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laundry room in 2015. The Historic Structures Analysis guides all archaeological study of the 
Aiken-Rhett property.  

 
 
Archaeology at the Aiken-Rhett Property 
 

Numerous archaeological projects have been conducted at the Aiken-Rhett site, ranging 
from monitoring of small construction or repair projects to testing and excavation. The most 
significant projects are summarized here, to provide context for the present study. The first 
archaeological testing of the Aiken-Rhett property was also the first townhouse exploration by 
the present author. A 1985 Survey and Planning grant administered by the South Carolina 
Department of Archives and History permitted excavation of 6 dispersed units in the rear yard 
(Zierden et al. 1986). The project encountered a stratified site with numerous features, and 
resulted in National Register status for the archaeological component. Significant features 
encountered included an elaborate brick-lined drainage system running the length of the rear 
yard. 
 

Salvage excavations in the northern (laundry) room of the kitchen building in 1991 
accompanied removal of the northern chimney following extensive roof damage from Hurricane 
Hugo in September 1989. The chimney was slated for reconstruction, but rescue archaeology in 
the vicinity of the chimney revealed numerous artifacts, intact stratigraphy, and a significant 
brick feature. At the time, Zierden noted that all of the features encountered bear further 
research.  As a result, plans for chimney reconstruction were put on hold. 
 

Hurricane Hugo also damaged the privy in the northeast corner of the property. This 
building was reconstructed under the direction of Glenn Keyes Architects in 1992. Excavations 
for the new foundations were monitored by Museum archaeologist Ron Anthony, and all soils 
were screened. The excavations encountered an internal brick wall, likely the privy vault. 
Smaller projects include 1996 monitoring of renovation to the western basement room, in the 
vicinity of the visitor restroom, and brief exploration of the large well near the rear courtyard 
stair in 2007. 
 

The largest archaeological study occurred in 2001, as part of the Historic Structures 
Analysis project. Under the direction of architectural historians Willie Graham, Carl Lounsbury, 
and Orlando Ridout, ten test units were excavated through the rear yard, the courtyard, and the 
front garden. This ongoing analysis generated additional questions, so in 2002, an additional 
project was funded with a Preservation Services grant from the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and a donation from the Ceres Foundation. Ten additional test units were excavated 
during this phase. Together, the project explored garden features in the rear yard, tested both of 
the small buildings located along side walls (re-interpreted as garden follies), and probed beneath 
the brick-paved courtyard to better understand the undulating surface of this paved area. 
Additional units in the front yard area revealed an original drive surface and planting and garden 
features (Zierden 2003). 
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The property passed to William Aiken, Sr. in 1827. Aiken, a cotton merchant, was 
considered one of the wealthiest men in the state. He was involved in development of the South 
Carolina Railroad. He leased the Elizabeth Street property and resided on King Street. William 
Aiken died in a carriage accident in 1831 and his son, William Aiken Jr., acquired the property in 
1833. William Aiken married Harriet Lowndes that same year, and the couple made their 
residence at 48 Elizabeth Street. 

 
Shortly thereafter, the Aikens began ambitious renovation and expansion of the house.  

They enlarged the house, modernized its layout and updated interior finishes. The central hall 
and front entrance were closed and a double-parlor plan was arranged. The main entrance was 
moved from Judith to Elizabeth Streets, with the addition of a more formal neoclassical façade. 
A massive two-story wing was added on the east side of the house, featuring a first floor dining 
room and second floor drawing room.  A once-separate ground floor warming kitchen was 
enclosed beneath the wing, and a rear service staircase was added (Poston 1997:605; Graham et 
al. 2003). 
 

Aiken’s financial, political, and social success engendered another round of renovation 
and expansion to his Elizabeth Street house in the 1850s. He redecorated with lighting fixtures, 
wallpapers, and carpets, and added the art gallery wing to house items acquired in Europe in their 
year-long tour in 1857. The third floor was expanded to create additional chambers and service 
space, and modern conveniences were installed, including gas lighting, a service bell system, and 
improved plumbing. 
 

William and Harriet Aiken remained in the Elizabeth Street house after the Civil War, 
until Aiken’s death in Flat Rock, North Carolina in 1887. The house reputedly changed little 
during the postbellum period, and slowly deteriorated. But recent research reveals an additional 
round of renovation, refurbishing, and re-landscaping during the 1870s. Third floor rooms were 
reorganized to accommodate new bathroom fixtures. Aiken purchased bedroom furniture and 
hired an upholsterer for a long list of tasks in 1876. He ordered new carpets in 1884. The Aiken’s 
only daughter, Henrietta, married Andrew Burnet Rhett in 1862, and the couple lived in the 
Elizabeth Street mansion with her parents until his death in 1879. The two widows continued to 
make improvements to the house, including extensive repainting in 1891, major plumbing work 
in 1895, and new carpeting and curtains in 1897. Descendants of Henrietta Aiken Rhett lived in 
the house until 1975, when the property was bequeathed to The Charleston Museum. Periodic 
renovations to the property included the outbuildings and grounds, as well as the main dwelling.   

 
Aiken’s 1830s renovations included the service buildings. The two-story kitchen building 

was doubled in size to include the laundry room, covering a privy located along the back of the 
building. There is some evidence that the stable building received a second story at this time.  
Any previous entries to these buildings from the street were closed, including the Judith Street 
access to the rear yard, covered by the dining room wing. Access to the property was now 
limited to the rear gate on Mary Street. Gothic Revival detailing was added to the outbuildings, 
and it appears that the gothic privies in the rear corners and the garden structures along the side 
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walls were built at this time. The brick wall that enclosed the property, built after 1825, was 
raised to its present level (Graham et al. 2003). 
 

Traditional interpretation of the property (Jones 1977) held that the rear yard was used in 
its entirety as a service yard, with no gardens. The avenue of magnolias were interpreted as the 
only landscape feature and the rectangular structures in the center of the east and west walls 
interpreted as a cow shed (destroyed in the 1886 earthquake) and chicken coop. These buildings 
have been reinterpreted as garden follies, and a significant portion of the yard area as gardens.  
The pleasure garden was accessed from the rear of the house through a well-ordered work yard. 
 

Nor was the yard and garden a stagnant feature. Henrietta Aiken Rhett purchased a 
variety of landscaping plants in the spring of 1881 and summer and fall of 1882. There is further 
evidence that the avenue of magnolias in the rear yard was planted after the Civil War; 
archaeology suggests they replaced a fence or trellis of some sort (Bridgens and Allen 1852; Drie 
1872). Additional changes occurred after the earthquake of 1886 and in the early 1890s. 
 
 
Research and Interpretation 
 

Since 1980, archaeological research in Charleston has been guided by long-term research 
goals. Studies at individual sites have been cumulative, as well as comparative, in nature. The 
broad base of comparative data proved useful in interpreting the finds from the current project. 
Projects conducted by The Charleston Museum and associates on historic museum properties, 
whether large or small, have three concurrent goals: 
 

 To provide direct evidence about site features and their evolution 
 

 To contribute information to public interpretation of the house and grounds as relevant to 
the social history of the city 

 
 To contribute data to ongoing studies of the urban landscape, including social meaning 

encoded in its features and layout, animal use and provisioning in the city, and the 
material remains of its residents. 

 
Research on the Aiken-Rhett laundry contributed to all of these goals, providing both site-

specific and general interpretive data. Issues to be examined for the Aiken-Rhett site in particular 
included: 
 

 Exposing and interpreting architectural features associated with the workings of the 
1850s laundry system 

 
 Understanding the archaeological site formation processes responsible for the 

archaeological deposits contained in the room, and beneath historic wooden floors.  
Dating these deposits and associating them with known occupational and functional 
periods of the kitchen building. 
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 Exploring evidence for room usage through identification and quantification of the 
recovered artifacts. 

