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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

This report documents the archeological excavations for Park Building 48, Harpers Ferry
National Historical Park (46JF92). The structure is situated on the eastern portion of Lot 2,
north of Shenandoah Street, northeast of Virginius Island. Archeological field investigations
were performed by the Division of Archeology, Harpers Ferry National Historical Park, from
August 13, 1990 through November 16, 1990. A total of 15 excavation units were dug.

The original topography around Park Building 48 was about 3.0 to 4.0 ft lower than the
present elevation. The structure’s original core was built in the 1820s and measured 19 ft by
15.5 ft. Between 1832 and 1851 the rear extension, measuring 17.5 ft by 19 ft, was added to
the north side of the building. By 1841, the topography was about 1.5 to 2.0 ft higher and the
two story east wing extension was added. While the earlier 1820s and 1830s landscape was
made more formalized with grasses, the later 1840s and 1850s landscape is comparatively unkept
and contained an abundance of weeds. After the early 1840s, it appears that the armory’s
industrialization took precedence over maintaining a formal "natural" landscaped environment.

Excavations at Park Building 48 provides some of the first evidence of piecework
performed at home by armory workers. A relatively large number of files (flat, round, and
triangular) and weapon parts were found in the pre-1841 assemblage around the house. The
materials may be a product of home production since some workers were paid by the piece.
Another scenario is that the government frequently sold tools to the public and the tool and
weapon assemblage may be a product of an armorer’s attempt to supplement his family’s
income. A sparseness of weapon parts in the post-1841 deposits may be evidence of stricter
manufacturing regulations, including the implementation of factory discipline and the
abandonment of the piecework process.

Dramatic differences are also noticeable in the armory worker’s dining wares. A vessel
analysis of plates and teawares reveals a significant difference between the pre-1841 and the
post-1841 occupations. The earlier deposits contain relatively higher quality ceramics including
porcelains and fashionable transfer prints. The later occupations produced materials that would
have been outdated by several decades.

Faunal analysis provides significant contrasting data between the pre-1841 and the post-
1841 assemblages. The earlier context has a higher proportion of cow than pig bones.
Sheep/goat became significantly less important in the later occupations. Home food production
appears to have increased as pig became increasingly important in the post-1841 diet.

Merritt Roe Smith (1977) notes a dramatic change in factory production after 1841.
There also appears to be a dramatic change in the domestic consumption of goods and foods
about this time. While workers became relatively compliant within the work area, they may
have become more defiant in their own social arena. Reverting to a lifestyle and material
culture of past generations may be interpreted by some as a product of poverty. Armory
workers increasingly relied upon domestic foods, such as pig, and used unfashionable goods that
were popular a generation earlier when the armory ran according to a task-oriented system.
Whether their choice to acquire these goods was an economic decision or a resolution to resist
the new industrial culture is unknown, but the archeological record does indicate a very strong
correlation between the changing work system and a new domestic material culture.
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CHAPTER 1

AN ARCHEOLOGY OF AN ARMORY DWELLING,
HARPERS FERRY, WEST VIRGINIA

Paul A. Shackel
BACKGROUND

This report constitutes the archeological component for the cultural landscape report,
historic structures report, and archeological research report for Park Building 48, Package 118,
Harpers Ferry National Historical Park. The structure is situated on the eastern portion of Lot
2, north of Shenandoah Street, northeast of Virginius Island, and borders the heart of Harpers
Ferry’s commercial district. Archeological field investigations were sponsored by the National
Park Service and performed by the Division of Archeology at Harpers Ferry National Historical
Park, from August 13, 1990 through November 16, 1990. This report consists of ten chapters,
each written to stand by itself for those interested in pursuing specific topics. Therefore some
repetition of background may occur.

The house under investigation was originally constructed in the 1820s along with a bake
oven, smokehouse, privy, and stable. While it is uncertain whether its original owner actually
inhabited the building, armory workers and their families probably occupied the building for
most of the first half of the nineteenth century. While armory records from 1841 to 1852
indicate the specific households that rented the structure, armory records dating before and after
this era have been destroyed, thus making identifications of specific families in the structure
tentative.

Historians have made significant contributions interpreting the changing physical history
of Harpers Ferry (see Snell, 1981a, 1981b), and the development of new technology and social
unrest (Smith 1977), although little attention has been paid to the social and domestic relations
of armory workers’ everyday life in an armory town. This archeological analysis of an urban
house lot provides data on the everyday life of the workers’ households in an industrializing
town. This work demonstrates the dynamic history associated with armory workers and
demonstrates how the town’s inhabitants shaped and created the urban landscape and the material
culture remains. In summary, this report contributes to understanding the historic cultural
landscape, reveals particulars about the development of an armory worker’s house, and provides
information about armory workers’ social relations within the context of a developing industrial
town.

Research Goals
Archeological and Landscape Analysis. Archeological excavations yield information

about the chronology of structural additions, modifications, and changing historic grade. Using
historic maps as a guide, investigations centered around the east wing addition to determine the
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location of the articulation between the addition and the building. While only scant traces of
outbuildings were located, they provided information about the dynamic cultural landscape and
its transformation through time. Paul Shackel (this volume) analyzes the changing topography
and the built environment in the context of the changing meanings and uses of landscapes related
to an early armory domestic dwelling which also later served domestic and commercial
functions. Landscapes are an indication of how this urbanizing community ordered their world.
Landscapes not only reflected the resident’s behavior, but they also shaped and reinforced
behavior (Lowenthal 1985; Lynch 1972). Connections between increased factory discipline,
commercial endeavors, and domestic needs are related to the changing landscape.

In addition to the physical evidence other forms of data prove useful in interpreting the
landscape. Pollen and phytolith analyses provide information on the changing formality of the
armorer’s yardscape. Both pollen analysis by Linda Scott Cummings (this volume) and phytolith
analysis by Irwin Rovner (this volume) contribute significantly to an understanding of changing
land uses by different occupants.

Domestic Life and Consumer Behavior Among Armory Workers. In the early armory era
funds to erect armory dwellings usually came from arms appropriations (Snell 1980b). From
the beginning lodging for armory workers and their families was in demand. Through 1831 the
armory superintendent reimbursed workers who constructed their own domiciles on public lands.
Along with a comparatively undisciplined work and domestic life, armory workers constructed
dwellings of various floor plans, sizes, and materials (Snell 1981a, 1981b). This lack of
corporate mentality differed dramatically from many New England corporate towns where
standardized furnishings, foods, and dwellings were provided by the company to promote
materially the personal discipline of the workplace (Beaudry and Mrozowski 1988; Dublin 1979;
Hanlan 1981; Hareven 1978, 1982). Regimented work and domestic life became increasingly
important to the operations of Harpers Ferry after 1831. In this year the armory subscribed to
standardized housing, and by 1841 rules of work discipline were enforced (Smith 1977).
Changes in behavior not only occurred in the workplace, but were also found in everyday life.
Accompanying these changes was a new material culture that helped to create and reinforce these
changes. These new behaviors and goods became the norm for everyday existence in
industrializing America and is very much part of our modern-day culture.

Archeology provides insight into the effects of industrialization in everyday life and
furnishes information about the development of changing social relations between people as a
result of this phenomenon. From the early nineteenth century, Harpers Ferry’s economy
increasingly became linked with the core areas of east coast industrialism, especially through the
improved transportation that came with the development of the Potomac Canal (1807), the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal (1833), and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad (1837). The extent
to which households and residents of different socioeconomic status relied on regional and
national networks, and were influenced by the development of a new factory discipline on the
domestic level, is discussed by Michael Lucas (this volume), Brett Burk (this volume), and Eric
Larsen (this volume).

Lucas examines the ceramic consumption patterns of an armory worker’s household and
reveals the relationship between the diversity of the ceramic assemblage and the acceptance or
rejection of modern discipline into the households. While new and more fashionable ceramics
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