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Introduction 

During 1983-1984 personnel of The Charleston Museum conducted test 

excavations at the location of Archdale Plantation, about ~ mile north of the 

Ashley River in Dorchester County and 9 miles north of the City of Charleston. 

The plantation is situated at an elevation of about 20 feet MSL in an area 

today characterized by mixed hardwoods and a thick understory of herbaceous 

plants. Zierden et al. (n. d.) have· -noted that portions of the site encompass 

the remnants of the Archdale formal gardens with escaped cultigens such as 

periwinkle (Vinca~.) and azalea (Rhododendron .!2_.). Kuchler (1964) 

identifies this area as having the potential natural vegetation of an Oak

Hickory-Pine Forest, although because of the proximity to the Ashley River there 

are also numerous species typical of the higher elevations of a Southern 

Floodplain Forest. 

The plantation, originally granted to the Baker family in the 

1680s, was operated by the same family through the nineteenth century. The 

plantation operations were apparently moved from the Ashley River landing inland 

to the present location about 1740 (Zierden et al. n.d.). Archival and 

historical data point to the cultivation of indigo, rice, and cotton, with 

the economic peak of the plantation in the mid-eighteenth century. The site 

fell into disuse shortly after the 1886 earthquake. 

The Archdale complex is situated in Archdale Subdivision, with 

considerable portions of the eighteenth and nineteenth century settlement 
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already destroyed by twentieth century development. The settlement was 
I 

originally surveyed by The Charleston Museum in 1976 (Herold 1976) with a 

portion of the slave settlement (east of the main house) excavated by 

Kay Scruggs (Martha Zierden, personal communication). Regrettably, no notes 

or other data could be found for Scrugg's work. Hartley (1984:87-88) briefly 

discusses the seventeenth century plantation. Archaeological investigations 

at the later eighteenth and nineteenth century plantation site were conducted 

by Ms. Martha Zierden during November 1983 and January-February 1984. The 

portion of the site remaining for these investigations included the main house 

(now in ruins), the adjacent formal gardens (grown over, south and west of the 

main house), and flanker or subsidiary buildings to the west of the main 

house (evident on the 1791 plat and in the 1886 photographs). In addition, a 

vacant lot to the east of the main house allowed investigations in an area of 

heavy domestic plantation activity. 

Zierden et al. (n.d.) have lumped these excavation areas into 

four complexes. Complex A represents the eighteenth-nineteenth century 

flanker to the west of the main house; Complex B represents the eighteenth 

century wall trench structure west of Complex A; Complex C represents a 

structure east of the main house on an undeveloped lot; and Complex D 

represents squares placed in the formal gardens and bisecting a drainage 

ditch feature. Typically, zones 1 and 2 date to the nineteenth century, 

while zone 3 dates to the eighteenth century. No seventeenth century deposits 

were encountered. 

Samples from the excavations were collected by water flotation 

of primarily 4 gallon soil samples and by hand picking of charcoal from the 

midden levels. The soil. samples were floated by The Charleston Museum 

personnel after the completion of the fieldwork. Flotation samples were 
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collected from four eighteenth century proveniences. Feature 3 is the builder's 

trench associated with the flanker west of the main house (Complex A), Feature 6 

is the wall trench associated with the excavations at Complex B, Feature 11 

is another builder's trench associated with the structure east of the main 

house (Complex C), and postmold 4 is from square 410N440E which is associated 

with the structure in Complex A. A single flotation sample was collected 

from a nineteenth century provenience: Zone 2 of square 300N455E. In addition, 

a flotation sample was obtained from Feature 8, the drainage ditch in the 

vicinity of Complex D. This ditch was used not only for drainage, but also 

for refuse disposal. Although dating the periods of disposal was difficult, 

it appears to represent a primarily nineteenth century activity. A series of 

37 hand picked samples represent 13 from eighteenth century proveniences, 16 

from nineteenth century proveniences, four from mixed levels, and three from 

non-dated proveniences. 

Procedures and Results 

The six floated samples were prepared in a manner similar to that 

described by Yarnell (1974:113-114) and were examined under low magnification 

(7 to 30x) to identify carbonized plant foods and food remains. Remains were 

identified on the basis of gross morphological features and seed identification 

relied on U.S.D.A. (1948, 1971), Martin and Barkley (1961), and Montgomery 

(1977). The results of this analysis are shown in Table 1. 

These samples show a high incidence of wood charcoal with this 

component ranging from 43.5% to 100.0% of each sample. Wood charcoal is even 

more dominant if the debris (consisting of rootlets, sand, and shell fragments) 

are disregarded. Foods or food remains are totally absent and seeds are 

represented by less than 0.01 g (a trace) in only three samples. The seeds 
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from Feature 3, an eighteenth century provenience in unit 410N440E represent 

the Brassicaceae family. The Feature 8 sample, from a drainage ditch, 

contained two seeds. One probably represents vetch (Vicia ~-) and the 

other is a nutlet of verbena (Verbena .!E_.). 

