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Archeological exploration of the 526, 528, 
and 530 Market Street lots revealed that all three 
basements did have prepared floors, and in fact 
produced evidence that each contained two 
separate floor levels stacked one on top of the 
other. In some places, these floors were preserved 
almost entirely intact, while in other sections their 
presence was indicated only by a few crumbled 
remnants clinging to the adjacent foundation 
walls. Of the two floor levels found, the upper and 
more recent floor surface was comparatively thin 
and consisted of poured cement over a loose 
gravel substratum. Although the dating of this 
upper floor is not known with any certainty, 
general impressions maintained that it was 
probably added sometime in the early twentieth 
century. The second, older floor level was found 
immediately beneath the upper one and was 

represented by an approximately 4-inch-thick layer of coarse mortar mixed with brick fragments. This mortar 
layer would have originally been the base of the earlier flooring, with the actual floor surface formed via wooden 
boards nailed to parallel wooden joists. Impressions of the east-west oriented joists were still preserved within 
the underlying mortar/brick base, and in some instances decayed wood from the joists themselves was found. 

While the Lot 526, 528, and 530 basements were all fairly similar in form, the basement within Lot 524, 
at the eastern side of the excavation, was in several ways quite different. Associated with a building that had 
been built within the former President’s House “wood lot” in 1804, and then subsequently expanded 
throughout the nineteenth century, this basement was larger than the others and measured 24 feet across. In 
addition, this basement showed no obvious signs of interior room divisions, but rather appeared to have been 
a single open space. Sections of poured cement flooring were found within this space, at both the far north and 
south ends, as were smaller areas of brick floor, but no evidence of an older, underlying floor was found here. 
In terms of the search for President’s House remains, the most significant aspect of this basement was the fact 
that it was slightly deeper than the others. Based on floor elevations recorded across the site (which vary slightly 
from place to place), the basement for Lot 524 had been excavated about 12 to 18 inches deeper than any of 
the other three. 

Beyond the intact sections of cement and brick flooring, the dominant feature found in Lot 524 was a 
large rectangular brick-walled pit at the far northwest margins of the basement. Measuring approximately 12 
feet square, this pit was filled with dense coal ash and cinder deposits that extended at least 8 feet below the 
floor of the surrounding basement level. The exact function of this pit is not known for sure, but its position 
near the front of the basement suggested that it may have represented some sort of furnace pit. Alternately, 
and perhaps more likely, it may be associated with the elevator known to have existed within this property when 
the Zorn family owned it in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

As integral as the nineteenth-century structural remains are to the larger story of this site and its 
development over time, they were not the main focus of this investigation—the President’s House was. As it 
turned out, the exposure of these later basements inadvertently resulted in the identification of the first 
surviving structural remnant of the President’s House within the site. In his architectural history of the 

An overview of the nineteenth-century basement floor level 
(Lot 528). The parallel depressions in the floor are from the 
floor joists, now decayed. The small flat gray section to the 
right is a remnant of the overlying twentieth-century 
cement floor. 
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Executive Mansion, Edward Lawler Jr. shares evidence that portions of the main house’s east and west exterior 
walls were not completely demolished in 1832, but rather had been in part preserved and incorporated into the 
party walls of later adjoining buildings. While any trace of surviving walls on the west side of the main house 
had been destroyed during the creation of Feature 1 in the early 1950s, the archeological team looked very 
closely at the common wall shared by the nineteenth-century 524 and 526 Market Street buildings and suspected 
that it might represent the preserved east wall of the President’s House. Certainly, the northern portion of that 
wall seemed to be consistent with Lawler’s findings—it was in the right location, and its construction seemed 
to indicate an older age than any of the obviously nineteenth-century walls around it. But other parts of the 
wall had been covered over by brick veneer at some point in time, and still others appeared to have been rebuilt 
or heavily modified in the nineteenth century, making a clear determination difficult. As it turned out, it would 
take a great deal more investigation before archeologists were ready to declare that this wall was, in fact, a 
surviving remnant of the President’s House, and before it was fully realized just how critical this one discovery 
was for fitting together the entire site puzzle. 

The President’s House Found 
 

From the time this investigation was still in the planning stages, it was recognized that in order to find 
any archeological evidence of the President’s House, it would be necessary to get below the nineteenth-century 
basements built on the property after 1832. Accomplishing this task meant peeling up those later basement 
floors so that archeologists could peer into the soil below, and in some cases required that portions of intact 
basement walls needed to be physically removed to expose older structures and deposits buried beneath them. 
In actuality, this process was performed simultaneously in the field alongside bulk excavation activities and the 
documentation of nineteenth-century remains, and took several weeks of hard work to complete. The big 
payoff finally arrived in the last few days of April and first weeks of May when, in rapid succession, a string of 
amazing discoveries radically changed what was known about the President’s House. As word of these finds 
were made known, the news captured the public’s imagination, and members of the print and electronic media 
descended around the site, sometimes going into it as well, to report each new revelation. 

Although by this point members of the archeological team had begun to strongly suspect that the Lot 
524/526 common wall was a part of the President’s House, the first confirmed discovery of physical remains 
associated with the Executive Mansion complex occurred when portions of the kitchen foundation were 
unexpectedly exposed. This event happened in the absence of great fanfare, as rubble fill and crushed 
nineteenth-century basement flooring were being hand cleared from the south end of Lot 528. Suddenly, there 
in the dirt, a beautiful section of well-made wall appeared from nowhere. At first, this wall barely caused a single 
eyebrow to be raised, and the crew busily went about shoveling brick out of the basement. As time passed, 
however, that wall became a bit more troubling, because there was not supposed to be a nineteenth-century 
basement wall in that location, and everyone began to more actively ponder just what it might be. Eventually, 
it was NPS archeologist Jed Levin who first raised the possibility that it might be part of the President’s House 
kitchen, but that notion was half brushed away because at the time it seemed just too crazy—it couldn’t be the 
kitchen, because the President’s House kitchen wasn’t supposed to have had a basement, and the kitchen must 
have had a basement if this wall was to be part of it. Just to be sure, the lead archeologists went back to the 
maps and site history in an attempt to sort this mystery out. After some thought, a test was devised to verify 
whether or not the kitchen foundations were preserved within the site—an expedient excavation would be 
performed to see if the northwest corner of the kitchen was present in the place that historical research said it 
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should be. After the rubble fill was pulled back enough to permit access, archeologists carefully measured on 
the ground to establish the presumed location of that corner, in the northern part of Lot 528, and then used 
sledgehammers and shovels to punch a 2-foot-diameter hole through the nineteenth-century basement floor. 
At first, as the archeologists cleared away the crushed floor matrix, nothing appeared but the sandy, culturally 
sterile subsoil below. After a few more anxious minutes, a handful of mortared stones were found at the very 
edge of the test pit—definitely part of a wall. With a bit more searching, there it was—a corner to that wall—
not in the precise location it was expected, but pretty close. The test had worked, and the kitchen had been 
officially found. 

With the discovery of the President’s House kitchen, everything about this excavation changed 
instantly. All the previous historical research suggested that the kitchen building didn’t have a basement, and 
therefore it was initially presumed that no trace of that structure would be found during this investigation. And 
yet, there it was—the foundations for the kitchen were preserved within the site. That much was now 
incontestable. This single discovery opened a world of possibilities for the archeological team members, who 
now wondered openly about what other previously unthinkable remnants might be preserved within this site. 
Over the next few weeks, those questions would quickly be answered as, one after the other, surviving parts of 
the President’s House itself—Washington’s bow window, a root cellar in the kitchen basement, and the remains 
of an underground passageway connecting the kitchen to the main house—were unearthed in the central 
portions of the site and shared with the thousands of visitors who came to the viewing platform each day.  

With each of these discoveries, it was becoming clearer that the President’s House complex in its 
entirety was much better preserved than anyone had dared hope for; however, continuing archeological 
exploration was also finding evidence that these various surviving remnants had not completely escaped later 
disturbance. As it turned out, all of the individual segments of the President’s House and back buildings 
contained within the excavation had been impacted to some extent throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries by a number of different construction-related activities, including the installation of a terra-cotta 
drainage pipe system, a cast-iron gas pipeline, the building of foundations for later commercial structures, and 
the addition of pier-supported wheelchair access ramps for the 1950s-era public restroom. When each of these 
later modifications occurred, surviving President’s House foundations and other architectural elements were 
viewed simply as obstructions to be removed, and sections of the various walls were cut through and discarded. 
As a result, many once interconnected remnants of the President’s House buildings were reduced to a series of 
separate individual wall segments.  

Although remnants of the President’s House were preserved within the central areas of the site (Lots 
526 and 528), archeological work in the eastern part of the excavation area, within Lot 524, unfortunately found 
a much different situation. This area once contained a number of important President’s House back buildings, 
including the servant’s hall Washington added and the Robert Morris bathhouse that Washington and Adams 
adapted for use as a personal study. Whether these structures were originally built with basements or deep 
foundations is not known for certain, but it is clear that the subsequent construction and expansion of the 524 
Market Street building in the nineteenth century made it impossible to answer that question archeologically. As 
discussed before, the commercial building at this location had a basement that extended deeper than any of the 
three adjacent structures. While the difference in basement depth here was only slight, about a foot or so, it 
was just deep enough to remove any trace of earlier foundations that may have previously existed. Despite 
much concerted effort, archeological exploration of Lot 524 found not a single shred of evidence relating to 
the servant’s hall or bathhouse. 
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The Main House 
 

Archeological remnants of the President’s House itself (the main house fronting on Market Street) 
were unearthed at about the same time as the kitchen and in a similar manner, and consisted of a series of 
individual stone foundation fragments associated with the south wall of that building. At the time of this wall’s 
discovery, the northern parts of Lots 526 and 528 were still covered by intact nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
basement floors. As in the case of the northwest kitchen corner, the archeological team went about finding the 
south wall of the main house by carefully measuring its supposed location on the ground, and then punched a 
test pit through the floor layers. This search for the south wall was attended by much excitement among the 
crew members, who watched intently as the excavation pushed past the bottommost floor level. As the last bit 
of rubble was removed, there—sitting in the bottom of the test pit—was absolutely nothing. There was no wall 
anywhere to be seen. Undaunted, the crew immediately proceeded to open a larger section of the basement 
floor. The thrill of the chase proved to be infectious among the crew, as even the interpreters up on the viewing 
platform left their post to join in the hunt for this elusive foundation. Finally, after much adrenaline-fueled 
exertion, the first section of the south wall foundation finally emerged, just a foot and a half to the north of the 
original test pit. 

If the discovery of the wall itself was not exciting enough, what happened next represented one of 
those too-good-to-be-true-moments that archeologists only occasionally get to experience. After the wall was 
initially exposed, the crew moved in to further clear it off and follow it eastward. Fine-bristled brushes and 
trowels were used to remove the thin layer of dark brown soil that separated the south wall from the basement 
floors above it, when suddenly—and unexpectedly—a single green-tinged copper coin appeared from nowhere. 
As visitors on the viewing platform above craned their necks to get a better look at this discovery, the first 
artifact recovered from intact deposits within the site, the excavators applied a little saliva to the task of cleaning 
the coin to look for details on its surface. Almost immediately it became apparent that the coin was a U.S. half-
penny piece, with the date of its minting, 1833, clearly visible below the bust of Lady Liberty. Although perhaps 
not all that significant in purely archeological terms, the discovery of this coin was important in that it testified 
to the specific point in time when the President’s House was torn down (1832) and replaced by commercial 

The construction of this terra-cotta drainpipe required 
upper portions of the root cellar walls to be removed. 
 

A portion of the President’s House kitchen wall 
showing how a later nineteenth-century foundation wall 
cut through it. 
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supplies of all manner of food and drink. Commodious root cellars and other cool storage spaces, therefore, 
were often necessary elements of the best homes, where stocks of perishable foodstuffs could be stored for 
longer periods of time. While its mere presence in this site is not out of the ordinary, the President’s House 
root cellar’s overall massive size is unusual—with interior dimensions measuring 9 feet by 16 feet, 6 inches—
and probably attests to the rich social life of its original builder, Mary Masters. During the Washingtons’ time 
in the house, when up to 30 people lived or worked here and lavish entertaining was a common occurrence, 
this vast storage space would have been in constant use.  

The root cellar was discovered at the same time as the rest of the kitchen basement and was filled with 
a mix of soil and rubble. Its interior was partially covered over by a number of nineteenth-century structural 
additions, including a partial brick floor, a segment of the Lot 526/528 common wall, and portions of a terra-
cotta drainage system (Feature 11). Although these later elements eventually had to be removed so that the 
interior of the root cellar could be investigated, they did provide some clues as to this structure’s later use. For 
example, the haphazardly built Lot 526/528 common wall that divided the root cellar space (discussed 
previously) was almost certainly never a load-bearing element and was probably added to the nineteenth-century 
basements at a relatively late date. Prior to that, the root cellar appears to have been an open space both 
properties shared. What specific function it may have served at that time remains unknown. 

While the root cellar was discovered early on in the investigation, the presence of deep fill and 
nineteenth-century obstructions caused it to be one of the last features excavated within the site. The excavation 
of the interior fill was eventually completed over the course of several weeks, revealing an internal stratigraphy 
comprised of multiple overlying fill layers. Although it was hoped that the interior of the root cellar might hold 
intact artifact deposits associated with the President’s House period, this was not to be the case. Most of the 
soil layers appeared to be secondary deposits brought in to fill in the interior space of this room during the 
nineteenth century, after it no longer served any useful purpose. Historical artifacts were contained within the 
fill matrix, but the manufacturing date ranges of diagnostic pieces indicate that all but the lowest layers were 
deposited well after the President’s House period. Artifacts within the uppermost fill layer, which occupied 
most of the root cellar space, indicate that this room finally ceased being used sometime after 1880. 

Of all the nineteenth-century fill layers present, only Stratum 2, near the bottom of the root cellar, was 
found to contain especially dense artifact deposits, and presented a broad range of different materials generally 
consistent with domestic refuse. The sample of artifacts recovered from this deposit consists of 5,458 individual 
artifacts and contains architectural debris (brick, mortar, nails, and window glass), large numbers of ceramic 
and glass vessel sherds, animal bone and shellfish remains, a variety of iron hardware, and numerous personal 
items, including buckles, buttons, smoking pipe fragments, straight pins, and a single perforated Swedish coin 
dated 1764. Ceramic vessels are represented by a wide range of individual forms and decorative treatments and 
are dominated by various redware, creamware, pearlware, and export China porcelain. Although many of the 
ceramic items collected from this deposit are consistent with what might be anticipated from a President’s 
House–era artifact assemblage, the presence of a number of more recent objects in the collection as a whole 
indicates that this layer of materials was created solidly in the nineteenth century. Key diagnostic artifacts found 
in the collection indicate that this deposit must have been made sometime after 1878. Of all the soil layers 
within the root cellar, only the very bottom one—Stratum 4—produced artifacts with sufficiently old date 
ranges to potentially be associated with the President’s House era. But the artifacts recovered from this fill layer 
are few in number and consist of very small and rather nondescript fragments of creamware and redware 
ceramic vessels. Even if these objects were deposited in the root cellar during the late eighteenth century, and 
that situation could not be determined with any reliable degree of certainty, they presented essentially no 
opportunity for generating specific information about either the use of this storage facility 
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or the occupants of the President’s House 
complex. 

The removal of the interior fill 
material revealed the root cellar extended to 
a depth of approximately 5 feet below the 
adjacent kitchen level and exposed a 
mysterious series of low brick walls of 
uncertain purpose. These walls formed a 
series of six individual rectangular boxes 
along the bottom of the root cellar, one in 
each corner and two smaller connected ones 
along the middle of the south wall. 
Constructed a single brick wide, the boxes 
extended upwards only some three or four 
courses, although shadows preserved on the 
outer root cellar walls indicated that these 
structures originally extended to a point 
approximately 3 feet above the bottom. 
Based on an examination of the bricks used 
to build these boxes, it was believed that they 
represent features added to the root cellar in 
the nineteenth century. While it is not known 
for sure what function these structures 
served, their overall form and appearance 
suggests that they may have been some sort 
of storage bins created for holding unknown 
contents. 

Beyond the evidence of these brick 
boxes, the excavation of the root cellar 
provided little in the way of additional 
information, and in fact left many questions 
unanswered. No evidence of a prepared or 
formal floor was found at the base of the 
root cellar, only naturally occurring coarse sands. The interior wall surfaces were comprised of tightly fitted 
stones firmly mortared together, and may have once been parged or plastered. A 6-foot-wide notch or cut-out 
at the top of the north wall marked the entrance to the root cellar, but it could not be determined if a set of 
wooden stairs or some sort of ladder was used to descend into it. This entrance notch was narrowed in the 
nineteenth century through the addition of several courses of brick, and the presence of two large nails in the 
north wall suggests that a ladder may have been affixed there at some later date. No evidence was identified 
that indicated what the roof or ceiling of the root cellar might have looked like or what it was made from. 

Of all the remaining questions, the one that vexed members of the archeological team the most was 
the location of the hearth or fireplace that must have been part of the larger kitchen building. Previous 
reconstructions of the kitchen by Edward Lawler Jr. (2002) conjectured that the kitchen hearth might have 
been located along the far south wall, above the southern edge of the root cellar. If this positioning had been 

Feature 2, Stratum 2 
 
These saucers, made of a type of earthenware known as 
pearlware, were manufactured in England between about 1795 
and 1830. Pearlware was a very common type of pottery and 
sherds of it have been found wherever English merchants traded. 
The United States did not have its own pottery industry for 
making these kinds of tea and dining dishes until later in the 
nineteenth century, and English goods continued to be popular, 
despite the political break at the end of the Revolution. Flowers 
and scenes from nature or of country life were popular 
decorations for teawares. 
 

 

 
Clockwise from left:  
INDE 113369 and 112312. The decoration on this saucer is a blue 
printed scene of a milkmaid in a rural landscape.   
INDE113371. This brown printed picture of a passerine warbler was 
taken from the book A History of British Birds, published in various 
editions during the early nineteenth century. 
INDE 113358. Saucer rim painted in polychrome colors with a large-
scale floral border.  
INDE 114573. Saucer rim painted in blue with a Chinese-inspired 
floral motif. 
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correct, the archeologists would have expected to find some physical evidence of the hearth foundation in the 
surviving walls of the root cellar. Unfortunately, no definitive evidence was identified. Nevertheless, one feature 
of the root cellar that could possibly in some way relate to the hearth is represented by the east wall of this 
structure. For reasons unknown, the east wall appeared to be built more robustly than the others. The other 
three root cellar walls all measured 17 inches thick; however, the east wall extended an additional 11 inches 
toward the interior of the room and exhibited a full width of approximately 28 inches. The east wall may have 
been built in a more massive scale so that it could itself act as a sort of footer or support for the hearth and 
chimney above. Regrettably, there was no way to verify if the east wall did serve this additional function because 
to do so would have required demolishing a portion of the intact wall section that sat on top of the east root 
cellar wall. 
 
The Kitchen Passageway 
 

The final piece of the 
President’s House structural remains to 
be identified within the excavation was 
represented, in part, by a single 9-foot-
long wall segment found in the 
northern portions of Lot 526, and 
which originally formed the west side 
of a narrow underground passageway 
between the main house and the 
kitchen. This wall segment would have 
originally connected with the basement 
foundations of both structures, but 
now exists as an isolated member 
because 1960s-era restroom access 
ramp disturbances (Features 21A and 
B) truncated and destroyed its north 
and south ends. The wall that forms 
the east foundations of both the main 
house and kitchen represents the east 
wall of this structure, as well, and 
defines a tunnel or passageway that was 
part of the original Mary Masters house 
that measured approximately 4 feet 
wide by 14 long.  

At the time it was uncovered, 
members of the press reported widely 
on the discovery of this passageway 
and commonly described it as a “slave 
tunnel.” For many members of the 
public, this description conjured up images of cleverly concealed escape routes by which Washington’s slaves 
and others held in bondage attempted to leave the house and take back their freedom. Unfortunately, the true  

View to the south of the underground passageway connecting the 
kitchen and main house basements. The two dark squares truncating 
each end of the western passageway wall are from the restroom 
handicap piers. 
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  Overview of the root cellar showing the nineteenth-century brick boxes constructed inside. 
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Features 16 through 19 consisted of a series of variably sized, rather amorphous and shallow (less than 
1 foot deep) depressions or pits lining the exterior north wall of the root cellar and interior of the east kitchen 
foundation. Excavation of these depressions produced nearly 650 total artifacts, the majority of which were 
either not diagnostically datable or represented by non-descript brick and mortar fragments, coal and charcoal, 
and rodent and other animal bones. Glass and ceramic artifacts from these features include objects 
manufactured in both the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, some of which are quite interesting. Feature 
16, located outside the northeast corner of the root cellar, contained a clear wine glass stem and foot (circa 
1780–1805) and several sherds of British slipware ceramics; Feature 18, along the east wall of the kitchen, 
produced fragments of a black glass dip-mold wine bottle (circa 1730–1820); and Feature 19, at the north wall 
of the root cellar, contained large numbers of rodent-gnawed animal bone, a handful of painted pearlware (circa 
1775–1810), creamware, and redware ceramic sherds, as well as a clear wine glass stem with a baluster and two 
ball knops (likely dating to the first half of the eighteenth century). 

Despite the relatively large numbers of artifacts recovered from them, none of these features were 
determined to contain significant cultural deposits, and none could be unquestionably dated to the President’s 
House period. Features 17 and 18 contained very loose interior soil deposits and appeared to be associated with 
construction disturbance caused during the nineteenth-century reconstruction of the adjacent section of the 
east kitchen wall, and may also have been rodent impacted. Feature 19, with its high concentration of gnawed 
animal bone, almost certainly represented a rodent burrow. Feature 16 seemed to have a bit more integrity than 
the other three, but exhibited an overall form that was more consistent with a rodent burrow or den than with 
any sort of intentionally excavated pit. It is possible that individual artifacts found within these features may 
have been used and discarded by individuals living on the President’s House property; nonetheless, there was 
simply no clear evidence produced that could be used to verify that contention. It does appear that many of 
the recovered artifacts could have been brought to these depressions in the kitchen floor through the natural 
collecting behaviors of mice or rats. 

The final feature consisted of a small rectangular pit discovered in the northwest corner of the kitchen, 
near the entrance to the underground passageway. Designated Feature 23, this pit measured only 7 inches by 5 
inches in size and extended approximately 4 inches into the kitchen subsoil. When excavated, it was found to 
contain a partially intact base of a glass bottle that sat upright in the center of the pit, as if having been placed 
there intentionally. The interior of the bottle 
contained a few additional broken fragments of glass, 
but no evidence of the mouth or upper bottle 
sections were found. Soil from the interior of the 
bottle was carefully excavated, examined by hand, 
and screened (through 1/16-inch hardware cloth) but 
no trace of any other artifacts was found. Likewise, 
no other artifacts, other than additional glass 
fragments, were recovered from the feature soil 
around the bottle. Although the bottle did appear to 
have been purposely placed within this small pit, the 
absence of other associated artifacts meant that the 
true nature (whether intentional or incidental) or 
function of this feature could not be determined. 

 
 

A view of the Feature 23 bottle as it was found in the 
ground. 
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The Shaft Features 
 

After the excavation of the kitchen features, 
the site’s shaft features once again held the best hopes 
for containing artifacts associated with the presidential 
households. The five brick-lined shaft features found 
within the excavation area were located within Lots 
524, 526, and 528; none were present in Lot 530. When 
excavated, these were found to all vary between 4 feet, 
6 inches and 5 feet in diameter, and extended to depths 
of between approximately 19 and 32 feet below the 
adjacent ground surface. Based on their locations 
within the site, as well as their manner of construction, 
it was determined that one (Feature 5) was likely to 
have been associated with a privy. The other four 
shafts almost certainly all originally functioned as wells, 
although in some cases individual well shafts displayed 
evidence of having been later adapted for alternate 
purposes. Based largely on historical data, only one of 
these shafts (Feature 4) was likely to have been 
constructed in the eighteenth century, and therefore 
had any potential at all to contain artifacts from the 
President’s House or earlier occupations. 

Of the five total shafts, only one, Feature 29 
(well), could not be excavated. Located immediately 
adjacent to the southwest corner of the root cellar, this 
shaft was only partially contained within the excavation 
area and was largely buried under a nineteenth-century 
wall. To make matters worse, one of the steel soldier 
piles for the exterior site shoring was installed directly 
through the middle of the shaft (this piling was 
monitored during the drilling stage and no intact 
artifact deposits were disturbed; the piling probably 
does not extend to the bottom of the Feature 29 shaft). 
In this position, the only way this feature could have 
been excavated would have required the partial 
dismantling of the President’s House root cellar and 
would likely have seriously undermined the stability of 
the adjacent shoring. 
 
Feature 3 
 

The Feature 3 well shaft had a maximum 
diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches, and was identified at the  
 

Feature 23 
 
This bottle base (INDE 112660 and 112661), made 
between 1730 and 1820, was found in a small rectangular 
pit in the floor of the kitchen area. When archeologists 
find single bottles in small pits, within structures 
occupied or used by enslaved people of African descent, 
they are sometimes identified as “witch bottles,” used as 
protective charms to ward off evil. However, this find 
does not have the classic characteristics of such an 
artifact. Many witch bottles have been found buried neck 
down under or near hearths or thresholds and, if the 
contents are intact when found, often include human 
urine and straight pins—sometimes iron nails and 
human hair, as well. Witch bottle charms have been 
found in several other archeological sites in the northeast 
United States (Becker 1978 and in preparation; 
Alexandrowicz 1986; Fennell 2000) and in or near many 
old houses in England. African Americans used bottles 
in a similar fashion, as recorded in oral traditions 
(Fennell 2000). According to these traditions, a witch 
could be caught in a bottle with a stopper full of pins. 
Bottles buried under doorways or paths were supposed 
to hold powerful items used to influence people who 
walked there. The bottle found during the President’s 
House excavations is only partially complete, and no 
other artifacts were found in or around it, so it cannot 
be determined what actual purpose this artifact served.   
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far southern side of the excavation area, on the 
boundary between Lots 526 and 528. At the time 
of its discovery, the well was partially covered 
over by a nineteenth-century foundation wall 
segment and was associated with a later 
nineteenth- or twentieth-century brick drainage 
duct that extended out from the shaft some 8 feet 
to the northeast. The presence of this drainage 
feature, which probably originally connected to a 
downspout of some sort, indicates that Feature 3 
evidently had been reused as a sump for getting 
rid of rainwater during the later years of its use. In 
addition, while the main portion of the shaft had 
been built using header-laid bricks, the upper few 
feet had been rebuilt at some point in time using 
double courses of stretcher bricks. 

Initially, the archeological team members pondered whether or not this shaft might not represent the 
new well President Washington was known to have added to the property after he sealed up and abandoned 
the earlier well Robert Morris used (see Feature 4 discussion below). According to historical documentation 
(Lawler 2002), Washington closed the Morris well specifically because he did not want his free and enslaved 
workforce to be visible from the bow window vantage when they used the well. However, if Feature 3 was the 
new Washington well, its location would have put it in an even more direct line of sight from the bow window 
and the same problem would have persisted, just from a slightly different perspective. Beyond that, the 
brickwork within the Feature 3 shaft was very shoddily executed and showed a pronounced lack of  
 

 
Feature 3, Stratum 7 
 
Two small muffin plates and a saucer, recovered together from Stratum 7 in Feature 3, were all probably used as 
part of a tea service. The plate on the left (INDE 114067) has a line-engraved printed variant of the “Curling Palm” 
motif. It has very heavy wear on both its front (from use) and back (from stacking), and was probably made between 
1790 and 1815. Several of the sherds are rust stained from close contact with nails or other iron objects during their 
time in the ground. The middle plate (INDE 114071) has a simple blue shell-edged design and was probably made 
between 1800 and 1820. The saucer on the right (INDE 114068) is decorated with a so-called milkmaid pattern. 

 

 

Overview of Feature 4 (the brick circle in foreground) with 
the nineteenth-century drain (Feature 12) attached. 
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craftsmanship, with irregularly laid, non-level, and deformed brick courses occurring throughout its entire 
depth—not at all what would be expected for a presidential well. Ultimately, it was decided that Feature 3 was 
most likely not Washington’s well, and that it had probably been constructed later, in the nineteenth century. 

Excavation of Feature 3 revealed that it extended approximately 19 feet, 6 inches below the floor of 
the excavation area and contained a total of eight distinct fill layers. No evidence of any intact primary artifact 
deposits was identified. A total of 617 historical artifacts were collected from the various fill levels, the majority 
represented by highly fragmented items with indistinct manufacturing date ranges. Diagnostic artifacts indicate 
that Stratum 1 was deposited sometime after 1864, while Strata 2 through 5 accumulated in the shaft after 1830. 
Stratum 7 contained the largest number and most complete assortment of artifacts, all of which entered the 
well after 1807. Included among the objects found in this level were three nearly complete dark green wine 
bottles, a variety of pearlware and Chinese porcelain teaware, a creamware mug, a blue shell-edged plate, and a 
fragment of a brass candlestick. The lowest level in the feature contained few diagnostic artifacts that could be 
used to determine an accurate date of deposition. 

By far the most interesting artifact recovered from Feature 3 is a 6-foot-long intact and well-preserved 
section of the original wooden pump mechanism. Resembling a hollowed-out section of telephone pole, this 
artifact was found standing upright in its original position at the bottom of the well and was eventually removed 
intact. The exterior of the pump section exhibits visible traces of the tools used to shape it, as well as a series 
of small drill holes for the admission of groundwater into the pump conduit. The upper tip of the wooden 
pump shaft is tapered to allow it to be joined with other sections originally located above. Because well pumps 
such as this represented the earliest form of firefighting apparatus used in the city, members of the Philadelphia 
Fire Department took special interest in this artifact after its discovery became known. Following the conclusion 
of the President’s House investigations, an agreement was reached with INHP that allowed the conserved 
pump section to be loaned to the Fireman’s Hall Museum on 2nd Street for long-term public display. It is still 
on public exhibit as part of the museum’s collection. 
 
Feature 4 
 

The Feature 4 well shaft was identified in the 
north side of the excavation area, immediately 
adjacent to the north kitchen foundation wall, and—
like Feature 3—had a diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches. 
Based on available President’s House historical 
research (Lawler 2002), this feature was the water well 
used during Robert Morris’s residency at the property, 
and the one Washington closed up shortly after his 
arrival. Depending on how long this well was in 
operation after Washington began his tenure at the 
site, it was possible that artifacts associated with both 
Morris and the President’s House residents might be 
contained at its bottom. When first discovered, this 
shaft was covered by a fairly substantial rectangular 
and flat-topped brick cap that eventually had to be removed to allow excavation to move forward. The outer 
surface of the brick cap contained a small square opening that may have been used to drain rainwater into the 
shaft long after it ceased being used as a well.  

Crew member Eileen Krall Hood water screening soil 
removed from Feature 4. 
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Once the brick cap was removed, excavators were greeted by a feature that appeared to be completely 
empty. A tape measure lowered into the shaft void descended 17 feet until the bottom was reached. The first 
task of excavation involved the dismantling of the empty shaft to get to the bottom and see what deposits, if 
any, might be preserved there. Eventually, the shaft terminated at a depth some 19 feet, 6 inches below the 
excavation floor. Approximately 3 feet of fill 
material, representing three separate artifact-
bearing layers, were removed from this feature and 
water screened.  

A total of 4,585 artifacts were recovered 
from the three fill soils and produced an artifact 
assemblage dominated by quantities of 
architectural debris (brick, mortar, window glass, 
and nails), mammal and fish bones, and highly 
fragmented pieces of household glass and ceramic 
vessels. Glass vessels from the feature are 
primarily represented by sections of numerous 
dark green mouth-blown bottles, possibly wine 
bottles. Ceramic sherds include numerous 
examples of blue transfer-printed and both blue 
and green shell-edged pearlware vessels, along 
with lesser numbers of creamware plates or bowls 
and redware storage pieces. Although most of the 
artifacts tend to consist of fairly small, highly 
fragmented items, at least one ceramic vessel—a 
large redware storage jar—was retrieved 
completely intact. 

Subsequent analysis of these artifacts 
indicated that all had been manufactured, and 
therefore deposited in the feature, during the 
nineteenth century. Based on dates of manufacture 
for the various diagnostic ceramic sherds 
recovered, the lowermost fill level, Stratum 3, was 
deposited in the well sometime after 1809, while Strata 2 and 1 were introduced after 1825 and 1830, 
respectively. Given these dates of deposition, it is possible that material in Feature 4 could have been deposited 
at around the time that the President’s House was torn down, in 1832. When the larger commercial stores were 
built here the following year, the basement level of the main house was expanded southward, requiring part of 
the backyard to be excavated. If Washington had sealed this shaft sometime around 1790, this later basement 
excavation would have truncated the upper 10 feet or so of the shaft and reopened its empty interior space. 
The artifacts found in the bottom of Feature 4 may then represent a relatively short-term trash disposal episode 
before the shaft was sealed up once more, about the time, or shortly after, the commercial buildings were 
completed. 

 

Feature 4 
 
This redware jar (INDE 114468 from Stratum 2 in 
Feature 4) was one of the few intact artifacts found during 
the President’s House excavations. Philadelphia and its 
surroundings had a thriving craft tradition of potters 
making red earthenwares during the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. This jar was probably made here in 
the city and used as a storage vessel for foodstuffs. 
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Feature 5 
 

Representing the lone privy identified within the President’s House excavation area, Feature 5 was 
located at the south end of Lot 524 and, because this parcel was not developed until 1804, was unquestionably 
constructed during the nineteenth century. This shaft was the first to be subjected to excavation and the first 
to be completed. Found to extend some 9 feet, 8 inches below the bottom of the excavation floor, this feature 
contained only a series of stacked secondary fill layers and produced no evidence of any intact artifact-bearing 
deposits. Given that no other privies were found within Lot 524, it seems likely that this shaft was originally 
added to the property either in 1804 or shortly thereafter. The soils that filled the feature were almost certainly 
deposited at the time it ceased to serve a useful purpose. Artifacts contained in the uppermost layers include a 
number of clay pipe fragments associated with the Zorn family occupation of the property, beginning in 1885 
or 1886, and indicate that the shaft was finally abandoned shortly after that time. 
 
Feature 22 
 

Feature 22 was yet another water well with a 
diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches, and was located in the 
northeast corner of the excavation area, within Lot 
524. Almost certainly, this shaft is the same one WPA 
investigators recorded in the basement of the Zorn 
family store in the 1950s. At that time, the shaft was 
identified via a depression in the basement where the 
cement floor had begun to slump down into the 
feature below. George Zorn Jr. remembered the well 
from before the floor was created and referred to it as 
“the old Washington well,” which was “about 50 feet 
deep” (Lawler 2002). In his research, Lawler refutes 
Zorn’s claim that this was a well Washington used, 
instead believing Andrew Kennedy more likely added it when he first developed Lot 524 in 1804. Based on the 
results of these excavations, it appears that Lawler’s interpretation is likely correct. 

When this shaft was excavated, it was found that its uppermost 2 to 2.5 feet had been dug up at some 
point in the past, and the upper courses of brick removed and discarded. The area around the shaft was then 
packed, at least in part, with quantities of dense red clay. The Zorns may have tried to stave off the eventual 
subsidence of their new floor by using the clay to firm up and stabilize the ground around it, and by using ash, 
cinder, and trash from their family store to fill in the open top of the shaft itself. 

Beneath this clay level, the brick of the shaft reappeared and extended for another 19 feet, 6 inches 
into the ground, to a point nearly 2.5 feet below sea level, making it the deepest of all the features identified 
within the site. When excavated, the shaft was found to contain a series of thirteen stacked fill deposits, divided 
into two main components, and produced a total of 6,416 artifacts. The upper eight levels in the feature 
represented the first component and consisted of various layers of coal ash/cinder and soil. The artifact 
collection from these layers is overwhelmingly dominated by huge numbers of broken clay smoking pipe 
fragments from the George Zorn & Company inventory. The Zorn family was involved in the business of 
importing, manufacturing, and selling all manner of smoking accessories, especially pipes, and first established 
their store in this location in 1885 or 1886. The pipe collection recovered from Feature 22, although not  

Just a small sample of the thousands of clay pipe 
fragments recovered from Feature 22. 
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President’s House related, does represent a 
significant archeological collection of materials 
related to the pipe and smoking industry of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (a more 
detailed analysis of the Zorn pipe collection is 
included in Appendix D). Among the many, 
sometimes very decorative, molded pipes recovered 
from this feature are several examples of pipe bowls 
formed in the so-called “Negro Head” style, bearing 
very exaggerated racist caricatures of African 
American men.  

The Zorn-related levels in Feature 22 were 
underlain by a sterile layer of lime, followed by three 
more layers of older soil fill. These lowest levels in 
the shaft were located just above, at, or slightly 
below the current water table, and were thoroughly 
waterlogged and extremely difficult to excavate. 
Historical artifacts were dispersed in variable 
quantities throughout these lower layers, with the 
greatest concentration in Stratum 12. Items 
recovered from Stratum 12 include architectural 
debris (brick, mortar, window glass, nails, and 
wood), mammal and fish bone, oyster and clam 
shell, various nut shells, seeds, and pits, along with 
substantial amounts of glass and ceramic domestic 
refuse. Other items found include two carved bone 
handles for forks or knives, straight pins, part of a pair of scissors, and a folding (pocket) knife with bone or 
antler side panels. Most of the glass and ceramic artifacts are small, highly fragmented, and not part of complete 
vessels, suggesting that they had been redeposited in the well from some other location, and therefore do not 
represent an intact household deposit. Glass in this assemblage is largely represented by pieces of green glass 
wine bottles, along with smaller amounts of lead glass tumblers and stemwares. Datable ceramics from Stratum 
12 include numerous examples of creamware, pearlware, and Chinese export porcelain table and teawares, along 
with a variety of redware serving vessels, storage vessels, and flowerpots. One of the most interesting and best-
preserved artifacts found in this deposit is a small porcelain bowl decorated with a dragon motif. 

While the various dates of manufacture for diagnostic ceramics indicate that these lower artifact layers 
were created sometime after 1775, all the artifacts recovered from the deeper portions of Feature 22 are 
consistent with what would be expected from deposits created in the early years of the nineteenth century, and 
fit nicely with a possible construction date of around 1804 for this shaft. It cannot be determined what 
individual or household these lower deposits might be associated with, but at least some may have originated 
with the residence of Andrew Kennedy, the first developer of the 524 Market Street property after the 
President’s House period.

Feature 22: Caricature Pipe Bowl 
 
This pipe (INDE 106944), molded as “the head of a Negro” 
and dating from about 1888, was one of four identical pipes 
found in and around Feature 22. Although it was 
manufactured almost 100 years after the time of Washington 
and the enslaved people in his household, the pipe can still 
inform us about what had happened to the state of race 
relations in Philadelphia and the United States in general. 
The end of the nineteenth century was a time when virulent 
racism became more institutionalized and perceptions of 
people of African descent became more negative. These 
pipes with their exaggerated features are an iconographic 
statement about the derogatory images that many white 
Americans at the time sought to assign to African Americans. 
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Closing the Site 
 

With the completion of Feature 22, the archeological investigations of the President’s House quickly 
drew to a close. After that, work on the site largely consisted of taking final photographs, doing final mapping, 
and making preparations for backfilling the site. It was always known that the site would eventually have to be 
filled in again—in the end, it was the only way to ensure the long-term preservation of the uncovered walls and 
foundations. But much had changed over the course of this excavation. The public attention the site received, 
and later the public outcry resulting from the news that the site and its finds would be permanently reburied, 
ultimately caused public officials to rethink and reimagine the public interpretive memorial intended to be built 
on this spot. After much deliberation and discussion, city officials eventually decided to redesign the 
commemoration so that some of the most important archeological discoveries—including portions of the main 
house, the bow window, the kitchen, and the underground passageway—would be incorporated as permanent 
exhibits within the site. For these elements of the President’ House, at least, reburial would be a temporary 
matter. 

On July 31, 2007, some 132 days after 
Mayor Street first launched this investigation, the 
President’s House dig officially came to an end. 
A public ceremony marked the occasion, 
attended with much fanfare, and involved the 
participation of numerous dignitaries from city 
government and Independence Park, the African 
American community, and the Philadelphia Fire 
Department—who had in a sense adopted the 
site after the discovery of the well pump in 
Feature 3. The event included many stirring 
speeches, a site blessing by a Yoruba priestess, 
and the placement within the site of a number of 

 

 

 

Backfilling the site. 

Feature 22: Dragon Bowl 
 
This saucer or small dish (INDE 107003) is a puzzle for the 
archeologists. Other dishes with this same motif have been 
found at nearby sites in deposits dating after 1780 or 1790 
(Juliette Gerhardt, personal communication 2007), so it 
appears that this dish may have been one of several that 
somehow were dispersed in the neighborhood. This artifact 
was probably made either in China for the Southeast Asian 
market or in Southeast Asia itself. The decoration might be a 
variant of the “dragon chasing pearl” motif, a popular design 
of that era—the dragon seeking to catch the pearl that 
represents wisdom, truth, or essential life force. 
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commemorative modern artifacts related to both Presidents Washington and Adams and to Washington’s nine 
enslaved African servants.   

A few days after the closing ceremony, archeologists met back at the site to prepare it for backfilling. 
A layer of protective geotechnical fabric was first draped over all the walls to protect them, then the same 
trackhoe that had first excavated the site carefully began to place the fill back into the ground. Within a few 
more days, grass seed had been spread and the site was returned to its original condition. After backfilling the 
site, the task of cleaning, studying, and analyzing the recovered artifact assemblage began. From August through 
October 2007, laboratory personnel worked on the collection, like the excavation itself, in full view of the public 
at the Independence Living History Center.  

Concluding Thoughts 
 

The excavation of the President’s House Site was indeed a memorable experience, and in one way or 
another, deeply and lastingly affected all who took part in it. In the end, the excavation succeeded beyond all 
expectations in achieving the adventurous goals it set out to accomplish. While the site itself proved to be 
artifact poor, in the sense that no intact domestic deposits associated with the occupants of the Executive 
Mansion were identified, it was on the other hand architecturally rich and produced remnants of the house 
itself that nobody thought could possibly be preserved. Although it would have been indescribably meaningful 
to have found at least a handful of evocative artifacts once used by Washington, Adams, or others in their 
households, especially Washington’s enslaved workforce, it may be that the results of the investigation represent 
the best of all possible outcomes. The thousands of visitors who flocked to the site each day didn’t seem to 
notice the absence of President’s House period artifacts. Instead, they looked down on the site and were able 
to, in their minds, transport themselves back to that time, to this place, and into the spaces defined by the bare 
foundation fragments below. With the aid of the archeologists and interpreters, they were able to imagine for 
themselves what life was like for the free and enslaved people who shared these grounds, and to form their 
own interpretations regarding the struggles faced each day by those nine souls who were denied the right to be 
free. As a result, visits to the President’s House Site embodied a kind of self-teaching experience that created a 
more lasting memory than could have been imparted by mere static museum displays or artifact exhibits.    

Despite the lack of recovered eighteenth-century artifacts, these excavations did generate important 
and previously unknown information about the physical structure and makeup of the President’s House. For 
one, it was learned that the so-called “Privy Yard” east of the servant’s hall (far east side of Lot 524), whatever 
its true function might have been, did not actually contain any privies—or at least none that had extended at 
least 10 feet into the ground. Information from the dig bore out the accuracy of previous surveys of the property 
with respect to the location and size of both the main house and kitchen. Although the kitchen and the south 
wall of the main house did not fall precisely where they were expected, the error between where these structures 
were found and where they were supposed to have been on paper was less than a foot and a half. A great deal 
was also learned about the spaces contained within the back buildings, where many of the household workforce 
and enslaved Africans lived and toiled in service of President Washington. Especially significant was the 
discovery of previously unknown basement spaces, including a root cellar subbasement beneath the kitchen. 
Years of research by a raft of historians had never turned up any inkling that such structures once existed, and 
their discovery here serves to both highlight the incomplete or selective nature of historical documents, and to 
also reinforce the capabilities archeology has in generating new information about historic sites that is not 
available through any other source—archeology finds and documents what was there, not what was reported to 
have been there.   
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The President’s House property consisted of a series of buildings which, at least during President 
Washington’s administration, defined a hierarchy of social space that simultaneously accommodated the most 
powerful men in the nation, government employees, wage-earning citizen serving staff, indentured immigrants 
fulfilling their periods of prescribed servitude, and a handful of men and women of African descent who were 
intentionally and institutionally deprived of personal autonomy or liberty. In one way or another, the 
archeological investigations of this site found structural evidence associated with all of these persons and social 
positions: the main house where civil servants conducted the business of government; the bow window where 
Washington and Adams stood to receive guests, and which defined a space that even today—through the 
modern Oval Office—serves to symbolize the power, authority, and office of the president; and the kitchen, 
root cellar, and passageway where Washington’s enslaved Africans, chef Hercules in particular, and the other 
servants labored to keep the Executive Mansion running. From the standpoint of the nine unfree individuals 
kept here in bondage, it is perhaps more clearly illustrative that the identified spaces relating most directly to 
their experiences were basements—underground places. These rooms and corridors—hemmed in by the cold 
earth, dark and claustrophobic, where free movement was confined and systematically controlled—represent 
an apt metaphor for what life for those held in slavery must have been like, and for the specific existence the 
African members of this household lived. 

The people who came to watch the excavations understood the symbolism inherent in the various 
foundations found within the site. The spatial relationship between the bow window and the kitchen represents 
one of the most powerful symbolic connections within this site. During the 1790s, President Washington 
occupied the very pinnacle of American social and political power. In contrast, those enslaved Africans he kept 
on these grounds were relegated to a polar-opposite existence, at the extreme bottom of the social ladder, held 
by legal means and prevailing world views in a state of utter powerlessness. Yet on this site, the distance between 
these physical spaces—the bow window and kitchen—which were most directly associated with the president 
and the enslaved, and between the living symbol of American freedom and the brutal reality of American 
slavery, was less than 7 feet.  

Finally, the President’s House project also helped to illustrate just what a powerful tool archeology can 
be for engaging the public’s interest and attention, for connecting people today with past events and experiences 
in ways that are not otherwise possible, and for exposing them to issues of our shared heritage that they might 
not otherwise be inclined or able to learn about. At the President’s House, the dominant discussions held on 
the viewing platform revolved around the painful issue of American slavery, a subject that in other public 
settings normally would not, or could not, be freely talked about. Yet at this site, friends and strangers alike on 
the platform, taking in all they saw and heard, conversed about the issue without fear of reproach. The lessons 
the President’s House archeological investigations presented were not lost on those who came to see the 
excavations, and they were not lost on Philip Kennicott, a reporter with the Washington Post. He understood 
clearly what was transpiring on the viewing platform, recognized how this experience contrasted with the usual 
public presentations of history, and appropriately summed up the experience this way: 
 

All around this muddy little hole, private tour buses clog the streets, new and undistinguished 
buildings have risen, and the latest in interactive history with all the bells and whistles has been 
marketed to visitors. Yet in a low pit on a street corner near the Liberty Bell, a few 
archaeologists are carefully excavating some very minimal foundation walls, uncovering old 
wells and privies and sifting dirt for shards of crockery. And they’re stealing the show… 
Architects and civic planners and exhibit designers and tourist companies are struggling all 
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around this little patch of earth to make people feel something about history; and here, for 
now, people are gathering, spontaneously, to look in and think about it. 
 
Washington Post, July 4, 2007 
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n unusual thing happened during the President’s House excavation: to the astonishment 
of many, not least of all the excavators, more than 300,000 individuals came to visit the 
site during the four months of archeological fieldwork. Still more visited remotely over the 
Internet via a webcam, and literally millions of people across the United States and around 
the world followed the developments, earnestly or casually, through voluminous news and 

web coverage of the excavation—an archeological exploration done in advance of construction of the first U.S. 
federal commemoration recognizing enslaved persons. For a multitude of reasons, the research findings 
enthralled the public. The discoveries at the President’s House complex included the foundations of a bow 
window that framed a ceremonial space marking the office of the presidency and, 6 feet away, the remains of 
basement areas and an underground passageway where enslaved and indentured persons toiled out of view. 
The ruins revealed the social landscape of the new government’s Executive Branch, dramatically highlighting 
how democracy existed side by side with the institution of slavery at the birth of the country. This truth was 
now visible in the ground—literally set in stone. 
 Such intense public focus on an archeological discovery is unusual in the United States. Rarely has an 
archeological project had such an immediate impact on the understanding of American history and public 
memory. The President’s House archeological excavation involved the exploration of forgotten, obscured, and 
denied aspects of the American past. The public’s engagement with the excavation connected people to not 
just the physical past, but sparked for many a reexamination of this history’s meaning, as well. The hundreds 
of hours of dialogue about the dig, at the dig, was an episode of racial negotiation about contemporary America, 
as much as it was about the past. The President’s House excavation proved to be a unique exploration in 
community history and national heritage in which archeology played more than just a supporting role. Indeed, 
this was truly public archeology. The excavations would not have occurred if it weren’t for the public outcry, 
and the public’s response to the resulting archeological findings, in turn, reshaped the proposed design of the 
commemoration that ultimately rose on the site.
 

A 
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The authors of this chapter are archeologists who were involved in the public interpretation of this 
archeological project; we record here some of our professional and personal observations of this exceptional 
experience. Toward this end, we attempt to document developments as we saw and understood them, and we 
reflect on what we learned as archeologists, as Philadelphia residents, and as American citizens. Some of us 
were involved at the site explaining the archeological process and the research findings to those visiting 
members of the public who came to see the excavation in progress. Others monitored the public’s response to 
the archeological research on television, in print, and through online media. We attest here to how visitors, 
both on site and remote, engaged with the archeology of the President’s House Site. We shed light on their 
interests and on some of what we believe they came away with. We comment, in turn, on what the President’s 
House project (that is, its participants, sponsors, and stakeholders) learned from the public’s response. 

An assessment of the full impact of the public’s participation in these events, like the full impact of the 
President’s House excavation itself, awaits the passage of time. In the short term, however, this chapter testifies 
to public archeology undertaken in conjunction with the excavation, and it bears witness to the public’s 
engagement with the archeology of slavery and freedom at the President’s House Site during the excavation 
period.  

In this effort, we present here two different kinds of information gleaned during public archeology 
activities. The first type comprises observations archeologists gathered as they interacted with a diverse range 
of people who had come to see the excavation. This is firsthand description (also called ethnographic data) and 
it characterizes the verbal exchanges and the observations that took place atop a wooden platform constructed 
to facilitate site interpretation and foster transparency. From the outset, the decision was made not to employ 
prepared scripts for interpretation of the site. We recognized the visiting public came with multiple needs, 
interests, and agendas. We were aware that a flexible approach was needed in this case. Instead, the archeological 
interpretation emerged in a feedback loop between the physical site remains that comprised the newly revealed 
archeological evidence and the visitors’ diverse perspectives, along with the archeologists serving to facilitate 
the encounter between the two. We believe this approach expediated the process of moving a suppressed part 
of our national story into broader public memory. 

The second type of information presented here addresses the intense print, television, and online media 
interest that the excavation generated. This data includes blog entries, discussion threads, and news stories, all 
of which provide a useful point of entry for examining the meanings the public ascribed to President’s House 
archeology after the archeological message was delivered—they offer a view of how the dig’s meaning was 
shaped as the project’s findings began to move through different hands into different contexts for different 
uses. 

The archeology and the response to it examined here were an important part of a larger undertaking 
with an ultimate goal to create a commemorative installation to recognize and interpret the Executive Mansion, 
1790–1800, and all those, including enslaved persons, who resided in it. The interplay of disparate objectives, 
agendas, and voices that surrounded the excavation continued a critical dynamic at play in the larger 
commemorative effort. With its high visibility, accessibility, symbolism, and significance, the President’s House 
Site excavation provides unique insights into the practice of public archeology. Indeed, publicly engaged 
archeologists will continue to learn from visitors and their involvement with this site for a long time to come. 
Importantly, the public’s involvement with the President’s House Site clearly demonstrates the vital role that 
historical archeology, Independence Park, and the City of Philadelphia have to play in exploring the nation’s 
past racial landscape and addressing race and heritage concerns in contemporary America. 
 
  



Public Archeology at the President’s House 
The People’s Platform above the Excavations 

 
93 

The Site’s Many Publics 
 

Visitors to the President’s House Site included local Philadelphians—stakeholders, descendants, 
neighbors, school groups, politicians, and businesspeople—as well as people from across the country and 
around the globe. Visitation numbers during peak periods topped 4,000 persons a day (Appendix E). The vast 
majority of these individuals were heritage tourism visitors exploring Independence National Historical Park 
and Philadelphia. Many informed us they specifically planned to view the site after seeing news stories in their 
hometown press, in the Philadelphia press (after arriving in the city), or after seeing locally generated tourism 
publicity, particularly the efforts of the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation. Many others 
stumbled upon the excavation in the course of their visit to the area. Like many U.S. visitors, many international 
visitors to the excavation were visiting Philadelphia, drawn by Independence National Historical Park, which 
commemorates the birthplace of American democracy, and specifically to the World Heritage Site of 
Independence Hall, which resonates internationally as a symbol of broadly recognized principals of freedom 
and democracy. 

Visitors to the site were of all ages, genders, and ethnicities, and represented numerous nationalities. 
People came individually, as couples, in nuclear and extended family groups, with business colleagues, religious 
groups, school groups, and specific interest groups—architects, museum specialists, educators, archeologists, 
National Park Service (NPS) personnel, and stakeholder groups. One notable audience was comprised of print, 
television, radio, and online reporters from local, national, and international mainstream and niche media. These 
visitors were news agency correspondents, writers and stringers, editors, photojournalists, freelance magazine 
and book authors, independent and aggregate web bloggers, video documentarians, representatives of the U.S. 
Spanish-language press, student newspaper reporters, and news people from as far away as India. Television 
and radio presenters, personalities, and commentators also visited the excavations, and some broadcast news 
of the event live from the site, or did so remotely via live telephone interviews. Many millions had access to the 
site and its discoveries remotely through these media channels. 

Notable groups of repeat visitors included members of the Avenging the Ancestors Coalition (ATAC), 
a group who, since 2002, had advocated for building a memorial to the enslaved at the site, and who had 
representatives on site daily observing the work in progress. Other frequent visitors included an advisory group 
impaneled by the City of Philadelphia, a group known as the Ad-Hoc Historians who were involved with the 
memorial process, the architects building the memorial and their design partners and subcontractors, NPS 
interpretive rangers, representatives of the Independence Hall Association (including historian Ed Lawler, 
whose research was central from the inception of the President’s House project), representatives of the 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission and the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (the 
latter of which was involved in the funding for the commemoration), and elected officials and staff from several 
local, state, and national legislative offices and the Mayor’s Office of Philadelphia. 

The Structural Aspects of the On-Site Interpretive Program 
 

Public education and transparency were stated objectives of the commemoration project and were 
accommodated from the earliest stages of planning. A major component of this endeavor involved engaging 
and educating the public at the site of the archeological dig. For this purpose, a large wooden platform was 
built along the northern boundary of the excavation. The structure, 12 feet wide and 30 feet long, had a roof 
offering shelter from late winter snow, early spring rains, and the extreme heat of the summer sun. Sturdy and 
utilitarian—and, to many, reminiscent of a front or a back porch—the platform overlooked and provided a full 
view of the work in progress. The floor of the structure was raised above the ground to ensure adequate 
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visibility and access was provided via both a 
staircase and ADA-compliant ramp. This 
structure was open to the public during the hours 
of active fieldwork, including while the site was 
covered because of rain, as well as on most 
weekends, when Independence Park provided 
rangers at the location. 

Interpretive panels briefly explaining the 
project’s intent and purpose were installed along 
the front (south) edge of this viewing platform. 
These panels included a list of the sponsors and 
advisors; a short chronology of the President’s 
House Site history, mainly focusing on the time 
of its use as the Executive Mansion; a listing of 
the property’s occupants, including a panel 
dedicated to the nine enslaved Africans that toiled in the Executive Mansion during President Washington’s 
administration; a map of the excavation area showing property details known from historical documents; and 

a panel describing the process of 
archeological research and explaining 
what this unique resource offers for the 
understanding of American history.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The viewing platform constructed by the Philadelphia 
company, Redick and Redick (Photo: P. L. Jeppson 2007). 

Project participants composed the interpretive 
panel text (e.g., the Mayor’s Office staff, 
Independence National Historical Park 
[INHP] Cultural Resources staff), with 

guidance from the Interpretive Staff at INHP 
(Photo: P. L. Jeppson 2007). 

The platform was positioned to allow observation of the entire 
excavation (Photo: P. L. Jeppson 2007). 
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Signs of the Times: Interpretive Signage for the President’s House Site 
 

Independence Park positioned one 
temporary wayside on the Market Street 
sidewalk near the entrance to the viewing 
platform, and placed another adjacent to 
the entrance to the Liberty Bell Center, 
where visitors regularly paused to view the 
excavations from the southern edge of the 
excavation pit before entering the Bell 
pavilion.  

In addition, project signage was 
anchored to the construction fence along 
the north side of the project area. These 
banners, 3 x 6 feet in size, bore the tagline 
“Archeology explores freedom and slavery 

at the President’s House.” Also included were images of the Liberty Bell, George Washington, John Adams, 
and an individual who was initially thought to be Hercules, Washington’s famed chef, an attribution that is now 
known to be inaccurate. 

The west side of the excavation, along 5th 
Street, had no signage or waysides; this was the 
location of the equipment trailer, port-a-john, and 
construction gate. Nonetheless, visitors daily 
viewed the archeological work through the closed 
chain-link gate from along the sidewalk. While no 
formal public interpretation took place in that area, 
archeologists regularly briefed the press in that 
spot, and setups for live television coverage were 
often positioned there. 

From August 2007 through August 2009, 
following completion of the excavation and the 
backfilling of the site—and before construction of 
the commemoration was complete—this signage 
was used to provide information to the public 
about the commemoration project and the 
archeological excavation. 

Remote Visitation via Webcam 
 

During the excavation a park installed webcam was trained on the dig site to allow remote visitation 
over the Internet. The camera was located on the northwest corner of the Liberty Bell Center. All parts of the 
excavation with the exception of the extreme southwestern corner, just below the camera’s position, were 
visible to the remotely visiting public. 

The Philadelphia PBS affiliate station (WHYY), Independence Visitor Center Corporation, 
Independence National Historical Park, and the City of Philadelphia collaborated to provide this interpretive 

Independence National Historical Park wayside (Photo: P. L. 
Jeppson 2007). 

Project signage (Photo: P. L. Jeppson 2007). 
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opportunity and maximized its impact exponentially via links to the webcam from their home web pages. Thus, 
the webcam was hosted at the Independence Park web page, at the project’s official web page 
(http://www.phila.gov/presidentshouse/index.html), and at the WHYY web page. Major traffic to the webcam 
came via the ushistory.org/Independence Hall Association’s web page (The President’s House in Philadelphia; 
http://ushistory.org/presidentshouse/index.htm). The most comprehensive coverage of the President’s 
House project was posted, or published, on this latter website and at the City of Philadelphia’s web page 
established for the project. 

A Platform Beyond the Excavation: Contextualizing Visitor Experience at 
the President’s House Site 
 

The connection between past and present resonates unusually strongly at the President’s House Site 
because of its location within Independence National Historical Park, a place that functions as a veritable shrine 
to American democracy. This federal property commemorates the birth of the nation and, as such, it plays a 
civil religious role (Jeppson 2006a, 2006b, 2007a; Jeppson and Roberts 2009; Jeppson, Levin, and Muschio 
2009; Levin, Jeppson, and Hoffman 2007). American visitors to the park engage with the symbolism and rituals 
of the civil faith of American Democracy, which helps to regenerate the social order (Jeppson 2007b, 2005, 
2004). But this place has meaning beyond an American audience, as well. Because of the events leading to the 
founding of a democratic republic that took place here, portions of this national park are recognized as 
representing a “cultural heritage of outstanding value to all humanity” under the UNESCO treaty for world 
heritage sites (UNESCO World Heritage Centre 2009). Foreign visitors make pilgrimages to Independence 
Park, too, to see where a set of Enlightenment ideas emerged to challenge and transform the West, helping to 
create the modern world and, in turn, contribute to the restructuring of their own home culture, be it for good 
or bad. 

Today, nearly 250 years after the founding of the country, and more than a half century after the park’s 
founding, this national shrine is becoming much more representative of all Americans with new national 
narratives that address how the nation was created with a foundation in the institution of slavery. One part of 
that change revolves around this piece of ground that once held a house complex that served, between 1790 
and 1800, as the President’s House—in other words, “the White House before the White House.” This property 
was once the seat of the Executive Branch, one of the three branches of the U.S. government. For the first 
seven years, it was home as well to as many as nine enslaved Africans that George Washington brought from 
his personal home to this property, which had been rented for the needs of the new American nation (Lawler 
2002).  

The archeologists interpreting on the platform found this to be unfamiliar history to many visitors. 
Frequently, even those who knew that George Washington was a slaveholder did not know that the institution 
of slavery existed under the same roof as the Executive Branch, in a northern, ostensibly free state. Visitors 
often had no idea that Washington brought enslaved people to “our house”—the People’s House. This aspect 
of the site, the story of slavery at the birth of the nation, was compelling to many, and deeply disturbing to 
others. This was not just another late eighteenth-century house foundation. Not just another typical set of stone 
foundation walls. There was nothing typical about the President’s House Site. To the public, the meaning of 
this place was firmly rooted in the ironic juxtaposition represented by enslaved people in the “House of 
Democracy.”  
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The Platform as a Space for Social Negotiation 
 

Beyond providing a physical space from 
which to watch the excavation in progress, the 
platform also comprised social space for 
negotiating the meaning of the past. Beginning at 
the groundbreaking ceremony on the first day of 
excavation, archeologists, together with the 
public, engaged with how the events on this spot 
were inextricably tied to our contemporary social 
order. On the day the platform debuted, 
representatives of the project’s organizers—the 
park’s superintendent, the mayor, the supervising 
NPS archeologist, and the contracted cultural 
heritage consultant—shared with the public why 
they thought conducting an archeology 
excavation was important. On that day also, the 
public responded with how they thought the archeology was important. After the speeches were finished, and 
the first ceremonial backhoe cut was made, the visitors at the event surged through the caution tape separating 
the crowd from the earthmoving machine. The archeologists watched with amazement, and concern for public 
safety, at the demonstration of the assembled visitors’ deep connection to the site: person after person reached 
down to touch the dirt (Levin, herein, chapter 2; Jeppson 2008; Levin, Jeppson, and Hoffman 2008, Levin 
2009, 2011, 2014). Others used cameras and cell phones to take pictures of the soil, rubble, and brick bats 
(construction debris created during the razing of structures during the development of Independence Park Mall 
in the 1950s), and of themselves positioned against the dirt. Among the many who personally investigated the 
soil cut was an elderly and infirm woman who could not bend down, so instead pushed her cane into the dirt. 
Two men nestled a baby in a carrier into the freshly turned soil and then announced, “I will show this boy when 
he is a grown man that he was here on the day that the government did this.” 

The specific source of this soil 
(demolition rubble from the nineteenth and 
twentieth century) was not the point to this 
viewing public. The park’s rules and the 
standards of archeological practice were 
likewise not relevant factors (Levin, herein, 
chapter 2). Though the dirt became a symbol, 
it was not what was important. What 
happened here, and what was now happening 
in this place—at the behest of the public—
was what mattered. As we watched what 
unfolded that day, it became unquestionably 
clear that this was the essence of true civic 
engagement, not the speeches to an invited 
audience that preceded it.  

Local residents examining the overturned soil from the 
ceremonial shovel cut. 

Mayor John Street addresses a crowd of local residents from 
the platform during the groundbreaking ceremony for the 
President’s House excavation (Photo: P. L. Jeppson 2007). 



Public Archeology at the President’s House 
The People’s Platform above the Excavations 

 
98 

The failure of the archeologists (and 
everyone else) to anticipate the level and type of 
public response at the groundbreaking made 
dramatically clear that when archeologists engage 
the public, they are inevitably doing so from an 
interested perspective. The developments on this 
first day highlighted the fact that the 
groundbreaking was an orchestrated event and an 
example of manufactured civic engagement. We 
realized that in true civic engagement, it should be 
anticipated that there will be other positions, other 
agendas, and other needs. What we learned on the 
first day, and took with us as we went forward, was 
that archeologists must articulate their own 
positions and interests and then expect and 
welcome that things will, and should, go in 
directions not driven by our interests, concerns, or 
even choice (Levin, herein, chapter 2; