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Introduction

The slave’s history—Tlike all human history—was made not only by what
was done to them but also by what they did for themselves.
—Berlin 1998:2

Prior to 1863, enslaved African Americans performed much of the manual
labor that powered the American South. Millions of Africans and subse-
quent generations of their descendants toiled in the tobacco, cotton, and rice
fields of the South, while others were employed in skilled trades and indus-
tries. Despite their crucial roles in the economy, the lives of slaves, in many
respects, are shadowy and inaccessible. Because most of the enslaved were
kept from learning to write, their thoughts and emotions come to us only in-
directly. A few slaves were allowed opportunities to tell their stories; some of
them were relayed in the context of nineteenth-century abolitionist-backed
autobiographies. Other former slaves had to wait over half a century before
Works Progress Administration workers in the era of the Great Depression
undertook an extensive program of interviews with elderly African Ameri-
cans (Perdue et al. 1976; Rawick 1979). Because only a handful of the millions
of enslaved African Americans were able to put their stories on paper, the
narratives of the rest have to be gleaned from other sources.

These other sources of information are varied and, surprisingly, quite
abundant. Analyses of slave trade records reveal regional concentrations of
individuals from specific African cultural groups (Chambers 2000; Lovejoy
2003). The enslaved make frequent appearances in court records throughout
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Plantation accounts penned by
slaveholders record seemingly mundane entries: slave names and ages, work
assignments, punishments meted, and rations apportioned. Hidden behind
the often spidery and faded ink strokes are the rich textures of individual
and community life. In the hands of a skilled historian, these plantation rec-
ords can be used to weave compelling stories of the tenacity of the human
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spirit in an unjust system and the often creative means by which the enslaved
worked to improve their lives.

Historical research over the last several decades has focused on the de-
velopment of families and communities (Gutman 1976), the formation of
individual and group identities (Rucker 2006), African influences on atti-
tudes toward time, work, identity, and spirituality (Gomez 1998; Sobel 1979,
1987), acts of resistance (Mullin 1972; Sidbury 1997), the roles of women
(Brown 1996), community and social relationships (Penningroth 2003), and
the development of distinct African American cultural practices (Berlin
2003; Mintz and Price 1992; Morgan 1998). In these studies, the enslaved are
shown forming their own families and communities, resisting ill treatment
and overwork, and reacting in individual and creative ways to enhance their
own well-being. Far from being passive recipients of their marginalized po-
sitions, the enslaved are portrayed as individuals who were active players in
the scope of their own lives.

Each of these studies reveals human actions occurring within specific his-
torical contexts with each individual’s choices constrained to varying degrees
by circumstances (Trigger 1991). These circumstances occur on a number of
scales and include environment, economic, political, and social conditions at
local, regional, and national levels, and personal factors such as gender, eth-
nicity, age, and religion. In the case of most African Americans, the afore-
mentioned constraints also included the power differentials and racism that
accompanied being marginalized in a slave society. Despite these restric-
tions, however, even enslaved individuals possessed some degrees of choice
about how they structured their lives. Critical in these individual and plan-
tation community choices were African traditions, as Africans and their de-
scendants drew upon memories and shared knowledge of their homelands.

Recent historical scholarship has focused on how groups of enslaved
peoples, both Africans and their descendants, formed distinct cultures on
the plantations of the South. These studies owe their increasing sophisti-
cation, in large part, to the adoption of a regional approach to slave life.
Over time, these studies have become more refined, particularly in their
handling of the presence and transformations of African traditions (Brown
2001; Chambers 1996), and how regional agricultural economics, labor man-
agement, and plantation demography affected daily and seasonal work pat-
terns (Berlin 1998; Morgan 1998).

Since the 1970s, archaeology has also come to the forefront as a means for
studying the past of enslaved African Americans. At the grouped dwellings
known as quarters, the bonds of family and community were strengthened
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and reinforced as children were born and grew, men and women fell in and
out of love, and the sick and elderly were nursed. Most slave quarters, not
built to withstand the test of time, have long since fallen to the ground or
otherwise been destroyed. These quarters are visible now only to archaeolo-
gists, who carefully record and excavate the soil stains and brick foundations
and preserve the thousands of artifacts revealed by their digging.

Just as historians make it possible for the words written by long-dead in-
dividuals to come to life, so too a skillful archaeologist can coax silent arti-
facts to speak. Patterned soil stains and rows of masonry delineate houses,
gardens, yards, and the larger landscapes within which the enslaved lived
and worked. Firepits and scatters of artifacts found in an enclosed yard be-
tween two houses indicate a gathering place for work and socializing. There,
a woman could tend her garden while talking with other men and women
engaged in the daily activities that made up the substance of community
life—cooking, child care, crafting items for personal use or sale, and simply
relaxing. Fragmented dishes, bones, and other debris aid archaeologists in
recounting stories about life in the quarters during the hours following the
completion of planter-assigned tasks. These short spaces of time, free of
planter obligations, were surely the most important hours of the day for the
quarter’s occupants. The fragmented animal bone and the hunting and fish-
ing implements found in household refuse reveal the strategies used by the
enslaved in their struggles to provide adequate sustenance for themselves
and their families. Other items, such as beads and cowrie shells, speak both
of the desire for adornment and individualization of dress and of African-
based spiritual traditions of protection and healing. These archaeological
discoveries reach out from the past and help scholars paint a vivid picture of
slave life. Used in combination with ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and docu-
mentary sources, archaeological findings are a vital component in shedding
light on the African American past.

This study uses the archaeological findings from five quarters on three
eighteenth-century Virginia plantations to examine the material circum-
stances of slaves’ lives, a process that in turn opens the door to illuminating
other aspects of life: family and community, individual and group agency,
spirituality, acts of resistance and accommodation, and symbolic meanings
assigned to material goods. Analysis, grounded in a contextual approach that
uses material culture to reconstruct meaning in the past, allows the develop-
ment of hypotheses about how West African cultural traditions were main-
tained and transformed in the Virginia Chesapeake. To place this analysis
with the broader context of African American archaeological research, the
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story must begin in the 1970s with the earliest archaeological interest in en-
slavement.

African American Archaeology

Over the last four decades, increased interest in understanding the diverse
cultures that formed our nation has sparked extensive research in African
American history, material culture, folklore, religion, and archaeology. Ar-
chaeological sites of the African diaspora—the places in the New World
where peoples from Africa or their descendants lived and worked—have
been the focus of extensive research since the 1970s, ranging from tenant
farmers in Louisiana (Wilkie 2000) to enslaved communities in the Carib-
bean (Armstrong 1990; Delle 2000; Haviser 1999; Wilkie and Farnsworth
2005). Recent archaeological research has been informed by theories con-
cerning the formation of distinct African American cultures through pro-
cesses of creolization, adaptation, and syncretism (Dawdy 2000; Edwards-
Ingram and Brown 1998; Franklin and McKee 2004; Mouer 1993), ethnicity
(Baumann 2001; Brown and Cooper 1990; Ferguson 1992), race (Blakey 1988;
Epperson 2004; Orser 2004), resistance (Davidson 2004; Orser 1988), and
individual and group identities (Fennell 2000; Franklin 2001; Larsen 2003).
The earliest slave archaeology in Virginia dated to the early 1970s, with
the discovery of the Carter’s Grove Quarters (44JCr10). Since the late 1970s,
a large number of the slave quartering sites have been explored in Virginia
(Appendix A). These sites have been concentrated in the Tidewater region,
and many have been eighteenth-century quarters on large elite plantations.
Early archaeological studies in Virginia examined housing, foodways, and
material culture, comparing enslaved households with sites whose occu-
pants were of non-African descent (Crader 1990; Heath 1991). The devel-
opment of regionally based research has demonstrated local and regional
variations, affected by the different staple crops, work patterns, economic
and political circumstances, labor management practices, the demographics
of the enslaved population, climate, technology, the internal economies of
slave households and consumerism, and myriad other factors (Heath 2004;
Martin 1997; Orser 1994). Interest has focused on gender roles within plan-
tation communities (Samford 2004) and the development of families and
households at the quarters (Fesler 2004; Franklin 2004). By shifting atten-
tion away from slavery as a monolithic institution to focusing on regional
approaches, archaeologists have been able to draw substantial conclusions
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1.1. Subfloor pits in Structure 1 at Kingsmill Quarter (Virginia’s Division of Historic
Resources)

about how regional environmental, economic, social, and political factors, as
well as the African backgrounds of the enslaved, shaped the institution of
slavery in various parts of the South.

The Present Study

This study focuses on one particular type of feature—subfloor pits—that
commonly occurs on African American quarter sites in Virginia. These fea-
tures were flat-bottomed pits, cut into the soil under the floors of the houses.
Generally rectangular, but sometimes square or circular, these pits were scat-
tered across the floors of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century slave
houses, occurring singly or in groups. The 1,150-square-foot floor space of
the Kingsmill Quarter, for example, contained 20 pits cutting through the
clay within the building’s footprint (Figure 1.1). Other slave quarters with
multiple subfloor pits have been found at Carter’s Grove, Utopia, and Rich
Neck Plantations and throughout Tidewater Virginia. Over 250 subfloor
pits have been excavated on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century African
American slave sites in Virginia.
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Subfloor Pits in Tidewater Virginia

The strategy of using subterranean storage has risen independently in many
cultures across the world and through time. There is historical precedence for
the use of underground storage facilities by each of the three main cultural
groups that populated colonial Virginia. Storage pits are frequently pres-
ent on pre—European contact Native American sites throughout the eastern
United States (DeBoer 1988; Stewart 1977), although they do not appear to
have been used by Tidewater Native Americans during the contact period
(Mouer 1993:147). The Igbo, one of the West African cultures whose mem-
bers were brought to Virginia in large numbers, are documented as using
underground pits in the nineteenth century to store personal belongings
(Yentsch 1991). Subterranean storage pits have also been found in Iron Age
Britain (Fowler 1983; Reynolds 1974).

Subfloor pits have been found on sites in Virginia dating as early as the
second quarter of the seventeenth century. While there has been a tendency
among archaeologists to equate the appearance of these features with Afri-
can American occupants, caution should be used before assigning such blan-
ket ethnic affiliations (Kimmel 1993). Archaeological and documentary evi-
dence indicates that such features were also used by white colonists in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Mouer 1991). Despite these caveats,
Virginia archaeological investigations have demonstrated significant differ-
ences between pits in slave and nonslave structures. The vast majority of
the recorded subterranean pits appear within the footprints of eighteenth-
century structures that quartered African Americans. Table 1.1 depicts data
on 79 excavated structures that contained subfloor pits, listing the known or
probable ethnic background of occupants. Subfloor pits appear sporadically
in seventeenth-century structures and only become a regular feature at the
end of the century, a date coinciding with the increased importation of Af-
ricans into the Virginia colony.

An analysis of 33 Virginia sites compared numbers of subfloor pits in 54
structures (Fesler 1997). The structures were divided into three categories:
buildings from documented quarters, structures that were highly likely to
have housed enslaved African Americans, and dwellings either known to
have been occupied by white tenants or whose occupants were unknown.
Analysis showed that subfloor pits were more commonly associated with
slave than nonslave households and that the presence of multiple subfloor
pits in a structure was “strongly associated with slave households” (Fesler
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Table 1.1. Total numbers of subfloor pits on Virginia sites’

Nonslave or

Known slave Probable slave unknown
Period structures structures structures
# # # # # #
Pits  Structures Pits  Structures Pits  Structures
1(1620-1635) b b 0 0 2 2
2 (1680-1700) b b 19 2 1 1
3 (1700-1720) 19 3 11 6 2 2
4 (1720-1760) 15 2 38 11 4 2
5 (1760-1780) 49 6 56 10 1 1
6 (1780-1800) 28 13 17 5 1 1
7 (1800-1830) b b 6 5 1 1
8 (1830-1860) 0 3 1 3 0 0
TOTAL 111 27 148 42 12 10

“Sites and data used in this table available in Appendix A. One site from the North Carolina coastal
plain, the Eden House site, was included. Sites were assigned to the date ranges having the closest fit.
Sites were assigned as “probable slave” based on what was known about the property owner, size of
})andholdings and labor force, and known location of main plantation house.

No known excavated quarters from these periods.

1997:39). Table 1.2 illustrates numbers of subfloor pits per building for 7o
known and probable slave structures, using the dataset from Table 1.1.
Subterranean pits found archaeologically in the homes of Anglo-Euro-
pean colonists were larger and more substantially constructed than African
American pits. In addition to greater dimensions (6 feet or more in length
and width), they were generally deeper and had been constructed with some
type of floor. These features, called “butteries” in the seventeenth century,
were used to store dairy products, beer, and wine (Mouer 1993:149).
Interestingly, the increased appearance of pits on sites coincides with the
rapid expansion of the Virginia slave trade at the beginning of the eigh-
teenth century. In the first half of the seventeenth century, small numbers of
Africans labored as indentured servants alongside similarly employed Euro-
pean peoples in the Chesapeake. Some of these Africans were able to work
out their periods of indenture and set up small plantations of their own
(Breen and Innes 1980). After 1660, a combination of factors, including the
increased demand for tobacco and decreasing numbers of English inden-
tured servants arriving in the colony, led to restrictions and laws that eroded
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Table 1.2. Number of subfloor pits in African American structures

Period Structures Structures Structures Structures
with no with 1 with 2-3 with >3
subfloor subfloor subfloor subfloor
pits pit pits pits

1 (1620-1635) 0 0 0 0

2 (1680-1700) 0 0 1 1

3 (1700-1720) 1 2 3 4

4 (1720-1760) 0 2 4 5

5 (1760-1780)" 0 5 1 10

6 (1780-1800) 3 7 5 3

7 (1800-1830) 1 3 1 0

8 (1830-1860) 5 1 0 0

TOTAL 10 20 15 23

"Four structures with dates spanning the period 1740-1780 were included in this category. This
table includes kitchens on urban and rural sites, such as the Brush-Everard kitchen in
Williamsburg, Virginia.

the freedom of Africans, as colonists came to realize that enslaving Africans
answered their need for a stable labor force. The importation of labor di-
rectly from Africa, rather than through the West Indies, began in the 1680s
(Kulikoff 1986:320), the same period in which subfloor pits begin to appear
regularly on Virginia sites.

The black population in Virginia increased from 2 percent of the total
population in 1660 to slightly over 13 percent by 1700 (Blackburn 1997:269).
Most of this increase came about through the direct importation of Afri-
cans. Of the 54,000 blacks brought to Maryland and Virginia between 1700
and 1740, 49,000 were African, resulting in Africans comprising more than
9o percent of the Chesapeake enslaved population between 1727 and 1740
(Kulikoft 1986:320). The cultural impact of such a massive influx of indi-
viduals on the already-established black population can only be imagined.

The regular appearance of subfloor pits on post-1680 Virginia sites, com-
bined with the tremendous numbers of Africans arriving in the Virginia
colony, suggests that the use of these features was tied to the presence of Af-
ricans there and arose largely in response to the conditions of slavery. The
geographic distribution of subfloor pits, viewed in conjunction with the his-
tory of expansion by the United States during the early national period,
holds clues for answering these questions. At the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury and extending into the opening decades of the nineteenth, some Vir-
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ginia planters began moving west and south into Kentucky, Tennessee, Mis-
souri, and Mississippi in search of new agricultural lands along the frontier.
Archaeological excavations of slave quarters in these states have revealed
subfloor pits, suggesting that enslaved Virginians carried this cultural prac-
tice with them to these new areas (Wilkie 1995; Young 1997). Excavations in
areas of North Carolina settled by planters and slaves from Virginia have re-
vealed quarters with multiple subfloor pits (Lautzenheiser et al. 1998). Inter-
estingly, subfloor pits have not been found on slave quarters in South Caro-
lina, Georgia, or Florida, areas whose slave trade drew upon different parts
of Africa than Virginia’s trade. Chambers (1996) has suggested that the ini-
tial creation and use of subfloor pits was related to the ethnic heritage and
food preferences of the enslaved in Virginia, linking Igbos in Virginia and
their preference for yams with subfloor pits. Thus, it becomes possible to for-
mulate an explanation for the geographic range of these pits based not on
external ecological factors but on a combination of culture, demographics,
and environmental factors. This connection will be discussed later in more
detail.

The use of interior subfloor pits appears to have virtually vanished by the
end of the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Similar pits, located in
the yards outside of houses, have been found on late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century sites in Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina (Ryder
1991; Westamacott 1992). Larger than subfloor examples, these exterior pits
were used as root cellars and for overwintering live plants. The reasons inte-
rior subterranean pits presumably fell out of use on Virginia plantations in
the nineteenth century are outlined in Chapter g.

When found as archaeological features, the subfloor pits are filled holes
that appear as darker soil stains against the undisturbed subsoil clay. After
falling out of service, they were filled, presumably by the occupants of the
house, with garbage. Archaeologists have offered several plausible functions
for these subfloor pits, including their serving as root cellars for the preser-
vation of fruits and vegetables, as “hidey holes” for stolen or valuable goods,
and as personal storage units (Franklin 1997; Neiman 1997). Some of the pits,
however, displayed characteristics suggesting they may have been used in yet
another way—as spiritual spaces. In this study, each of these proposed func-
tions is examined and tested in more detail.

A cursory perusal of artifacts from a number of the pits suggests that
most of the debris could be characterized as secondary refuse, those small
bits and fragments of household garbage swept up from yards or fireplace
cleanings. But some of the pits contained a number of serviceable items,
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such as bottles, tools, and pottery. If the material life of the enslaved was as
impoverished as eighteenth-century accounts suggest, then why were en-
slaved people discarding useful items along with broken debris in subfloor
pits? A possible answer may be found in the West African cultural traditions
of Virginia’s enslaved. Since the construction and maintenance of shrines is
critical in these cultures, some of these subfloor pits may have been serving
spiritual functions. If this hypothesis is correct, items placed on the floors of
the pits were shrine objects left intentionally by the individual or family who
created the shrine.

The physical characteristics and spatial patterning of subfloor pits raised
other questions as well. Why were there so many of these features found on
sites associated with African Americans? While underground pits are pres-
ent on some Native American or Anglo-American sites from the same pe-
riod (DeBoer 1988; Fowler 1983; Reynolds 1974), they are much more nu-
merous on sites associated with the enslaved in Virginia. While the need for
storage in slave quarters is a feasible explanation for these pits, the homes
of colonial-period yeoman farmers of European descent were often just as
small and cramped as quarters, but subfloor pits were less typical in these
structures. When interior pits do appear on these sites, they are generally
larger, more substantially constructed, and located close to hearths (Fesler
1997; Mouer 1991). In some of the slave quarters, however, pits literally cov-
ered most of the floor space. Were the numbers of pits reflective of slave de-
mographics at these individual quarters? Did each enslaved individual or
family maintain its own pit? Could changes be seen over time in numbers
of pits per structure and in the objects they contained, and, if so, could they
be related to changes in the enslaved population? These features seemed to
be a response to enslavement—whether their creation stemmed from a need
for food preservation, a desire for private space, a perceived spiritual need, or
some other yet unknown factor.

In this study, subfloor pits from thirteen Virginia sites are examined in
detail. Because the slave population of Virginia’s eighteenth-century plan-
tations consisted of Africans as well as first- and second-generation Afri-
can Americans, it is critical to consider the African heritages of the en-
slaved when studying their lives. Thus, this study uses an interdisciplinary
approach that combines archaeological, historical, ethnographic, and ethno-
historic evidence from both Virginia and West Africa, the area from which
many of Virginia’s slaves were taken. In their encounters with white colo-
nists, the enslaved brought with them cultural traditions and practices very
different from those of their oppressors. What were these encounters like?
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How did these different beliefs intersect in the Virginia colony, particularly
given the power differentials that characterized these encounters?

Slaves in Virginia

Earlier historical research posited that the random patterns of slave trade
placed Africans from many different cultural groups together on plantations,
a demographic factor that would have led to the rapid abandonment of Afri-
can cultural practices (Kulikoff 1986; Mintz and Price 1992). Presumably, the
new creolized African American cultures that formed on plantations of the
South were more American than African, as individuals from diverse Af-
rican cultures would have found little to unite them other than their com-
mon plight. These works overlooked two important factors: the presence
of broad-based cultural similarities within some of the regions of Africa
tapped during the transatlantic slave trade (Thornton 1992), and evidence
that patterns of slave trade and purchasing tended to concentrate individuals
from the same cultural groups in specific areas of the North American colo-
nies (Chambers 1996; Curtin 1969; Walsh 1997). It is critical to combat what
Chambers (1996:9) has called “historical amnesia”—the idea that Africans
abandoned all that was known by them after stepping onto foreign shores.

This study focuses in particular on the culture, history, and traditions of
one group of West Africans, the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria. The Igbo,
a people from the Niger River area, were concentrated in the eighteenth
century in Virginia’s lower tidewater (Chambers 1996; Curtin 1969). Igbo
cultural traditions will be viewed within a larger West African context to
isolate practices that could have been reproduced and transformed in Vir-
ginia. Africans in other parts of the Diaspora did not abandon African be-
liefs (Drewal 1988; Thompson 1983, 1993), so the suggestion that this erasure
happened in Virginia is implausible and offensive.

Chambers has posited that the enslaved in colonial and early national
Virginia formed an “Igboized” culture, particularly in the interior tidewater
and piedmont counties along the James, York, and Rappahannock Rivers
(Chambers 1996:401). He also argues that their numbers and concentrations
were so great that they even “Igboized” individuals from other African cul-
tural groups who had been enslaved. Igbos were by no means the only Af-
rican cultural groups present in the Virginia tidewater; at different periods
Senegambians, Ibibios, and other West African peoples were also brought
to Virginia. The cultural traditions of these groups will also be addressed,
although in somewhat less detail. The Igbo in Virginia interacted with fel-
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low Igbos and with members of other cultural groups to refashion familiar
actions to help them in the new, often intolerable situations in which they
found themselves. What social, ideological, and material resources did Igbos
and others enslaved in Virginia draw upon in creating new lives for them-
selves?

Because many West African cultures, particularly those in the southern
forest regions, did not develop written languages until recent times, one of
the primary sources used by scholars in writing West African histories is oral
tradition (Isichei 1976; Osae et al. 1973). The rich oral traditions of West Af-
rican cultures recount the creations of the universe, the origins of particular
peoples, the founding of kingdoms, and the stories of gods and goddesses.
Taking the form of stories, songs, proverbs, and ceremonies and often trans-
mitted by elders, these traditions are used to explain and perpetuate ele-
ments of West African culture (Davidson 1977). Although some may appear
to be fantastic recountings of imaginary events, careful analysis suggests that
many of these traditions do represent actual occurrences. For example, the
legend of Oduduwa and his seven sons seems to be a simplified rendition of
a chain of events that led to the formation of the Yoruba kingdom (Osae et
al. 1973). Other traditions within Igbo culture seem to explain and validate
social relationships (Isichei 1976).

For past West African cultures, the written records that do exist were
largely the product of outsiders traveling in the area. West Africa’s long his-
tory of contact with other cultures has left a number of such sources. The
first known written descriptions of West Africa date from the eighth century
A.D.; prior to the establishment of direct trade with Europe in the fifteenth
century, most of these sources were Arabic (Davidson 1977; Osae et al. 1973).
Descriptions from the period of the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries, on the
other hand, were primarily European (Connah 1990).

One of the difficulties encountered by Western historians studying West
Africa is placing certain events recounted in oral traditions within a time
frame. Traditional Western concepts, such as linear time or the use of cer-
tain standards of behavior as a categorizing tool may have no meaning in
West African worldviews and therefore are not valid for the study of West
African history. Since this study is deeply embedded in both the West Afri-
can and the European-based worlds, scholars need to have an understanding
of both.

Slavery should not be viewed as a system of personal domination that
stripped the enslaved of the coping mechanisms so crucial for survival. Far
from erasing such survival strategies, enslavement called forth creative, but
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traditionally based, solutions to the problems slaves encountered. Being Af-
rican, their frame of reference was African, and they interpreted their new
worlds based on what they knew from their traditional cultures. In the Ca-
ribbean, for example, the enslaved typically associated with others of their
own ethnicity, “re-grouping” to cope with the stress of enslavement (Schuler
1979). In order for this strategy to succeed, it often meant that subethnic
differences had to be collapsed and panethnic cultures created (Chambers
1996). The Igbo of West Africa, for example, were a stateless society during
the period of the Atlantic slave trade, with village-level political and social
organization. Because of this local-level organization, a great deal of cultural
diversity existed among the different villages and regions inhabited by the
Igbo. Despite these differences, however, overarching similarities provided a
sense of cohesiveness and common identity among the different areas. Ex-
plorer W. B. Baikie wrote in the 1850s, “In I'gbo each person hails . . . from
the particular district where he was born, but when away from home all are
I'gbos” (Baikie 1966 [1856]:307).

How did enslaved individuals adjust to bondage, and how did change oc-
cur in slave communities? Which aspects of life were most likely to bring
about reworking and transformation of traditional West African elements,
and which were more likely to bring about disappearance altogether? How
did a West African heritage function for the enslaved in response to indi-
vidual needs for personal freedom and identity in the face of restrictions
that imposed limits in these areas? Given the importance of kinship in West
Africa and among enslaved African American communities, did the West
African—based spiritual tradition of ancestor veneration survive, albeit trans-
formed, in the Virginia Chesapeake? If so, what purposes did it serve? What
can archaeology reveal about how African Americans struggled to resolve
cultural differences and form community bonds and a collective identity on
plantations in the South?

These questions are best addressed working within the theoretical frame-
works of creolization (Chambers 2000; Edwards-Ingram and Brown 1998),
ethnicity (Baumann 2001; Lovejoy and Trotman 2003; McGuire 1982), in-
dividual and group identity formation (Fennell 2000; Franklin 2001; Larsen
2005), race (Epperson 2004), and power (Givens 2004). These frameworks
are used in combination with material culture studies that address how the
meanings and uses of material culture are transformed and recontextual-
ized by individuals and social groups, particularly under new circumstances
(Beaudry et al. 1991; Miller 1987).

A creolization model is a good vehicle for studying change, because it
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recognizes “the contribution of pre-existing cultural traditions to entirely
new cultural formations” (Edwards-Ingram and Brown 1998:2). Creolization
studies arose out of linguistic analysis, with models of culture change paral-
leling the development of pidgin languages occurring when groups speak-
ing two or more languages came into sustained contact. Out of necessity, a
shared cultural language based on some sort of shared grammar developed
(Mintz and Price 1992). Creolization models in African American archae-
ology focus on how Africans remade themselves through creative adapta-
tion with culture as a social construction. In this study, the enslaved under-
stood “their new world using the cultural vocabularies they brought from
their old world” (Sidbury 1997:48). Historical creolization is nonrandom and
developmental, with an initial stage of simplification—selective borrowing
between groups and leveling within groups—followed by later elaboration,
reinterpretation, or even extinction of some cultural practices (Chambers
1996:411).

Individuals from different West and Central African cultures interacted
on Virginia’s plantations, seeking cultural similarities, working through dif-
ferences, and over time forming a creolized culture that allowed individuals
from these different cultures to form common allegiances. In Virginia, Af-
rican ethnic affiliations were subsumed into a more general Afro-Virginian
identity, in the interest of coming together under common circumstances
(Franklin 2001). Concentrations of individuals of Igbo descent in Tide-
water Virginia, however, may have informed the composition of this Afro-
Virginian identity to a greater degree than other West African cultures
(Chambers 1996). Chambers argues for a process of historical creolization
(1996:397) where a bricolage (Lévi-Strauss 1966) of mixing and matching old
and new ways formed an Igboized regional tradition. Thus, in this part of
Virginia, the enslaved were able to find some common cultural ground upon
which to build new lives.

The processes of creolization are far from simple. Viewing creolization
and processes of culture change in a unilineal fashion—one of seeing succes-
sive generations of Africans and African Americans as moving farther and
farther away from their descendant culture—is unproductive. More fruitful
is an approach that examines contextual information, viewing creolization as
amore erratic process. Various levels of creolized beliefs and practices, as well
as incorporation of both European and African-based components, were all
part of the plantation experience. Movement could “reverse” itself, as illus-
trated by burial practices at a nineteenth-century African American ceme-
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tery in Philadelphia. There some burials showed a revitalization of African-
based spiritual practices attributed to growing racism, economic stress, and
the in-migration of African Americans from the South (McCarthy 1997).

As newly enslaved Africans sought to understand and create meaning in
their lives, they crafted new identities. While identities are complex, multi-
faceted, and in a constant state of negotiation, background and place of
origin play a large role in defining how an individual characterizes his or
her self and uses these elements to negotiate daily life (McGuire 1982; Sid-
bury 1997). Collective identities emerge when individuals recognize com-
mon traits and come together in opposition to others (Nishida 2003). On the
plantations of Virginia, enslaved African Americans created and re-created
distinctive collective and individual identities based on concepts of ethnicity,
race, and gender. Fluid and situational, these identities were crafted within
the broader political, socioeconomic, and cultural conditions in Virginia.
Race, a social construction that developed in Virginia over the course of the
seventeenth century as the legal conditions of African Americans deterio-
rated, was an identity imposed on the enslaved by Virginia planters (Epper-
son 1999). Enslaved African Americans turned this imposed racial catego-
rization to their advantage, using it to come together to further their own
interests (Epperson 1999; Franklin 2001).

Identity formation on Virginia quarters invariably took place within the
context of power relations. Anthony Giddens (1979:88) has defined power in
terms of an individual’s capability to intervene in a set of events in order to
affect their outcome in some intended fashion. Whites exercised power over
enslaved people of African descent. Power, however, is rarely absolute, and,
at some basic level, all individuals possess some degree of control over their
lives. In this study, a heterogenous concept that views power as “multifaceted
and not reducible to a single source or structure” is assumed for slaves in the
American South (Bowles and Gintis 1986:23). This discussion of power ex-
tends into the present, with the social and political consequences of privi-
leging of the voice of the archaeologist in constructions of the past (Epper-
son 2004,).

It is also important to approach analysis on a number of scales, since indi-
vidual experiences are situational. An individual’s decisions would have been
affected by his or her cultural background, age, gender, and position within
the plantation infrastructure and slave community. At the same time, how-
ever, individuals’ situations as enslaved persons are more alike than differ-
ent, providing a larger, overarching scale of analysis of life under the bonds
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of slavery. Regional differences—in staple agriculture, slave demographics,
and interaction with people from different cultural backgrounds—also have
to be taken into account.

In speaking of the history and culture of his fellow Latin Americans, au-
thor Gabriel Garcia Médrquez (1982:3) noted, “The interpretation of our re-
ality through patterns not our own serves only to make us ever more un-
known, ever less free, ever more solitary.” He was referring, of course, to
studies endeavoring to understand Latin American history from a Western
perspective. Likewise, scholars examining the lives of North America’s en-
slaved peoples without reference to the African cultures from which they
were (quite literally) taken, pursue a similarly flawed approach. Unlike the
articles of clothing they were often forced to shed aboard the America-
bound slaving vessels, Africans did not abandon their cultural heritages dur-
ing the Middle Passage. Ideas about spirituality, gender roles, and iden-
tity, among others, came with them aboard these ships, taking root in the
New World just as surely as did the cultural traditions arriving with the En-
glish settlers. Although a number of factors, most notably the imbalances
of power between enslaved Africans and white settlers, prevented the en-
slaved from replicating African cultures on this side of the Atlantic, they did
re-create and transform distinctly African cultural practices on the planta-
tions of the American South. Spirituality would have figured prominently in
these transformed practices. According to John Mbiti (1969:15), for an Afri-
can “and for the larger community of which he is part, to live is to be caught
up in a religious drama.”

The models of material culture study that have proven most successful in
addressing how the meanings and uses of material culture are transformed
and recontextualized have focused on integrating behavior with material
culture. Rather than attempting to trace direct unaltered transference of ob-
jects and behaviors from Africa, this approach seeks to discover how Afri-
can cultural traditions were modified by slaves’ experience of the new envi-
ronments, different social groups, and altered power structures. Emphasis
is placed on interplay and exchange between the cultural backgrounds of
enslaved people and plantation owners. Exchange was not unidirectional,
as had been believed by early twentieth-century historians; enslaved blacks,
Native Americans, free blacks, and white colonists participated instead in a
symbiotic relationship that produced new and distinct cultures forged from
elements of each. Archaeologists have begun to ask how slaves used and
thought about material objects, how uses and meanings changed with time
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and circumstances, and what roles physical items played in the formation of
African American culture.

This framework of inquiry originated in anthropological concern to re-
cover cultural meanings, as decipherable particularly from components of the
material world (Hodder 1986). Humans are viewed as individuals with dif-
fering expectations and experiences, each negotiating social rules and influ-
encing social structure. Social structure is produced and reproduced through
the arrangement of the material world, which people use to define them-
selves and others. Material culture, actively and meaningfully produced, is
viewed as a text whose meanings can be read within the context of the hu-
man societies in which these objects functioned (Leis 2002).

Archaeologists interested in identity are faced with the task of teasing
out how the material remains found on sites are expressions of such identi-
ties (Beaudry et a1. 1991; Fennell 2000; Hodder 1986, 1987). An interpretive
analysis, by which the symbolic meanings of artifacts are recovered through
careful analysis of historical and cultural contexts, is used here. To show how
objects found in subfloor pits were symbols of ethnic and spiritual identity
requires an approach that views material culture within the context of Igbo
cultural and spiritual practices. Understanding the meanings of certain ob-
jects in Igbo and other West African cultures whose members were present
in colonial Virginia is crucial for determining how objects were used in ways
that maintained and transformed ethnic identities there. Particularly impor-
tant is information on which objects typically are found in association with
one another and whether particular colors, materials, shapes, or designs are
significant. In this research the symbolic meanings of artifact assemblages
are inferred by examining them contextually, both within a system of colo-
nialism and power and within the historical context of precolonial to post-
colonial Igboland. While recognizing that Igbo culture has undergone enor-
mous changes over the centuries, the existence of long-term continuities in
core beliefs is visible archaeologically in ritual iconography (Ray 1987). Al-
though there are certain risks in drawing analogies between the present and
the past, careful reading and comparison of multiple sources can surmount
some of these problems.

Enslaved Communities in Tidewater Virginia

This study focuses on five slave quarters from three eighteenth-century plan-
tations in the Williamsburg area: Utopia Quarter Periods II-1V, Kingsmill
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Quarter, and Carter’s Grove Quarter. These three plantations were chosen
for several reasons. Perhaps the most compelling is that they were connected
through descent and marriage of their white owners. Because of these con-
nections, the enslaved communities on these three properties also shared
kinship ties. Lorena Walsh’s study (1997) uses historical records from these
plantations to re-create a multigeneration history of the enslaved commu-
nities there. Since most of the excavated structures were only occupied for
twenty to thirty years, household-level analysis was possible. In addition, taken
together as a group, the three quartering sites were occupied throughout
the span of the eighteenth century, a period when slavery became institu-
tionalized and expanded throughout Virginia. Looking across the span of
a century provides an opportunity to examine change across time on inter-
connected plantations and create a regional context for slavery in eighteenth-
century tidewater Virginia.

Methodology

Statistical analyses of size, shape, placement within structures, and other
physical characteristics were conducted on a sample of 103 subfloor pits from
quarters at the three Virginia plantations. Detailed analysis of pit soil strata
and artifacts from these features allowed a smaller number of pits to be se-
lected for functional analysis. As a comparison to these three related sites,
physical characteristics of 49 subfloor pits from 8 additional sites were ana-
lyzed (Table 1.3). These sites expanded the temporal and regional scale of
the study and brought the total number of subfloor pits analyzed from all
sites to 152.

A detailed analysis was conducted on the subfloor pits. Careful study of
notes, maps, and photographs of the pits created a sequence for the con-
struction, maintenance, repair, redigging, and abandonment of the features
within specific structures, as well as information on pit location, size, depth,
shape, and construction techniques. In addition to gathering information on
the specific physical characteristics of each pit, detailed analysis of the ar-
tifacts from the features at the three plantations was conducted. Attributes
included artifact type, material, and technological and decorative data, as
well as a number of variables believed important in determining the func-
tion of the subfloor pits. These variables included artifact size and relative
completeness, vessel form and body component of ceramic and glass objects,
color, modifications, and, in the case of ceramics in particular, any informa-
tion on design or decorative elements.
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In order to assist in determining the nature of the fill within the fea-
tures, information was recorded on the relative size of each object. This task
was accomplished by measuring the artifacts largest linear dimension. By re-
cording size information, it was anticipated that the fill layers within the fea-
tures could be identified as primary or secondary deposition, and thus allow
separation of objects associated with the primary function of the pits from
items discarded after its abandonment. In conjunction with the physical size
of each artifact, data on its relative completeness was also recorded, expressed
as a percentage of the complete object. These percentages were based on a
visual assessment of the object itself and previous experience with the size
and appearance of complete objects. These assessments were not scientifi-
cally accurate to the percentage and were never intended to be; they were
merely an estimate for analysis purposes. No number smaller than 1o per-
cent was assigned, even if the artifact was felt to represent less than 1o per-
cent of the complete item.

Also recorded were any modifications to artifacts that suggested they had
been used in ways other than originally intended. Examples would include
bottle glass flaked to make cutting implements, worked animal bone, or pierc-
ing or notching on coins or buttons. Also noted was any evidence of incis-
ing or etching on artifacts that might suggest their use as objects of personal
adornment or spiritual significance.

Organization of Book

The following chapters detail the results of subfloor pits analysis, with sev-
eral goals in mind. The first is to determine how African Americans used
subfloor pits and whether these pits can be viewed as a specific response
to enslavement. Larger goals include using archaeological remains to illu-
minate other aspects of slave life, such as the formation of slave identities,
changes within the enslaved community, and the material and symbolic as-
pects of creolization processes.

Chapter 2 reviews the physical setting and history of the Virginia Chesa-
peake, the region chosen for study. The breadth of historical and archaeo-
logical research done over the last several decades makes this one of the best-
studied regions in the American South. Using these works, it is possible to
construct a detailed context within which to frame this study. Analysis of
plantation records and other eighteenth-century documents shows how the
increasingly equitable ratios of female to male slaves allowed the formation
of family groups around the mid-eighteenth century (Kulikoff 1986), while
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other studies contrasted English and African work patterns and concepts of
time and space (Sobel 1987). Other important works have been prepared on
the effects of the Great Awakenings on the religious experiences of the en-
slaved and their acceptance of Christianity (Raboteau 1978; Sobel 1979). A
study of the enslaved communities at the interconnected plantations cho-
sen for detailed analysis (Walsh 1997) added a dimension to this study that
would have been difficult to replicate in other regions. Archaeological exca-
vations specified the physical and material conditions under which enslaved
Virginians lived (Fesler 1997; Franklin 1997; Kelso 1984). Having access to a
detailed regional context crafted from multiple sources provided a firm base
upon which to ground this work.

Because some of this work focuses on how West African cultural tra-
ditions were maintained and transformed in the Virginia Chesapeake, Chap-
ter 2 also includes a section on the demographics of slavery in Virginia.
This discussion provides information on the parts of Africa from which the
enslaved originated, the periods of heaviest immigration, slave purchasing
patterns, and how slaves were dispersed on Virginia’s plantations. Without
knowledge of the cultural practices of the specific groups enslaved in Vir-
ginia, it would be impossible to trace if and how the enslaved were trans-
forming African-based practices in this colony.

Chapter 3 provides a historical and archaeological overview of the five
study sites. The sites—Utopia Periods II-IV, Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove
Quarters—are examined chronologically. Using documentary evidence, a
context for each plantation is created, including what is known about their
enslaved populations, their work, and their social environments. Archaeo-
logical and historical data provide this contextual background and set the
stage for the discussions of subfloor pit functions in the following chapters.

Chapter 4 briefly examines the physical evidence from the five sites, look-
ing at change across time in architecture, material goods, and diet. Data from
other slave sites are contrasted with the results of analysis at the Utopia,
Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove Quarters.

Chapter 5 examines the physical characteristics of Virginia subfloor pits
and the conditions under which they occur. The results of quantitative analy-
sis on physical characteristics are examined first. Using the results of this
analysis, several hypotheses are offered for pit function, based on location
within structures and other physical characteristics. This chapter details the
results of testing these hypotheses on data from the study sites.

In Chapters 6, 7, and 8, the three hypothesized functions of Virginia
subfloor pits—as root cellars, as storage units, and as West African—based
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shrines—are examined in detail. Each chapter begins with an in-depth dis-
cussion of historical, archaeological, and ethnographic evidence to support
the hypothesized functions. After building a model against which to test
each presumed function, features from the five sites that fit each model are
examined in detail.

These chapters open with three brief narratives, included as a means to
engage the reader with the past. These narratives are imagined stories—
albeit based on real people and situated within specific historical and ar-
chaeological contexts. The creation of these narratives arose from a desire
to imagine more fully the lives and emotions of the people who once lived
at these plantations and created these subfloor pits. Recent archaeological
scholarship on dialogue and multivocality in archaeological interpretation
and writing (Hodder 1989; Joyce 2002; Stahl et al. 2004) informed the crea-
tion of these narratives. Appendix B contains an explanation of the his-
torical basis for each narrative, as well as a discussion of current interpretive
issues on the use of archaeological narrative.

Chapter 9 draws conclusions about how subfloor pits functioned within
the larger context of Virginia plantation slavery. Critical to these conclu-
sions are acts of resistance, concepts of personal and ethnic identity, how the
enslaved envisioned their relationship to their African pasts, and the devel-
opment of African American Christianity. This chapter addresses why these
pit features began disappearing from slave houses, beginning in the early
nineteenth century.

In the words of historian Ira Berlin (1998:3), “understanding that a person
was a slave is not the end of the story but the beginning, for the slaves’ his-
tory was derived from experiences that differed from place to place and time
to time and not from some unchanging transhistorical verity.” This story
about to unfold looks at a particular region within Virginia, providing a time
depth of five generations. Its intent is not to tell the story of all enslaved
people of African descent in the Americas but to provide some degree of
understanding about how a particular group of people negotiated the cir-
cumstances of their lives. Archaeology reveals the material circumstances of
slaves’ lives, which in turn opens the door to illuminating other aspects of
life: spirituality, symbolic meanings assigned to material goods, social life,
individual and group agency, and acts of resistance and accommodation. The
time for telling these stories is long overdue.




2
Regional Context

The Virginia plantations that are the focus of this study were located on a
small peninsula stretching between the James and York Rivers, two tributar-
ies emptying into Chesapeake Bay (Figure 2.1). By the late eighteenth cen-
tury, this Tidewater peninsula was characterized by dispersed plantations
and farmsteads set among agricultural fields, pasture, and forests of pine and
hardwood spread over a flat to gently rolling terrain. Towns and clustered
settlements were scarce. Jamestown, the colony’s first capital, had largely dis-
appeared. Williamsburg, located eight miles upriver, had replaced James-
town as the capital in 1699. The only other settlement of any size on the pen-
insula was the small river port at Yorktown.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the landscape, still largely rural,
had been fashioned by the forces of almost two centuries of colonization.
But at the beginning of the seventeenth century, when the first English set-
tlers arrived looking for gold and other wealth, they found a forested wil-
derness bisected by numerous broad creeks flowing into wetlands and large
rivers. While the English failed to find the mineral wealth they had come
seeking, they did discover gold of another sort, in the color of cured tobacco.
This crop, the regional environment, and the political, social, and economic
ambitions of the English colonists and the Royal Crown were all to inter-
sect in shaping the development of the Chesapeake throughout the colo-
nial period.

Agriculture was the primary factor shaping the early Virginia Chesa-
peake, and within that agricultural framework, tobacco was king. The En-
glish demand for tobacco was considerable, and Virginia’s climate, with its
hot summers and temperate winters, was particularly suited for the culti-
vation of this crop (Morgan 1998:33). Colonists rushed to establish tobacco
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plantations, even delaying the construction of durable homes in order to ac-
quire as much land and labor as possible (Carson et al. 1981). Since tobacco
rapidly depleted soil fertility, the acreage demands of this crop, combined
with the field rotation methods employed by Virginia farmers, required large
tracts of land be held in reserve for future tobacco fields (Morgan 1998:33).
English and European demand for tobacco was high, and even during peri-
ods of depressed prices in the middle half of the seventeenth century, plant-
ers were able to clear profits (Kulikoff 1986:5). By the late 1670s, Chesapeake
planters exported an annual average of more than 20 million pounds of to-
bacco (Menard 1980).

