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A spoon from 1660-1715 discovered in Boston’s North End. 

Boston’s Archaeological Past 
Overview

Archaeologists study the human past through the material objects left behind by 
the residents of an area. Archaeologists regularly engage in a number of differ-
ent types of research in order to make sense of the past. They draw maps, build 
databases, study ancient manuscripts, examine organisms under microscopes, 
and photograph and draw archaeological sites and artifacts to name just a few. 
On a daily basis archaeologists use many of the basic skills that are taught in 
middle school and high school. Archaeology therefore provides a wonderful 
classroom theme for teachers pursuing an interdisciplinary program. 

Archaeologists at the Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC) prepared 
this packet to help teachers use archaeology in the classroom. The program is 
based on the archaeological excavations that preceded Boston’s Central Artery 
Project, a.k.a. the “Big Dig”. It introduces students to the discipline of archae-
ology while they learn about daily life in the Boston area over a period of sev-
eral hundred years. Even if Boston history is not one of the topics you are cov-
ering, the archaeological techniques presented can probably be adapted to suit 
your needs. 

The program includes 6 lesson plans and supplementary information on archae-
ology. Together the lessons form a neat progression. Teachers with limited time 
for introducing archaeology into their class may find six lessons too great a 
commitment; feel free to pick and choose from among the lessons and adapt 
them as necessary for your classroom. Later in this introduction you will find 
some suggestions. 



The Lessons 
Each lesson has four parts.  The first part contains summary information includ-
ing lists of learning objectives, the standards addressed, vocabulary, and prepa-
ration and materials. This is followed by step-by-step instructions for conduct-
ing the lesson. A background essay follows the instructions. The essay provides 
information on the archaeological topics addressed in the lesson. While de-
signed for teachers, the essays can also be reproduced and given to the students 
to use in their research. Following the essay you will find reproducible work-
sheets and other handouts as well as teacher’s answer keys. 

The first two lessons of the packet (which were adapted from lessons designed 
by the Smithsonian Institution) teach basic archaeological concepts. In Lesson 1 
students brainstorm what they know about archaeology and then learn how an 
archaeologist chooses and excavates a site and interprets the archaeological evi-
dence. In lesson 2 students learn a simple way to date a site and how to map ar-
tifacts.

Molded metal objects from John Carnes’s 18th-century North End workshop. 

These introductory lessons are followed by four lesson plans that teach Boston 
history using new information acquired from the archaeology of the Central Ar-
tery Project. Lessons 3, 4, and 5 each focus on a different time period and dif-
ferent archaeological subject. Lesson 3 asks students to catalog and interpret ar-
tifacts and documents from the American Glass Company Site in South Boston. 
Lesson 4 presents the excavation of Katherine Nanny Naylor’s 17th-century 
privy from the Cross Street Site in Boston’s North End. In addition to identify-
ing and cataloging artifacts, the students are introduced to the specialized ar-
chaeological studies of palynology, entomology, and parisitology. Lesson 5 
presents information from a Native American site on Spectacle Island. Students 
identify and catalog Native American artifacts and other remains and learn 
about the seasonal calendar that brought individuals to the area to fish and hunt.



Each of lessons 3, 4, and 5 contains a picture of an imaginary “archaeological 
layer”.  We recommend taking the student’s worksheet and blowing it up to 
11x17 or larger and posting it somewhere in the room for students to examine.   

Lesson 6 provides guidelines for a number of activities in which students can 
apply what they have learned about the lifeways and work activities of Boston 
inhabitants over time. 

Adapting the lessons 
Archaeology is a wonderful springboard for interdisciplinary study because of 
the number of different skills and specialties that are employed. For this same 
reason, it is a challenge to reduce archaeology to 6 lessons while maintaining 
the discipline’s integrity. Meanwhile teachers with limited time for introducing 
archaeology may find six lessons too great a time commitment. Here are some 
suggestions for expanding and contracting this curriculum. 

“I don’t have time for 6 lessons!” 
If you don’t have time for all six lessons, feel free to do just one or two that suit 
your needs.  Lessons 1 and 2 convey many of the basics of archaeology and 
form a nice tight unit on their own. 

“I’m not teaching Boston history!” 
This curriculum focuses on Boston history, but archaeologists study all time pe-
riods and all regions of the earth. If you are not teaching Boston or American 
history, you can still use this curriculum guide. The core techniques presented 
in all of these lessons are shared by all archaeologists regardless of temporal or 
geographic focus. The first two lessons are not specific to Boston, they teach 
general archaeological concepts.  The other lessons may be adaptable to other 
topics.

“I need more information” 
Providing sufficient data and background has been the biggest challenge in cre-
ating this guide. To help, we’ve included suggestions for further reading at the 
end of every background essay and listed a number of museums and organiza-
tions in the last section of the binder. Many of these institutions have educa-
tional materials available.  And don’t forget the Internet, which is chock full of 
interesting archaeological information. 



Journals and Field Notebooks 
Archaeologists keep field journals whenever they are doing research.  They re-
cord everything from the weather to ideas they have about interpreting a site to 
the phone number of the local farmer who knows the location of a site.  They 
draw pictures of interesting land formations and cool artifacts.  Basically the 
field notebook serves as a catch all for any and all types of information.  To ex-
pand the writing and drawing aspects of this program, ask your students to keep 
a field journal where they record their thoughts on what they are learning.  The 
journals can also be designed to hold their worksheets and other data. 

Internet Archaeology 
The internet contains a wealth of useful archaeological information from site 
tours to interactive digs. For example, if you aren’t focusing on Boston or 
American history, you can probably find information related to your subject 
matter online. You can also expand this into an internet research project for 
your class. 



Applying the Massachu-
setts History and Social 
Science Curriculum 
Frameworks

Archaeologists designed Boston’s Archaeological Past with the Massachusetts 
Department of Education’s 1997 History and Social Science Curriculum Frame-
works in mind. Archaeology is truly an interdisciplinary profession. Not only 
do archaeologists regularly seek the services of specialists; many archaeologists 
are themselves specialists in biology, computer science, statistics, historical re-
search, or any of a number of other fields. Archaeology is well suited to the four 
learning strands: history, geography, economics, and civics and government. 
The table below suggests how each lesson in Boston’s Archaeological Past re-
lates to the DOE’s 1997 History and Social Science Curriculum Framework. An 
expanded archaeology unit can relate to even more of the learning standards. 

Lesson Learning Standard Example 
1. Archaeological 

Thinking 
3. Research, Evidence, 

and Point of View 
Students are introduced to the idea of 
using objects as an alternative to docu-
ments in research projects. 

2. Layers of the 
Past

1. Chronology and Cause Students are introduced to the archaeo-
logical concept of stratigraphy, which 
sets rules about the order in which 
events take place. 

6. Interdisciplinary
Learning: Natural Sci-
ence, Mathematics, 
and Technology in 
History

Students use a Cartesian coordinate 
system to map an archaeological site. 

7. Physical Spaces of the 
Earth

Students engage in a basic mapping 
exercize that will help students to un-
derstand broader geographical concepts 



that can be applied to the study of a va-
riety of physical landscapes.  The exer-
cise can be expanded to include a num-
ber of mapping projects. 

3. Using Historical 
Documents in 
Archaeology

3. Research, Evidence, 
and Point of View 

Students must use a number of different 
historical documents, including maps 
and sales receipts, to extract important 
historical information. 

6. Interdisciplinary
Learning: Natural Sci-
ence, Mathematics, 
and Technology His-
tory

Students learn about the beginnings of 
the glassmaking industry in South Bos-
ton, Mass. in the 19th century. 

9. The Effects of Geog-
raphy

Students are asked to discuss why the 
waterfront was a good location for a 
glass factory. 

10. Human Alteration of 
the Environment 

The map exercise helps students to rec-
ognize the changes humans have made 
to Boston’s waterfront. 

12. Economic Reasoning Students study 19th-century labor prac-
tices and working conditions.  They can 
also learn about production, consump-
tion, and competition. 

13. Massachusetts Eco-
nomic History 

Students study the growth of glass 
making in Massachusetts. 

4. Special Studies in 
Archaeology

3. Research, Evidence, 
and Point of View 

Students interpret data from a variety of 
sciences.

6. Interdisciplinary
Learning: Natural Sci-
ence, Mathematics, 
and Technology in 
History

Students use entomology, and parasi-
tology to understand better daily life in 
the 17th century. 

10. Human Alteration of 
the Environment 

Students learn how living conditions 
contributed to the development of in-
sect species that were, in turn, a part of 
daily colonial life. 

5. Subsistence on 
Spectacle Island 

3. Research, Evidence, 
and Point of View 

Students identify tools, food resources, 
and activities of Native Americans 
through documentary and archaeologi-
cal evidence. 

4. Society, Diversity,
Commonality, and the 
Individual

Students learn about Native American 
life. 

6. Interdisciplinary
Learning: Natural Sci-
ence, Mathematics, 
and Technology in 

Students learn about the life cycles of 
various fish and bird species to help 
them understand the seasonal move-
ment of Native American groups. 



History
9. The Effects of Geog-

raphy
Students learn how the New England 
climate shaped the lives of Native 
Americans. 

10. Human Alteration of 
the Environment 

The students learn how Spectacle Is-
land has changed through time. 

6. Boston’s Inhabi-
tants

1. Chronology and Cause Students examine the full timeline of 
history exposed in the course of the 
unit.

3. Research, Evidence
and Point of View 

Students synthesize the data in a variety 
of ways and express their own interpre-
tations of the archaeological sites. 

4. Society, Diversity, and 
the Individual 

Students consider Boston’s inhabitants 
through time to include occupancy by 
Native Americans and arrival of Euro-
pean immigrants. 



Lesson 1: 
Archaeological
Thinking

An archaeologist at work in Boston’s North End.

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 3. Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students are introduced to the idea of using objects as an alternative to documents in re-
search projects. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will: 

Identify artifacts from a contemporary setting. 
Describe the function of each artifact. 
Reinforce cooperative working skills. 
Practice discussion skills. 
Learn basic archaeological concepts to be used in other lessons. 

Teacher Preparation
Read Background Essay 1 “Puzzle of the Past.” 
Copy Worksheet 1 for each student. 
Prepare bags of trash items from different activity areas of school.

Materials
Four or five small paper bags 
Artifacts (nontoxic refuse from the school grounds) 
Copies of Worksheet 1 
Pens or pencils 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking 

Lesson 1: Vocabulary 

Archaeologist A specially trained researcher who recovers and studies arti-
facts and other material evidence of past human activity. 

Archaeology The recovery and study of material remains and other evi-
dence of past human activity. 

Artifact Any human-made or human-used object. 

Assemblage A collection of artifacts from a site. 

Context The position of an artifact in space and time. 

Feature A distinct human-made physical aspect of a site that cannot 
be removed, such as a trash pit, a well, a grave, or a founda-
tion.

Site A place of past human activity. 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking

Introduction 
In this lessons students are introduced to some basic concepts in archaeology.  The students 
brainstorm about what archaeology is and what archaeologists do. Students discuss ways that 
people record events and how historians and archaeologists study past events.  Students learn 
what artifacts are and how archaeologists study artifacts to learn about how people lived in 
the past. Students examine “artifacts” gathered from different areas of the school and catalog 
them using Worksheet 1. 

Procedure
1. Choose four or five areas in your school with which students are familiar (e.g., your 

classroom, the cafeteria, the library, the computer lab, the music room, etc.).  Observe 
each location, noting what students commonly do there (e.g., study, eat, socialize, learn 
computer technology, practice instruments, etc.).  After school hours or when the areas 
are clear of students, examine the trash, recycle bins, and floors for evidence of those stu-
dent activities.  Select artifacts (e.g., portions of candy wrappers, a cafeteria tray, plastic 
cutlery, plastic pen caps, paper clips, fragments of student papers, computer printouts, 
diskettes, sheet music, or anything else you think is appropriate) that can help to tell the 
story of each site or location of student activity.  Feel free to “salt” the artifact bags with 
appropriate fragments of items that could belong in the activity area.  There should be at 
least four or five items from each site.   

2. Place each site’s artifacts together in a separately numbered bag (numbered 1 through 4 
or 5).  Each bag will contain several artifacts from each locality. 

3. Introduce the lesson by stating that the group is going to learn about the work of archae-
ologists.  Start by brainstorming to draw out prior knowledge.  Write the word “archae-
ology” on the board and ask the group what an archaeologist is.  What do archaeologists 
do?  How do they do it?  Do they know any archaeologists?  Where do archaeologists 
work?  If there are no responses ask if they have ever heard of Indiana Jones.  Use this 
this fictional figure as a possible starting point: What did he do? Explain that Indiana 
Jones is not a “real” archaeologist but a movie character.  Archaeologists, rather, study 
the human past through excavation, study, and careful recording of what they find.

4.  Introduce some of the different ways people record events now.  Ask your students to 
think of as many different ways of recording events as they can. Elicit suggestions of 
various methods of documenting past events (e.g., oral histories, photographs, hiero-
glyphics, cave paintings, written records, video and audio recordings, digital data) and 
have them evaluate how each method differs from the others.  Convey to your students 
that historians use all of these recorded sources to understand the past.  Be sure to point 
out that not all societies have kept records and that records can often be incomplete or bi-
ased depending on who creates them.  An example of this might be accounts of the 
American Revolution from the British versus the American point of view. 

5. Ask your students how they might learn about a past event if they could not read about it 
or view it on videotape. Some students may find this question difficult.  Ask them to 

Lesson Instructions 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking 

Lesson Instructions 

think about the work of an archaeologist.  What does this type of researcher look for?  
Students should conclude that an archaeologist seeks clues to the past in what has been 
left behind. These clues are called artifacts. Ask the students if it is possible to learn 
something about someone based on physical objects. For example, show a library card to 
the class and ask them what it says about the card’s owner. Ask the students to think 
about what they might have in their desk that would say something about them. 