 
 Comparing the archaeological record to documented events at the site, to better 

understand the activities of servants, enslaved and free, on the property through the 19th 
century. 

 
Analysis for issues 3 and 4 benefitted from comparison with other townhouse sites in 

Charleston, and elsewhere. The Aiken-Rhett site is one of eight elite townhouses investigated by 
The Charleston Museum, and data from these projects are used in the present study. These are 
located on figure 4 below. Of particular relevance are three townhouse properties built during the 
early 19th century. The 19th century assemblages of two other properties, built in the 18th century 
are also used in this study. 
 

The Nathaniel Russell House, home to merchant Nathaniel Russell and wife Sarah, was 
constructed in 1808, when she was 56 and he 70. The large brick townhouse features a tripartite 
plan with a rectangular, elliptical, and square room on each floor. Wrought iron balconies 
inscribed with Russell’s initials brought visitors outside. There they could view the formal 
garden on the southern half of the lot. The main house and service buildings fill the northern 
property boundary. The kitchen and quarters building was followed by a stable and carriage 
structure, both two stories, and an attached single-story privy. The Russell’s home and garden 
immediately became the focus of much admiration and discussion, the front wrought iron 
balcony bearing Russell’s cypher.   
 

Russell died in 1820 but his widow, their children, and grandchildren remained in the 
mansion until 1857. The family inventory of Sarah Russell Dehon included silver, cutlery, tea 
wares and serving pieces of “Blue India China”, plates, glassware, gold and white dessert ware.  
The house was acquired by R.F.W. Allston, a Georgetown planter and Governor of South 
Carolina. The family fled to the upstate during the Civil War, leaving their slaves in charge of 
the property. Allston died in 1864, but his wife and family returned to the home after the war’s 
end, and opened a girls’ school to make ends meet. In 1870, the Allstons sold the property to the 
Sisters of Charity, and they continued the girls’ school on the property. Excavations were 
conducted as part of a Historic Structures study, directed by the same team of scholars that 
examined the Aiken-Rhett buildings. Test excavations in 1994 to 1995 were located adjacent to 
the main house, outbuildings, and garden. Excavations in the front yard in 2003 exposed garden 
features. The digs recovered examples of many of the artifact listed in the Russell inventory 
(Zierden 1996). 
 

The Simmons-Edwards house at 14 Legare Street is a neoclassical building of national 
significance. Planter Francis Simmons built the house in 1801. Beaufort planter George Edwards 
purchased the property in 1816 and added many elegant features, including the famous towering 
brick columns for the entry gate, wrought iron entry panels bearing his initials, and an elaborate 
formal garden in the side yard. The garden remained intact through the 1880s. Extensive 
archaeological excavations proceeded in concert with extensive renovation and interpretation of 
the house and grounds. The primary goal was to locate and document the pleasure garden.  
Archaeology proceeded in five phases, beginning with limited testing. The discovery of possible 
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garden features prompted a block excavation to expose the northern half of the formal garden.  
Excavations also explored the middle and rear gardens, and the work yard (Zierden 2001). 
 

The more modest wood single house at 48 Laurens Street was built for French merchant and 
consul Simon Jude Chancognie after 1807, when lands of Christopher Gadsden were subdivided 
and sold. Chancognie built a three-story neoclassical home on the corner lot, and lived there for 
ten years before returning to France. The property changed hands several times; most notable 
owner was William Patton, a wealthy merchant involved in the slave trade and the steam packet 
business. Merchant John Lesemann purchased the property in 1867. The property changed hands 
several times in the 20th century, and was purchased by Historic Charleston Foundation in 1959 
as part of the Ansonborough Rehabilitation Project (Lavelle 2011). Archaeological excavation in 
the rear corner of the property in 2016 revealed the foundations of the privy building, and 
evidence that the privy vault was excavated in the 1970s. Archaeologists recovered artifacts left 
behind by the diggers, and exposed intact stratigraphic deposits spanning the 19th century 
(Zierden 2017). 
 

The Heyward-Washington house at 87 Church Street was built in 1772, the third home on the 
property. The three-story brick double house served as the city home of Thomas Heyward and 
his family until 1792. During the last few years, the house was occupied by Heyward’s aunt, 
Rebecca Jameson, who operated a boarding school for girls. The property was purchased by 
planter and Judge John F. Grimke; in 1820 the property passed to Margaret Munroe, who 
operated a boarding house. The property served as a multi-family dwelling throughout the 19th 
century, and in 1883 the Fuseler family used the outbuildings for a bakery. The Heyward 
property is site of the first, and still the most extensive, archaeological excavation in the city.  
Elaine Herold excavated much of the property in the 1970s, though the artifacts are not yet 
completely tabulated. A smaller excavation in the stable building was conducted in 2002. The 
cellars of the outbuildings, in particular, contain a range of 19th century artifacts (Herold 1978; 
Zierden and Reitz 2007). 
 

Most germane to study of the Aiken-Rhett site is the Miles Brewton property on lower King 
Street. The large lot was unimproved until Brewton, grown wealthy from trade, built a grand 
townhouse there in 1769. His sister inherited the house five years later when he and his family 
were lost at sea. Rebecca Brewton Motte maintained the house through the Revolutionary War 
and the two-year British occupation. Her daughter’s family, the William Alstons, expanded the 
house and added to the inventory of outbuildings during their 1791-1839 tenure. The family’s 
fortunes waned thereafter. William Alston’s youngest daughter, Mary Motte Alston and her 
husband William Bull Pringle sold the back half of the lot and garden in 1857. In 1865 the 
Pringle family lived upstate as refugees; the Union Army occupying the city used their 
townhouse as headquarters. The family lost their plantation in 1871 and retained the townhouse, 
but lived there in reduced circumstances. Instead of 34 enslaved laborers, Mary Pringle hired 
three house servants. Every space capable of generating income was rented out. 
 

The Brewton house has remained in family hands throughout its history.  In 1987 the owners 
embarked on full restoration that included architectural, documentary, and archaeological 
research. Excavations in 1988 were placed to answer questions germane to each discipline. A 
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second archaeological project, in 1989, focused on mitigating the impact of service trenches 
across the yard and investigating evidence of a formal garden (Zierden 2001). 

 
These properties provide a framework for exploring the archaeological record of activities 

and technological developments in Charleston through the 19th century. The comparative 
exercise underscores the value of cumulative archaeological study, at an individual site and 
multiple sites across the city. Consistent use of standard archaeological methods to recover and 
study Charleston’s physical remains enables us to consider the Aiken-Rhett project in a broader 
context.  
 

Archaeology’s role in the preservation of a property such as the Aiken-Rhett house is two-
fold.  First, the archaeological record is part of the total historic fabric. Further, the 
archaeological record is non- renewable, damaged or destroyed by any ground-disturbing 
activity. At the same time, the ground-altering activities of the modern era, just as those of the 
18th and 19th centuries, are part of the ongoing changes and additions to a continually-occupied 
archaeological site.    
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Chapter II 
Fieldwork 

 
Archaeological Research Collective, Inc. 

 
 

Excavations in the laundry facility, the ground-floor room at the rear of the kitchen/quarters 
building, were conducted from March to August 2015. Archaeological Research Collective, Inc. 
engaged in the work at the request of Historic Charleston Foundation (HCF). Brandy Culp, former 
curator with HCF, requested archaeological consultation and excavations below the floorboards of 
the Laundry to mitigate adverse effect to the potential archaeological resource lying below the 
room. Historical research details the innovations and technology that the Aikens experienced first-
hand while traveling in Europe during the 1830s, and HCF and architectural historians involved 
with the Aiken-Rhett house believe that the laundry room was fashioned after European examples. 
 
Plan of Work 
 

HCF believed that evidence of how the laundry room worked, what apparatuses were 
present, how they functioned, how water entered and left the room, and how the heat required for 
boiling water was generated could be learned through archaeological investigations. Besides the 
laundry itself, we hoped to recover artifacts reflective of the enslaved Africans who worked in the 
laundry room. The archaeology, then, had the chance to uncover the technology implemented by 
the Aikens, which was utilized and mastered by their enslaved laborers. 
 

In 1989 Hurricane Hugo inflicted heavy damage on the laundry room. The storm toppled an 
internal chimney located on the room’s east wall. Afterwards, Restoration Contractor Richard 
“Moby” Marks explored the foundation of the chimney and Martha Zierden from The Charleston 
Museum had the opportunity to see what was present below the floorboards. Only a small window 
was opened as Marks’ crew cleaned out the ruined chimney. Zierden documented a strange brick 
feature that was adjacent to the northern edge of the chimney, but further investigations were 
outside of the scope of the Hurricane Hugo mitigation. After these archaeological investigations, 
the contractor repaired the damage from the toppled chimney, the debris was returned to the room 
and the floor was repaired. This mitigation process did not involve the search for artifacts, so this 
debris still contained a large number of artifacts despite the context having been compromised. 
 

Knowing that brick features besides the chimney foundation were present, we had a good 
idea that we would be able to expose potential laundry elements for HCF’s study of the laundry 
room. All archaeology was performed to mitigate adverse effect to the soil below the floorboards 
because HCF was planning a museum room within the laundry. Although the architectural plan for 
the education room was unknown at the time, we excavated knowing that some damage to the 
resource might occur when the facility was built. Besides mitigation, this project would recover 
artifacts that could help tell the story of the laundry, the Aikens, and the enslaved Africans who 
worked in the room. 
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Nine of these units were excavated, leaving the three southern units unexcavated. Units 
were given numbers for names instead of coordinates. Unit 1 was placed in the northeast corner of 
the room; Units 2 and 3 were established to the south of Unit 1, along the eastern wall where the 
chimney once stood. All units were contiguous. The wooden floor was removed from the front ¾ 

of the room but remained in the south part of the room for the entirety of the project; we did not 
excavate underneath this portion of the floor. The south wall of Unit 3 fell within 1 foot of the 
remaining wooden floor. 
 

Units 4, 5 and 6 were established in the middle of the room. Unit 4 sat west of Unit 3, Unit 
5 sat west of Unit 2, and Unit 6 sat west of Unit 1. Because Unit 6 faced the large door that we 
used to get in and out of the room, and which was also the door that we moved dirt out of the room 
in order to get it to the screens, we opted to excavate a smaller unit in this location. Besides these 
reasons, a support beam for the wooden floor came out of the wall in this spot and cinder blocks 
were sandwiched between this beam and the dirt floor for stability. This architectural element was 
protected and we made Unit 6 a half-unit measuring 5.6x2.8 feet. 
 

The three units against the west wall of the laundry were slightly smaller than Units 1 
through 5. During excavations of Units 1 through 3, architects involved with the project strongly 
suggested we do not dig below 2.0 feet below the grade elevation outside the room. This would 
ensure the structural integrity of the laundry’s walls would be upheld. The ground surface inside 
the room, before our units were excavated, was roughly 1.0 feet below grade. To protect the west 
wall as much as possible, Units 7, 8 and 9 were excavated with a baulk left between them. Unit 7 
comprised the southwest corner unit of our 9-unit block. The 1 foot baulk was left in the north end 
of the unit. After this unit was completed it was backfilled before Unit 8 to its north was excavated. 
The same north baulk procedure was repeated for Unit 8 before Unit 9 was excavated. This assured 
the most strength possible for the west wall and the architects agreed that this was a safe plan for 
the superstructure. 
 

All soil was removed, mainly by buckets, taken out of the room and screened outside 
through¼” hardware cloth. All rubble was weighed in the field and discarded according to 
provenience; some architectural samples were kept for curation purposes. Artifacts were bagged 
according to provenience. Some soil samples were taken for future processing and analyses. All 
artifacts were processed by The Charleston Museum. Notes were kept for each unit and high 
resolution digital photographs were taken with a Canon PowerShot SX230 HS 12.1 mega pixel 
camera. 
 
Description of Excavated Proveniences 
 

Brick architecture was already visible on the surface of Unit 1 before we began to dig. A 
large brick wall that runs north/south from the north wall of the laundry room created a separation 
so Zone 1 west of this wall was removed first. After 0.3 tenths of Zone 1 removal the builder’s 
trench for this wall appeared as dense rubble in a 10YR3/2 very dark grayish brown sandy loam. 
To sample this trench and the zone deposits adjacent to it the unit was bisected to create 
north/south halves. The south half of the unit was taken down with the builder’s trench excavated a 
little bit and then the intact matrix to the west was taken down. This resulted in the exposure of 
several zones of soil and the intact builder’s trench next to them. Figure 7 displays a plan view 
drawing of all identified brick features in the laundry room. Figure 8 displays a north profile 
drawing of these results. The east side of this large brick wall consists of a rectangular cell of soil 
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outlined by brick. This cell is called Feature 110. It is separated in the middle by a one-course wide 
row of brick that appeared to be an intact foundation held together with mortar. This central brick 
line splits the cell into two squares; the north half is Feature 110a and the south half is Feature 
110b. South of 110b is a circular brick feature that is called Feature 110c. Feature 110c was the 
brick feature documented by Martha Zierden during the Hurricane Hugo mitigation. 
 

These brick features comprise the base of the laundry apparatus, with faint markings still 
being visible in the building’s wall where the top of the laundry and the flue were located. Features 
110a and 110b are likely the sinks and Feature 110c is likely associated with the boiler and flue. 
Feature 110c was filled with debris from the Hurricane Hugo mitigation. Unlike the rest of the 
room had a strong pungent smell, which may be associated with the former function or chemicals 
used historically. The base of Feature 110c was lined with brick, one of which appears to have 
been removed during the Hurricane Hugo mitigation. It has a small opening on the front or west 
side of this circular box likely to allow access for stoking the fire. The front of the brick laundry 
feature had a prepared floor of mortar and smaller brick fragments. This floor appears to have 
mostly been disturbed and destroyed during Hurricane Hugo, so only a small portion remained for 
us to document Zone 1 was removed first through two levels to a depth of 1.6 feet b.d. Hurricane 
Hugo clean up appeared in the southern part of Unit 1 and extended from the southern profile north 
8/10ths of a foot. This is likely the edge of the work performed to clean up the chimney fall during 
Hugo. Found in the fill was a Strawberry Sunkist plastic soda bottle. This disturbance was isolated 
and removed to a depth of 2.0 feet b.d. Once this modern disturbance was gone Zone 2 was 
excavated to a depth of 1.8 feet b.d. Zone 3, noted for its dense charcoal and very dark to black soil 
color, followed Zone 2 and terminated at 2.0 feet below datum (b.d.) on top of an extremely hard 
packed mortar lens. 
 

As Unit 2 dealt mostly with Hugo clean-up, Zone 1 was the only intact zone that overlaid 
the entire unit. This terminated at 1.4 feet b.d. and gave way to clearly defined Hugo clean up in 
some spots while other times it seemed as if the Hugo debris was intact soils. Excavation was 
carefully performed in this unit to make sure that the intact deposits were isolated from the modern 
trash. 
 