The need for agricultural land led to a dispersed rural settlement pat-
tern in the Virginia Chesapeake. Plantations were distributed along the fer-
tile lands adjacent to rivers and creeks, and since planters could sell their to-
bacco to English ships directly from their own plantation wharves, there was
no real need for large commercial centers. Thus, few towns developed, even
when a series of town acts meant to stimulate centralization of the tobacco
trade and manufacturing were enacted during the early eighteenth century
(Reps 1972). Many other business and legal transactions were conducted at
courthouses, taverns, and churches located at rural crossroads. While Wil-
liamsburg and Yorktown prospered as service centers where goods could be
exchanged, information obtained, and services rendered, they never even re-
motely approached the size of cities and towns in neighboring colonies, such
as Charleston and New York.

In addition to shaping the physical form of settlement, tobacco also
molded the labor needs of the colony. Throughout most of the seventeenth
century, indentured labor from England supplied the need for agricultural
workers. Through the headrights system, a prospective colonist or an estab-
lished settler could underwrite the cost of transporting individuals to the
Virginia colony. For every person brought over, the underwriter would be
granted 50 acres of land. If these individuals had also been bonded as inden-
tured servants, the underwriter would gain from four to seven years of la-
bor from each.

In the early years of settlement, a man arriving as an indentured servant
stood a good chance, once his servitude was completed, of purchasing land
and becoming self-sufficient, perhaps even wealthy. But as economic condi-
tions improved in England and opportunities were reduced as available open
land diminished, the numbers incoming decreased sharply. Colonists were
left with labor shortages they were desperate to fill. Native Americans had
proven to be unsatisfactory workers and had never comprised a large part of
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the labor force in Virginia (Morgan 1975). Increasingly, therefore, the colo-
nists turned to African labor to supply their needs, with the colony evolving
from what Berlin (1998) calls a “society with slaves” to a “slave society.”

The first Africans arrived in Virginia in 1619 aboard a Dutch trading ves-
sel. Numbers of Africans, who were at first considered indentured labor, re-
mained small throughout much of the seventeenth century, supplementing
the white indentured labor force. As numbers of English indentured labor
diminished, the importation of Africans increased, with slave imports tend-
ing to coincide with tobacco market booms (Walsh 1993:170).

Coupled with the increasing importation of Africans came ever-tight-
ening restrictions on their freedom. By the early eighteenth century, laws
had been passed guaranteeing that planters had the right to hold Africans
and their descendants in slavery (Walsh 1997:25). By 1700, the black popu-
lation of Virginia and Maryland had increased to just over 13 percent, up
from 2 percent in 1660 (Blackburn 1997:269). The largest numbers of slaves
arrived between the 1720s and 1740s, and by midcentury at least half the
householders in the Tidewater owned slaves (Kulikoff 1986:6). Slave fami-
lies began to form, and by the middle of the century the larger Chesapeake
planters no longer needed to purchase extra hands owing to natural increase.
Enslaved Africans and African Americans comprised between 50 to 59 per-
cent of the total population in James City and York Counties in 1750 and rose
to over 6o percent in James City County by 1775, where it stayed for the re-
mainder of the century (Morgan 1998:98—99).

In the eighteenth century, Virginia agriculture underwent a series of
changes that reflected a combination of environmental, demographic, and
economic factors. Since long settlement in the region meant there was little
new land available for acquisition, expansion had begun in the Piedmont to
the west (Kulikoff 1986). Tobacco farming had so reduced the soil fertility
that planters were forced to work larger amounts of land to produce the to-
bacco yields of the previous century. This factor, combined with fluctuating
tobacco prices around the turn of the eighteenth century, led most planters
to diversify their agricultural base, never again relying solely upon tobacco.

In the 1720s and 1730s, many Virginia planters began alternating between
monocropping tobacco and the planting of corn, wheat, and other grains,
crops whose prices declined more slowly than tobacco during periods of
economic depression. Tobacco continued to be raised, and an increase in to-
bacco prices between the 1740s and the American Revolution brought about
prosperous conditions for many Chesapeake planters, especially those in-
dividuals with larger estates (Kulikoff 1986:118). With this wealth, plant-
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ers constructed fine homes, added to their labor forces, and improved their
landholdings.

The Revolutionary War brought about hardships for many planters, as
their external markets were cut off by the hostilities. By the 1790s, Chesa-
peake planters had abandoned tobacco production and made the switch to
grains, cotton, and livestock (Walsh 1997). A combination of factors, in-
cluding wars in Europe and depleted soils, contributed to the long-term eco-
nomic decline the Chesapeake entered by the 1820s.

In the eighteenth century, the Virginia Tidewater was characterized pri-
marily by landowners farming modest tracts with the assistance of limited
numbers of enslaved individuals (Walsh 1997:14). Such small farms were
able to survive because tobacco could be successfully grown in small units,
requiring little initial outlay of equipment or labor (Kulikoff 1986:23; Mor-
gan 1998:36). Despite the numbers of small landholders, Virginia’s economy,
politics, and society were under the control of a minority—the gentry land-
holders. Virginia society had gone from a relatively egalitarian society in
the early seventeenth century to an increasingly hierarchical one beginning
late in the same century (Kulikoff 1986). The dominance of the egalitarian
system had been supported by the steady supply of indentured labor, and
with its disappearance and the reliance on African labor, the stage was set
for a new gentry class to develop (Kulikoff 1986:37). These wealthy planters,
descendants of some of the region’s early settlers who prospered and gained
political power, inherited land and labor wealth. At the turn of the eigh-
teenth century, two-thirds of the land was owned by the wealthiest 5 percent
of the population (Blackburn 1997:359). The elevated positions of the gentry
allowed them to purchase additional labor and make improvements to their
properties, as well as garner political power of their own. It is on several of
these elite planters that this study will focus, examining quarters on three
large James River peninsula plantations whose free and enslaved communi-
ties were connected across time and space.

The Plantations

The histories of the land and people of Carter’s Grove, Kingsmill, and Uto-
pia plantations are complex and intertwined, including consolidations of
both real estate and human properties. Initial settlement of the lands along
the north shore of the James River south of Williamsburg, where these plan-
tations were later seated, was by early seventeenth-century English colonists.
Carter’s Grove Plantation had originally been the site of Martin’s Hundred,
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one of the settlements destroyed during the Native American uprising of
1622 (Noel Hume 1991). The quarters at Utopia and Kingsmill were located
on lands that later came to be known more generally as Kingsmill Planta-
tion, as earlier, smaller plantations were consolidated by the Bray and Bur-
well families. Initially, however, settlement of the lands located in a slight
bend in the James River southeast of Williamsburg’s future location, had
been in small landholdings by tenants and yeoman farmers. By the 1640s,
several of these small farms had been joined into one of two plantations
(Figure 2.1).

At the turn of the eighteenth century, the Bray family purchased the Uto-
pia lands, thus setting in motion the sequence of events that was to con-
nect so intricately the properties studied here. Utopia remained in the Bray
family until almost midcentury, when it passed by marriage into Burwell
family ownership. Burwell already owned the Kingsmill tract, located west of
Utopia. The marriage consolidated the two tracts into what became known
as Kingsmill Plantation. Twenty-nine of Bray’s enslaved laborers were also
part of the wedding dowry (Walsh 1997:43), thus merging two groups of Af-
rican Americans that are the focus of this study. The Virginia colony’s in-
heritance laws allowed planters to entail or tie slaves to particular tracts of
land, usually passed on to the eldest male heir (Walsh 1997:44). The Bur-
well family continued to own the Kingsmill tract for the duration of the
period encompassed by this study. Thus, the enslaved communities at the
Burwell plantations remained constant over multiple generations of Bur-
well heirs, allowing the tracking of change within a fairly stable group of re-
lated enslaved individuals. A few years after Burwell consolidated Utopia and
Kingsmill, his nephew Carter Burwell constructed a large mansion at Car-
ter’s Grove Plantation, located several miles downriver. The late eighteenth-
century quarter on this plantation is also analyzed.

The quarter communities studied here span the breadth of the eighteenth
century, a period that encompasses both the large influxes of Africans in the
first part of the century and the later decline of the external slave trade into
Virginia. At Utopia, three distinct communities, separated both temporally
and spatially, provide a glimpse at one plantation through almost a full cen-
tury. A group of three houses dated to the first three decades of the century,
while two additional structures were occupied between 1730 and 1750. The
most recent quarter, with three buildings, dated between 1750 and 1775. This
latest group, known as Utopia Period IV, can be contrasted with two con-
temporaneous quarter buildings at Kingsmill Quarter (ca. 1750-1780) and
three houses at Carter’s Grove Plantation (1770-1800). On each of these
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plantations, the enslaved lived in communities separated from the main plan-
tation house, in circumstances where they were allowed some flexibility in
creating lives for themselves beyond the gaze of the planter.

Demography of Virginia Slavery

To understand the development of African American culture in the Vir-
ginia Chesapeake, it is critical to determine the African origins of its en-
slaved population, as well as the regional contexts of slavery. In Virginia, the
first Africans arrived in 1619, and their numbers expanded slowly through-
out most of the century. Importation increased at the end of the century,
rose steadily until the mid-eighteenth century, then fell as native-born Afro-
Virginians began to predominate (Westbury 1981:82). Most Africans were
purchased either singly or in small groups, even by gentry planters (Walsh
1997). During the eighteenth century, more than half of the enslaved on Vir-
ginia’s middle and lower peninsulas lived on quarters of fewer than 20 slaves
(Morgan 1998:41). On large plantations the enslaved predominantly lived in
settlements or compounds adjacent to agricultural fields called “quarters.”
Isaac Weld, traveling through the Northern Neck of Virginia in the 1790s,
wrote that quarters were “usually situated one or two hundred yards from the
dwelling house, which gives the appearance of a village to the residence of
every planter in Virginia” (Weld 1799:84). Here, the enslaved formed fami-
lies and communities, composed initially of individuals from various West
and Central African cultures. Before the Virginia colony’s legal importation
of Africans ended in 1778, American-born blacks began to comprise the bulk
of the enslaved population (Kulikoft 1986; Westbury 1985).

Various West and Central African cultures came together on Virginia’s
plantations; a number of excellent studies on the slave trade (Curtin 1969;
Manning 1990; Westbury 1985) and the compilation of data from over 27,000
trans-Atlantic slave ship voyages (Eltis et al. 2000) have enabled researchers
to draw broad conclusions about the cultural backgrounds of Africans en-
slaved there. Large-scale export patterns out of West Africa corresponded
with analysis of known importation into Virginia, allowing generalities to be
made about the cultural identities of the enslaved in Virginia.

Westbury’s research (1985) divided the Virginia slave trade into several
periods spanning the last quarter of the seventeenth century through the
third quarter of the eighteenth century. Similarly, the demographic profile
of the Africans enslaved in Virginia can be divided into major groups, linked
largely to time of importation. Place of export was tied with slave prices and
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population decline in various parts of Africa (Manning 1990:94), as well as
economic conditions in Virginia (Chambers 1996). Between 1670 and 1698,
approximately 1,300 Africans arrived in Virginia, largely through trade with
the English Royal African Company (Westbury 1985:229—230). During the
second half of the seventeenth century, the Africans brought to Virginia
were gathered through trading along the entire length of the West African
coast (Walsh 1997), with a second, smaller trade between the Virginia colony
and the West Indies.

As importation rose in the first two decades of the eighteenth century,
an almost exclusive direct trade between Africa and Virginia developed. Be-
tween 1727 and 1769, 91 percent of the enslaved entering Virginia arrived
directly from Africa (Westbury 1985). During the late seventeenth century
and first two decades of the next, many slave ships arrived in Virginia from
Senegambian ports and included members of the Mandingo culture (Man-
ning 1990:49; Walsh 1997:55). The decreasing population in Senegambia, the
Gold Coast, and the Bight of Benin led to increased trade in the Bight of
Biafra (Manning 1990:94; Walsh 1997), with trading focused around the Ni-
ger Delta in the first half of the eighteenth century (Figure 2.2). The great-
est influx of Africans into Virginia occurred in the second to fourth decades
of the eighteenth century, with approximately 17,000 individuals arriving in
the 1730s alone (Westbury 1985:234). The largest numbers of Africans dis-
embarked at ports on the York and Lower James Rivers (Westbury 1981:71).
Nearly half of the African slaves arriving at Port York during the early eigh-
teenth century were from the Nigerian tribes of the Igbo, Ibibio, Efkins,
and Mokos (Curtin 1969). Despite the dominance of trade from the Bight
of Biafra, slaves from other areas also made their way into Virginia: Mande
and Western Bantu in the 1730s and 1740s, Angola and Akan in the 1760s
(Chambers 1996:284). Slavers also tapped Benin and Sierra Leone for slaves
destined for Virginia ports (Curtin 1969:128—130; Manning 1990:69; Walsh
1997).

A combination of factors interacted to affect the demographic composi-
tion of Virginia plantation quarters during the eighteenth century. The slave
trade in Virginia, like that in other places, was intricately tied to the politi-
cal, social, and economic conditions of the larger Atlantic world (Thornton
1992). Slaving ships plying the North American coast during the eighteenth
century included vessels of the Royal African Company and of independent
traders based in London, Liverpool, and Bristol (Walsh 1998). In Virginia,
slaving vessels traveled up the Chesapeake Bay and rivers, docking at towns
and even individual plantations, auctioning their human cargo as they went.
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Because even the largest Virginia planters were often cash poor, they were
forced to pay for slaves using a system of deferred remittance. The Royal Af-
rican Company, with its well-established system of trading along the west
coast of Africa, offered only short-term credit on slave purchases, terms most
Virginia planters could not meet. Bristol merchants, on the other hand, con-
signed slaves to wealthy Virginia planters, who sold them locally on terms of
six to twelve months’ credit, payable in tobacco (Chambers 1996:215—216).

Bristol merchants came to replace London merchants as the primary play-
ers in the Virginia slave trade, shipping approximately 33,000 slaves, gathered
primarily in the Bight of Biafra, to Virginia between 1698 and 1769 (Cham-
bers 1996:12). Bristol merchants trading along the York River brought Igbo
and later Angolans into the upper reaches of the Tidewater and central Vir-
ginia (Chambers 1996:286—287). Approximately 40 percent of the enslaved
brought to Virginia between 1710 and 1760 were from the area around the
mouth of the Niger River (Gomez 1998:115), with members of the area’s Igbo
culture numerically dominant in the Virginia trade in the period between
1710 and the 1740s (Chambers 1996:11). Chambers (1996:247—248) notes, “In
the crucial first three decades (1704-1730), shipping records show that the
proportion of Igbo in Virginia’s import-trade approached 6o percent. Be-
tween 1704 and 1745, moreover, Virginia planters imported three times as
many Igbo as they did any other African ethnic group.” Conservative es-
timates place the entry of at least 25,000 Igbo into the Virginia colony be-
tween 1698 and 1778 (Chambers 1996:282). Although some American colo-
nies, such as South Carolina, avoided purchasing Igbos, Virginians accepted
Igbos and fellow Biafrans in large numbers (Rawley 1981:334—335).

Since many of the enslaved were purchased singly or in small groups, it is
likely that members of at least several African cultures were represented at
any one time on individual plantations. Lorena Walsh’s study of the enslaved
population at Carter’s Grove plantation revealed that individuals from at
least three West African cultural and linguistic regions (Senegambia, Igbo,
and Sierra Leone) were present there during the second quarter of the eigh-
teenth century (Walsh 1997). At Utopia Quarter, some of the enslaved dur-
ing the first half of the eighteenth century were Igbo, while others were
Angolans, Koromanti from the Gold Coast, and Mandinga from Senegam-
bia (Fesler 2004:182). In some instances, names of the enslaved recorded
in wills, probate inventories, and plantation accounts allow cultural back-
grounds to be assigned to individual slaves. For example, Virginia planter
Robert Carter (1663-1732) listed two men described as “Ebo” (Igbo) as fore-
men, and Lewis Burwell III purchased a Mandingo man named Jumper in
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Concentrations of peoples of Igbo descent led to the formation of an “Ig-
boized” culture among the enslaved in colonial and early national Virginia,
particularly in the interior tidewater and piedmont counties along the James,
York, and Rappahannock Rivers (Chambers 1996:401). To understand the
social, ideological, and material resources that Igbos enslaved in Virginia
drew upon in creating new lives for themselves, it is essential to have an un-
derstanding of Igbo culture. What follows draws upon historical, archaeo-
logical, oral, and ethnographic sources to portray Igbo society in the eigh-
teenth century.

The Igbo

Social and Political Structure

In precolonial West Africa, the Igbo formed a stateless society characterized
by small-scale social units with limited and localized concentrations of au-
thority (Horton 1972). At first contact with Europeans, they inhabited the
savanna woodlands and rain forest of the Guinea coast around the Niger
River. Linguistic analysis and oral tradition suggest that the Igbo arose as a
separate ethnic group 4,000 to 6,000 years ago in the region of the Niger-
Benue confluence and, over time, spread southward from there (Afigbo 1980:
311; Oguagha 1984:197). This migration has been attributed to population
pressures and the effects of centuries of agriculture, as soil exhaustion forced
people to move in search of fertile land. Exploration led some of the Igbo
southward across the savanna and into the rain forest east of the Niger River.
Igbo economy was based in yam agriculture, supplemented by fishing, hunt-
ing, and limited tending of livestock (Cookey 1980:339). Specialized craft in-
dustries, including iron working, wood carving, and textile production, were
important (Afigbo 1980).

Each village was generally composed of familial descent lines, with village
leadership falling to the head of the senior lineage, with all lineage heads
participating in making village decisions (Cookey 1980). Since precolonial
Igboland operated under a dual-sex political system, authority was dispersed
among a variety of men’s and women’s organizations, with women forming
powerful organized groups that settled marriage disputes, imposed fines on
defaulting lineage members, and took charge of death rituals (Amadiume
1987; Isichei 1978; Oramasionwu 1994).

The highest form of political organization among the Igbo was the clan,
comprised of a group of villages deriving their identity from shared ances-
tors (Forde and ]ones 1950) In times of joint need or common trouble, clans

ne anoth saeset al. 1973:139). With a social struc-
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ture composed of a number of villages and clans, it is unlikely that the Igbo
conceived of themselves as a single group in precolonial times. Neverthe-
less, common origins as evident in language, spiritual beliefs, subsistence,
and sociopolitical organization validate the legitimacy of discussing the Igbo
as a group (Isichei 1976:20). Despite the high population densities of some
areas, most groups of the Igbo never developed cities or nation-states until
recent times, preferring to live instead in small villages (Afigho 1980; Con-
nah 1990:138). The development of their small-scale social and political or-
ganization was owed, in large part, to a combination of their agricultural
subsistence and the forest environment in which they lived. Since the scale
at which land could be administered in the rain forest was limited, village
settlements with descent-based political structures became the most effec-
tive unit of Igbo sociopolitical organization. With little reliance on cen-
tralized government, the Igbo political organization required no kings or
emperors. Instead, a segmentary political system based on family and ex-
tended family units linked by the spirits of deceased ancestors was in place
(Davidson 1977:115-116). Both men and women constructed ancestor shrines,
consulting ancestors for guidance and support (Henderson 1972:169; McCall
1995:260). A family was comprised of a man, his wife or wives, unmarried
sons and daughters, and married sons and their families. In Igboland, the
household was a matricentric unit consisting of a woman and her children
(Amadiume 1987), living with one or more other household units in a male-
headed compound surrounded by an earthen wall (Oramasionwu 1994:28).

In addition to the lineage- and kinship-based governmental system, the
Igbo also used age sets, a system of dividing village residents into groups
based on age. Each age set had its own set of rights and duties within the
community (Davidson 1977:115). The political institution of title-taking
(ndinze or ndi ozo) allowed prosperous men and women to purchase titles,
thereby gaining prestige and redistributing wealth around the village (Isichei
1976).

The primary economic activity was farming, and both men and women
played critical roles in agriculture. While a clear sexual division of labor
existed, men’s and women’s roles were seen as complementary. Yam and
cocoyam were the two most important crops produced by the Igbo. Yams
were viewed as male, and men controlled all aspects of producing and dis-
tributing this ritually important crop (Amadiume 1987:29, 35). Women, on
the other hand, were in charge of producing the “female” crops that formed
the primary dietary staples, such as cocoyam, cassava, and plantain, as well as
all other vegetables grown (Anyanwu 1976). Women’s work was critical for
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the maintenance of the family, and they derived power and distinction from
successfully controlling and managing these crops (Amadiume 1987:30), as
well as from raising and selling livestock, dogs, and domestic fowl (Achebe
1994:14). According to Olaudah Equiano, an Igbo enslaved in eighteenth-
century Virginia, women also produced cloth, pottery, and tobacco pipes.
Since pottery was used both for household and ritual purposes, it formed an
important female-controlled industry (Anyanwu 1976:51).

Although women were in charge of the subsistence economy, men tra-
ditionally owned and allocated the property upon which these crops were
grown. Men’s work included clearing bush and constructing house com-
pounds, making baskets, trapping animals, and tapping palm trees for wine
production (Anyanwu 1976:139). Men held a monopoly over ritual knowl-
edge, craft specialization (such as blacksmithing), and external relations
(Amadiume 1987:30).

Spiritual Beliefs

As in most of West Africa, spirituality permeates every aspect of Igbo life,
making it impossible to separate spiritual beliefs, social organization, and
political authority. Religion not only provides explanations for the origins
of the world and the humans inhabiting it but also supplies social power for
making and enforcing laws (Oramaisonwu 1994). The beliefs of today re-
flect those of the past, passed down through stories, proverbs, ceremonies,
prayers, and other mnemonic devices (Davidson 1977:163).

The Igbo believe in one supreme god (Chukwu) with dominion over the
living, as well as a pantheon of less powerful deities (Mmuo), spirit forces
(Alust), and ancestors. Chukwu, the creator of all things, is also the designer
of human destinies. Upon conception, each individual is granted a decreed-
upon destiny entrusted to the personal spiritual guardian (c47) that oversees
his or her life (Metuh 1985). Although one’s destiny is largely predetermined
from birth, appropriate actions taken by individuals in their lifetime, includ-
ing constant petitioning and veneration of ancestors and moral behavior, can
change one’s destiny in a favorable fashion. Conversely, ignoring the spiri-
tual forces and taking inappropriate actions can negatively alter one’s des-
tiny. Thus, the living are locked in a continuous cycle of birth, life, death,
and rebirth, with their actions on earth determining their fate there and in

the afterworld. In Igbo religion, the ultimate goal of every individual is to
join his or her ancestors after death and enjoy the veneration of descendants
before eventually being reincarnated back to the land of the living (Metuh
1985:106).
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Igbo spiritual beliefs, like its political system, were noncentralized, with
power shared among different descent lines held together by religious rituals
(Davidson 1977). Oracles or diviners communicate the wishes of the deities,
as well as control the supernatural through sacrifices and explain mystical
events (Isichei 1976:24—25; Metuh 1985). Archaeological findings indicate the
presence of individuals who were authorized as mediators between the dei-
ties and humans as early as the ninth century A.p. (Shaw 1970).

In the central areas of Igboland, a religious-political organization known
as Nri held sway from the thirteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Represen-
tatives of eze Nri traveled around Igboland to perform rituals connected with
material and agricultural concerns. They began to be replaced in the late sev-
enteenth and early eighteenth centuries by a new religion based on Chukwu,
the supreme god, and on oracles. This new subgroup called the Aro became
important players in the Atlantic slave trade (Chambers 1996:147-148).

West African Trade and Igbo Culture

Centuries before their unfortunate contact with European slave trading, the
Igbo had been involved in the exchange of commercial goods within the
larger context of West African trading. Trade occurred mostly through bar-
tering, with agricultural surplus and manufactured goods exchanged for ne-
cessities such as salt and iron ore and for luxury items (Davidson 1977:158;
Oguagha 1984:195). The continued expansion of trade in West Africa through
time, with its market for luxury items, helped to sustain and expand social
stratification in West African cultures.

Prior to contact with the world across the Sahara Desert, an extensive
trading network existed within West Africa, particularly between the forest
and the savanna (Connah 1990:119). Relationships developed through the
trade of agricultural products between these two regions fostered specializa-
tion and economic interdependence for each area, thus laying the ground-
work for emergent social and political stratification (Shaw 1984). Regional
trade developed within Igbo-occupied lands by the ninth century A.p., with
the trans-Saharan trade established by the end of the first millennium (Con-
nah 1990:146). West African gold, ivory, kola nuts, and slaves were exchanged
for cowries, beads, silks, knives, alcohol, tobacco, horses, books, copper, and
mirrors (Connah 1990:147; Davidson 1977:153). A string of commercial cen-
ters developed along North Africa’s caravan routes in Ghana, and other mar-
ket towns sprang up along the Niger (Davidson 1977). By 1600, there was an
extensive local and long-distance trade throughout West Africa, with firmly
established direct trade relations with Europe. Advancements in maritime
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technology allowed the development of trade with the Portuguese at the end
of the fifteenth century, setting in motion an important and tragic period in
West African history (Osae et al. 1973:156). The French, Dutch, and English
shortly followed the Portuguese, all hoping to profit from the rich resources
of West Africa.

The Europeans, at first interested in trading guns for gold, soon refocused
their attention on the market for slaves to provide agricultural labor for
New World plantations. By the second quarter of the seventeenth century,
a regular system of slave trading had been established, and as this coastal
trade expanded, the trans-Saharan trade declined (Davidson 1977:210, 212).
Coastal West African cultures, in cooperation with European traders, would
acquire slaves from the hinterlands to the north through combinations of
peaceful trade and raiding (Alagoa 1972). Although devastating to the so-
cial and political structures of the cultures heavily raided for slaves, the At-
lantic slave trade was a factor in the emergence of some West African states
and city-states, including Bonny, Nembe, Benin, Oyo, and Dahomey (Osae
etal. 1973:169). The slave trade transformed the delta city-states from fishing
communities into centers of redistribution for European goods, slaves, and
agricultural products (Alagoa 1972:291). The slave trade also dramatically
changed relationships between West African cultures, moving in many cases
from a mutually beneficial commercial exchange of natural commodities to
one of political imbalance, as groups raided one another for slaves (Oguagha
1984:190-191). The trans-Atlantic slave trade had an enormous impact on
Igbo culture in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries.

The Igbo in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the five primary Igbo groups—
who shared common cultural elements but had regional differences—
inhabited the geographical areas that they now occupy (Cookey 1980:336).
During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries some Igbo groups were in-
vaded by Benin, which sought to control trade routes within Igboland to
exact tributes (Oguagha 1984:187). Contact with neighboring peoples, par-
ticularly Benin and Igala after the fourteenth century, caused some minor
changes in Igbo language, material culture, and title-taking systems, with a
tew Igbo states developing political systems ruled by kings (Henderson 1972;
Isichei 1976). Although the Igbo were involved in trading with outside re-
gions from an early period, agriculture continued to form their primary eco-
nomic base. After centuries of farming the shallow soils of the tropical for-
ests, however, land exhaustion forced the Igbo to take a more active role in
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trading (Dumett 1980:293). This commerce was primarily in the Atlantic
slave trade.

Also during this time, the growth of Igbo states developed as a result of
the trans-Saharan and (slightly later) trans-Atlantic trades (Isichei 1976:51).
A number of new states were established on the Niger, particularly in the
lower reaches of the river where there was greater access to European traders.
Some of these states rose to positions of great power and wealth during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as the slave trade accelerated (Isichei
1976:55—56). Groups of slaves from the interior were brought to the trad-
ing settlements, such as Bonny, Elim, and Kalabari established at the Niger
delta, where the West African backers traded directly with the Europeans.
The slave trade allowed a greater accumulation of wealth to these kings, en-
hancing their power and furthering the growth of these delta states.

The number of Igbo peoples leaving West Africa as slaves was fairly small
in the sixteenth century but increased throughout the seventeenth century,
rising to a peak in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Isichei
1976). The Aro, a group of Igbo middlemen, facilitated the slave trade, be-
ginning around the mid-seventeenth century (Alagoa 1972:299). Because of
their association with the Aro-Chukwu oracle, they were afforded protection
and allowed by the Igbo to procure slaves freely for the Atlantic trade.

The experiences of most Igbo individuals arriving on Virginia shores at
the beginning of the eighteenth century followed a pattern that was repeated
innumerable times over the next several decades as large numbers of Afri-
cans were brought to the Chesapeake. If an individual survived the excruci-
ating physical and mental conditions of a three-month passage over the At-
lantic, the next indignity that waited was the sale to a planter. During this
period in the Virginia Chesapeake, most of the sales took place on board
the slavers’ ships, which were moored in the rivers or docked at a plantation
wharf. Robert “King” Carter’s description of one such sale that occurred in
1727 provides an idea of how these sales proceeded (see Mullin 1972:14-15).
For a three-week period in May, Carter spent his afternoons on board the
slaving vessel that was anchored in the river at his plantation. Area plant-
ers in the market for new laborers would board the ship and conduct nego-
tiations with Carter and the captain of the ship. Carter received a 10 percent
commission on each sale, with his contractual obligation being to cover the
debts not paid on the sales he supervised.

The typical individual sold would have likely been an adult male, since
Chesapeake planters were importing twice as many men as women dur-
ing the last years of the seventeenth century and opening decades of the

ing. He chased either singly or with one other
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individual and, because newly arrived slaves were generally placed at the
most menial tasks, transported to an outlying field quarter (Berlin 1998:113;
Morgan 1998:78). Since most of the slave trade into Virginia occurred in the
late spring and summer, the individual would have immediately been set to
work tending and harvesting crops (Mullin 1972:15).

Wealthy planters, like those men who owned the plantations studied
here, kept enslaved individuals with special skills in cooking, blacksmithing,
gardening, weaving, spinning, or carpentry quartered near or adjacent to the
main plantation house. These skilled laborers were almost never newly ar-
rived Africans but individuals who had been in Virginia for some years and
could speak English. The enslaved communities on outlying quarters, like
the ones analyzed in the following chapters, were comprised primarily of
agricultural workers. The daily and monthly schedules of these individuals
revolved around the needs of the crops, in this instance, tobacco and vari-
ous grains. An individual arriving on an early eighteenth-century outlying
quarter would have seen a motley collection of timber-framed or log build-
ings adjacent to agricultural fields, usually located on some small piece of
land unsuitable for crops. Most outlying quarters on large Virginia planta-
tions housed twenty to thirty individuals, so the number of buildings would
have been small, generally no more than two or three dwellings, some pro-
vision gardens and poultry enclosures, and perhaps a corn crib. Because the
keeping of hogs and cattle by the enslaved for their own use or profit had
been outlawed in 1692 (Berlin 1998:119), any larger livestock present at the
quarter were tended by the enslaved for the planter.

The other residents at the quarter would have been predominantly men
and, like Olaudah Equiano some thirty years later, the early eighteenth-
century individual may not have been able to communicate with any of his
tellow residents. He would have shared a barracks-style dwelling, perhaps
claiming a small floor space of his own for a bedroll and blanket. Like his
tellow residents, he was apportioned small amounts of salt meat and corn-
meal weekly. He was expected to work at planter-assigned tasks between
five and a half to six days weekly, as well as some evenings. If he was one
of the 75 percent who managed to live through his first year in Virginia, he
might be able to choose a partner and have children, as Chesapeake plant-
ers increased their purchases of African women as the century progressed.
By the 1730s and 1740s, many of the enslaved were able to create stable family
relationships, and native-born individuals began to predominate. This situa-
tion fostered the formation of kin networks and the establishment of com-
munities on quarters. It was on the large plantations, such as those prop-

i i is sty here local slave communities and
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community-based identities formed in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury (Kulikoff 1986; Sidbury 1997).

Summary

The preceding scenario sets the stage for the analysis to follow. Political, so-
cial, and economic circumstances in Virginia and the larger Atlantic world
combined to affect the contexts of slavery on Virginia’s Tidewater planta-
tions. At the larger scale, the marginality of Bristol merchants in the over-
all African slave trade, coupled with the finances of Virginia planters, con-
centrated people of Igbo origin in the Tidewater. Some physical similarities
between Virginia and Igboland may have eased somewhat the adjustment
of these individuals to their new, but unwelcome, homes. Similarities in
the rural setting, in the types and cycles of agricultural work, in foods and
animals encountered, and in some climatic factors probably facilitated the
formation of Igbo-style or “Igboized” communities on Virginia quarters
(Chambers 1996). In addition, fairly early in the eighteenth century, Virginia
planters began to include almost equal numbers of women in their slave
purchases, enabling men and women to form meaningful relationships and
families on the quarters (Kulikoff 1986). Kinship would have been an im-
portant organizing principle for these communities, given the importance of
family and kinship in the African societies whose members were enslaved in
Virginia. Multigenerational groups of extended families residing in quarter
compounds bore basic similarities to Igbo kin-based societies and villages in
West Africa. The freedom to practice and adapt African traditions was less
controlled on some plantations than others; Edward Kimber, visiting the
Maryland colony in 1745, noted African polygynous marital practices there
(Kimber 1998:327).

While in no way denying the horrors of a colonial system whose suc-
cess depended upon the enslavement of others as laborers, evidence suggests
that the enslaved in Virginia were able to establish family and kinship ties
and forge meaningful lives. The continuity across multiple generations and
interconnectedness of the labor forces on these three Virginia plantations
make them an ideal setting for examining responses to enslavement and how
they may have changed over time. In this study, the vehicle for examining re-
sponses and strategies will be subfloor pits: why they were created, how they
were used, and how use may have changed during the course of the eigh-
teenth century. Chapter 3 examines the study sites in detail, focusing on the
historical evidence and archaeological remains found there.
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Historical and Archaeological
Overview of Study Sites

In this study, plantation slavery is examined within a regional context, fo-
cusing on quarters from three eighteenth-century plantations in the Wil-
liamsburg area: Utopia Quarter, Kingsmill Quarter, and Carter’s Grove
Quarter. These properties were chosen for analysis because of the inter-
generational continuity among the three plantations. At these plantations
were over 300 African Americans, “some of whom shared family connec-
tions as close as those of the Burwell clan on whose lands they lived and la-
bored” (Walsh 1997:49).

Using documentary evidence, a context is created for each plantation,
peopling the quarters as accurately as possible with known data on the in-
dividuals enslaved there. Discussion of the sites is arranged chronologically.
Interwoven with the historical information are archaeological findings from
each quarter, setting the stage for discussion of subfloor pit functions at these
sites in the following chapters. This study encompasses a critical period in
Virginia history, beginning at a time when the enslaved labor force consisted
primarily of newly enslaved Africans in the Chesapeake and ending with a
largely native-born population facing a system of slavery drastically altered
by the effects of the Revolutionary War and westward expansion.

While the Kingsmill Quarter and Carter’s Grove Quarter were single
component sites occupied for spans of twenty to thirty years, the Utopia
Quarter contained three temporal components, stretching from the turn of
the eighteenth century to about 1775. Each component spanned two to three
decades, and the construction of each quarter appeared to correspond with
changes in plantation ownership. In addition, each component was built a
slight distance away from the old housing. Residents of the earlier quarters
simply moved into the new buildings, providing community continuity be-
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tween the different temporal components. This continuity, coupled with the
spatial separation of the three groups of buildings, made it possible to draw
conclusions about change within a single enslaved community across three
generations. The three components, comprising sites 44]C32 and 44JC787,
were excavated in the mid-1990s by the James River Institute for Archae-
ology, Inc., under the direction of Dr. Garrett Fesler. Each period will be
considered separately.

Utopia Quarter Period II (44]JC32), ca. 1700-1730

The Utopia Quarter site, located eight miles southeast of Williamsburg, had
been constructed along the edge of a high bluff overlooking the James River
to the south. Ravines bisected the bluff to the east and the west of the quar-
ters, and the forested margins of these ravines were home for deer, rabbit,
opossum, and other small game that were hunted and trapped by the en-
slaved. The proximity of the river and marshy areas along its periphery also
provided the quarter residents access to a variety of plants and animals. Dur-
ing the later periods of occupation at Utopia (Periods III and IV), the newer
quarters were constructed to the north, likely on the former location of agri-
cultural fields whose soil fertility had been depleted by tobacco.

During each of the three periods, the buildings were part of the planta-
tion’s outlying quarters located near distant agricultural fields or other work
areas. Distance from the plantation house granted the enslaved greater de-
grees of autonomy than individuals living and working within sight of the
planter and his family.

Probate records, wills, and account books allowed a partial reconstruc-
tion of the enslaved community at Utopia. During Periods II and III, the
property was owned by the Bray family, and most of the enslaved had been
acquired from West Africa (Fesler 2004), forming a multicultural mix on
the quarter. During the final period (ca. 1750—1775), the property was in the
hands of the Burwell family, and by that time most of the enslaved residing
there had been born in Virginia.

The Pettus family owned the 1,200-acre Utopia property in the third
quarter of the seventeenth century, and it passed into the hands of James
Bray IT when he married Pettus’s widow at the end of the century (Stephen-
son 1963; Walsh 1997). Upon acquiring the land, Bray built a new planta-
tion house and quarters (Fesler 2004:107). At his death in 1725, Bray’s en-
slaved labor force numbered around 75 individuals, with 28 of those enslaved
individuals—r11 men, 13 women, and 4 children—in three James City field
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quarters in 1725. These individuals were probably African-born, purchased
by the Bray family beginning in the 169os (Walsh 1997:94).

Dividing the laborers evenly places between 8 and 10 people at each quar-
ter, although there may have been as many as 18 individuals at Utopia prior to
the acquisition of the quarter at Tutter’s Neck. Enslaved individuals headed
two of the James City County quarters, and the quarter at Utopia was al-
most certainly either the female-headed Debb’s Quarter or Jacko’s Quarter
(Walsh 1997:94). Although planters purchased more men than women in
the first quarter of the eighteenth century, the labor force at the Utopia
and Littletown Quarters contained 43 women and 27 men by the end of Pe-
riod IT (Fesler 2004:188).

By the time the site was abandoned around the end of the third decade of
the century, some of the Bray slaves may have been in Virginia for close to
thirty years, more than enough time to form families. Given the male-female
ratios at Utopia, it is likely that long-term relationships had formed between
enslaved individuals during Period II, and the presence of children certainly
hints at this possibility.

Archaeological Evidence at the Site

Three timber-framed post-in-ground dwellings and a small service build-
ing were constructed on the site around the turn of the eighteenth cen-
tury (Figure 3.1). Occupied for the next three decades, the three dwellings
were arranged in a U-shape around a central courtyard, a plan reminiscent
of West African house compounds (Fesler 2004). Many of the daily activi-
ties that occurred at the site—cooking, socializing, and creating handcrafted
items—occurred in this outdoor space. A small fenced enclosure ran between
Structures 10 and 20 and may have encircled a garden or poultry pen. None
of the three Utopia dwellings had wooden floors or glazed windows, and
each structure had been heated with a single stick-and-mud chimney. Nine-
teen subfloor pits had been cut through the soil floors of two of the quar-
ters. Excavation at Utopia Period II yielded 29,764 artifacts, with analysis of
pipestems and ceramics indicating the site was occupied in the first three de-
cades of the eighteenth century (Fesler 2004:162).

Structure 1. Structure 1, on the western side of the U-shaped complex,
was a 12-x-28-foot timber-framed building constructed around eight earth-
set posts (Figure 3.2). A hearth stood at the southern end of the two-room
structure, heating a 10-x-12-foot room. The larger, unheated room to the
north measured 18 x 12 feet. Two subfloor pits (Features 5 and 6) were lo-
cated in the structure, as well as a hearth-front complex (Features 2, 3, 4, and
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30) consisting of four separate pits built in two distinct phases. Features s, 6,
and 30, the earliest pits, had been filled rapidly while the building was still
standing.

During Phase II, when Features 2, 3, and 4 were in use, a pit lay in the
front of the hearth, flanked by two other pits, forming a U-shaped configu-
ration along the front and sides of the hearth and the 3-x-2-foot pad of brick
extending out from the hearth. The single layers of soil filling the Phase II
subfloor pits contained substantial quantities of complete and fragmented
brick, suggesting the pits had been filled rapidly sometime after the struc-
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3.3. Utopia Period II Structure 10 archaeological remains

Structure ro. Structure 10, measuring 16 x 32 feet, was a timber-framed
building constructed around eight major earth-set posts (Figure 3.3). Only
one of two 16-x-16-foot rooms was heated. Two postholes delineated a small
attached shed (6 x 8 feet) off the southeastern corner of the building.

Ten subfloor pits cut the earthen floor of Structure 10. Feature 36, the
hearth front pit in Structure 10, contained at least two periods of construc-
tion and repair, with this initial 3.5-x-2.2-foot pit oriented with its long axis
facing the hearth. A layer of crushed fossil shell known as marl had been laid
in the bottom of this pit, possibly to provide a flooring substrate that would
remain relatively dry and nonmuddy when groundwater caused moisture
problems Durmg the last phase of construction, a 4.5-foot-square wooden

ed inside a hole cut through the backfill
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of the first phase pit. The other pits were scattered across the building, with
eight located in the unheated eastern room and one in the western room
along the south wall near the hearth.

A partially crushed padlock, a diamond-shaped iron keyhole, and an iron
key, all recovered from soil that later filled the box, provided evidence that
the box had been locked to prevent the theft of food supplies or personal pos-
sessions while the quarter inhabitants were working away from the quarter.
Artifacts from the soil that accumulated in the box while it was in use in-
cluded 1,168 (81 percent of the finds) highly fragmented animal bone, clam
and oyster shell, fish scale, and eggshell. These artifacts suggest that debris
from food preparation activities around the hearth had fallen into the box.
Other artifacts from these two layers included small pieces of clay tobacco
pipes, and a clay bead.

Structure 20. Like the other two structures, Structure 20 (28 x 12 feet) was
constructed with eight earth-set posts and contained two rooms. The struc-
ture contained one subfloor pit, located at the south end of the building,
where wood ash, charcoal, and burned daub from the fill of Feature 21 sug-
gest the presence of a hearth (Figure 3.4).

Service Building. A fourth earthfast building was located south and slightly
east of Structure 20. This small structure, 16 x 12 feet, containing six struc-
tural posts, probably served as a corncrib or meat house.

Archaeological Analysis of Subfloor Pits

There were two predominant forms taken by the Period II subfloor pits:
hearth-front complexes with multiple episodes of cutting and filling, and
single-use pits, generally located in building corners, along partition walls, or
the middle of floors (Table 3.1). While most of the nonhearth pits from Pe-
riod II ranged around 1 foot in depth, the hearth-front pits were larger and
slightly deeper on average, ranging between .9 feet and 2.2 feet. While most
of the nonhearth Phase II pits were single-cut features, there were several
instances where new pits cut through earlier features.

Features s, 6, and 30, the earliest pits in Structure 1, and Features 15, 27,
and 36T in Structure 10 were abandoned and filled within a short time of
the buildings’ initial occupation. In general, these earlier features not only
contained fewer artifacts per cubic foot of fill than did the later features
(Table 3.1), but, with the exception of iron nails, they also contained very few
artifacts of European manufacture. Some of the artifacts from these early
pits were types that were more typically found on seventeenth-century sites,
such as case bottle glass fragments and locally made tobacco pipes. The early
i i small sizes (under .75 in.) of these
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items indicates that many of the artifacts from the Phase I pits were origi-
nally present in sheet midden from the earlier occupation (1670-1700) at the
site. These objects, along with earlier Native American artifacts, were in the
soil gathered from around the site to fill these first-phase pits.

Summary

The first two decades of the eighteenth century were a period of economic
stability for Virginia, with tobacco prices holding steady. Because the lives
of the enslaved were integrally tied to that of their owners, this constancy
meant that the enslaved community owned by Bray enjoyed relative stability
as well. Conditions at Utopia in this period were favorable for the develop-
ment of families and households, even with the continuing arrival of Afri-
cans (Fesler 2004:119). Detailed analysis of artifacts from the site’s structures
suggested that Structures 10 and 20 functioned as family-based households,
while Structure 1 served as a coresidential structure for unrelated individuals,
perhaps largely female (Fesler 2004:377, 391).

Two postholes at the northern end of Structure 20 had been replaced and
some repair made to the service building, but otherwise the quarter’s build-
ings seem to have stood without repair throughout their period of occupa-
tion. Archaeological and documentary evidence from the Virginia tidewater
indicates that earthfast structures generally needed major repair or replace-
ment within twenty or so years (Carson et al. 1981). The virtual absence of
such repairs on the structures suggests that they were not occupied much
more than two or three decades, a span in accordance with documentary and
artifact evidence. One of the subfloor pits contained white salt-glazed stone-
ware, the presence of which placed the abandonment of this feature after
1720. By the end of Period II, however, the quarter buildings were doubtless
in poor condition, as evidenced by damage to the Structure 1o hearth and the
subsequent use of an open firepit as a heat source in the building. The poor
condition of the buildings, coupled with the change in property ownership
at the death of James Bray II, occasioned the construction of a new set of
quarters in the second quarter of the eighteenth century. The four buildings
comprising this quarter have been designated as Utopia Quarter Period III.