6. Using Background Essay 1 “Puzzle of the Past” as a guide, explain to your students that 
they will be learning how archaeologists use physical evidence in the form of artifacts to 
learn about the past.  Tell them to imagine that an archaeological expedition at your 
school has recently uncovered a number of artifacts that the class must now examine and 
interpret.  Stress that the students were picked for this job because they were the foremost 
experts on the archaeological sites. 

7. Divide your class into four or five groups of equal size.  Give each student a copy of 
Worksheet 1 and provide each group with one of the numbered bags of artifacts.  Direct 
your students to open the bags and carefully examine each object.  Ask them to consider 
what each object is made of and how it may have been used.  Tell students to put their 
answers in the appropriate place on Worksheet 1.  Students may find some objects easier 
to identify than others; provide hints as necessary.  After the students have identified the 
objects, ask them to speculate where these objects may have been found.  Have the stu-
dents write their answer on the worksheet under “What happened at this site.”

8.  Conclude the activity by having a representative from each group explain its interpretation 
of the objects to the whole class.  Provide explanations of the objects and their contexts as 
necessary. Emphasize that archaeologists are often challenged with interpreting artifacts 
that they cannot immediately identify or date. 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking 

Puzzle of the Past 

Whether you are 10 or 100 years old, you have a sense of the past—the human 
perception of time.  You can remember events as recent as an hour ago or as far 
back as a decade ago.  We are all explorers of this past, seeking the meaning of 
today from what happened yesterday. The past stretches far beyond our own 
experiences; it takes shape from those who came before us.  The collective 
memories of our parents and grandparents provide us with an image of more 
than two generations of human triumphs and tragedies.  In fact, the lens of his-
tory allows us to view more than 30 centuries of human experience chronicled 
by a multitude of men and women. 

Written accounts, as valuable as they are, cannot present a complete record of 
human history. Documents speak only of literate societies and reflect a narrow 
portion of the population or specific kinds of events only. To recover the vi-
brant human past more completely, we must turn to archaeology—the study of 
material remains—to learn about past human experiences. 

The human past is like a vast, unfinished jigsaw puzzle with many scattered 
pieces.  To a historian, the pieces of this puzzle are letters, journals, books, and 
maps—the whole host of written documents that have survived over time.  
Documents might be as rare as an original copy of the Declaration of Independ-
ence or as common as the daily newspaper.  An archaeologist searches for dif-
ferent pieces of this same puzzle.  Rather than seek what has been written, he or 
she looks for what has been left behind in the form of artifacts and other evi-
dence of past human activity. 

Archaeologists excavate a site layer by layer and keep careful records of the ex-
cavations to obtain as much information as possible.  Archaeologists look at ar-
tifacts and features—the physical remains of human activity that cannot be re-
moved from the ground without destroying the remains. (A feature may be 
something as sturdy as a well or house foundation or as subtle as a stain from a 
rotten fence post.)  Archaeologists examine the artifacts and features together, 
incorporating all of the available clues in the interpretation of the site. 

Background Essay 1 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking 

Archaeologists are not particularly interested in whether an artifact is a fine 
specimen.  The artifacts that archaeologists study are often, in fact, discarded 
items or trash, and these broken pieces are just as informative as whole objects 
might be.  Artifacts are frequently objects that were lost or broken and dis-
carded or thrown away after being replaced by something new.  These broken 
pieces are all that remains of the daily life of all different sorts of people—
including those commonly left out of historical records. By studying the arti-
facts and features at an archaeological site, archaeologists learn how people 
lived, what they ate and drank, how they worked and played, and what kinds of 
objects they had in their homes. Archaeologists look at all the artifacts from a 
site, called an assemblage for clues about their makers and users.   

In looking at the entire set of artifacts excavated from a site or from a single 
layer of soil, archaeologists answer questions about the people who once used 
the archaeologically-recovered artifacts. The placement of the artifact and its 
association with other recovered items is called context.  The placement of an 
artifact at a site, whether it is found inside a particular room, in a privy, or in a 
house yard provides insight into the use of the artifact and into the place where 
it is recovered. Furthermore, whether an artifact is found alone, with others of 
the same kind, broken, or whole is also instructive.  The context of an artifact is 
very important which is why archaeologists are so concerned with proper exca-
vation techniques and with recording the archaeological context for each arti-
fact.

Archaeologists use different kinds of clues than historians.  A historian might 
consult a number of different places to find a potentially important document 
such as a library, an archive, or a collection of personal papers.  In comparison, 
an archaeologist must locate an archaeological site and carefully excavate and 
analyze its physical remains. The archaeologist uses artifacts—those items lost, 
thrown away, or otherwise discarded— and features to learn about life in the 
past.

Background Essay 1 



Lesson 1: Archaeological Thinking 

Background Essay 1 

Suggestions for further reading: 

Deetz, James  
1996 In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American Life. NY: An-

chor.

Williams, Trevor, and Jane McIntosh 
1999 The Practical Archaeologist: How We Know What We Know About the Past.

NY: Facts on File, Inc. 

An archaeologist taking notes at a site in Boston. 
Archaeology requires careful measurements and recording. 



Name: ______________________________________________________________ 
Group number_________ Artifact bag #___________ 

Worksheet 1: Archaeological Thinking 
Part 1: Record your observations of the artifacts in the arti-
fact bag. 
 

What is it? What is it made of? How was it used? 
   

Part 2: Where is the bag from? What happened at this site? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lesson 2: 
Layers of 
the Past

Artifacts at the bottom of a privy at Three Cranes Tavern, Charlestown. 

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 1.  Chronology and Cause 
Students are introduced to the archaeological concept of stratigraphy, which sets rules 
about the order in which events take place. 

Learning Standard 6.  Interdisciplinary Learning: Natural Science, Mathematics, and 
Technology
Students apply graphing concepts in mapping exercise.
Learning Standard 7.  Physical Spaces of the Earth 
Students engage in a basic mapping exercise that will help students to understand 
broader geographical concepts that can be applied to the study of a variety of physical 
landscapes.  The exercise can be expanded to include a number of mapping projects. 

Learning Objectives
Students will: 

Learn how archaeologists determine the relative dates of soil layers. 
Learn the grid and coordinate system archaeologists use to excavate a site. 
Review cardinal directions. 
Participate in group teaching activities. 

Teacher Preparation 
Read Background Essay 2 “Locating, Excavating, and Interpreting a Site.”  This essay 
introduces the basic tenets of archaeology.  If your school presently has the MHC Ar-
chaeology Kit, see the book The Practical Archaeologist by Trevor Williams and Jane 
McIntosh for further information. 
Read plan of Lesson 2.  Assemble materials needed for implementation of plan. 
Copy Worksheet 2 for each class member. 
Copy Worksheet 3:Mapping Trash for each class member. 



Lesson 2: Layers of the Past 

Materials
Copies of Worksheet 2 and Worksheet 3 
Five large textbooks of any type or subject 
One notebook 
Paper labels 
Pens, pencils, and markers 
One coin



Lesson 2: Layers of the Past 

Lesson 2: Vocabulary

Absolute dating Dating a culture, site, or artifact using calendar years. 

Datum point The origin of the archaeological excavation grid—the 
“0,0” point where the north-south and east-west base or 
“0” lines cross—from which all measurements are taken, 
both horizontal and vertical. 

Dendrochronology A technique for finding out the age of wood based on the 
variation in a tree’s annual growth rings. Often used to 
provide an absolute date for an archaeological site. 

Ecofact An organic object, such as shell or unworked bone, that 
has been used but not modified by humans. 

Feature A distinct human-made physical aspect of a site that can-
not be removed, such as a trash pit, a well, a grave, or a 
building foundation. 

Grid An arbitrary horizontal division of a site into measured 
units for purposes of excavation and/or study. 

Law of superposition Simply stated, this means that in an undisturbed archaeo-
logical site, older soil layers and related artifacts will be 
found buried beneath more recent ones. 

Plan A map of the floor of an excavation level, drawn to scale 
to show location of artifacts and features.

Profile A measured drawing of the soil layers visible in the wall 
of a completed excavation unit. 

Radiocarbon dating An absolute dating technique that measures the decay 
rate of the isotope Carbon 14, which is found in all or-
ganic material. 

Relative dating A procedure comparing the age of a culture, site, or arti-
fact by saying it is older, younger, or the same age as an-

Vocabulary



Lesson 2: Layers of the Past 

Vocabulary

other.  Unlike absolute dating, it does not produce an age 
in calendar years. 

Soil layer A unique soil type indicating geological, environmental, 
or human activity. 

Stratigraphy The term for the series of soil layers at a site. 

Terminus Ante Quem Latin for “the date before which.”  This term means the 
latest potential date for an artifact assemblage based on 
the earliest date of manufacture of the oldest artifact in 
the assemblage. 

Terminus Post Quem Latin for “the date after which.”  This term means earliest 
potential date for an artifact assemblage based on the ear-
liest date of manufacture of the most recent artifact in the 
assemblage. 



Lesson 2: Layers of the Past 

Introduction
In this lesson students build on the basic archaeological concepts learned in Lesson 1. Stu-
dents learn about the concept of stratigraphy and other concepts involved in studying ar-
chaeological layers. Students participate in an exercise using stacked books to illustrate the 
basic rules of stratigraphy and record the results on Worksheet 2. In the second activity in 
this lesson students participate in a mapping exercise designed to introduce the grid and co-
ordinate system used by archaeologists. Students use the mapping trash grid to identify the 
locations of different artifacts using coordinates. Students discuss who might have left the 
trash at this site. 

Procedure
Part 1 
1. Using Background Essay 2 as a guide, tell your students that archaeologists often study 

the soil of a site to learn about the past.  Ask your students if they have ever dug into the 
soil (e.g., when putting in a garden or digging a fence post).  What did they notice about 
the color and texture of the soil?  Answers may vary, but students should conclude (with 
teacher direction) that the color and texture of soil change with depth.  Emphasize that 
soil forms from the gradual decay of matter over time. The geological makeup of a soil—
the nature of the decaying matter (e.g., organic material such as leaves and logs); weather 
conditions; and the actions of humans, animals, and insects—determine a given soil’s 
layering.

2. Explain to your students that they will be learning some of the basic rules archaeologists 
use to interpret the soil development of a site.  Ask a student volunteer to place a text-
book on your desk (or any other flat surface visible to the entire class).  Have the volun-
teer write the current time on a slip of paper large enough to be seen by the class.  In-
struct the volunteer to place the paper between two pages of the book, sticking out 
slightly so as to be visible to the class. 

3. Select four other volunteers to repeat step 2 four times.  Make sure students stack the 
textbooks on top of each other.  At the end of this process there should be five stacked 
textbooks with slips of paper inserted in them, each displaying the time that the book was 
laid down.  The slips represent the chronology of the action of placing the books on the 
desk, similar to the chronology presented by the formation of soil layers on archaeologi-
cal sites.

4. Ask students to determine which textbook was laid down first, which was laid down last, 
and how this was determined.  Students should conclude that based on the recorded time 
slips, the textbook on the bottom of the stack was laid down earliest.   

5. Explain that soil and the archaeological remains it contains builds up slowly over time, 
forming layers in much the same way as the books were stacked.  Archaeologists call this 
the Law of Superposition.  This law states that the first layer of soil laid down is the ear-
liest and is usually the last one to be excavated.

Lesson Instructions 



Lesson 2: Layers of the Past 

6. Pass out Worksheet 2.  Ask a student to read Rule 1 from the sheet and have the class 
look at the diagram of the soil layers dating from the present time back into the last cen-
tury (1860s).  Answer the questions on the first part of Worksheet 2.  Unstack the books 
and remove the time labels. The class should recognize that because lower levels are 
older, levels of a site can be dated in relation to each other. 

7. Restack five books and place a coin in the middle book so it sticks out and the date is 
visible.  Ask the class to relatively date the  “layers” of books using the date of the coin 
as a reference.  If an artifact such as a coin with an exact date is discovered, it does not 
necessarily provide an exact date for the site, but it at least provides a date after which 
the events that created the site took place.  This is known as the terminus post quem of a 
layer.  This exercise may be difficult for some students.  Be sure to emphasize that the 
coin provides a reference time after which the top two books were laid down.  The 
teacher can prompt responses with questions such as: “Which layers were put down be-
fore 1981 (substitute the date on your coin)?  Which layer was deposited either at or after 
1981?  If you know there was a house there that was torn down in 1969 (make sure this 
date predates the date of the coin you are using!) would its foundation be above or below 
the coin?” 

8. Conclude your coverage of Rule 2 by having a student read Rule 2 aloud and then having 
the students answer the questions in that section of Worksheet 2.  Explain that this is how 
archaeologists often date sites.  Many artifacts besides coins have a known range of dates 
which can be used to date a site.  For example, if an archaeologist finds a piece of a 
barbed wire fence, he or she knows that the terminus post quem of the layer is 1886, the 
year barbed wire was invented. 

9. Ask a student volunteer to read Rule 3 aloud to the class.  Instruct the volunteer to re-
move the top two textbooks from the stack and place a notebook on top of the three re-
maining stacked books.  Have the volunteer write the current time on a slip of paper and 
attach it to or insert it in the notebook as was done above.  Ask the class to determine a 
relative date for the layers of books below the notebook.  Remember that when you have 
a fixed date or time for an event, in this case the notebook layer, everything below it had 
to be in place before that event.  So relatively speaking, anything below the notebook 
predates the notebook 

10. Conclude the activity by having students complete the questions for Rule 3 on the work-
sheet.  This is an example of terminus ante quem, or date before which an event oc-
curred.

Answers to questions for Worksheet 2, Rule 1 
1. E 
2. A 

Answer key to questions for Worksheet 2, Rule 2 

Lesson Instructions 
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Lesson Instructions 

1. D and E 
2. 1895 or later 
3. A and B 

Answers to questions for Worksheet 2, Rule 3 
1. Before the 1920s 
2. A and B 

Part 2 
1. Give each student a copy of Worksheet 3: Mapping Trash.  This Worksheet will intro-

duce students to the grid and coordinate system archaeologists use to excavate a site.  
Explain that the plan is a bird’s eye view of a school yard area that has been gridded into 
squares.  Each square has a unique number.   

2. Ask the students to find the direction indicators on the map: N, S, E, W.  Make sure they 
understand that N stands for North, S for South, E for East, and W for West.  Have them 
place the grid map so that north is at the top of the page, and east is to their right. Where 
the two base lines (N-S and W-E) cross is the Datum point, or 0,0 point, on the grid (see 
0,0 on plan).  Explain to them that the number of each square going north from 0,0 will 
increase by one, and the number of each square running east from 0,0 will also increase 
by one.  Similarly, the numbers of the squares running south and west from 0,0 also in-
crease by one.

3. The coordinates of the NE corner of the square identify the squares.  Ask the students to 
find the number of some of the squares within the Mapping Trash grid.  Use the squares 
that are already numbered to guide you.  For example, ask them to go 4 squares north 
from the 0 point and 5 squares east.  Where will this square be located?  Have them point 
to it.  What will this square be numbered?  It will be N4E5.  Have them write the num-
bers (coordinates) within the square on their map.  Choose four or five other squares that 
contain no artifacts to identify and write the coordinates within the square.

4. Next, identify the materials that have been left as trash within the trash pile. The artifacts 
include the following: a “Save the Whales” button;” a Red Sox ticket stub; gummy bears; 
a subway (T) token; marbles; a folded note from J to S, saying “Meet me at my Locker;” 
a “Gooey Grape Bubble Gum” wrapper; a baseball card and paper clip; an earring; a 
Swiss Army knife; a single paper clip.  Note that the paper bag falls in 4 squares: N5E4, 
N6E4, N6E5, and N7E5.  Ask the students to write in the coordinates for the squares con-
taining artifacts.   

5. Discuss what the people might have been like who left the trash and how old they might 
have been. 
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Excavating and Interpreting a Site
To an archaeologist, the soil of a site is like a historical document.  The re-
searcher must read and interpret the soil so it can help him or her to understand 
the human past.  But unlike a document, the soil of an archaeological site can be 
interpreted only once in the original state in which it is found. The process of 
excavation destroys a site forever, making such an investigation a costly 
experiment that cannot be repeated. Archaeologists carry out excavations 
with great care to guarantee that all data are recovered.  If necessary, a scholar 
should be able to recreate a site in the lab—only without most of the dirt—
using the artifacts, notes, drawings, and photographs taken in the field.  This 
provides researchers with an option to restudy the site if necessary, even though 
it has been destroyed. 

Vview of Spectacle Island in Boston Harbor.

Before an excavation begins, archaeologists measure out a checkerboard-like
grid over a site with stakes and string.  The grid is generally oriented along a 
north-south line and its squares are usually one or two meters (three or six feet) 
on a side.  The archaeologists use a coordinate system to identify each unit 
within the grid.  Each square in the grid has a unique number that is related to a 
datum point (or “0,0” point) from which the grid was laid out.  (See lesson in-
structions for Worksheet 3: Mapping Trash, for explanation of datum point.)  

Background Essay 2 
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The archaeologist then decides which squares to excavate, and excavators begin 
work in each of these squares by removing the soil in layers with digging tools. 

Archaeologists take detailed notes during each step of an excavation.  They 
draw maps (plans) of each soil layer as they work and record where features
and artifacts are found.  They also photograph features and important artifacts 
in their find spot.  Artifacts are labeled and bagged according to their soil layer 
and square.  Because tiny artifacts or organic remains (nuts, seeds, bone frag-
ments) may not be seen while excavating, all soil is sifted through a fine mesh 
screen.  A sample of soil may be taken from each layer to be examined for 
traces of microscopic materials such as pollen (these specialized studies are dis-
cussed in Lesson 4) and chemical analyses.  The excavators work until they 
reach undisturbed subsoil and decide they have reached the bottom of the site.  
At this point they draw a measured picture (profile) of the walls of their exca-
vated squares to see how the layers of soil (the stratigraphy) relate to each 
other.  The goal of the archaeologist is not to find artifacts for their own sake, 
but to find clues to a site that can illuminate the lives of the people who created 
it.  Thus, archaeologists excavate and record the remains of buildings, garden 
paths, and even trash piles an study the relationships among them to learn about 
human behavior. 

Once a site is excavated and recording is completed, the archaeological team 
takes all artifacts and samples to the laboratory where the tasks of cleaning, la-
beling, conserving, identifying, counting, weighing, and cataloging begins.
Generally, for every day spent in the field, at least 3 days must be spent in the 
laboratory.  At all times artifacts and organic materials are labeled with their 
original context—by excavation unit and soil layer.  When processing is com-
pleted, the artifacts and ecofacts are cataloged and entered into a computerized 
database that summarizes all the information.  The resulting database can be 
used for statistical studies and other analyses.  The catalog also organizes the 
materials for storage and future study in a museum or other safe repository. 

Interpreting all of the information—artifacts, field drawings, photographs, and 
laboratory analyses—is the most important task of the archaeologist.  The first 
step in this process is to determine the age of the site or of individual soil layers 
within the site using the techniques of relative and absolute dating.

Relative dates establish the ages of the excavated layers in relation to each 
other.  That is, they identify which layer (and therefore the artifacts it contains) 
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is the oldest, the next oldest, etc., based on its position in the stratigraphy of the 
site.  Generally, layers of soil are excavated in the reverse order of their deposi-
tion, starting with the youngest layer on the top and proceeding to the older lay-
ers toward the bottom.  In this way archaeologists try to excavate soil layers fol-
lowing the rule: “last in, first out”  (see Rule 1 on Worksheet 2). 

Archaeologists follow two general principles to arrive at relative dates.  A ter-
minus post quem (date after which) is established when an artifact  with a 
known date of manufacture is encountered.  For example, a light bulb with a 
1908 patent date may be found in a layer of soil in the excavation unit.  This 
means that everything in that layer and in all the layers above it could not have 
been deposited before 1908 and therefore must belong to the time period of 
1908 or after.  A terminus ante quem is established when, for instance, the 
floor of a barn that is known to have burned down in 1860 is found intact as a 
layer across an excavation unit.  Everything recovered beneath this floor must 
have been deposited before 1860.  (These are Rules 2 and 3 on Worksheet 2.) 

Absolute dates establish exactly how long ago in calendar years a site or artifact 
was made.  There are several methods by which archaeologists determine abso-
lute dates, including dendrochronology (tree-ring dating) and radiocarbon
(carbon 14) dating.  The second method, C14 dating, is the most commonly 
used method in the northeastern United States.  It involves determining the re-
maining amount of a particular carbon isotope, which decays at a known rate, in 
a dead plant or animal fragment.  C14 samples must be taken from organic ma-
terial, which is material that was once alive.  Charcoal (burnt wood) or bone 
fragments work well.

It may not be possible to obtain an absolute date for every site, but it is some-
times possible to compare the artifacts from an absolutely dated site with the 
remains of an undated site to arrive at a relative date for the site without an ab-
solute date.  If the assemblages from the two sites are similar, it may be possible 
to use the date from one site to date the other. 

Dating is just the first step in the long process of interpreting the prehistory and 
history of an archaeological site.  As you proceed through the upcoming lessons 
you will encounter many of the approaches archaeologists use in the course of 
their interpretive studies including documentary research, scientific studies, and 
traditional artifact study.  Archaeologists must choose from among the many 
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Background Essay 2 

available interpretive techniques those that are best suited to the research at 
hand and those which will lead to the maximum recovery of data. 

Suggestions for further reading: 

Noel Hume, Ivor 
 1969  Historical Archaeology. NY: Knopf. 

Samford, Patricia M., and David L. Riblett 
1995 Archaeology for Young Explorers: Uncovering History at Colonial Williams-

burg. Williamsburg, VA: The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation,. 

Williams, Trevor, and Jane McIntosh 
1999 The Practical Archaeologist: How We Know What We Know About the Past.

NY: Facts on File, Inc.



Name:___________________________________  
Worksheet 2: Layers of the Past

Present Layer A 

1950s Layer B 

Rule 1 1920s Layer C Questions

1890s Layer D 1. Which layer is the 
oldest?
_______________

An archaeologist digs down 
into the past. The top layer 
of soil is the newest.  The 
bottom layer is the oldest. 1860s Layer E 2. Which layer is the 

most recent? 
______________

Layer A 

Rule 2 Layer B Questions

1895 Coin
Layer C 1. What appears to be 

the date of Layer C? 
________

When a datable artifact 
(such as a coin) is found, 
the layer it was found in 
can be dated either after or 
at the same date as the ar-
tifact.

Layer D 2. Which layers are 
probably older than 
Layer C? ______ 

Layer E 3. Which layers are 
probably newer than 
Layer C? _____ 

Layer A 

Rule 3 Layer B 

1920s tile 
floor

Layer C Questions

Layer D 1. What is the relative 
date of Layers D and 
E?
__________________
_

When a solid, undisturbed 
layer (such as a tile floor) is 
found, all the soil layers be-
low it date before that layer. 

Layer E 2. Which layers are 
probably newer than 
Layer C? _____ 



Name:___________________________________  
 

Worksheet 2:  Layers of the Past Teacher’s Key 

Present Layer A 

1950s Layer B 

Rule 1 1920s Layer C Questions

1890s Layer D 1. Which layer is the 
oldest?
E

An archaeologist digs down 
into the past. The top layer 
of soil is the newest.  The 
bottom layer is the oldest. 1860s Layer E 2. Which layer is the 

most recent? A

Layer A 

Rule 2 Layer B Questions

1895 Coin
Layer C 1. What appears to be 

the date of Layer C? 
1895 or later

When a datable artifact 
(such as a coin) is found, 
the layer it was found in 
can be dated either after or 
at the same date as the ar-
tifact.

Layer D 2. Which layers are 
probably older than 
Layer C? D & E

Layer E 3. Which layers are 
probably newer than 
Layer C? A & B

Layer A 

Rule 3 Layer B 

1920s tile 
floor

Layer C Questions

Layer D 1. What is the relative 
date of Layers D and E? 
before 1920

When a solid, undisturbed 
layer (such as a tile floor) is 
found, all the soil layers be-
low it date before that layer. Layer E 2. Which layers are 

probably newer than 
1920? A & B
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Lesson 3: 
Using Historical 
Documents in 
Archaeology

An archaeologist viewing a historical map. 

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 3.  Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students use a number of different historical documents, including maps and sales re-
ceipts, to extract important historical information. 

Learning Standard 6. Interdisciplinary Learning: Natural Science, Mathematics, and 
Technology in History 
Students learn about the glassmaking industry in South Boston, Mass. in the 19th cen-
tury.

Learning Standard 9.  The Effects of Geography 
Students are asked to discuss why the waterfront was a good location for a glass factory. 

Learning Standard 10. Human Alteration of the Environment 
The map exercise helps students to recognize the changes humans have made to Bos-
ton’s waterfront. 

Learning Standard 12. Economic Reasoning
Students study 19th-century labor practices and working conditions.  They can also 
learn about production, consumption, and competition.  

Learning Standard 13. Massachusetts Economic History
Students study the growth of glassmaking in Massachusetts. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will: 

Learn how archaeologists use historical documents. 
Learn to read a historical document for content. 
Interpret a site using artifacts and documents. 
Catalog artifacts from a glass factory site. 
Participate in a small group activity. 
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Teacher Preparation
Read Background Essay 3 “Industry Must Prosper.” 
Study Layer 1 and key with artifacts from the glass factory. 
Study the historical documents related to the American Glass Manufactory.  Make trans-
parencies of these if desired. 
Make enough copies of the 1852 American Glass Company Catalog so that students can 
work in small groups. The catalog is 4 pages: a cover, 2 pages of items, and a 1-page re-
ceipt).  Make sufficient copies of the five historical documents, student copy of Layer 1 
(no key), Worksheet 4, and Worksheet 5.  The number of copies depends on how you 
choose to present this activity.  (See the directions for Activity 1 below.) 

Materials
Historical documents (1847 map showing factory site, 1992 map of South Boston, period 
drawings of interior of factory, period drawing of exterior of factory, receipt from fac-
tory)
Student copy of Layer 1 and Key 
Worksheet 4 with answer key 
1852 American Glass Company Catalog 
Worksheet 5  
Overhead projector (optional)
Pens and pencils



Lesson 3: Using Historical Documents in Archaeology 

Vocabulary  Lesson 3 

Blow pipe A long, hollow, cylindrical glass tube used to blow glass.  
Also called a pontil rod. 

Crown glass A type of hand-blown window glass popular in the early 
19th century. 

Crucible A large ceramic vessel in which the raw materials used to 
make glass were melted. 

Flint glass A fine, high-quality, crystal-like glass. 

Free blown Glass blown by hand with a blow pipe and shaped without a 
mold. 

Mold A wooden form into which molten glass was blown to form 
the shape of an object such as a bottle or a drinking glass. 

Mold blown Glass made by blowing molten glass into a mold. 

Privy An outhouse; also often used for trash. 

Stopper A solid glass object used to seal the opening of a bottle. 

Wasters Glass products damaged during production. 

Wick collar The part of a whale oil lamp where the wick is attached. 

Vocabulary
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Introduction
In this lesson students will research historical documents for archaeological information.  
Students examine historical maps, illustrations, and a business receipt to answer specific re-
search questions about an archaeological site: the American Glass Co. of South Boston, MA.  
Students will write their answers to the questions on Worksheet 4 and will carry out a his-
torical document activity based on an original receipt for glass products manufactured at the 
factory.  Students will also study and catalog the artifacts from the site as seen in Layer 1. 

Procedure
Activity 1 
1. While we cast this lesson as a series of short essay questions, it can be carried out as a 

group discussion, a small group or individual research project, a journal exercise, etc.
Distribute copies of the historical documents and Worksheet 4 to each class member.   

2. Tell your class that they are archaeologists trying to find information about a particular 
site called the American Glass Co., which existed over 150 years ago in South Boston.  
(You should review the word site, if necessary.  It was used during Lesson 1 in the ar-
chaeological sense of a place of past human activity.)   

3. Students should examine the documents and use them to answer the accompanying ques-
tions on Worksheet 4.  Some of the questions are challenging, so you may have to give 
hints from the answer key. 

4. As an alternative activity, you can ask students to write a story or plan a skit using the 
historical documents. 

Activity 2 
1. Break the class down into groups of 3 students.  Pass out the 1852 American Glass Fac-

tory Catalog (a 2-sided 11 x 17 folded page) on which members of the small group 
should work together. 

2. Students should read the receipt and then look at the pictures of items displayed inside 
the activity sheet.  (Note: The teacher may have to explain what a receipt is to some stu-
dents.)  Some of these items will not be familiar to them, but they can discuss what each 
might be within their group.  They should match the information given on the handwrit-
ten receipt with the correct picture, and then write the object’s name and the price of each 
on the lines provided.

3. Each group then can report its answers to the class. 

Activity 3: Cataloging 
1. Examine Layer 1.  It contains artifacts used in the glassmaking process, such as a com-

plete wooden bottle mold, a piece of a ceramic crucible with melted glass on it, and a 
fragment of a metal pan used to clean ash from the glass furnaces, as well as fragments of 
different items that were produced in the factory.  These fragments include a glass tum-
bler (drinking glass), a wick collar from an oil lamp, a glass stopper, a perfume bottle, a 
salt shaker top, and two-paneled medicine bottles.   

2. Discuss what these items are with the class. 
3. After discussing these items, hand out the student copy layer 1 and Worksheet 5, on 

which students should catalog these materials following the instructions given.

Lesson Instructions 1
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“INDUSTRY MUST PROSPER”
During the planning stages of the Central Artery Project, archaeologists and his-
torians conducted exhaustive searches of the city’s archives and libraries to de-
termine if any archaeological resources lay in the path of the oncoming project.  
They found that the subsurface remains of a series of early to mid 19th-century 
glass factories could be present under a vacant lot in South Boston.  This prop-
erty was soon to be impacted by the construction of a “haul road” for heavy 
machinery working on the new highway and tunnel. Archaeologists examined 
the area and the results suggested that this was a significant archaeological site 
that could shed new light on the history of 19th-century glassmaking, industri-
alization, and development in South Boston. Since it was impossible to avoid 
impacting the site during construction, the archaeologists conducted an excava-
tion to learn all they could about the glass factory. 

Map of modern Boston.  The black star in-
dicates the location of the glass factory site. 

1847 map of Boston showing the American 
Glass Co. buildings.  Note how landfilling 
has changed the shape of the waterfront.

Background Essay 3 
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View of the inside of a mid 19th-century glass factory. Notice
the large furnace; the men using blow pipes to blow the glass; and the boys

transporting tools, and unfinished and finished bottles.

Upon excavating, archaeologists found foundation walls of factory buildings, part 
of a large furnace where glass was heated, and a wood-lined privy.  (A privy is a 
type of outdoor toilet and garbage pit, see Lesson 4.)  Excavations identified many 
artifacts related to glassmaking.  These included fragments of glass blobs that had 
adhered to the blow pipes after an object was blown, a wooden mold into which 
glass bottles were blown, and a metal ash pan for cleaning out the furnace.  Also 
found were fragments of the large ceramic crucibles in which sand was mixed with 
ingredients such as quick lime, charcoal, and sulfate and then heated to liquid form 
inside the furnace to make glass. Numerous examples of the waste products associ-
ated with glass manufacture, including globs of melted glass, glass flakes, pow-
dered lead, and incomplete or damaged glass products (called wasters) were found 
in the features and scattered on the ground.

Also recovered were fragments of a large number of the finished products manu-
factured at the plant.  These included tablewares, such as tumblers (drinking 
glasses), dishes, bowls, plates, decanters, and stoppers, several types of bottles, 
whale oil lamps, toiletry items, and medical and scientific glass.  Although most of 
the glass was clear, a variety of colors, including cobalt blue, sapphire blue, aqua-
marine, amethyst (purple), yellow-green, and opaque white were present as well.
These finished articles provided the archaeologists with examples of the wide 
range of objects that the glass factory produced.

Background Essay 3 



Lesson 3: Using Historical Documents in Archaeology 

The archaeologists then returned to the documentary resources in order to put these 
artifacts into an historical context.  They visited libraries, museums, and archives 
where they used maps, illustrations, catalogs, receipts, newspaper advertisements, 
city directories, census records, and secondary sources to chronicle the evolution of 
the South Boston site.

The first glass factory was built on the property in 1811 by the Boston Glass 
Manufactory.  Its primary product was a type of free-blown window glass known 
as crown glass.  Crown glass was made by blowing a large mass of molten glass 
into a hollow sphere on the end of a metal blow pipe where it was twirled rapidly 
until centrifugal force formed it into a flat disc called a “table.”  The blow pipe was 
removed, and the table, which usually had a diameter of 54 inches and weighed 
more than 13 pounds, was allowed to cool gradually.  It could then be cut into dif-
ferent size window panes.  This method produced thick, strong glass that would not 
crack from changing temperatures. 

View of the glass factory as it appeared in 1853.  The five 
immense chimneys for the wood-burning furnaces were named 

 Vulcan, Cotopaxi, Tyro, Aetna, and Vesuvius after the famous volcanoes.

In order to obtain workers skilled in crown glass manufacture, the company had to 
import glass makers from England.  One of these English workers, Thomas Cains, 
was skilled at making flint glass, a fine, high-quality, crystal-like glass previously 
produced only in Europe and difficult to obtain in the United States.  Cains per-
suaded his bosses to let him begin producing flint glass at the factory, and soon the 
South Boston Flint Glass Works was operating as a subsidiary of the Boston Glass 
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Manufactory.  In 1823 Cains left to build his own factory, the Phoenix Glass 
Works, across the street from his former employer.  He went on to become one of 
the wealthiest and most respected residents of South Boston. 

After Cains’ departure, the Boston Glass Manufactory entered a long period of de-
cline marked by poor business decisions and failed experimentation that eventually 
caused it to go bankrupt.  Over the next two decades, a series of five interests tried 
to revive the ailing glass factory under a number of different names, but none of 
these attempts were successful.  In 1843, Patrick Slane purchased the factory and 
managed to turn the ailing glass manufactory around.  Slane was aided by heavy 
import tariffs designed to protect the American glass industry from foreign compe-
tition.  His company was alternately referred to as the American Flint Glass Com-
pany, the American Glass Manufactory, and the American Glass Company.

Prior to 1840, most glass products were produced by two methods: free blown, in 
which a bubble of glass was blown and then shaped with hand tools, and mold
blown, in which a bubble was blown into a mold that shaped the body of the glass 
vessel.  The neck and lip were then hand tooled while the hot glass was still soft.
A third method became popular after 1837 when a means of pressing a blob of 
molten glass into a mold was devised.  Slane and his employees are credited with 
developing a number of innovative pressing techniques that simplified production.  
Archaeologists recovered glass products at the site that were produced by all three 
manufacturing techniques, but the presence of pressed glass dates the artifacts to 
the period of Slane’s ownership.  (See the definition of Terminus Post Quem in
Lesson 2.) 

Billhead from a receipt dated March 9, 1852.  The text at the bottom left reads “Having four fac-
tories in operation, the proprietor is ready to furnish orders for nearly all kinds of glass ware, 

such as lamps, lanterns, tumblers, nappies, chimneys, etc., together with assortments of cologne 
bottles, prescription phials, plain and fluted, etc., etc.”

Background Essay 3 
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The glass manufactory thrived under Slane.  According to the 1850 U.S. Census, 
he employed 240 men and 20 women and produced $350,000 worth of glass at the 
South Boston factory.  Maps and period illustrations show that the factory complex 
was immense, consisting of two elongated buildings containing five furnaces and 
several outbuildings.  The complex was located on the waterfront to facilitate 
shipments of fuel and raw materials for the furnaces and to ship finished products 
to other ports.  The factory burned down in 1851 and again in 1852, but each time 
Slane rebuilt quickly.  An 1853 newspaper article called the company “phoenix 
like” in reference to the way it was rapidly rebuilt in the aftermath of the fires, and 
went on to describe it as a “monument of enterprise and thrift…busily turning out 
all kinds of cut and pressed glass of the most beautiful and varied styles.”  All the 
steps involved in glassmaking were carried out at the factory, from the manufac-
ture of molds, melting pots, and other glass-making machinery to the packing and 
shipment of the final product. 

Small perfume bottles manufactured by The American Glass Company. 
These bottles are examples of discarded “wasters.”

Slane’s glass company last appears in the 1857/58 Boston City Directory, at which 
point the property apparently was sold. The site was subsequently occupied by 
wood-working, cobbler, and blacksmith shops; a boiler works; junkyard; and fi-
nally by a railroad siding and associated shops.  Although all of these businesses 
left their mark on the archaeological record, none contributed to our knowledge of 
Boston’s industrial heritage as did the series of glass factories that occupied the site 
for much of the first half of the 19th century. 
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Archaeologists at work at the American Glass site.  In the foreground is a filled, circular, brick cistern constructed after the glass-
works closed.  Behind the cistern is a wood-lined privy in which many of the glass artifacts were found.
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Suggested further reading: 
Mrozowski, Stephen A., Grace H. Zeising, and Mary C. Beaudry 

1996 Living on the Boott: Historical Archaeology at the Boott Mills Boarding-
houses, Lowell, Massachusetts. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press. 

National Park Service 
 1994 “Special Report: Industrial Archaeology,” Federal Archaeology 7(2). (avail-

able from the National Park Service web 
sitehttp://www.cr.nps.gov/aad/aepubs.htm) 

The Society for Industrial Archaeology 
http://www.ss.mtu.edu/IA/sia.html 
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1853
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MID-1800’s



Name______________________________ 
 

Worksheet 4: Document Research Activity Sheet 
 
1.  Compare the two maps of the same part of South Boston.  Which map rep-

resents modern Boston (1992)?  Which map is from 1847?  Label each map 
with the appropriate date.  What are the differences between the two 
maps?  Are there any landmarks you recognize on the modern map? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  Using the maps, explain where an archaeologist looking for sites that are 

at least 150 years old should look.  What areas are not worth examining?  
Why? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  Looking at the 1853 exterior view of the factory and the 1847 map, what 

can you say about the factory’s location?  What advantages did the factory 
have by being in this location?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  What else can you say about the factory based on the map and illustra-

tion? 
 
 
 



5.  Examine the pictures of the people making glass.  What do you think the 
openings at the base of the chimneys were and what were they used for? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  Based on the illustrations, what can you say about working conditions in 

the factory?  What can you see in the bottom picture that would be differ-
ent in a glass factory today? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  What can you learn about how glass bottles are made from examining the 

bottom picture?  How many different ways of shaping a bottle can you 
identify? What do you think the boys’ jobs were and how do they differ 
from those of the adults?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.  What things visible on the inside and outside of the factory might survive 

to be discovered by archaeologists? 



Teacher’s Answer Key 
 

Worksheet 4: Document Research Activity Sheet 
 
1.  Compare the two maps of the same part of South Boston.  Which map repre-

sents modern Boston (1992)?  Which map is from 1847?  (Label each map 
with the appropriate date.)  What are the differences between the two maps?  
Are there any landmarks you recognize on the modern map? 

 
The most obvious difference between the 2 maps is the shape of the waterfront.  

Over the past 150 years, much of Boston Harbor has been filled to make more 
land for development.  Almost all of the water visible in the 1847 map is dry 
land on the 1992 map.  The modern map shows the Route 3 Expressway (ex-
pwy.) and several railroads (R.R.).  The modern map also shows many more 
bridges and streets.  Some landmarks the students might recognize are the 
Museum of Transportation, The Children’s Museum, The Tea Party Ship, and 
South Station. 

 
 
2.  Using the maps, explain where an archaeologist looking for sites that are at 

least 150 years old should look.  What areas are not worth examining?  Why? 
 
Archaeologists would look in the areas that were dry land in 1847.  The most sen-

sitive areas are those that show existing buildings, wharves, or roads in 1847.  
 
 
3.  Looking at the 1853 exterior view of the factory and the 1847 map, what can 

you say about the factory’s location? What advantages did the factory have by 
being in this location? 

 
The factory is located on the Boston Harbor waterfront.  In the illustration, you 

can clearly see the bulkhead with ships docked along it.  The map also shows 
a large slip for ships to dock on the east side of the property.  This was a good 
location because the cheapest and easiest way to transport raw materials and 
finished products at this time was by ship.  Remind the students that cars and 
trucks would not be around until the 20th century and railroads were just be-
coming common.   

 
4.  What other details about the factory can be learned from the 1847 map and 

1853 illustration? 
 
The factory is quite large and is made up of several different buildings.  Some of 

the buildings are more than one story.  The factory has five large chimneys.  
Barrels can be seen stacked around the outside of the factory.   



5.  Examine the pictures showing the inside of the glass factories.  What do you 
think the openings at the base of the chimneys were and what were they used 
for? 

 
The openings at the bottom of the chimneys are large furnaces.  Glassmaking re-

quires intense heat to melt the raw materials into glass (hot enough to melt 
sand!) and to keep the glass soft so that it can be blown, molded, and shaped.  
Glass also has to be cooled slowly or else it will become brittle and discolored. 

 
 
 
 
6.  Based on the illustrations, what can you say about working conditions in the 

factory?  What can you see in the bottom picture that would be different in a 
glass factory today? 

 
The glass factory was a hot, crowded, dangerous place to work.  The bottom pic-

ture shows intense heat coming from the furnace.  For obvious reasons, glass 
factories were notorious for burning down.  Glass factories today would have 
far more safety precautions, and modern child labor and welfare laws prevent 
young boys from working in such a dangerous environment. 

 
 
7.  What can you learn about how glass bottles are made from examining the 

bottom picture?  How many different ways of shaping a bottle can you iden-
tify? What do you think the boys’ jobs were and how do they differ from those 
of the adults?   

 
In the pictures, one of the workers can be seen free blowing a glass bottle on the 

end of a blowing rod while two others are blowing bottles into two-piece 
molds.  The men are the skilled workers in the factory, while the boys are used 
as runners to transport tools and supplies as well as finished and unfinished 
bottles.   

 
 
 
8.  What things visible on the inside and outside of the factory might survive to 

be discovered by archaeologists?  
 
Just about everything in the pictures besides the people might be found by ar-

chaeologists.  Answers could include tools such as blow pipes and molds, stone 
building foundations, bricks from the furnaces and chimneys, barrels, wood 
from the walls and ceiling, window glass, timber from the wharves, personal 
items such as clothes buttons, and of course the byproducts of glass manufac-
ture such as waste glass and incomplete or defective glass products.  



Name_________________________ 
Worksheet 5: American Glass Co. Artifact Catalog 

Directions:  Use this worksheet to describe the artifacts found in Layer 1.  The 
name of the object is provided.  In the first column write the number of the ob-
ject from the layer next to the correct name, and then fill in the material and 
function of the object. 

Object 
 

Object name Object  
material 

Object function 

1. 
 

Oil lamp wick  
collar 
 

Metal/glass Part of a whale oil lamp 
where the wick is at-
tached. 
 
 

 
 

Paneled bottle   
 
 
 

 
 

Tumbler    
 
 
 

 
 

Paneled bottle   
 
 
 

 
 

Decanter  
stopper 

  
 
 
 

 
 

Crucible  
fragment 

  
 
 
 

 
 

Shaker top   
 
 
 

 
 

Perfume bottle   
 
 
 



Teacher’s answer key 
Worksheet 5: American Glass Co. Artifact Catalog 

Directions:  Use this worksheet to describe the artifacts found in Layer 1.  The 
name of the object is provided.  In the first column write the number of the ob-
ject from the layer next to the correct name, and then fill in the material and 
function of the object. 

Object 
 

Object name Object  
material 

Object function 

1. Oil lamp wick 
collar 
 

Metal/glass Part of a whale oil lamp 
where the wick is attached. 
 

7. Paneled bottle Glass Vessel for holding medi-
cine or other liquids. 
 

5. Tumbler  Glass Drinking glass. 
 
 

8. 
 

Paneled bottle Glass Vessel for holding medi-
cine or other liquids. 
 

3. 
 

Decanter  
stopper 

Glass Device for sealing the top 
of a decanter (same func-
tion as a cork). 

2. 
 

Crucible  
fragment 

Ceramic Large pot for melting the 
raw materials to make 
glass. 

6. 
 

Shaker top Metal Metal top for a salt shaker 
or similar vessel with holes 
to facilitate pouring. 

4. 
 

Perfume bottle Glass Vessel for storing perfume 



“Industry Must Prosper” 
—P.F. Slane, owner 

1852 
Catalog 
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____________

____________

E.

____________

____________

B.

____________

____________

F.

____________

____________
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C.

____________

____________

G.

____________
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____________
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____________









Lesson 4: 
Special
Studies in
Archaeology

A specialist at work in an archaeology laboratory.

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 3.  Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students interpret data from a variety of sciences. 

Learning Standard 6.  Interdisciplinary Learning: Natural Science, Mathematics, and 
Technology in History 
Students use entomology and parisitology to understand daily life in the 17th century. 

Learning Standard 10.  Human Alteration of the Environment 
Students learn how living conditions contributed to the development of insect species 
that were, in turn, a part of daily colonial life. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will: 

Learn how scientists contribute to archaeological studies. 
Present what scientific research has revealed about health and sanitation conditions in 
17th- and 18th-century Boston.
Participate in class discussion.
Use artifacts to learn about daily life in 17th- and 18th-century Boston.

Teacher Preparation 
Read Background Essay 4 “Privies and Parasites.” 
Display Layer 2. 
Study teacher copy of Layer 2 with key and teaching pictures.
Copy Worksheet 6 (2 pages). 
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Materials
Layer 2 
Teacher’s Layer 2 with key
Teaching pictures of beetle and parasites
Copies of Worksheet 6 (2 pages) with answer key 
Pencils or pens 



Lesson 4: Special Studies in Archaeology 

Vocabulary  Lesson 4 

Chamber pot A ceramic vessel used as a toilet when bad weather or dark-
ness postponed a trip to the privy.  The chamber pot could 
later be emptied into the privy. 

Ecofact An organic object, such as shell or unworked bone, that has 
been used but not modified by humans. 

Entomologist A scientist who studies insects. 

Palynologist A scientist who studies pollen. 

Parasite An organism that lives in or on another organism. 

Parasitologist A scientist who studies parasites. 

Pollen Spores in a seed plant used for reproduction. 

Redware An inexpensive, locally-made, porous ceramic.  Redware is 
commonly used today to make flower pots. 

Roundworm A type of intestinal parasite. 

Weevil A small beetle which eats nuts, fruit, vegetables, and grain. 

Whipworm A type of intestinal parasite.

Vocabulary



Lesson 4: Special Studies in Archaeology 

Introduction
In this lesson you will be introducing specialist studies in archaeology to the class.  The fo-
cus will be on issues of health and sanitation and how living conditions affected the inhabi-
tants of Boston in colonial times.  Be aware that the subject of specialist studies of privy soils 
might cause squeamishness on the part of some students.  At the outset make sure your stu-
dents understand that there was no garbage collection and therefore few options to dispose of 
refuse in colonial times. As a result the household privy served as a toilet as well as the 
dumping place for kitchen garbage and household debris.   

The artifacts that archaeologists recovered from the privy at the Cross Street Site, some of 
which you see on layer 2, tell much about the lifeways of the inhabitants of the house; but it 
is not from these artifacts alone that we learn about the Katherine Naylor family.  There is 
much more that is told about their lives from remains in the soil samples that were collected 
during excavation.  The soil contains tiny animal and plant parts that are not visible to the 
naked eye, but are seen only during later analysis by specialists.  Once analyzed by special-
ists, the soils reveal aspects of human life and conditions that artifacts alone cannot tell. 

Procedure
Part 1 
1. Introduce the artifacts and ecofacts on Layer 2 to your class.  Use the copy with the key 

to refresh your own memory before you begin.  The pictured beetle parts and parasite 
eggs should be saved until last as they will serve as an introduction to specialist studies.
Present the artifacts first.  These consist of: a pair of scissors (1); fruit seeds and pits (4); 
a leather shoe (7); a redware cherry jar (8); a wooden lawn bowling ball (6); a bone nee-
dle case (9); a wooden thread spool (3); clay marbles (14); a bone lice comb (11); a cop-
per alloy thimble (13); lace (12); and a spoon (15).  Once the artifacts are identified and 
their use is discussed, the teacher should introduce the beetle parts and parasite eggs, ex-
plaining that these were the “invisible” remains that were retrieved by specialists through 
microscopic analysis of soil samples. 

2. Pass out copies of Worksheet 6 (2 sheets) to the class.  The activity asks students to 
match objects on their copy of layer 2 with clues on Worksheet 6.  Following the direc-
tions and example given, the student should write down the name of the object on Work-
sheet 6 and then write the number of the description over the corresponding picture. 

Part 2 
The second portion of this lesson describes the contributions of specialist studies to archae-
ology.  Gauge your students’ knowledge of science and the degree to which you want to in-
clude natural science in your class and adjust the level of the lecture/discussion accordingly.
You may want to bring in some of the scientific elements through working with a science 
teacher or through assigning research projects to the students. 

Show the students a picture or transparency of the granary weevil, human roundworm, and 
human whipworm.  Using your lesson plan background if necessary, explain to the class 
who the experts were who carried out the specialist studies that identified these remains.  
Write their names (parasitologist, entomologist, and palynologist) on the blackboard, 

Lesson Instructions 
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along with a definition of their work.  Go on to explain what the specialists learned about 
the privy and discuss what this information indicates about life in the Naylor household.  
Elicit discussion using the questions below. When all topics have been covered, turn to the 
activity worksheets. 

Q. Who were the three specialists who analyzed the privy soils? Can you iden-
tify what each does?

A. Privy soils were analyzed by a parasitologist, a scientist who studies parasites in 
animals and humans; an entomologist, a scientist who studies insects; and a pa-
lynologist, a scientist who studies pollen. 

Q. What did the parisitologist find? How were parasite eggs spread?  
A. The parasitologist found that the privy contained eggs of the human whipworm in 

each sample and the eggs of the human intestinal roundworm in most samples.  
This indicates that many generations of residents of the Naylor household suf-
fered constantly from worm infections despite their relative prosperity.  In one 
sample, the egg of an intestinal roundworm that infects herbivores was found 
suggesting that sheep and goats were probably present on the site.  Perhaps the 
remains or feces of these animals were tossed into the privy.   

Humans were also infected with this transmittable and had deposited the eggs 
themselves while using the privy.  Infection could have occurred during periodic 
cleaning of the privy, when the contents would be removed as the privy shaft 
neared its capacity.  It may have been taken by wagon to nearby fields and spread 
to fertilize the crops or dumped into the harbor or other areas as fill.  Handling the 
fertilizer or eating uncooked produce grown in the fertilized fields could spread 
the parasitic infection to humans, as could house flies and other insects that 
landed in the privy and then transported the eggs to uncovered food.

Q. What did the entomologist find?  How did these beetles continue to live over 
the years in the privy?  What different sorts of beetles were in the privy?

A. The report of the entomologist lists the remains of 42 species of beetles.  Within 
the privy the beetles ate animal dung and fresh garbage.  Through these activities 
they created enough heat to allow them to survive the winter and to regenerate.  
The privy held several species of beetle (such as the granary weevil) that infested 
foodstuffs such as grains, peas, and flours, either while the grains and peas were 
growing in the field or when they were stored in the home.  Other beetle species 
that infested wood were present, along with diseased wood fragments, suggesting 
that either diseased trees or stored firewood and lumber (both hardwood and ev-
ergreen) may have been present in the backyard of the Naylor house.   

Q. What did the palynologist find?  Why was there such a large quantity of 
grain pollen in the privy?  What does this presence suggest about storage fa-
cilities in the home?

A. The pollen specialist determined that there was evidence for repeated dumping of 
grain or of grain-related products into the privy vault.  The specialist concluded 

Lesson Instructions 
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Lesson Instructions 

that the large quantities of cereal and maize pollen in the privy indicated that there 
was frequent spoilage of cereal and grain items in the home, necessitating their 
disposal.

Q. Why were all of the parasite eggs, pollen, and insect remains so well pre-
served in the privy after three hundred years? 

A. The privy vault was lined with bricks, sealed off with clay, and filled with water 
by the rising water table.  In addition to being protected from the elements, this 
water saturated, anaerobic (oxygen free) environment is optimal for artifact and 
ecofact (organic material) preservation because normal decomposition processes 
are severely retarded by the absence of oxygen. 

Q. What does this say about sanitation and hygiene in early Boston?  How sani-
tary was the practice of disposing of fresh garbage within the privy? In what 
sort of an environment was the privy located?

A. From the analysis of the privy, archaeologists have concluded that sanitation and 
hygiene left a lot to be desired in early Boston.  Parasite and insect infestation ap-
pears to have been epidemic, and must have adversely affected the quality of life.  
The disposal of fresh garbage within the privy was not sanitary, since this pro-
vided the perfect breeding ground for the above mentioned pests.  It was not until 
scientists began to understand the life cycles of these pests and their relationship 
to human health that the situation began to improve.  
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Background Essay 4 

PRIVIES AND PARASITES

When Europeans settled Boston in the first half of the 17th century, the land-
scape looked very different than it does today.  The area was known as the 
Shawmut Peninsula and was described as a narrow, sandy neck of land marked 
by high, steep hills and deep coves. Today the original peninsula makes up 
only a small portion of modern Boston.  It took over 200 years of filling the sur-
rounding marsh, tidal flats, and open water to create the current coastline.  The 
peninsula was the only dry land in early Boston, and it was here that the first 
residences, businesses, and wharves were built.  The back yard of one of these 
early homes was discovered by archaeologists working in Boston’s North End 
for the Central Artery Project 

Map of modern Boston (light gray) with origi-
nal landscape (darker gray) shown for com-

parison.

1722 map of Boston showing the location of the Cross 
Street Site and Nanny Naylor’s privy.
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Background Essay 4 8

This yard, known as the Cross Street Site, was one of the most exciting discov-
eries of the project because it contained an undisturbed privy that was used 
from about 1660 until 1715.  A privy, or outhouse, was an outdoor toilet com-
monly used before the age of indoor plumbing and municipal sewers.  Privies 
also served as trash pits for household and kitchen waste in the absence of or-
ganized trash collection.  Because of this, privies can provide archaeologists 
with a wealth of information about the daily lives of the families who used 
them.

This particular privy consisted of a below-ground, 5 by 8 foot, brick-lined vault 
supporting a wood structure containing 2 or 3 outhouse seats.  The vault was 
built in accordance with a 1652 Boston sanitation ordinance that regulated how 
and where privies could be constructed.  When it was no longer needed, the 
privy was filled with refuse and then covered with a layer of clay.  This clay 
cap, combined with the brick lining and rising ground water levels, created an 
ideal environment for the preservation of artifacts and ecofacts.  Because of the 
wealth of information that the contents of the privy provided archaeologists and 
the profusion of remarkable documentary records illustrating the lives of the 
property owners, this privy has been called one of the most significant urban 
archaeological discoveries in North America from the early colonial period. 

A cross-section of the Cross Street privy.  Note the brick lining and collapsed floor.   
In the 19th century another privy was cut into the older privy by later occupants of the site.
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Katherine’s signature as it appears on her 1663 petition to the colonial court for a divorce. 

Using historical documents such as maps, court documents, probate records, tax 
forms, deeds, building permits, and birth and death records found in archives 
and libraries throughout Boston, the archaeologists concluded that the privy was 
located in the back yard of a home near the wharves and warehouses on Bos-
ton’s waterfront.  Tax records show that merchants, sailors, ship captains, arti-
sans, and others inhabited the neighborhood, all employed in Boston’s thriving 
maritime trade.  The owner of the property during the period the privy was in 
use was a woman named Katherine Nanny Nailer (or Naylor).  Katherine was 
widowed by her first husband, a successful merchant named Robert Nanny who 
left a “dwelling house…ware house and wharffe” on Cross Street to his wife 
upon his early death.  She later married Edward Naylor, whom she soon di-
vorced for infidelity, drunkenness, and physical abuse.  Katherine had several 
children by each husband, four of whom lived to adulthood.  She resided on 
Cross Street until 1700, when failing health caused her to move in with friends 
in Charlestown where she died in 1716.  Between 1700 and 1715, the privy was 
used by renters who occupied the home during Katherine’s absence.  

While documents are an excellent source of information about the past, nothing 
can provide us with details about the average person’s life as well as artifacts.
Because the Cross Street privy contained so many well-preserved artifacts, it 
presented archaeologists with an amazingly detailed portrait of Katherine and 
her family’s everyday existence.  For example, from the presence of a large 
amount of sewing equipment, including pins, a bone needle case, a thimble, 
scissors, a wooden spool, and a pin cushion holder shaped like a miniature brass 
bucket, we know that sewing was an important activity in the house.  The cloth, 
silk, lace, and beads tell us that the members of the household were fashionably 
attired.  A number of finely made leather shoes and boots for both children and 
adults were preserved in the privy and provide us with examples of early colo-
nial footwear. 



Sewing supplies. 
Clockwise from left: pins, pin cushion, 

beads, thimble, and lace.

Redware jar assembled 
from sherds found in the 

privy. It measures one foot 
tall.

Bone hair comb. 
The fine teeth on the bottom 

could be used for combing out 
lice.

Other artifacts recovered at Cross Street have a story to tell as well.  A bone 
hair comb with extremely fine spacing between the teeth was used to comb out 
lice, and a spoon shows the kinds of utensils used in the 17th century.  Evidence 
of Boston’s maritime trading tradition can be seen in exotic items not found in 
New England: a seashell native to the Indian Ocean, a fragment of coconut 
shell, and a piece of ostrich egg shell.  Interesting examples of redware ceramic 
vessels include a large jar stained on the inside with cherry juice from food or 
beverage preparation and a chamber pot used when foul weather or the dark of 
night postponed a trip to the privy.  Clay marbles and a tiny shoe are testimony 
to the presence of the children documented in the historical records.  The oldest 
known wooden lawn bowling ball in the New World was recovered here and 
shows that life was not all hard work and no play in early Boston. These arti-
facts suggest that Katherine’s family was fairly wealthy and could afford small 
luxuries like lace and silk and had the leisure time to play games.  Apparently 
Robert Nanny had provided well for his family before his untimely death.  

In addition to the artifacts found in the privy, large amounts of ecofacts (organic 
remains) were recovered by the archaeologists.  Perhaps even more than the ar-
tifacts, these helped to paint a more accurate picture of early colonial life.  Be-
lieve it or not, over a quarter of a million pits and seeds from nuts, fruits, and 
spices were collected!  Plum and cherry pits made up over 95%of the total, 
leading the archaeologists to wonder how a single household could consume so 
much fruit.  Katherine may have been making pies, preserves, and fermented 
beverages like cherry bounce. 



Unusually large amounts of grain and flour dumped in the privy vault add sup-
port to the theory that Katherine was baking large numbers of fruit pies.  Since 
the grain and flour have long since decomposed and are not present in the privy, 
how do archaeologists know that it was there?  One way is by studying all of 
the insect parts found.  The entomologists, or insect scientists, who examined 
the insect parts from the privy identified 42 species of beetle.  In addition to 
beetles that ate the fruits, vegetables, meats, and dung in the privy, there were 
large numbers of granary weevils.  Granary weevils, which were introduced to 
the New World from Europe, infest grain and flour. Their presence in the privy 
indicates that large amounts of these foodstuffs must have been present.  The 
entomologists also concluded from the proliferation of pea weevil parts that 
large amounts of peas were thrown into the privy.  The remains of five species 
of beetles related to wood or wood products suggested that some sort of wood-
working or storage was taking place on or near the property. 

A small sample of the pits and seeds found in the 
privy

Granary weevil 

Another way the archaeologists learned that grain and flour had been dumped 
into the privy vault was by analyzing soil for evidence of pollen.  The paly-
nologists (pollen scientists) who studied the pollen found in the privy soil de-
termined that wheat, barley, oats, rye, and maize pollen were present in unusu-
ally high quantities.  The evidence collected by palynologists and entomologists 
suggests that the family threw infested grain and flour into the privy, believing 
that this was the most sanitary way to dispose of it.  They were unwittingly cre-
ating a cycle of infestation, however, by introducing the insects to the warm, 
moist privy environment in which the bugs flourished and may have returned to 
the kitchen to further damage food supplies.  In fact, this pattern of infestation 
and disposal probably had a noticeable impact on the colonial economy by 
causing a significant percentage of the food supply to be wasted.



Ascaris lumbricoides, or roundworm; inset photo is 
macroscopic view of egg.

Trichuris trichiura, or whipworm; inset photo is 
macroscopic view of egg. 

The main function of the privy, of course, was as a toilet.  By analyzing the fe-
cal matter found in the privy soil, archaeologists learned about health and sani-
tation in early Boston.  It was determined that the people using the privy suf-
fered from both roundworm and whipworm, which are human intestinal para-
sites.  These parasites are relatively unknown in cities like Boston today, but 
still infect people in developing countries lacking modern sanitation.  Although 
the parasites themselves had decomposed in the privy, their eggs, which are ex-
tremely resilient, were easily visible through a microscope. 

According to Leslie Driscoll, the UMASS Boston parasitologist who analyzed 
the parasite eggs, there are several reasons why human parasites were common 
in early Boston.

“Animals sharing the space, children playing in the dirt, and the 
possible reuse of feces as fertilizer would have been conducive to 
the parasite’s ability to successfully continue the cycle of infection.
Parasite eggs can remain viable for a long period until conditions 
are favorable for development.  Parasites could also have been 
transmitted by the dogs that roamed the streets, or by fish from the 
market.” 

Close contact with livestock (especially pigs), poor hygiene, and a lack of un-
derstanding of parasite life cycles also added to the problem.  Judging by the 
number of parasite eggs found in the privy, intestinal discomfort must have 
been an unfortunate aspect of everyday life for Katherine, for her family, and 
probably for most Boston residents.  



When all of the information compiled by the archaeologists, palynologists, en-
tomologists, parasitologists, and documentary researchers is collected, we are 
presented with a glimpse of what life was like in Boston from 1660 until 1715.  
By studying Katherine Nanny Naylor’s privy, we have learned about health, 
sanitation, and the environment, as well as clothing styles, footwear, and recrea-
tion.  Combined with the details gathered from documentary sources, we are 
given an image of early colonial life that conflicts with popular conceptions of 
the Puritan lifestyle.  The excavation of the Cross Street privy is an excellent 
example of how archaeology can illuminate Massachusetts’s history.  

View of the interior of the Cross Street privy during excavation. 
Note the brick lining of the privy.
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Suggestions for further reading: 
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 1998 A Seventeenth-Century Beetle Fauna from Colonial Boston,” Historical Ar-
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Privy,” Historical Archaeology* 32(3): 24–37. 

Kelso, Gerald 
 1998 Pollen Analysisof the Feature 4 Privy at the Cross Street backlot Site, Boston, 

Massachusetts. Historical Archaeology* 32(3): 49–62 

Lewis, Ann-Eliza H. 
 1998 “A Recreation to Great Persons: Bowling in Colonial Boston,” Northeast His-

torical Archaeology* 27. 

McHargue, Georgess 
 1994 Redware and Redcoats” A Popular Report on the Archaeology Performed in 

Charlestown, Massachusetts for the Central Artery North Reconstruction Pro-
ject. Pawtucket, RI: The Public Archaeology Laboratory. 

Historical Archaeology in the journal of the Society for Historical Archaeology. Northeast
Historical Archaeology is the journal of the Council for Northeast Historical Archaeology.
They are available in most university libraries and copies can be purchased from their respec-
tive offices.  Contact information can be found in the last part of this curriculum. 
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Name_________________________________ 
 

Worksheet 6: Excavating a Privy Matching Exercise   
 
Directions:  Match the correct description with the objects in layer 2.  Write the 
name of the object in the space after its description.  Then label each item on 
your copy of layer 2. 
 
1. I am a tool used to cut. 
 

 

2. When we hatch we’ll give you a 
stomach ache. 

 

3.  I am used to keep thread from 
getting tangled. 

 

4. Once you eat me you will find 
these remains. 

 

5. I am filled with tobacco to 
smoke. 

 

6. I am a major part of a lawn 
game. 

 

7. I cover and protect a person’s 
foot. 

 

8. I am a container that once held 
spoiled cherries. 

 

9. I am used to hold sewing  
       needles. 

 

10. I eat grain.  Can you find one of 
my parts? 

 

11. I am a tool used to remove lice 
from hair. 

 

12. I was made by hand to decorate 
a lady’s dress. 

 

13. I protect the finger of someone 
who is sewing. 

 

14. We are round clay objects used 
in children’s games. 

 

15. I am a tool used for eating. 
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Teacher’s Answer Key 
 

Worksheet 6: Excavating a Privy Matching Exercise   
 
Directions:  Match the correct description with the objects in layer 2.  Write the 
name of the object in the space after its description.  Then label each item on 
your copy of layer 2. 
 
1. I am a tool used to cut. 
 

Scissors 

2. When we hatch we’ll give you a 
stomach ache. 

Whipworm and roundworm eggs 

3.  I am used to keep thread from 
getting tangled. 

Wooden thread spool 

4. Once you eat me you will find 
these remains. 

Fruit seeds and pits 

5. I am filled with tobacco to 
smoke. 

Tobacco Pipe 

6. I am a major part of a lawn 
game. 

Lawn bowling ball 

7. I cover and protect a person’s 
foot. 

Leather shoe 

8. I am a container that once held 
spoiled cherries. 

Redware cherry jar  

9. I am used to hold sewing  
       needles. 

Basket Pin Cushion 

10. I eat grain.  Can you find one of 
my parts? 

Granary weevil nose (proboscis) 

11. I am a tool used to remove lice 
from hair. 

Comb 

12. I was made by hand to decorate 
a lady’s dress. 

Lace 

13. I protect the finger of someone 
who is sewing. 

Thimble 
 

14. We are round clay objects used 
in children’s games. 

Clay marbles 

15. I am a tool used for eating. 
 

Spoon 
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Lesson 5: 
Subsistence
on Spectacle 
Island during 
the Late 
Woodland
Period

Archaeologists excavating a shell midden on Spectacle Island. 

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 3. Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students identify tools, food resources, and activities of Native Americans through docu-
mentary and archaeological evidence. 

Learning Standard 4. Society, Diversity, Commonality, and the Individual 
Students learn about Native American life. 

Learning Standard 6.  Interdisciplinary Learning: Natural Science, Mathematics, and Tech-
nology in History 
Students learn about the life cycles of various fish and bird species to help them understand 
the seasonal movement of Native American groups. 

Learning Standard 9. The Effects of Geography 
Students learn how the New England climate shaped the lives of Native Americans. 

Learning Standard 10. Human Alteration of the Environment 
Students learn how Spectacle Island has changed through time. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will: 

Learn about Native American life. 
Interpret artifact use from pictures and study. 
Learn about the seasonal activities of native peoples. 
Identify and discuss artifacts used by Native Americans.
Learn how archaeologists use artifacts to understand the daily lives of people in the past

Teacher Preparation 
Read “Life on Spectacle Island” and plan of Lesson 5. 
Display Layer 3. 
Copy Worksheet 7 for each student. 
Copy the drawing of Native American Life on Spectacle Island for each student. 
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Materials
Layer 3 
Teacher’s copy of midden layer and key 
Copies of Worksheet 7 
Teaching picture of Native American Life on Spectacle Island 
Pencils or pens
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Vocabulary Lesson 5 

Alewife A food fish of the herring family very common in the At-
lantic.

Algonquian Language spoken by Native Americans in the Northeast-
ern United States. 

Cormorant A dark-colored seabird common in New England that 
dives to great depths in search of fish. 

Feature  A distinct human-made physical aspect of a site that can-
not be removed, such as a trash pit, a well, a grave, or a 
foundation.

Hearth A stone-lined cooking fire. 

Lithic A stone artifact. 

Massachusett  A Native American tribe that used to live in the Boston 
area.

Otoliths A bone-like concretion found in the inner ear of verte-
brates.

Pendant A charm or decoration suspended and worn around the 
neck.

Projectile point An arrowhead or spear point made out of stone or shell 
used for hunting and warfare. 

Sherd A small fragment of a pot or other vessel. 

Shell midden A large pile of discarded seashells and other refuse that 
has collected over a long period of time. 

Sturgeon A large fish once common to New England waters. 

Vocabulary 
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Vocabulary 

Temper Material, usually crushed rock or shell, mixed with clay 
to strengthen ceramic vessels. 

Woodland period The era of Native American culture dating from about 
2,700 years ago to the arrival of the first Europeans. 