Unit 3 was treated the same way as Unit 2 except that much more intact soil was 
encountered through zone deposits that sat in the southwestern corner of the unit. Zone 1 was 
separated into five distinct proveniences: Zone 1, Zone 1a, Zone 1b, Zone 1c and Zone 1d. Each 
one of these designations is not related entirely to depth but more to strange discreet deposits of fill 
intermixed within the soil that overlays Zone 2. For instance Zones 1 and 1a contain mortar rubble 
while Zone 1b is simply a lens of mortar powder. Zone 1c contains no rubble and Zone 1d is a thin 
10YR2/1 black silt lens that separates Zone 1b from Zone 2. Zone 2 has both an amorphous top 
and bottom and is a 2.5Y4/1 silty sand with moderate mortar and brick rubble inclusions. Zone 3 
was defined as being almost the consistency of worm castings and was highly organic and jet black 
in color. This zone also contained dense mortar rubble.  
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Table 1: Provenience Guide by Temporal Period 
 
FS#  Unit  Provenience    TPQ  Date/depos.  
 
330  Unit 1  Feature 110, south half  whiteware 
334  Unit 1  Feature 110, level 2   glass marble 
343  Unit 1  Feature 110d, top   clear glass 
344  Unit 1  Feature 110a, top   white porcelain 
345  Unit 1  Feature 110d, top   nail 
382  Unit 1  Feature 110, north box  white porcelain 
383  Unit 1  Feature 110, south box  white porcelain 
385  Unit 1  Feature 110,S, north builders trench iron flake 
386  Unit 1  Feature 110, south box, builders trench bottle base 
387  Unit 1  Feature 110, south box, center fill clear flat glass 
389  Unit 1  Feature 110, south box, level 2 pearlware 
390  Unit 1  Feature 110, south box, level 3 pharmaceutical glass 
 
335  Unit 1  zone 3    panel bottle 
346  Unit 2  zone 3    white porcelain/gilt ironstone 
348  Unit 3  zone 3a   glass marble/tr.pr.ww, 1870 
358  Unit 4  zone 3/2?   Chero-cola, 1904, tr pr. 1880 
359  Unit 4  zone 3    crown cap, gold/blue ww, 1870 
360  Unit 4  zone 3, n.e.   white porcelain 
366  Unit 5  zone 3    glass marble, green/grey ww, 1880 
368  Unit 6  zone 3    milk glass, white porcelain 
371  Unit 7  zone 3    hard rubber button, marmalade, 1862 
375  Unit 8  zone 3    white porcelain/gold luster 
394  Unit 3  east wall, z 3-4  canton porcelain 
 
342  Unit 1  zone 4    hand paint whiteware 
347  Unit 2  zone 4    flow blue ww/gold trim soft porc. 
349  Unit 3  zone 4    Rockingham/white porcelain 
361  Unit 4  zone 4, south half  sponged ww 
362  Unit 4  zone 4, north half  brown bottle glass 
367  Unit 5  zone 4    hand painted ww 
372  Unit 7  zone 4    porcelain, 1870 
373  Unit 7  zone 4/feature   glass 
377  Unit 8  zone 4    whiteware/glass marble 
378  Unit 9  zone 4    porcelain, gold stripe 
 
379  Unit 4  zone 5    transfer print pw 
350  Unit 3  zone 5    transfer print pw 
399  Unit 3 samp. zone 5-6   prosser button 
384  Unit 4  zone 5    transfer print pw/ww 
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381  Unit 4  zone 6    transfer print ww 
380  Unit 4   zone 6    luster ware/pw. 
391  Unit 4  zone 6 lev 2, se quad  white porcelain 
388  Unit 4  zone 6 lev 1   whiteware 
392  Unit 4  zone 7    lead glazed earthenware
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Chapter III 
Laboratory Analysis 

 
Records and Curation 
 

Field methods and record-keeping followed procedures established by The Charleston 
Museum with the first project in 1985. Field records included photographs, a photo log, narrative 
notes, plan view and profile maps. All artifacts were bagged by provenience, and each 
provenience received a field specimen number (FS#) in ordinal fashion. Numbers have been 
assigned consecutively since the 1985 project; the 2015 laundry excavations included FS# 329-
399. 
 

Following excavation, all materials were transferred from Historic Charleston Foundation 
and Archaeological Research Collective Inc. to The Charleston Museum in August 2015. All 
bagged materials were sorted by field provenience number (FS# 329-399), washed with warm 
water, air-dried, and re-bagged. Artifacts in each provenience were then sorted, identified, 
counted, and catalogued on paper records. Washing and sorting commenced in August 2015 and 
continued for a year; the analysis was conducted by trained laboratory technicians, anthropology 
interns from the College of Charleston, and experienced volunteers. 
 

All non-ferrous and selected ferrous artifacts were scheduled for conservation treatment 
through electrolytic reduction. The ferrous items were placed in electrolysis in a weak sodium 
carbonate solution with a current of six amperes. Upon completion of electrolysis, ranging from 
a few weeks to a few months, they were placed in distilled water to remove chlorides and air 
dried. The artifacts were coated with a solution of tannic acid and phosphoric acid, and dipped in 
microcrystalline wax to protect the surfaces. Non-ferrous artifacts were also placed in 
electrolytic reduction, in a more concentrated solution with a current of 12 amperes. Electrolytic 
reduction of these artifacts was usually accomplished in a few days. They were then placed in 
distilled water baths to remove surface chlorides, air-dried, and gently polished before being 
coated with Incralac to protect the surfaces. 
 

Faunal material (animal bones) were washed, separated from other materials, and 
weighed by provenience. On October 26, 2016, these were delivered to the zooarchaeology 
laboratory, University of Georgia for analysis by zooarchaeology students in the spring of 2017. 
Papers from the class will be delivered to Historic Charleston Foundation, as will a final report 
when funds are available to complete analysis by Dr. Elizabeth Reitz.   
 

Soil samples were recovered from selected proveniences, as were intact architectural 
samples (brick, stone, mortar, etc.). Soil and architecture samples were bagged separately and 
inventoried. Soil samples were double-bagged for long-term storage. Upon completion of 
laboratory analysis, all materials were returned to Historic Charleston Foundation for permanent 
curation at the Aiken-Rhett house. 
 
Analysis 
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The first step in analysis was identification of the artifacts. The Museum’s type 
collection, Noel Hume (1969), Stone (1974), Ferguson (1992) and Deagan (1987) are classic 
sources for ceramics of the colonial era. As the Aiken Rhett collection contains materials that 
span the 19th century, new and additional sources were used, including the new source on post-
colonial ceramics, Diagnostic Artifacts of Maryland 
(http://www.jefpat.org/diagnostic/Index.htm), as well as Coysh (1972, 1974), Godden (1964), 
Sussman (1997) and Baldwin (1993). Identification of 19th century bottles and container glass 
was based on the Historic Glass Bottle Identification & Information Website maintained by the 
Society for Historical Archaeology (https://sha.org/bottle/), as well as more traditional sources, 
including Lorrain (1968), Huggins (1971), Kechum (1975), and Switzer (1974).  Deagan (2002), 
Epstein (1968), Luscomb (1967), South (1964), Sprague (2002), and Taunton (1997) were used 
for the detailed study of buttons and clothing artifacts. Carskaddan and Gartley (1990, 1998) and 
Barrett (1994) were used to date marbles. Deagan (2002) and  Miller et al. (2000) provided 
guidance for a range of materials. 
 

For basic descriptive purposes, the artifacts were sorted by temporal association and then 
into eight categories based on function, following South’s (1977) model. South’s methodology 
for the Carolina Artifact Pattern has been used to sort the Charleston data for decades, so that 
initial first step continues for the sake of continuity. Artifacts are quantified in proportion to each 
other, for comparative studies. The goal of this analysis is to classify the artifacts by function, or 
how they were used in the everyday life of their owners. South’s original methodology called for 
identifying broad regularities, or patterns, in these proportions to describe the retinue of daily 
activities on British colonial sites. Subsequent researchers have taken issue with this method, and 
with the placement of particular artifact types (Hudgins 2014) 
 

The relative proportions of a variety of artifact types were measured based on the work of 
King (1990, 1992) and many others in the mid-Atlantic region. This ongoing analysis (Zierden 
2009; Zierden and Reitz 2016) provided more details on proportion of consumer goods and how 
they were used by Charlestonians. 
 
Temporal Subdivisions 
 

As with previous field projects (1985, 2001, 2002), the archaeological deposits from the 
laundry were subdivided into five temporal periods, associated with occupational and 
architectural changes to the property, as documented by architectural historians and site 
interpreters (Poston 1997; Albee 2001; Buck 2003; Graham et al. 2003). The first period, 1817-
1833, covers construction of the house by John Robinson, sale of the property in 1825, and 
transfer of the property to William Aiken, Jr. in 1833.   
 

Aiken made significant changes to the house and property upon acquisition, beginning in 
1833. These changes include removal of the entry from Judith to Elizabeth Streets, construction 
of the entrance foyer, and construction of the eastern wing, including the dining room and ball 
room. Pertinent to the present study, the service buildings were enlarged and remodeled, and the 
garden buildings constructed. The second period, then, begins in 1833 and continues to 1857.   
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The third period, 1857-1876, covers a second major remodeling of the house, including 
construction of the art gallery wing, extensive redecorating of the house interior, and the addition 
of gas lighting and improved plumbing. 
 

Recently discovered documentary evidence for another round of changes, reflected in the 
archaeological record, prompted delineation of a fourth period from 1876 to 1900. This period 
includes renovation for a series of family events, as well as repair from natural disasters such as 
the 1886 earthquake (Stockton 1986; Williams and Hoffius 2011). The final period spans the 20th 
century. To this list may be added a sixth, earlier period. Documentary and cartographic 
evidence, as well as archaeological remote sensing, suggests that the British approach lines of the 
1780 siege of Charleston crossed the Aiken-Rhett property. A small number of artifacts and 
features date to the late 18th century, prior to construction of the Robinson house, and these are 
isolated and delineated to better understand this event. 
 
Stratigraphy and Temporality 
 

The soil deposits inside the laundry were clearly stratified and filled with cultural 
materials. The soils were somewhat dry and unconsolidated, making some mixing inevitable. 
However, the stratigraphy was straightforward and clearly represented distinct events. 
 

Zone 1 was a very dark greyish brown sandy loam (10yr3/2) with dense brick and mortar 
rubble. In some units, zone 1 contained modern debris, likely resulting from Hurricane Hugo 
mitigation. In other units, the zone 1 matrix exhibited discrete bands of distinct materials. Zone 2 
was a silty sand (2.5y4/1) with moderate mortar and brick inclusions. Zone 3 was dark, organic 
soil, with a high organic content in some units and heavy coal and charcoal deposits in other 
areas. Zone 4 was consistent across the room as a dark brown (10yr4/3) loamy sand with mortar 
and brick rubble. This was followed by a prepared clay surface designated zone 5. Cultural 
layers continued below this surface, but only a small sample in Unit 4 was excavated. 
 

These deposits were consistent across the room, with some variation. Zone 5, the 
prepared clay floor, was identified in Units 4 through 9. Zone 4, the artifact-bearing soil above, 
was deposited in greater amounts in the northern portion of the room, with a narrower layer in 
the southern portion. Zones 1-3 were absent in the northernmost units. Isenbarger noted the rich 
dark soil and the dense cultural content of zone 3, leading to speculation that these materials 
were cleaned out of the privy in the southeast corner, and spread across the room, prior to 
installation of the current wooden flooring. Zones 1 and 2 accumulated after this floor, or floors, 
decayed. Based on stratigraphy, and the relation of the builder’s trench for the laundry to the clay 
floor, it is clear that the clay floor was established prior to construction of the laundry building.  
Artifacts recovered in overlying zone 4 consistently date to the second quarter of the 19th 
century. All of the zone 4 proveniences contained whitewares manufactured after 1820 and, in 
some cases, after 1840. The clay floor, zone 5, in contrast, contains principally pearlwares, 
dating before 1820, with occasional whitewares from the 1830s. The interpretation of the clay 
floor as a prepared work surface, predating the building, has merit. However, the small sample of 
zones underlying the clay floor all contained later artifacts, including luster ware, whiteware, and 
white porcelain, all mid-19th century artifacts.  
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The above zone 4 contained artifacts that span the second and third quarter of the 19th 
century, suggesting their accumulation is associated with the entire period of active use of the 
room as a laundry. Items providing a TPQ for zone 3 include panel bottles from 1867, white 
porcelain from 1850, glass marbles from the late 19th century, hard rubber buttons postdating 
1859. A distinctive set of transfer printed tableware, with a maker’s mark, was developed in 
1880. This ceramic set was recovered throughout the laundry, and has been recovered from the 
yard, as well. Zone 3 may reflect use of the building after the laundry features were added in 
1858. 
 

Zone 2 contained similar artifacts, in terms of TPQ, suggesting a date of deposition close 
to the end date for zone 3. Zone 2 likely accumulated in the final quarter of the 19th century. 
Additional fragments of the 1880s transfer print ware were recovered in zone 2, for example. 
 

Zone 1 accumulated in the 20th century; the hallmark artifacts were fragments of 
phonograph albums. The thickness and diameter of the records suggest they are 331/3 speed 
albums, and not earlier discs. Fragments of these records were found in the 2001 yard 
excavations, as well. 
 

The recovered artifacts and stratigraphy, then, place zone 4 in Period II, 1833-1858. 
Zones 3 best associates with Period III, 1858-1876, though the zone contains some artifacts from 
the fourth quarter of the 19th century. Based on stratigraphic superimposition, Zone 2 is 
associated with Period IV, 1876-1900. Zone 1 is a 20th century event. 
 
 
Description of the Artifacts 

Kitchen 
Artifacts associated with foodways, dining, and kitchen activities accounted for over half 

of the materials recovered in zone 1 and in the earliest deposits, zones 5 through 7. Kitchen items 
were slightly less common in zones 2 and 3. Ceramics and bottle glass dominated the group. 
Container glass ranged from those for alcoholic beverages, to condiments, to medicines. The 
great majority of the ceramics were tablewares, particularly a variety of refined earthenwares. 
 

Table ceramics, refined earthenwares and porcelains, dominate the ceramics throughout 
the zone deposits. Utilitarian storage vessels and cooking vessels are nearly absent from the 
ceramic assemblage; earthenwares and stonewares comprise 2-5% of the total ceramics. A small 
number of ceramics from the second half of the 18th century were recovered throughout the 
room. Single examples of Staffordshire slipware, Philadelphia slipware, French faience, and 
white saltglazed stoneware were found in the 19th century zones (zones 3 and 4). A few lead-
glazed earthenwares were recovered in these zones, and in the underlying zones 5-7. 
 

Refined earthenwares developed in the 1780s and 1790s, and used through the first 
quarter of the 19th century are the earliest type of ceramic found in any quantity. Creamware was 
the first refined earthenware, developed by Josiah Wedgewood in the 1760s, and popular by the 
1770s. These thin, hard-fired earthenwares were dipped in a clear glaze and fired at a lower 
temperature than stonewares. The resulting wares were durable, attractive, and inexpensive, and 
they rapidly spread across the globe. The late 18th century creamwares were the latest rage, and 
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Table 4 
Quantification of the Assemblage, by Zone 

 
  Zone 1  Zone 2  Zone 3  Zone 4  Zone 5-7 F.110 
Kitchen 
P.ware, undec 4    14  23  37  1 
  Shell edge 1      8  5 
  Hand paint 2  1  2  12  17  1 
  Trans. Pr. 8  2  8  41  87 
  Annular     1  11  27  1 
WW, undec 56  26  66  22  7  2 
  Trans. Print 27  10  20  32  11  3 
  Hand paint 4  2  11  13  6 
  Shell edge 1  2  7  2 
  Annular 9  4  16  12  3 
  Flow blue   1  2  4 
  Sponged     2  1  3 
  Gilt      1  15 
  Gold and blue 2    1 
WW, grey transfer   5  2 
WW, decaled 1  9 
Creamware 3  1  10  23  25 
Rockingham  1    2   
Yellow Ware 5  6  4  3    3 
   Ud/burned 3    4  3  1 
Porcelain, white 15  8  18  22  2  5 
  White porc, gilt     1  1  1 
  Canton      1  2  2 
  Chinese Export       1 
  Soft paste 2  2  1  2  2 
  German     1  2 
  French gilt     1    1 
Luster ware   1  3    1 
Faience        1 
Slipware, Philadelphia    1 
Slipware, Staffordshire      1 
Black lead-glazed ew    2  1 
Lead glazed e.w.       5  9 
White sg stoneware      1 
Brown sg stoneware    1    2 
Grey sg stoneware  2  1  2 
19th c. St.ware 1    1  2  3 
Edgefield ware     1 
 
Olive green glass 70  72  62  58  41  1 
Clear glass 1  4        3 
Brown glass  
Other container 441  304  307  266  42  10 
Table glass 156  6  7  29  5 
Misc kitchen 56  57  3    40 
 
Architecture 
Nail, u.d. 226  133  294  66  52  27 
Nail, wire 46  16    23 
Nail, cut  43      9 
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Nail, wrought 15 
Nail fragment 266  137  224  204  105  16 
Window glass 763  432  387  257  88  28 
Hardware 1  6  1  3  5 
Bolt  2      1 
Brass nail 1  2    2 
Screw  1      2 
Staple  2        5  
 
Arms 
Shell casing 2  4  3      1 
Shotgun shell 6    2  2 
Lead shot 1  1 
Gunflint  2 
Flint grip      1 
 
Clothing 
Button, brass 1  8  1  1  2  1 
Button, prosser 16  18  12  21  9   
Button, bone 10    6  8  4 
Button, shell 11    2  3  1 
Button, other 2    3  1  1 
Fastener, other 6  2  5  1  2  2 
Other     1    2  1 
Grommet 3  3  1    2 
Straight pin 2  1  3  1 
Bead  1    1 
Sewing  1  1  2  4 
Buckle      4       
  
Personal 
Coin     1  9  5  1 
Slate pencil 3  2  3  2  1 
Tooth brush     1  6  2 
Hair comb 1 
Parasol  3    1      
Misc    2 
 
Furniture 
Tack  5  2  2    3 
Misc furniture   6  1 
Vase    5 
 
Tobacco  
Pipe stem 9  2  16  18  5  2 
Pipe bowl 15  3  10  4  1 
 
Activities 
Marble  5  4 \ 7  2  1  1 
Doll  3  1  1  1 
Toy dish    1    1 
Misc iron 201  24  282  16  7  10 
?  14    3 
Phono record 2 
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Chapter IV 
Interpretations 

 
 
Site Formation Considered 
 

The horizontal variation among artifact categories of the same time period, and the 
changes in distribution through time and in association with various construction episodes are the 
building blocks of archaeological analysis. Consideration of the processes responsible for 
physical creation of an archaeological site is an essential first step in analyzing the materials 
retrieved from that site. Human habitation results in creation and gradual accumulation of soil. 
 

In his now-classic articles, archaeologist Michael Schiffer divides the processes that 
transform materials from a living context into an archaeological context into two categories: 
normal and abandonment. Each process produces a slightly different assemblage. Discard is the 
most common normal process. Deposits created by discard are dominated by household trash, 
most of it building debris and artifacts related to food preparation, service, and storage. 
Sometimes discarded materials are found in clusters next to the main structure, and sometimes 
they are scattered about the property in a casual form of discard. Losing or hiding objects is 
another normal discard process, though it is likely that whoever hid the objects intended to 
retrieve them at some point. Lost or hidden finds are usually small, found in out-of-the-way 
places: in drains, beneath floors, or in small pits. Abandonment occurs when materials, some of 
which may still be useable, are discarded after a disaster such as fire or storm or when a building 
is remodeled. Such deposits contain objects that normally last a lifetime and seldom would be 
discarded under normal circumstances. Abandoned objects are often single artifacts such as 
scissors or swords, or clusters of related objects, such as the contents of a medical chest (Schiffer 
1977, 1983). 
 

Archaeologists distinguish between primary and secondary deposits. Objects in primary 
deposits are those that have not been moved since they were placed there by the people who 
originally used them. A scatter of pipe stems and bottles near a hearth may be evidence of 
activities that took place around that fire. Other deposits are secondary, places where refuse was 
discarded after being moved there from another location. An animal may be butchered in the 
work yard, with some portion of the butchered animal then dumped into the harbor and other 
portions discarded in a pit along the back of the property. Materials may be moved several times.  
Most urban archaeological deposits are secondary.   
 

In an urban setting, the deliberate movement of soil and the artifacts contained in them is 
a common process, one that results in deep and complex archaeological deposits. A combination 
of stratigraphy (the layers of soil) and the artifacts contained in them help archaeologists 
determine if a soil deposit was deliberate or inadvertent, and when it happened.  
 

Urban residents of the 18th and early 19th centuries deposited most of their refuse in the 
back yard or work yard, if they deposited it on-site. But crowded conditions and health 
considerations resulted in the deposition of refuse in any convenient place in the city. The 
numerous creeks, marshes, and wetland areas that criss-crossed the peninsula were likely 
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candidates, but open lots, unpaved streets, and alleys were also filled with trash from nearby 
households and activity areas. The filling of creeks and marshes created new real estate. 
 

By the middle of the 19th century, most cities, Charleston included, began to centralize 
such services as firefighting, police protection, potable water, lighting, sewage management and 
trash removal. As the archaeological record reveals, Charleston had problems with garbage 
disposal. The creeks and marshes that laced the city had long been dumping grounds for refuse, 
offal, and night soil. Ordinances designed to curtail discarding garbage in the streets were first 
enacted in the 1760s. Frequent amendments to these ordinances indicate the town was largely 
unsuccessful in controlling this practice. Human scavengers hauled garbage to designated 
locations; an ordinance of 1806 directed that slaves be hired for this task. The abattoir on the 
banks of Gadsden’s Creek, on the west side of the peninsula, was known as “Butcher Town”.  
On an individual level, off-site refuse disposal gradually replaced on-site disposal, and precise 
dates for this change are not available. Clearly, many property owners had their refuse hauled 
away by the middle of the 19th century; the archaeological deposits of the rear yard suggest 
William Aiken’s servants left very little of the household refuse on-site. 
 

A surprising exception to this is the laundry interior, which contained relatively dense 
refuse deposits, spread through multiple superimposed zones. Similar deposits beneath service 
buildings were noted at the Nathaniel Russell House and the Heyward-Washington house. The 
cellar of the Russell kitchen was filled with three feet of soil and coal dust. The soils were filled 
with animal bone, particularly bones and teeth from cattle. Many of the specimens under that 
kitchen are characteristic of primary butchery. Enameled Chinese porcelain and sprigged 
whiteware indicate the material accumulated gradually, between 1820 and 1850. The kitchen 
cellars at the Heyward-Washington house and the Miles Brewton house likewise filled with 
debris and animal bone through the 19th century. While some of the items were small, likely lost, 
objects, there was plenty of larger ceramic and glass fragments, as well as animal bone (Zierden 
and Reitz 2016; Zierden 1996; Zierden 2001).   
 