Utopia Quarter Period III (44]C32), ca. 17301750
After the death of James Bray II in 1725, grandson James Bray III acquired

the Utopia property and all the people enslaved there (Kelso 1984:39). Since
Bray III was still a minor in 1725, the property remained under the control
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of his father, Thomas Bray II, and his aunt until the young man came of age
around 1736. He controlled operations at the Utopia property until his own
early death in the fall of 1744.

During Period 111, two earthfast houses and several other outbuildings
were constructed 200 feet north of the earlier quarter (Figure 3.5). This quar-
ter was home to a mixture of individuals recently arrived from Africa, other
African-born individuals who had been enslaved in Virginia for several de-
cades, and children born in Virginia to African parents. Thomas Bray II
continued to purchase slaves directly from Africa through the r730s (Walsh
1997:94). These individuals raised tobacco, corn, and possibly wheat, pro-
duced butter, cut wood, made brick, and tended livestock (McClure 1977:44).
Bray’s slaves raised sheep, pigs, and cattle that were sold as meat. Much of
the slaves’ work went into raising products that Bray sold on the market, but
some of the crops, particularly the corn, came back to them as provisions.

Archaeological Evidence at the Site

Three earthfast structures, two dwellings for enslaved laborers and a small
square service building, stood on a small rise north of the Period II quarter.
A 36-x-40-foot ditched enclosure extended from the south end of Struc-
ture 40, perhaps serving as a livestock pen, and large trash middens were as-
sociated with each of the dwellings. The ceramics from the trash pits were
primarily coarse earthenwares and stonewares made in England, Germany,
and Virginia in the first half of the eighteenth century. The majority of the
21,500 artifacts were recovered from the dwellings’ subfloor pits and trash
pits. With the absence of a well on the site, it is likely that the enslaved used
a nearby freshwater spring as their source of water for drinking, cooking, and
washing clothing and bodies. Mean ceramic dating provided a date of 1734,
and pipestem analysis yielded a date of 1746 (Fesler 2004:165-166).

Structure 4o. Along the southern edge of the site were the remains of
a 12-x-16-foot earthfast structure with three subfloor pits cutting the inte-
rior floor (Figure 3.6). While no physical evidence of a hearth was pres-
ent, the placement of the subfloor pits suggests it probably stood along the
western end of the building. Earlier looting of this structure had severely
compromised the integrity of the subfloor pit assemblages, and no analysis
was undertaken.

Structure 50. A second dwelling had stood at the northern limits of the
site. Originally 12 x 16 feet, expansion at the eastern and western ends en-
larged this earthfast structure to 24 x 16 feet. Its eleven postholes were ar-
ranged in a manner that suggested a three-room building (Figure 3.7). A
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3.5. Utopia Period III archaeological remains

central room measuring 12 x 16 feet and entered through a door along the
southern wall was flanked by two narrow (6-x-16-foot) unheated rooms.
Eighteen subterranean pits cut through the soil floor of the building, with
twelve of these pits forming a large hearth-front complex at the north end of
the building. The eastern room contained two subfloor pits, and three pits
cut through the floor of the western room. The hearth-front complex in
Structure 50 was complicated, encompassing twelve separate pits in four
phases of pit construction (Figure 3.8 and Table 3.2). During the fourth
phase of pit construction, three pits with their short axes aligned with the
hearth were in use. These pits cut through an earlier pit.

Residents encountered problems with maintaining hearth-front pits in
good repair throughout their tenure, in part because they had placed pits too
close together. A collapsed wall between Features 39 and 51 prompted resi-
dents to abandon both features. A new pit (Feature 52), cutting through the
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southern edges of Feature 51, was created. Feature 39 was also abandoned
and filled, with a new, smaller pit (Feature 39A) created using the original
western, northern, and southern walls.

There were six nonhearth subterranean pits in Structure 50, and they var-
ied in size and shape (Table 3.2). Several of the nonhearth features were
very shallow (under .5 feet below the base of the plowzone) and filled with a
single deposit of brown sandy loam containing few artifacts. The small size
and fragmentary nature of the artifacts from these features indicated that
they had been filled with secondary refuse, probably early in the occupation
of the building.

Structure ro7. A small service building (10 x 10 feet) stood to the north of
Structure 4o. Its function was not apparent from archaeological data, but
based on its small size it likely served as a corncrib or meathouse.

Archaeological Analysis of Subfloor Pits

As in Utopia Period II, the hearth-front pit complexes continued to pre-
dominate. Inhabitants were still experimenting and making modifications
in pit construction and placement, particularly in the complicated hearth-
front complexes. Perhaps in an effort to gain stable work space adjacent to
the hearth, Structure 50 residents chose to place their first hearth-front pit
some six feet away from the hearth, well back from the busiest foot traffic
area. Later, a pit of similar size and alignment was placed much closer to the
hearth. During later phases, the orientation of the hearth-front pits changed,
as the residents dug three pits with their short axes facing the hearth. By the
time these three pits were constructed, large areas around the hearth had
been disturbed by earlier pit construction. Most of the nonhearth subfloor
pits appeared to be shallow and, upon abandonment, filled rapidly with one
deposit of soil containing secondary refuse. Pits whose use span had been cut
short by the collapse of a wall were filled with a combination of household
refuse and secondary debris probably swept up from the yard of the quarter.

In several cases, the residents attempted to strengthen pit walls with
sheathings and walls of clay when they cut though earlier back-filled pits.
The residents of the quarters were also experimenting with pit depth, par-
ticularly for hearth-front pits. The earliest hearth-front pit in Structure 50
extended only .5 feet below the base of the plowzone but was replaced by a
pit that extended to a depth of 2.75 feet. Damage from groundwater rising
into this deeper pit was evident as erosional undercutting around the pe-
rimeter of the feature’s base. In the final period, the hearth-front pits were
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dug to depths ranging between 1.5 and 1.75 feet, presumably out of ground-
water range but still considerably deeper than the earliest pit.

While undisturbed subsoil clay provided the sturdiest walls for subfloor
pits, it was obvious that placing pits in an undisturbed area was not the only
consideration in deciding pit location. After the wall collapse between Fea-
tures 39 and 51, for example, a new pit could have been located in an un-
disturbed area along the west wall in the same room, or Features 46 and 47
could have been enlarged. Instead, the inhabitants chose to reconstruct the
pits in their original locations. It would have been easier to relocate a new pit
along the west wall in the same room, or simply to enlarge the old pit. Re-
construction in the original location suggests that placement was viewed as
important—whether for sacred reasons or because these areas were viewed
as “belonging” to a certain individual.

Summary

Combining archaeological and documentary evidence suggests that this site
was active between 1730 and 1750, spanning the tenures of three property
owners. The arrangement of space at the quarter during this period was
more organic than in the earlier generation, and spaces between structures
were used for daily activities as well as for dumping garbage. Artifacts from
Utopia IIT suggests that Structure 50 served as a coresidence for men and
women, while Structure 40 was occupied by two family-based households,
perhaps headed by females (Fesler 2004:390, 403). In addition to the smaller
daily humiliations of bondage, Utopia residents also faced the ever-present
possibility of being separated from their immediate community. This pe-
riod was one of instability for the Utopia Quarter residents, with the chance
of sale away from Utopia threatening with each change in ownership. New
slaves, probably fresh from Africa, were added to the quarter, while others
were surely moved around within the families’ landholdings.

While most of Bray’s enslaved at Utopia were not really in danger of being
sold due to an entailment clause in James Bray II’s will, it was at Bray’s dis-
cretion to move laborers among these widely distributed plantations, sepa-
rating families and friends. Even the entailment restrictions did not prevent
James Bray III and his father before him from attempting to circumvent the
language and intent of the law. Thomas Bray II sold land and added slaves
in the 1730s, some of whom probably were incorporated into the popula-
tion at Utopia Quarter. Facing action from impatient creditors around 1740,
Bray III planned to have the county sheriff seize some of his older, less pro-
ductive slaves to help pay his debts until he was advised by a lawyer that such
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a scheme was illegal (cited in Walsh 1997:310). To help alleviate his debts,
Bray diversified the activities of his home plantation in the 1740s, expanding
into brickmaking, selling meat, wood, and finished lumber, and producing
cider and brandy. Bray’s financial difficulties would have been no secret in
the quarters, and the uncertainty and stress this knowledge generated must
have been considerable as the enslaved were faced with the fear of separation
from family members and friends.

Upon the death of James Bray III in 1744, his executors sold all of his
moveable property at public sale, leaving only his lands and slaves unsold.
The enslaved from Utopia came under the ownership of the Burwell family
during the final phase of occupation at the Utopia site, a period spanning the
third quarter of the eighteenth century. The next sections will analyze the
final period at Utopia quarter and a contemporary Burwell quarter known
as Kingsmill Quarter.

Utopia Period 1V, ca. 1750—1775

With his marriage to Frances Thacker Bray, widow of James Bray III, Lewis
Burwell IV consolidated tracts of land along the James River east of Wil-
liamsburg into a 2,800-acre estate known as Kingsmill Plantation (James
City County, 1768-1769:11). The property remained in the control of Lewis
Burwell IV for the next three decades. A fourth Utopia quarter compo-
nent, dated ca. 1750—1775, was located approximately 600 feet north of the Pe-
riod III Utopia complex (Figure 3.9). This quarter was probably constructed
soon after Lewis Burwell IV came into possession of Utopia in 1745 (Ste-
phenson 1963:19).

After the death of James Bray III, his widow was granted the Utopia
property and 29 slaves (Fesler 2004). Most of this group consisted of African-
born individuals who had arrived in Virginia during the mid-1730s (Walsh
1997:43), consistent with the Virginia slave population as a whole, where “re-
cent arrivals from Africa comprised 37.8 percent of the black population be-
tween 1719—29, 10 percent in 1740—49 and less than 5 percent by the 1750s”
(Barden 1993:69).

The probate, which lists the enslaved by name, gender, and status as adult
or adolescent, allows some generalizations to be made about the Utopia
community. The name of one woman (Ebo) indicated her Igbo origins, while
another woman, Mulatta Pat, was the child of a white father and enslaved
mother. Mothers’ names were listed for some of the children, meaning that
these adolescents lived with one or more parents at the quarter. Nanny and
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3.9. Utopia Period IV archaeological remains

Jupiter’s mothers were at Utopia, and it is possible that Joe Boy and Austin,
two older children, had one or more parents there as well. By midcentury, ra-
tios of men to women were more evenly matched at Utopia.

Proportions of African-born slaves in Virginia decreased steadily over
the third quarter of the eighteenth century, dropping from 21 percent in 1750
to 5 percent in 1780 (Morgan 1998:61). By the end of this final period at the
site, the majority of the resident adults had been in Virginia for a number
of years. Unlike recent arrivals from Africa, they probably spoke English
relatively well and stood a good chance of marrying and establishing fami-
lies. Like the earlier Utopia residents, they raised tobacco and grains, with
women and children over the age of twelve or thirteen working in the agri-
cultural fields alongside the men (Mullin 1972:48).

Archaeological Evidence at the Site

Three structures, set on ground 1a1d sills or piers, were present during Pe-
g oeations and estimated dimensions of these
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structures determined by the presence and placement of subfloor pits. One
timber-framed structure measured roughly 22 x 32 feet, and two additional
smaller structures were in evidence as two isolated subfloor pits that had
been set beneath small, single-family ground-sill structures. Several clay
extraction pits later reused as trash pits were also found. Analysis of the
19,040 artifacts provided date spans falling within the third quarter of the
eighteenth century, with the greatest activity in the 750s and 1760s (Fesler
2004:152, 182).

Structure 140. The presumed 22-x-32-foot dimensions and alignment of
Structure 140 were calculated by examining the locations of the subfloor pits
and four remaining piers. Two large multiphase subfloor pit complexes con-
taining ash, charcoal, and daub likely denoted the locations of gable end
chimneys, suggesting that this building functioned as a duplex for two fami-
lies (Figure 3.10). The pier-supported foundation indicates that the building,
unlike the earlier Utopia quarters, contained a raised wooden floor.

There appeared to have been three and four phases of repair and redig-
ging, respectively, in the hearth-front complexes in the west and east rooms
of Structure 140 (Figure 3.11). In addition to the hearth-front complexes,
nine nonhearth subfloor pits were present, with five pits in the east room and
four in the west room. Pits stood in each of the building’s corners, and the
western room also contained two pits located along the partition wall be-
tween the two rooms.

Structures 150 and 160. The dimensions of the two additional structures
on the site, whose presence was indicated only by the single subfloor pits
marking their former locations, were unknown. Given the documentary evi-
dence of families at the site, however, it can be surmised that the two small
structures were single-family dwellings. At the Cancer Quarter of Nomini
Hall Plantation, one quarter documented in 1789 measured just 8 x 12 feet
(cited in Barden 1993:440). Possible pier supports for Structure 150 suggested
16-x-16-foot dimensions, although these features were only vaguely defined
(Fesler 2004:252).

The high frequencies of architectural artifacts from the upper zones of
subfloor pit fill suggest that they were filled when the overlying structures
were destroyed. Fired daub and charred wood from the pits indicated that
the structures had stick and mud chimneys.

Archaeological Analysis of Subfloor Pits

Twenty-four subfloor pits were present at the site, with 22 of them cutting
through the soil beneath Structure 140 (Tablc 3.3). Thirteen of these 22 pits
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3.10. Utopia Period IV Structure 140 archaeological remains

the structure. Pits were also located in each of the building’s corners, and
three pits had been cut into the floor along the partition wall. As was evi-
dent in the earlier periods at Utopia, there had been sustained efforts to keep
the hearth-front pits functional. Pits in other locations were generally con-
structed, used, and then refilled without attempts at repair.
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Also in evidence was the continuing practice by the enslaved of relocating
new pits in such a way that they fronted on the hearth but cut through the fill
of earlier pits as little as possible. Some pits were dug in ways incorporating
the walls of earlier features, as well as using boards to stabilize places where
new pits cut through earlier backfilled features.

Summary

Analysis of architecture and artifacts from the Utopia IV structures indi-
cates that the three structures at the site housed four family groups (Fes-
ler 2004:403). Structure 140 served as a duplex for two families; Structures
150 and 160 were likely one-room, single-family structures. This pattern of
family formation fits the demographic profile of the Virginia slave popula-
tion during the third quarter of the eighteenth century.

In 1775, Lewis Burwell IV relocated to Mecklenburg County, selling some
of his slaves before departing (Walsh 1997:211). Doubtless, some of Utopia’s
residents were among the enslaved sold. Burwell’s son continued to man-
age Utopia and another family property, Kingsmill, with their reduced labor
forces, until the property was offered for sale in 1781. At this point, another
property owned by Frances Burwell’s husband, Lewis Burwell IV, is consid-
ered. Located less than two miles west of Utopia, Kingsmill Plantation and
its attendant quarter had been part of the Burwell family holdings for sev-
eral generations.

Kingsmill Quarter (44]C39), ca. 1750—1780

Lewis Burwell Il inherited the Kingsmill estate in 1710 and built an impres-
sive house at the site sometime between 1725 and 1735 (Kelso 1984:42; Walsh
1997:42). The plantation house, which stood on a bluff some 700 yards from
the James River, was a Georgian-style, two-story, eight-room brick struc-
ture, with two flanking brick dependencies, terraced formal gardens, and a
host of farm buildings (Kelso 1984). At his death in 1744, Burwell’s property
passed to his adult son, Lewis Burwell IV (Wells 1976:22). The son consider-
ably increased his landholdings when he married Frances Bray in 1745, con-
solidating her Littletown and Utopia tracts with his Kingsmill landholdings
(McCartney 1997:170; Walsh 1997:43).

Tobacco, as well as oats and other grain crops, were raised at Kingsmill
during the third quarter of the eighteenth century. Importation of laborers
from Africa had ceased at Kingsmill by the early 1740s, with most of the Af-
ricans enslaved there having arrived in the 1720s and r730s (Walsh 1997:52).

hat Burwell paid taxes on 65 tithes, 1,502
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3.12. Detail of the Desandrouins Map (redrawn by author)

acres of land, and one chariot (James City County). These tithables likely
represent the number of enslaved laborers on his James City County prop-
erties.

Like Utopia, Kingsmill Quarter, dating to the third quarter of the eigh-
teenth century, was one of several outlying quarters associated with Kings-
mill Plantation. Kingsmill Quarter, located one-quarter mile from the Bur-
well mansion, along the ridge road on the south side of a small creek, is
depicted on the Desandrouins Map of 1781 (Figure 3.12). The enslaved who
lived at Kingsmill Quarter were field workers, performing agricultural tasks
associated with raising tobacco and grains.

Archaeological findings from Kingsmill Quarter suggest that occupa-
tion-of thesite.ceased-around the timeHenry Martin purchased the prop-
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erty in 1783, and perhaps as early as 1781, when Lewis Burwell V removed
himself and his slaves to the western part of the state. It is also possible
that the quarter buildings were demolished right after Martin died in 1786
and the property came under the ownership of Henry Tazewell (McCart-
ney 1997:259). Regardless, the site had been abandoned well before the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century and its location forgotten until the early
1970s, when a five-year archaeological study of the plantation lands pre-
ceded planned development. The Virginia Research Center for Archae-
ology conducted the fieldwork in 1974 under the direction of archaeologist
Dr. William Kelso. Artifacts recovered from the site indicate that occupa-
tion spanned most of the third quarter of the eighteenth century, with the
buildings excavated there falling out of use in the 1780s.

Archaeological Evidence at the Site

Two dwellings for the enslaved community and a small (9-x-9-foot) un-
heated outbuilding such as a meathouse or granary were defined during ar-
chaeological excavation at the site (Figure 3.13). A large irregular depression
located just west of the smaller dwelling may have been used for watering
livestock and as a garbage dump. Although no well was found during the ex-
cavation, a nearby spring provided water for drinking, cooking, and bathing
(Kelso 1984).

Structure One. Structure One was a 40-x-18-foot, story and a half frame
building, underpinned by a continuous brick foundation. A 12-foot shed ad-
dition extended from the north side of the structure (Figure 3.14). An inte-
rior brick chimney was centered along the long wall between the addition
and the main structure. Since the hearth and chimney brick had been sal-
vaged, the location of the fireplaces was apparent only as an unburned H-
shaped configuration surrounded by burned clay (Kelso 1984:120).

Since there was no evidence of a structural footing for the northern ad-
dition, this portion of the building rested on a ground-sill or shallow brick
foundation. Only the nine subfloor pits contained within its footprint indi-
cated the presence and dimensions of the addition. The configuration of the
chimney and hearth, with a fireplace in each of the two 20-x-18-foot rooms,
suggests that the structure was used a duplex for two families or groups of
enslaved African Americans. Additional individuals could have been housed
in the unheated addition which may have received some ambient heat from
the chimney stack along the room’s south wall.

Twenty subfloor pits were found in Structure One. Most of the pits were
rectangular and arranged with their long axes along the walls of the struc-
iti of the hearth. Five subfloor pits contained




Overview of Study Sites 69

G
Ty ¥ STRUCTURE 1
i
®
Outbuilding
STRUCTURE 2
; Ty
RY
0 25 50 ..
_:FEET_:I ~.*,

3.13. Kingsmill Quarter (44]C39) archaeological remains

evidence of wooden walls, floors, or partitions, and one pit contained a brick
floor. Fired clay patches were evident in the subsoil floors of three pits, sug-
gesting that embers had been used to dry out the pit walls and floors.

Structure Two. The second dwelling, a one-story, 28-x-20-foot frame
structure on a continuous brick foundation, contained an exterior end chim-
ney and six subfloor pits (Figure 3.15). Ceramic crossmends between the pits
suggests contemporaneous filling of these features.

Archaeological Analysis of Subfloor Pits

Analysis of artifacts from the subfloor pits in Structures One and Two re-
vealed they can be divided into two periods of filling (Kelso 1976). It is highly
probable that 18 of the 26 subfloor p1ts contained artifacts unrelated to the

3e4)«-] he remaining eight features, con-



7

Outbuilding STRUCTURE 1

STRUCTURE 2

Robbed Brick Foundation

Z——

- Burned Area

(" Filled circa 1760 0 5 10
o [ ]

()Filled circa 1780-83 FEET

3.14. Kingsmill Quarter Structure One archaeological remains




7

Outbuilding

STRUCTURE 1

STRUCTURE 2

.

/

Scaffold
Support
Postholes

Hearth Modern

Disturbance

.. F446

-~

Y

FEET

/" Robbed
K Brick
+ Foundation

3.15. Kingsmill Quarter Structure Two archaeological remains




€8 601 ¢X0TXxXee JBuIg Y PYO IT 68EIN

‘PpPUL ‘PpUL 8'X6TXST JBuIg Y PYRO IT 98EINA

PpuL “PpUL STXgexgs Qdump 39y YiresH IT 9LEINA

¥'8¢ cLLT rexT9xge odumpy 39y YiresH IT 6LEINA

(44 LST STEX6Y Xy Jfug 39y O] IT LLEWA

€e 1444 1'€xXL€X9 gBurg Y PYO IT 09€INA

0'¢C <09 rexecxey JBulg Y L 0] IT 65EIN

9'0¢ 19¢1 8EXTEXSLE JBulg Y O] IT 9SEINA

0°sT ¥e91 9E¢X6EXEL JBulg Y YiresH IT SSEINA

(44 yice TeExXsxXT/ JBurg Y PYO IT YSENL

1C 1ce yEX6'GX8L JBulg Y O] IT ESEINA

¥'0 81 L'TXYTXS9 gBuig Y PYO I S8EINA

(%4 9L1 €X8YXST gBurg Y 1ouI0n I 8LEINA

6L (44 €CX6TXLY gBurg Y PYO I LIEINA

|8 % 14" ¢XLTX9 JBurg PN 1ouIon I 99EINA

6'81 899 1CxX8yx6e gBuig Y PYO I €9EIN

€6 6T 1CXTeX8y gBurg Y PYO I C9EIN

S€ 0ct L'TXYy X6'T JBurg Y U100 I T9EINA

6y 1€T1 8TCXTEXE JBulg 39y 1UI0T I 8SEINDI 1

3] J1qnO S10RJTIIE ("33 ur) yadop aredor  odeyg uomeoor] oseyq Qmies, 9Injonng
1od syoeynry JO 1oquInN 2Q suolsuaw(] 10 In)

sresop 2andinsap s11d zoofgqns 1o1re) Trrwus3ury] ¥€ 9[qeT,




“Jopuy
91
€9

“Jopuf
601
9C

‘Jopur

123
L1
991
L8

dXTEXE
9 X6TXSC
gX6TXLE
EXIXTT
T'1xX9¢yXx¢
STXy XS

J[3urg
Jurg
Jurg
d[3urg
durg
Jurg

arenbg
EREN
EREN
EREN
®A0
EREN

PO
ﬁ—uhdvm
PO
RO
.HDE.HOQ
.HDE.HOO

II
II

IT
II
IT

YN
SYYINDL
4444
124440
CrYIN
TryINA




74  Chapter 3.

taining no crossmending ceramics or glass, appeared to have been filled
about two decades earlier than the other pits in this building, in the 1760s,
based on the presence of creamware and on wine bottle shape.

Numerous crossmending fragments of ceramics and glass show the re-
maining pits were filled rapidly and simultaneously with garbage from the
same source. A military button discarded after 1781 and 23 Virginia half-
pennies issued in 1775 indicate a late eighteenth-century filling date for these
features. The upper zones of fill contained large quantities of brick and
mortar rubble, suggesting that filling occurred when the overlying build-
ing was destroyed. The quantities, types, and dating of the artifacts, com-
bined with the history of the property, revealed that these 18 pits were filled
with debris from the British occupation of the property during the Revolu-
tionary War. Thus, artifacts from the 18 Phase II subfloor pits in Structures
One and Two were not analyzed any further for clues about how the en-
slaved used these pits.

Since the features were almost certainly created during the slave occupa-
tion of the structure, they were included in analysis that examined patterns
in pit size, placement, and construction methods. Comparing the Phase I
and Phase II subfloor pits in Structure One revealed that the pits filled ear-
lier were more consistent in size and depth than the later pits (Table 3.4).
The Phase I features ranged from 8 to 15.8 square feet and varied between 2
and 3 feet in depth below the base of the plowzone. The Phase II pits ranged
from 7 to 45 square feet and from less than a foot to almost 4 feet deep. This
variation between the two sets of pits may indicate that the original pits were
all dug at one time, when the building was first occupied or constructed. The
later pits, with their varied dimensions and depths, appear to have been cre-
ated piecemeal, perhaps as needed in the later years of the building’s occupa-
tion. The placement of the original pits was systematic, ranged along the ex-
terior walls of the structure, perhaps to be away from foot traffic, while later
pit placement was more varied. Some of these pits were also dug against the
exterior side walls, while others were placed in the main structure, against
the partition wall that divided it from the northern room. Still other pits
were in the center of the room, adjacent to the hearths. None of the later
pits intruded upon the earlier features, suggesting that some of the original
pits were still open, or at least visible, when the later pits were created.

Summary

Financial difficulties and unfavorable political leanings probably factored
into Lewis Burwell IV’s decision to move west to Mecklenburg County in




Overview of Study Sites 735

1775. His son Lewis Burwell V assumed operation of the plantation, which
fared poorly during the American Revolution (Kelso 1984:46). After passing
out of the Burwell family in 1781, the land was purchased by Henry Martin
in 1783 (Wells 1976:2). A series of short-term owners followed, and the man-
sion was eventually destroyed by fire in 1844.

By the end of the third quarter of the eighteenth century, the enslaved at
Kingsmill Plantation had lived in a fairly stable community for several de-
cades. Most of the individuals under the age of thirty to thirty-five had been
born in Virginia and lived at Kingsmill for most, if not all, of their lives. But
difficult times for Virginia planters meant difficult times for the enslaved as
well. Documented instances of Burwell slave runaways were common in the
1760s and 1770s, as he sold individuals to other planters or moved them to
other Burwell plantations in the Piedmont. Fearful of separation from their
families and friends, many of Burwell’s slaves ran away, either to avoid be-
ing sent west or to return to the Tidewater after having been removed from
Kingsmill.

The final plantation quarter to be considered is associated with Carter’s
Grove Plantation, also owned by the Burwell family. This quarter provides
an opportunity to analyze slave life at the end of the eighteenth century.

Carter’s Grove Quarter (44]Crro), ca. 1780—1800

During the last quarter of the eighteenth century, approximately 10 to 15
working adults, their children, and several older individuals lived in a quarter
located at the edge of a wooded ravine, within sight of the Carter’s Grove
plantation house (Figure 3.16). These laborers were responsible for the culti-
vation of around 125 acres near the house. Although the documentary record
does not allow us to place specific individuals on this quarter, Walsh’s multi-
generational history of the Burwell family slaves provides enough clues to
allow a reasonable estimate of the quarter population (Walsh 1997). Because
of divisions of the enslaved human property earlier in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the enslaved at Carter’s Grove and Kingsmill shared both real and fic-
tive kinship ties.

Constructed in the r750s by Carter Burwell, nephew of Kingsmill’s Lewis
Burwell 11, the two-story mansion mirrored his uncle’s earlier house in its
brick construction, flanking outbuildings, and extensive terraced gardens. As

on most other Chesapeake plantations, tobacco, corn, and wheat were the
primary crops produced at Carter’s Grove, with sales of livestock and meat
providing additional sources of revenue.
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The quarter at Carter’s Grove dates to the last two decades of the eigh-
teenth century, a period when the plantation was under the ownership of
Carter Burwell’s son, Nathaniel II. Inheriting the farm in 1771, the younger
Burwell implemented changes at the home plantation throughout his ten-
ure as owner, with his adjustments reflecting the changing economic and
political climate (McCartney 1997; Walsh 1997). In the face of mounting
tensions and trade problems with England just prior to the Revolutionary
War, Burwell stopped raising tobacco at Carter’s Grove, diversifying plan-
tation activities during the war toward the production of goods and supplies
needed to sustain the plantation through war-related shortages. The agricul-
tural activities of the enslaved at Carter’s Grove became more diversified, as
production was expanded to include wheat, oats, barley, peas, and hay that
could be used to feed the inhabitants of the plantation and its outlying farms
or sold locally (Walsh 1997:125). Other enslaved individuals were skilled in
various trades such as carpentry, coopering, weaving, and milling.

Tax lists for 1783 through 1786 show 69 slaves at Carter’s Grove, of whom
26 were children (Walsh 1997:131). Approximately one-quarter of the en-
slaved at Carter’s Grove lived at the quarter excavated by the Colonial Wil-
liamsburg Foundation.

Archaeological Evidence at the Site

The quarter sat on a marginal piece of land, surrounded on three sides by
a wooded ravine. Shielded by woods to the south, the quarters would have
been invisible from the river and from visitors arriving at the mansion along
the carriage road. While the brick plantation house, ascending two stories
above the rise upon which it was built, was visible to the quarter inhabitants,
it would have been more difficult for anyone inside the main house to see the
low, weathered wooden cabins tucked away in a crescent of forest.

While Burwell’s house weathered the passing years, the quarters were
more ephemeral, having vanished by the end of the first decade of the nine-
teenth century. They were rediscovered in 1970 during an archaeological re-
connaissance of the Carter’s Grove property (Kelso and Frank 1972). Exca-
vation at the site revealed ditches, fencelines, and a series of subfloor pits that
appeared to denote the former locations of three structures (Figure 3.17).
No traces of subsurface foundations, structural postholes, or chimneys were
found, suggesting that these buildings were either of ground-sill log or frame
construction with earthen floors, or they sat on very shallow brick piers or
foundations that had been removed for reuse or completely plowed away
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3.17. Carter's Grove Quarter archaeological remains

in the intervening years. Large quantities of nails recovered from the sub-
floor pits suggest that the buildings were probably of frame, rather than log,
construction.

A well southwest of the quarter and a freshwater spring located in the ra-
vine supplied the quarter inhabitants with drinking water. Despite the slen-
der nature of the structural evidence, it appears that the excavated portions
of the quarter consisted of three dwellings.

House One. The northernmost concentration of subfloor pits indicated
that a building with dimensions at least 42 x 20 feet had rested over 12 pits
(Figure 3.18). Although no archaeological evidence was found to indicate the
location of the building’s hearths, the dense scattering of pits over the entire
tootprint of the building suggests a central chimney opening into each room.
A lone subfloor pit was located outside the presumed footprint of the build-
ing, probably in a small, unheated lean-to addition.

House Two. A subfloor pit located 55 feet southeast of House Three was
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interpreted as having been associated with a small single-room dwelling.
Other than a small area of scorched earth east of the subfloor pit suggest-
ing the former hearth location, there was no other structural evidence re-
maining.

House Three. Located 30 feet southwest of Structure One were two iden-
tical subfloor pits. These 9-x-6-foot pits, each contained traces of a 6.5-x-4.5-
foot wooden box. The dwelling believed to have rested over these two fea-
tures has been interpreted as a 30-x-12-foot two-room duplex, built to house
one family in each of its 15-x-12-foot rooms (Figure 3.19). A fenced enclosure
at the eastern end of the duplex, as evidenced by a series of small stake holes,
helped form a small courtyard between Structures One and Three. Encir-
cling a garden or forming a poultry pen, this enclosure helped form a visual
barrier between the plantation house and the quarter yard.

Archaeological Analysis of Subfloor Pits

Analysis of the subfloor pit fills and artifacts from the three structures re-
vealed that all but several of the pits had been filled at the same time, pre-
sumably when the overlying structures were destroyed. The composition of
the uppermost fill in these pits was identical, a dark brown loam mixed with
wood ash and brick bits, indicating that the features had been filled with ma-
terial from the same source (Table 3.5).

There was little evidence of the digging and redigging of pits apparent
at the other earlier sites. By the end of the eighteenth century, the enslaved
had learned to construct pits of sizes and depths not prone to damage from
groundwater. The two deepest pits at the site, associated with House Three,
contained prefabricated wooden boxes. This construction method would
have prevented the collapse of pit walls, a problem that had plagued deeper
pits at the earlier Utopia quarters.

A total of 2,530 artifacts was recovered from the Carter’s Grove subfloor
pits. Since soil was not screened during this excavation, this artifact count,
like that at Kingsmill Quarter, is not representative of the complete cultural
assemblage from the site. Categories of smaller objects, including some types
of faunal remains, buttons, straight pins, and beads are underrepresented in
the assemblage. Painted pearlwares provided a zerminus post quem date of
1775 as the earliest year that the filling could have taken place, with produc-
tion ranges of the ceramic assemblage suggesting an occupation range of
1780 to 1800. The quarters were likely abandoned when Nathaniel Burwell 11
removed most of the laborers from Carter’s Grove by early 1797.
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3.19. Carter's Grove Quarter Structure Three archaeological remains

Summary

Although the construction date for the quarter is unknown, it was likely built
when Nathaniel Burwell I gained control of the property in 1771. Analysis
of the artifacts and fill of the pits suggests that they were filled simulta-
neously, when the quarter was destroyed at the end of the eighteenth cen-
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tury. By this time, the buildings would have been almost 30 years old and in
shoddy condition.

Nathaniel Burwell IT seems to have survived the war with remarkably
little hardship to his family or his bondspeople (Walsh 1997:128). After the
resumption of trade with the English following the war, he returned to the
production of tobacco, although focusing more time and energy on his Vir-
ginia Piedmont plantations as the century drew to a close. In late 1796 or
early the following year, Burwell removed nearly all of his agricultural work-
ers from Carter’s Grove, sending them west to his property in Frederick

County (Walsh 1997:217).
Summary

Archaeological findings from these three plantations provide a good oppor-
tunity to chart change through time in subfloor pit construction and use,
as well as providing a means for examining the material conditions of rural
slave life in eighteenth-century Virginia. Each site was occupied for roughly
20 to 30 years, a period corresponding with a single generation of enslaved
individuals. Because land transactions and marriages between the Burwell
and Bray families brought continuity between the various plantations, there
was a corresponding continuity within the slave communities residing in
these quarters. Considered together, the sites span the entire eighteenth
century—a period of great change within the Virginia economy and slave
demographics.

At each site, archaeological excavations revealed a group of buildings that
served as slave housing. Each of the quarters was comparable in size, com-
position, and location within its respective plantation. Each site had been
home to a community of male and female adults, as well as young children.
The location of these quarters at some distance from the main plantation
house and adjacent to arable land suggested that most of the residents were
involved in agricultural labor.

While building construction techniques varied between the sites, sub-
floor pits were present at each location. These sites provided a sample of 103
subfloor pits, with each containing roughly equivalent numbers of pits, be-
tween 15 and 26. Of these 103 features, detailed artifact analysis was under-
taken on the 81 pits whose contents were associated with the enslaved com-
munity. While the artifact assemblages from the remaining 23 features were
not analyzed to determine pit function, the pits were not without analytical
value. Because enslaved residents originally constructed the pits, these fea-
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tures were considered appropriate for inclusion in analysis of pit size, depth,
location, shape, and construction techniques. For example, it became appar-
ent during this descriptive analysis that there were noticeable differences be-
tween hearth-front pits and pits in other locations. Hearth pits appeared to
have been maintained through repair and recutting to a greater degree than
pits in other locations. In Chapter 5, quantitative analysis will be used to ex-
plore these variables further to determine if there was significant variation

among them.




4
Intersite Comparisons:

The Material Lives of the Enslaved

This study examines five sites spanning the full course of the eighteenth
century, a period in which Virginia went from being a royal colony to an
independent commonwealth within the emerging new nation. It also wit-
nessed the rise of an elite planter class who could afford expansive planta-
tions and large labor forces to work lands green with tobacco. This enslaved
labor force was largely African-born in the early part of the century, making
the transition as the century progressed into one predominantly Virginia-
born. Economic and environmental factors changed the face of agriculture
in the second half of the century, as tobacco was edged out by a more diver-
sified economy based in cereal grains and livestock. Westward expansion, ac-
celerating after the Revolutionary War, brought about the relocation of vast
numbers of Tidewater Virginia slaves.

The changing demographics of the economy and labor force were writ
in the archaeological record, as viewed here through the microcosm of these
five sites. Comparing the five quarters within the larger context of Virginia
archaeological and historical research reveals changing patterns in architec-
ture, material life, work, and diet, and forms a picture of enslaved life in
eighteenth-century Tidewater Virginia.

Architecture and Demographics

All five sites, similar in size, function, and placement at their respective plan-
tations, were outlying quarters that housed slaves whose primary responsi-
bilities were agricultural work and tending livestock. Over the course of the
century, changes in construction methods, building sizes, and arrangement
on the landscape provided clues to quarter demographics. Some of these
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changes reflect the transitional nature of the slave population, as the arrival
of more women led to the formation of families. Other modifications appear
to be related to changing patterns of building technology.

Broad patterns in construction techniques and building size are evident
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century slave quarters excavated in Virginia
over the last three decades (Table 4.1). The tradition of earthfast construc-
tion, a vernacular building form common throughout seventeenth-century
Tidewater Virginia and Maryland, was still in evidence for slave housing
prior to 1750. Structures at the two earliest Utopia Quarters were timber-
framed buildings constructed around earth-set posts. Roughly riven clap-
boards, unglazed wooden-shuttered windows, earthen floors, and stick and
mud chimneys gave these inexpensively and quickly built structures spartan,
rough-hewn appearances inside and out.

By the last occupation at Utopia, beginning around midcentury, earth-
fast buildings had given way to log or timber-framed structures set on shal-
low ground sills. Leaving no archaeological traces of foundation walls or
supports, placement and estimated dimensions of these structures had to be
based solely on the patterns of subfloor pits cut through their earthen floors.
This same form of construction, also with stick and mud chimneys, was evi-
dent at the late eighteenth-century Carter’s Grove Quarter, as well as other
contemporary slave dwellings in the Williamsburg area (Franklin 1997). The
lower construction costs and the relative speed and ease with which these
houses could be built relative to earthfast dwellings helped account for this
change in construction methods.

The only permanent architecture at any of the five sites was found at
Kingsmill Quarter. This site’s two timber-framed structures had been con-
structed on continuous brick foundations, with wooden floors, glazed win-
dows, and brick chimneys. While these structures may have originally served
as an overseer’s home and kitchen and were later converted to slave housing, the
use of more permanent construction materials and methods as seen archaeo-
logically at Kingsmill and in standing eighteenth-century slave dwellings at
Tuckahoe foreshadowed the more substantial slave housing of nineteenth-
century Virginia.

In addition to changing construction methods, house size and overall
form altered during the course of the century as well. Some of this change
can be related to the formation of slave families, which had begun to occur
on plantation quarters prior to midcentury. Slave marriage and the estab-
lishment of families were generally encouraged by slave owners. While pro-
viding a more ordinary course of life for the enslaved, this form of control
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also benefited the planter, as an individual with family ties and obligations
was less likely to run away or cause trouble.

In correspondence and other surviving writings, eighteenth-century Vir-
ginia planters differentiated between slave quarters and cabins, suggesting
they drew a distinction between single-family dwellings and structures built
as barracks to accommodate larger groups of slaves (Morgan 1998:106). Over
the course of the century, the occurrence of smaller dwellings increased, cor-
responding with the formation of family units as the changing demograph-
ics of the population allowed (Fesler 2004). These dwellings could be small
single-room log or frame cabins or duplexes that would accommodate two
families, each living in its own separate room under one roof. Utopia’s Pe-
riod IV Structure 140 was a 704-square-foot duplex set on shallow wooden
piers. Some of the earlier and larger barracks-style structures were retrofitted
into smaller spaces by adding partition walls and new doorways to accom-
modate the needs of enslaved families.

Reduction in house size was the most important trend in slave architec-
ture in the second half of the eighteenth century (Fesler 2004:228), illustrat-
ing a reevaluation by Virginia planters of slave housing strategies that better
fit the emerging family structures of the enslaved population. This transition
from group residences to homes for single or extended families occurred as
the slave trade diminished in importance and the slave population became
self-sustaining. Fesler’s analysis of architectural data on 67 Virginia slave
quarters determined that housing unit size diminished nearly 6o percent
over the course of the eighteenth century (Fesler 2004:258).

Aside from the trend at these sites toward a less permanent and more
economical form of construction as the eighteenth century progressed, ar-
chitectural evidence suggests quarter demographics, as well as slaves’ roles
in shaping their built environment. In the absence of good documentary
evidence on the enslaved communities at these sites, it is impossible to say
with certainty how residents were distributed about the quarter or how they
used these buildings. The structures themselves offer some clues, however.
At Utopia’s Period II occupation, only one room in each two-room building
was heated, typical of an early English hall and parlor floor plan (Carson et
al. 1981). This evidence suggests that all the residents of any given structure
had access to both rooms. If this conclusion is correct, then it is possible that
the enslaved were using each of the two rooms differently. The floor plan
of Structure 50 at Utopia Period III, with its heated central room and small
flanking unheated spaces, and that of the unheated addition at Kingsmill
Quarter suggest general living and working areas separated from sleeping
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and storage spaces (Fesler 2004). It is possible that groups of unrelated indi-
viduals or even large extended families lived in these structures, with sleep-
ing areas separated by gender or by small groupings within a family. This
situation contrasts with the later two-room/two-hearth duplexes at Utopia
and Carter’s Grove, where a family group presumably inhabited each room.

The limited space (192 square feet) in Structure 40 at Utopia Period III,
compared with the other buildings there, may indicate that it served as a
single-family dwelling. At Carter’s Grove and Utopia Period 1V, the pres-
ence of several single isolated subfloor pits suggested that small single-family
structures had once stood over them. At Carter’s Grove and Utopia, several
subfloor pits were located adjacent to the houses, suggesting small unheated
sheds added as private spaces for individuals.

The U-shaped building arrangement at the earliest Utopia quarter, simi-
lar to West African house compounds of that period, suggests that the en-
slaved had input in the design of quarter structures and communities (Fesler
2004; Sobel 1987). The central courtyard located there and a similar arrange-
ment at the Carter’s Grove Quarter formed a communal area largely shel-
tered from the planter’s gaze. Thus situated, the enslaved could expect, as
visitor Edward Kimber observed in 1746, to “have a pretty deal of Liberty in
their Quarter” (Kimber 1998:148). Assembled around fires that provided a
degree of heat in the colder months and kept away the region’s hungry mos-
quitoes in the summer, the residents gathered to socialize, rest, and prepare
meals. Charles Janson, traveling in the United States in the 1790s, noted
that slaves would “often sit up after their work is done, over a large fire,
even in the heat of the summer,” talking loudly (Janson 1807:363). Similar to
many West African societies, it appeared that numerous activities took place
outside the dark and drafty quarters, with these buildings used primarily
for sleeping and storage. Although quarters were often built using English
building dimensions and floor plans, it appears that the residents used them
in African ways. Fesler’s (2004) analysis of artifact distributions at Utopia II
suggests that the quarter functioned in many respects as an archetypal vil-
lage compound, with gendered division of space and a communal lifestyle.
As Virginia-born slaves began to predominate, quarter layout became less
West African in nature. The physical arrangement of the quarters at the later
Utopia occupations was more organic than the earlier Utopia settlement,
with buildings scattered at various alignments on the landscape.

While the spatial arrangements of some quarters were suggestive of Af-
rican American influence, slaves may have also been instrumental in choos-
ing the construction techniques used in building their homes. The overall
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dimensions, post and beam construction, roof framing, small interior spaces,
and earthen floors typical of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Vir-
ginia slave quarters were also common to many West African societies (So-
bel 1987; Vlach 1978). Because the enslaved participated in all phases of house
construction, they may have been able to create living spaces that conformed
to familiar and desirable conceptions of physical space.

While most quarter buildings appeared to have been constructed and
used as housing, corncribs, barns, and similar outbuildings were often pres-
ent at quarters. Livestock enclosures and garden spaces were typical, and the
Kingsmill yard appeared to have contained a small pond, probably for wa-
tering livestock. Freshwater springs and, less commonly, wells served quarter
residents as sources for water. Large trash pits filled with animal bone, shell-
fish, and other debris stood close enough to the dwellings at each site to have
created unpleasant odors for the quarter residents on a warm day, as well as
inviting unwanted rodents and other wildlife into the immediate area.