The handpicked samples were also examined under low magnification 

(7 to 30x) with the wood charcoal identified, where possible, to the genus 

level, using comparative samples, Panshin and deZeeuw (1970), and Koehler 

(1917). Wood charcoal samples were broken in half to expose a fresh 

transverse surface. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 2, which 

is organized by unit and provenience. 

The charcoal from Archdale evidences little variety,, with pine 

(Pinus .!P_.) being found in 32 (86.5%) of the 37 samples. While carbonized 

wood was most common, four samples, including three from nineteenth century 

proveniences, were only partially carbonized. Their survival may be attributed 

to partial carbonization and the high rosin content of pine. Other woods, 

in order of their abundance, include oak (Quercus ~.), found in eight sa~les; 

elm (Ulmus ~.), found in three samples; maple (Acer .!E_.), found in two samples; 

dogwood (Cornus florida); and adiffuseporous wood. Unidentified woods were 

encountered in 13 samples. 

Discussion 

As mentioned by Zierden et al. (n.d.), the ethnobotanical samples 

from Archdale were not exceptionally revealing, except to document the 

generally clean nature of the areas studied. Both artifacts and faunal 

remains were sparse in most of the areas investigated by The Charleston Museum. 

This, coupled with the recovery of primarily architectural features, severely 

reduced the potential for obtaining good ethnobotanical data. More detailed 



6 

. 
..c - tU ID 

J.-4 'ti ==' 
~ -M 0 
C) k J.-4 

0 0 

~~ ; i 
- ~ 

~ 
. 
Pt Q) 
00 CJl 

-rt <ti ==' ~ .µ ;s $..l ~ 

~~ 
0) \M t1) .s .;a 

.,.... 0 
~P-4 "d ~ ~ 

300N455E, Zone 1 + 
Zone 2 t + t p t 

330N350E, Zone 1 t 

Zone 2 t t p 
Zone 3 + t p 

410N440E, Zone 1, Lv. 1 p 
Zone 1, Lv. 2 + 
Zone 2 + t 

Zone 3 p t p p 
ph 2 t p 

415N440E, Zone 1 t 
Zone 2 + 
Zone 3 + p 

Profile t t 

pb '. l t 

420N395E, Zone 3 + t 

420N400E, Zone. 3 + 
430N440E, Zone 1 t 

Zone 2-3 + t t 

Zone 3A p t 

Zone 3B p 
Bld. Trench t 

440N40SE, ~ Zone. 1 p 
Zone 3 t t t 

440N450E, Zone 1 t 

Zone 2A t 
Zone 2B t t 

Zone 3 t t 

445N405E, Zone 1-2 + 
Zone 3 + 

445N410E, Zone 3 p t 

450N410E, Zone 3 + t 

Trench 1, Zone 1 t p 
Trench 3 + t 

Trench 4 t 

Feature 5 t 

Feature 11 + t 

+ =; abundant, p ~ present, t = trace 

Table 2. Analysis of handpicked charcoal samples. 



7 

comments will be offered on botanical refuse later. 

The recovered seeds were all either fragmentary or worn. The 

two examples of the Brassicaceae (or Mustard) family may represent any number 

of perennial or annual herbs, many of which are introduced weeds. Other 

representatives of this family, however, include species of turnips, cabbage, 

and rape, all notable potherbs. Most of the plants in this family seed 

from March through July. Quantities of these seeds have been recovered 

from the First Trident site in the City of Charleston (Trinkley 1983a) and 

from the Campfield slave settlement in Georgetown County (Trinkley 1983b). 

Given the small quantity found at Archdale and their occurrence in a postmold, 

it is probable that they are accidental inclusions from nearby carbonized 

vegetation. 

Vetch is an annual, biennial, or perenial herb frequently found in 

waste areas, fields, and other disturbed habitats. This "weedy" plant 

produces a seed which is edible (Anderson 1971:169; Medsger 1966:129) and 

the Cherokee used the plant for dyspepsia and various pains (Hamel and 

Chiltoskey 1975:60). Vetch may also be sown with oats and threshed for seed 

(Duggar 1921:12). This genus generally fruits from May through July 

(Radford et al. 1968). Although the plant has nwnerous uses, the single 

specimen from a ditch context suggests accidental inclusion. 

The last identified seed is verbena, which may be an annual or 

perennial, leafy-stemmed herb. Actually, the recovered portion was one of 

the four mericarps· ·or .nutlets typical of the mature verbena ovary. Depending 

on the species, the fruit ripens from March to frost (about October or 

November) and the plant is usually found in old fields and waste places 

(Radford et al. 1968:887-892). Meyer (1981:22) notes that the root and leaves 

of the blue vervain (Verbena hastata) are known as a tonic and expectorant. 
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In spite of its herbal qualities, the single seed recovered from Feature 8 

is probably an accidental inclusion. 

The seeds recovered from various eighteenth and nineteenth 

century Archdale features provide little information on the plantation's 

environmental setting and virtually nothing of the subsistence resources 

colIDilon to the settlement. Although historical sources have provided information 

on the Bakers' interest in horticulture and gardening (Zierden et al. n.d.) 

the ethnobotanical information is mute. This is at least partially the 

result of the features sampled. Most of the collections are from architectural 

features - builder's trenches and a postmold. These features would have been 

opened and closed quickly with little midden soil used for the filling 

process. Construction activities would not have encouraged the preservation 

of fragile carbonized remains. A second factor in the low incidence of plant 

remains may relate to the relative cleanliness of the site. Most of the work 

took place in the gardens or the yard area adjacent to the main house. All 

evidence points to these areas being kept clean of debris. In a similar 

vein, the absence of plant foods is probably related to the failure to 

identify pits used for trash disposal or sheet midden which resulted from 

disposal activities. which in turn relates to the site area sampled. Although 

there is little literature on colonial and antebellum gardens, Audrey Noel 

Hume (1978) leads one to believe that the formal gardens were kept well 

manicured. There would have been little potential for ethnobotanical 

remains to be carbonized and incorporated into the archaeological record. 

Information on the site environs and on food remains may be more 

prevalent in two specific site areas. Noel Hume (1978:31-34) comments that a 

variety of both native and exotic species were recovered from a well in 

Colonial Williamsburg. If a well was associated with the gardens, or was 
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located in the immediate vicinity, it might have been a repository for adjacent 

plant remains. Plant foods and food remains, however, Will probably be more 

common in the kitchen area (which was located in the basement of the main 

house), in the rear yard, or in the vicinity of the slave settlement. 

The hand picked samples represent only carbonized wood remains and 

are totally devoid of plant foods or food remains. Consequently, they provide 

information only on the site environs and the woods used for either architecture 

oL as fuel. Since there is no evidence of major fire at Archdale, it is 

probable that the hand picked samples represent primarily the result of 

intentional fires. The incorporation of accidental or natural burnings, how

ever, cannot be discounted. 

Pine is the most common wood. While it is not possible to determine 

if this abundance is the result of environmental or cultural situations, it is 

probable that pine was an abundant wood in the Charleston vicinity during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, just as it is today. Pines may be found 

on either dry, sand soils or on low, rich soils. The maple (probably~ 

rubrum) and elm (probably Ulm.us americana) both pref er low, rich woods or 

swampy forests (Radford et al. 1968). The oak and dogwood may be found on 

a variety of soil types with the dogwood being an understory tree connnon to 

iIIDnature forests. Both low, swampy areas and higher, sandy ground can be found 

in the Archdale tract, so none of the encountered woods are unusual. 

The sparsity of hardwoods and the dominance of pine cannot be 

explained botanically, since both woods are common in the potential natural 

vegetation of the Ashley River area. A similar problem was noted in the 

Campfield study (Trinkley 1983b:63). At the Campfield slave settlement pine 

was found in 20 (90.1%) of the 22 samples and was dominant in 17 (77.2%). 

This compares very well with the Archdale collection. The Yaughan and Carriboo 
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slave settlements, which date from the early nineteenth century, also were 

dominated by pine charcoal (Gardner 1983:G7). This evidence, coupled with 

pine's rapid burning and smokey fire, lead me to suggest, 

that there may be a status difference [in the 
woods burned], with the heavier (or denser) 
woods which burn longer and with a hotter fire 
being reserved for the higher status dwellings, 
while lower status individuals were perhaps 
forced to use pine. Pine probably was used 
by all status groups as kindling and may have 
been used uniformly for cooking, where a 
smoking, quickly burining fire would have 
been less objectionable (Trinkley 1983b:63). 

The abundance of pine in the high status areas of Archdale does 

not immediately support this projection. It is difficult to attribute the 

bulk of the Archdale sample solely to kitchen refuse, the only possible 

explanation if the status difference of wood is viable. Regrettably, the 

samples from this, and other sites, are so small as to hinder efforts at 

synthesis. While additional data are collected, hopefully from both high and 

low status areas of a single plantation, the present reconstruction shows pine 

as the dominant, if not preferred, fuel in all status areas. 
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