Wrasse A salt-water fish with spiny fins once common to New 
England waters. 
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Introduction 
In this lesson students will be introduced to Native American life during the Late Woodland Pe-
riod.  The focus of this lesson is on the material life of Native Americans and how archaeologists 
use artifacts to interpret daily life.  Students observe and interpret artifacts from Spectacle Island, 
located in Massachusetts Bay. Students will examine a drawing depicting life on Spectacle Island 
and discuss activities, food resources, and seasonality, as well as how archaeological sites are 
created and preserved.  Students will catalog artifacts. 

Procedure
1. This lesson focuses on the excavations of a prehistoric shell midden, which is reproduced in 

layer 3.  Carefully study Layer 3 before you introduce the lesson to your students.  Familiar-
ize yourself with the artifacts and their usage so that you can help students relate these items 
to the “Native American Life on Spectacle Island” picture that will be presented later in the 
lesson.  The artifacts, bone fragments, and shells are numbered and keyed on the enclosed 
teacher copy of the midden layer. 

2. Explain to the students that they are going to learn about the native peoples who inhabited the 
area of Boston before the Europeans came.  The materials the native peoples used are differ-
ent from any of those students have studied in the earlier archaeology lessons.

3. Point to different objects in the layer and encourage them to think about what they might be.  
It might be wise to begin with identifying a more recognizable artifact such as a projectile
point or an ecofact like a clam shell.  Because form and function are often closely related, 
discuss how the objects look (e.g., pointed, sharp, knife-like, etc.) to begin to think about 
how they were used.  Mention that the artifacts were made from naturally-occurring materials 
such as bone or stone.  Note that the pots were made from combining two naturally-occurring 
materials (clay with crushed shell added for temper).  You may wish to list the names of the 
items on the chalkboard as the class identifies them.

4. Distribute the Native American Life on Spectacle Island drawing and ask the students to ex-
amine it.  Careful study of the picture will help students understand the function of the tools 
that are shown.  Ask what animals and birds are visible and what activities are being carried 
out.  Students should be able to infer the following activities currently being carried on or 
having been carried out recently: fishing with spears, digging for clams, cooking over a fire 
with clay pots, hunting with a spear, processing a deer that has been killed by a hunter.  Ani-
mals visible in the picture are ducks, dog, deer, fish, seal, and clams. 

5. Use the “Native American Life on Spectacle Island” drawing to make students aware of vari-
ous food resources used by native peoples.  Once again refer the students to layer 3 to note 
the potential for animal remains (bone fragments from deer, fish, and birds, shell fragments 
from clams) and cooking tools present there.  (They may not easily recall all of the ecofacts 
and artifacts in the layer; but say that archaeologists cannot always identify material things 
easily.)  Careful examination of the activities picture shows the following: 

spear point used to impale a large cod fish 
a point on the spear of the hunter standing on the shore 
a spear being used to take fish from a canoe 

Lesson Instructions 
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Lesson Instructions 

a man in a canoe in the foreground is poised to spear a seal 
with a bone harpoon point 
two women are at work in the tidal flat harvesting clams 
two women are cooking over a fire on shore.   
dogs wander about the camp site 
other food sources seen here are the ducks flying overhead and 
a deer that is hung before being prepared 

4. This drawing can be used in a number of ways to foster discussion and may be used to show 
that native peoples visited different areas at different times of the year.  Ask the students if 
there are any clues as to what season of year it might be.  The ducks flying overhead, for ex-
ample, limit the possible season to spring or fall, when they are migrating and most likely to 
be hunted.  Archaeologists also studied the migration patterns of fish during the Late Wood-
land period (the period that native peoples used the island).  They learned that cod were most 
plentiful for fishing in the fall in this coastal area of New England.  If the students have not 
already observed that deer are generally hunted in the fall even today, point this out.

5. Ask the students what season the picture depicts.  Elicit the response that this island scene 
took place in fall.  Explain that archaeologists believe that the island was visited by native 
peoples mainly in the fall and that they did not stay there during the rest of the year. 

6. Once the discussions of activities, food resources, and season of year are completed, ask your 
students which material items used by native peoples might last over thousands of years and 
which ones might be more perishable.  Are any of these items the artifacts or ecofacts that 
they see in layer 3?   

7. Ask whether any activities might leave archaeological features.  Go over the items listed in 
layer 3 once more.  The students should conclude that organic materials like bone, wood, and 
textiles are generally perishable, while stone tools and ceramic pottery are not perishable.
Explain that the longevity of bone in the midden pile is due to the lime (alkaline) content of 
the shell that is also present in the pile.  Bone normally decays quickly in acidic New Eng-
land soils, but is better preserved in alkaline environments.  Activities such as cooking in a 
hearth also leave long-lasting stains in the soil that are regularly excavated by archaeolo-
gists.

8. Give each student a copy of Worksheet 7.  Ask the class to catalog the artifacts they see in 
layer 3, as they have done previously.  Students should follow the example given at the top 
and catalog the artifacts and ecofacts on the sheets.  Each artifact type should be cataloged 
once along with a count of how many of that item was recovered.  There are twelve different 
object types to catalog.  You may wish to write a list of the 12 types on the blackboard for 
their reference.  You can have students exchange papers to go over answers at the conclusion 
of the lesson, if appropriate for your particular class. 
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LIFE ON SPECTACLE ISLAND

During the planning of the Central Artery Project, the engineers were confronted 
with a difficult problem.  Where should they put the 3.6 million cubic yards of dirt 
that were to be removed during the construction of the underground highway?  
They decided that nearby Spectacle Island was the perfect place. The island, lo-
cated in Boston Harbor, received its name from early European settlers who 
thought its two glacial hills connected by a sand bar looked like a pair of old-
fashioned eyeglasses.  Since the island had been used as a trash dump for more 
than a century, the dirt could be used as a cap.  A public park is planned for Spec-
tacle Island. 

Spectacle Island as it looked when Native 
Americans visited there.

Spectacle Island as it looked in 1987 after 
being enlarged by years of dumping.

A preliminary archaeological survey of Spectacle Island revealed that multiple ar-
chaeological resources existed on the island.  These included both historical ar-
chaeological sites, which date from after the arrival of European settlers until the 
present day, and pre-European sites, which are related to Native Americans.  Close 
inspection revealed that an important well-preserved Native American site re-
mained.  Archaeologists usually prefer to conserve archaeological resources in 
place for future generations, but it was impossible to avoid the destruction of this 
particular site.  Therefore, an archaeological excavation was conducted. 

Background Essay 5 
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Photo of the Spectacle Island Site during the archaeological excavation. 
Note the archaeologist on the left carefully measuring the depth of the midden as well as the 

strings systematically dividing the site. Exact measurements are imperative to archaeologists so 
that the location of recovered remains can be recorded. 

Native Americans were living in the area we call Massachusetts long before Euro-
pean settlers began to arrive about 350 years ago.  In fact, they have been living 
here for more than 10,000 years and still live in Massachusetts today.  When Na-
tive Americans lived in or visited an area, they often left evidence of their pres-
ence.  This evidence might include the remains of food or other objects that were 
lost or discarded.  When archaeologists investigated Spectacle Island, they found a 
number of things left behind by Native Americans.  Most of these items were 
found in a shell midden, which is a large deposit of clam and mussel shells that 
have been discarded by people over the years.  By excavating and studying this 
midden, archaeologists learned about the lives of the Native Americans who vis-
ited the island. 

By radiocarbon dating the charcoal (burned wood) and shells from within the mid-
den, we know that the site was visited by Native Americans from about A.D. 500 
until A.D. 1600, which is roughly when the first Europeans began arriving.  Ar-
chaeologists call this era the Woodland Period.  The Native Americans living 
around Boston at this time were ancestors of the Massachusett tribe, who, like 
most of the Indians in New England, spoke the Algonquian language.

Background Essay 5 
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Soft shell clam shell Fish bones

By far the most numerous items recovered from the Spectacle Island midden can 
be classified as ecofacts.  Ecofacts are organic objects such as shells, unworked 
bones, and seeds that have been used but not modified by humans.   Archaeologists 
collected 1,560 pounds of shell from the midden, which was only about a 30 per-
cent sample of the total quantity.  Ninety percent of the shells from the site came 
from soft shell clams, or “steamers” as modern New Englanders call them.  These 
represent the bulk of the food consumed on the island.  Clams were plentiful in the 
harbor and easily harvested. Native Americans on Spectacle Island  harvested an 
average of 24 to 26 pounds of shellfish meat per year. 

Fish were also eaten regularly.  Cod were abundant in the waters off Boston, and 
moved into the harbor to spawn every fall.  Ninety-five percent of the fish bones in 
the collection are from cod.  Many of the cod bones are otoliths, or ear bones, 
which can be used to determine the age and size of the fish.  Other fish bones, in 
order of frequency, include flounder, wrasse, sturgeon, alewife, and bluefish. 

After shellfish and fish, another important part of the Native American diet as seen 
on Spectacle Island was meat from mammals.  Juvenile white-tailed deer bones 
were most common, with parts of at least three different individuals being identi-
fied.  It is unclear whether the deer were killed on the island itself or butchered on 
the mainland where deer were probably more plentiful. Other mammal bones in-
cluded raccoon, beaver, and a single seal bone.  A few snake and turtle bones indi-
cate that reptiles were consumed as well. 

Background Essay 5 
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Bird bones

Large quantities of bird remains were also recovered on Spectacle Island.  Found 
in the midden were goose, duck, gull, cormorant, turkey, and crow bones.  Al-
though they were not as numerous as the mammal and fish remains, birds were an 
important part of the Native American diet.   

The only edible plant remains found in the midden were charred hickory nut shells.  
Like the deer bones, these may have been brought to the island from the mainland 
since scientists don’t think that hickory trees grew on the island at this time. 

Excavations in progress on Spectacle Island. 

Background Essay 5 
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Bone harpoon points

Numerous artifacts were recovered from the shell midden.  They include spear tips
made from worked bone, which are rarely found by archaeologists in New England 
because bone normally decomposes rapidly in the region’s acidic soil.  Fortunately, 
the chemical composition of the shell midden ensured that the organic materials 
were well preserved.  The barbed spear points were probably used to spear fish.
The spears were used to impale smaller fish either from a canoe or while wading in 
shallow water. 

Although less numerous, stone artifacts, or lithics, were retrieved from the midden 
too.  These included projectile points, which were used as spear points or arrow-
heads for hunting and warfare, a stone pestle used to grind corn, grain, or seeds, 
two small decorative slate pendant fragments and several knife blades.  A small 
number of stone flakes were found as well.  Flakes are the waste product of stone 
tool manufacture.  Relatively few lithic artifacts and flakes were found in the mid-
den compared to other similarly sized sites on the mainland.  This suggests that 
stone tool making and use were not practiced very frequently on the island.

Projectile point Pot sherds with crushed shell temper

A large number of sherds, or fragments, from broken clay pots were also present.  
Visible within the sherds are tiny fragments of crushed shell used as temper to 

Background Essay 5 
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Background Essay 5 

make the clay stronger.  Native Americans of the Woodland Period used clay pots 
to prepare and store food, while herbs and tobacco were smoked in the clay pipes. 

The pot sherds may have come from a vessel similar to this, 
which was found at another Woodland site in southern New England. 

Native Americans did not live on the island, but visited periodically as members of 
food-gathering, fishing, and hunting parties to exploit the plentiful shellfish, fish, 
waterfowl, and marine mammals.  They probably only stayed long enough to col-
lect food, eat some of it, and preserve the rest by smoking and drying for transport 
to the mainland.  The lack of a fresh water source on the island and the absence of 
large-scale stone tool manufacture and use support this theory of short-term visita-
tion.  In addition, no evidence of the semi-permanent shelters normally associated 
with habitation areas was encountered by the archaeologists.  

Woodland people in coastal southern New England lived a semi-nomadic lifestyle, 
moving about as the seasons dictated to best utilize farming, gathering, fishing, and 
hunting resources.  Spectacle Island was only one of many seasonal stops during 
their busy year. The archaeologists determined that Native Americans mainly 
came to the island during the fall.  They learned this by studying the migration pat-
terns of the fish (especially cod) and waterfowl to determine when they were most 
plentiful in the harbor.  The hickory nuts that were found in the midden are also 
harvested in the late fall.  The island was probably visited in other seasons as well, 
possibly when other food sources were scarce.  

The information that came from the shell midden excavation on Spectacle Island is 
useful not only to archaeologists, but to modern Native Americans, environmental 
scientists, students, and anyone interested in learning about Massachusetts’s cul-
tural heritage.
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Suggestions for further research: 

Braun, Esther, and David Braun 
 1994 The First Peoples of the Northeast. Lincoln, MA: Lincoln Historical Society. 

McHargue, Georgess 
 1996 Seashells, Seashells, by the Seashore: The Story of the Spectacle Island Archaeo-

logical Site. Littleton, MA: Timelines, Inc. 

Suggested Reading 



Name: ________________________________ 
 

Worksheet 7: Catalog of Shell Midden Artifacts 
 

Directions: Use this worksheet to catalog the artifacts and ecofacts found in the 
midden. 
 
Object Name Number of 

Objects 
Object Material Object Use 

 pot sherds 3 clay with crushed 
shell temper 

store and cook food 

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    



Name: ________________________________ 
Worksheet 7: Catalog of Shell Midden Artifacts 
 
Directions: Use this worksheet to catalog the artifacts and ecofacts 
found in the midden. 
Object Name Number 

of Objects 
Object Material Object Use 

pot sherds 3 clay with 
crushed 
shell temper 

store and cook 
food 

soft shell clam 16 clam shell food resource 
harpoon point 3 bone hunting fish 

and game 
spear point 3 bone  hunting fish 

and game 
dog molar 2 tooth companionship 

cod fish verte-
bra 

2 bone food resource 

bird longbone 2 bone food resource 
deer leg bone 1 bone food resource 
cod skeletal 
fragment 

1 bone food resource 

dog bone frag-
ment 

1 bone companionship 

projectile point 2 stone hunting fish 
and game 



What activities can you see in this scene of Native American life on Spectacle Island?







Lesson 6: 
Boston’s
Inhabitants
through
Time

History and Social Science Curriculum Learning Standards Met in this Lesson 
Learning Standard 1. Chronology and Cause 
Students examine the full timeline of history exposed in the course of the unit.  

Learning Standard 3. Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students synthesize the data in a variety of ways and express their own interpreta-
tions of the archaeological sites.

Learning Standard 4. Society, Diversity, and the Individual 
Students consider Boston’s inhabitants through time to include occupancy by Native 
Americans and arrival of European immigrants.

Learning Objectives 
Students will:

Review the chronology of the peoples revealed in the archaeology lessons.
Summarize the lifeways of peoples studied in lessons 3, 4, and 5.
Seek common themes in lifeways.
Describe how archaeology revealed information about these people and their life-
ways.
Prepare a group or individual project synthesizing what student has learned.

Teacher Preparation 
Be sure that the all three layers of the stratigraphy of Boston are clearly displayed.



Plan for preparation time and presentation time for the projects.  Are projects to be 
prepared at home or in class?  Will all projects be presented in some way to the class?  
Plan for evaluation of student work.

Materials
Any supplementary materials to stimulate thought about final activities for archae-
ology lessons



Introduction
This final lesson is flexible.  The goal is for students to create a synthetic work that sum-
marizes all they have learned about archaeology and the history and prehistory of the 
Boston area.  Several suggestions follow.  Feel free to include other activities. 

Idea 1 
Have the students write an illustrated short story about life during one or all of the time 
periods studied in the lessons.  Make sure they include as many artifacts from the layers 
as possible in their history.  For example, you could ask the students to imagine they 
were Native American children helping their parents collect shellfish on Spectacle Island 
500 years ago or that they worked at the American Glass Factory in 1850. 

Idea 2
Small groups of students can work together to write a complete history based on the arti-
factual information presented.  Have each member of the group write-up a single time 
period and then combine their chapter with other group members. 

Idea 3 
Have the students draw a time line and place the events studied on it.  Then have students 
conduct independent research for the time periods discussed to see what major events in 
US history were taking place at the same time and add these to the time line.  (Examples 
include the arrival of the pilgrims in Plymouth, the American Revolution, the Civil War, 
the election of Bill Clinton, etc.).  One important point is to show how short European-
American history here is when compared to the Native American presence in the Boston 
area.  Be sure to note on the timeline that Native American history did not end with the 
arrival of Europeans. 

Idea 4 
After completing these lessons, students should have a good idea of what types of arti-
facts will preserve well in archaeological sites and which will not.  Have students inven-
tory the classroom or their bedrooms and identify which items archaeologists 2000 years 
from now are likely to recover. 

Idea 5 
Using the archaeological layer as a guide, have your students make three-dimensional 
artifacts.  These might vary from simple drawings pasted on construction paper, to more 
elaborate plaster-of-paris plates, foil spoons, or papier maché shoes. Students can also do 
research on the artifact they have chosen to recreate in order to find more design ideas. 

Idea 6 
Have your students perform a skit based on one of the lessons or on a combination of the 
lessons. Ask them to act out a scene in which they employ artifacts represented on the 
archaeological layers  This can be combined with Idea 5 and they can use the artifacts 
they have created. 



Idea 7 
Repeat the brown paper bag activity from Lesson 1 only this time use a more complex 
group of artifacts to test how the students ability to think like an archaeologist has in-
creased.

Idea 8 
If your class has access to the Internet, have students perform a search for sites about ar-
chaeology to reinforce what they have learned.  A web site about the Big Dig is main-
tained by the Central Artery Project (http://www.bigdig.com).  And a brief tour of the 
exhibit Archaeology of the Central Artery Project: Highway to the Past will be available 
on the Secretary of State’s web page (www.magnet.state.ma.us/sec/index.htm).  There 
are many high-quality web sites on archaeology, Native Americans, and Boston and 
Massachusetts’s history.  You might ask your students to locate five sites concerning the 
above topics and hand in a list of the addresses along with a brief description of their 
content. For a list of a few related addresses, see “Continue to Learn about Archaeology!
Suggestions for Further Reading” at the end of this text. 



Archaeology
and You 

Archaeological sites are fragile, non-renewable resources that are constantly 
threatened by both natural and human activities.  Because archaeological sites 
cannot be replaced once they are destroyed, it is important that we work to pro-
tect them while we still can.  In order to preserve the past for the future, how-
ever, archaeologists need your help.  Just as efforts to protect our natural envi-
ronment work best through grass roots movements, archaeological preservation 
works best with active public support. 

Threats to Archaeological Sites
People seldom set out to create time capsules about their lives, but the trash that 
they throw out and the changes that they make to the landscape often survive as 
archaeological sites.  Because they survived by accident instead of by intent, 
however, archaeological sites are fragile.  Burrowing animals, uprooted trees, 
and wind and water erosion damage and destroy sites by mixing up the soil lay-
ers in which artifacts are found and can change soil chemistry, causing artifacts 
to decay more rapidly. 

Human activities, such as plowing, forestry, and construction projects also 
threaten sites.  Worse still are vandals and looters who purposely target sites 
and rob us of our archaeological heritage.  Vandals maliciously set out to de-
stroy sites, whereas looters dig into sites looking for artifacts that they can keep 
for private collections or sell and destroying important scientific data in the 
process.  Looters differ from archaeologists in that they want artifacts for the 
thrill of owning a part of the past or for their monetary value instead of for the 
information they tell us about the past.  Sites are damaged and sometimes de-
stroyed when individuals without the proper training try to excavate an archaeo-
logical site.  The destruction of archaeological sites is particularly distressing 



because, unlike forests, which can be replanted, archaeological sites are non-
renewable resources.  It is up to all of us to protect sites so that future genera-
tions can continue to learn about the past. 

Protecting the Past 
Archaeologists are stewards of the past. Since the best way to preserve sites of-
ten is to keep them in the ground, archaeologists follow a conservation ethic, 
which states that the only sites that should be excavated are those threatened 
with destruction or those that are integral to answering important research ques-
tions.  As an archaeologist excavates, the site is destroyed therefore archaeolo-
gists carefully record, analyze, and preserve as much as possible, and then pub-
lish their results so they can be shared with others.  They are obliged to collect 
as much data as possible even if it is not central to their particular research.
This ensures that other scholars will have the data they need. 

Archaeologists in consort with environmental and open space planners also try 
to bank archaeological sites.  They raise money to purchase sites or encourage 
land owners to donate them to land conservation organizations.  Conservation 
easements and zoning laws can also be used to prevent the destruction of sites 
on private land.  By protecting sites in place, archaeologists make sure that the 
sites will still exist when new techniques are developed to learn more from 
them than is currently possible. 

You do not have to be an archaeologist to protect the past.  Everyone in Massa-
chusetts can help by reporting sites that they find to the Massachusetts His-
torical Commission, which is the state agency in charge of overseeing archaeo-
logical site protection.  Teachers and students should also refrain from collect-
ing artifacts.  Although it is fun to find artifacts, taking them for yourself is the 
same as stealing them from everyone.  It is much better to record them in place 
and then tell an archaeologist about what you found.  In addition, it is illegal to 
dig archaeological sites on land owned by the state or by towns—including 
most school property—without a permit.  Permits can be applied for from the 
State Archaeologist at the Massachusetts Historical Commission.  The State Ar-
chaeologist oversees the protection of the state’s archaeological heritage and 



ensures that archaeological standards are met.  If you see people digging for ar-
tifacts on public land, you should call the police or the State Archaeologist to 
make sure that they have a permit. 

These regulations do not mean that people cannot excavate sites.  Massachusetts 
residents can volunteer on field schools and help archaeologists record, moni-
tor, and excavate known sites.  Contact the Anthropology or Archaeology De-
partment at a local college or university for more information about these pro-
grams and what you can do to help.  The Massachusetts Archaeological Society 
has many volunteer opportunities sponsored by local chapters throughout the 
state.  These chapters meet regularly and hold lectures about archaeology.  For 
people interested in digging in distant places, the Archaeological Institute of 
America (AIA) publishes the Archaeological Fieldwork Opportunities Bulletin
every year, which lists field opportunities around the world as well as in Massa-
chusetts.  The address for the AIA is listed at the end of this chapter.  Earth-
watch, based in Watertown, Massachusetts, sponsors archaeological excava-
tions close to home and abroad.  Finally, every fall, the state sponsors Massa-
chusetts Archaeology Week with lectures and activities for children and adults.
It’s a great way to get involved with archaeology! 

Becoming an Archaeologist 
If volunteering on archaeological excavations only whets your appetite, then 
you may want to consider becoming a professional archaeologist.  To become 
an archaeologist, a person should enjoy studying history; though, science, math, 



and good communication skills are also required.  Archaeologists usually start 
with an anthropology or archaeology degree from a four-year college and then 
continue for a Masters degree or a Doctorate in a specialized aspect of archae-
ology.  Many archaeologists choose to concentrate on a specific time period or 
region.  Others study special archaeological techniques such as paleoethno-
botany and lithic analysis. 

Job opportunities for archaeologists are varied.  Many professional archaeolo-
gists work in public archaeology that is they are employed by federal agencies, 
state or local governments, overseeing site protection on public lands.  Over the 
last 20 years, legal requirements for locating, exploring, and protecting archaeo-
logical sites prior to federally or state sponsored projects have provided job op-
portunities for a great number of archaeologists in private firms that conduct ar-
chaeological studies.  Others teach in college or university anthropology, soci-
ology, history, or classics departments.  Archaeologists also work for museums, 
historical societies, and preservation organizations.  No matter where they 
work, however, they all have the same goal—to understand and protect the past. 

Conclusion
The archaeological sites of Massachusetts are part of our common heritage.  
Unfortunately, it is disappearing quickly. Each of us can help protect the past 
by understanding how archaeological sites are made and by teaching others 
about the fragility of these links to the past.  In doing so, we save a part of the 
past as our legacy for the future. 



Suggestions for further research:

National Park Service website 
http://www.cr.nps.gov

This web site provides an overview of the var-
ied and multiple activities of the National Park 
Service and includes comprehensive links to 
sites on archaeology including volunteer op-
portunities and resources for teachers. 

ArchNet
 http://archnet.uconn.edu/ 

This site describes itself as a WWW Virtual Library.  It contains links to 
a number of useful archaeological resources to get you started. 

Feder, Kenneth L. 
 1998 Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries: Science and Pseudoscience in Ar-

chaeology. Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing Company. 

Crosby, Connie 
 1994 “How to Care for your Underground Heritage,” Preservation Ad-

vocate (1) 21: 4–5. 



Vocabulary  Archaeology and You 

Conservation ethic A concept that states that archaeologists should excavate 
only threatened sites unless they have a well-defined re-
search question that can only be addressed by excavating 
a non-threatened site. 

Lithic analysis  The study of stone tools and how they were made and 
used.

Looter A person who digs sites to recover artifacts to keep or sell 
for commercial profit without regard for the information a 
site can tell us about the past. 

MHC The Massachusetts Historical Commission, a state agency 
in charge of archaeological and historic preservation in 
the state. 

Site banking Preserving sites in place. 

State Archaeologist The person responsible for overseeing archaeological site 
protection in Massachusetts and ensuring that archaeo-
logical standards are met. 

Vandal A person who maliciously destroys property. 



Sources to consult about volunteer opportunities in archaeology 

Massachusetts Historical Commission 
220 Morrissey Boulevard
Boston, MA 02125 
(617) 227-8460 

Boston City Archaeology Lab. 
Boston Landmarks Commission 
152 North Street 
Boston, MA 
(617)635-2912

Mass. Archaeological Society 
PO Box 700 
Middleboro, MA 02346 
(508) 947-9005 

Archaeological Institute of America 
656 Beacon Street
Boston, MA 02215-2010 
(617) 353-9361 

Department of Anthropology 
Harvard University
Peabody Museum 
11 Divinity Avenue 
Cambridge, MA 02138 
(617) 495-2246 

Department of Anthropology 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
Machmer Hall 
Amherst, MA 01003 
(413) 545-2221 

Department of Anthropology 
University of Massachusetts, Boston 
100 Morrissey Boulevard 
Boston, MA 02125 
(617) 287-6850 

Department of Archaeology 

Boston University 
Suite 347 
675 Commonwealth Avenue Boston, MA 
02215-2010
(617) 353-3415 

Earthwatch Expeditions Inc. 
680 Mount Auburn Street 
Watertown, MA 02272 
(617) 926-8200 

A professional archaeologist at work in Boston.



Institutions with exhibits on archaeology and history 

Boott Cotton Mills Museum 
National Historic Park 
Lowell National Historic Park 
400 Foot of John Street 
Lowell, MA
(978) 970-5000 

Fruitlands Museum 
102 Prospect Hill Road 
Harvard, MA 01451 
(508) 456-3924 

Memorial Hall Museum 
Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Associa-
tion
Memorial Street 
Deerfield, MA 01342 
(413) 774-7476 

Old Sturbridge Village 
1 Old Sturbridge Village Road 
Sturbridge, MA 01566 
(508) 347-3363 

Peabody Essex Museum 
East India Square 
Salem, MA 01970 
1 (800) 745-4054 

Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology
Harvard University 
11 Divinity Avenue 
Cambridge, MA 02138 
(617) 495-9968 

Plimoth Plantation 
P.O. Box 1670 
Plymouth, MA  
(508) 746-1622 

Robbins Museum of Archaeology 

Massachusetts Archaeological Society 
Middleboro, MA 02346 
(508) 947-9005 

Robert S. Peabody Museum of Archae-
ology
Phillips Academy  
Box 71 
Andover, MA 01810 
(978) 749-4490 

Springfield Museum of Science 
236 State Street 
Springfield, MA 01103 
(413) 733-1194 

Strawbery Banke Museum 
P.O. Box 300 
Portsmouth, NH 03801 
(603) 433-1106 


