessels forms in this ceramic
type were either jugs or bottles. Stoneware
was mainly used as a storage vessel for lig-
uids, so this finding is not surprising. One of
the American gray vessels, a jug with cobalt
decoration, had imprinted on it the words
“Goodwin & Webster.” An Internet search of
the name discovered that it was a ceramic
manufacturer located in Hartford, Connecti-
cut, in the early part of the 19th century. Oth-
er small bottles and jugs (21.6% of stoneware
MNYV) were made of American and British
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Table 5.6. Stoneware stylistic categories.

Stoneware MNV % MCD
Refined

White salt glazed (plain) 1 2.7 17625
Debased scratch blue 1 2.7 1780
Astbury ware 1 27 17375
Glazed red refined stoneware 2 54 1810
Jackfield type 2 54 1770
Black basalt 1 2.7 1800
Coarse

Westerwald 1 2.7 17325
Gray, Albany slip interior 3 8.1 1862.5
American gray salt galzed 3 81 18175
Gray, cobalt decoration 1 2.7 1810
American Brown 11 29.7 1825
Brown stoneware bottles 1 2.7 1860
American buff smooth-glazed 2 54 1880
Buff two-tone salt glazed 5 135 1870
British brown 2 54 1723
Total 37 100.0 17725

brown stoneware and white salt glazed.
Porcelain wares accounted for 10.0% of
the total MNV assemblage. This class of ce-
ramic is characterized by underglaze (blue),
Canton, and overglaze enamel decorations
in quantities of five vessels or more and each
consisting of at least 15% of the total porce-
lain vessel count (Figure 5.14; Table 5.7). The
larger proportions of Canton, underglaze
blue and overglaze enamel porcelain cor-
relate with high volumes of pearlware and
whiteware ceramics decorated in the blue/
light blue transfer printed and hand paint-
ed polychrome styles. Since pearlware was
meant as a cheaper avenue for achieving
the stylistic design of Chinese porcelain, it
is understandable that the AMH community
would purchase similarly designed ceram-
ics of different ware types. Whiteware, in a
similar fashion, was the refinement of pearl-
ware to achieve the look of a white porce-
lain ceramics. Canton ware, the porcelain for
the masses, is not an unexpected find either.
Generally, porcelain was a more expensive
and refined ware. Having similar pearlware
and porcelain decorative types eludes to
the possibility that members of the African
Meeting House were not strictly adhering to
the construction of dinner wares in one es-

Figure 5.12. Grey salt glazed stoneware jug with co-
balt decoration.

Figure 5.13. American brown stoneware jug.

tablished set, but instead creating a set from
several different ware types in order to ac-
commodate larger quantities of guests.

Redware, 7.4% of all ceramics, is a utility
ware as evidenced by the abundance of pans
(6), bottle/jug (2) and other hollow ware
(10) objects found in the vessel assemblage
(Figure 5.15; Table 5.8). The aforementioned
vessels were all lead glazed on the interior
in order to hold various liquids. An interest-
ing find is what appears to be the spout of
a teapot made of black manganese glazed
Redware. The exterior of the teapot was also
glazed to give it the appearance of a more
refined ceramic, like Jackfield ware.

The remaining ceramic categories, tin-
glazed, yellow ware and ironstone were
found in low quantities (Table 5.9). As such,
their main utility is in establishing that tin
glazed wares, not commonly produced in
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Table 5.8. Redware stylistic categories.

Porcelain MNV % __ MCD Redware MNV % MCD
Underglaze blue (general) 5 16 1730 Plain lead glazed (brown) 18 78 1750
Underglaze blue (trellis rim) 3 10 17575 Black manganese glazed 2 9 1750
Underglaze blue (spearhead rim) 2 6 1755 Unglazed 2 9 1750
Nanking 3 10 17825 Unglazed flower pot 1 4 1750
Canton 7 23 1815 Total 23 100 1750
Overglaze enamel (general) 5 16 1730

Late porcelain (plain) 1 3 1850+

Plain undecorated sherds 5 16 1730

Total 31 100 1762.4

Figure 5.14. Chinese export Canton porcelain.

the 19th century, were in use at the Meeting
House. Their use suggests possible curation
of ceramics in an existing collection from the
18th century. As evidenced by the discovery
of minimal quantities of ironstone and yel-
low ware fragments, the African Meeting
House occupants continued to purchase and
discard new ceramics in the 1830s and 1840s
but not with the same frequency as previous
ceramics.

Discussion

In Bower’s examination of the AMH ar-
tifact assemblage from her excavation she

Figure 5.15. Small redware storage bottles with an
interior lead glaze. Top: side view; bottom: interior
view.

Table 5.9. Tin glazed, Yellow ware and Iron-
stone categories.

Ceramic type MNV % MCD
Tin glazed

Plain white or blue glazed 2 100 1710
Total 2 100 1710
Yellow ware

Plain (American) 2 67 1885
Banded (white) 1 33 1885
Total 3 100 1885
Ironstone

American plain 1 100 1880
Total 1 100 1880

For purposes of MCD calculation, an end date
of 1900 is used for ironstone.
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identified a large number of ceramics that
she tied to the hosting activities of the Af-
rican Baptist church (1986: 59-60). She sug-
gests that ceramics were necessary to fulfill
the Meeting House’s function as assembly
hall for larger dinners, possibly associated
with “annual celebrations and dinners for
dignitaries” (Bower 1986: 59). At these par-
ties Bower notes that the large proportion of
individual and small serving dishes and tea
services were probably a result of the French
and English modifications of public dinners.
In this incarnation of the public dinner, ap-
petizers and entrees were placed on the table
in several courses, with soup dishes, small
cold meat plates and deserts. Guests would
consume whichever small dishes were near-
est to them, but never quite sampling the
entirety of the meal. The British system had
two major serving courses and less appetiz-
ers, or “kickshaws” than the tripartite French
system (Bower 1986: 59-60).

Bower also suggests that the AMH acted
as a repository for community ceramics in
order to sustain communal parties and din-
ners (1986: 58-59). I believe that size and
nature of the ceramic assemblage supports
the idea that the Meeting House held regu-
lar community dinners in addition to public
events. Scholarship by Mullins on African
Americans in the latter half of the 19th cen-
tury focused on plain ceramics and glass so
they could mismatch sets if necessary. Oral
history, in addition, adds that there was flex-
ibility to dining etiquette; everyday house-
hold ceramics and special occasion wares
were distinguished from one another in Af-
rican American households (Mullins 1999:
152-153). At the African Meeting House the
ceramic decorative styles most prevalent are
plain, hand painted, shell edge and transfer
prints. Examining these ceramics stylisti-
cally, the plain, hand painted and shell-edge
all exhibit large areas of ceramic without
patterning. Most likely the more plain look-
ing wares were used in a group context as
serving trays or in smaller groups as every-

day use dishes; preference for hand painted
wares over transfer prints may also be the
result of community taste.

From our collection of ceramics, white-
ware vessels appear largely as tea wares and
plates in the ceramics. Creamware ceramics
are present as utility objects serving a multi-
plicity of functions, a vast number of which
are plates. Pearlware ceramics are generally
tea wares if they are hand painted. If they
occur as plates and bowls they are usually
shell-edged. Given these trends, creamware
plates were probably used in an everyday
context for community meals because they
are easily replaceable and retain no discern-
able pattern. They would also be useful as
central serving plates for family style dining.
The whiteware plates present are all dark
or light blue transfer, with the exception of
one shell-edged blue plate. Most pearlware
plates are shell-edge blue or green, but sev-
eral are transfer blue as well. One transfer
blue ware appears to be a square bottomed
vessels, possibly a serving dish. It can be
concluded that the less decorated vessels,
like the plain and shell edged wares, were
probably used as serving vessels and the
more decorated wares like the hand painted
and transfer prints were found as place set-
tings during public events. For private com-
munity gatherings it is possible that the less
decorative ceramics were used in contrast to
more formal events, so as to not risk break-
ing the harder to match decorative wares.

It has also been established that the ce-
ramics assemblage represents intense con-
sumption and use in the early part of the
19th century, with relatively few ceramics
that post-date 1840. In part, this could be a
result of the end of Domingo Williams’ ten-
ure in the basement apartment of the AMH.
Williams lived in the AMH from 1819 to 1830
(Bower 1986: Figure 15A). He was a success-
ful caterer, with a career spanning more than
two decades according to a long obituary in
the Liberator on the occasion of his death in
1832 (Bower 1986: 24). Many of the ceramic
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vessels in the AMH assemblage are likely his
trash, and his moving out off the apartment
in 1830 might be part of the reason that there
are fewer ceramics from after this time.

At the same time, the initial period repre-
sented by the ceramics coincides with the es-
tablishment of the African Meeting House as
a major cultural center in the Boston African
American community. The intense period of
ceramic use in the early decades of the 19th
century might reflect the importance of com-
munity dinners at the AMH, with a decrease
in the importance of these events through
time reflected in fewer ceramics purchased
and used in later periods. White granite chi-
na, ironstone, was not produced until 1842
and its near absence in the Meeting House
assemblage suggests that the church com-
munity was not purchasing new ceramics
for community events.

During the 1830s and 1840s there was in-
creasing tension between two separate fac-
tions of the church community (Levesque
1994: 274). Differences of opinion over ap-
proaches to slavery, abolition and racism
sowed the seeds of discontent within the
AMH community, not to mention issues
concerning the role of the Baptist church
in society and their degree of social activ-
ism (Levesque 1994: 274-275). In the initial
years of the 1840’s, racism and tensions over
abolition led to Boston’s increasing violence
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(Levesque 1994: 279-282). This turmoil coin-
cided with the increase of tensions between
two factions of AMH church members claim-
ing to be the true church (Levesque 1994: 280,
283). Divisions over Baptist orthodoxy, lead-
ership direction, and the tactics the commu-
nity should take to address them were the
central focus of this schism (Levesque 1994:
274-276).

A timeline of events at the AMH for 1852
illustrates that the Meeting House was in a
state of disrepair and in need of donations
(Bower 1986: Appendix 1). The same time-
line suggests that during the latter half of the
19th century the frequency of public dining
functions at the Meeting House might have
decreased. With fewer community meals
the need for additional ceramic purchases
decreases. This is most likely result to the
activities that took place after the schism of
the church in 1843. By 1848, Leonard Grimes
had taken over a faction of the AMH Bap-
tist church members and established the
Twelfth Baptist Church (Levesque 1994:
285-288). It soon outdrew the AMH church’s
membership with its more active approach
to abolition. As the Boston African American
community matured so did the diversity of
its needs. Similarly, as the functions of the
community’s public spaces changed, their
need for different type of material culture
changed as well.
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Chapter 6. Medicinal Artifacts from the
African Meeting House Collections

Teresa Dujnic

Introduction

Medicinal practice is one dimension of
daily practice that can be investigated in or-
der to understand the way a community de-
fines itself with respect to its cultural pasts
and the identities of other communities.
Community identity, as one incarnation of
the larger concept of social identity, might
be thought of as an identity “created by a
group according to common experiences or
interests” (Dujnic 2006). The medicinal arti-
facts from the African Meeting House repre-
sent the choices of members of the African
American community with respect to their
health and hygiene. These choices, as well as
other daily practices, were integral to creat-
ing the group as well as the individual. The
analysis of medicinal artifacts at the African
Meeting House site sheds light on the ways
in which African Americans in 19th-century
Boston perceived their place in the medical
world and how this articulates with a sense
of group identity (Dujnic 2005).

Medicinal practice is relevant to the cre-
ation and performance of community iden-
tity as medical choices are made according
to the cultural sensibilities that a person ad-
heres to. Health in the 19th century was un-
derwritten by a discourse of morality and re-
spectability. The various medical options of
the 19th century and their roots in orthodox
medicine or new health trends potentially
carried socially significant messages. The
social context within which these messages
were articulated is central to understanding
a medical assemblage.

In evaluating the choices made at the

African Meeting House, a number of social
contexts must be addressed. The tempera-
ture of social relations between the black
and white populations in Boston is signifi-
cant in that racism was beginning to become
institutionalized in new ways in the 19th
century, as slavery passed out of existence
in the North (Melish 1998; Litwack 1961).
The social tensions created by racism mani-
fested themselves in the ways that African
Americans participated in public health in-
stitutions, private health vendors, and the
innovation of medicine as a profession. The
culture history of African American groups
in Boston are equally important in interpret-
ing the creation of the medical system, since
these systems grew from both the traditions
of the past as well as the dynamic changes
that accompanied new medical trends and
developments.

Historical Context

In the early-19th century, medical treat-
ment was typically performed at home, with
only occasional visits from physicians in
times of crisis (Young 1961). Throughout the
19th century, the choices only multiplied as
medical trends such as Thompsonian medi-
cine, homeopathy, and hydropathy went in
and out of popularity (Armstrong and Arm-
strong 1991). In addition to all of these there
were, of course “regular” doctors. Profes-
sional, or “regular,” medicine in the early-
19th century was known for its often heroic
regimes of bleeding, cupping and purging
(Young 1974). While these treatments lost
some amount of popularity as the century



wore on, professional medicine continued to
be controlled by those doctors following the
latest in modern medical science. These in-
dividuals established and tested medicines
among themselves and formed professional
associations in order to enforce order while
some practitioners were making outlandish
claims. Despite their often-feared treatments,
regular doctors remained an important part
of mainstream medicine and represented
an informed and respectable approach to
medical care. Proprietary medicine was of-
ten chosen as alternative to seeking a pro-
fessional opinion. These medicines ranged
from very harmful to innocuous medicines
and were generally condemned by the pro-
fessional medical community. Despite the
popularity of proprietary medicines and the
multiple sects of alternative medical prac-
tices available throughout the 19th century,
people continued to utilize “regular” profes-
sional physicians even if only in the case of
emergencies, as their remedies continued to
be considered authoritative.

Access to both prescription and propri-
etary medicines could be gained through
a number of avenues, including through a
doctor, an apothecary, and (in the case of pro-
prietary medicine) through stores and inde-
pendent peddlers. Medicines could also be
accessed through a number of public health
institutions and private services.

Medical treatment in 19th-century Bos-
ton was differentially available for black and
white citizens. Black citizens in the city were
consistently dying at higher rates than mem-
bers of the white population, throughout the
later 19th century (Curry 1981: 137; Levesque
1994: 438). While much of the disadvantages
experienced by the black community might
be attributed to their relative poverty, their
health status and absence from public health
institutions is also related to social difference
enforced according to skin color. Where they
did gain access to health care, dominant no-
tions of racial difference and inferiority prob-
ably barred black citizens from receiving
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fair health care treatment. Byrd and Clayton
suggest that “despite medical ethical oaths
or lofty, professional public images, physi-
cians...treat patients on medical-social and
professional levels in ways that mirror the
dominant social norms” (2000: 172). Institu-
tionalized racial discrimination reinforced
economic disadvantages.

Access to public health resources was
generally limited or non-existent for black
citizens. Health care for poor citizens of
Boston was generally administered by the
Overseers of the Poor, which ran Boston’s
almshouse. The almshouse distributed
small amounts of cash, firewood, occasional
medical care, and emergency vaccinations
(as for small pox). Access to these services
was meant for the “needy and worthy cases”
which included the black population in the
early 19th century, but shifted toward the
Irish immigrants in the late 1860s (Boston
City Directory 1823; Curry 1981: 125). In ad-
dition to the meager support offered by the
almshouse, Boston’s black population may
have had access to the Boston Dispensary or
Massachusetts General Hospital. The sup-
port from these institutions was also limit-
ed, however, as the Dispensary required the
sponsorship of a third party benefactor and
the census reported only one black patient
at MGH in 1850 (Curry 1981: 132). The black
population was not entirely excluded from
aid however, as independent organizations
such as the Home for Aged Colored Women
were successful due to the dedication of both
white and black citizens (Levesque 1994). In
general, however, African Americans in Bos-
ton did not find much medical relief at city
institutions.

Exclusion from public health resources
was underwritten by an assumption that
black individuals were not interested in
or capable of engaging with professional
medicine, which was, in the 19th century
dominated by white males. The white com-
munity attempted to exclude blacks from
professional medicine by denying them en-
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try, and media constructed caricatures of Af-
rican American medical practice as rooted in
superstition, violent cures, and unfounded
“magic” (Byrd and Clayton 2000). Stereotyp-
ing of African American health care practices
was prevalent in the context of 19th-century
Boston. One writer for The Boston Herald in
1889 wrote:

It is a well known fact that the ignorant negro
has no faith in any sort of medicine unless it
is so powerful as to affect him in some violent
manner, and the more unheard of the effect the
greater their faith. (“Almost Incredible the Voodoo
Worship Exists Today” 1889).

This article highlights the cultural, religious,
and medicinal beliefs of African Ameri-
cans as antagonistic to the acceptable white
norm.

Exclusion from health treatment outlets
was only one dimension of the ways that Af-
rican Americans were barred from orthodox
medicine. Medical education was similarly
exclusive and would restrict the type of care
available from black doctors and the growth
of African American participation in the de-
velopment of medicine in America. John V.
De Grasse and John S. Rock were the first
two black Boston practitioners to be recog-
nized by the Massachusetts Medical Society
as medical doctors—Degrasse in 1834 and
Rock in 1860 (Horton and Horton 1999). Five
years later, Edwin C. Howard (Degrasse’s
nephew) would be recognized shortly before
his move to Philadelphia. The recognition of
so few practitioners did not mean that the
community lacked medical specialists com-
pletely. Between 1798 and 1863 city records
list 16 additional doctors, natural physicians,
doctresses, as well as an apothecary and a
botanist (Boston City Directories 1800-1863;
Boston Tax Records 1798). Although these
numbers seem meager compared to the
growing population of African Americans in
Boston as the 19th-century progressed (Hor-
ton and Horton 1999), it seems clear that the
black community was making efforts to sup-
port its own health care needs.

The discrimination and racism experi-
enced in Boston’s health system was coun-
tered by community activism. Social organi-
zations such as the African Masonic Lodge,
the African Society, and the Afric-American
Female Intelligence Society provided aid to
the community in the form of funeral insur-
ance, health insurance, educational funds,
and church donations. Similar activism can
also be seen in the generosity of individual
households who funded the construction of
the African Meeting House itself. These ac-
tions were fueled by a strong sense of com-
munity identity. A collective African Ameri-
can identity should not be seen as simply a
reactive alliance in the face of racialization,
but must be understood as an active, inten-
tional, and desirable unification of people
whose ethnic traditions, social and economic
experiences, and belief systems intersected
in important ways. The philosophies behind
this community identity are expressed in the
speeches, political pamphlets, and newspa-
per articles of the abolitionist and racial up-
lift movements of the 19th century.

The messages of black preachers, writers,
and speakers at this time focused on the dual
goals of promoting abolition and strength-
ening the black community. They found au-
diences in both the black and white commu-
nities. Messages about civil rights, economic
prosperity, and the strength in community
interdependence were delivered through
speeches, pamphlets, and newspapers such
as The Liberator. These messages were also
meant as statements for white audiences in
that they demonstrate common ideals (edu-
cation, temperance, moral behavior) and the
same standards of respectability and citizen-
ship that white citizens held.

The documentary record reveals evi-
dence that the community’s medical prac-
titioners played an active role in creating a
self-sufficient community. For example, John
Degrasse’s account books from 1852-1855
reveal that he administered medical aid to
many members of the community, making

—90—



more than 580 visits in the time period be-
tween October 1852 and June 1855 (Degrasse
1852-1857). Many of the visits he made and
prescriptions he wrote went unpaid for—
only 238 of the 580 bills were settled (De-
grasse 1852-1857). Some of this unpaid work
can be easily explained as complementary
service given to extended family members or
close friends. The volume of unpaid bills he
accumulated, however, suggests that he was
willfully accepting patients that were not
able to pay him for his services. On several
occasions he visits Lewis Hayden, an aboli-
tionist famous for taking in fugitive slaves.
At least one of his patients, Eliza Jones, is
listed as a fugitive slave in the account books
of the Boston Vigilance Committee (Jackson
1850-1854). The administration of free care
and care to fugitives demonstrates that the
ideal of mutual aid was being practiced on
a day-to-day scale. By providing medical
support to the community, regardless of a
person’s ability to pay, Degrasse helped to
define the community as a strong and inde-
pendent group.

John S. Rock similarly served the medical
needs of the free black community. As a doc-
tor and a dentist, Rock brought skills to Bos-
ton that were in high demand. As a member
of the Boston Vigilance Committee, he pro-
vided financial support to fugitive slaves
(Jackson 1850-1854). In addition to monetary
aid he offered medical care to these indi-
viduals from his practice on Southac Street,
just a few steps away from Lewis Hayden’s
house (Horton and Horton 1999: 64). Rock
was interested in social action accompany-
ing the rhetoric of the self-help movement
and made efforts to improve the condition
of the free black community. As a successful
doctor, dentist, and lawyer, he was a source
of pride for the community and his efforts
energized blacks to create community soli-
darity through their actions (Horton and
Horton 1999: 65).

Creating a community identity that em-
bodied ideals of community mutual aid,
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self-sufficiency, and respectable behavior
happened on an everyday scale. The medi-
cal practices of doctors such as Degrasse
and Rock illustrate this; however, the way
this played out in the medical choices of a
community might illuminate a more com-
plex and interesting image of the process of
creating and performing a collective identi-
ty. The analysis of the archaeological collec-
tions from the African Meeting House is one
means of accessing the everyday medicinal
practices of this community.

Methodology

Isolating the African American Occupa-
tion of the Site

Focusing on the African American occu-
pation of the site, from 1805-1898, requires
the researcher to consider the nature of the
site itself—to what degree does the stratig-
raphy represent distinct occupation peri-
ods? Who was living in surrounding areas?
Where are the artifacts coming from? Essen-
tially, we are interested in the population
that the deposit represents. Several factors
motivated my interpretation of the site as
representing African American daily life on
the scale of the community and the use of
Terminus Post Quem dates as the primary
means of identifying an artifact with the Af-
rican American occupation or with a subse-
quent occupation.

Both of these interpretations are linked to
the problem of the stratigraphy at the site.
We know very little about the early appear-
ance of the site. The property previously be-
longed to an Augustin Raillion, it was sold
for the building of the AMH in 1805, and it
had a building on it when it was sold. Ex-
cavations in the basement of the Meeting
House revealed a surface in the north portion
of the space that could represent the original
grade of Beacon Hill, sloping south to north
(Bower et al. 1984). Excavations in the East
Alley also revealed some deposits that may
be identified with this surface. Based on this
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evidence, the original investigators posited
that a large portion of the south side of the
parcel had been graded before construction,
which would also explain the fact that exca-
vations come down on subsoil directly be-
low the African Meeting House period de-
posits in the backlot (Bower 1986).

The dating of individual artifacts to the
period of African American occupation was
accomplished by considering a number of
sources of information about an individual
artifact. Whereas the original excavation
isolated Level VI north and its associated
proveniences for detailed investigation, this
distinction is somewhat arbitrary. These de-
posits were interpreted as an early-19th-cen-
tury privy/trash pit (Feature 2) and a sheet
midden created when the contents of Feature
2 were redistributed across the yard “during
or shortly after the 1855 renovation” (Bower
1986:33). These proveniences were not closed
deposits, however, and later material is also
mixed into these relatively well-dated con-
texts. Additionally, previous investigations
did not consider any artifacts recovered out-
side the Level VI north contexts, thus leaving
many artifacts unanalyzed. In the present
investigation, all available information with
respect to the TPQ date, associated artifacts,
the stratigraphic context, and breakage and
curation patterns of particular artifacts was
considered in defining the sample.

The scale of the “African American com-
munity” was also chosen with respect to the
stratigraphic preservation at the site, the
availability of information on adjacent prop-
erties, and the nature of the site as a public
venue as well as a residence. Interpreting the
medicinal assemblage requires a consider-
ation of the many different people who used
this space. Additionally, interpretations must
consider that the excavations at the Meeting
House uncovered many artifacts from adja-
cent 19th-century properties, including Afri-
can American residences at 44 Joy Street and
2 Smith Court.

While certain artifacts might speak to
specific activities, medicine use does not

necessarily fall out neatly with one type of
space usage. Archaeological evidence from
the Boott Mills complex has linked medici-
nal data with household leisure activities,
while sites like the Five Points link these
data with chronic sickness and household
poverty (Bonasera and Raymer 2001; Bond
1989). At the Wayman A.M.E. in Blooming-
ton, Illinois, medicinal data is associated
with group medicine administration (Cabak
et al. 1995).

A comparison of the AMH assemblage
with both domestic (Bonasera and Raymer
2001; Geismar 1982; Mullins 1999) and insti-
tutional (Cabak et al. 1995) assemblages re-
veals a complicated pattern. The institution-
al character of the African Meeting House is
evident in the glass tableware, ceramic, and
faunal material, while the distribution of
beverage and pharmaceutical glass suggests
a more domestic pattern. This discrepancy
may be a function of several factors, includ-
ing the recycling of bottles, which was a wide-
spread practice in the 19th century (Busch
2000). For pharmaceutical glass, however,
a “domestic” pattern is not too surprising.
Presumably, most medicine use happened
in the home. Unless medicine was being
administered at the AMH, pharmaceutical
artifacts should reflect the domestic context
of the basement apartment, some amount of
loss/breakage on the part of visitors to the
site, and the domestic contexts of surround-
ing properties. Given all of these factors, the
assemblage is interpreted as representative
of the 19th-century African American com-
munity in Boston.

Glass Assemblage

The archaeological analysis of medici-
nal practice at the African Meeting House
involved the cataloguing of artifacts from
excavations at the AMH between 1975 and
1985. The cataloguing process was under-
taken in Spring of 2005 at the Boston City
Archaeology Laboratory. The artifacts cho-
sen for investigation included all non-ar-
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chitectural glass, as well as a portion of the
ceramic assemblage that was relevant to the
interpretation. In addition to this, the anal-
ysis considered two glass and one ceramic
artifact recovered in the 2005 excavations in
light of the 1975-1985 assemblage. The glass
artifacts from the African Meeting House
site were catalogued in an AppleWorks Da-
tabase program and transferred to Microsoft
Excel for presentation. During this project
6278 artifacts were catalogued, including
6244 glass artifacts and 34 artifacts from
other material categories that might be con-
sidered pharmaceutical. Because the African
Meeting House building was sold to a Jew-
ish congregation in 1898, all glass with TPQs
later than 1898 were excluded as one means
of isolating the African American occupation
at the site (as will be discussed below). Once
machine-made glass (1903) and other glass
manufactured after 1898 are taken out of the
catalogue, the study assemblage consists of
4899 shards (Table 6.1).

The vessels identified in the assemblage
were then grouped according to functional
categories. In light of the biases often associ-
ated with identifying “function,” I attempt-
ed to create categories that were sufficiently
general and a catalogue that could present
an artifact under multiple functional cat-
egories. These categories include: beverages
(beverage Dbottles), tableware (stemware,
tumblers, plates, decorative containers, etc.),
food (jars, preserve bottles), domestic (non-
food utilitarian), pharmaceutical (medicine
bottles, thermometers, syringes), toiletries
(perfume or cologne bottles), lighting devic-
es (lamp chimney, lamps), personal (beads,
knick-knacks, marbles), and unidentified.
The divisions made in Table 6.1 represent
the “dominant use” of an object, i.e. the use
for which an object was originally created.
On the scale of specific artifact analyses, in-
terpretations with respect to multiple func-
tional classes are more easily explored.

In approaching the glass vessel collec-
tion as a whole, the most useful quantitative
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Table 6.1. Glass functional category counts.

Type Fragments Base Frags.  MNV
Beverages 1329 88 40
Pharmaceutical 423 73 38
Domestic 9 4 4
Food 41 13 12
Toiletries 18 8 8
Tableware 1051 109 48
Lighting Devices 306 14 12
Personal 61 N/A 42
Unidentified 1661 90 19
Total 4899 399 223

method of analysis for this project proved
to be Minimum Number of Vessels (MNV).
This number was calculated by counting
the numbers of bases of each type of vessel,
with each base more than one-half complete
representing one vessel. Where complete
finishes outnumbered bases for any vessel
type, the number of finishes represented the
minimum number of vessels for that vessel
type. Vessel numbers were also assigned to
body or finish fragments that were unique
and therefore not represented by the count
of basal fragments. MNV counts offer a
means of controlling for differential break-
age patterns that can make raw shard counts
misleading. While MNV counts are notori-
ously conservative, hence “minimum,” they
are still one of the best tools for understand-
ing an assemblage as a collection of objects,
rather than as broken pieces.

Vessel counts and the percentage of the
vessel assemblage that each functional cat-
egory represents are outlined in Table 6.2.
When considering only functionally-iden-
tifiable vessels, the assemblage seems to be
split almost evenly between the beverages,
pharmaceuticals, and tableware categories.
Glass distribution patterns seen on other
19th-century sites show similarly high per-
centages for pharmaceuticals and beverages,
but tablewares do not usually dominate the
assemblage. At the Maynard-Burgess House
in Annapolis, a 19th-century African Ameri-
can urban domestic site, the pharmaceuticals
and beverages vessels were found to consti-
tute 28.73% and 31.02% respectively, while
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Table 6.2. Glass vessel counts.

Type MNV Percent
Beverages 40 23.7
Pharmaceutical 38 22.5
Domestic 4 2.3
Food 12 7.1
Toiletries 8 4.7
Tableware 48 28.4
Unidentified 19 11.2
Total 169 99.9

the various glass tablewares made up only
8% of the vessel assemblage (Mullins 1999:
52). This pattern is similarly seen at Skunk
Hollow, a 19th-century rural free black com-
munity in New Jersey (Geismar 1982). The
glass tablewares collected from domestic
sites in this community constitute only 1.7 %
of the fragments of glass, and less than 10%
of the MNV count (Geismar 1982: 127-137).

The abundance of tableware may be at-
tributable to the tenure of Domingo Wil-
liams in the African Meeting House’s apart-
ment as he was a prominent caterer in the
early-19th-century. Although the tablewares
are not the focus of this study, their abun-
dance reaffirms the notion that this site was
not simply domestic in nature.

As discussed above, the African Meeting
House was an intensely used space. Domes-
tic tasks such as food preparation, garbage
disposal, and leisure activities might be as-
sociated with the people living in the AMH
basement apartment. Records indicate that
the space was occupied from 1821 until at
least 1854, although the church had been
renting out the space before 1821 (John Waite
Associates 2004). The objects recovered from
the yard and alleyways also reflect the move-
ment of parishioners, neighbors, political
speakers, and social activists through this
space as some of the objects were undoubt-
edly lost or discarded items during group ac-
tivities. The many classes that came through
the schoolroom and the church dinners held
there may have also had an impact on the
material record.

Pharmaceutical Artifact Analysis and
Discussion

The African Meeting House pharmaceu-
tical assemblage is composed of a mixture
of prescription medicinal vials, proprietary
medicine bottles, and ointment pots. The ob-
ject categories the vessels fall into is outlined
in Table 6.3. The total number of glass phar-
maceutical vessels is 38. In addition to these
bottles, eight tin-glazed ointment pots were
identified, for a total of 46 pharmaceutical
vessels. In addition to these vessels, botani-
cal remains and articles of personal adorn-
ment were considered as possibly playing
a role in the medical system in the African
American community.

Artifacts that would be characterized as
“orthodox” medicine, including prescription
medicine vials, bottles, and ointment pots,
dominate the assemblage. These vessels con-
stitute at least 74% of the pharmaceuticals.
The proprietary medicines make up at least
11% of the assemblage. Seven indeterminate
medicine bottles were identified which could
not be confidently associated with either
proprietary or prescription medicine catego-
ries (15% of the study assemblage). A num-
ber of embossed body shards, which may be
part of the pharmaceutical assemblage, were
identified, but not included in the Minimum
Vessel Count as the embossing is too incom-
plete to confirm the contents of the bottles.

Orthodox medicines are those that could
have been obtained with a prescription from
a physician, from a dispensary, or prepared
at an apothecary (Bonasera and Raymer
2001: 50; Temin 1980: 22). Prescription vials
are typically small, cylindrical vessels with
flanged or flat string rims. Earlier examples
are free blown or dip molded and exhibit
pontil marks (Figure 6.1). The medicines dis-
tributed in these types of bottles were con-
doned by orthodox medical physicians. In
the late 1820s associations such as the Com-
mittee of the Philadelphia Medical Society
on Quack Medicines and New York Com-
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Table 6.3. Pharmaceutical vessel distribution.

Type of Medicine N %

Prescription Medicines 34  74%
15 Vials (small, cylindrical, molded or freeblown, aqua or colorless)
8 Ointment Pots (buff-bodied, tin-glazed; 1 from 2005)
2 Plain Apothecary Bottles (small bottle, molded, aqua or colorless, prescription lip)
4 Embossed Apothecary Plate-Molded Bottles
1 “...HECARIES”
1 “...SOUTHER / APOTHECARY / 75 GREEN STREET / BOSTON...”
1 “F.A. BARTEAUX /96 GREEN ST. COR. LEVERETT/ BOSTON” (2005)
1“..NG & PAT/ OTHECARI/ GREEN ST...” (2005)
3 12-sided Apothecary Vials (aqua, molded, 12-sided)

2 Freeblown Apothecary Bottle (aqua, freeblown, larger than vial)

1  Pill Bottle (aqua, molded, patent lip)
Proprietary Medicines
1 Molded
1 CORDIAL BALM OF GILEAD
4  Plate-Molded
2 BROMO-SELTZER
1 CASTORIA
1 BURNETT’S BOSTON
Indeterminate Pharmaceutical Bottles'
3 Amber Finishes (small bottle, flanged lip)
2 Embossed Plate-Molded Illegible Bottle Bases

1 “so.”

1“rR”
2 Molded with Recessed Panels
Total

5 11%
7 15%
46 100%

! There are 22 body shards, aqua and colorless, with embossing which suggests medicinal function, but may be
patent, proprietary, prescription, chemical, or other bottle-type. (Bag#s: 40,128,291,785,791,501,447,370,472,276,

278,283,278,128 (V-2317), 285, 769, 769, 275, 785, 791, 468, 804).

mittee on Quack Remedies were created
in order to formally question the integrity
of patent medicines (Young 1961: 66). The
mainstream medicinal system pronounced
licensed medical professionals the author-
ity on healing, taking the process away from
folk traditions, alternative healers, and the
individual as the expert on their own health
(Reiss et al. 1977). Prescription medicine was
so