The trend in small single-room structures and duplexes continued into
the nineteenth century. Virginia quarters show the influence of that cen-
tury’s plantation reform movement which advocated healthier and cleaner
living conditions as well as stricter discipline for slaves (McKee 1992). Build-
ings were raised off the ground on masonry stone or wooden pier supports to
allow a healthy flow of air beneath their wooden floors. Rooms were shielded
against the cold by glass-paned windows; substantial chimneys of brick or
stone provided heat.

Examining slave housing over the course of the eighteenth century re-
veals changing architectural form and function reflective of changes in slave
importation patterns and Virginia slave demographics. As conditions be-
come more conducive to the formation of families, the building trend moved
away from non-kin individuals coresiding in group housing to smaller single-
family units. While the total amount of living space allotted to each slave
“improved little, if at all, through the eighteenth century” (Morgan 1998:112),
perhaps a more important factor in the quality of life for the enslaved came
from the greater opportunity to live in relative, albeit cramped, privacy with
family members.

Material Life

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century travelers, particularly visitors from En-
gland and Europe, were fascinated with all aspects of North American life
and published lengthy travelogues about their journeys. Of particular in-
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terest were the lives of enslaved African Americans, and these travelers
made it a point to comment on the work, personal habits, and living con-
ditions of the enslaved. These accounts provide interesting glimpses into
life in the quarters. The recounting of material possessions generally speaks
to the meagerness of material goods owned by the enslaved. Niemcewicz’s
(1965:100) often-quoted passage about one of George Washington’s quar-
ters with its cups and teapot in the midst of little else provides a bleak pic-
ture of the level of material comforts experienced by most slaves. Other ex-
amples mention wooden beds and straw pallets on the floor, covered with
old woolen blankets, and minimal cooking equipment is also often noted,
as in the iron and brass kettle, pot racks, iron pot, frying pan, and beer bar-
rel in one Virginia quarter (Morgan 1998:115). These accounts, which focus
generally on the absence of furniture, seldom provide the full range of goods
found at slave quarters. Archaeological research indicates a range of hand-
crafted goods, as well as manufactured and imported tablewares, glass, and
tools present in the quarters.

What do the artifacts from the five sites reveal about life at these quarters
during the eighteenth century? Generally, the limited range of the artifacts
recovered from these features suggested a meager material life for the en-
slaved throughout the century, with some increase in quantities and varieties
of material goods over time. A summary table of the quantities and percent-
ages of subfloor pit artifacts by category for each site is provided in Table 4.2.
The increase in material goods coincides with the overall expansion of con-
sumerism throughout colonial American society and the increasing avail-
ability of goods for consumers in general. The following pages provide an
overview of material life at each of the sites, with a subsequent detailed
comparison of several specific categories of material remains: ceramics, die-
tary evidence, tools, and personal items. The site data are placed within the
broader context of slave access to and acquisition of material goods.

While the earliest occupation at Utopia (1700-1730) yielded the largest
number of recovered artifacts, it also contained the most limited range of ar-
tifact types.! Most of the finds were either food or structural remains. Bottle
and table glass were nonexistent, and ceramics formed less than 1 percent
of the assemblage from the subfloor pits. Food bone, oyster and clam shell,
ethnobotanical remains, and eggshell comprised over half (54.5 percent) of
the recovered artifacts from Utopia Period II. Nails and other architectural
debris made up approximately one-quarter of the artifacts. While ceramics
and tools were found in only minimal quantities, their presence shows the
incorporation of European-produced goods into the daily lives of the resi-




Table 4.2. Subfloor Pit Artifact type percentages by study site

Kingsmill
Utopia Utopia Utopia Phase Carter’s

Artifact type 11 III v One pits  Grove
Kitchen artifact group
Ceramics 0.9 4.1 6.3 5.0 21.2
Wine and Case Bottles 0 6.5 6.1 27.3 14.5
Pharmaceutical bottles 0 0.1 0.7 0.7 1.6
Table glass 0 0 0.4 1 0.4
Tableware/Cutlery 0.2 0.2 1.3 1.3 1
Kitchenware 0 0 0.2 0.1 0
Food group
Animal bone, fish scale 45 46.1 18.9 4 15.4
Opyster and clam shell, 7.3 4.7 6.9 0 0

crab claws
Eggshell 2.1 3.1 0 0 0
Ethnobotanical remains 0.1 2.1 0 0 0
Architectural group
Nails/Spikes 26.6 19.2 37.7 33.6 31.3
Architectural hardware/ 0.2 0.3 0.7 1.8 1.9

window glass
Arms group
Gun or Food- 0 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1

procurement
Clothing group
Clothing items 0.1 0.3 1.1 1.5 1.6
Sewing implements 0.1 0.9 0.5 2.1 0.3
Personal group
Jewelry 0.1 0.2 0 0.3 0
Personal 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.9
Tobacco pipe group
Tobacco pipes 5.4 1.7 7.2 14.9 7.1
Tools group
Agricultural tools 0.1 0 0.1 0.5 0.1
Woodworking tools 0.1 0 0.2 0.5 0
Other tools 0 0 0 0 0.1
Horse-related 0 0 0 0.1 0.4

Continued on the next page
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Table 4.2. Continued

Kingsmill
Utopia Utopia Utopia ~ Phase  Carter’s

Artifact type 11 II1 I\Y% One pits Grove
Miscellaneous group

Prehistoric artifacts 1.9 2.1 29 0.4 0
Fossil shell 5.4 5.8 0.9 0 0.2
Other 0.8 0.3 3.9 0.8 0.9
Indeterminate 1.8 1.6 2.9 3.4 0.9
Total % 98 99.9 99.6 99.8 99.9
Total number of artifacts 13,376 6,054 2,743 1,493 2,483

dents. These items were sparse, however, and other objects such as wooden
and gourd bowls and other implements not preserved archaeologically were
made by slaves to supplement imported goods. The next two generations at
Utopia had greater access to manufactured items than did their predecessors.
These later periods reflect an overall increase in the importance of ceramics,
glass containers, and tools, as shown in their greater proportions in the site
assemblages. In general, however, food-related items and architectural de-
bris remained the categories with the most artifacts.

The increased importance of household goods over time at Utopia was
also evident at the two other plantations, with a variety of ceramics, buttons
and buckles, agricultural tools, and personal items. Some of the recovered
ceramics suggest the residents had some access to discards from the Bur-
well family.

Ceramics

At the study sites, ceramics were analyzed for what they revealed about
slave foodways and about how the enslaved were acquiring material goods.
Analysis was performed at the ceramic vessel rather than at the individual
sherd level. Minimum numbers of vessels were determined using rims or
bases as the initial count, with distinctive vessels added subjectively based on
unique decoration or technological attributes. Estimated vessel counts were
made based on analysis of the subfloor pit and trash deposits, providing a
good idea of ceramic types and vessel forms used by the quarters’ residents.
Vessel forms were based on examples shown in Beaudry et al. (1983) and
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Table 4.3. Vessel forms assigned to vessel function categories

Vessel function Vessel types

Food preparation/storage Butterpot, milkpan, milk bowl, baking
pan, ceramic bottle, oil jar, pipkin,
colander, bowl, storage jar, storage jug

Food consumption/distribution Plate, porringer, soup plate, serving
bowl, charger, dish, salt, tureen,
sauceboat, footed dish

Traditional beverage Tankard, drinking pot, syllabub pot

consumption/distribution

New beverage Chocolate, coffee or teapot, milk pitcher,

Consumption/distribution teabowl, saucer, can, punch bowl, sugar
dish

Health/hygiene Chamberpot, drug jar, drug pot, basin

Yentsch (1990). A functional classification of the ceramics was taken, with
categories adapted from Yentsch (1990) and defined in Table 4.3.

Ceramics were also classified and grouped, based on their body fabric
and glaze, into coarse and refined earthenwares and stonewares, tin enamel
earthenwares, colonoware, and porcelain. Table 4.4 lists specific ceramic
types from the study sites and the categories to which they were assigned.

A minimum of 18 ceramic vessels was recovered from Utopia Period 11
and 37 from Utopia Period III. Charting vessel counts shows that ceramic
type distributions were very similar for the two periods, but there were dif-
ferences in vessel functions (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). The vessels present in-
cluded locally produced as well as English and European wares. Many of
the vessels were of inexpensive coarse earthenware and stoneware with high
percentages of food storage or preparation forms, such as milk pans, storage
jars, and jugs. These vessels may have been used along with wooden bowls,
gourds, buckets, bags, or barrels for storing such food rations as cornmeal
and salted meat.

Other vessels, such as the tin enamel earthenware teabowl, plate, and
punchbowl at Utopia Period II, would have been more appropriate for hold-
ing food during meals. At the next Utopia occupation, a wider variety of tea
and tablewares was present, including a white salt-glazed stoneware teabowl,
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Table 4.4. Ceramic types assigned to ceramic categories

Ceramic category Ceramic types

Coarse earthenware Yorktown-type earthenware, Buckley, black glazed
redware, Pennsylvania earthenwares, North Devon
coarse earthenwares, Iberian coarse earthenware,
coarse agateware

Coarse stoneware Yorktown-type stoneware, Westerwald stoneware,
Fulham stoneware, English brown stoneware,
American stoneware

Refined earthenware Creamware, pearlware, Jackfield, North Midlands
slipped earthenware, refined agateware, Staffordshire
mottled earthenware

Refined stoneware White salt glaze stoneware, Nottingham stoneware,
Staffordshire stoneware

Porcelain Chinese porcelain, English porcelain

saucer, and bowl, a North Midlands slipped earthenware cup, and coarse
stoneware tankards.

The enslaved supplemented imported ceramic vessels with other forms in
locally produced colonoware. It is likely that slaves used some of these ves-
sels as cooking pots to prepare stews or cornmeal-based mushes and oth-
ers as bowls for preparing and consuming food. During the earliest period
at Utopia, colonoware fragments comprised 41 percent of the total assem-
blage of ceramics, decreasing to 13 percent in Period III. Percentages of
colonoware fragments decreased through time at the sites, a factor likely
linked to the increased availability and lower cost of English and European
ceramics later in the century.

The final period at Utopia yielded an enormous variety of ceramics com-
pared with the two earlier occupations, with a minimum of 69 ceramic ves-
sels. Unlike the earlier periods, expensive wares such as enameled white
salt-glaze stonewares, overglaze Chinese porcelain, and a refined earthen-
ware known as Jackfield were common in the assemblage. Vessel forms were
also quite different from earlier assemblages, including thin-bodied, elabo-
rately decorated teabowls and saucers, and an increasing emphasis on ves-
sels traditionally associated with eating and drinking, such as plates, cups,
and small bowls. The presence of Chinese porcelain at the quarters, albeit in
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4.2. Ceramic types at study sites

small quantities, was surprising, given the costliness of this ceramic, particu-
larly during the first half of the eighteenth century. Porcelain vessels dur-
ing the last occupation at Utopia included teabowls and saucers, as well as
plates, mugs, and punchbowls. Many of the expensive ceramics from this
period, especially the overglaze painted Chinese porcelains, may have origi-
nally been part of the Bray and Burwell family tablewares. As they fell out
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of fashion or components were broken, the pottery may have been passed
along to members of the enslaved community. The mismatched nature of
the porcelains at the site lends weight to this conclusion, as does the pres-
ence of matching ceramic patterns in the plantation house trash pits (Walsh
1997). The enslaved may have also obtained some of their ceramics piece-
meal at local stores.

Comparing the three occupations at Utopia revealed that overall numbers
of ceramic vessels increased despite the presumed stability in the quarter
population size throughout the different periods. The increased use of ce-
ramics may have been related to the greater availability of ceramics overall
in colonial society as the ceramic industry in England and Europe expanded
during the eighteenth century. Proportions of refined earthenware, stone-
ware, and porcelain vessel forms manufactured for dining and for partak-
ing of expensive, fashionable beverages rose dramatically in the final period
of occupation at Utopia. Although the cost of tea had declined by the end
of the eighteenth century, making it economically accessible across a wider
range of economic levels, it is unlikely that these vessels were used for serv-
ing tea at the quarters. Teabowls and saucers were used in ways that fit with
the needs of life at the quarter by holding semiliquid mushes and stews at
mealtime.

Although the Utopia quarters assemblages showed increasing quantities
and varieties of goods, this experience was not uniform across the remaining
two sites. Phase One pits from Kingsmill Quarter, contemporaneous with
Utopia Period 1V, contained a limited number and range of artifacts. Only
75 ceramic fragments, from a minimum total of 16 vessels, were recovered,
with coarse earthenware and stoneware vessels in food preparation and stor-
age forms predominating.

Analysis of subfloor pit artifacts shows fragments from a minimum to-
tal of 69 ceramic vessels at Carter’s Grove. While the Carter’s Grove quarter
had the second lowest overall artifact assemblage count of any of the study
sites, it had the largest minimum ceramic vessel count, displaying a variety
of ceramic types and functions. Almost half (46 percent) of the ceramic ves-
sels were forms originally manufactured for serving and eating food, while
another 16 percent were teabowls, saucers, and teapots. The use of these ves-
sels was adapted to African American cuisine, based on a diet of stews and
semiliquid foods. Fragments of cast-iron cooking pots were recovered at all
of the sites, reflecting this type of diet.

The broad range of ceramic types and mismatched vessels implies that
the enslaved were acquiring pottery in a piecemeal fashion, perhaps through
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acquisitions of cracked, chipped, or out-of-fashion vessels from the planters’
tables. Times of prosperity for a planter sometimes resulted in largesse for
the slave community. After George Washington purchased a set of cream-
ware, the enslaved living in the House for Families received a set of less
fashionable white salt-glazed stoneware—presumably recycled from the
Washington household (Morgan 1998:115). Tin enameled earthenware plates
bearing a peacock design were found both at Burwell’s Kingsmill plantation
house and at the later-dating Kingsmill Quarter (Kelso 1977). A number of
the vessels from the Carter’s Grove quarter, including a white salt-glazed
stoneware soup plate produced around midcentury, were quite old by the
time they found their way into the ground at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. This vessel and others bore heavy scratches and stains that spoke of
long periods of use at the quarter.

Some ceramic items may have been obtained through barter or direct
purchase at local stores. While it was once believed that slaves had little par-
ticipation in the market economy, extrapolating from plantation and store
accounts suggests otherwise. Plantation account books record the enslaved
bartering and selling garden produce, barnyard fowl, and handcrafted items
to planters, at local markets, and in stores (Heath 2004; Martin 1997). Planta-
tion tutor Philip Fithian’s journal provided a first-hand glimpse into the bar-
tering system that kept goods and services flowing in the internal economy
of one Virginia plantation when he received a watermelon from the garden
of an elderly enslaved couple in return for writing out a list of their children
(Fithian 1968:185). The small truck gardens and fowl tended during the early
morning or evening hours were often a family’s hedge against hunger and
malnutrition, as well as providing an economic means for providing other
necessities and amenities.

Diet

To study slave diet at the sites, physical remains from plants and animals were
combined with indirect evidence of diet provided by artifacts used in the ac-
quisition and preparation of food. Soil stains delineating traces of garden
and animal enclosures, as well as documentary evidence from wills and in-
ventories, help complete the available picture of slave diet at the five sites.?
The quarter inhabitants in Period II at Utopia relied heavily on wild food,
with the forest, rivers, and marshes around the quarter providing varied re-
sources. The pit assemblages contained evidence of oyster and clam, crab,
gar, carp, and catfish, several species of turtle, passenger pigeon, and wild
mammals, including squirrel, raccoon, and woodchuck (Fesler 2004). A fish
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hook, lead shot, and two gunflints were evidence of hunting and fishing by
the Utopia inhabitants. Domestic species included cow, pig, and sheep, as
well as poultry. Meat from some of the domestic animals would have been
planter-provisioned, but the poultry was raised by the enslaved for meat as
well as eggs.

Almost half of the artifacts (45 percent) recovered from the Utopia Pe-
riod II subfloor pits were animal bones and fish scale. While faunal bone also
comprised a large component of the assemblages from the later two periods
at Utopia, identification of these assemblages has not yet been completed. It
is likely that a mixture of domestic mammals, supplemented with wild game,
is present in the assemblages. Clam, oyster, fish scale, turtle, crab, and egg-
shell were all common elements in this period. At Utopia Period III, artifact
evidence shows that hunting and fishing continued to be important.

No faunal analysis was available for the slave occupation at Kingsmill
Quarter. Faunal bones from the trash deposit at Carter’s Grove quarter were
primarily from cattle, with some sheep/goat, pig, and raccoon also present
(Bowen 1993). Despite this limited range of fauna, the cow and pig body ele-
ments present showed that the slaves had access to meatier cuts, as well as
what are generally considered the “poorer,” less meaty portions such as heads
or feet. Like the Utopia residents, the enslaved at Carter’s Grove hunted,
fished, and gathered food from the nearby river, marshes, and forests.

The small, fragmentary nature of the bones recovered on these sites sug-
gested that meat was used in one-pot meals combining meat, vegetables, and
broth. In addition to stretching meat portions, these meals could be left sim-
mering over a fire, requiring less work than roasted meat dishes. Further-
more, West African cuisine is heavily reliant on stewed and other semiliquid
toods, favoring cultural preferences as well as economic factors influencing
diet. A more extensive discussion of foodways on Virginia quarters is found
in Chapter 6.

Analysis of seeds, pollen, and phytoliths recovered at the first two oc-
cupations at Utopia provided virtually identical plant evidence (Table 4.5).
Charred seeds and nuts recovered from soil screening included corn, beans,
walnuts, and peaches. Pollen from several food species, including grapes and
legumes, was present. Plants typically considered weeds today, such as dan-
delion, chicory, pigweed, and amaranth, may have been food sources. Phyto-
liths and starch granules from cereal grains and sweet potatoes were also re-
covered.

Coupling the archaeological evidence recovered at these site assemblages
with documentary and archaeological evidence from colonial Virginia re-
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Table 4.5. Plant food remains from study sites

Utopia Utopia Utopia

Plant remains Botanical name 11 111 I\Y%
Charred seeds
Bean Vigna sps. XX XX
Berry, Unidentified — XX
Corn Zea mays XX
Nut (walnut?) Juglans? XX XX
Peach Prunus persica XX XX XX
Unidentified — XX
Pollen
Pigweed/Amaranth  Chenopodium XX Xx

sps.
Sunflower Helianthus sps. XX
Dandelion, Chicory  Liguliflorae XX XX
Grape Vitis Xx Xx
Legume Fabaceae XX
Phytoliths
Cereal grains — XX XX
Starch
Cereal grains — XX XX
Sweet potato Ipomoea batatas XX

veals that slaves relied on a variety of wild and domesticated plant and ani-
mal species during the eighteenth century. Provisioned meat was supple-
mented with game, poultry, and fish. Meat was prepared in stews, along with
corn and other vegetables grown in the quarter gardens.

Tools

The tools from the five study sites demonstrate the range of work activities
in which slaves were employed on eighteenth-century plantations (Table
4.6). As expected, agricultural tools predominated, with the assemblages
showing evidence of the century’s changing agricultural economy.

Tobacco, which formed the economic base of the Virginia colony dur-
ing the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, was raised on each of
the three plantations. Although timing the planting and cutting of tobacco
to ensure a good harvest required close attention to weather and soil con-
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Table 4.6. Tools from the study sites

Utopia  Utopia  Utopia Carter’s
Tools 11 111 1A% Kingsmill ~ Grove
Agricultural tools
Broad & narrow hoes 2 2 16 5 1
Scythes & sickles 1 3 3 2
Woodworking tools
Axes & hatchets 1 1 1
Chisels 2 2 1
Gouge & gimlet 3 1
Pliers & hammers 1 1 2
Ruler
Files 4 6 1 2
Adze & lathe 2
Saw blade 1 2
Other tools
Miscellaneous 2 1 1
Sewing tools
Scissors 1 7 1
Thimble 1 1 4
Box iron insert 1

ditions, only a simple tool kit was necessary for raising this crop. Narrow
hoes were used to break up soil and create hills for transplanting the seed-
lings in spring. Slaves plying broad hoes kept the area around the plants free
of weeds during the growing season. Hoes were present at all of the study
sites and reflect the cultivation of tobacco as well as other crops like corn and
wheat. Tobacco lost its economic hold as the eighteenth century progressed,
but its production never completely ceased.

Because of fluctuating tobacco prices and declining soil fertility, Virginia
planters began to diversify their agricultural production in the 1720s and
1730s. This strategy of raising corn, wheat, and other grains in addition to
tobacco helped distribute the economic risks associated with monocropping.
Tools used for grain production began to appear in the second quarter of the
eighteenth century at Utopia, reflecting the increasing importance of wheat
and other cereal grains throughout the century. These tools included scythes
and sickles used to cut the ripe grain, as well as sharpening stones for honing
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knives and other cutting implements. Scythe blades and sickles were also in-
cluded in the Carter’s Grove and Kingsmill assemblages.

While agricultural tasks formed the core of slaves’ daily activities at these
outlying quarters, the excavated tools also indicate the occurence of both
skilled and unskilled woodworking tasks. Axes and hatchets serve as evi-
dence of nonagricultural chores assigned slaves during winter months—
cutting firewood and building fences, tobacco barns, corn cribs, and other
plantation structures. Saws and hammers were used to fashion timber into
a variety of products. Utopia owner James Bray III sold unfinished timber,
as well as planking, clapboards, fence rails, barrels, and other finished wood
products produced by enslaved laborers (Kelso 1984:40).

Utopia’s Period II yielded portions of two rulers, several woodworking
chisels, and a hammer suggesting the presence of a skilled carpenter. The rul-
ers indicate an individual possessing a familiarity with the British counting
system and possibly the ability to perform at least simple mathematical cal-
culations. The presence of numerous woodworking tools from all the occu-
pations at Utopia, particularly types used in the more skilled tasks of shaping
and finishing wood products, may indicate a tradition of cross-generational
training at the quarter. Other tools from the quarters expand the range of
slave tasks beyond agricultural and woodworking activities to include ma-
sonry and shipbuilding.

While agricultural fieldwork would have fallen to both men and women,
some tasks appear to have been gender-based. Enslaved women were gen-
erally assigned responsibility for the construction and repair of clothing on
the plantation. Their sewing equipment was basic; scissors, thimbles, and
straight pins were typical. While most of the planter-provisioned slave cloth-
ing was probably produced in buildings located near the plantation house,
slaves repaired their own clothing at their homes and likely also crafted some
new garments made from purchased fabric.

Personal Items

The most prevalent items of personal use at the study sites were kaolin to-
bacco pipes. The use of tobacco crosscut all segments of Virginia society.
Tobacco pipes were inexpensive, easily acquired, and in some instances were
even supplied to slaves by the planter. In 1755, Joseph Ball sent to his nephew
a number of items from England, including “the foul pipes to be distrib-
uted among my Negroes as you think fit” (Ball 1755). Enslaved men and
women both smoked, and in Virginia tobacco may have retained aspects of
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its spiritual significance among some West African cultures, where it was
often buried with the dead to speed their journey to the afterlife (Crow
1970 [1830]; Equiano 1987). This practice is also seen archaeologically in the
American South. Three of the adults buried in the Utopia cemetery had to-
bacco pipes placed under their arms (Fesler 1998). In addition, several of the
subfloor pit shrines discussed in Chapter 8 contained intact tobacco pipes.

Some items of personal adornment, primarily beads, were found in the
pits. At Utopia Period II, these beads included locally produced shell and
clay beads, imported European glass beads, and a polished ebony example
that may have been brought from Africa. Beads, long associated with Af-
rican Americans by archaeologists (Stine et al. 1996), are believed to have
functioned in several ways for enslaved women. Not only were they objects
of adornment, but they may have also reinforced African cultural identi-
ties. Other items may have also been used for adornment. Numerous but-
tons, with several containing paste “jewels,” were found in the pits. Buttons
could have been used as clothing fasteners or as ornaments. Also notable at
the Utopia sites was the presence of fossilized Glycymeris shells with natu-
rally occurring worm holes near the shell hinge. These items could have
been sewn to clothing as ornamentation or worn on cords around the neck
as jewelry.

Other personal items from Period Il included handcrafted clay marbles—
one marble had been incised with an X, perhaps as a mark of ownership—
and mirror glass, bone combs, jaw harps, violin hardware, and several coins.

Summary

Although a comprehensive comparative analysis of eighteenth-century Vir-
ginia slave sites has yet to be undertaken, a fuller picture of the physical con-
ditions of life for Virginia’s slaves has emerged through archaeology. Hous-
ing, as expected, was rudimentary. The small size of most quarters, traces
of fenced enclosures, and the spatial groupings of structures denote com-
munal spaces for socializing and cooking, indicating that a substantial por-
tion of free time was spent outside. Like the homes of many middling plant-
ers of English descent, quarters generally had dirt floors, and the absence of
window glass on most eighteenth-century sites suggests that keeping out
cold drafts and insects was virtually impossible. Quarter size ranged from
144 to 704 square feet. While small by modern standards, the majority of co-
lonial Virginian middling plantation owners fared little better in terms of




106  Chapter 4.

space. A survey taken in Halifax County in 1785 revealed that over 75 per-
cent of the settlers surveyed were living in one-room homes of less than 320
square feet (Nicholls 1989).

Changing plantation management practices in the eighteenth century
provided the enslaved greater opportunities to acquire different skills. These
new proficiencies could translate into opportunities for economic advance-
ment through the sale of crafted goods or the hiring out of one’s labors for
cash. The formation of family-based households also allowed families to
pool resources (Fesler 2004). Through cooperation and sharing, households
were better able to garner and generate material resources, seen archaeologi-
cally in the wider array of materials goods on the later dated sites.

The material world of the enslaved, not surprisingly, consisted predomi-
nantly of English and European goods and became more standardized
throughout the eighteenth century. In some respects, the material conditions
at slave communities were tied to the plantation owner. The gentry plant-
ers at Utopia, Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove were better positioned to sup-
ply their enslaved laborers with necessities than their less wealthy counter-
parts. The enslaved at Utopia, Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove appeared to
benefit from the trickle-down effect created as the consumer revolution of
the second half of the eighteenth century made more goods available to a
wider segment of the population. Possessing material amenities like Chinese
porcelain, however, did not make life any less difficult or the work less ar-
duous for the enslaved at these plantations.

Whether provisioned, handed down by the planter, or acquired by the en-
slaved through barter or purchase, these goods often bore little similarity to
everyday objects from their native cultures. While many of the enslaved in
eighteenth-century Virginia had been born here, periods of heavy slave im-
portation during this period brought substantial numbers of newly arrived
Africans to the plantations. Nevertheless, the enslaved incorporated these
new goods into their lives at the quarters, often no doubt using them in
ways that had little to do with their intended function. Teabowls crafted and
painted in China to hold a beverage served with elaborate rituals were used
instead to hold a hastily eaten meal of cornmeal mush, dipped out with fin-
gers or rough pewter spoons. Scissors that cut fabric to craft a ballgown for
the plantation mistress could also be pressed into service as a shrine object
whose blades had the power to cut the pain of childbirth or the sharp words
of the foreman.

Into this world of manufactured goods, the slaves also introduced lo-
cally produced items, such as colonoware pottery, that filled residents’ needs.
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Many of these items, particularly those fashioned of wood or other plant
materials, no longer survive. Some of these items would have been strictly
functional, such as furniture, while others would have also been expressions
of artistic and spiritual creativity.

Archaeological study of the detritus of daily life can provide a perspec-
tive on African American life generally absent in the documents—the per-
spective of the enslaved themselves, visible through the structural footings
of homes, the broken ceramic bowls from which they ate their food, and the
objects that gave spiritual meaning to their lives.

Notes

1. Data recovery techniques at Utopia Periods II and III, which included collect-
ing and processing soil from all subfloor pits, account for the higher numbers of ar-
tifacts from these two sites.

2. The data presented here have limitations. At the time of this study, partial, un-
quantified lists of species were the most complete faunal data available. Data re-
covery techniques prevented comparison of the sites. Because soil was not screened
at Carter’s Grove and Kingsmill, most small plant and faunal materials went un-

recovered, and no shells were retained from these same sites. These two decisions de-
flate the importance of shellfish and fish in the diet of the sites’ residents. No seed,
pollen, starch, or phytolith analyses were undertaken at either Kingsmill or Carter’s
Grove Quarters.
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Preliminary Analysis and Proposed
Functions of Subfloor Pits

One of the most remarkable features of folklore is its adaptability and
endurance. Man does not give up the results of his creative acts easily.
Instead, he is inclined to change either their form or substance, adapting
them into new needs and stresses.

—Abrahams (1968)

Previous chapters demonstrated the association of subfloor pits with African
American slave quarters, beginning in the late seventeenth century, with the
highest occurrences in the eighteenth century. It has been hypothesized that
the enslaved used pits for storage of food and personal possessions, as well as
West African—style shrines. This chapter examines the physical characteris-
tics of subfloor pits and provides results of analytical testing on several key
characteristics. Through this testing, further refinement of hypotheses about
how these pits functioned in Virginia quarters is possible.

The Construction of Subfloor Pits

Subfloor pits are found within the footprints or confines of buildings, al-
though in some cases the impermanence of shallow brick or wooden ground-
sill structural footings left no physical traces of walls. In these instances, the
locations and limits of the structures were often determined indirectly by
the locations of subfloor pits, which had been cut down into the underlying
clay subsoil.

Subfloor pits may have originally been dug as sources of clay for chink-
ing log walls and chimneys (Kimmel 1993). Log construction was a common
building technique for slave houses in Virginia in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, although more typical of upland than of tidewater areas
(Herman 1984). Clay would have been a readily available and cost-free ma-
terial for chinking the interstices between logs, providing some degree of
protection from drafts and wind-driven precipitation. A mid-nineteenth-
century description of log slave housing in Virginia stated that “the chinks
between the logs or boards are filled, entirely or partly, with moss or clay; the
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chimneys are formed of small sticks and covered with mud” (Sears 1847:488).
Clay chinking required frequent replenishing, as noted by a former Georgia
slave: “Slaves lived in log cabins what had red mud daubed in the cracks
‘twixt them, after a few rains made them shrink, that us could lay in bed and
see the stars through the big holes” (Killion and Waller 1972:55).

Stick and mud chimneys remained common features on one- and two-
room log and frame houses in Virginia as late as the early twentieth century.
Constructing and maintaining these chimneys required substantial amounts
of clay, and soil excavated during the creation of subfloor pits was a likely
source. An 1850 issue of the Southern Cultivator informed planters, “Many
persons, in building negro houses, in order to get clay convenient for fill-
ing the hearth and for mortar, dig a hole under the floor” (cited in Breeden
1980:121). In light of the construction methods used in Virginia quarters,
the explanation that some subfloor pits were originally dug as clay pits for
chinking chimneys and walls is plausible. Refashioning clay pits into sub-
floor units would have obscured any evidence of their original function as
clay extraction pits (Kimmel 1993).

Constructing most subfloor pits required little beyond a shovel and a will-
ingness to dig a hole, although a small percentage contained wooden or brick
floors or evidence that boards had been fastened with nails to the sides of
the pits. In several instances, prefabricated boxes had been placed within
these pits. The use of wooden boxes, linings, and floors would have helped in
keeping the contents of the pit clean and dry and may have hindered rodent
intrusions. Boards fastened to the pit walls or boxes also stabilized the side-
walls and prevented them from collapsing. In structures with raised wooden
floors, these boards extended between the top of the cellar and the floor of
the house to form a protective skirt or enclosure around the pit. A few pits
showed evidence of wooden partitions that may have separated different
foodstuffs or created individual storage spaces.

While boards and other building materials would have prolonged the use
span of a pit or more fully protected its contents, they were not necessary
components. In pit construction, the enslaved used available materials. The
relative absence of paving, board floors, or linings in these pits suggests that
they generally had limited access to such materials or perhaps chose to use
them in other ways, such as the fashioning of furniture or other household
goods. The floors and walls of a small percentage of the pits showed evi-
dence of burning, suggesting smoldering coals were placed in the bottoms of
newly dug pits to dry out the walls and floors.

How access was gained to these pits has been a matter of debate. In some
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structures containing multiple pits, the regular spacing of the features re-
veals they were positioned between floor joists (May and Deetz 1997). At
the standing nineteenth-century Bremo Recess quarter in Fluvanna County,
Virginia, the floorboards over the hearth-front subfloor pit had been fash-
ioned into a hinged trapdoor allowing easy access to pit contents (Kelso
1984). In other quarters, however, the more random placement of the pits
suggests that those buildings contained earthen floors. In these structures,
the pits would have been covered with hewn boards that could be lifted away
for access to the belowground space. The presence of ledges in some subfloor
pits provides evidence for the use of such boards, perhaps set flush with the
soil floor.! In other instances, boards were simply laid across the open holes
to cover them.

The structural stability of pits, particularly in buildings with soil floors,
was a challenge. Although most pits had been cut into firm clay, foot traffic
across the boards covering the pits would have led to the eventual collapse
of the feature walls. Some pits would have been protected from foot traffic
by covering them with tables or, in the case of pits along walls, with built-in
beds or seating. In 1727, Robert Carter ordered that the cabins for enslaved
individuals at his Rappahannock River plantation be constructed so “that
their beds may lye a foot and a half from ye ground” (cited in Walsh 1997:90).
Not only would these beds have kept the building’s inhabitants off the cold
and damp ground, they would have also permitted an underlying pit to be
created in a location both hidden and out of the way of foot traffic.

While pits beneath houses with wooden floors were protected from dam-
age caused by rain, erosion, and foot traffic, all pits were subject to other types
of damage. Rodents tunneled into pits, and rising groundwater undermined
and collapsed pit walls. Subfloor pits at the Rich Neck Quarter, located on
the outskirts of eighteenth-century Williamsburg, revealed extensive evi-
dence of pit maintenance and repair, partially resulting from groundwater
damage (Franklin 1997). Over the 4o0-year occupation span of this dwell-
ing, pits became smaller and shallower, as residents learned from previous
structural failures that large, deep pits were more subject to collapse. New
pits were dug into and through older filled pits that had been damaged by

groundwater, rodent burrows, and other factors.
Analytical Testing of Physical Variables
What can size, depth, shape, level of repair, and the placement of pit features

within the bulldmgs excavated at Utopia, Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove re-
D attesns exist in these physical characteristics
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Table 5.1. Categories of analysis and codes for feature variables

Location Shape Cuts/repair status

C = pit located in corner ~ Oblong = length > S = single cut, a feature with a

of structure or corner of  width single period of use and filling.
a room within a multi- No later features have been cut
room structure through its fill

H = in front of hearth Square = length =

or adjacent to hearth width

opening

O = Other, i.e., in center Round M = Multiple cuts, includes
of floor or along wall pits that have been filled and

recut, creating new pits of
different dimensions, depths, or
spatial alignments. Each pit
within a complex is counted
separately

that suggested functional differences? At these five sites, general observa-
tions of these characteristics seemed to suggest patterning. There appeared
to be location-based differences in level of pit repair, with hearth-front pits
showing more evidence of maintenance through repair and re-cutting than
pits in corners or along walls. Quantitative tests were performed to test the
reliability of these observations.

The physical characteristics of 103 subfloor pits from the Utopia, Kings-
mill, and Carter’s Grove quarters were analyzed, with data collected on pit
dimensions, depth, shape, and volume. Pit placement within the structure,
the presence of multiple versus single pits within buildings, and whether fea-
tures showed any signs of repair or reconstruction (characterized as multiple
filling and cutting episodes) were also noted. A series of analytical tests were
run to ascertain if there were correlations between different physical vari-
ables.

Because a visual overview of the study sites suggested high levels of repair
for hearth-front pits, pit placements within a room were examined to see if
location was correlated with repair or rebuilding. Pit locations were divided
into three categories—hearth, corner, and other—and pit repair status was
assigned to one of two categories—single and multiple cuts. Table 5.1 defines

these location and repair categories.

ersus nonrepaired pits by location




2 Chapter .

Table 5.2. Repair status of subfloor pits by location

Cut/repair status Pit location

Hearth pits Corner pits Other pits

n =43 n=27 n=29
Single 20.9% 66.7% 89.7%
Multiple 79.1% 33.3% 10.3%
Total 100% 100% 100%

(Table 5.2) shows a strong correlation between a pit’s location and its re-
pair status, with almost 8o percent of the hearth-front pits having been re-
paired. These pits were much more likely to be repaired than features that
had been constructed in a corner, along a wall, or in the middle of the room.
All of the quarter dwellings contained at least one functional pit located in
front of each hearth at all times during the lifespan of the building. If the
incidence of repair and rebuilding can be taken as an indication of the value
placed on a particular location by a structure’s occupants, these results sug-
gest hearth fronts were highly valued positions for pits. While only a third of
the sample’s corner pits showed evidence of repair, they were still three times
more likely to be repaired or rebuilt than pits along walls or in the center of
the floor. This finding suggests that the enslaved viewed corner pit locations
as preferable to these other positions, perhaps because they were the most
out-of-the-way locations within a room.

Since pitlocations showed patterned differences in repair status, was there
similar patterning in other physical variables? Three pit shapes—oblong,
square, and round—were recorded, as well as surface area and depth. Ob-
long pits, encompassing rectangular and oval shapes, accounted for 85 per-
cent of the features. Several factors may account for the predominance of
this shape. Oblong pits may simply mirror the shape of the quarters or be
a factor of the rectangular arrangement of floor joists in structures contain-
ing wooden floors. Because the only wooden-floored structures were at Uto-
pia’s Structure 140 and at Kingsmill Quarter, digging pits to fit between floor
joists would not therefore have been a consideration at most of the quar-
ters studied here. In structures with earthen floors, it would have also been
simpler to construct flush board coverings to fit into earthen ledges on pits
with straight corners. Crafting close-fitting covers for round pits would have
been considerably more difficult and helps account for the relative scarcity
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Table 5.3. Percentages of pit shapes by location

Shape Location
Corner Hearth Other
N =27 N - 44 N =29
Oblong 81.5% 81.8% 93.1%
Round 7.4% 2.3% 0
Square 11.1% 15.9% 6.9%
Total 100% 100% 100%

Table 5.4. Descriptive statistics for subfloor pit surface area by location

Sample
Location Minimum Maximum Mean Median size
Corner surface area 3.2 25 17.7 12 26
Hearth surface area 3.75 32.4 15.5 15 43
Other surface area 3.2 46 14.7 12.5 27

Even given the overwhelmingly high percentage of oblong pits, how-
ever, there was some shape variation by location (Table 5.3). Pits located
along walls or in the center of rooms were oblong in 93 percent of the cases.
Square pits were more common in front of hearths or in corners. Round pits
were slightly more likely to be found in corners than in front of hearths or
in other locations.

Quantitative analysis also revealed patterns in dimension and depth vari-
ables. Tables 5.4 and 5.5 list the descriptive statistics for these categories,
while Figures 5.1 and 5.2 depict box and whisker plots of the same variables.
Considered together, these figures reveal several interesting patterns. Hearth
and corner pits were more restricted in their depth and size ranges than pits
in other locations.

Corner pits showed the least variation for both variables. With a mean
depth of 1.2 feet, they averaged half a foot shallower than features in either
of the other locations. Corner pits clustered at the lower end of the depth
range (Figure 5.1), and they showed the smallest range of variation in surface
area, with half of the features clustering between 9.4 and 16.1 square feet.

At an average depth of 1.8 feet, hearth-front pits were nominally deeper

s.designated,”Other” (mean=47 fect). Half of the hearth-front pits
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Table 5.5. Descriptive statistics for subfloor pit depth by location

Minimum  Maximum  Mean  Median Sample

Location (ft.) (ft.) (ft.) (ft.) Size
Corner depth 25 3.0 1.2 1.0 23
Hearth depth 0.5 3.6 1.8 1.8 36
Other depth 0.3 3.9 1.7 1.6 27

SUBFLOOR PIT SURFACE AREA BY LOCATION

Hearth Pits |

n=43 I
Other Pits

n=27 I :
Corner Pits

n=26 — —

0 10 20 30 40 50
SURFACE AREA IN SQUARE FEET

5.1. Subfloor pit surface area by location

ranged between 9 and 20 square feet in surface area, a larger spread than dis-
played by pits in the other two categories. Similarly, they ranged between
.3 and 3.9 feet in depth, with half of the features extending between .9 and
2.7 feet deep. Pits along the wall and in the middle of rooms displayed the
largest overall range of variation in depth and size. While half of these fea-
tures fell within the fairly limited surface area range of 8 to 16.8 square feet,
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SUBFLOOR PIT DEPTH BY LOCATION

Hearth Pits |
n=36 I

Other Pits

n=27 — —

Corner Pits |
n=23 I

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 25 3.0 35 40
PIT DEPTH IN FEET

5.2. Subfloor pit depth by location

they showed the largest overall spread of surface area, from 3.2 to 46 square
feet.

The restricted area and depth ranges of corner and hearth-front pits sug-
gest pits in these locations served specialized functions that required a spe-
cific range of surface area or depth. Pits falling in the “Other” category may
have been used for a greater variety of purposes, thus not requiring specific
sizes or depths.

Adding pit data from additional sites in Virginia (Table 5.6) provided fur-
ther support for the patterns visible at Utopia, Kingsmill, and Carter’s Grove.
While pits appeared in all locations in eighteenth-century quarters, hearth-
front locations appeared to be particularly important, comprising around
half the pits in any given period. Pits were constructed and maintained in
this location throughout the life span of individual structures, and if a struc-
ture contained only one pit, it was usually located in front of the hearth.
Hearth-front pits were oblong or, less often, square. The few examples of
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round or other shaped pits were only found in other locations within rooms.
The data suggest that a standard pit shape became established within the
first several decades of intense slave importation in the Virginia colony. Be-
tween 1680 and 1700, there was an equal distribution of oblong and round
subfloor pits, with each shape comprising 44 percent of the total number of
pits. For the remainder of the eighteenth century, oblong pits predominated,
with square pits present but in much smaller proportions. Round pits virtu-
ally disappeared over the course of the century. It appears that newly arrived
Africans at the end of the seventeenth century and early eighteenth century
were experimenting with different pit shapes, settling very quickly on an ob-
long shape.

Part of this narrowing of shape options may have been functional. A rect-
angular pit may have been better suited for a hearth-front feature’s intended
use. Oriented properly, this shape would have taken advantage of the great-
est frontage on the hearth, thus providing the most access to ambient heat
and less humidity. As discussed in detail in Chapter 6, both conditions were
favorable for the storage of sweet potatoes, a common component of the
Virginia slave diet.

There was also evidence of extensive repair and redigging of pits in most
of the structures in the expanded data sample. Consistent with the study sites
findings, analysis showed more evidence of repair and redigging of hearth-
front pits than features positioned along building walls or in corners. While
there appeared to be no standard rules for the sequencing of hearth-front pit
construction and repair, an interesting trend was evident at the study sites.
When newer hearth-front pits were cut through filled older pits, the ori-
entation of the newer pits was often changed, with shorter dimensions of
the pits rotated 9o degrees. In this fashion, hearth frontage would still be
a consideration, but with the new pits cutting through as little of the older
pit fill as possible. When newer pits cut older pits, there was often evidence
that clay facings or wood were used to stabilize loose fill and reinforce pit
walls. Changes in pit patterning through time revealed what quarter resi-
dents learned through trial and error and from one another about successful
methods of subfloor pit construction.

The one site analyzed in this study that did not reveal extensive pit cut-
ting and repair was Kingsmill Quarter. The main structure at this site, while
containing one of the highest numbers of pits (20), also had the lowest in-
cidence of pit recutting. The primary difference between this structure and
other quarters analyzed was the presence of a suspended wooden floor. This
finding suggests that it was easier for the enslaved to use space more effec-
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tively under a wooden floor, with less incidence of damage from the collapse
of pit walls.

Differences revealed in the physical characteristics of subfloor pits ap-
peared to be linked to their location within a room. Hearth-front features
were the deepest pits on average and usually showed evidence of repair or
rebuilding. Corner pits were the shallowest and had the smallest range of
variation in surface area and the largest diversity in shape. Approximately
one-third of the corner pits showed evidence of repair. Pits whose locations
fit the “Other” designation showed the largest range of variation in surface
area and depth and were almost never repaired. These results suggest that
pit location was possibly correlated with pit function. Guided by and used
in conjunction with the results of the preceding quantitative spatial analysis,
can analysis of artifact assemblages aid in determining how pits were used?

Analysis of Subfloor Pit Functions

To construct ways to test the functions of subfloor pits, several assumptions
were made. First, it was suspected that most of the subfloor pits were filled
when the overlying structures were moved to another location or destroyed.
Thus, the pits were most likely filled with debris largely unrelated to the
feature function. Architectural debris from a building’s destruction, such as
nails and brick fragments, can be considered primary refuse, that is, debris
deposited at the location of its use (Schiffer 1987:18). Soil strata containing
fragmented debris from daily life, such as pottery and food bone, were cre-
ated by the deposition of organic matter and trash swept up from the yards
or floors of the quarters. This discard of debris in a place away from the place
of use defines it as secondary, or casual, refuse (Schiffer 1987). If these as-
sumptions are accurate, the original functions of most of the pits will be ob-
scured because they were emptied of their useful contents before their final
use as trash pits.

Physical evidence associated with original pit function should be evident
in some cases, however, and this study assumes that when this evidence is
present, pit function can be defined. The assumption is made that physical
traces of the food and other plant remains stored in pits functioning as root
cellars will be evident in soil samples as ecofacts like pollen, starch granules,
seeds, and phytoliths. Given the proposed function of pits as root cellars, it
is unlikely that analysis of more traditional artifacts, like ceramics and glass,
would aid in determining this function.

Determining if a subfloor pit had been used as personal storage or in a re-
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ligious function would be evident if a cache of artifacts had been left behind
in the pit. Shrine objects or stored goods would be characterized as de facto
refuse, a deposit of useable materials “left behind when an activity area is
abandoned” (Schiffer 1987:89). Artifacts from secondary and de facto refuse
display distinct size differences (Schiffer 1983:679, 1987). Secondary refuse,
such as yard scatter, has generally been trampled and broken into smaller
fragments than objects that have been discarded directly into a trash pit.
Based on the assumptions made in the preceding paragraph, this study hy-
pothesizes that artifacts from most of the pits’ strata would be characterized
by attributes that marked them as secondary fill. These attributes include (a)
small, highly fragmented pieces of pottery and glass, (b) small percentages
of ceramic and glass mends within and between subfloor pits, and (c) small
percentages of reconstructable ceramic and glass vessels.

It is hypothesized that artifacts from secondary refuse will measure less
than 1.5 in. in diameter and be less than 10 percent complete. To determine
whether pits had been filled with secondary refuse, the overall size of easily
breakable artifacts (ceramics, earthenware tobacco pipes, glass, bone, and
shell) from each assemblage was examined. Artifacts from each pit were ex-
amined by distinct strata and grouped by overall dimensions, using 1.5-in.
diameter intervals as units of measurement. Data were also recorded on the
relative completeness of each object.

It is hypothesized that shrine objects or stored goods would display dif-
terent physical attributes than artifacts discarded as secondary refuse. Cached
goods were more likely to be unbroken or nearly complete serviceable ob-
jects. For the purposes of this study, any item that was greater than 75 percent
intact was defined as a complete object. These caches would likely be found
either resting directly on the floors of the pits or in layers directly overlying
pit floors. Analysis revealed that soil layers directly above the pit floors were
more likely to contain larger and more complete objects, presumably associ-
ated with the primary use of the pit rather than trash discarded as secondary
refuse. If artifacts came to rest in a pit through discard as trash, artifacts of
all sizes should be randomly distributed throughout the pit, with upper soil
layers and floor layers containing the same proportions of complete versus
incomplete objects. Concentrations of complete objects should delineate de
facto deposited caches that can provide clues to pit function.

The next stages of analysis required a two-step process for recognizing
caches and determining cache functions. The first step was to identify and
isolate caches within subfloor pits, particularly when caches were not recog-
nized and recorded in the field during excavation. Once caches were isolated,
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Table 5.7 Average size of artifacts from hearth and nonhearth pits

Pittype  0-1.5" 1.6-3.0" 3.1-4.5" 4.6-6.0" >6.0" Total artifacts

Nonhearth  77.64 17.95 2.41 1.41 0.54 3105
Hearth 82.15 14.66 2.88 0.27 0.09 10,804

could spiritual caches be distinguished from nonspiritual caches? Caches
were isolated by analyzing artifact size and completeness within pit assem-
blages, coupled with close reading of excavation field notes.? After the caches
are isolated, detailed analysis of the objects in context with one another and
in relation to ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and archaeological data allowed
the separation of spiritual and nonspiritual caches.

The subfloor pits were separated initially into hearth and nonhearth pits,
since pit location is presumably linked to original function. The overwhelm-
ing majority of the artifacts in both hearth and nonhearth pits were under
1.5 in. in diameter, averaging 77.64 percent of the artifact assemblage in non-
hearth pits and 82.15 percent in hearth pits (Table 5.7). Most artifacts (over 95
percent) measured less than 3.0. in. In no instance did any of the pits contain
more than § percent of its artifacts measuring over 4.5 in. in the categories
analyzed. This finding suggests that subfloor pits contained predominantly
secondary refuse, which would not provide clues to original pit function.
While it had been anticipated that artifact size analysis would be successful
at revealing instances where individual pits contained higher than average
percentages of large (>4.5 in. diameter) objects, indicating the probable loca-
tion of de facto caches, this analysis proved largely ineffective. Only in sev-
eral instances did significantly higher percentages (>10 percent) of objects
measuring over 4.5 in. in diameter appear: Utopia Feature 44 with 23 per-
cent and Kingsmill Quarter Feature KIM362 with 18.1 percent. In each case,
further analysis did reveal de facto caches, and these features are discussed
in Chapters 7 and 8. Interestingly, none of the hearth-front pits, believed to
have functioned as root storage areas, contained significantly high percent-
ages of larger artifacts.

Based on the failure of the size analysis to provide useable results, the de-
cision was made to add additional artifact categories to analysis of the com-
pleteness of pit artifacts. Hearth-front pits were excluded from this phase of
analysis because the size results had shown no potential caches. The decision
was made to include all metal artifacts (with the exception of nails) because
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metal items, particularly iron objects, have special significance on Igbo and
other West African shrines.

Examining the relative completeness of artifacts by layer from nonhearth
pits revealed that the majority of the artifacts were less than 25 percent com-
plete, reinforcing the earlier conclusion that secondary refuse predominantly
filled these pits. Furthermore, very few artifacts were between 26 and 75 per-
cent complete; if they were not highly fragmented, they were likely to be un-
broken. For analytical purposes, any soil layers that contained over 15 percent
complete artifacts were deemed worthy of further analysis for the presence
of a cache.

Twenty-one features met this criterion, and of these features six examples
showed definite evidence of artifact caches. These six features (Utopia Fea-
tures 9 and 44, Kingsmill Features KIM362 and KIM363, and Carter’s Grove
Features CG643 and CG7i5) are discussed in Chapters 7 and 8. In several in-
stances, such as Utopia Feature 8, contextual information in the field notes
and maps led to further analysis of these features, despite the lower than des-
ignated percentages of complete objects. These features were also analyzed
more thoroughly and are discussed in the following chapters.

Summary

A subfloor pit on a Virginia quarter may have gone through a complex use
life, from being originally dug as a clay source, to serving as a storage pit, and
then ending its use span as a convenient disposal place for garbage. Prior to
these rather ignominious endings, however, how did the African Ameri-
cans, who went to the trouble to create these features, use them? The ana-
Iytical evidence of artifact size was deemed largely inappropriate for iso-
lating caches, although it did demonstrate that pits were filled largely with
secondary refuse.

Quantitative analysis indicates that pit location and function were related
on Virginia quarters. Hearth-front pits are hypothesized to have served as
root cellars for food storage, likely of sweet potatoes. Pollen and phytolith
testing of soil layers deposited during the use of the pit will be key in test-
ing this hypothesis. Pits found in other parts of the structure, such as in cor-
ners, along walls, and in the center of floors, are believed to have been used
as personal storage spaces or as West African—style shrines. Analysis of arti-
fact size and completeness revealed that 21 pits appeared to contain de facto
deposits, or caches, probably associated with the original use of the feature.
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Using information on West African shrine groupings and spiritual objects,
the subfloor pit artifacts were analyzed contextually to determine if they rep-
resented spiritual caches or simply household items left in storage.

In the next three chapters, subfloor pits features will be analyzed indi-
vidually by hypothesized function. The archaeological data will be com-
bined with ethnohistoric and documentary evidence to determine original
pit function. Chapter 6 examines subfloor pits as root cellars. Thirteen pits
containing what are believed to be cached goods are analyzed in Chapters
7 and 8. Nine pits showed evidence that they were used as shrines, and four
contained evidence of personal storage. Eleven features that earlier analysis
had isolated as containing high percentages of complete artifacts failed to
show clear-cut evidence of an original pit function.

Notes

1. Since many quarter sites were farmed and plowed after site abandonment, the
upper portions of the subfloor pits had been truncated, destroying any evidence of
ledges.

2. The quality of the field notes from the Utopia project was consistently high
and allowed the determination of caches in several instances. The assessment of
these caches was double-checked using quantitative analysis. At Carter’s Grove, field
notes were missing. The overall site plan included several pit profiles, and stratigra-
phy of the other pits was reconstructed using information on the artifact bag labels.
The Kingsmill Quarter field notes did not allow easy determinations of caches.
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Subfloor Pits as Root Cellars

Setting: Debb’s Quarter, Bray Plantation, October 1723

The weather was unexpectedly warm and sunny for a late October day along
the river. Debb paused in her work, straightening up from the half-filled split
oak basket and squinting into the sun. About twenty yards away, she could
make out the figures of the two children, giggling as they cut handfuls of
the grass that grew tall at the side of the clearing that defined the quarter.
She smiled to herself. Although Martin and Daniel were spending a fair
amount of time chasing each other, clutching the late season grasshoppers
they found clinging to the stalks, they were managing to accumulate quite
a tidy bundle of grass. They would spread the grass in fragrant layers on the
old quilt placed in the sun near the door of her house, where it would dry
over the course of the afternoon.

Pretending to admonish the children sternly to continue with their task,
she turned back to her own work. As she picked up each sweet potato from
the ground surface where it had been drying for three days to toughen the
outer skin, Debb carefully brushed away the sandy soil. Examining each
potato carefully, she set aside any that had been nicked by the hoe. These
potatoes they would eat over the next few weeks; only the undamaged po-
tatoes would be packed carefully away into the hearth-front pit. Cushioned
by the dried grasses, the potatoes would last out the winter, kept from freez-
ing by the warmth of the hearth. The rains and the sun had come at the right
times this year, she reflected—the potato harvest was good and would feed
the community through the winter.

Debb’s mouth watered at the thought of the roasted potatoes they would
enjoy tonight. She still remembered from her youth in the homeland the




124  Chapter 6.

taste of the yams that her mother grew along the forest margins of their
village. The potatoes she held in her hands were not as tasty as the white-
fleshed yams of her childhood, but they made an adequate substitute. Per-
haps tonight, she thought, I will try to use these potatoes to prepare her
mother’s special foo-foo to go with the stewed salt pork and greens she had
simmering over a low fire in back of her cabin. Although the flavor of these
potatoes was sweeter than the yams from home, they cooked up in the same
way. She smiled as she thought of later in the evening, when she would teach
Daniel and Martin how to form small balls from the mashed potatoes, using
their thumbs to press an indentation that would be used to scoop up the
greens. It was important for the children not to forget about the old ways of
their ancestors. As the head of the quarter, she would ensure that these tra-
ditions were not forgotten.

Root Cellars

In the eras before the advent of refrigeration and commercial canning, the
ability to preserve the bounty of the summer harvest for the approaching
days of winter was crucial to a family’s survival. Salting, smoking, drying,
pickling, and fermenting have been used for centuries as means of preserv-
ing fruits, vegetables, and meats to make them available all year round. In
addition to methods that alter the composition of the food as a means of
preservation, storage of fruits, vegetables, and grains in environmentally
controlled conditions presents another way to lengthen the useful life of
foodstuffs. Granaries, corn cribs, potato mounds, and root cellars are stor-
age strategies that function by keeping the foods in conditions conducive to
their preservation.

One of the most often cited functions of subfloor pits is that of root cel-
lar (Franklin 1997; Kelso 1984). The term “root cellar” evokes memories of
rows of canned vegetables and bushel baskets of earth-scented potatoes and
turnips stacked in a dim corner of a basement. Root cellars are generally de-
fined as underground pits created for the storage of root vegetables, such as
potatoes, carrots, and turnips. In recent terminology, root cellaring has come
to encompass a variety of food storage methods, including subterranean pits,
small rooms set aside in unheated basements or attics, and earth-covered
mounds of straw and potatoes. Whatever their design or placement, how-
ever, root cellars need to meet conditions that allow for the successful stor-
age of food.

The use of subterranean food storage is a cross-cultural phenomenon
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with a long past. Included in the cultures using food storage pits are several
of the groups who populated the American Southeast just prior to and dur-
ing the colonial period. A number of sources from the seventeenth through
the nineteenth centuries, including garden manuals and personal reminis-
cences, suggest the use of subterranean food storage in Virginia. Archaeo-
logical and ethnohistoric evidence suggests Native American use of stor-
age pits in eastern North America in the centuries prior to and following
European settlement to conceal food in seasonally abandoned settlements
(DeBoer 1988; Stewart 1977). A 1705 reference to Native American pits from
Robert Beverley lists sweet potatoes as one of the plants “our Natives had
originally amongst them” and that “they are so tender, that it is very difficult
to preserve them in the Winter; for the least Frost coming at them, rots and
destroys them; and therefore People bury em under Ground, near the Fire-
Hearth, all the Winter, until the Time comes, that their Seedings are to be
set” (Beverley 1947 [1705]:145).

Neolithic and Iron Age subterranean storage pits used in Britain pri-
marily for the storage of cereal grains, such as spelt, barley, and oats, set a
cultural precedent for their use by English colonists in Virginia (Fowler 1983;
Reynolds 1974). Later, gardening manuals written in Great Britain and in
the American colonies advocated storing vegetables underground (Miller
1733; Worlidge 1675). Most of these references, however, are to subterranean
trenches dug in the garden, similar to examples discussed by eighteenth-
century Virginia gardener John Randolph (1924). A slightly later manual
written by New Yorker John Nicholson (1820) recommended storing turnips
in an insulated storage cellar underneath a building constructed for stor-
ing hay.

Three written accounts of interior subfloor pits used as root cellars in
homes in the American South are attributed to enslaved African Ameri-
cans. Frederick Douglass remembered such a feature in an 1830s Mary-
land context: “The old cabin, with . . . its clay floor downstairs, and its dirt
chimney . . . and that most curious piece of workmanship dug in front of the
fireplace, beneath which grandmammy placed the sweet potatoes to keep
them from the frost, was MY HOME” (Douglass 1855:34). Booker T. Wash-
ington lived with his mother in the plantation kitchen as a young child in
Virginia in the years directly preceding Emancipation. He remembered that
“there was no wooden floor in our cabin, the naked earth being used as a
floor. In the centre of the earthen floor there was a large, deep opening cov-
ered with boards, which was used as a place to store sweet potatoes during

the winter” (Washington 1965:2).
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Both of these accounts reference the clay floors of the structures, a feature
consistent with findings on earlier Virginia quarters. William Henry Single-
ton, enslaved near New Bern in eastern North Carolina, spent three years in
the early 1850s hiding in a root cellar underneath the floor of his mother’s
house. He explained that “it was not exactly a cellar, but a hole dug to keep
potatoes and things out of the way” (Singleton 1999 [1922]:39).

One of Thomas Jefferson’s African American gardeners apparently used
subfloor pits as temporary storage for foodstuffs purloined from Jefferson’s
garden. The plantation’s white gardener complained that “Nace takes every
thing out of the garden and carries them to his cabin and burys them in the
ground and says they are for the use of the house. ... The people tells me
that he makes market of them” (quoted in Heath 1994:40).

Each of these four references shows subfloor pits serving in food stor-
age capacities. Given these references, how plausible is the root cellar expla-
nation for subfloor pit construction on African American sites? In the fol-
lowing pages, three types of evidence are considered to answer this question.
The ethnohistoric and archaeological evidence of slave diet and food pro-
duction is considered in greater depth to determine the range of foods eaten
by slaves. This evidence is followed by a discussion of whether subterranean
pits would have served as an effective form of storage for foods that typically
formed an Afro-Virginian diet. And, last, paleobotanical evidence of plants
from pits on other Virginia sites is considered.

Afro-Virginian Slave Foodways

While Nace, enslaved at Monticello, used a subfloor pit for short-term stor-
age of stolen food, the other references to underground food storage were
specifically about the long-term storage of sweet potatoes. Was underground
storage particularly suited to preserving sweet potatoes? What other types of
foods were commonly found in Afro-Virginian diets, and were they suited to
similar storage conditions? The enslaved acquired their plant foods through
planter provisioning, by cultivation of small garden patches at the quarters,
through gathering wild foods, and through trade or purchase at markets or
stores.

The variety of foods provisioned to the enslaved was limited and appeared
to consist mainly of cornmeal and small quantities of meat. Fairly typical
was Thomas Jefferson’s weekly provisioning for each adult slave at Monti-
cello: a peck of cornmeal, a pound of beef or pork, a gill of molasses, and four
salt herring (Kelso 1986:32). Other planters provided meat only on special
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occasions or during slaughtering times. Corn, described by naturalist Mark
Catesby as “the properest food for Negro slaves,” was a provisioning main-
stay in Virginia (as cited in Moore 1989:72; Walsh 1997:101). This grain could
be cooked in a number of ways, although cornbread, hominy, and mush were
undoubtedly the most common means of preparation.

The enslaved supplemented their provisioned rations in a number of
ways, both to ensure adequate food for survival and to vary the limited range
of supplied food. Michel noted during his 1702 visit that slaves added turtles
to their diet, and faunal remains from eighteenth-century Virginia quarters
suggest that nocturnally active animals such as opossum and raccoon were
consumed (Franklin 2001; Michel 1916 [1702]:42). Since work schedules for
the enslaved prohibited their abilities to hunt species active during daylight
hours, night hunting, as well as the trapping of small game, such as squirrel
and rabbit, enabled them to incorporate varied species into their diets. The
nearby creeks and rivers of the tidewater provided opportunities for fishing
and gathering shellfish such as oysters, crabs, and mussels. Raising domes-
tic fowl provided eggs and meat, as well as the option of selling or barter-
ing the eggs.

Plantation account books and travelers’ journals reveal that enslaved Vir-
ginians had personal gardens, described in 1732 as “little Platts for potatoes
peas and cymlins, which they do on Sundays or at night” (Stiverson and
Butler 1977:32). Hugh Jones wrote in 1724 that Virginia slaves ate pork, In-
dian corn, white and red (sweet) potatoes, as well as “roots and pulse [peas
and beans]” (Jones 1956 [1724]:78). In 1774, Philip Fithian noted the enslaved
“digging up their small Lots of ground . . . for Potatoes, peas &«.,” and Jef-
ferson wrote of the enslaved at Monticello growing sweet potatoes (Fithian
1968:128; Hatch 2001). Archaeological excavations around quarters have re-
vealed traces of small fenced or ditched enclosures adjacent to the houses,
where chickens were kept or gardens planted (Fesler 2004).

In these gardens, the enslaved grew a number of species, many of them
West African cultigens, including black-eyed peas or cowpeas (Vigna un-
guicuilata), okra (Hibiscus esculentum), and watermelon (Cucumis lanatus).
Also present were peanuts (Arachis hypogaea), sweet potatoes (Ipomoea bata-
tas), squash (Cucurbita melopipo), and pumpkins (Curcubita pepo)—all plants
indigenous to the Americas that had been incorporated by the early to mid-
seventeenth century into the diet of Igbos in West Africa as a result of trade
(Chambers 2005:168). Thus, enslaved people of Igbo descent in Virginia
were able to reconstruct a diet that contained familiar ingredients and fla-
vors. Other plants available in Virginia, such as West Indian pigeon peas
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(Cajanus indicus) and the Windsor or horse bean (Faba vulgaris), were simi-
lar in taste or texture to West African cultigens and were incorporated into
Afro-Virginians’ culinary palette.

Ethnobotanical analysis from Virginia quarter sites provides evidence of
foods eaten at these quarters. At Williamsburg’s Rich Neck Quarter, eigh-
teen types of charred seeds, including cowpeas, squash, lima beans, corn, pea-
nuts, and melons were found in the household refuse filling the subfloor pits
in the quarter (Franklin 2001). Monticello’s Mulberry Row assemblages in-
cluded seeds from melon, beans, peach, and chestnut (DAACS 2006). Other
Virginia excavations have yielded evidence of wheat, sunflower, pumpkin,
persimmon, watermelon, beans, peaches, cherry, huckleberry, corn, and peas
(McKnight 2000, 2003; Pogue and White 1991; Raymer 1996). Wild plant
components of slave diets were generally small, but traces of walnuts, grapes,
blackberries, and hickory nuts have been found.

Although the “tool kit” of ingredients available for Afro-Virginians dif-
fered in some respects from that used in West Africa, the repertoire of food
preparation techniques remained essentially West African in nature. Low-
maintenance one-pot meals of stewed starches and vegetables supplemented
with protein both suited the work schedules of Afro-Virginians and mir-
rored African foodways (Franklin 2001:97). Like typical West African meals,
the Afro-Virginia diet was heavy in starch and fat and light on meat, which
was used primarily as a flavor enhancer for stewed dishes. Cayenne pepper
(Capsicum annuum) added seasoning to the blandness of starch-heavy dishes
and was a taste familiar to West African palates. Ground cornmeal, mixed
with water, made an unleavened bread which was served with these vege-
table and meat stews.

Afro-Virginian foodways are an example of the ways the enslaved crafted
cultural identities in the first half of the eighteenth century, as African-born
and creoles created lives for themselves on the plantations of Tidewater Vir-
ginia (Franklin 2001; Moore 1989). Archaeologically recovered food remains
from the Rich Neck plantation quarter showed that the enslaved were ex-
perimenting with the wide variety of wild and domesticated foods available
to them in the woods and fields of Tidewater Virginia. Earlier components
on the site (1740—-1765) contained a wider array of foods than later decades
(1765-1778), a finding attributed to the enslaved determining their food pref-
erences after an initial period of experimentation with available foods.

Anthropologist Sidney W. Mintz asserts the complex place that food
holds within societies: “The foods eaten have histories associated with the
pasts of those who eat them; the techniques employed to find, process, pre-
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pare, serve, and consume the foods are all culturally variable, with histories
of their own. Nor is the food ever simply eaten; its consumption is always
conditioned by meaning” (1996:7). The foods that newly enslaved Africans
and the following generations incorporated into their diets in Virginia were
influenced by both cultural and environmental factors. While some of the
foods available in this new environment were familiar to them from West
Africa, others were entirely new. Some West African culinary traditions
were continued in Virginia, and others were adapted to the local environ-
ment and the restrictions of enslavement. In attempting to reconstruct in
Virginia flavors remembered from West Africa, the enslaved were forging
collective identities.

The Effectiveness of Virginia Subfloor Pits as Root Cellars

The diversity of plant species represented archaeologically on slave sites and
in the documents contradicts the notion that slave diets were as restricted
and monotonous as previously believed, but were these plants the types that
could be successfully stored in subterranean pits? A small body of modern
literature (Bacon 1991; Bubel and Bubel 1979; Thomas 1995) on the construc-
tion and maintenance of root cellars was invaluable in this regard. Given
their recommendations, does physical evidence from the pits themselves
suggest that these features were used for food storage?

Root cellars work by providing a controlled environment conducive to the
preservation of fruits and vegetables, with temperature and humidity ranges
the most critical variables in determining a root cellar’s success. Optimal
temperature and humidity storage requirements of different vegetables from
modern root cellaring manuals are used to make hypotheses about food stor-
age in eighteenth-century Virginia. Cold temperatures decrease the rates of
metabolism in fruits and vegetables, slowing decomposition, while high hu-
midity prevents shriveling. A humidity level ranging between 60 and 75 per-
cent must be maintained (Bacon 1991:57), since higher levels of moisture
cause condensation to form on the cellar walls and the produce, promot-
ing spoilage. Elevated temperatures, coupled with high humidity rates, en-
courage the growth of mold and fungus. Humidity levels can be manipu-
lated in a number of ways. Setting pans of water inside the cellars or packing
vegetables in moist sawdust or peat moss can raise the humidity in a dry cel-
lar. An earthen floor and gaps in the boards that form the walls and ceilings

of some cellars can also assist in maintaining proper humidity levels (Bubel

and Bubel 1979).
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Temperature ranges for root cellars are also very specific; in order to pre-
serve food successfully, a range of 32—40°F must be maintained (Bacon 1991:
57). Proper placement and construction methods can help assure that tem-
perature levels remain constant. In addition, the deeper the hole is excavated,
the more stable the temperature will be. A cellar set at a depth of 10 feet usu-
ally provides complete temperature stability (Bubel and Bubel 1979).

Different varieties of vegetables require slightly different combinations
of temperature and humidity for successful storage. For example, white po-
tatoes, turnips, beets, parsnips, radishes, collards, and leeks stay fresh longer
under cold (32—40°F) and very moist (9o—95 percent humidity) conditions
(Bubel and Bubel 1979:138). Apples, pears, cabbages, and cauliflowers prefer
slightly less humidity, while pumpkins, sweet potatoes, green tomatoes, and
winter squash like relatively dry (6o—7o percent humidity) and warm (50—
60°F) conditions (Bubel and Bubel 1979:4; Thomas 1995:44).

To be successful, the interiors of root cellars need to maintain restricted
ranges of temperature and humidity. Optimally, the vegetables should be
harvested during a cold spell, with initial packing of the pit occurring af-
ter nighttime temperatures are consistently cold. The experiences of modern
gardeners suggest that the southeastern states may not be the best geo-
graphical locale for underground food storage (Bubel and Bubel 1979). Stud-
ies of climate in colonial Virginia suggest solid parallels between current and
eighteenth-century temperature and precipitation levels (Linebaugh 1994).
The temperature range in Virginia is erratic, particularly in the early winter.
With highs topping the 60°F range and lows sometimes falling into the
single digits, it would be difficult to maintain the limited range of tempera-
tures necessary for a truly successful food storage area. Since none of the cel-
lars found on enslaved sites extended beyond a depth of 3.9 feet, it is unlikely
that temperature stability could have been maintained. Given these find-
ings, it is unlikely that optimal storage conditions could have been met with
a subterranean pit.

Other variables affect the success of a root cellar. Fruits and vegetables
emit gases that are conducive to sprouting or spoiling, so gas levels need to
be kept low by maintaining temperatures below 45°F and through the use
of vents and other means to assure adequate ventilation (Bubel and Bubel
1979:151). Virginia subfloor pits show no evidence of any venting systems,
but it is possible that boards covering the pit openings would have provided
adequate spaces for ventilation as well as keeping light, which encourages
sprouting, from entering the cellar.

Just as critical as the proper planning and construction of a cellar is the
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manner in which fruits and vegetables are stored. Only vegetables in per-
fect or near perfect condition should be placed in the cellar, since bruising
encourages spoilage. They should be packed in moss, sawdust, wood shav-
ings, or damp sand and checked regularly for signs of spoilage (Bacon 1991:4,
59). One source recommends laying a 2—3-inch base of dry sand in the bot-
tom of the cellar, on top of which the vegetables are placed. The vegetable
layer should be no more than one foot thick and should be followed with a
layer of sand, then leaves, and finished off with more soil (Bubel and Bubel
1979:127).

The limited documentary evidence available from early nineteenth-
century Virginia suggests that sweet potatoes were the primary food stored
in hearth-front pits. The sweet potato was adopted in Virginia and other
parts of the upper South as a dietary staple by the enslaved. A native of
South America, the sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) was brought to Europe
by explorers and was a part of the English diet by the late sixteenth century
(Gerard 1597). They were commonly recognized by the British in Virginia
by the seventeenth century, and the Swiss traveler Francis Michel noted “po-
tatoes in great quantities” during his 1702 visit to the Virginia Tidewater
(Ewan and Ewan 1970; Michel 1916 [1702]). Well suited to the sandy soils
of the tidewater, they came to form an important component of the Afro-
Virginian diet.

Chambers (1996:366) argues that the use of subfloor pits in Virginia is a
cultural adaptation that can be traced to the prevalence in Virginia of people
of Igbo descent and their dietary preferences. Olaudah Equiano described
eighteenth-century Igbo foodways: “Bullocks, goats, and poultry, supply the
greatest part of their food. . . . The flesh is usually stewed in a pan; to make it
savory we sometime use also pepper, and other spices. . . . Our vegetables are
mostly plaintains, eadas, yams, beans, and Indian corn” (1987:15).

Yams (Dioscorea rotundata), the main staple crop in Igboland, are very
similar to the American sweet potato. In Igboland, yams are boiled, pounded
into a stiff, doughy consistency, and rolled into small balls (fogfoo or fufi)
which were eaten with vegetables and meat. Fogfoo could also be made with
sweet potatoes, plantains, and cassava. In the American South, foofo0 evolved
in a number of ways, most recognizably as hoecakes made of cornmeal and
water.

In Virginia, the enslaved substituted sweet potatoes for yams, incorpo-
rating these tubers as a staple in their diet. Since American sweet potatoes
became a cultivar in West Africa during the colonial period (Moore 1989:75),
they would have already been familiar to enslaved West Africans. The natu-
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ralist Mark Catesby wrote in the 1730s that sweet potatoes were “a great sup-
port to the Negroes” with planters raising this crop “in proportion to the
number of his slaves” (as cited in Moore 1989:74). Sweet potatoes continued
their importance in the Chesapeake slaves’ diet, with William Tatham not-
ing potatoes, pumpkins, and melons among the crops planted by the en-
slaved at the turn of the nineteenth century (Tatham 1800:55).

To be stored successtully, sweet potatoes require conditions with higher
temperatures and less humidity than most vegetables. The optimal tem-
perature range for sweet potato storage is 50—60°F.; colder temperatures in-
crease spoilage by rot and warmer temperatures encourage sprouting. Other
toods with storage conditions similar to sweet potatoes are pumpkins, winter
squash, and green tomatoes, foods that do not appear to have played a sig-
nificant role in the diet of the enslaved in Virginia.

Virginia subfloor pits do not begin to approach the 1o-foot depth re-
quired for the complete temperature stability needed for optimal storage
conditions. If, however, radiant heat rather than temperature stability was
needed to protect stored food from frost damage, a hearth-front location
would have been well suited for this purpose. Any ambient heat from the fire
would have been more beneficial for sweet potato storage than vegetables
such as white potatoes, turnips, or apples, which require cooler temperatures
and greater humidity. Earlier quantitative analysis revealed that hearth-front
pits were deeper than pits located in other parts of slave quarters. Perhaps
these greater pit depths were related to the storage requirements of the pro-
duce, either in the need to create more interior space for adequate levels of
food storage or as a temperature-related matter.

What was clearly obvious from the archaeological data, however, was the
continued use of hearth-front pits throughout the life of quarter buildings.
Like the slipshod structures that stood over them, subfloor pits had relatively
short use spans, as rising groundwater, burrowing rodents, and collapsing
walls made it necessary for residents to replace pits frequently. If the hearth
front was an optimal location for sweet potato storage, as suggested by docu-
ments, then the quarter’s inhabitants would need to rebuild pits in the same
location throughout the lifespan of the overlying structure. Evidence from
Virginia quarters supports this hypothesis. At Utopia II's Structure 50, oc-
cupied between 1725 and 1750, archaeologists found five phases of pit con-
struction, with eleven separate pits in the immediate hearth vicinity. Mul-
tiple phases of hearth-front pit construction were also evident at Rich Neck

and Governor’s Land.
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Hearth-front Pits: Storage for Sweet Potatoes?

Converging lines of evidence—slave diet, food storage requirements, and
slave trade demographics—combined with evidence of repairs on hearth
pits suggest that hearth-front pits were used as food storage for sweet pota-
toes. Does the physical evidence support this hypothesis?

Most plant remains recovered from subfloor pits in Virginia have been
from secondary refuse unrelated to the primary function of the feature. The
recovered seeds were charred, indicating their disposal was connected with
cooking or discard into the hearth fires rather than storage. Thus, it is prob-
lematic to conclude a food storage function based on this evidence. If food
storage occurred in subfloor pits, however, pollen, phytoliths, and starches
from foods stored there should be present in soil layers created through stor-
age activities, such as sand used to layer vegetables or fruits, or in organic
layers created by the decomposition of stored produce or plant-packing ma-
terials.

A number of Virginia subfloor pits contained layers of sand that could
have functioned as a base for food storage, but paleobotanical analysis has
thus far been limited. Analysis of a hearth-front pit in a planter’s dwelling
at a late seventeenth-century Virginia farmstead site revealed a layer of sand
near the base of the feature. High concentrations of phytoliths from intro-
duced European grasses (of the Pooidae subfamily, which includes wheat,
barley, rye, and bluegrass) suggested that the sand was mixed with straw to
provide aeration (Archer et al. 2006:92).

The following analysis of hearth-front pits focuses on soil strata resting
directly above pit floors. Before becoming a repository for household gar-
bage, the pits would have been emptied of any useable contents, including
tood. Only spoiled food and packing materials would have remained in the
bottom of the feature. These bottom layers are thus believed to be the most
likely locations for recovering any plant remains associated with the use of
these features as root cellars.

Paleobotanical evidence performed in determining whether hearth-front
pits served as root cellars included the identification of pollen, phytoliths,
and starches in the soil strata. No seed analysis was performed, since seeds
are generally preserved only under circumstances unrelated to food storage.
Since Kingsmill and Carter’s Grove were excavated before the systematic re-
trieval of soil samples became common, pits from these sites could not be in-
cluded in the paleobotanical analysis. To determine which features from the
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Utopia Quarter were chosen for analysis, field notes documenting the ex-
cavation of hearth-front pits were carefully examined. Features containing
thin bands of organic soil or sand along the floors of the pits were chosen as
the features most likely to contain paleobotanical evidence of food storage.
The soil strata tested included these lower layers, which may have served as
packing strata or contained physical evidence created by the decomposition
of plant material in the feature.

Three soil samples from two hearth-front pits at the Utopia Quarter were
analyzed for microfloral remains. For comparative purposes, analysis was also
completed on two additional Utopia pits (Features 9 and 44). These corner
pits, which analysis later demonstrated had been used in spiritual fashions,
contained different paleobotanical profiles than the hearth-front pits. A de-
tailed discussion of the paleobotanical analysis for these two corner pits and
how these results relate to their spiritual functions is provided in Chapter 8.

Results of Paleobotanical Analysis at Utopia Quarter

Analysis was performed on three soil samples from two hearth-front subfloor
pits at Utopia Quarter. One pit (Feature 36) was from the earliest occupation
at the Utopia Quarter, dating to the first quarter of the eighteenth century.
The other pit (Feature 53) had been constructed in a structure built and used
during the second quarter of the century. Pollen preservation ranged from
good to poor in the Utopia Quarter samples. The results of this testing are
summarized and discussed below (Cummings and Moutoux 1999).

Feature 36

Feature 36, located in Structure 10, was a hearth-front subfloor pit complex
with at least two periods of construction and repair. Analysis of the fill and
artifacts showed that this pit contained a prefabricated wooden box 4.5 feet
square with a hinged and locked top. Toward the end of the site occupation,
probably in the 1720s, the top of the box collapsed into the pit, and the fea-
ture was subsequently abandoned. Hinges, a lock, and a metal keyhole sur-
round were all found resting in the bottom of the feature, atop a thin layer of
brown sandy loam that accumulated during the use of the pit.

The two soil layers of the pit floor analyzed for plant remains appeared to
have accumulated during the use of the wooden box. Layer 36] was a .2-foot-
thick brown sandy loam that sealed a light brown sandy loam (36L), the ear-
liest deposited strata within the wooden box. Pollen analysis was performed
on Layer 36]; Layer 36 underwent phytolith analysis.
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Testing these two layers revealed aggregates of grass pollen (Poaceae
family). The presence of aggregates, or clumps of a single type of pollen,
often indicates that portions of a plant were deposited into the archaeo-
logical setting (Cummings and Moutoux 1999). Of particular interest were
the food remains from the samples. Pollen from the Cerealia family, rep-
resenting an unidentified grain, was present, as was grape (Vitis) pollen.!
Starch granules, some of a form common in sweet potato (Ipomoea bata-
tas) tubers and corn (Zea mays) were also identified during analysis. Phyto-
lith analysis of Layer 36 showed elevated levels of festucoid forms. These
results suggest that the plant remains in the pit were cool-season grasses, a
finding that would be consistent with autumn storage. Cereal grains, whose
phytoliths display an elongated form, were not present in substantial quanti-
ties in the bottom of the pit.

Taken together, these results suggest that sweet potatoes or corn were
stored in the pit, with grasses used as a lining or packing material for the
food. An account of a 1737 Virginia quarter fire noted that the enslaved resi-
dents had lost “their Bed cloathes and Peas and Potatoes” (Carter Family
Papers 1737), which suggests that these crops were stored in the house, most
likely out of the way in subfloor pits. While the storage of corn could not
be ruled out based on the evidence, sweet potatoes were more likely to have
been stored in a subfloor pit. Cornmeal was generally a planter-provisioned
food in colonial Virginia. Having access to a regular supply of cornmeal
made it less likely that the enslaved would chose to use their limited per-
sonal garden space growing corn or their even more limited underground
space storing it. Documents from eighteenth-century Virginia often indi-
cate that aboveground structures called cribs were located at slave quarters
for the long-term storage of communal corn. While the presence of a crib
and the provisioning of corn products would not preclude the storage of
corn or cornmeal underground, it does make it less likely that the subfloor
pits would have been used in this fashion.

Feature 53

Feature 53 was a rectangular hearth-front pit located in Structure 50, occu-
pied during the second quarter of the eighteenth century. The bottom soil
layer (Feature §3X), a medium-brown organic loam, was analyzed for pollen,
phytoliths, and starches.

The results of this testing provided less conclusive evidence of food stor-
age than analysis indicated for Feature 36. The sample contained high levels
of pollen from oak and pine trees, with smaller quantities of alder, hickory
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or pecan, beech, and elm. These arboreal pollens, along with the pollen from
weedy plants such as ragweed and pigweed, were likely deposited as wind-
borne pollen. Elevated levels of grass pollen again suggested that vegetables
stored in the pit may have been wrapped or cushioned with grass. Starch
granules recovered from this feature showed characteristics indicating the
presence of cereal grains like wheat, barley, or rye, while forms typical of
sweet potatoes and corn were absent.

Analysis was performed on soil samples from two nonhearth pits in order
to provide a basis of comparison with the hearth-front features. While the
results of pollen and phytolith testing on the hearth-front pits were less con-
clusive of food storage than anticipated, differences in the paleobotanical
profiles of hearth and nonhearth pits support the conclusion that pits near
the fireplace had been used for food storage.

While each of the four Utopia Quarter pits contained moderate quanti-
ties of pollen from trees and weedy species that are indicative of the local en-
vironment rather than of the original function of the feature, there are some
distinct differences between hearth and nonhearth pits. These differences
appear to be related to the original functions of the features. Starch gran-
ules and evidence of cereal grains are absent from the two corner pits but are
present in small quantities in each of the hearth-front pits. In addition, levels
of grass (Poaceae) pollen are noticeably higher in the hearth-front pits (36
and 53), perhaps indicating that grass was used as a lining or packing mate-
rial for stored food. Pollen grains from grapes (Vitis) or a grape product such
as wine or raisins were present in small quantities in each of the hearth-front
pits but in elevated quantities in one of the corner pits (Feature 44). This un-
usual result is discussed in detail in an upcoming chapter.

Summary

Based on the results of paleobotanical analysis from the study sites, a strong
case can be made for additional pollen, phytolith, and starch testing of sub-
floor pit strata at future excavations. A critical consideration in gathering
more data to support the root cellar interpretation of hearth-front pits would
be to test strata believed to have accumulated during the use span of the fea-
ture. Testing of secondary deposits associated with trash disposal at the site
would provide evidence of the quarter residents’ diet and of the local envi-
ronment but would not indicate whether the pit had originally functioned as
a root cellar. The identification at Utopia Quarter of starch granules with a
form characteristic of sweet potatoes holds promise. Excavation at the Wil-
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ton Quarter (1750—1790) in Henrico County, Virginia, revealed the unusual
discovery of noncarbonized fragments of sweet potato from a subfloor pit
(McKnight 2000). While the recovery of noncarbonized plant remains is
extremely rare, this finding lends further support to the Utopia starch evi-
dence that sweet potatoes were stored in hearth-front pits. Better pollen
preservation, coupled with ethnobotanical analysis of soils from subfloor pits
on future quarter projects, may lead to additional evidence of sweet potato
storage in hearth-front subfloor pits.

Sweet potatoes played a substantial role in the diet of enslaved Virgin-
ians, who created subterranean pits suitable for the long-term storage of this
critical staple through the winter and early spring. The connection in Vir-
ginia between peoples of Igbo descent, the use of subfloor pits, and the im-
portance of sweet potatoes coincides in a manner that points to hearth-front
pits being used to store this important dietary staple. Significantly, only in
those areas of the American South where descendants of the Igbo com-
prised a large percentage of the enslaved population did sweet potatoes form
an important part of the diet. In addition, subfloor pits are not found in asso-
ciation with slave quarters in parts of the American South where other die-
tary staples, such as rice and corn, prevailed.

The old adage “given a choice, man tends to eat what his ancestors ate
before him” is a fitting maxim for examining the development of Afro-
Virginian foodways in the colonial period. Food, with its power to confer
identity, remains one of the realms of life most resistant to change. The en-
slaved in Virginia made deliberate food choices based on their ideas of what
constituted an appropriate diet. Many of those choices had their origins in
their West African ancestry. In Virginia, West African foods, grains, and
spices, as well as new foods encountered there by the enslaved, helped them
fashion a collective cultural identity as well as a regionally distinct cuisine.
These foods and methods of preparation became part of southern cuisine,
adopted by white planters and still important in southern cooking today.

Note

1. Cummings and Moutoux (1999) give an alternate identification to the Vitis
pollen from Features 36 and 44 as Ceanothus, commonly known as New Jersey tea.
Leaves from this ornamental shrub were used as a substitute for tea during the

American Revolution.
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Subfloor Pits as Personal Storage Areas

Carter’s Grove Plantation. Early evening in midsummer, 1750

Marcellus stepped inside the dwelling, setting the broad hoe just inside the
doorway. After waiting a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the low light,
he moved toward the center of the room. As he approached the small space
along the far wall that he called his own, he noticed something amiss.

Tossing aside a small cloth sack containing a gourd dipper and a jaw harp,
Marcellus knelt beside his cornshuck pallet. The cotton blanket, which he
carefully folded every morning, was not the way he had left it earlier. Grasp-
ing the thin mattress, he folded it back toward the wall, revealing rough
boards covering a rectangular hole in the ground beneath the bed. Removing
the boards, he looked anxiously into the depths of the hole. As his eyes ad-
justed to the darkness, he saw that everything appeared in place—the extra
shirt and breeches, knife and fork, and the broken cup holding his small trea-
sures: a gunflint, straight pins, and the small, curious earthen pipe he had
found in the field by the river. Then he noticed—the short length of red rib-
bon, bartered last week for the oak market basket he had crafted, was miss-
ing. That ribbon was to have been a gift to planter Burwell’s cook Molly, a
woman Marcellus admired.

As the sounds of the other returning men filled the structure, Marcellus
thought. In all of his five winters here, never had anything been taken from
this place. Everyone in the quarter knew that these hidey holes were private
and not to be violated. Who would risk the anger and alienation of the group
for such a small trinket? Marcellus silently assessed everyone who had ac-
cess to the building. He suspected Lot, the carpenter hired in earlier in the
month, who had a wife on Foace’s quarter. Assigned a temporary space here
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in this quarter, he started his day’s work at least an hour after the other men
had gone to the field. He had nothing to lose, since he would soon be done
with his work here and gone. But how was he to determine if Lot was really
the thief? “What should I do?” thought Marcellus, as he remembered with
frustration and anger the hours he had spent making the basket.

Storage Spaces

One of the most obvious uses of subfloor pits by the enslaved would have
been as storage spaces. Living in cramped quarters, often with virtual strang-
ers during the early decades of heavy importation from West and Central
Africa, the enslaved would have needed places to store personal possessions
and rationed food supplies. Although storage spaces were limited within the
confines of slave quarters, several options were available. Second-story lofts,
either completely or partially floored, were used for storage as well as addi-
tional sleeping space. Wooden chests or trunks also served as storage con-
tainers. In 1754, planter Josiah Ball sent Aron, his enslaved personal assis-
tant, to live on his Virginia plantation. Arriving with Aron and holding his
personal belongings were an 8o-gallon barrel, a small chest, and a box. Ball
took special care to instruct the plantation manager that Aron was allowed
to have these containers in his new cabin (Ball r754).

Subfloor pits would have served the same storage functions as barrels,
boxes, and chests. North Carolina resident William Henry Singleton re-
membered that the subfloor pit in his mother’s home was used not only to
store potatoes but also to “keep . .. things out of the way” (Singleton 1999
[1922]:39). Finding ways to keep items from cluttering floor space in the
small confines of quarters was critical. Although most cooking and socializ-
ing took place outside around the quarters, interior space was at a premium
in most quarters, where evenings often found the floor crowded with people
sleeping. Trunks and other containers that took up valuable floor space were
found in minimal numbers in these buildings. Thus, subfloor pits solved
storage needs without diminishing useable floor space. There, the enslaved
could stow extra clothing, items of personal adornment, eating utensils, food
and drink, or items they had crafted to barter or sell.

Not only might subfloor pits be used to store personal possessions, but
they could be used also for concealment of ill-gained items. One of the few
known references to slaves and subfloor pits involved stolen produce hidden
in a subfloor pit, illustrating one strategy of slave resistance to planter con-

trol. Theft of food, alcohol, poultry, livestock, clothing, and household sup-
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plies was an ever-present problem for planters, as the enslaved took supplies
for their own use or to sell. Evidence from the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century American South suggests that subfloor pits did sometimes serve as
places to conceal stolen goods. Ex-slave Charles Grandy related in an early
twentieth-century interview how he would hide stolen chickens under a trap
door cut through the floor of the house (Perdue et al. 1976:116). At Kingsmill
Plantation in Virginia, one subterranean pit yielded several unbroken wine
bottles bearing the seal of planter Carter Burwell, suggesting perhaps an il-
licit acquisition (Kelso 1984).

While some pits may have been used to hide stolen goods, the difficulty
with relying on subfloor pits for such concealment was that they were not
always a secret from slaveholders. Virginia planters Thomas Jefferson and
Landon Carter both acknowledged the presence of subfloor pits and their
use as repositories for stolen goods (Carter 1965:495; Heath 1994:40). Fraser
Neiman (1997, 2004) has argued that subfloor pits made inadequate hiding
places for several reasons. These pits, covered with boards and thus easily
visible cutting through the dirt floors of the cabins, would have been the
easiest and most obvious place to search for missing goods. Because each pit
could be associated with a particular individual or group of individuals liv-
ing in the cabin, blame for any theft could easily be assigned and punishment
administered. Instead, Neiman argues that subfloor pits were “good tricks”: a
design solution employed by the enslaved not to hide stolen property but to
protect their own possessions from theft by fellow slaves.

Neiman asserts that the use of subfloor pits and their spatial and tem-
poral distributions on Virginia slave sites can be explained by the changing
demographics of Chesapeake slavery during the eighteenth century. During
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the importation of slaves di-
rectly from Africa was heavy, with the enslaved population of Chesapeake
plantations comprised predominantly of males. Plantation demographics
shifted as more females began arriving in Virginia and the enslaved began
to form families.

Archaeological evidence in the Chesapeake indicates that non-kin groups
of males imported directly from Africa were generally housed in larger,
barracks-style structures, as evident at Utopia’s Structure 50 and at Car-
ter’s Grove House One. Later, as the enslaved began forming family units,
smaller buildings consisting of one-room cabins or two-room duplexes be-
came prevalent, with each family assigned a single-room living space. Be-
cause these families could be considered cooperative units where sharing
resources was in the group’s best interest, personal possessions were not at
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risk of theft from other household residents. In the larger structures hous-
ing nonrelated individuals, however, the need for distinct personal storage
areas was greater than in a structure occupied by a cooperative kin group. In
the larger barracks structures, these subfloor pits thus served as “safe-deposit
boxes” where each individual could store his or her belongings. Because the
ownership of each pit would be known by all residents of the structure, they
were thus relatively protected from thievery (Neiman 1997, 2004). Boards
covering the pits made them more difficult to access quickly, increasing the
chance that an unauthorized entry into a pit would be witnessed by another
resident.

As “safe-deposit boxes,” subterranean pits can thus be viewed as an adap-
tation to conditions of enslavement, as individuals devised new ways to as-
sert private property rights under less than ideal group living conditions.
The need to assert ownership of personal property within their quarter com-
munities continued to be a matter of concern for the enslaved in the ante-
bellum period. Many former slaves reported keeping their personal prop-
erty outside in plain view, where it was visible to all and ownership publicly
acknowledged (Penningroth 2003). Such open acknowledgment made suc-
cessful theft within the community more difficult. In those instances when
certain types of possessions, such as food supplies or clothing, needed to be
stored inside buildings, spatial segregation of goods within a room was em-
ployed as a means of tracking ownership. In eighteenth-century Virginia,
subfloor pits served the same functions as these antebellum strategies of
public display and interior segregation of possessions. All individuals liv-
ing in a quarter would know the ownership of each pit; thus, the visible dis-
play was created by the pit itself. The number of subfloor pits in Virginia
slave dwellings decreased with the passage of time in response to the forma-
tion and increase in family groups among enslaved Virginians and the prac-
tice of using single-room dwellings for the family units (Neiman 1997). This
finding fits the hypothesis that subfloor pits served as secure storage spaces
within structures occupied by non-kin groups.

Archaeological evidence from Virginia on pit patterning and distribution
supports the hypothesis that the enslaved were using pits as personal stor-
age and as safe deposit boxes. Was there West African cultural precedent for
underground storage that would aid in determining why this strategy was
adopted by enslaved Virginians? During a visit to the imperial Igbo capital
at Bonny, sea captain Hugh Crow described a form of storage used by the
people there. In his 1830 account, he wrote that “most of the hard articles
such as lead and iron bars, chests of beads, and marcelas (a kind of coin), they
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bury under the floors of their houses. Much valuable property is secreted in
that way” (Crow 1970 [1830]:251). How widespread this form of storage was
among the Igbo is unclear, but an architectural survey of traditional Igbo ar-
chitecture done in the 1950s and 1960s showed that the storage of valuables
had by then largely been consigned to small, strong wooden chests placed in
inaccessible storerooms (Dmochowski 1990:27).

Although the correlations between distributions of pits through time and
the development of kin-based households support their use for storage, can
artifact analysis serve as an analytical means of reinforcing this conclusion?
Evidence of storage would be provided by the presence of curated items re-
maining in the bottoms of pits. These items could include pottery, bottles,
agricultural tools, cutlery, buttons, and buckles. The description of the goods
lost during a fire by slave Charles Cox in 1783 serves as an example of the
types of items that could have been stored in subfloor pits (Sprinkle 1991).
The account of the Maryland fire stated that Cox kept his clothing, ra-
zors, shoe buckles, sleeve buttons, coins, sewing needles, two pulleys, and
some gun hardware in a wooden chest in the mill house where he lived and
worked.

The likelihood of finding goods abandoned in subterranean storage units
is highly improbable, however. If they were considered valuable enough to
store, their owners surely would have removed these items when a quarter
was moved or abandoned or if the resident moved on. Exceptions might oc-
cur under unusual circumstances, such as if the overlying structure had been
destroyed by fire. If residents had no time to remove belongings before the
building was consumed by flame, these objects would remain to be retrieved
by archaeologists.

Thus, the very nature of using a subfloor pit for storage of personal pos-
sessions hinders the ability of archaeologists to definitively assign this func-
tion through artifact analysis in most instances. It should be possible, how-
ever, to detect those uncommon instances where stored goods remained
intact in pits. During careful excavations, it is often possible for archaeolo-
gists to identify groups of objects left in situ. These items, in this case resting
on the floors of features, comprise evidence of what archaeologists term de
facto deposition. De facto refuse consists of “the tools, facilities, structures,
and other cultural materials that, although still usable (or reusable), are left
behind when an activity area is abandoned” (Schiffer 1987:89).

Archaeologists attempting to find evidence of storage would need to look
for assemblages that contained complete or useable items resting on or near
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the floors of the pits. On some of the study sites, the quality of the field notes
prevented determining the presence of caches from using the notes alone.
An analytical tool using artifact size and completeness to locate de facto de-
posits within the pits was thus devised. Discussed more thoroughly in Chap-
ter 5, this tool analyzed the completeness of individual artifacts within the
subfloor pit assemblages in order to pinpoint possible instances of de facto
or primary refuse. For analytical purposes, any soil layers whose assemblage
contained over 15 percent complete artifacts were deemed worthy of further
analysis.

Subfloor Pits as Storage Areas

Four subfloor pits contained caches of items that appeared to have been per-
sonal goods either stored or hidden underground. These pits were notable
in their lack of similarity in shape, location, or content, reflecting the in-
dividuality of each pit’s owner. The features are discussed here in chrono-

logical order.
Kingsmill Quarter, ca. 1750—1780, Feature KIM363

This rectangular pit was located along the exterior wall of the western room
in the quarter and contained 13 unbroken wine bottles, an unbroken German
Pyrmont mineral water bottle, and another 6 bottles that were over 8o per-
cent complete. Excavation photographs show they were contained within
the last few inches of fill above the floor of the feature (Figure 7.2). The
shapes of the bottles date their manufacture to the 1730s. At the time of ex-
cavation, the bottles were lying on their sides along the floor of the feature,
and some of the others appear to have been broken in place, perhaps by other
debris and soil being tossed in on top of them. The placements suggest these
bottles had been stored on the floor of the pit.

Numerous explanations are possible for the presence of so many bottles in
this feature. It is feasible, although not likely, that wine or brandy was stored
at one time in the pit. Store and plantation records show that enslaved in-
dividuals were allowed to purchase small quantities of alcoholic beverages
on some plantations. Slaves typically purchased pints and half pints from
Phillip Moore’s Mount Tizrah Plantation store in early nineteenth-century
North Carolina (Moore Papers), although it is unknown whether amounts
were restricted by some agreement Moore had with area planters or if cost of
the alcohol was a limiting factor for the enslaved. Nevertheless, it is unlikely
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7.1. Excavation of Kingsmill Quarter Feature KM363 (Virginia's Division
of Historic Resources)

that an enslaved individual or family would store such large quantities of al-
cohol at one time, unless the cache represented entrepreneurial activity—
selling alcohol to residents at the quarter and neighboring plantations.
Since bottles were hand-blown during this period, and thus expensive to
produce, they were recycled, often for years. Bottles could be returned for
refilling or exchanged for a small sum of money. In 1810, an enslaved man
named Joe received a small sum of money for returning “r black Bottle” to
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Phillip Moore (Moore Papers). It is unlikely that the complete bottles from
this feature had been discarded. The feature’s bottles, even if they originally
contained alcohol, were probably reused to hold other liquids. The person
with access to this pit may have been a conjurer, midwife, or healer who
needed the bottles for the preparation and storage of herbal and root reme-
dies. The subfloor pit in this instance would have been used as a storage place
for these homemade remedies and tonics.

Carter’s Grove Quarter, ca. 1780—1800, Features CG643, CG715, CG716
The two pits in House Three (CG715 and CG716) and one in House One

(CG643) contained items associated with their original functions as stor-
age pits. Feature CG643 was located at the western end of the barracks-
style structure and contained 467 artifacts within its two levels of fill. The
uppermost zone of fill contained 402 artifacts, including numerous nails and
window glass fragments, suggesting this fill was associated with the destruc-
tion of the quarter. Sealed by the destruction fill was a brown, ashy loam con-
taining 65 artifacts. While fewer than 1 percent of the items from the upper
stratum were unbroken objects, 16 percent of the artifacts from the lower
zone were complete, suggesting that some of the objects in this zone were
placed there deliberately during the life span of the building. The absence of
detailed field notes from this site made it impossible to determine if these
complete objects rested on the floor level of the pit.

The complete items included an early seventeenth-century kaolin pipe-
bowl, two two-tined forks, a table knife, a pewter spoon, an iron shoe buckle,
a copper alloy button, a set of sleeve links, a straight pin, a gunflint, and
a quartzite flake. The pipebowl, ca. 1620—-1660, was likely a found and cu-
rated item from the earlier Martin’s Hundred settlement located between
the quarter and the river. The base and partial body of an American salt-
glazed stoneware mug (approximately 40 percent of the vessel) did not ap-
pear to be functional as a drinking utensil but could have been used to hold
small personal items. If examined as a group, these items look strikingly like
personal gear: clothing, dining equipment, the gunflint for hunting or mak-
ing sparks to start a fire, and the flake used for cutting or scraping.

Some of the complete items from Zone A correspond with items from
the lower zone. A shoe buckle matching the example found in the lower
zone of soil and similar buttons in various sizes were also included in the
zone. It is possible that some of these items were found at the intersection
between Zones A and B. If this conclusion is correct, then it would appear
that items of clothing, including a pair of shoes, a jacket or some similar
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item with buttons, cutlery, and other personal items were left abandoned
on the floor of the pit. By the late eighteenth century, most enslaved in-
dividuals owned a second set of clothing, usually reserved for Sunday use
(Walsh 1997:191). The nature of the clothing remains—the shoe buckles,
the copper alloy buttons, and the sleeve links inlaid with opaque blue col-
ored glass—suggest that these items were not from a set of work clothes.
While most clothing was seasonally apportioned by the planter, additional
attire could have been purchased or bartered by the enslaved or received as
planter castoffs.

The incomplete spoons from the subfloor pit were modified in ways that
suggest they may have served as some form of tool. Both sides of the bowl
ends of two spoons had been cut on the diagonal, forming a pointed end to
each bowl. A third partial spoon bowl, which had been flattened by ham-
mering, had been cut into an irregular shape with a pointed end. Both the in-
terior and exterior of the spoon bowl were heavily scratched. Another pew-
ter spoon handle was bent at a 45° angle midway along the handle length.
These partial spoons may have been used in some form of craft activity, such
as basket making. Basket makers in coastal South Carolina use modified
spoon handles as awls called “sewing bones” to hold the grass basket coils
apart for ease in attaching the adjacent coil (Rosengarten 1986:13). In Vir-
ginia, baskets constructed of split white oak in the European tradition were
more commonly produced. Bone awls and bladelike metal implements are
often used as “rapping irons” to level the rows of woven splints and to in-
sert handles and finish basket borders (Wright 1983). Whatever their use,
the spoons from this feature had been modified for use other than as imple-
ments for eating.

In Structure Three, features CG715 and CG716 showed evidence of stor-
age. A number of items rested directly on the floorboards of the prefabri-
cated wooden boxes in the duplex, in a dark organic loam generated by the
decay of the wooden floors (Figure 7.1). In CG71s, these items included a
complete iron padlock, a key, a scythe, a gridiron handle, 60 percent of a
wine bottle, and an iron saddle tree. The padlock and key suggested that the
contents of the wooden box had been locked away from prying hands and
eyes. If, as the evidence seems to suggest, a saddle had been stored in this
box, the residents of the house would have been wise to protect it from theft
and probable resale. While the larger tools appear to have been deliberately
placed on the floor of the pit for storage, other items, such as the small frag-
ments of ceramics, faunal bone, tobacco pipes, and bottle glass, probably fell

in through the floorboards during the life of the building. An iron broad hoe
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and nine wrought iron spikes were stored on the floor of the pit on the op-

posite side of the duplex (CG716).
Summary

In the cramped environs of eighteenth-century quarters, subterranean pits
provided effective storage units—not only were they an efficient use of the
limited floor space, but they were also relatively secure from unauthorized
entry and theft. Pits along the walls of the buildings could be covered with
bedding, creating personal spaces within the quarter, where spare clothing,
tools, extra food supplies, and other items could be stored. With these pits, it
is possible to see the enslaved transforming their living spaces, with the pat-
terning and distribution of these subfloor pits reflecting changing social or-
ganization on the quarters. These subfloor pits are symbols of individual and
collective agency on the part of the enslaved, as they resisted the domination
of slave owners and the conditions that, in the early decades in bondage in
Tidewater Virginia, forced them to reside in nonfamily group settings. In as-
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serting individual property rights and establishing ways to protect that prop-
erty, the enslaved took control over an aspect of life legally denied them—
that of owning their own property, however negligible.

Perhaps not surprisingly, only a few of the analyzed subfloor pits showed
evidence of use as personal storage units. The very nature of this func-
tion would preclude physical evidence of storage, since personal possessions
would be removed before the pit was decommissioned and filled with soil
and garbage. In light of the earlier conclusion that the need for individual
storage would diminish as the eighteenth century progressed, it is surprising
that all but one of the pits showing evidence of personal caches or the con-
cealment of items dated to the second half of the century, a period when co-
operative family units began to share living spaces. The variation in shape,
location, and contents of the subfloor pits characterized as storage spaces is
not surprising. While root cellars might have narrowly defined size, shape,
location, and depth requirements that affected their success as food stor-
age units, personal storage pits could be as individual as the persons creat-
ing them. The same factor holds true for the final presumed use for subfloor

pits—that of shrines.
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Subfloor Pits as Shrines

Utopia Quarter, Midnight, mid-April, 1735

The woman named Ebo knelt in the southeastern corner of the darkened
cabin. She had long waited for this moment, but now the time was here. She
carefully maneuvered the cork from the mouth of the brandy bottle on the
floor beside her. It had taken months to save the money needed to purchase
this brandy. The few eggs her scrawny chickens had managed to lay could
have gone to feed her two daughters but had instead been sold to Mistress
Bray for small change. Before she could purchase the brandy, there had been
even harder work, coming home dead tired from the tobacco fields to sew by
the light of the fire, stitching a Sunday apron for Daniel to give to his future
wife. In exchange, he had been able to procure for her the seven fossil scallop
shells that he removed from the river embankment on one of his boat trips
carrying loads of lumber upriver for Master Bray.

She brought the bottle to her lips, carefully took in a mouthful and held
it there a moment before leaning over and spitting the brandy into the rect-
angular hole she had cut through the earthen floor of the cabin. Although
the hole was in shadow, she knew what rested on the slight mound of earth
built up on the bottom of the hole. There, in addition to the seven shells
representing water and Idemili, the female deity of water, she had arranged
the bones of cows—sacred to the Igbo people of her homeland—and the
white clay tobacco pipes representing an offering to Idemili. She took an-
other mouth of brandy, leaned over, and spit into the hole again. This action
she would repeat for six more nights. The seven shells and the seven nights
of prayers and offerings were critical, since seven was the number of conti-
nuity and cyclical movements of life for her ancestors. After the seven days,
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she would carefully fill the hole, sealing the shell, pipes, and bones so that no
one could disturb these sacred items. And at the end of that time, if Idemili
looked favorably upon her actions, she would grant Ebo’s request that her
husband, now residing on another plantation, would be allowed to come and
live with her here at Deb’s Quarter.

Finishing her prayer, Ebo glanced at her two small children, Patience and
Sukey, asleep on the pallet near the fire that barely kept the April evening’s
chill at bay. She got slowly to her feet and, with a tired sigh, moved toward
her own blankets, for dawn and another day’s work would come early.

Shrines in West Africa

Our daughters are headed for a World they call New. And we, their an-
cestor mothers, are alive in their blood. They are not alone, the ones who
cross over. They take us along.

—Sandra Jackson-Opoku 1997:2

The men, women, and children arriving in the Virginia colony in the eigh-
teenth century had been uprooted from, but not knowledge-deprived of,
their birthright cultures. Beliefs about individual worth, the importance of
family and kinship, gender and age-related roles, and spirituality traveled
with them across the Atlantic and helped Africans forge lives under the
new and trying circumstances in which they found themselves. Particularly
critical in guiding their actions were spiritual beliefs, especially sacred beliefs
that fostered kinship ties.

The final hypothesized function for subfloor pits has its basis in the re-
ligions of the Igbo and other cultures whose members were enslaved in the
Virginia colony. This explanation is derived from strongly held spiritual be-
liefs and practices that the enslaved transformed into altered, but still recog-
nizably African, forms. Based on a combination of archaeological evidence
and West African religious practices, it appears that some of the subfloor
pits functioned as shrines. Some of the pits contained groups of unbroken
or nearly complete items, such as bottles, pottery, and agricultural tools, rest-
ing on their floor surfaces. Since even wealthy planters reused bottles, it is
unlikely that individuals with more limited access to consumer goods would
have accidentally left behind these still functional objects. Were these cached
artifacts actually ritual objects left intentionally as shrine goods?

Shrines are important household components in many West African so-
cieties, where they serve as places for the living to negotiate daily with the
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spirits of deceased ancestors for guidance and benevolence (Offiong 1991:11;
Uchendu 1976:283). Ancestor veneration is one of the ways West Africans
used ritual performance to gain control over aspects of their lives. The fol-
lowing pages outline the historical and contemporary importance of such
shrines in West African, and more specifically Igbo, cultures. Ethnographic,
archaeological, and historical sources reveal how these shrines were used and
what types of material objects they included. Based on these sources, ques-
tions were formulated for testing whether subfloor pits were used as shrines
in Virginia. What follows are the results of this testing and analysis, as well
as the implications these results hold for the study of slave culture and iden-
tity in Virginia.

Religion can be understood as a cultural institution of beliefs and prac-
tices that allows groups and individuals to understand and contend with life’s
experiences and uncertainties. Encompassing emotional, expressive, cogni-
tive, and symbolic dimensions, religion generally involves interaction be-
tween humans and supernatural entities. In order to examine how specific
African spiritual traditions were transformed on Virginia’s plantations, it
was necessary to determine the religious beliefs of the cultures whose mem-
bers and, later, descendants were enslaved there. Given the prevalence of
Igbo-descent peoples in Virginia, the focus is on Igbo spiritual traditions,
embedded within a larger corpus of spiritual beliefs common to West Af-
rica as a whole. Because of these overarching similarities, it is argued that en-
slaved individuals from different West African cultures developed creolized
spiritual practices recognizable to other enslaved West Africans.

The key to understanding the West African worldview lies in spiritual be-
liefs that provide their followers structured approaches to balanced, purpose-
ful, and successful living (Oramaisonwu 1994:56). The West Africans and
their descendants enslaved in Virginia brought with them these rich tradi-
tions of spiritual beliefs, which shared enough basic elements to allow the
formation of beliefs and practices that were recognizably African (Mintz
and Price 1992:9, 45; Quarcoopome 1987). These elements included belief
in a sovereign creator and ruler of the universe, belief in divinities and an-
cestors who acted as intermediaries between humans and God, and reliance
on practices of magic and medicine to influence events and people (Quar-
coopome 1987:12, 40—43).

West Africans generally view religion as an instrument for facing the
anxieties and uncertainties of life and as a means to attain important goals
(Offiong 1991:18). West African cultures also share a holistic worldview, in
which there is no distinct separation between the sacred and the secular or
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the world of the living and that of the dead. Emphasis is placed on the
unity and interrelationships among all aspects of the world. European con-
cepts that stress individualism and self-sufficiency are alien in West African
philosophy; each person’s identity is instead linked with community iden-
tity and in the social and historical contexts within which an individual and
the community are embedded. Deceased ancestors play a critical and active
role in the lives of individuals on earth and in the ongoing life of the com-
munity.

Belief in ancestors, as well as other spirit forces and deities, is particu-
larly prevalent among small-scale stateless African societies, where political
and social controls are descent-based (Ray 1976:140). The Igbo and Ibibio,
among the groups enslaved in Virginia, were stateless societies during the
period of the Atlantic slave trade. In such societies, ancestors remain one of
the most powerful spiritual forces, generally acting as intermediaries balanc-
ing relations between the living and the higher deities (Offiong 1991:11; Ray
1976:140). Olaudah Equiano’s narrative of eighteenth-century Igbo life at-
tests to the importance of ancestor spirits: “Those spirits . . . such as their
dear friends and relations, they believe always attend them, and guard them
from the bad spirits, or their foes” (Equiano 1987:19). Equiano, when first
taken aboard the slaving vessel, believed that his English captors were mo
ndjo, or evil spirits, who meant him great harm (1987:33).

Ancestral blessings can help assure individual health and achievements, as
well as community well-being and agricultural plenty (Bockie 1993:18). Al-
though honoring the spirits of the founding fathers, the living are not passive
recipients of their benevolence or wrath; instead, they are actively engaged
in strategic negotiations to enhance their own well-being. In cultures where
ancestors are honored, continual contact is maintained through the con-
struction of shrines and activities centered on these sacred places (McCall
1995; Offiong 1991:8; Thompson 1993). Shrines—places where people can
commemorate or commune with ancestral spirits and deities—include a vast
repertoire of living and nonliving articles, including sacred medicine pack-
ets, trees, waterfalls, and bonfires. Shrines can be subsumed under a more
general category of Igbo spiritual items and practices (ju-ju) consisting of
medicines® or spiritual powers used for petitioning the spirits (a-juju). These
practices also include the creation of personal ritual objects like iZenga, ofo,
and community shrines like 7zbari. Juju objects are imbued with sacred power
(Chambers 1996:99).

Shrines are visible and tangible places upon which to place a gift made
to an invisible and intangible deity (Awolalu 1979:117; Onwuejeogwu 1981:
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39). Ancestor-honoring activities include making offerings of food and ani-
mals and pouring libations of palm wine or other liquids on the ground
to ease communication with the founding fathers (Bockie 1993:19; Okehie-
Offoha 1996:64). Historical and current sources are similar in their instruc-
tions on appropriate offerings, suggesting continuity in this practice across
at least several centuries. Eighteenth-century Igbo “always before eating . . .
put some small portions of the meat, and pour some of the drink, on the
ground for them” (Equiano 1987:19). This practice continued into the twen-
tieth century, with Major Arthur Leonard, a British colonial administrator,
observing, “It is customary, as a mark of esteem, gratitude, and fear to their
ancestors, but especially to the protector and daily giver of food, to offer up a
short prayer or petition, in addition to a certain amount of food and libations
of water or liquor, in accordance with what they may happen to be drinking
at the time” (Leonard 1906:434). Prayers are offered to the ancestors every
morning, with the breaking of kola nuts and the drinking of wine prerequi-
site for any critical conversation betwen the living and the ancestors (Metuh
1985:155). No elaborate sacrifices are made to the ancestors—just portions of
food eaten in the home and some wine and water were considered sufficient
(Uchendu 1965:102). Neglect of a shrine would have negative consequences
on an individual’s life.

Modern-day shrines and Nigerian archaeological findings reveal objects
of spiritual significance in Igbo culture. Archaeological examples of spiri-
tual objects recovered from a tenth-century A.p. burial vault, Igbo Richard,
included iron tools, copper and bronze jewelry, pottery, beads, waterworn
pebbles, shell, and ferruginous stone (Onwuejeogwu 1981:57; Shaw 1977). Ex-
cavations at the Igbo Isaiah revealed a complete shrine group dated around
a thousand years ago. The objects on this shrine had been arranged on a
low rectangular platform, probably enclosed within a light structure (Shaw
1970:236). The shrine’s goods, which included earthenware pottery, beads,
iron knives, and bowls, pots, and shells cast in bronze had been left un-
touched by vandals, perhaps because the objects were imbued with spiritual
power that made it too dangerous to risk the consequences of theft. This ex-
ample and another shrine from the tenth-century burial site, Igbo Richard,
provide not only time depth to analysis of Igbo shrines but also evidence
for what objects were considered spiritually significant. Similarly decorated
bronze items from the fifteenth century demonstrate continuity of icono-
graphic motifs over the centuries (Hartle 1967).

Some of the items included on these early shrines were accorded great
value in later periods. The presence of shrines was of great interest to En-
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glish and European travelers in Nigeria, who often noted them in their writ-
ings. Visitors to New Calabar in 1699 noted that residents there offered
sacrifices to idols and ritual objects called juju (Barbot 1732:462). These ob-
jects, including iron tools, iron and copper bars, pottery, beads, waterworn
pebbles, and shells, were located both in private homes and on public view
along the streets (Chambers 1996:275; Onwuejeogwu 1981:57). Visitors in the
1840s noted that many of the outdoor shrines had offerings of water and
food placed near them, as well as European pottery, glass bottles, cowrie
shells, and copper or iron ingots (Allen 1848:242). In the 1850s, a missionary
noted a roadside shrine whose components included a flat calabash gourd
containing an earthenware pot and a sacred wooden stick called an ofo, a
round gourd holding an earthenware pot decorated with pebbles and white
clay, a stone marked with chalk, and a pottery vessel containing feathers,
pebbles, eggshells, and soil (Taylor 1968 [1859]:338—339).

Ethnographers working among the Igbo at the turn of the century noted
that rounded pebbles, earthenware pots, cones of chalk or kaolin, and pieces
of wood were commonly used as sacred objects. Colonial administrators
writing about the Igbo and Ibibio in early twentieth-century Nigeria (Talbot
1969:20—21) and current ethnographies (McCall 1995:260) also stress the im-
portance of pottery: its placement on shrines, use in rituals, and placement
in graves. Modern-day Igbo ancestral shrine goods include carved wooden
figures, metal or wooden dumbbell-shaped objects called okponsz, and hol-
low vessels containing various objects, such as chalk, pierced coins, and kola
nuts (Onwuejeogwu 1981:50). Metuh’s (1985:14) list of items kept as part of
the ancestral shrine (Irummo) in the reception hut (O47) of each household
included wooden ritual objects called i4enga (a personal spirit) and ofo, as
well as food offerings on a wooden platter. What is apparent from these de-
scriptions is that these shrines were not elaborately constructed or adorned
but rather were created using everyday items and materials.

Subfloor Pits as West African—Style Shrines

Since it is likely that subfloor pits served a multitude of purposes, with func-
tions possibly linked to size, depth, and placement of the features, it may be
possible to use physical characteristics to predict which features might have
served as shrines. The assumption is made that complete and useable objects
would not have been forgotten or intentionally discarded by the enslaved.
Very few descriptions of the interiors of slave houses are known, but those
examples document the sparseness of material possessions. A visitor to a late
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eighteenth-century quarter at Mount Vernon described its rudimentary fur-
nishings: “We entered one of the huts of the Blacks. . . . They are more mis-
erable than the most miserable of the cottages of our peasants. The husband
and wife sleep on a mean pallet, the children on the ground; a very bad fire-
place, [and] some utensils for cooking” (Niemcewicz 1965:100). Other Vir-
ginia travelers noted slave houses that contained “no convenience, no fur-
niture, no comfort” (Smyth 1784:75—76). Given historical evidence of the
meager material conditions of eighteenth-century slave life in Virginia, it
seems unlikely that complete bottles, dishes, scissors, and agricultural tools
were left behind when quarters were moved or torn down. A more likely ex-
planation is that these items were shrine goods, sacred to an individual or
family and thus left in place in the pits for spiritual reasons.

How can these spiritual expressions on Virginia archaeological sites be
recognized? To increase the likelihood of recognizing material expressions
of slave spirituality, this research used contextual analysis to make rele-
vant cultural connections across time and space (Beaudry et al. 1991; Hod-
der 1987). A contextual framework was created within which to analyze Vir-
ginia archaeological and historical data using ethnohistoric, archaeological,
and ethnographic data from the Igbo culture and, in particular, Igbo shrines
and the range of religious practices associated with their use. The symbolic
meanings of artifact assemblages are inferred by examining them contextu-
ally, both within a system of colonialism and power and also from within the
historical context of precolonial to postcolonial Igboland. Although Igbo
culture has undergone enormous changes over the centuries, long-term con-
tinuities in core beliefs are visible archaeologically in ritual iconography (Ray
1987).

This contextual approach has been used successfully by archaeologists
studying the spiritual traditions of enslaved peoples. In the late 1980s, Texas
archaeologists digging in a former slave quarter at Jordan Plantation dis-
covered a group of artifacts left in a corner after its occupants had been
abruptly evicted (Brown and Cooper 1990). Unremarkable as single objects,
the seashells, beads, doll parts, chalk, bird skulls, bottles, and bases of cast
iron cooking pots gained significance when analyzed contextually as related
items. These artifacts, virtually identical to those used by modern-day Yo-
ruba diviners for healing and other rituals, were components in a creolized
West African—style conjurer’s kit showing both Yoruba and BiKongo tradi-
tions (Brown 2001; Brown and Cooper 1990).

The Jordan Plantation discovery is important in several respects. There,
in an abandoned quarter, were the tangible expressions of creolized West
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African spiritual traditions, surviving under the harsh conditions of enforced
labor. These objects had been used in culturally significant actions, demon-
strating that objects, viewed contextually, can shed light on those intangible
aspects of culture. Several caches of objects recovered from Maryland and
Virginia contain items clearly traceable to West African—based spiritual tra-
ditions (Leone and Fry 2001; Logan et al. 1992; Pullins et al. 2003; Ruppel
et al. 2003). Similar items have been recovered from slave quarters in Ken-
tucky (Young 1996) and Louisiana (Wilkie 1995). Late nineteenth-century
discoveries in Delaware (De Cunzo 2004) and North Carolina (Jones 2001)
also attest to the strength and longevity of these practices.

Determining which subfloor pits served spiritual functions was a multi-
step process. All pits were examined and compared as a group, and features
with the highest percentages of complete items were considered as possibly
containing de facto deposits. Additional analysis then determined if the
cached items were possibly spiritual in nature. An interpretive analysis, by
which the symbolic meanings of artifacts were recovered through analysis of
historical and cultural contexts, was used in order to make this determina-
tion. To demonstrate how objects found in subfloor pits were shrine group-
ings required that artifacts be viewed within the context of West African
spiritual practices. In doing so, several key points became clear.

First, Igbo peoples in Africa, after initial contact with Europeans, readily
incorporated European manufactured items into their corpus of shrine
goods. This evidence is important for this study in several ways. The func-
tional objects of daily Virginia life, used in plantation and household work
and recreation, may have acquired spiritual connotations for Igbo peoples
and other Africans prior to their arrival in Virginia and would thus have
been easily incorporated into spiritual practices once there. Tobacco pipes
and trade goods such as hoes and mirrors are good examples. The enslaved
could also be expected to introduce additional formerly nonspiritual items
into service as sacred objects. As suggested in Chapter 7, it was not always
easy to assign a specific meaning to an artifact cache. The complete bottles
in the Kingsmill Quarter pit may have simply represented a collection of
bottles waiting to be recycled for cash; they may have been part of a healer’s
medicines; or they might have formed the core of a shrine grouping. A large
part of the challenge rested on the fact that regular household objects were
often used in a spiritual fashion in West Africa. How then can the nonspiri-
tual, manufactured uses of these objects, such as bottles and iron tools, be
distinguished from any spiritual significance they might have acquired?

While ethnohistoric and documentary evidence suggests a basic corpus
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of West African shrine goods (bottles, iron tools, copper items, pottery,
wooden objects, polished stones, chalk), individual freedom is allowed in
shrine assembly, making it impossible to define a set formula for the delin-
eating shrine goods. A successful approach for defining shrines archaeologi-
cally takes into consideration the flexibility and individuality that charac-
terize spiritual expression. Several strategies aid in this approach, including
examining artifact materials. The materials from which shrine goods were
made are often a more critical consideration than the form taken by the ob-
ject (B. Campbell, personal communication, 1998). Also important will be
the physical relationship of objects to one another, artifact colors, patterns,
and the presence of themes or similarities within the artifact assemblages.
The close links between iron and the Yoruba deity Ogun (Thompson 1993)
make nails, axes, and other iron objects potential items for honoring that
deity.

Given this challenge, it was often difficult to assign a spiritual function
to a subfloor pit with certainty. Even so, four instances were found at the
study sites where contextual evidence strongly supported the interpretation
that the pits served a spiritual function. These four examples were all from
Utopia. Analysis also revealed three other possible shrines. Spiritual attribu-
tion is less certain for these features, although the artifacts support these in-
terpretations.

Feature 9 Structure 10, Utopia Quarter Period 11, ca. 1700-1730

Only one of the features from the earliest Utopia quarter contained an arti-
fact cache that suggested it had been used for as a shrine. Feature 9 was lo-
cated in the southwestern corner of the eastern room and contained a dark
brown sandy loam. This zone had been excavated in two-centimeter levels,
with artifacts from the north and south halves of the feature separated, thus
making it possible to re-create the locations of excavated objects with some
accuracy. A thin lense of brown loam overlay the clay base of the feature,
and several objects comprising a shrine grouping were placed on this layer.
In the northeast corner of the pit was an agricultural hoe of iron, whose sig-
nificance in West African cultures has already been noted. Located slightly
to the south and toward the center of the feature was a wine bottle. Its neck
and upper shoulder were missing, but inside the intact body were fragments
of bone and eggshell, interpreted as food offerings. Eggs, symbolizing fer-
tility, are used in current Igbo spiritual practices, and an egg pendant among
the Igbo-Ukwu assemblage symbolizes their importance in the past (Cole
and Aniakor 1984; Shaw 1970). A paving brick, a waterworn black cobble-
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stone, a kaolin pipestem, and a raccoon mandible were in close proximity to
the bottle and hoe. These symbolically important objects appear to form a
shrine grouping.

Feature 44 Structure 50, Utopia Period III, ca. 17301750

Feature 44, a 4-x-3-foot rectangular pit, was located in the southeastern cor-
ner of Structure 50. A .4-foot platform of soil had been built up in the center
of the feature’s clay floor. Arranged on the platform’s surface were seven
complete fossil scallop shells, three large cow bones, two kaolin tobacco
pipebowls, and a pipestem. A single deposit of brown sand filled the pit,
sealing the artifact-covered platform (Figure 8.1).

This assemblage’s parallels with past and present Igbo and other West
African shrines are striking. The placement of the shell and bone on the
platform is reminiscent of elevated earthen platforms on early twentieth-
century Igbo shrines, as well as Mande ancestral shrines of the upper Niger
Delta (Jones 1931; Thompson 1993:117). The composition of the assemblage
bears a remarkable resemblance to objects associated with Igbo spiritual tra-
ditions. Water, symbolized by the fossil shells, is where the souls of the dead
find temporary abode while awaiting reincarnation (Oramasionwu 1994:123—
124). Fossil scallops like the Utopia examples are common finds along the
James and York Rivers that border the study area, where they have eroded
from the 3.5-million-year-old Yorktown formation. The fossil deposit near-
est to the Utopia Quarter is located five miles away (Walsh 1997:200), how-
ever, meaning that considerable effort went into obtaining these shells.

The other objects placed on the platform were also spiritually significant.
Olaudah Equiano, an Igbo enslaved in eighteenth-century Virginia, noted
that pipes and tobacco were placed in the graves of departed Igbo spiritual
leaders (Equiano 1987). The animal bones—a pelvis, humerus, and femur
from at least two different cows—were also significant. Bulls were consid-
ered a sacred animal by at least some groups of precolonial Igbo and con-
tinue to be held sacred today (Ifesich 1986:68). Grazilhier, an associate of
James Barbot, noted in 1699 that “they worship bulls . .. and it is not less
than death to kill them” (Barbot 1732:462).

The artifacts on the platform’s surface were largely unbroken, and two of
the bones (the pelvis and femur) appeared to have been arranged to encircle
the top of one of the shells. In addition, all of the artifacts on the platform
surface were white. Sacrifices to Onishe, an Igbo river spirit, are always white
(Isichei 1978:182). Among the Igbo, as well as many other West African cul-
tures, white is a sacred color, associated with the spirit world and symboliz-
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ing purity, moral ideals, and the Supreme Being (Cole and Aniakor 1984:216;
Metuh 1985:113). White stones were used in West African ancestor shrines,
and such stones and ceramic fragments have been found with spiritual as-
semblages in Maryland (Leone and Fry 2001; Talbot 1967:128), as well as in
subfloor pits in the Virginia Tidewater. The number of objects also appears
significant. There were seven scallop shells on the platform—a number that
often occurs in Igbo rituals, indicating continuity and the cyclical movement
of life (Cole and Aniakor 1984:18).

Perhaps the most compelling evidence that this feature served as a shrine
came from pollen analysis of soil from the earthen platform. Most of the
pollen from the sample was from native or cultivated grapes (Cummings and
Moutoux 1999). Although pollen analysis cannot distinguish between the
presence of grapes or a processed grape product like wine, grape pollen has
been recovered from baked goods containing raisins (Dimbleby 1985:140),
suggesting that pollen is present on the skins of grapes. Thus, it would be
reasonable for pollen to be present in wine, whose manufacturing process in-
cludes the crushing of whole grapes. The large quantity of grape pollen from
Feature 44 suggests that the Igbo practice of pouring libations of wine onto
shrines as offerings continued in Virginia. This practice has also been docu-
mented in the colonial Southeast. Bristoe, an enslaved man living in John-
ston County, North Carolina, was brought to trial as a conjurer in 1779. One
of his alleged wrongdoings consisted of pouring brandy into a hole in the
earth as part of a ritual undertaken on behalf of another enslaved man (cited
in Crow et al. 1992:21). A detailed discussion of this court case and its impli-
cations for the durability of such beliefs is provided in Chapter 9.

Eighteenth-century plantation and store accounts record alcoholic bev-
erages as a common slave purchases (Martin 1997). In addition to medicinal
and recreational purposes, the presence of grape pollen in Feature 44 sug-
gests that the enslaved were using alcohol in a spiritual capacity. Elevated
levels of hickory/pecan (carya) pollen in the soil sealing the shrine suggest
that the pit was filled in the spring, when these trees were pollinating (Cum-
mings and Moutoux 1999).

This feature is spiritually sophisticated when compared with other shrine
groupings found at these sites and appears to commemorate a specific tute-
lary deity (a/usi). The considerable effort that went into the creation of this
shrine—digging the pit, constructing the earthen platform, and gathering
very specific shrine materials, some from a distance—indicates that this pit
was perhaps created for a particular purpose. Deities associated with water,
such as Idemili, were vital in Igbo culture, and each had its own priest and
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cult objects (Cole and Aniakor 1984). The combination of white and water-
related objects arranged on the earthen mound suggests that this pit may
have contained a shrine that venerated Idemili, one of the Igbo water spirits.
Idemili, the daughter of the Almighty God, came to earth in a pillar of wa-
ter that rose from a sacred lake (Achebe 1987:93). As Igbo peoples spread
throughout modern-day Nigeria and into the Diaspora, well away from the
sacred waters, they continued to create shrines to Idemili. These shrines were
often simple and relatively plain, consisting of a stream, or a mound of earth,
a stone, or an earthen bowl with seven pieces of chalk (Achebe 1987:94—95).
Only women can make requests of Idemili; thus, this feature appears to de-
note a female spiritual expression. Created during a period of heavy Igbo im-
portation into the Virginia Tidewater, this feature appears to have been cre-
ated by someone with direct knowledge of Igbo spiritual traditions.

Shrines to Idemili are located near water, and the Utopia shrine was placed
in the structure corner closest to the James River, which was visible from the
building. The mound of soil upon which the shells rested represented the
pillar of water “fusing earth to heaven at the navel of the black lake” (Achebe
1987:94), with the seven shells mirroring the seven chalk sticks in Achebe’s
novel, Anthills of the Savannah. While it was not possible for the enslaved to
re-create exact Igbo spiritual configurations in Virginia, this shrine shows
sophisticated spiritual knowledge in use.

Feature 10 Structure 140, Utopia Quarter Period IV, ca. 1750-1780

Feature 10, filled with brown sandy loam, contained a concentration of com-
plete iron and copper objects (Figure 8.2). Iron tools, including two scythes,
one of which was crossed over an adze and the other over an iron hitch, were
in the northeastern quadrant of the feature. An iron padlock and key were
present in the southeastern quadrant. A brass candlestick and cufflinks lay in
the southwestern quadrant, and a bone-handled knife, clay marble, and an
iron hook and file were found in the northwestern portion of the feature.
The objects as well as the segregation of the objects by material in the
various compass quadrants of the feature arrangement are reminiscent of
Igbo shrine groupings. The two copper alloy objects were placed in the
southwestern quadrant, items containing natural materials (bone and clay)
were adjacent to one another, and most of the iron objects were present in the
eastern half of the feature. The material composition of shrine goods is just
as critical as the forms and functions of the objects themselves (B. Camp-
bell, personal communication, 1998), so the segregation of the objects by ma-

terials is significant.
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8.3. Shrine objects arranged on the floor of Eden House Feature 3 (drawn by Kim Kelley-
Wagner)

Artifacts in this feature bear a strong resemblance to a group of finds from
a1730s subfloor pit at the Eden House site (31BR52) west of Edenton, North
Carolina (Lautzenheiser et al. 1998). The North Carolina Tidewater, origi-
nally settled by Virginians, was also a tobacco-producing region with many
similarities to Virginia’s economic and social history. At an earthfast struc-
ture, likely housing for the enslaved, one of four subfloor pits contained an
array of objects arranged on the feature floor (Figure 8.3). A pair of iron scis-
sors and a serviceable kaolin pipe were placed on either side of two complete
wine bottles in the northeastern quadrant of the pit, forming an X-shaped
configuration. In the southwest corner were two iron axe heads, crossed one
over another, also in an X-shape. In the center of the pit was a complete
leaded glass decanter and two additional complete wine bottles.

The types of artifacts and their placements on the floor of the pit are sig-
nificant and suggestive of West African shrines. The wine bottle grouping
was placed in the northeastern portion of the feature, paralleling findings
from a number of other slave-related sites in Virginia and Maryland, and it
may be related to the northeastern quadrant of the Bakongo cosmogram,?
which corresponds with birth and life (Thompson 1983:108-116). Igbo an-
cestors are given libations of palm wine or other spirits daily, and the group-
ing of the tobacco pipe with the wine bottles links two types of artifacts with
significance for ancestor veneration. The axe heads and scissors, with their
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cutting edges in the southwest corner of the pit, could signify the protective
powers of iron (Thompson 1993).

Feature 10 also bears strong resemblance to a subfloor pit shrine assem-
blage from the similarly dated Southall’s Quarter, outside Williamsburg
(Pullins et al. 2003). Wine bottles, a tobacco pipe, scissors, a wig curler, shell,
a knife blade, and animal bone had been placed on a raised soil platform.

Feature 8 Structure 140, Utopia Quarter Period 1V, ca. 1750—1780

Feature 8 was located in the northeast corner of Structure 140. Contained
within the only level of fill was a copper frying pan, 12 inches in diameter,
containing a French wine bottle. The pan also contained fragments of ani-
mal bone, one of only two cowrie shells found at the site, wood, and three
kaolin tobacco pipe fragments. The configuration of objects inside a shal-
low pan is similar to Igbo ancestral and divination shrines (Figure 8.4). The
spiritual importance of tobacco-related items and their role as Igbo grave
goods has been addressed, with the animal bone and the bottle, which may
have contained wine or some other alcoholic beverage, representing spiri-
tual offerings. Cowrie shells were used as currency and as divination tools
throughout Igboland and in many parts of West Africa. This shell had its
top surface cut away, a modification typical for use in divination. With the
convex surface thus removed, the cowrie would have an equal chance of
landing on either of its sides when tossed onto the ground during divina-
tion. By reading the patterns created when the shells were cast, a diviner
could counsel his client (Cole and Aniakor 1984:73). The presence of dete-
riorated wood fragments, which may have been part of a carved figure or
some similar ritual object, is also consistent with shrine goods.

Possible Shrines

Several subfloor pits from the study sites contained artifact assemblages sug-
gestive of shrine groupings. Because excavation strategies were not designed
to address questions about pits functioning as shrines, it was not possible to
state with certainty that these assemblages represented shrine goods.

Feature 39A Structure 50, Utopia Period III, ca. 17301750

Feature 39A was located in the northwest corner of Structure 50. Artifacts
recovered from the floor fill hint at the feature’s original use and included a
cowrie, modified for use as a divination tool. Also present was a complete to-
bacco pipebowl, 5 complete oyster shells, and almost 50 fragments of fossil-
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ized scallop shell, paralleling the previously discussed and contemporaneous
Feature 44. These features, located in opposing corners of Structure 50, were
both rectangular and similar in size. It is uncertain whether the items in Fea-
ture 39 were ever part of a shrine grouping, but the composition of the as-
semblage suggests a spiritual function for the artifacts.

Feature 9 Structure 140, Utopia Quarter Period IV, ca. 1750—1780

Another subfloor pit, located along the partition wall in the western room,
displayed characteristics suggesting a spiritual function. Feature 9 had a
small mound of brick and broken brick bats built up on the clay floor in
the northwestern corner of the feature floor and a single tapered brick (Fig-
ure 8.5). Mounded objects frequently form the main components of shrines
in West African cultures: for the Yoruba, a mound of iron signifies Ogun,
and Lobi ancestral shrines are pillars of earth (Thompson 1993:114, 150). The
general assemblage of artifacts from the single layer of fill in this feature was
typical, but artifacts with possible spiritual significance included a piece of
fossil coral emblematic of water, a mirror fragment, worked flint, and two
knives. Since no artifact locations were noted, it is impossible to conclude
that they had a spiritual function.

KM362 Structure One, Kingsmill Quarter, ca. 1750—1780

KM362 was located along the southern wall in the main portion of Struc-
ture One. The lowest zone of fill, a dark brown loam, contained 116 objects,
among them a collection of complete items. These unbroken items included
a saw and a chisel, four complete and one partial tobacco pipe bowls, three
complete wine bottles, large fragments of faunal bone, a finished block of
white marble, a copper alloy cooking pot handle, a seventeenth-century fac-
eted pipestem, and several nails. This feature also shares some significant
similarities with Utopia Feature 10 and the Eden House example. Both pits
contain complete wine bottles and pipebowls, as well as iron objects with
sharpened cutting edges. Unfortunately, it was impossible to determine from
the field notes whether the artifacts in the Kingsmill Quarter feature were
grouped on the feature floor in a fashion similar to the North Carolina pit.

Objects with Spiritual Significance
Archaeological findings in Virginia and other parts of the American South

also confirm that the enslaved were continuing to practice at least some
African-based spiritual beliefs, including the use of protective charms and
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8.6. Carved bone container from Utopia Quarter Feature 3 (drawn by author)

medicine bundles (Franklin 1997; Young 1996). Incised markings on the
bases of colonoware vessels suggest that some of these pots were used in
African-based spiritual practices (Ferguson 1992). Other objects of spiritual
significance recovered by archaeologists include glass beads and pierced coins
(Young 1996) worn as charms, protective devices, and adornment (Stine et
al. 1996; Yentsch 1994). Caches of objects discovered in slaves’living quarters
and resembling Central African minkisi suggest evidence of a more fully de-
veloped aggregate of spiritual beliefs and practices than previously believed
(Brown and Cooper 1990; Logan et al. 1992). Virginia pits yielded not only
evidence of shrines but also other objects of potential spiritual significance.
These objects, comprising either items crafted by the enslaved or modified
manufactured goods, displayed iconographic motifs that had spiritual sig-
nificance for the Igbo and other West African cultures.

Among these items was a carved bone implement from the r700-1730 oc-
cupation at Utopia. This implement had been crafted from a hollow limb
bone of a medium-sized mammal such as a deer or sheep, tapering slightly
along its 2 7/8—inch length. The larger end had been plugged with a small
carved disk of bone inscribed with a carved “X.” Elaborate carvings deco-
rated the entire surface of the bone, with a series of geometric, crosshatched
patterns (Figure 8.6).

While this object has been interpreted as a bone handle for a knife or
some other piece of cutlery (Walsh 1997), its physical characteristics sug-
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gest otherwise. Cutlery handles were typically constructed from a solid slab
of bone split lengthwise, with the flat iron tang of the knife or fork sand-
wiched between the pieces of bone, which were then riveted together. The
hollow interior of this implement would not have provided a secure fit for a
cutlery tang. This object was created to serve another function, as a needle
case, or for a sacred function, like holding ritual medicines. Since one end of
the bone was plugged, it was probably created to serve as a container of some
kind, with the smaller end stopped with a cork or a plug of fabric or leather.

The decorative carvings have sacred meanings in Igbo culture. The pat-
tern of alternating plain and crosshatched diamonds and triangles is similar
to the Igbo “eyes of God” motif. Alternating zones of decorated and un-
decorated space recalling the dualist cosmology so critical to Igbo culture
are a style of surface treatment particularly common on objects from Igbo-
Ukwu and seen continuing in Igbo art today (Cole and Aniakor 1984) and
on other items found at the study sites. The bowl of a kaolin tobacco pipe
from Utopia’s Feature 41 and a spoon handle from Kingsmill had been in-
cised with a similar cross-hatched pattern.

The Utopia bone container bore other details of Igbo cultural signifi-
cance. Elongated ovals were carved into the nonhatched portions of the con-
tainer. One triangle contains one oval, three triangles have three, and each
of the two diamonds contains four ovals. Numbers have important sacred
meanings for the Igbo: one is the symbol for Chukwu, the Supreme Creator,
three symbolizes the cAi, which provides an individual with the power to af-
fect change in one’s life, and four is the number of completeness, symboliz-
ing Chukwu's home. What appears to be a boat is carved along one side of
the object’s base. This design could symbolize either the boat that brought
the enslaved to Virginia or a vessel to return them to the homeland. Another
oval, carved over the boat symbol, again refers to Chukwu, perhaps indicat-
ing a desire that appeals to the spiritual world would bring about a return
trip, either in this life or in the afterlife.

Particularly interesting are a group of 30 cast pewter spoon handles from
the mid-to-late eighteenth-century context at the Kingsmill Quarter (Figure
8.7). Ethnohistoric and ethnographic evidence suggests the spoon handles
from Kingsmill and several other Virginia sites were used as divination tools.
Most of these handles were found in the fill of subfloor pits in the quarter.
The handles had been deliberately broken away from the spoon bowls, and
in some instances the broken end had been shaped into a point. Proportions
of handles to spoon bowls was very pronounced (4 to 1), and 60 percent of
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the handles had been decorated with engraving that postdated the original
manufacturing process. Most of the decorated spoons had been incised with
linear zigzag patterns produced by a hand-held metal-working tool known
as a graver. Other examples were etched with straight lines that could have
been produced with any sharp implement.

The engraved motifs on the spoon handles bear strong resemblance to
Igbo decorative motifs. The use of running lines of V-shaped decorative ele-
ments has precedent among cast bronze bells and other Igbo ritual objects
(Neaher 1976; Shaw 1970), some dating back as far as the tenth century. Sev-
eral of the Kingsmill handles display decorative elements also used on per-
sonal ritual objects called ofos, while other handles have designs resembling
Igbo body cicatrization motifs (Bentor 1988). Body scarification serves mul-
tiple functions for the Igbo—the scars can be symbols of rank, clan, tribe,
social or marital status and sometimes are done for medicinal or protec-
tive reasons (Adepegba 1976; Cole and Aniakor 1984). While the Kings-
mill Quarter has the largest assemblage of engraved spoon handles, there
were three similarly incised spoons recovered from the Rich Neck Quarter
(Franklin 2004:121).

While owning such objects would contribute to an individual’s sense of
self and well-being, the real power was in their creation (Cole and Aniakor
1984; Nooter 1993). Woodcarving is the favored Igbo medium in which to
craft spiritual objects (Cole and Aniakor 1984:1). Because wood does not
survive well archaeologically, the presence of some important categories of
spiritual items, such as carved wooden ritual objects called zkenga or okposi,
would be lost. Wood fragments found in Feature 8’s copper pan at Utopia
may have been remnants of similar objects. The poor preservation of wood
obscures the degree to which it played a role in the spiritual lives of Virginia’s
enslaved. The carved bone implement from Utopia’s Structure One, how-
ever, establishes that the carving tradition lived on in eighteenth-century
Virginia.

Archaeological Determination of Subfloor Pit Functions

As seen in the analyses of subfloor pits from the five sites, data recovery
methods, level of record keeping, and the thoughtful sampling of subfloor
pit soils make a critical difference in the ability to determine original pit
function. In the case of hearth-front pits, the only means of determining
whether food storage actually occurred in them is through analysis of micro-
floral remains. The sample used in this study, although small, suggests that
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food storage did occur in these features, but additional samples need to
be studied to create a larger database. These results should be compared
with similar analysis on nonhearth pits either to strengthen further or to
undermine the argument that hearth-front pits were used primarily for food
storage.

In the case of caches of de facto artifacts, denoting personal storage or
spiritual areas, it was generally much more difficult to identify and isolate
caches when the locations of artifacts were not noted during the actual exca-
vation. In this study, the strongest arguments for spiritual functions could be
made when extensive mapping or photography of the feature and its objects
had occurred during fieldwork. In the case of shrines as well, soil analysis
strengthened the spiritual interpretation in one case. Because there was a
high degree of crossover between spiritual objects and items used in every-
day life, it is only through viewing objects in relation to one another that in-
sight will be gained into their functions and meanings.

The value of this recommendation has been clearly proven at archaeo-
logical excavations in Texas, South Carolina, and Maryland. At the Levi
Jordan Plantation in Brazoria, Texas, and Frogmore Manor in South Caro-
lina, careful excavation and detailed recording revealed extensive evidence
of creolized West African—based spiritual practices (Brown 2001; Brown
and Cooper 1990). At Levi Jordan, a conjurer’s kit, a BiKongo-style nkisi
curing kit, and several other deposits formed a BiKongo cosmogram on
the floor of the former slave quarter. One of these deposits, an arrange-
ment of nested cast iron cooking pots wrapped in an iron chain, is iden-
tical to Yoruba shrines to Ogun, the deity of war, ironworking, and hunting
(Thompson 1983). The Levi Jordan Plantation deposits were created using
spiritual elements from the BiKongo and Yoruba cultures—evidence of the
intersection of different West African cultures enslaved in the American
South. Another series of distinct subfloor features at one of the antebellum
Frogmore Manor quarters also formed a cosmogram (Brown 2001).

Objects symbolic of status and power in West Africa allow the examina-
tion of the structure of the slave community and the ways in which slaves
could enrich their lives with articles of deep spiritual and cultural signifi-
cance. Analysis at the study sites showed parallels between assemblage con-
figurations in pits believed to contain shrines. Only through careful excava-
tion, with sensitivity to and knowledge of African American spiritual beliefs,
will additional spiritual caches such as the examples in Texas, South Caro-
lina, Maryland, and at the study sites be recovered.
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Notes

1. Medicine (ogwu) can be defined as “useful things charged with powers which
man can exploit” (Arinze 1970:21).

2. A cosmogram is a visual representation of the worldview of the peoples of
the Kongo. It consists of a cross enclosed within a circle, with the top half of the
circle representing the world of the living and the bottom half the world of the dead
(Thompson 1993:53).
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Subfloor Pits and Slavery

in Colonial Virginia

In an age of political infidelity, of mean passions, and petty thoughts, I
would have impressed upon the rising race not to despair, but to seek in a
right understanding of the history of their country . . . it is the past alone
that can explain the present.

—DBenjamin Disraeli (1845)

Enslavement and Subfloor Pits

In the preceding chapters, archaeological evidence for five enslaved com-
munities on three eighteenth-century Tidewater Virginia plantations has
been examined. In all cases, these communities were linked to one another
through family ties and, in the case of the three phases of occupation at the
Utopia sites, probably formed successive generations of the same commu-
nity. This analysis made it possible to look at changes over the course of the
eighteenth century in material conditions of life and in subfloor pit pattern-
ing in a fashion that controlled for physical location and community conti-
nuity.

One of the goals of this study was to determine how these pits were used
by the enslaved. Hypotheses included the enslaved using the pits as sources
for clay chinking, as food storage, as personal storage units, and as sacred
spaces. Since the pits could have been used as a clay source and then modi-
fied for other uses, it is impossible to state with certainty whether they func-
tioned in this capacity.

Clear-cut functions for most of the subfloor pits were difficult to deter-
mine because the features had been predominantly filled with soil and gar-
bage not directly associated with the original use of the features. Analysis of
artifact size and completeness provided clues as to how and why pits were
filled. When a pit was taken out of service and filled with soil while the
building was still occupied, there was a low ratio of artifacts to cubic feet of
fill. This finding suggested that pits were generally emptied of their original
contents before being filled with relatively clean and garbage-free fill. The

extensive use of organic materials such as kitchen or household waste as fill
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was probably avoided as much as possible when pits were filled in buildings
still in use. As the garbage decayed, it would have created foul odors in the
dwelling. Residents would also need to add fill as the organic matter decom-
posed and settled. It appeared that quarter residents were gathering up soil
containing sheet midden from the yard or nearby for filling decommissioned
pits. The presence in some Utopia pits of artifacts dating from the seven-
teenth century supports this conclusion. Most pits were filled rapidly with
one deposit of soil containing secondary refuse. A smaller number of pits
appear to have been filled with soil dug from the construction of new adja-
cent subfloor pits.

Pits whose use span had been cut short by the collapse of a wall or some
other damage were generally filled with a combination of primary and sec-
ondary refuse. The primary fill was characterized by organic soil strata con-
taining large quantities of animal bone, complete oyster shell, and large
fragments of ceramic and glass, suggesting these layers were the product
of dumping daily quarter garbage. These strata were generally mixed with
layers of cleaner, less organic fill containing highly fragmented secondary
debris. The mixed fill typical of these damaged pits suggests the enslaved
needed to fill them rapidly in order to replace them with other pits. Since
later pits often appeared adjacent to or even cutting earlier pits, filling the
damaged pits provided more structural stability for the new features. Any
debris that was handy, including generally shunned smelly household gar-
bage and hearth ash, as well as yard sweepings, was called into service. Later-
phase pits in the quarters generally contained higher percentages of archi-
tectural artifacts, suggesting that pits in use at the end of a building’s life
were filled after the overlying building was destroyed or removed.

During the first half of the eighteenth century, the inhabitants were ex-
perimenting and making modifications in pit construction, particularly pit
orientations and depths on hearth-front pits. The complex in Utopia’s Struc-
ture 50 provided an example. Perhaps remembering the hearth-front pit col-
lapse in Structure 10, the residents of Structure 50 chose to place their pit
(Feature 56) some six feet away from the hearth, well back from the busiest
foot traffic area. Later in the life span of the building, a pit of similar size
and alignment (Feature 53) was placed much closer to the hearth, at a dis-
tance of less than two feet. The reason the earlier pit was abandoned is un-
clear. If gaining the effects of radiant heat from the fire for food preserva-
tion was indeed a consideration in locating hearth-front pits, it is possible

that Feature 56 was simply located at too great a distance from the hearth to
be beneficial.
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Later, during the final phase of pit construction, the orientation of the
hearth-front pits was changed, as the residents dug three pits with their
short axes facing the hearth (Features 53, 57, 58). By the time these three pits
were constructed, large areas of the floor around the hearth had been dis-
turbed by earlier pit construction. This final phase of construction appar-
ently represented an attempt by the structure’s residents to access the warmer
areas in front of the hearth, while at the same time locating the pits where
they cut through the greatest area of undisturbed soils that would provide
the sturdiest pit walls.

The residents were also experimenting with pit depth, particularly for
hearth-front pits. When pits were too deep, as in Feature 53 at Utopia, ero-
sional undercutting from rising groundwater was evident. The enslaved had
to balance the need for adequate food storage space with the threat to food
preservation from groundwater. Later in the eighteenth century, pit depths
seemed to stabilize between 1.5 and 1.75 feet deep, presumably out of ground-
water range but adequate for storage needs.

The level of repair and reconstruction on hearth-front pits was far greater
than in any other location. In several cases, the residents at the sites at-
tempted to strengthen pit walls when they cut through earlier back-filled
pits by using clay sheathing and wooden linings. Despite the apparent dif-
ficulties and extra work involved in maintaining hearth-front pits in good
repair, it was evident by the continuing use and upkeep of these pits that
the location was viewed as important. The extra work needed to maintain
the hearth-front pits in soil-floored structures may have been a function
of greater foot traffic around and over these features. The hearth would be
one of the areas with the highest level of foot traffic in the house, as people
warmed themselves at the fire, prepared meals in inclement weather, or used
its light for sewing or other tasks. Activity around and over the pit covering
may have accelerated the collapse of the clay walls. If the hearth-front pits
were more likely to be used for food storage than were pits in other locations,
frequent access to the pits for adding or removing food may have also put
more stress on the feature walls as boards were moved away from the open-
ings. The walls and floors of food storage pits would have also been more
prone to damage from tunneling creatures, such as rats or moles, in search of
a meal. Finally, radiant heat from the hearths may have also dried and baked
the clay side walls, causing soil to shear away from the pit walls.

What this location potentially offered that other spots did not was ac-
cess to ambient heat from the hearth. Based on all lines of evidence—
nineteenth-century slave narratives, dietary preferences of Virginia’s en-
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slaved, storage needs for sweet potatoes, and the results from limited pa-
leobotanical evidence—hearth-front pits served primarily as food storage.
These pits exhibited greater standardization of shapes and sizes, suggesting
a specific use with communal implications, as opposed to individually cre-
ated pits in other locations. The hearth was perceived as a communal space
within a dwelling, and pits located there best served communal functions
such as food storage.

Evidence for the use of pits for storage of personal items was limited,
since personal goods would presumably be removed prior to the abandon-
ment and filling of a pit. If, however, fire or disaster destroyed a building,
personal objects might still be present in the bottoms of pits if residents had
no chance to rescue them. Pits whose assemblages suggested their use for
personal storage were more typical in non-kin coresidential dwellings rather
than family-based households. Cooperation within family units helped ac-
count for the decreased number of pits present in later slave quarters, where
family groups shared single-room living spaces.

African Traditions: Subfloor Pits as Shrines

Some of the sites’ subfloor pits were used in African-based spiritual practices.
In light of these findings, the idea of sacred spaces is explored more fully in
the following pages. Archaeological evidence of similar spiritual practices
has not been found on seventeenth-century sites. Berlin (1998:33) has sug-
gested that there was a greater tendency for seventeenth-century Africans in
the colonies to adopt English ways without feeling they were capitulating to
a greater power. Also, while seventeenth-century living and working condi-
tions were poor for black and white laborers alike, slavery had not yet been
institutionalized before the end of the century, and acts of resistance may
have been less typical than they were later. With the huge influx of Africans
at end of the century and the beginning of the next, however, and their in-
creasing mental and physical separation from whites, it is not surprising that
there is archaeological evidence for African-based traditions.

Planters and others in the New World on occasion noted practices within
their enslaved labor communities that can be traced to African origins. Trav-
elers recorded African polygynous marital practices among the eighteenth-
century Maryland enslaved communities (Kimber 1998). Music and dance
were other practices that had African roots. An early eighteenth-century
Virginia-made drum now in the collection of the British Museum is similar
in design to Akan instruments (Sobel 1987:29). Andrew Burnaby, a visitor
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to Virginia in 1759 and 1760, wrote that the enslaved danced “without any
method or regularity” (1960 [1775]:26). To the Western eye, the arhythmic
movements of the enslaved appeared odd and perhaps even distasteful, but
they carried deep spiritual meaning for the dancers and African American
spectators.

How does the archaeological evidence of these shrines fit with what is
known about enslaved Virginians and their African forebears? The past ex-
periences of the individuals newly enslaved in eighteenth-century Virginia
were West African, and in many cases Igbo. While self-awareness—a sense
of agency and differentiation from others—comprises crucial elements of
an Igbo sense of self, critical differences separate Western and Igbo defini-
tions of identity. For an Igbo, identity and personal achievement are com-
munally based (Njoku 1990) and linked with what Chambers (1996:336) calls
“honorance”™—ideas about proper righteous behavior that include digni-
fied conduct, respecting elders, and protecting the weak. Igbo men strive to
achieve personal honor and wealth within their communities, enabling them
to support multiple wives and children and take community titles. Through
hard work, an individual can rise from a low status within the community
to a position of great honor and esteem (Madubuike 1974). An individual’s
achievements, however, are intricately bound to those of the community,
both living and dead.

Igbo beliefs about the nature of the universe and how identity and indi-
viduality correspond with ancestor veneration made individual and family-
based spiritual practices an effective means of resistance. The veneration
of ancestors and deities are expressions of the living’s relationship with the
transcendent. The Igbo believe in one supreme god (Chukwu), the creator of
all things, who is the designer of human destinies. Upon conception, each
individual is granted a decreed-upon destiny entrusted to the personal spiri-
tual guardian (cA7) that oversees his or her life (Metuh 1985). Although one’s
destiny is largely predetermined from birth, appropriate actions taken by an
individual in his or her lifetime, including constant petitioning and venera-
tion of ancestors, can change one’s fate in a favorable fashion. Conversely,
ignoring the spiritual forces and taking inappropriate actions can negatively
alter one’s destiny.

Thus, the living are locked in a continuous cycle of birth, life, death, and
rebirth, with their actions on earth determining their fate here and in the
afterworld. In Igbo religion, the ultimate goal of every individual is to join
his or her ancestors after death and enjoy the veneration of descendants be-
fore eventually being reincarnated back to the land of the living (Madubuike
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1974:12; Metuh 1985:106). Joining the ancestors after death was viewed by
the enslaved as their only means of returning to Africa. Jamaican planter
Matthew Lewis noted in the first decades of the nineteenth century that to
his Igbo slaves, “nothing is more firmly impressed upon the mind of the Af-
rican, than that after death they shall go back to Africa, and pass an eter-
nity in reveling and feasting with their ancestors” (Lewis 1834:344—345). If
one did not honor the ancestors and ¢4 with the proper respect and actions,
he would not be rewarded in death by becoming an ancestor. So it became
doubly important in Virginia to honor the ancestors and personal spirits, not
only to effect positive change in their lives on earth but also to ensure a re-
turn to the homeland. Honoring activities included the construction and
maintenance of shrines, as well as masquerades, music, dances, and the crea-
tion of art objects. The Igbo make shrines honoring various deities or per-
sonal spirits, and these sacred spaces take many forms, including family an-
cestral shrines, shrines to specific deities, and personal shrines.

It is hardly surprising therefore that the enslaved in Virginia continued
to construct shrines for petitioning ancestors and deities or as representa-
tions of personal identity. Since historical sources did not suggest that elabo-
rate West African political and social structures survived in Virginia, shrines
there were probably limited to sacred spaces with family or personal conno-
tations. Ancestors receive more attention than the Supreme Being or deities
in daily worship (Metuh 1985:106). The following pages provide an in-depth
look at the West African (particularly Igbo) ethnohistoric and ethnographic
record with a view toward pits used as shrines.

Placement of a shrine below ground must be considered within the con-
text of Igbo traditional religion and Virginia slavery. Igbo ancestral and per-
sonal shrines are located in a private part of the home, away from the prying
eyes of visitors. In other parts of West Africa and throughout the African
Diaspora, modern household shrines are often hidden in the backs of clos-
ets or disguised as laundry bins (Thompson 1993:61). In the cramped space
of a quarter, a hole cut into the earth under the house may have been the
most private place within the building. Ethnohistorical evidence from the
nineteenth century indicates that the Igbo used underground storage pits
(Yentsch 1991), so the use of such pits had a cultural precedent.

In addition, the underground location would have been dark. In some
parts of Igboland, family shrines are constructed in small mud and thatch
structures that are kept locked and dark (Starkweather 1968). So, too, the
subfloor pits found on Virginia sites were sheltered from unwanted atten-
tion, either from the planter or from other members of the enslaved com-
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munity. Privacy does not equate to secrecy, however. The contrast between
an earthen floor and a board-covered hole would have made these pits no-
ticeable to cabin visitors, even if the planks were covered with sand. Subfloor
pits were a common enough feature of slave housing, and there is ample evi-
dence that white planters knew about them. The knowledge of a shrine’s
presence was not a secret, but having improper eyes looking upon it did pre-
sent a problem.

Moreover, in his discussion of sacred places of the Yoruba, another West
African culture whose members were enslaved, although largely in other
parts of the American South, J. Omosade Awolalu (1979:117) reveals, “what-
ever form a sacred place takes, what is most important is the belief that such
a place constitutes a break in the homogeneity of space; this break is sym-
bolised by an opening by which passage from one cosmic region to another
is made possible” (from heaven to earth and vice versa, from earth to the
underworld).

Virginia subfloor pit shrines may have represented the break between
heaven and earth, the regions of the living and the dead. Only very rarely
in African religions were the dead believed to reside in the sky; instead they
were thought to live on or in the earth (Sobel 1987:174). In the novel Things
Fall Apart, the noted Igbo author Chinua Achebe discusses a ritual in which
the spirits of the ancestors let their presence be known. During the ritual,
“Evil Forest . .. thrust the pointed end of his rattling staff into the earth.
And it began to shake and rattle, like something agitating with a metallic
life” (Achebe 1994:89). The Ibibio and the Bakongo of the present day pour
libations onto the ground to call upon and venerate the ancestors (Bockie
1993:19, Offiong 1991:39). Today, Igbo in the Ohafia region of Nigeria pour
palm wine into small holes cut into the earthen floors of their homes, send-
ing this libation directly into the mouths of their ancestors (Lieber 1971:30;
McCall 1995). These actions recall the brandy or wine poured onto the shell-
covered shrine from Utopia.

Perhaps more important than the hole in the earth representing a break
is its connection with the deity 4/a. Also known as A4ni or Mother Earth,
Ala keeps in close communication with the spirits of departed Igbo ances-
tors (Ndubuike 1994). Igbo elders will caution children “Zoonti n'ani” (listen
to the earth), for it is there that the wisdom of the departed ancestors re-
sides (Oramasionwu 1994:155). Another Igbo proverb states “Ogéa oso anaghi
agba ghara ihu ala.” Translated literally, this proverb says that “wherever you
run, there is nowhere you don't touch the ground,” meaning that the ances-
tors and the sacred ground (A4/z) know whatever one does (Ogbalu 1965:118).
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The earth is one of the most important sacred places in Igbo traditional reli-
gion, serving as the “sacred seat of all sacred things” (Ifesieh 1986:59). By cre-
ating shrines that were cut into the earth, enslaved African Americans fur-
ther strengthened the connection between themselves, their ancestors, and
Ala. Small balls of earth or mud also represent ¢4z, or each individual’s de-
ceased ancestor reborn in the living, in special Igbo worship services (Isichei
1978:183). To the Ibibio as well, the earth (Isong) is sacred, and protective
charms are buried in earthenware pots in compounds to prevent harm to the
family (Offiong 1991:5, 46—47).

The Igbo have shrines that consist of earthenware pots buried in the
ground, including shrines that women construct by embedding pottery ves-
sels in the hearths of the women’s houses (McCall 1995). Igbo women place
yams in their female pottery shrines (ududu) and sprinkle them with wine
to honor ancestresses (McCall 1995:260). Archaeological findings in several
slave work areas in Virginia and Maryland appear to have been a deriva-
tion of a female personal shrine (Samford 2004). Excavation at Williams-
burg’s Brush-Everard House revealed an eighteenth-century tin-enameled
earthenware drug jar buried in a narrow foot-deep hole cut through the clay
floor of the kitchen (Frank 1967). It is quite likely that this vessel was used as
a woman’s personal shrine, particularly since it was found in a work area as-
sociated with female activities.

A mid-twentieth-century survey of traditional Igbo architecture reveals
interesting parallels between subfloor pits in Virginia and Igbo houses (Dmo-
chowski 1990; Moughtin 1988). Clay is an essential component in construct-
ing traditional Igbo buildings, with many structures built with mud walls or
mud covering a stick framework. Much of the furniture inside the homes,
including platform beds and seating, is also built of clay, as are altars and
shrines. In the home of Chief Akumwafor Ogbua, the altar was placed in
a rectangular recess or niche in the clay wall; in other structures, shrines
had been constructed from platforms of baked or hardened clay (Moughtin
1988:72). Edged by low dried clay walls, these shrines were in essence a pit
cut into the soil platform. Shrine objects were placed within the confines of
the pit (Dmochowski 1990:175, 205). The physical parallels between these
shrines and Virginia subfloor pits, both appearing as recessed areas of clay,
are telling. Interestingly, none of the subfloor pits containing shrines showed
any evidence of having been lined with wood or having a surfaced floor. This
absence of lining may be related to the sacredness of the earth and its con-
nection with A/a. Analysis also showed that the shape of most of the cellars
was rectangular. Since Igbo architecture is based on a rectangular model, it
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is interesting to speculate that the shapes of the subfloor pits may have been
culturally dictated, perhaps at a subconscious level.

The sacred and powerful nature of shrine objects explains why archae-
ologists find them intact in subfloor pits. In 1699, a European visitor to An-
dony noted attitudes toward sacred objects: “They are so superstitiously big-
otted, that any person whatever, who offers to touch any of those things with
his hand, is sure to be severely punished, and in danger of his life” (Barbot
1732:462). This attitude of respect toward the sacred objects of other indi-
viduals or families continues today among the Yoruba and Igbo (B. Camp-
bell 1998, personal communication). Thurstan Shaw hypothesized that the
shrine goods from Igbo-Ukwu were left intact, despite their great monetary
value, because they were sacred (Shaw 1970).

Fear and respect extended to grave goods, which were placed on top of
the grave rather than inside with the body of the deceased. Reverend Robert
Nassau noted of the interior tribes of West Africa: “A noticeable fact about
these gifts to the spirits is that, however great a thief a man may be, he will
not steal from a grave. The coveted mirror will lie there and waste in the
rain, and the valuable garment will flap itself to rags in the wind, but human
hands will not touch them. Sometimes the temptation to steal is removed,
by the donor fracturing the article before it is laid on the grave” (Nassau
1904:232). These same types of behaviors can also be seen in the decoration
of African American graves in parts of the American South. Although the
practice has decreased drastically during the course of the century, it was
once quite common to see objects last used by the deceased—bottles, clocks,
pottery, and other items—covering the grave surface (Vlach 1978). Similar to
Nassau’s description, the glass or pottery vessels sometimes have the bottoms
broken to render them useless but otherwise appear complete.

Margaret Drewal, in her study of Yoruba ritual, gives examples of World
War II gas masks being used as Yoruba spirit masks and plastic dolls being
used as spiritual objects (1992:20). Similarly, in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, European trade goods were incorporated into the tradi-
tional repertoire of spiritual goods in West Africa, and this behavior con-
tinued in Virginia. Many objects in pit shrines are similar materially and
functionally to goods the British traders used as payment for slaves in West

Africa.
African American Christianity

While correlating with African ethnohistoric and ethnographic evidence,
i i ese features as shrines also fit with his-
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torical data on slaves and Christianity? Prior to the turn of the nineteenth
century, few slaves in Virginia converted to Christianity (Frey 1991,1993; So-
bel 1987). Official correspondence between Church of England and Virginia
clergy is filled with references to the difficulties of inducing enslaved peoples
to accept Christ as their savior (Raboteau 1978; Sobel 1979). While the clergy
worried they were not fulfilling their appointed duties, planters took little
notice of their slaves’ spiritual lives. It was not until the late eighteenth cen-
tury, with the rise of the Methodist and Baptist faiths in Virginia, that en-
slaved peoples began to convert to Christianity (Sobel 1979, 1987).

Interestingly, there is some evidence dating earlier in the century for con-
version at the sites studied here. In 1749, four children from the Bray plan-
tation (which contained the Utopia Quarter) were baptized at Bruton Par-
ish Church, as were additional children from Kingsmill and Carter’s Grove
(Walsh 1997:158). Using these baptisms as proof that African-based spiritual
traditions had no place at these plantations would be a faulty assumption,
however. As Walsh points out, attending Anglican services was one of the
few times the enslaved could meet openly with slaves from other plantations.
Thus, it would be in the best interest of the enslaved to appear at least out-
wardly devout on these occasions. Accepting Christianity also did not pre-
vent the enslaved from interpreting these teachings in their own way, re-
fashioning Christian tenets to suit the needs of their own situations.

It is hardly surprising that the enslaved people appeared to be “work-
ing” the system—allowing members of the community to be baptized into
the Christian faith while actively practicing African-based spiritual tradi-
tions. One of the defining characteristics of Igbo spirituality is creativity—
including the ability to freely incorporate practices and beliefs from other
spiritual traditions. Many Igbo in Nigeria incorporated Christianity into
their traditional spiritual beliefs. Rather than seeing Christianity as an an-
tithesis to their beliefs, these practitioners of Igbo traditional religion are
open to multiple sources of power. This same flexibility appeared to charac-
terize the enslaved, particularly after the Great Awakenings.

Given the overarching importance of religion in the lives of members of
the African cultures from which Virginia’s enslaved population was drawn, it
is a mistake to believe that spiritual practices ceased until the Second Great
Awakening. Indeed, evidence suggests that the enslaved drew upon beliefs
brought with them across the Atlantic to comfort and sustain them. Like
Bishop Thomas Secker, who wrote in 1740 that the enslaved were reluc-
tant to abandon their “heathenish rites” (quoted in Raboteau 1995:3), the
clergy lamented to their superiors that the enslaved preferred instead to

actice thei iti igions=Other whites commented on prac-
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tices whose origins were clearly African. Hugh Jones remarked of the en-
slaved in eighteenth-century Virginia, “Africans . .. obstinately persist in
their own barbarous ways” (Jones 1956 [1724]:71). Challenges to Christianity
were evident in other parts of the South as well. In early eighteenth-century
North Carolina, Anglican clergy noted that slaves who had converted to the
Christian faith were ridiculed by their fellow bondsmen (Olwell 1998:131).
Dr. Edward Warren, remembering his visits to North Carolina’s Somerset
Plantation in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, remarked upon
older “Guinea negroes” brought from Africa who “habitually indulged in an
infinitude of cabalistic rites and ceremonies, in which the gizzards of chick-
ens, the livers of dogs, the heads of snakes, and the tails of lizards played a
mysterious but very conspicuous part” (cited in Crow et al. 1992:19). Warren’s
interest, as that of many whites who bothered to comment on the spiri-
tual practices of the enslaved, seemed purely academic, even if overlaid with
varying degrees of derision or superiority. These practices were rarely viewed
as a threat to Christianity or to planter authority.

Interestingly, the several instances found where African-based religious
practices were punished were when slaves used spiritual means to intervene
in plantation affairs. In one of these instances, Bristoe, an enslaved man liv-
ing in Johnston County, North Carolina, was brought to trial as a conjurer
in 1779. One of his alleged wrongdoings consisted of pouring brandy into a
hole in the earth as part of a ritual designed to make a planter purchase an-
other slave’s wife (Johnston County Court Records [1779]). Bristoe’s action
of offering libations to the ancestors to petition their assistance in joining a
family had clear African precedent.

Other actions prescribed by Bristoe also had West African or, more spe-
cifically, Igbo precedent. He smeared mud from the brandy-soaked hole
around the ankle of his client, a practice that may be related to Igbo body
painting done for spiritual or medicinal purposes (Cole and Aniakor 1984:
39). In addition, his client Tom was given a root to chew, an action remi-
niscent of the Igbo practices of chewing and spitting out kola nuts during
morning prayers. This action forms part of the prayers of blessings for an
Igbo man and his family (Metuh 1985:50). In the American South, chew-
ing roots was part of a process aimed at protecting an individual or ensuring
a desired event. George White, a Virginia ex-slave born in 1847, noted in an
interview: “If you want a job wid a certain person, dere is a root dat you can
chew an’ den you go to de person, spit around dem, an’ you will get the job,

or dis root will work if you want somepin else. Dere’s a root for ev’y disease”
(Perdue et al. 1976:310).
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A second eighteenth-century case of conjuring in Johnston County,
North Carolina, revealed additional evidence of transformed Igbo prac-
tices (Johnston County Court Records [1779]). In a complicated case, evi-
dence mounted for a whole web of conjuring actions occurring within the
area’s enslaved community. In this instance, two enslaved men, Harry and
Cuft, traveled to visit an “ober Negro” in an adjoining county to obtain
some “truck”™ with the intention of making the planter good to the slaves.
Obea (also spelled obia) is an Igbo noun meaning diviner, doctor, or sorcerer
(Chambers 1996). This word was apparently transformed in North Carolina
to encompass both the individual with the spiritual powers and the objects
prescribed by them. The truck used in Johnston County appeared to have
been plant material and was placed on or under the doorstep of the planter,
where the planter’s act of walking over the material would bring about the
desired effect. Marrinda Jane Singleton, who was born a slave in North
Carolina in 1840 and raised in Virginia, described a similar belief: “They be-
lieved that herbs or roots of certain types where the victim would walk over
’em, he would become deathly ill soon after and perhaps die of the spell if it
was not removed” (Perdue 1976 et al.:267—268). These conjuring cases were
not restricted to North Carolina; a visitor to Virginia’s Northern Neck in the
1820s wrote of numerous examples of slave conjurers (Chambers 1996:378).

Only when the spirituality of the slaves threatened to interfere with white
authority and control was it viewed with suspicion. It is doubtful whether
the white planters and court officials seriously believed that Bristoe’s ac-
tions would have accomplished the desired result. Perhaps Bristoe was used
instead as an example to intimidate slaves who might otherwise have been
tempted to purchase his services to obtain results with far more malevolent
intent.

The enslaved were continuing to practice Igbo and other West African—
based beliefs on Virginia plantations. These practices were certainly no real
secret to planters, although detailed knowledge about the meanings and in-
tents behind them was probably not known. Landon Carter’s search of the
holes and boxes of the slaves shows quite clearly his knowledge of subfloor
pits (Carter 1965:495). After all, underground pits used for the storage of
foodstuffs were a tradition in British culture as well. What was probably not
apparent to Carter was that some pits were serving spiritual functions. Part
of the hidden power in these shrines was that the sacred objects within them
were items the planter would have seen as mere utilitarian goods.

While it is possible to see the combination of Igbo shrine styles with the
use of BiKongo cosmograms, the Virginia subfloor pits have so far failed to
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yield any positive evidence of creolized spiritual beliefs or practices that com-
bine or transform Christian and African traditions. Evidence from Virginia
shows that the enslaved were taking advantage of material goods crafted from
sacred materials and in sacred colors to use in more traditional West African
practices, but these practices are not evidence of creolized beliefs. The new
traditions and practices sparked by creolization of Christian and West Afri-
can beliefs might incorporate traditional Christian symbols like crosses with
assemblages of Igbo-type shrine goods, suggesting that a combination of
Christian and West African spirits was being called upon for guidance. Ma-
terial absence in the archaeological record is not proof that such creolized
beliefs and practices were absent in Virginia. Nonarchaeological creolized
spiritual expressions, such as the ring shout found in Virginia, South Caro-
lina, Georgia, and other parts of the American South (Sobel 1979) and the
lyrics of some spirituals, are evidence of these processes at work. The con-
versational structures and performance patterns of improvisation in African
American spirituals provide evidence of this creolization. Antebellum black
preachers were often referred to as having “Royal African blood,” suggesting
that the Christian ministers still retained some aspects of traditional Afri-
can authority (Sobel 1979:235). John Canoe (jonkonnu), a well-documented
music and masquerade performance that occurred in nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century North Carolina and parts of Virginia, is another example
of a creolized tradition. This celebration was a blend of an Igbo masquerade
performed during the New Yam festival (n7044u) and Christian beliefs about
Christmas (Chambers 1996).

Conversion to Christianity among African Americans followed no uni-
lineal pattern on the quarters, and there was no distinct moment where
Christianity became the religion of the quarters. It was a process best char-
acterized by movement and flux as different individuals fashioned their own
belief systems. Movement was also not toward a simple uniform blending
of Christian and African components to form a homogenized creole culture.
There were surely differences between “saltwater” Africans—those born in
Africa—and the succeeding generations of enslaved African Americans on
the same plantations. Various levels of creolized beliefs, as well as incorpora-
tion of both Christian and African components into the same belief system,
were surely all part of the plantation experience. Movement could “reverse”
itself, as illustrated by John McCarthy’s work at a nineteenth-century Afri-
can American cemetery in Philadelphia. There some burials showed a revi-
talization of African-based spiritual practices that he linked to growing rac-
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ism, economic stress, and the in-migration of African Americans from the
South (McCarthy 1997).

Christianity had difficulty taking hold among the Igbo in Virginia until it
was presented in forms that were more akin to traditional Igbo beliefs about
the cosmos and spirituality. In Virginia, this shift came about largely during
the Second Great Awakening of the early nineteenth century. There, the ex-
pressive worship styles of the Baptists and Methodists felt more familiar to
peoples of West African heritage than the formalized services of the Angli-
can Church (Sobel 1987).

Conclusions

The Igbo proverb “Tke di na awaja na awaja” (“power runs in many channels”)
is an appropriate adage for viewing archaeological evidence of slave spiritu-
ality in colonial Virginia. This proverb gives voice to the idea that even the
smallest creature can sometimes destroy a larger, more powerful predator.
Despite the unequal balance of power confronting the enslaved on Virginia’s
plantations, there was a cultural precedent that allowed enslaved Igbos and
their descendants in Virginia the knowledge that they were not completely
powerless in the face of the stronger forces confronting them. Archaeologi-
cal analysis of the enslaved on the three plantations studied here suggests
that Africans and African Americans were constructing and maintaining
new identities based in traditions that reinforced the importance of family
and household. The creation of shrines to petition ancestors for beneficence
and the use of objects that appear to have functioned as personal protection
and ritual items indicate that the enslaved were choosing sources of spiritual
strength and power that operated at individual and family levels.