These signatures are similar to the Aiken laundry. The rich archaeological assemblage 
provided guidance to dating and understanding the superimposed deposits and what they tell us 
about site development. The provenience central to reconstructing the depositional events in the 
laundry is zone 5, the clay floor noted throughout the room. Zone 5 is level, and clearly a 
deliberately-created paving surface. The builder’s trench for the rear wall of the structure 
intruded into the clay, so clearly zone 5 pre-dated construction of the room. An initial theory is 
that the clay reflected an exterior living/working surface for the Phase I Robinson building, 
sealed by the Phase II construction, and early ceramics recovered in zone 5 supports this. 
However, artifacts from the small sample of underlying zones are all later. This suggests the clay 
floor was established for construction of the building in 1833, with the wall construction trench 
excavated shortly thereafter. The later artifacts could be the result of mixing during construction 
and subsequent use of the area; a larger excavation would be necessary to determine the date and 
function of zones 6 and 7. 
 

The mixed and mottled appearance of zones 6 and 7 may be the result of extensive filling 
of this portion of the property, as was noted during the 2001 excavations. Based on historic maps 
– and current elevations – the Aiken Rhett yard was an area of high land adjoining an expanse of 
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marsh. Despite decades of filling, a clear gradient is still visible from the back gate of the 
property toward the east, and the adjoining Mary Street property is significantly lower. The 
filling may also be associated with constructing and later abandonment of the 1780 siege lines. 
Again, a larger excavation of these deposits is necessary for clear interpretation. At present, the 
artifact content and stratigraphic position of zones 5, 6, and 7 present conflicting data. 
 

All of the zone 4 proveniences contained whitewares manufactured after 1820 and, in 
some cases, after 1840. Some materials from the third quarter of the 19th century were recovered 
from zone 4, as well. The overall artifact profile from this zone, and the characteristics of the 
soil, are similar to those from elsewhere in the yard, outside of the room. This suggests that zone 
4 reflects gradual refuse accumulation during the course of daily life at the site, as some refuse 
was deposited beneath flooring of the laundry. 
 

The artifacts in the overlying zones 2 and 3 are similar in content and date. Both zones 
are filled with materials manufactured in the final quarter of the 19th century; moreover, the 
proportion of kitchen wares – ceramics and glass – decreases in relation to building and 
hardware items. Zones 2 and 3 may reflect deliberate fill episodes, perhaps associated with repair 
or replacement of wood flooring as the laundry room transitioned to other uses. The physical 
characteristics of the zone comprising zone 3 led to a suggestion that it came from the privy that 
was covered by the laundry; however, the majority of artifacts are from the late 19th century, and 
it seems unlikely that the privy was in use after the laundry was constructed over it in 1833. An 
alternate suggestion is that the abandoned privy pit was used for refuse disposal during the 
laundry period, and this refuse cleaned out in the late 19th century.   
 

As is often the case on urban sites, the precise site formation sequence, and purpose, is 
difficult to interpret at the site. The clay floor is clearly a deliberate event, as is the intrusive 
builder’s trench. Artifacts suggest it predates the 1833 construction of the room, but likely served 
as a foundation for this construction. Zone 4 appears to be a gradual, inadvertent zone 
accumulation, reflecting daily events and discard. Zones 2 and 3 may be fill or refuse disposal 
after active use of the space declined. This is supported by the large proportion of architectural 
debris in these soils. 
 

The recovered artifacts and stratigraphy, then, place zone 4 in Period II, 1833-1858. 
Zones 3 best associates with Period III, 1858-1876, though the zone contains some artifacts from 
the fourth quarter of the 19th century. Based on stratigraphic superimposition, Zone 2 is 
associated with Period IV, 1876-1900. Zone 1 is a 20th century event. 
 
 
Archaeological signature of the Laundry and its Workers 
 

During the course of the excavation, archaeologists noted two characteristics of the 
archaeological assemblage: a large number and variety of buttons, and a large number of coins. 
During the laboratory analysis, all artifacts were quantified according to functional categories, 
and compared to a variety of Charleston assemblages to determine if the laundry assemblage was 
in fact unique. 
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A larger Charleston police button was recovered in 1987 at the MUSC Institute of 
Psychiatry site. This button was manufactured by the Waterbury Button company. The 
Waterbury Company was founded in 1812 and became the Waterbury Button Company in 1849. 
Uniform buttons were produced by the company after the Civil War into the 1900s. The term 
“police” was in use in Charleston by the 1850s, and buttons of this type are still used by the 
Charleston police on dress uniforms (Zierden and Raynor 1987:35). The police button was our 
first clue that clothes belonging to someone other than members of the Aiken family were 
laundered here. 
 

Other clothing fasteners were part of the laundry assemblage. Fasteners from the mid to 
late-19th century include a prosser collar stud and three snaps. There were wire hook & eye 
fasteners (8) that are common from the late 16th century to the present. They were hand-made of 
wire until the early 19th century. The collection also included a few sewing items. These include 
a thimble, three straight pins, and two stick pins or safety pins. Safety pins were patented in 
1849.  Finally, three sewing box items were recovered. There were portions of two needle boxes 
or cases, cylindrical bone tubes fitted with a threaded cap. The most enigmatic item was a small 
sphere of bone, with a flat collar and pointed end. Perusal of the Charleston Museum’s 
collections and the text by Taunton (1997) suggest it is a foot, or a lid lifter from a relatively 
elaborate sewing box. Taunton shows several similar lid lifters, but wear on the bottom of the 
sphere indicates that it is more like a foot to a small box.   
 

In all, the laundry produced 169 sewing or clothing items, or 3.9% of the assemblage. 
This is a large number of clothing items, but is the collection unique? To determine this, the 
laundry assemblage was compared to a number of other Charleston assemblages. 
 

First, it is evident from the overall Charleston temporal assemblages that clothing items, 
particularly buttons, increase in frequency in the later 19th century. The Charleston sites have 
been tabulated together, and subdivided temporally for sites occupied throughout the city’s 300 
year history. Charleston proveniences and their materials have generally been separated into 
three temporal subdivisions, 1670 to 1750, 1750 to 1830, and 1830-1900. The early period 
corresponds to Charleston’s role as a frontier outpost, then emerging port city. The second marks 
Charleston’s “golden years” as a leading seaport and center of wealth, built on the labor of 
enslaved Africans, and the third corresponds with the city’s economic stagnation and decline. 
More pertinent to this discussion, these periods also correspond to changes in ceramic and glass 
technology. The early period is that of relatively scarce and expensive material items, while the 
second corresponds with the rise of the British pottery industry and the development of refined 
earthenwares. The third period is characterized by a rise in mass-produced wares, particularly 
glass containers, but also buttons and hardware, with a decrease in distinct ceramic types. 
 

The proportion of clothing items relative to the total assemblage steadily increases 
through time. Clothing is .6% of the items in the early period, 1.1% of those in the late 18th-early 
19th century, and 3.5% of those in the post-1830 period. This suggests a dramatic increase in the 
number of buttons and other items across the city, regardless of specific site or provenience. The 
proportion of clothing items in the Aiken Rhett laundry is only slightly higher than this overall 
temporal assemblage (3.9% vs. 3.5%). 
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Table 5: Temporal Changes in Charleston Artifact Assemblages 

 
Artifact Category   1670-1750  1750-1830  1830-1900 
Kitchen    55.8   58.5   43.6 
Architecture    26.0   33.6   48.3 
Arms         .19       .3       .24 
Clothing        .64     1.13     3.52 
Personal        .29       .45       .61 
Furniture        .25       .20       .18 
Tobacco    11.25     4.25     1.39 
Activities      5.47     1.31     2.05   
 

From there, we took a closer look at several 19th century assemblages, and noted a fair bit 
of variation. First, we tabulated the artifact groups from the laundry by zone, and therefore by 
temporal order. The proportion of clothing items remained fairly consistent through time, with 
the largest proportions noted in the deepest/earliest zones 5-7 (3%) and the latest, zone 1 (3.9%). 
Zones 2-4, spanning the second half of the 19th century, averaged 2.5%.  This suggests a 
consistent use and discard pattern in the room. 
 
