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Current approaches to the study of urban groups depend

to a large extent on the analysis of particular categories of

artifacts, each of which is treated more or less in

isolation. Furthermore, the emphasis has been on examining

variability between broad social groups (Otto 1977 Baker

19ga:; Bridges and Salwuwen 19g8:; Miller 1986 Cressey,

Stephens, Shephard, and Magic 1382)>. This has led to an

approcach which stresses homogeneity within groups ., rather

than variahility, and frequently produces research +that is

based on simplistic assumptions and results in self-evident

ansuwers,

I have suggested elsewhere (Wise 13883a) that historical

archaeologists in general, and urban archaeologists in



particular, need to address themselwves to questions which can
be answered more effectively through archaeological research
techniques than through historical research techniques. 1
have also seggested that questions which focus on consumer
behavior are particularly aprropriate for archaeaolaogical
research. However, the nature of archaeclogical assemblages
presents certain very real limitations. To begin with, these
assemblages represent merely "a distorted reflection" of a
behavioral svstem (Schiffer 1975:11-12), rather than the
syvstem itself. Furthermore, a review of standard of living
studies conducted in the first decade of the twentieth
century <(More 19877 Chapin 19097 Byington 1918; and
Streightoff 19112 indicates that ceramics, the artifacts that
archaeologists rely on most heavily for socio-economic data
(largely because they are the most abundant), account for
only a very small proportion of +the household expenditure.
Finally, archaeological assemblages, even within a single
social or economic group, display a wide range of variability
that is difficult to deal with when examined in detail.
Quantitative techniques such as those developed by Scouth
(1977> are, in fact, most wuseful for uncowvering the
similarities between apparently disparate groups or for
grouping them into broad categories. Nonetheless, by
cembining archaeclogical and historical research techniques
with the insights of modern material culture studies, it is

truly, not merely thecoretically, possible to achieve a better



understanding of the relationship betueen material

assemblages and the behavioral system.

Although only a preliminary analysis of the
archaeological collection has been completed, +the artifact
assemblages recovered from +tuo privies in a uworKingclass
neighborhood of Wilmington, Delaware, provide an oppertunity
to explore this approach. At first glance, these assemblages
present certain inconsistencies which are not readily
explainable. For instance, although the +tuwe privies uere
clearly filled at about the same time, probably after 1918,
cne privy contains many items dating from about 1858, while
the other contains many items which clearly date after 1880,
and others uwhich probably date after 13818. There are also
significant differences in the purchase cost of the ceramics
in these assemblages, as well as in the range of ceramic and
glass items recoverad. Houever, by considering information
from standard of living studies conducted at the turn of the
century and from modern material culture studies conducted
within the last decade, and by considering the effect of
specific discard activities on the archaeqlogical record, it
is possible to begin +to understand how these assemblages
relate to the inventory of material items in wuse by the
household at the time they were discarded or at some point
prior to their discard, as well as the manner in which these

items were used. This is a first essential step in



reconstructing the Kinds of purchasing decisions made by

these households.

Five privies associated with the four properties on the
south side of Lafavette Street and with one property at the
corner of Lafavette and Justison Streets were excavated in
1979 by Mid-Atlantic Archaeological Research, Inc. as part of
a locationsidentification study conducted for the Delauware
Department of Transportation. All five privies had been
looted by bottle collectors, but the archaeological
contractor felt that useful information could be obtained by
re-excavating the looted privies, and that the experience
gained here would help to prevent errors in the excavation of
intact features elsewhere in the project area (Richard L.
Regensburg: rersonal commuhication 1334, Mid-Atlantic

Archaeological Research n.d.>.

This judaement was based to a large degree on an
understanding of the way in which +these particular bottle
collectors operated. Once a privy was located by probing and
uncovered, one of the bottle collectors would stand in the
privy and dig throush the fill, pushing the loosened dirt +to
one side and putting bottles or other objects of interest
into a bucket, which would then be hauled up to the surface
by the other members of the team. When the pile of 1loosened

fill was toco large to uncover any more artifacts, the fill



was also hauled to the surface and dumped next to the opeh

priuvy. When the bottle collectors had finished digging

through the fill, they would leave the last pile of loosened

fill in the privy. They would then backfill the privy,

shoving in the backdirt pile next to the privy, and throwing

in  any large objects., such as cinder blockKs and old
refrigerators, that might be lving around nearby. These
bottle collectors were generally conscientious about

backfilling in order to avoid antagonizing property ouwners,
particularly the City of UWilmington, from whom they had
obtained permission to dig. This means that most , if not
all, of the artifacts recovered from a re-excavated privy
were originally deposited in that privy, although some more
modern artifacts may have been included during backKfilling,

and stratigraphic relationships had been destroved.

The privies of this tale are located in the rear vards
of 406 and 404 Lafavette Street; a one-block alley on the
western edge of the uwrban core of Wilmington, Delaware.
These +two properties were part of four -res idence rou
constructed after 1345 as speculative housing, and were ouwned
as a single blocK until about 1888, when Bridget Feeney besgan
selling off one lot at a time after the death of her husband.
PDennis and Julia Curran purchased 486 Lafayvette in 1892, and
John Curran purchased 494 Lafayette in 1885 (Wlilmington City

Registry). John Curran, laborer, lived on this property uwith



his wife Annie wuntil 1896, but annie returned in 1988,
apparently after John's death. She appears to have lived
there until her own death about ten years later. Dennis and
Julia Curran, on the other hand, never lived at 486
Lafayette. The heads of the households occupying this
property were most frequently listed as laborers in the city
directories, and rarely lived there <for more than a few
years. In 1911, a sewer was installed in Lafayette Street,
and all the preoperties along the street were connected within
a year (City of Wilmington Sewer Department Work Orders).
Anhie Curran so0ld her property to Catherine Curran.,
probablyto defray the cost of seuwer installation, although

she continued to live there.

The Front Street block between Justison and Washington,
including the Lafayvette Street properties, was purchased by
the Wilmington Housing Authority in the late 1968's for urban
renewal. The existing ?tructures were demolished and the
remaining demolition rubble covered by select fill, a coarse
sand and gravel with a high compaction rating. The entire
blockKk was then left to be overgrown with grass and a variety
of weeds. All five of these re-excavated were barrel-lined,
and all but one were three or four barrels deep. Feature &,
one of the features to be considered here, consisted of only
one slightly truncated barrel. Although all five privies had

been disturbed by the bottle collectors, it Was found that



Feature S5, the other feature considered in this paper, had
been only partially disturbed and that more than half of th
original contents was undisturbed. The inferences and
conclusions which 1 draw here are largely possible because of

the presence of these undisturbed deposits.

It is likely that the privies associated with all of
these proparties were abandorned shortly aftter the
irstallation of seuwers. Techniques for disposing of human
wastes which did not reugqire the use of either a subsurface
Privy or a saner such as dry privy arrahgements , Wwere
available and in use inmanyurban areas during this time
reriod, but I have not as yvet found any evidence +that +these
technique=z were in use in kilmington. Meanceramic dates are
nrot appropriate for this pericd, but Feature & contained
several pressed glass patterns which were first manufactured
in the 18868's as well as bottlez which date from the
beginning of the twentieth century. Regardless of when +the
privies were actually abandoned. the archaeological evidence
indicates that +the +twa privies being cons idered here
(Features 5 and &) were filled at about the same +time. The
undisturbed levels of Feature 5 contained crossmends with at
least 27 vessels recovered from Feature 6, and Feature &
contained a smaller number of crossmends with wvessels in
Feature 5. It is important to understand +that these

crossmends did not result from the accidental inclusion of



sherds which had been KicKing around on the zurface for lang
cper iods of time. Mone o+ these crossmends (in fact, none of
the sherds from either privy) displayed frost-spalling, a
common source of damage to sherds in surface deposits. lde
cah, therefore, conclude that the tuwo privies were filled at
about the same time, probably within the same vear. As I
have indicated, however, the material assemblages are wvery

different.

To begin with, the aszsemhlages in these privies appear
to be the result of different disposal Processes. The
occupants of 406 Lafayvette (Feature B6) disposed of a wvast
quantityof glass and ceramic objects (215 ceramic vessels and
9€ glass wvessels) in a short space of time. This is unliKely
to have occurred through rnormal breakage. Mrs. Curran , oh
the cother hand, disposed of only 37 ceramic wvessels in a
similar periocd of time. Furthermore, although 123 glass
vessels wWwere recovered from Feature 5, 380X of these vessels
were pharmaceutical, condiment, and household chemical
bottles which were probabhly discarded soon aftter the contents
had bheen used, while in Feature § less than 84 of the glass
vessels were from +this groufF . This suggests that the
assemblage from Feature 5 was primarily a result of daily
disposal activities, i which ) var iety of items are
discarded in a discrete series of ewvents because they are

broken or used up, while the assemblage from Feature 5 was



the result of "housecleaning" activities, in which old,

obsolete, and/or no longer wanted items are discarded in a

single event.

The relative frequency of certain ceramic vessels forms

also suggests that the tuwo assemblages are the result af

different disposal proceszsses, Miller has suggested (1986:13>

that cups are more likelw to break during normal usage thahn

saucers because they are handled more and are subjected to

extremas of temperatura. This means that a ceramic

collection which accumul ates from refuse discarded during

daily activities is 1likKely to contain a higher frequency of

cups in comparison wWwith saucers. And, in fact, 268 cups uHere

represented in the Featurs 3 assemblage, but only 18 saucers.

The Fezature 6 aszemblage. on the other hand. produced equal

numbers of cups and saucers.

A closer look at the Feature BE assemblage provides

further confirmation of this interpretation. To begin with,

the actual manufacture periocd of many of the artifacts in

this collection appear to date about fifty vears earlier than

the closing of the feature. fimong other items, there are the

bases of two burning fluid lamps of a tvpe dating from +the

18580 's (Spillman 192 1316 and a hnearly complete burning

fluid hand lamp from the same period. The use of these types

of lamps had, however, been superceded almost universally by



Kerozene lamps by the turn of the century (Spillman 198
Y. Approximately 18 of the ceramic wvessels from this
feature are trans+fer printed wares typical of the
mid-nineteenth century. One pattern, "Carrara", made by J.
Holland, has a date mark, Nov. 4, 1852. Other artifacts from
this +time period include fragments of at least four
Washington/Tavlor historic flasks, as uwell as other decorated
flasks. Feature 5, on the other hand, shows no such evidehce

of reuse,

The evidence of reusze in Feature & is of particular
interest because of parallels with certain modern material
culture studies conducted at the University of Arizona.
Based ona study of reuse patterns for furniture and
appliances conducted in Tucseon in 19768, Schiffer, Downing,
and McCarthy concluded (1981:84> +that +the major factors

promoting household acquisition through reuse were:?

1. Early stages of the +household developmental cycle.

2. Low status or income.

2. High residential mobility.

Many of the households which occupied 486 Lafavette Street

fit this profile, Certainly the presence af glass and

19



ceramic vessels from the 18358's suggests that reuse was ohe
mechanism used by the household which produced the assemblage
in Feature B to acquire materials items. Schiffer and his
colleagues (1981:84> also suggest that the disposal of items
in the howusehold inventory. whether by discard or +through
reuse mechanisms, can be related to changes in the social
status of either individuals or households. Mowving a
household from one residence to another is one Kind of change
which frequently results inthe disposal of material culture
(Bowning, personal communication’. If this rove is
accompanied by a rise in economic status, the conditions
mavbe ideal for disposing of secondhand items for which new
replacements can be purchased for a small fraction of the
household's annual income. This may be the situation which

produced the assemblage in Feature B,

Recognizing how items in an assemblage have been
acquired is only one step in understandina +the relationship
betuween the archaeological assemblage and the inventory of
material items in use by a household. While many reused
items are laterally cvcled, that is to say, they are
transferred from one ouwner to another, but continue to serwve
the same purpose (Schiffer et al. 19R1:68). Others may be
changed either in form (recvcling? or in function (sacondary
reusel). WNone of the reused items <from Feature & shous

evidence of recvcling, but at least some may have been used

11



for purposes other than those for which they were originally
intended. This is particularly true of the historic flasks,
which were originally made to contain whiskey. It is,
however , unl ikely that thevcontinued +to be used for this
purpose for forty or fifty vears. Instead, their function
changed from "container" to "decoration". Household
descriptions and photoaraphs in standard of living studies
from the first decade of the century (More 1967, Byington
131©> su3gest that bric-a-brac was a common feature of
workKkingclass households occupying residences of the same size
as the Lafavette Street properties. The transfer printed
ceramics may alsc have served decorative purposes rather than
the more utilitarian functions for which they uere originally

intended.

The fact that these two assemblages were the result of
different disposal practices affects the degree to whichtheyw
reflect other aspects of the behavioral system. The
artifacts recovered from Feature 5 are likely +to provide
information on a variety of activities which occurred on a
regular basis during +the peried in which the privy uwas
filled. The artifacts recavered from Feature &, on the other
hand, reflect a specific grour of items, many of whih appear
to have been secondhand, and which were being replaced.
Thus, the ceramic assemblage from Feature 6 appears to be

f3irly complete. It includes evervthing from flower pots to

12



teaware, and from it we should be able to develop a Ffairly
complete description of +the role of ceramics in the
household, even though a wuwide variety of styles are
represented. Teawares, for instance, are divided between the
more delicate handpainted wvessels which include teapot
fragments as well as flaring sided cups with matching saucers
in a number of different patterns, and the CC, ironstone, and
stamp decorated vesssls, which include straight-sided cups,
mostly plain saucers, and no teapots. Plates are either
shell -~edged or transfer-printed, and may marKk a distinction
between evervday dishes and "good" dishes. I should note
here that these shell-edged platas are not these typical of
the first half of the nineteenth certury, but rather appear
to be wery late examples on a white ironstone body with a
bluish glaze. A variety of locally made reduwares and
stonewares, including pie pans, pitchers, and jars, were used

in the Kitchen for both storage and cooKing.