Some scholars have suggested that the social disruption of enslavement
and the severing of kinship ties would have prevented ancestor-related be-
liefs and practices from surviving in the American colonies (Raboteau 1978:
83). If we see ancestor beliefs as intricately tied to personal identity, how-
ever, a different view holds that “the process of ethnic identity creation only
comes to have its power in a situation in which pre-existing forms of iden-
tity creation and maintenance—Xkinship, for example—are being destroyed”
(Shennan 1989:16). Ethnographic work with modern Igbo peoples also sug-
gests that the social upheavals of war, migration, and slavery can actually
prompt the creation of new founding fathers, who later attain ancestor sta-
tus (McCall 1995). McCall argues that it is too simplistic to envision ances-
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tors as a phenomenon based on unilineal descent; instead, the community
plays an important role in the development and understanding of ancestors.
It is just these types of communities, initially of unrelated individuals shar-
ing a common fate and later of families, that formed on Virginia plantations.
If, at first, ancestors were functioning as manifestations of ethnic identity
for enslaved Africans, they could have easily been later incorporated into the
spiritual beliefs of slave quarter community and family life.

Clearly, however, there are no simple answers or criteria that can be ap-
plied to archaeological data for assessing spiritual beliefs of persons long
dead. Expressions of spiritual beliefs are highly personal, and only pains-
taking contextualizing analysis conducted at a micro-scale allowed the iso-
lation of shrine groupings. Further complicating matters is the necessity,
in the face of the scarcity of earlier data, of relying heavily on information
from colonial and postcolonial Igbo culture. Igbo culture has certainly not
been static over the last few centuries and has undergone a colonial period
of its own during the nineteenth century. One cannot expect to find direct
parallels between eighteenth-century Virginia and the Igbo culture of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Regional differences within Igbo cul-
ture need to be taken into account, and complications arise at the Virginia
end as well. Although it appears that concentrations of Igbo were present
on Virginia’s York River peninsula, they were certainly not the only Africans
enslaved there. Individuals from a number of different West and Central Af-
rican cultures came together on Virginia’s plantations and formed physical
and spiritual communities with beliefs and practices that drew upon each.
Contact with Native Americans and people of English or European descent
must also be considered.

Despite these caveats, the picture looks promising for continued gains in
our knowledge about the enslaved on the plantations of Virginia. Regional
and even intraregional patterns in Virginia slavery will continue to be re-
fined. Further advances in knowledge about where specific cultural groups
were clustered on plantations of the American South are possible. With the
knowledge, archaeologists can tailor their research questions and strategies
to target research more adequately into specific African cultures and assess
how new, creolized communities were found at slave quarters. Fitting the re-
search questions to the data has implications far beyond the analysis of spiri-
tual practices, with applicability for the study of, among other topics, per-
sonal and community space, foodways, and gender relations.

The discovery in coastal North Carolina of an eighteenth-century shrine
group very similar to some of the Virginia examples also raises the question
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of how traditions spread throughout the South as the enslaved were moved
within the American colonies. Because North Carolina lacked good har-
bors that facilitated marine transport, many of the individuals enslaved there
in the eighteenth century were brought overland from Virginia and South
Carolina. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, migrations
to the west and south also dispersed large numbers of Virginia slaves across
the American South. Excavations in Tennessee, Kentucky, and other states
have found subfloor pits in slave dwellings, as well as evidence of charms and
medicine bundles. Perhaps analysis of the contents of subfloor pits in these
states will also yield shrine groupings.

At this intersection of archaeology, history, anthropology, religious stud-
ies, and art history, the vitality of African cultures becomes evident. Work-
ing at individual and household scales, the enslaved coped with concerns of
daily life under enslavement, using a combination of spiritual beliefs and
hard work to effect change. Most likely these concerns centered primarily
around personal and family matters—having enough food to feed their chil-
dren, the recovery of a loved one from an illness or injury, or even having the
hens continue to lay eggs that could be exchanged for cash or some other
needed item at the local market. While in no way diminishing the horrors of
a colonial system that affected the lives of millions of individuals, research
shows that the enslaved drew upon the traditions of their forebears to effect
positive change in their lives.

Note

1. Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary defines “truck” as “miscellaneous articles of
little worth; odds and ends” and “trash or rubbish.”







endix A.

PP

A

oAT]s UmOUY] 1 0€LT 001 0z omonng 45e) ey I poag widorn)

g dAT[s uMOU| a 0€LT 0041 (T 2mdnng 450] k24 11 porrag eidos)
w
8 dAe[s umouy| 9 0€LT 00LT [ 2m3000g 450] k24 11 porsag eidos)
[
nwuc aae[s aqeqoxd 4 0TLT 00LT 131EA0) 8¥90[¥ TOJIEAQ) UOSUBPY
SO
S m aae[s aqeqoxd 4 0ZLT 001  q€0T 2n3onng 86C0[F PUET 810UIIA0D)
w3
L= aae[s d[qeqord I 0CLT 0041  ®EOT MmIonng 8620[ry puv sJ0u400)
i)
..m m aae[s aqeqoxd 0 0CLT 00L1 ¢ Pmyonng a%e)la% uayry Aexg
o
D«“ ,_m aae[s aqeqoxd 4 0CLT 00L1 [ 2m3onng 1a%e)la% uayry Aexg
..m Z. aae[s d[qeqoid 91 00LT 0891  $0T mionng 8620[ry puv 8J0u2400)
=hae
a m aae[s d[qeqord € 00LT 0891 § dmyonng 6€D[Fy  uowRu, [[rusSury
& . m uﬁﬁwﬁo.ﬁm .muc.m ngcvﬂlmoﬁm u>.m~w
=
0] .mo (xoxdde) (xoxdde)
an n mﬁm ouﬁuuztw DHSHUSH-@
q_u .V juednoo  Jo-oN (I pui  Ae(J “Sog INIONIIG  IdqUINN] 931G QureN Mg




aae[s d[qeqoid € 09L1 0CLT T 213onng LYTISHY SOUO[-PILMPOOAN
aae[s aqeqoxd 4 09L1 0ZLT g 2myonng SEO[py  I9IEAQD UMORPIT
aae[s aqeqoxd (4 09L1 0ZLT [ In3on1g SEO[py  I9IEAQD UMORPIT
aae[s d[qeqoid ¥ 09L1 0zZLT UYL S¥Olvy PON s2omn,
e
aae]s o[qeqoid 8 091 0CLT T 2In3onng 69NNy wre] smoN 31odmang
soeydyarrg
aae[s aqeqoxd T 09L1 0CLT 11 2m3dnng vLLLSHY U0y SUIYSTAN "090)
aae[s d[qeqoid T 09L1 0CLT  Lgam3idnng T6TISHY MITA JOQIPE]
aae[s d[qeqoid ¥ 0SLT 0CLT  Sgamdnng 86Odby  AUNSLIYD MIPIIMO[]
aae[s d[qeqoid S 0SLT 00LT g Pm3onng csydne 9SNOF] WP
oae[s a[qeqoxd 14 (A 00,1 ST am3onng 20D dyt Aoumof suepiof
(xoxdde) (xoxdde)
muﬂm u.ﬁ:uuﬂ.ﬁw OHSHUS.Q@
H—QNQSUQO mo .OZ BNDH ﬁﬂm o.:wD” wom O.quuﬂwum HO&EﬂZ uﬁw OE&Z o.ﬁ.w




one[s d[qeqoxd 4 08LT 09,1 PuQxdng  EerAHYY T21EAQ) UOIIAN

aae[s dqeqoxd S 08L1 09L1 m3dnng PrOfry Aoy uoydurep
aaes afqeqord I SLLT 0SLT 09T 2m3onng L8LD[ry AT porrg widoyn
aaes afqeqord I SLLT 0SLT  0ST 2Mmonng L8LD[ry AT porrg widoyn
anvpsaiqeqord 77 SLLT 0SLT 0T 2mionng L8LD[ry AT porrg widoyn
aae[s umouy| 9 08LT 0921 ¢ Surpmg 6€0[Fy  13aeaQ [rusdury
aaes umowy ¢ 08LT 0SLT 1 Surpmg 6€0[Fy  13aeaQ [rusSury
aneys afqeqoxd I 08LT OvLT 3933e0) 323IPAQ) SPUETT e[e]
dae[s umouy| ¥ SLLT ObLT VIO PP LL9AHY AN $IND
aae[s o[qeqoxd ¥ 08L1 OrLT 31800 1a%e)la% )renQ) Aexg
av[s umouy  GT 08LT OPLT 323IP0) TSAMPY IN Y
ang[sumowy ] 0SLT 0€LT  0g2myonng 4%e]tey 111 poreq widorn)
aae[s umouy| € 0SLT 0ELT  OF 2myonng 4%e]tey 111 poreq widorn)

aavs a[qeqoxd 4 09L1 0zLT ¢ amyonng LYTISHY S9UO(-PIEMPOOAN




ong

OAT[s UMOUY I 0081 08LT 1 x[dng peddpy 033800 359304 re[doq

OAT[S UMOUY I 0081 08L1 g 2monng 08INSH ayg adoq

QAB[S UMOUY] 14 0081 081 991y ], 9SNOL] 011D+ 9A0IL) SI9)IE))

®>.ﬂw Ggocvﬁ T 0081 081 O>>,H Uwﬁom 01 HO—..V.V ®>O.Hmu wu@uuwo

aap[sumouy ¢ 0081 08L1 U ISNOH 0TTOfy 21010 S1931E))
aav[s dqeqoid € SI8T SLLT g Pmpdnng TSAMY AN Yoy
dAT[s UMOUY ¥ 0081 0LLT  3233enQ) 018oN] 684 VY O[[2XRUOJA]

SAT[s UMOUY I T6L1 09LT SOUIWR]/3SNOH]  Of /Z9LXAYY UOUIIA JUNOJA]

I9)1BNQ)

SAT[S UMOUY I 08L1 09L1 [I"H oN p6Adyy 350104 refdoq
aagfsdfqeqoid 08L1 09L1 ¢ amyonng 128D[py  3931EAQ ISN0YUOIG
u>,m~w QMQNQOHQ 9 0821 091 T ouﬂuuﬁuum .—”NMO—..V.V HQHHN& UwﬁOJQCOuw
aae[s d[qeqoid 4 08L1 09,1 ompxodn(y C6YAHYY 1037800) VOI[IAN

(xoxdde) (xoxdde)
wuﬂﬂw QH.D..-US‘SW OHSHUSH-W
uﬂwﬁmﬂuuo MO .OZ vuwg ﬁﬁm QHNQ MDm DHSQUSHQW HQ&SSZ vﬁw DE.&Z o..z.m




aae[s oqeqoxd

QAE[S UMOUY]

QAE[S UMOUY]

QAE[S UMOUY]

QAE[S UMOUY|
aaes o[qeqoxd
aae]s o[qeqoxd

aae[s oqeqoxd

QAE[S UMOUY]

QAE[S UMOUZ]

QAL[S UMOUY]

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

0081

08LT

08LT

08LT

08LT

08LT

08L1

08L1

08LT

08LT

08LT

08LT

V1 °2m3donng

I, Sutpring

§ Surpymg

¥ Sutpying

O Burpymg
N vHDMUS.Hum
ﬂ vHDMUSH-m

2In1onIg

¢ 2In3onng

¢ 2In1onng

7xopdn(

Yyed0vy

68dVYy

68dVYy

68dVYy

689VY
696D[v¥
696D[v¥

145047

yoddyy

yoddyy

yoddyy

a8ue1n) erjouselAl

Moy
K112qNTAT O[[ITIUOTAT

Moy
KI112qNTAT O[[ITIUOTAT

Moy
K119qNTAT O[[ITIUOTAT

Moy
K119qNJAT O[JITIUOTAT

I931eNQ) S [[eYINog
I931eNQ) S [[eYIN0og
1931enQ) YIION

NS
1011000 18010,] Jejdog

AS
1011000 18010,] Jejdog

AS
1011000 18010,] Jejdog




QAR[S UMOUY 0 0981 0¥81 VY °snoy SEIODMY uoneyue[d AI1Yg
QAR]S UMOUY 0 0981 0€81 OSNORH] YIIOdyY OSMO] XOJTIAA
QAR]S UMOUY 0 0981 0€81 OSNOH] A6TAMO 9SNOH] SULIUITEA
aae]s o[qeqord 0 0981 0€8T 6 2IIdnng 08MdYY wiTe ] 90IUOJAl
aae]s d[qeqord 0 0981 0€8T 8 2Imidonng 08MdYY UwiTe ] 90IUOJAl
aaes o[qeqord ! 0981 0€81 T ermionng SEEMAPY 193N Moyod P10
aae]s d[qeqoid 0 0€8T 0081 UOUITH LTEDYy LYY wire,] WeliD
ane[s ajqeqoid ! 0€81 008T £ 2midnng 08MdYY UiTe ] 90IUOTAl
aae[s ajqeqoid € 0€81 0081 q1 2monng 14 4% 0] 47 a3uerg) erouSey
aae]s dqssod ! 0c81 008T G 2Imidnng €r90[t¥ as01g) Adury
aae[s djqeqoxd 1 0c81 0081 T ormonng €790l as01g) Aoury

(xoxdde) (xoxdde)

S QMIONIG  AINIINIG
juednodoy jJoroN (I pui e Sog 2IMIONIIG  JOqUINN] G Bl AN




"(£661) 7399(J XOIAN PU ‘(486 T) WAL :AIIIYS {(T66T)

I9PAY swiTR,] WD) {(766T) JoNOTA] :98urI) BIOUSEIA] {(E66T) PIOJWES :9UNUAEA (066T) A[STUISL] pUe JoxTeJ
:9%0Y0 /110 (£66T) UITULL] 99N Yoy {(T661T) SIYAA puue an3o] :uousap VAL {(T66T) PIOJUEG :0[[o01
~UOIA] {(ZL6T) UBL] PUE OS[Y] :9A015) $ 19118)) {(0007) T8 32 SUTSSTL] :UOITAA {(S00T) TE 30 SUT[[N] :T9ITeI)

S JTBYINOG (866 1) T¥ 39 Jastayuazane T :9snof] Uapy (F00¢) 1752, :erdoin) {(994T) W] 20N 9N SFo1nT,
{($86T) OSIY] (UMWY, PUL JNTLI) UMOII[ITT pue ‘Kexg Aoy] uordwref] Torren) JrusSury] T31erQ) YIIoN])
TITwsSuTy] £(9007) e 32 JOYIIY [UOSUTIY (00T) TO[S,] :UWTe,] S0TUOTA] 9010y Aout 1s910,] Tejdog Tarrene)
9SNOYDUO0IG “I91IBNQ) Spue ] 2de[eJ ‘9doJ YooN] SI[IN,) ‘SoUO(-PILMPOOAA ‘NI WiIe,] smoN] J1odmopN ‘Mmoar o
1oqrep] ‘ooejdyairg suo13urysep) 98109.0) OUIISLIY ) MIPIIMO[,] ‘AouIno( suepIO[ “pue T S IOUIIAOL) 1$3DIMNOG







Appendix B

Archaeological Narratives

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 opened with three brief narratives, included as a means to en-
gage the reader with the past. Although based on real people and situated within spe-
cific historical and archaeological contexts, these narratives are fiction. Their crea-
tion arose from a desire to imagine more fully the lives and emotions of the people
who once lived at these plantations and created these subfloor pits.

At the end of the twentieth century, the interpretive approach of storytelling be-
came one means by which this concern with multivocality and the deprivileging
of the archaeologist’s voice and authority was expressed in historical archaeology
(Praetzellis and Praetzellis 1998). The use of narratives as an interpretive tool repre-
sented a sharp break from processual archaeology and the scientific methods under-
girding this theoretical approach. Critics of the storytelling approach lamented the
downfall of methodological rigor and the resulting authority from which scientific
conclusions are drawn (McKee and Galle 2000), arguing that the archaeological
narratives were more a reflection of the narrator than they were of any past reality.

In response, proponents of this interpretive tool, never intending to replace rig-
orous archaeological analysis and interpretation, contended that all archaeological
writing is a construction, even analysis done using a positivist theoretical stance
(Deetz 1998; Beaudry 1998; Joyce 2002). Archaeologists who engage in the use of
narrative combine the archaeological and documentary record to provide a believ-
able context for narratives (Beaudry 1998; De Cunzo 1998; Givens 2004; Little 2000;
Praetzellis and Praetzellis 1998). In this way, the stories are less apt to become mere
reflections of the archaeological narrator “rather than of the historical context that he
or she purports to interpret” (Praetzellis and Praeztellis 1998:1). Used judiciously and
supported by documentary and archaeological findings, narratives can be an excel-
lent device for offering windows into the past. Other archaeologists insist that nar-
ratives, being more accessible than the authoritative, privileged voice of the archae-
ologist in a technical report, create an opportunity for opening dialogue with general
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audiences (Deetz 1998; Givens 2004) and can provide an analytical tool that can
bring forth “new questions and avenues of research for archaeologists” (Gibb 2000).

The author’s position is that narratives can be used as a way to imagine new
stories about the past. The intent in crafting these narratives is not to suggest that
the described incidents occurred in exactly the manner described. These stories
emerged from the sites, a product of the author’s archaeological imagination coupled
with detailed contextual analysis. They represent three vignettes from the innumer-
able stories that could have taken place and are meant to illustrate the actions of in-
dividuals making lives for themselves on these plantations.

Each of the narratives was written to highlight a particular aspect of the lives of
the people who lived at these quarters: the challenges of meeting the physical de-
mands of daily life, such as having adequate food and shelter, the roles of spirituality,
and the challenges and rewards of interpersonal relationships. Details of the narra-
tives were purposively crafted using primary and secondary sources to create a spe-
cific historical and archaeological context in which to illustrate the lives of the en-
slaved and to emphasize archaeology’s ability to illuminate the emotional content
of the past through the contextual analysis of material culture. The following para-
graphs outline evidence used to create the three narratives.

Debb, the main character in the Chapter 6 vignette, lived at planter James Bray’s
Utopia in the r720s. She was listed on a 1725 inventory as one of twenty-eight en-
slaved individuals working at three quarters owned by Bray (Bray 1725). Her role as
leader of the quarter where she lived was unusual, a responsibility usually reserved
for white overseers or African American foremen. At this time, the residents at the
Utopia quarter were largely African-born slaves that had been purchased by the
Brays in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (Walsh 1997:94). Daniel
and Martin, the two children collecting grass, were also included in the 1725 list.
Children were assigned tasks beginning at an early age, since the contributions of ev-
ery member of the household were needed for survival. They were included as a nar-
rative device to illustrate how African traditions were valued and shared with chil-
dren born into slavery.

Debb, as an African-born female, would have memories of foods grown and pre-
pared by family members during her childhood. Food preferences and decisions
about how it is prepared and eaten are always conducted within a web of cultural
meanings (Mintz1996). In Debb’s case, the cultural resonance would have been West
African. Adapting remembered food preparation techniques to analogous crops
grown in Virginia would have been a way to imbue these new foods with West Af-
rican meanings. In Virginia, sweet potatoes were comparable to West African yams
and were used as a suitable substitution for dishes, like fo0-foo, traditionally been pre-
pared with yams.

Knowledge of food storage strategies was an important consideration before re-
frigeration, modern food preservation techniques, and rapid transport made a wide
range of food easily available year-round. Successful storage of the summer’s crops
would often be a household’s only bulwark against starvation in the depths of winter.
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Below-ground pits have been used by numerous cultures for centuries as a means
to store food. Feature 36 was a wood-lined hearth-front pit in Structure 1o that had
been used as a subterranean food storage unit. Paleobotanical analysis of soil recov-
ered from the soil layers on the floor of the wooden box showed a high concentration
of grass pollen and starch granules of a type consistent with sweet potatoes.

For Chapter 7, planter Carter Burwell’s records of his labor force provided the
thread from which the web of relationships between the characters in this narra-
tive was crafted. Marcellus, a man of unknown age, arrived at Carter’s Grove by 1745
(Walsh 1997:238). He had probably been born in the Niger Delta area of West Africa
and arrived in Virginia speaking a dialect of one of the Niger-Congo family of lan-
guages. Given his status as a new arrival, he was likely set to work planting and tend-
ing tobacco in the agricultural fields surrounding the plantation, perhaps at the ex-
cavated quarter. The subfloor pit depicted as his personal storage space was Feature
643 in House One, interpreted as having been barracks-style housing for male slaves.
The bottom layer of soil filling the pit contained several complete pieces of cutlery,
buttons from clothing, and some small personal items. These items were used in re-
constructing his personal possessions.

The possible thief, Lot, was hired as a carpenter at Carter’s Grove in 1750. By this
time, Marcellus had been in Virginia five years and would have gotten to know his
fellow housemates. As an outsider who would soon be leaving the quarter, Lot stood
to suffer fewer repercussions from the theft than a long-time resident of the quarter.
This narrative highlights the workings of the slave economy, where the products of
after-hours labor could be sold or traded for manufactured goods or food. It also
considers personal property rights and how ownership of property was established
and protected within the enslaved community. By suggesting that the theft had been
committed by another slave, the narrative demonstrates that such conflict was a part
of life within slave communities.

Chapter 8's vignette of Ebo and her shrine was created using a combination of
documentary records, archaeology, and ethnohistorical sources from both Virginia
and West Africa. The setting is the Utopia Quarter at Kingsmill Plantation, just out-
side Williamsburg, Virginia. An agreement between widowed Utopia owner Frances
Bray and her father-in-law in 1745 lists an adult woman named Ebo at Utopia. Her
name bespoke her Igbo cultural origins, although her age and the length of time she
had been in Virginia will probably never be known. The shell-covered shrine was
discovered in the bottom of a subfloor pit at Utopia. Examining the shrine con-
tents in conjunction with information on Igbo spiritual practices from art (Cole
and Aniakor 1984), literature (Achebe 1987), and ethnographies (Talbot 1969 [1926])
suggested that the shrine was built to honor Idemili, a female deity associated with
water. The concentrations of grape pollen were indicative of the libations of wine
poured onto the shrine consistent with Igbo spiritual customs.

By combining information from various sources, it becomes possible to reveal
stories about the past that would otherwise go untold. Such an interdisciplinary ap-
proach has been used here to tell stories about African American life in eighteenth-
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century Virginia. Doubtless, there are some readers who will find these narratives
distracting, irrelevant, or perhaps even offensive. The author would like to think that
they are positive additions to this volume, creating a link between the material re-

mains from these plantations in Virginia and individuals seeking explanations of
the past.
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subfloor pit, 143. See also wine bottles

Bray, Frances Thacker. See Burwell,
Frances Thacker Bray

Bray family, 28, 42, 83, 98

Bray, James, I1, 42, 50, 58

Bray, James, I1I, 50, 58, 59, 104

Bray, Thomas, II, 51, 58

Burnaby, Andrew: commenting on danc-
ing and music by enslaved Virginians,
177-178

Burwell family, 42, 59, 75, 83, 94, 98

Burwell, Carter, 28, 75, 77, 140, 201

Burwell, Frances Thacker Bray, 59, 66,
201

Burwell, Lewis, I1I, 32, 66, 75

Burwell, Lewis, 1V, 59, 66, 74

Burwell, Lewis, V, 68, 75

Burwell, Nathaniel, II, 77, 80, 81, 83

butteries, 7. See also subfloor pits

226

Cancer Quarter (Nomini Hall Plantation,
Virginia), 61

Carter, Landon: commenting on subfloor
pits in quarters, 140, 185

Carter, Robert, 32, 110

Carter, Robert “King,” 38

Carter's Grove Plantation: archaeology at
slave quarter, 77—80; composition of
slave demography, 32; slave community
at, 77; slave quarters at, 75—77

Carter's Grove Quarter (44]JC110), 4—5;
archaeology at, 77—80; history of, 75—
77, subfloor pits at, 8o

Catesby, Mark: commenting on corn,
127; commenting on sweet potatoes,
132

ceramics: at Carter's Grove Quarter, 99;
at Kingsmill Quarter, 100; at Utopia
Quarter, 95—99; Chinese porcelain at
quarters, 96, 98—99; evidence of ce-
ramics received by enslaved from
planter, 98—100; explanation of
analysis used, 94—95

Chi: as represented by earth, 181; as Igbo
personal spiritual guardian, 35, 169,
178

chimneys: stick and mud, 109

Chinese Porcelain. See ceramics

Christianity: conversion to by enslaved,
183184, 186—187

Chukwu: in Igbo culture, 35, 178; symbol
of, 169

Clothing. See slave clothing

coins, pierced: as containing spiritual sig-
nificance, 168

Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 77

colonoware: containing markings with
spiritual significance, 168; use at
Utopia, 96. See also ceramics

conjuring: by enslaved in North Carolina,
184-185; by enslaved in Virginia, 185;
conjurer's kit found at Jordan planta-
tion, 155156, 172. See also divination;
cowrie shells

corn: as food staple for enslaved Virgin-
ians, 127, 135

cowrie shells: as divination tools, 164; as
shrine components, 164

Cox, Charles, 142

creolization, 4; as model for studying
change, 13-14; evidence of at Levi
Jordan plantation, 155-156; evidence



of in Virginia, 186; in spiritual prac-
tices, 151

Crow, Hugh: commenting on storage
strategies by rgth-century Igbo, 141

de facto refuse: as way to determine per-
sonal storage function of subfloor pits,
142—143; attributes of| 119; in determin-
ing shrine function, 156—157; in sub-
floor pits, 119

Debb's Quarter, 43

demography of Virginia slave population,
11-12, 29—33

Desandrouins Map (1781), 67

diet: fishing and hunting, 127; foodways
of enslaved, 126—129; of enslaved at
Carter's Grove, 101; of enslaved at
Kingsmill, 1o1; of enslaved at Utopia,
100—102; provisioned food for en-
slaved, 126—127

divination. See conjuring

diviners: role in Igbo culture, 36, 164

Douglass, Frederick: commenting on use
of subterranean food storage, 125

earthfast construction: at Utopia, 43, 46—
47, 51—52; in Virginia slave quarters, 86

Equiano, Olaudah, 33, 39, 158; comment-
ing on significance of tobacco in Igbo
culture, 158; on Igbo foodways, 131;
views on ancestor veneration in Igbo
culture, 152

ethnicity, 4; creation of, 13; role in identity
formation, 15

ethnobotanical evidence, 133-134; at Mul-
berry Row, 128; at Rich Neck Quarter,
128; at Utopia, 134-136, 160; on Vir-
ginia slave sites, 128

faunal analysis. See diet

Fesler, Garrett, 42, 89

fishing: by enslaved to supplement diet,
127; evidence at Carter's Grove, 101,
evidence at Utopia, 101

Fithian, Philip, 100, commenting on en-
slaved gardens, 127

food remains: Afro-Virginian foodways,

Index

126—129; archaeological analysis of, 99—
102; food preparation techniques by
enslaved, 99, 128; foods provisioned to
the enslaved, 126—127

foofoo: as Igbo food, 13, 200

formation of slave families in Virginia,
3940

Frogmore Manor, S.C.: evidence of
creolized spiritual practices, 172

fufu. See foofoo
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gardens: archacological evidence of, 127;
in Igbo culture, 34-35; on slave quar-
ters, 100, 127

gender roles: Igbo, 34; of enslaved in Vir-
ginia, 104; in work tasks, 104; role in
identity formation, 15

gentry planters: role of in Virginia
economy, 27

Gold Coast, 30

Governor's Land (James City Co., Vir-
ginia), 132

Grandy, Charles, 140

Grazilhier: commenting on significance
of bulls in Igbo culture, 158

Great Awakening: impact on the en-
slaved, 183, 187

hearths: collapse of hearth front pit at
Utopia, 175; configuration of hearth
front pits discussed, 175-176; pit depth
and hearth-front pits, 176. See also
quarters

hoes: as part of shrine assemblage, 157; in
subfloor pit at Carter's Grove, 146—147.
See also tools

household goods: on Virginia slave quar-
ters, 92—94

hunting: by enslaved to supplement diet,
127; evidence at Carter's Grove, 101;
evidence at Utopia, 101

Ibibio people, 152; in Virginia, 11; shrines
of, 154; use of libations by, 180

identity: as reflected in Afro-Virginian
foodways, 128—129; as reflected in ma-
terial culture, 17; collective identity, 4,
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15; individual identity, 4, 15, 187; notions
of identity among Igbo, 178; of the en-
slaved, 14-15, 179

Idimeli: shrine to at Utopia, 158—161, 201

Igbo agriculture, 3435, 37, 131

Igbo architecture: traditional Igbo archi-
tecture discussed, 142, 181-182

Igbo Isaiah, Nigeria: shrines at, 153

Igbo people: ancestor veneration, 152—
153; and the West African trade, 36—
37; cultural traditions, 13; demogra-
phy of in Virginia, 29—33; gender roles,
33—35; history, 33, 36—38; Igbo states,
growth of, 38; life in West Africa, 33—
37; shrine construction, 34, 152153,
179—182; shrine goods of, 152—154; slave
trade to Virginia, 11, 32—33; social and
political structure, 33—36, 152; spiritual
beliefs of, 35—36, 151-153; use of liba-
tions by, 180

Igbo-Richard, Nigeria: archaeology of,
153; shrines at, 153

Igbo-Ukwu, Nigeria: archaeology of, 157,
182; motifs found in excavation, 153, 169

ikenga: as Igbo spiritual object, 152, 154, 171

indentured servants in Virginia, 7, 2526

irummo: Igbo ancestral shrine, 154

isong: as sacred earth (Ibibio), 181

Jacko's Quarter, 43

James River, 23, 27, 30, 33, 59

James River Institute for Archaeology,
Inc., 42

Janson, Charles: commenting on slave
life, 9o

Jefferson, Thomas, 126; commenting on
enslaved foodways, 127; commenting
on subfloor pits in quarters, 140

John Canoe. See jonkonnu

Johnston County, North Carolina: court
case involving enslaved conjurer, 160,
184185

Jones, Hugh: commenting on enslaved
foodways, 127; commenting on en-
slaved spirituality, 184

jonkonnu: discussion of in North Caro-
lina, 186

Jordan Plantation (Texas): archaeological

excavations of slave quarters at, 155—
156, 172
Juju: in Igbo culture, 152, 154

Kelso, William, 68

Kimber, Edward, commenting on slave
quarter, 40, 90,

Kingsmill Plantation: slave quarters at, 67

Kingsmill Quarter (44JC39), 5; archaeo-
logical research at, 68—69; history of,
66—68; subfloor pits at, 69—74

landscape of James/York peninsula, 23

Leonard, Major Arthur: commenting on
Igbo ancestor veneration, 153

Lewis, Matthew: commenting on Jamai-
can Igbo slaves, 179

libations: evidence of use in North Caro-
lina, 184—18s; evidence of use at Utopia
Quarter, 160; importance of in ances-
tor veneration, 153; use of by Bakongo,
180; use of by Ibibio, 180; use of by
Igbo, 180

Littletown Quarter, 43, 66

livestock: at slave quarters, 1o1; evidence at
Carter's Grove 1o1; evidence at Utopia,
101

living conditions: of enslaved and
poor whites, 105—106. See also slave
clothing; slave diet; slave households

Lobi: ancestral shrines, 166

Mande: ancestral shrines, 158

Mandingo: in Virginia, 30, 32

Martin, Henry, 67-68, 75

material culture: of slaves at study sites,
91—100, 102-105

mbari: as Igbo community shrine, 152

McCarthy, John, 186

Methodists: effect on enslaved, 183, 187.
See also slave religion

Michel, Francis: commenting on enslaved
foodways, 127; commenting on pota-
toes in colonial Virginia, 131

Middle Passage, 16. See also slave trade

minkisi: possible minkisi at Utopia, 168—
169

mmauo: in Igbo culture, 35



Monticello, 126, 127; archaeological ex-
cavations of Mulberry Row Quarters
at, 128

Moore, Phillip: of Mount Tizrah Planta-
tion, 143, 14§

Mount Tizrah Plantation (North Caro-
lina): sale of alcohol to enslaved, 143—
144

Mount Vernon: description of slave hous-
ing at, 92, 155

Mulberry Row. See Monticello

Nassau, Reverend Robert: commenting
on West African grave goods, 182

Native Americans. See subfloor pits, use
of by Native Americans

New Bern, North Carolina, 126

New Calabar, 154

New Yam Festival: parallels with
jonkonnu, 186

Nicholson, John: commenting in gar-
dening manual on subterranean stor-
age, 125

Niemcewicz, Julian: commenting on slave
housing at Mt. Vernon, 92, 155

Niger Delta, 30

Niger River, 32, 38

Nomini Hall Plantation, 61

North Carolina: archaeological excavation
of Eden House slave quarters, 163-164,
166; evidence of conjuring by enslaved,
160; subfloor pits in, 9, 163-164

nri: in Igbo culture, 36

obea: as Igbo conjurer, 185

obi: Igbo reception hut, 154

obia. See obea

Oduduwa: role in formation of Yoruba
kingdom, 12

ofo: as Igbo spiritual object, 152, 154, 171

Ogun: as Yoruba deity, 157, 166, 172

okponsi: as Igbo shrine good, 154, 171

Onishe: as Igbo river spirit, 158

oral traditions: use of, 12

outbuildings: on quarters, 91, 135

paleobotanical data. See ethnobotanical
data
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Pettus family, 42

phytolith analysis: at Utopia, 134-136. See
also ethnobotanical evidence

pollen analysis: at Rich Neck, 128; at
Utopia, 134-136, 160; grape pollen re-
covered from subfloor pits, 135. See also
ethnobotanical evidence

primary refuse: in subfloor pits, 175. See
also defacto refuse

quarters: changing patterns in architec-
ture, 86—91; changing size and form,
89—90; construction techniques, 86;
co-residency versus single family
homes, 86, 89; defined, 29; descrip-
tions of, 39, 125; earthfast construction,
86; groundsill construction, 86; reduc-
tion in house size and family struc-
ture, 86, 89; similarities to West Afri-
can architecture, go—gr; stick and mud
chimneys at, 109

quarters, specific mentioned by name:
Bremo Recess Quarter, 110; Debb's
Quarter, 43; Governor's Land, 132;
Jacko's Quarter, 43; Littletown Quar-
ter, 43; Mulberry Row, 128; Rich Neck
Quarter, 110, 128, 132; Tutter's Neck
quarter, 43; Wilton Quarter, 137

race, 4; as social construct, 15; role in iden-
tity formation, 15

Randolph, John: commenting on garden
trenches for vegetable storage, 125

Rappahannock River, 33

religion: discussed in general, 151. See also
slave religion

resistance, 4, 177

Revolutionary War: effects on Virginia, 27

Rich Neck Quarter (Williamsburg, Vir-
ginia): slave diet at, 128; subfloor pits
at, 110, 1325 §

root cellars: as a cross-cultural phenome-
non, 124-126; as food preservation
strategy, 125—125; conditions for success
of root cellars, 129—131; historical ref-
erences to in North Carolina, 126; his-
torical references to in Virginia, 125; on
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
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century Virginia sites, 9; temperature
and humidity ranges as factor in root
cellar effectiveness, 129—130

Royal African Company, 30—32

Secker, Bishop Thomas: commenting on
enslaved spirituality, 183

secondary refuse: in subfloor pits, 9, 57,
118—121; 175; attributes of, 119;

seeds. See ethnobotanical evidence

Senegambian people: in Virginia, 11, 30

shrines: activities associated with shrines,
152, 179—182; at Eden House, 163, 188~
189; at Southall's Quarter, Virginia,
164; at Utopia, 157-164; defined, 152;
description of nineteenth-century Ni-
gerian shrines, 154; functions served for
West African cultures, 151-153; Igbo
shrines, 158, 164, 179—182; Lobi shrines,
166; Mande shrines, 158; pot shrine in
Igboland, 18; pot shrines in Maryland
and Virginia, 181; shrine goods, 153~
156, 182

Singleton, Marrinda Jane: commenting
on root doctoring in Virginia, 185

Singleton, William Henry: commenting
on pits for storage of personal items,
139; commenting on use of subter-
ranean food storage, 126

slave clothing: description of, 146

slave culture: African-style drum noted,
177, dancing and music styles noted,
178; polygynous marital practices de-
scribed, 177; process of creolization, 186

slave domestic economy: marketing and
bartering in Tidewater Virginia, 100,
143

slave households: composition of, 86, 89—
90; description of slave housing at
Mt. Vernon in 18th century, 100, 155;
slave housing, 90, 92, 100, 125

slave occupations: at Carter's Grove, 77; at
Kingsmill, 66—67; at Utopia, 60

slave quarters. See quarters

slave religion: beliefs about ancestors, 151~

152; conversion to Christianity, 186—

187; ring shout, 186; shrines, 152—154;

West African beliefs about death, 178—

a-\\e A helie

152. See also Afro-Virginian spirituality;
Anglican religion

slave resistance. See resistance

slaves mentioned in text: Aron, 139; Aus-
tin, 60; Bristoe, 160, 184—185; Cox,
Charles, 142; Cuff, 185; Daniel, 202;
Debb, 43, 200; Ebo, 59, 201; Equiano,
Oladuah, 35, 39, 131, 158; Grandy,
Charles, 140; Harry, 185; Jacko, 43; Joe,
144; Joe Boy, 60; Jumper, 32; Jupiter,
60; Lot, 201; Nace, 126; Marcellus, 20;
Martin, 202; Mulatta Pat, 59; Nanny,
59; Singleton, Marrinda Jane 185; Tom,
184; White, George, 184

slave theft: hiding purloined goods in sub-
floor pits, 139—140

slave trade, transatlantic, 37; Bristol mer-
chants, role of in Virginia slave trade,
32; composition of cultural groups
in Chesapeake, 29—33; importation
rates of, 26; in the eighteenth century,
29; Middle Passage, 16; proportions
of African-born slaves in Virginia,
60; regional origins of, 29—33; to the
Chesapeake in the seventeenth cen-
tury, 8, 26, 29—30

Somerset Place (North Carolina): de-
scriptions of enslaved spiritual prac-
tices at, 184

Southern Cultivator, 109

spiritual objects: in archaeological con-
texts, 166—171

spoons: as basketmaking tools, 146; as pos-
sible divination tools, 169; engraved
spoons from Kingsmill, 169—171; from
Richneck, 171

starch, traces in archaeological analysis.
See ethnobotanical evidence

subfloor pits: as clay pits, 108—109; as place
to hide food at Monticello, 126; as a
place to hide stolen goods, 140; as root
cellars, 9, 118, 124, 129—136; as safe de-
posit boxes, 141; as shrines, 9—10, 118—
119, 150, I54—166; as storage units, 9,
140, 177; construction of, 108-109; evi-
dence of burning on floors, 69, 109;
evidence of linings, boxes, and floors,
68—69, 80, 109, 134, 146, 176; evidence
of maintenance and repair, 5758,



111; experimentation with construc-
tion methods discussed, 175-176; gen-
eral description of, 108—110; geographic
range of subfloor pit use, 8—9; in slave
quarters, 6, 10; in slave versus non-
slave structures, 6—7; increased inci-
dence of repair and maintenance on
hearth front pits, 84, 1r1—112, 117, 1765
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century subfloor pits, 9; location
within quarter buildings , 109—110,
112—118; patterns in dimension and
depth, 113-115, 176; pit shape and loca-
tion within quarter, 112—113; physical
characteristics, 111; secondary ver-
sus primary fill, 118—121, 175; statisti-
cal analysis of, 18, 20, 110—118; types of
damage sustained by, 57, 80, 110, 176;
typical filling sequence, 174-175; use
arising in response to conditions of
slavery, 8; use by English colonists, 6—
7, 10; use by Native Americans, 6, 10;
use by Igbo, 6. See also subfloor pits as
root cellars

subfloor pits as root cellars: evidence at
Utopia Quarter, 134-136; for storage
of sweet potatoes, 132—133; hearth front
location for root cellars, 132, 175; in late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
9; paleobotanical data, 133—136; use of
grass and sand as packing materials for
food, 131, 133

subterranean pits. See subfloor pits

subterranean storage. See subfloor pits

sweet potatoes (Ipomoea batatas): frag-
ments in Wilton Quarter subfloor pit,
137; in slave diet, 126, 127, 131; similarity
to yams, 131; storage in root cellars, 126

Tatham, William: commenting on crops
grown by enslaved Virginians, 132

Tazewell, Henry, 68

Things Fall Apart: ancestor rituals dis-
cussed in, 180

tobacco: spiritual significance in West Af-
rica, 158

tobacco cultivation: role in the colonial
Virginia economy, 23—27; role in shap-
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tobacco pipes: as shrine components, 158,
163-164; evidence at study sites, 104~
105; in burials at Utopia, 105

tools: agricultural tools, 103; at study sites,
102—104; woodworking tools, 104

truck: defined, 189n1; use of by enslaved
community for conjuring, 185

Tuckahoe (Virginia): slave quarter at, 86

Tutter's Neck (Virginia): slave quarter
at, 43

ududu: as Igbo pottery shrine, 181

Utopia Quarter Period II (44]JC32): ar-
chaeological research at, 43—47; archi-
tecture at, 43; history of, 42—43; sub-
floor pits at, 47—50

Utopia Quarter Period III (44]JC32): ar-
chaeological research at, 51—57; history
of, 50—51; subfloor pits at, 57—58

Utopia Quarter Period IV (44]C787): ar-
chaeological research at, 60—61; history
of, 59—60; subfloor pits at, 61—62, 66

Virginia Research Center for Archae-
ology, 68

Wialsh, Lorena: study of enslaved commu-
nity at Carter's Grove, 75

Warren, Edward: commenting on en-
slaved spirituality at Somerset Place,
North Carolina, 184

Washington, Booker T.: commenting
on use of subterranean food storage,
125

Wiashington, George: description of slave
housing and material possessions at
Mt. Vernon, 92, 100

Weld, Isaac: description of Virginia plan-
tations in 1790s, 29

West Africa: house compounds in, 9o;
slave trade, 30; world view and spiritu-
ality, 151154

White: as an Igbo sacred color, 158, 160

White, George: former slave, comment-
ing on root doctoring, 184

Williamsburg, Virginia, 25, 27

Wilton Quarter (Henrico Co., Virginia),

137
yine: evidence of in Utopia Feature 44,
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160; use of as a libation, 160, 180—181.
See also bottles

wine bottles: as possible shrine compo-
nents, 154, 157, 163—164; in pan shrine
at Utopia, 164; in subfloor pits, 143-145

yams (Dioscorea rotundata): importance in
Igbo diet and culture, 9, 131, 181; simi-
larity to sweet potatoes, 131

York River, 23, 30, 32,33

Yorktown, 25

Yoruba: cultural traditions in evidence
at Levi Jordan Plantation, 172; evi-
dence of Ogun shrine at Jordan
Plantation, 155-156; Oduduwa and
formation of Yoruba kingdom, 12;
sacred spaces, 180; shrines to Ogun,
166, 172
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Subfloor Pits and the Archaeology
of Slavery in Colonial Virginia
Patricia M. Samford

*This 1s a well-conducted picce of exciting synthetic
rescarch on a topic of interest to many archacologists.
This study featurcs a thorough and sophisticated
integration of cthnographic, documentary, and
archacological analyses. Ths work is an outstanding
cxample of contextual archacology.”

— Laurie A. Wilkie, Associate Professor of
Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley

Enslaved Afnicans and their descendants
comprised a significant portion of colonial
Virginia populations, with most iving on
rural slave quarters adjacent to the ag-
ricultural ficlds in which they labored.
Archacological excavations mto these
home sites have provided unique win-
dows into the daily lifeways and culture
of these carly inhabrants.

A common characteristic of Virginia slave
quarters 5 the presence of subfloor pits
bencath the houses. The most common
explanations of the functions of these pits
arc as storage places for personal belong-
ings or root vegetables, and some context-
ual and cthnohstoric data suggest they
may have served as West African-style
shrines. Through analysis of 103 subfloor
pits dating from the 17th through mid-
19th centurics, Samford reveals how data

The University

on shape, location, surface arca, and depth,
as well as contextual analysis of artifact
assemblages, can show how subfloor prs
functioned for the enslaved. Archacology
reveals the matenal circumstances of
slaves’ lives, which in turn opens the door
to dluminating other aspects of life: spir-
ituality, symbolic meanings assigned to
martcnal goods, social life, individual and
group agency, and acts of resistance and
accommodation. Analysis of the artifact
assemblages allows the development of
hypotheses about how West African, pos-
sibly Igho, cultural traditions were main-
taincd and transformed in the Virginia
Chesapeake.

Patricia M. Samford 1s Director of the
Maryland Archacological Conservation
Laboratory, Jefferson Patterson Park and
Muscum in 5t. Leonard, Maryland.
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