III. ARTIFACTS AND EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY LIFE

A. OVERVIEW OF THE COLLECTION

The most valuable discovery at the Dawson
Family Site was a collection of artifacts dating to
the middle years of the eighteenth century.
Archaeology began as an adjunct to museum
collecting, and a century ago many archaenlogists
conducted excavations only to look for
spectacular objects that could be put in glass
cases. It 1s not for that reason, however, that we
value the discoveries at the Dawson Site. Objects
dug from the ground can tell us about the past, and
modern archaeologists excavate sites mainly to
learn, not to find museum pieces. The artifacts
from the Dawson Site offer information about life
on a small farm near Dover 250 years ago. All of
these artifacts, along with the field records and
other materials from the site, will be kept at the
Delaware State Museum,

We can learn about people through archaeological
artifacts because of our extraordinary, many-sided
relationship with the things we make and use.
Chimpanzees use twigs to draw termites out of
their mounds, and some birds use rocks to break
eggs, but our involvement with objects we have
made or modified goes far beyond such simple
manipulations. As a species, we are in love with
things. We have a million different kinds of tools
that we use for getting food, building shelter,
delivering babies, and every other practical
purpose. We also have enormous numbers of
things with no immediate practical purpose, things
we call art, or magic, or status symbols, or, in the
late twentieth century, “collectibles.” The two
categories merge more often than not, and many
things with clear practical functions, such as
clothes and houses, also serve to fill our lives with
beauty and meaning. Material possessions can
reveal much about their owners, from the kind of
work they do to their ideas about beauty, politics,
and the structure of the universe. Even an object
as simple as a ceramic bowl can tell us something
about the people who used it. Its size, for
example, may relate to a particular custom of
dining: whereas we would use a small bowl, one
for each diner, in other cultures diners eat froma
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large, communal bowl. A bowl with a handle is
made to be held in the hand during use, whereas
one without a handle is meant to remain on the
table. Scratch marks on the bottom of a bowl
show that its contents were stirred with a metal
spoon. A bowl's decoration may convey further
meanings; for example, many European bowls of
Thomas Dawson’s time were painted with
imitations of Chinese designs, which gives us an
idea of what people thought of as beautiful, and
also reminds us that in the Dawsons’ day
Europeans admired China and the products of its
civilization. A bowl found in Delaware, made in
England and painted with Chinese designs, also
anticipates the worldwide cultural convergence
that has produced the global civilization of the
twentieth century. It is because people invested so
much in their material possessions, and chose
many of them with such care, that archacologists
can use artifacts to learn about people who lived
in earlier times.

During the excavations at the Dawson Family
Site, about 14,600 artifacts were unearthed {Table
5). For general purposes we can divide the
collection into three parts: the artifacts from the
plowzone, those from the cellar (Feature 1), and
those from the pit features. About 7,300 artifacts
came from the plowzone, where objects dating to
the colonial period were mixed with asphalt
fragments, pop tops. and other twentieth-century
trash. Because the material from the Phase II
testing of the site came primarily from the
plowzone, it only hinted at the wealth of
information we would find in the cellar and in the
other features. During the final excavations, we
tried to dispose of most modern objects in the
field, except for wire nails (post-1850), which we
retained as a sort of index of twentieth-century
disturbance. However, with some kinds of objects,
especially glass and brick, it is not easy to
distinguish the modermn specimens  from
eighteenth-century ones, so some of the material
we saved was probably recent. As Table 5 shows,
there was much more bottle glass in the plowzone
than in the features, and much of that glass was
probably modern. Parts of the plowzone had also