 

Table 6: Aiken Rhett Laundry temporal Assemblages 
 

Groups  (% of total) zone 1  zone 2  zone 3  zone 4  zone 5-7  
 
Kitchen  59.8  40.2  31.1  46.1  55.4  
Architecture  51.3  52.8  48.5  46.1  38.2 
Arms      .73     .3     .21     .2     .7 
Clothing    3.9    2.4    2.3    2.7    3.0 
Personal     .87      .45     .94    1.0     .5 
Furniture     .33    1.0     .1     .84      0   
Pipes      1.6       .3    1.3    1.54     .8 
Activities  14.9     2.2  15.3    1.4    1.7 
 
 

However, a comparison of the laundry assemblage to the materials excavated in the yard 
revealed dramatic differences. The table below shows the yard divided by phases. There is more 
variation through time (.38% - .98%), with clothing items most prevalent in Phase III (1858-
1876), but in all cases there are far fewer clothing items in the yard than in the laundry. 
 
 

Table 7: Aiken Rhett Yard Assemblages 
 
Groups (% of total) Phase II Phase III Phase IV     
 
Kitchen  46.3  43.7  53.9 
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Architecture  49.4  50.6  40.8 
Arms      .57     .49     .65 
Clothing     .38     .98     .63 
Personal     .28     .24     .35 
Furniture     .38     .21     .97 
Pipes       .77    1.48     .83 
Activities    1.83    2.21    1.71 
 
 

The Aiken Rhett assemblages were then compared to other 19th century townhouse sites 
assemblages, particularly those from large excavation projects. There was some variation in the 
proportion of clothing items. This was somewhat dependent on where the excavations were 
concentrated; as we shall see, the greatest variation occurred between excavations inside/beneath 
service buildings and excavations in the general yard area. The sites include the Nathaniel 
Russell house excavated in 1994-1995, including the R.F.W. Allston period (1857-1870) and the 
Sisters of Charity period (1870-1900). The Miles Brewton house, excavated in 1988-1989 
included the period of occupation by the Pringle family and the three Frost sisters (1839-c.1918). 
The Heyward Washington stable building, excavated in 2002, included a late 19th century 
assemblage. The garden and work yard at 14 Legare Street, excavated in 2000-2001, has early 
19th century and late 19th century assemblages. The rear yard of the townhouse at 48 Laurens 
Street produced artifacts that span the 19th century. These many site assemblages are shown 
below.  
 
 

Table 8: 19th Century townhouse assemblages 
 
Groups (%) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)  
 
Kitchen  33.5 57.86 51.6 47.0 55.0 52.0 71.9 
Architecture 53.21 35.36 43.69 43.0 42.0 44.0 22.5 
Arms      .7     .03    0     .22     .21     .33     .56 
Clothing   4.78    1.49     .7   2.3     .5     .5   2.4 
Personal   1.94      .58     .49     .1       .4     .5   1.1 
Furniture     .2     .54     .07     .34     .18     .3     .4 
Pipes    1.56   1.71   1.19   3.1   1.5   1.3     0 
Activities   4.57   2.4   2.24   3.7     .96   1.5     .8 
 

1) Pringle/Frost era (1849-1900), Miles Brewton House 
2) Allston era (1857-1870), Nathaniel Russell House 
3) Sisters of Charity era (1870-1900), Nathaniel Russell House 
4) Stable, (1870s), Heyward-Washington house 
5) Garden, (1818-1870), Simmons-Edwards House 
6) Lawn, (1870-1900), Simmons-Edwards House 
7) Rear yard, (1850s-1900), 48 Laurens Street 
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These exercises demonstrate that clothing items increase in frequency, overall, from the 
18th to the 19th century, and from the early 19th century to the late 19th century. Assemblages 
from the second half of the 19th century, in particular, contain large numbers of mass-produced 
prosser buttons, as well as buttons of shell and bone. Nineteenth century sites are marked by a 
button assemblage comprising 2.5% or more of the total assemblage. 
 

Using that figure as a baseline, the numbers suggest that there is a recognizable 
archaeological signature for historic buildings serving as laundry and/or sewing rooms, reflected 
in an increase in clothing artifacts. The Aiken-Rhett laundry contains significantly more items 
than the remainder of the site, 1% vs. 3.9%. The Miles Brewton kitchen/laundry contains 
significantly more, 2.6% vs. 12.3%. Both rooms contain more than the average for the period, 
2.5% 
 

The individual clothing artifacts from several 19th century assemblages, including these 
two buildings, were itemized to discern similarities and differences. The two building 
assemblages are comparable in the overall button assemblage, but differ in other ways, as seen 
below.  
 

Table 10: Nineteenth Century Button Assemblages 
 
 Aiken-Rhett Laundry (2015) Brewton kitchen (1988) Brewton kitchen (1998) 
 
Prosser button   76   44   338 
Mother-of-pearl button  25   40   207 
Shell button      1 
4-hole bone button  25   26   77 
5-hole bone button  7   6   20 
1-hole bone button  1   5   19   
Ferrous button   2   5   16 
Hard rubber button  1      10 
Glass button   1   1   19  
Brass button   12   12   34 
 
 
Hook&eye   8   3   1 
Collar stud   1   2   4 
Buckle       3      
Grommet      4   3 
Snap    3      15 
 
Straight pin   3   167   4 
Thimble    1   1   2 
Bead       8      
Sewing box   2      9 
Coin    14   7    
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Summary 
 

The Aiken-Rhett laundry interior was filled with soils and artifacts spanning the 19th and 
20th centuries, reflecting activities from construction of the building, to use of the room as a 
laundry, to abandonment of the laundry function and use of the space as a semi-abandoned 
space. The soils contained a range of artifacts typical of domestic sites in the 19th century, 
including table ceramics, glass containers, architectural debris, and a range of small finds. The 
preponderance of architectural debris in zones 2 and 3 reflect architectural abandonment and 
change, comparable to other townhouse properties in Charleston. The proportional decline in 
kitchen wares reflects a growing pattern of off-site refuse disposal as the 19th century progressed. 
 

The assemblage contained a large number and variety of buttons, recognized in the field 
and quantified in the laboratory. Quantification of the assemblage and comparison with a number 
of others suggest that there is a recognizable, quantifiable signature for the Aiken-Rhett laundry, 
and for laundry facilities in Charleston (see Beaudry 2006). An increase in the number and 
variety of buttons is typical of 19th century sites, but the laundry locations contain a higher 
number than other locales of the same time period. Further, it was possible to discern subtle 
differences in artifacts and activities, particularly whether sewing was a common activity in the 
laundry. Finally, the recovery of a number of coins led researchers to the possibility of business 
enterprise in the function of the laundry. 
 

The laundry was clearly the domain of household servants, those whose work supported 
the lavish lifestyle of the Aiken family. William Aiken installed the latest laundry facilities, 
copying European features, but his enslaved workers, and newly-freed servants toiled in that 
space and lived above it. They took on additional, outside tasks to expand their earnings. Their 
entrepreneurial spirit is reflected in the archaeological evidence for hiring their own services. 
Moreover, the relatively even distribution of clothing items and cash indicate that these 
enterprises occurred before and after emancipation.  
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