The ceramic assemblage from Feature S5, on the other
hand,. is considerably less varied. This may be because IMrs.
Curran owned fewer ceramic items, but it is more likKely +that
she simply didn't break enough pieces during the time that
her priyy was being filled +to provide a more complete
picture. MNonetheless, szome information can be obtained. The
matching decal decorated plate and cup probably represent her

"best" dishes. Both CC and ironstone cups ahd saucers are

13



present, and they are nearly identical in form, zuggesting
+hat thesze tuwo wares served essentially the same function in
this household, despite differences in the Ppurchase price.

There is no evidence of sets of dishes in either uware.

Although Feature 5 provides little information on  Mrs.
Curran's ceramic inventory, there is a variety of information
on her daily life because the artifacts discarded were
primarily those items <(mostly bottles)? which breke or were
used up uhile in current use, rather than those items which
Were no longer in current use or which were being replaced.
Some of the same Kinds of artifacts are found in Feature &,
but the pictureis obscured by the "housecleaning" character
of the overall assemblage. The artifacts indicative of daily
activities found in Feature 5 can be dividead into the
fonllowing major groupst hou=sehold chemicals, picKles and
condiments, food preparation, and recreational activities
(including smoKing, drinKkina, and children's games). Three
bottles markKed "Myer's Sprinkling Washing Blue" and fuwo
others of the same size and shape which were unmarkKed but
which had 2 blue s*tain on the inside may reflect +the fact
that Mrs, Curran tookK in laundry, Two smaller bottles with
black and purple stains may hawve contained dyves. Fragments
of two Mason jars indicate that Mrs. Curran canned fruits or
vegetables for use during the winter. Although the small

rear vard was large encugh for a small garden, it is also

14



possible that such foods uwere purchased from vendors. Mrs .
Curran also did at least some baKing., indicated by the
presence of Rumford baking powder bottlies. The range of
pickle and condiment bottles i probably a reflection of
HorkKingclass eating hkabits as described by a number of
researchers at the turn of the century who were appalled by
the reliance on pickKles, preserves, and condiments for
providing variety in the diet. Some 28 pharmaceutical
boettles were recovered from Mrs. Curran's property, and at

least some of the flaskKs recovered are of tvypes which were

»a

used for either liquor or medicines (Spillman 133 J.
Very few appear to represent patent medicines, although one
is labelled "Ague Conquerocr",. A number of different
pharmacies are, however, represented. Approximately 15
flasKs . the majority of which are 1iKely to have been wused
for liquor, were alsa found in this privy, along with less

than a dezen beer or soda bottles. StaskKi (1384:45> has

suggested, based on results from the Tucsoh garbage project,

that the association of high frequencies of alcoholic
beverage containers with high frequencies of medicine
containers may be of significance. Some caution should,

however , be used in attributing evidence of heavy drinkKing to

Mrs. Curran. The presence of a number of well-used pipes

suggests the presence of a male boarder. Other evidence

suggests that Mrs. Curran herself was a competent and thrifty

housakKeeper .
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What we have, then, are +twoc assemblages on adjoining
properties. One property was occupied by & series of
households which appear to have been fairly vounsg, and uwhich
were also fairly transient. The other property was occupied
by a household uwhich was very stable and also quite old. The
archaealogical assemblage from the property occcupied by the
transient households appears to represent the discard of a
large number of obsoclete and no longer needed items, while
the assemblage from the property occupied by the more stable
household appears to represent the discard of broken and used
up items . The material assemblage recovered Ffrom the
property occupied by the vounger households is generally
older +than that recovered from the older household,
indicating that manv items had been acquired +through reuse,
Using conventional measures, the ceramic assemblase from the
vounger household appears to have a higher wvalue than that
recovered from the older household, but this is a reflection
of differences irn both the acquisition processes and the
disposal processss in operation in these two households. The
assemblage resultirg from discard in the course of daily
activities provides much information about the way in which
the occupants of the property lived on &a day-to-day basis,
information which will be particularly useful in

understanding consumer behavior.
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The assemblages from the privies at 488 and 404

Lafavette Street present an unusual opportunity to look at

varaibility in the archaeological record during a short

period of time while limiting the range of variability in the

humanpopulation which produced this record. The addition of

data from the privy at 188 Justison Street, which also

appears to have been filled at the zame time as the Lafavette

Street features, will expand this potential. The wvariability

in these archaenlogical assemblages is a reflection of

differences in ths=s acquisition, use, anhd discard of the

material inventory of these households, Once Wwe unhderstand

these relationships, we carn begin to talkK about the behavior,

not only of individual households, but also of social groups

as cohsumers. When we can talkK about consumer behavior, we

can begin to address a variety of other questions about how

individuals and groups adapt to life in the urban

erviranment.
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