Table 5. Historic Artifacts from the Dawson Family Site

Artifact Group/Class Cellar Pits Plowzone Total Percent
KITCHEN
Ceramics 2416 1246 3171 6833 46.7
Bottles & Other Glass 215 535 1784 2534 17.3
Tumblers/Wine Glasses 16 [ 5 27 0.2
Kitchenware 5 . 1 ] "
Tableware 17 G 3 26 0.2
Kitchen Subtotal 2669 1792 4064 0426 64.3
ARCHITECTURAL
Window Glass 18 22 747 787 5.4
Nails, Spikes, etc. 1219 649 1353 3221 22.0
Door Parts 6 2 1 9 0.1
Architectural Subtoral 1243 673 2101 4017 274
ARMS
Lead Shot 1 . 2 5] i
Gunflints 7 1 ; 8 0.1
Arms Subtotal 8 1 2 11 0.1
CLOTHING
Buttons & other fasteners 45 16 26 &7 0.6
Buckles 16 2 9 27 0.2
Clothing Subtotal 61 17 35 114 08
TOBACCO PIPES
White Clay Pipes 37a 124 86 S8R 4.0
PERSONAL
Coins 7 2 2 11 0.1
Hygiene 2 22 1 25 0.2
Personal-Other 2 1 5 &8 0.1
Personal Subtotal 11 25 8 44 0.3
ACTIVITIES
Sewing Related 37 2 . 39 03
Horseshoes and Horse Tack 22 2 16 40 0.3
Toys and Music 2 ’ 2 4 =
Tools 11 1 I 13 0.1
Other Activities 109 173 72 354 24
Activities Subtotal 181 178 91 450 31
TOTAL' 4551 2810 7287 14630 100.0

+Less than 0.1 percent. Not including 765 unidentified, 750 faunal/floral, and 4,079 miscellaneous building
material (brick, mortar, etc),
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been pushed around by earth-moving machines.
Because the plowzone collection  was
contaminated and disturbed, much of the
discussion that follows focuses on the arlifacts
found in the features.

The majority of the artifacts in the plowzone—at
least the majority of those we brought back to the
laboratory—dated to the eighteenth century. The
datable artifacts included fair amounts of white
salt-glazed stoneware (1720 to 1803) and
creamware (1762 to 1820), but not much
pearlware (1775 to 1850) or whiteware (post-
1815). The artifacts suggest a span of occupation
for the site of about 1740 to 1780. Because
Thomas Dawson died in 1754, and his son,
Richard, sold the farm in 1756, it can be assumed
that the site was occupied by someone else after
the Dawsons left it. These later occupants were
presumably  tenants  of Thomas Nixon.
Creamware, introduced in 1762 and quite common
by 1770, could serve as a useful indicator for
dividing the Dawsons’ use of the site from that of
the later, tenant occupation.

More than 4,500 artifacts came from the cellar.
The cellar, designated Feature |, measured 11.8 by
13.6 feet and was about 4 feet deep. Because part
of the cellar had been destroyed during the
construction of U.S. 13, only about two-thirds of
it was actually excavated. Most of the artifacts
came from Strata C and D, two layers full of ash,
oyster shell, and animal bones, which shows that
this material began as kitchen trash.

Stratum A, the top layer of the cellar, yielded
seven pieces of creamware, which would date to
after the Dawsons had abandoned the site.
However, this top layer was really only plowzone
soil that had washed into the cellar hole, or was
pushed there by the plow. many years after the
cellar had been abandoned, and it also included a
sherd of ironstone dating to after 1900 and two
wire nails. The trash layers deeper in the cellar did
not contain any creamware, or any other artifacts
dating to after 1760. The terminus post guem—that
is, the date of the most recent securely dated
artifact in the trash layers—is 1744, and most of
the artifacts seem to date to the 1745-1735 period.
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It appears that the cellar was filled with trash
before the site as a whole was abandoned. Since it
is hard to imagine anyone filling in a cellar with
trash while the house above it was still occupied,
it can be assumed that the tenants built a new
house somewhere else on the property. A house
built like the Dawsons’, held up by wooden sills
resting directly on the ground, would not have
lasted more than a couple of decades anyway.
Since no evidence of the new house was found, it
seems likely that it was situated somewhere to the
west, under present-day U.5. 13.

The time of abandonment of the first house and the
filling in of the cellar may correspond to the end of
the Dawson occupation. Since most of the material
in the cellar appears to date to the 1740s and
1750s, which matches perfectly with the Dawsons’
tenure, it may all derive from their household.
Such neat fits between archaeological data and the
documentary history of a site are actually not
common. Most historical archaeologists have
fooled themselves at least once by assuming that
building abandonmenis or site rearrangements
should correspond to documented changes in
ownership, so we are suspicious of this kind of
neat connection. More often, the archaeclogically
documented occupation of a site mysteriously
continues after the written records stop (as with
the Dawson Site as a whole), or seems to begin
before there is any written record of the site’s
existence (as at the McKean/Cochran Farm
[Bedell et al. 1998a]), and buildings are sometimes
rebuilt or torn down without any indication of the
event showing up in the written records. But the fit
between the artifacts in the cellar and the Dawson
occupation is a very good one, and the probability
is quite high that in this case the cellar was used
only by the Dawsons, and that its contents do
derive from the Dawson household.

How did the artifacts found in the cellar get there?
The question of how objects end up where we find
them is one of the most difficult in archaeology,
and often we simply have to admit that we have no
answer. As a further complication at this site, the
material in the Dawson cellar was not taken
directly from the kitchen and dumped into the
hole. Instead, it was put in at least one other place
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FPLATE 22: Forks

1987). Three of the knives recovered from the
Dawson Site had wide, slightly upward-arching
blades, one with the bulbous tip intact. This type
of knile was common from 1700 to 1770 and was
designed exclusively for use in tandem with a
fork.

Knives and forks were, along with the tea
service, props for a new kind of socializing that
emphasized manners and the knowledge of new
rules of behavior. Nobody could aspire to enter
“genteel society” without a knowledge of this
new etiquette. Even among more ordinary
people. the ability to take tea properly and
comport oneself acceptably at dinner became an
gssential part of respectability. The artifacts
found at the Dawson Site show us that the
Dawsons were, in these terms, fully respectable
people. They took tea from china dishes and used
matching knives and forks. and we can assume
that they knew how to use these objects properly.
Similar artifacts from the dwellings of other
ordinary Delaware farmers (Bedell et al. 1998b:
De Cunzo et al, 1992; Grettler et al. 1995) show
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us that the Dawsons were by no means unusual
in this regard, and the desire to participate in the
new sociability of tea and table was widespread
in their society.

E. TOBACCO PIPES AND
INDIVIDUALITY

We found 588 pieces of white clay tobacco pipes
at the Dawson Family Site, 402 from the
features. This is a rather high number for a
Delaware Valley site, but still low compared to
sites in the Chesapeake region, where some sites
yield thousands of pipe fragments. One intact,
highly decorated pipe bowl was found in Feature
7 (Figure 20). This specimen bore the coat of
arms and motto of the English royal family, a
nice symbol of loyalty to the motherland at this
colonial outpost. A different sort of symbolism
may be contained in the large number of pipe
bowls we identified bearing the initials TID. The
initials were applied by the maker of the pipes, in
England. “TD" was a common maker’s mark in
the early and mid-eighteenth century, and TD




pipes have been found on other sites in Delaware
(Catts et al. 1995; Grettler et al. 1996: Walker
1966). But nowhere have TD pipes made up as
large a percentage of that total as at the Dawson
Site. We found 21 pipe bowls with makers’
marks on the site, and 18 bore the initials “TD.”
Several different types of mark were represented,
S0 it was not simply a case of Dawson having
bought all his pipes in one lot. It is possible that
Dawson chose the TD pipes because the initials
matched his own. The desire to stamp
possessions with a personal monogram was
common in the eighteenth century, and wealthy
men in Britain and the colonies had their
personal seals applied to wine bottles, pipes,
clothing, and other objects. Thomas Dawson was
not wealthy enough to order specially made
objects marked with his monogram, but he could
take advantage of the coincidence that his initials
matched those of several British pipemakers.

F. A FEW OTHEE THINGS

Perhaps the most impressive single object from
the Dawson Site was the gunlock we found in the
cellar on the last day of the excavations (Plate
23). The lock was from a hunting or fowling
piece, not a military gun, and was probably made
in England before 1750. It was very well
preserved by the basic soil in the cellar, and after
it had been cleaned even the threads on the
screws were clearly visible. The lock is unusual
in that it seems to be a hybrid of pieces made in
different times and places. The lock and striking
plate are sleek and very well made, and the lock
had mounts where decorative brass plates were
once attached. The hammer, however, was larger
and much more crudely made than the rest of the
lock, and it had an odd-looking oversized screw
to hold in the flint. The hammer was probably a
later addition, not up to the standards of the
original gunsmith. When it was new, this gun
was a fine piece, but by the time it found its way
into the ground it was old and had been repaired
in tather slapdash fashion. The condition of the
gunlock is particularly interesting in light of the
Dawsons’ inventory, discussed in Chapter I,
which describes so many of his possessions as
“old.” As he aged, Thomas Dawson seems to

FIGURE 20:

Drawing of a Tobacco Pipe with
the Royal Coat of Arms

have slid down the economic scale a little, so that
he was not able to keep up the standard of living
he had attained earlier in his life. The glass found
at the Dawson Site included pieces of bottles,
tumblers, stemmed drinking glasses, and small
vials. A nearly complete vial of the type used to
hold pharmaceuticals was found in the cellar.
Fragments of drinking glasses point, again, to the
refinement of the Dawsons’ table, and the
pharmaceutical vials indicate another kind of
consumer good. Two pieces of mirror glass were
found, and a glass disk that we think is the
crystal from a watch. If this glass piece is from a
watch, it would be an important discovery, It
came from the lower levels of the cellar, amidst
artifacts we believe date to Thomas Dawson’s
lifetime. Dawson’s inventory does not indicate
that he owned a watch, and in his lifetime
watches were significant on several levels. They
were fashionable ornaments, and they were also
both tools and symbols of a new business
mentality in which time was money and a man of
affairs kept careful wrack of how he and his
employees spent their hours.

The tools from the site included sewing needles,
pins, and two pairs of scissors for making or
repairing clothes, as well as tools for working on




the farm and around the house. One interesting
item was a broken, badly rusted pair of dividers
or calipers, which would have been used for
careful measuring or drawing. We also found a

be of the highest importance to both senders and
receivers. As James A, Moore wrote, . . style
has a heavy information content—only a few bits
of information are transmitted; however, these

PLATE 23: Gunlock and Three Gunflints

small pair of tongs called a “smoker’s
companion,” used for picking up a coal from the
fire to light a pipe. A Jew’s harp points to the
making of music at the Dawson place, and a clay
marble, to children’s games. In all, the artifact
collection from the Dawson Site provides a
remarkable glimpse of life on one small
eighteenth-century farm.

G. MESSAGE AND MEANING

One way to think about the meaning of
archaeological artifacts, or any part of material
culture, 1s to ask what messages the objects may
have been intended to convey. All things made to
be seen by others—clothes, (eacups, building
facades, gardens—are
communication. Although the messages they
send may not be complex, they may nonetheless

mstruments of
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bits are heavily invested with meaning. By
implication, style will not carry trivial
information”™ ({Moore [983:184). Artifacts
associated with highly visible categories such as
the outer layer of clothing and the exterior of
dwellings can transmit the most information to
the largest number of people over the longest
period of time (Wobst 1977:328-329), What
messages were the occupants of the Thomas
Dawson Site trying to send about themselves?

At first glance, it may seem that the signals were
contradictory. Surely, we might think, the
message sent by a decorated teacup was undercut
or canceled by using that teacup in a run-down
house on a farm without even a privy. The
enthusiasm with which ordinary Delaware
farmers took to many of the eighteenth century”s
new fashions suggests that they. at least, had no



trouble understanding what these objects
conveyed. To them, there was no contradiction in
using new-style consumer goods in their old-
fashioned homes. Indeed, it might be that the
apparent contradiction is part of the message.
Their clothes, dishes, and other accessories show
that their log cabins and rough-hewn farms did
not define these people, or limit their aspirations.
By acquiring “high-style” possessions they may
have been asserting that despite their narrow
circumstances they belonged to something larger,
to the international high-style “culture™ that
transcended established ethnic and economic
boundaries (Pendery 1992:58). To the aristocrats
whose fashions they copied, they may have been
saying, “T'm as good a man (or woman) as you.”

If the residents of the Dawson Site spent so much
of their decidedly limited resources on what
seem like showy but nonessential trinkets, it may
be because, to them, these items were anything
but trivial. The message these items sent about
their owners was a very important one.

H. ARCHAEOLOGY AND PROBATE
INVENTORIES

1. Inventories and Eighteenth-Century History

We have two main ways of approaching the
material world of the eighteenth century: through
the archaeclogy itself and through probate
inventories. Probate inventories are lists of the
possessions of a person who has recently died.
Thomas Dawson’s own inventory, which is
presented in Chapter I, has been referred to a
number of times in this report. Such lists were
made for estate and tax purposes in many parts of
Europe beginning in the later Middle Ages, and
later in colonial America (Jomes 1980:277;
Shammas 1990:2). These lists of possessions are
sometimes very detailed, itemizing chairs, pots,
pigs, and even bags, and provide a marvelous
window into the homes of people who lived long
ago.

Historians interested in home life have made a
minor industry out of studying probate
inventories, Many of the discussions about
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eighteenth-century material life written over the
past 20 years contain references to these
documents (Carr and Walsh 1980, 1994; Main
1988; Shammas [989; Weatherill 1988
Inventories have proved useful to historians in
the study of such issues as standards of living,
overall wealth, self-sufficiency, economic
diversification, and, through the presence of
clocks in these lists, the spread of our modern,
regimented way of using time (Shackel 1993).
Historians have discussed at some length the
possible problems of bias in the sample obtained
using probate inventories—age bias, as these
inventories are mostly for older individuoals, and
wealth bias, as many poor people are excluded
from the sample. There seems to be general
agreement, however, that probate inventories are
quite accurate (Jones 1982; Main 1974). But are
these documents really accurate? Most classes of
eighteenth-century documents cannot readily be
checked, but probate inventories can be verified,
at least in part, by comparing them with the
findings of archaeology (Bedell 2000; Martin
1991; Walsh 1992; Yentsch 1990).

Because Thomas Dawson's inventory survives,
along with a large sample of artifacts that appear
to date to his lifetime, the present research
offered the opportunity to take stock of the
relationship between probate inventories and
archaeology in Delaware. The Dawsons’ farm is
the fourth excavated site in Delaware for which
an inventory also survives; the others are the
William Strickland Plantation {Catts et al. 1993),
the Hawthorne Site (Coleman et al. 1984), and
the Charles Robinson Plantation (Thomas et al.
1994). In these cases we can make a direct
comparison between the archaeological findings
and the inventories. Beyond this, we can
compare the inventories in general to the 12
eighteenth-century farm sites that have been
professionally excavated and fully reported for
New Castle and Kent counties (Table 14). Our
sources for inventory data are the 200 New
Castle County inventories compiled during the
study of the Augustine Creek North and South
sites (Bedell et al. 1998b) and an additional study
of Kent County inventories undertaken as part of
this investigation. The Kent County study




Table 14. List of Excavated Eighteenth-Century Sites in Delaware
Date of
Site Duate Type Inventory Reference
John Powell 1690-1735 Farm Grettler et al. 1995
Augustine Creek South 1726-1760  Farm Bedell et al. 1998b
Wm. Strickland 1726-1760  Farm 1754 Catts et al. 1995
Dawson Family 1735-1756  Farm 1754
Augustine Creek North 1750-1810  Tenant Farm or Bedell et al. 1998b
Dwelling
Charles Robinson 1762-1783  Farm 1776 Thomas et al. 1994
McKean/Cochran 1 1750-1790 Tenant Farm Bedell et al. 1998a
Benjamin Wynn 1765-1822 Tenant Farm and Grettler et al, 1996
Blacksmith's Shop
Whitten Road 1760-1830  Farm Shaffer et al. 1988
William Hawthome 1760-1900 Farm 1789 Coleman et al. 1984
Bloomsbury 1761-1814  Tenant Farm occupied Heite et al. 1998
by Native Americans
Diarrach Store 1775-1860 Store, then Tenant De Cunzo et al. 1982
House
MeKean/Cochran 11 1790-1830  Farm Bedell et al, 1998a

included 190 inventories, most of them from the
1740s, 1750s, and 1760s. We also collected a
few inventories from the 1720s, 1730s, and
1790s, to get a longer time perspective. We
followed the general methods of Carr and Walsh
(1988) and Gloria Main {1988} so that our data
from Delaware would be roughly comparable
with their results from New England and the
Chesapeake region.

Inventories tell us about many things that
archaeologists never find. They list objects that
do not survive in the ground, such as clothing,
bed linens, rugs, paintings, and books, as well as
valuable objects that were rarely lost or thrown
away, such as silver buckles and gold jewelry.
Archaeology gives us an incomplete picture of
eighteenth-century life, and the picture we get, as
the inventories show us, is in many ways also
misleading. For example, for the time before the
introduction of creamware in the 1760s,

archaeologists find rather few plates on farm
sites, but after 1770 plates become very common.
This does not mean, however, that before 1760
farmers in Delaware did not use plates; they
simply ate from plates made of pewter, which
were rarely thrown away, or of wood, which do
not survive. Kent County inventories show us
that in the 1740s and 1750s at least 75 percent
even of poor families owned pewter dishes, and
100 percent of middling and well-off families
owned such dishes (Table 13). A picture of
eighteenth-century life drawn entirely from
archaeology would be greatly impoverished.

Our main objective in studying the Delaware
probate inventories was to learn more about how
people in the eighteenth century lived. We
wanted to know what kind of furniture most
people had in their houses, how many of them
had pewter dishes or equipment for serving tea,
whether they read books or made music, what




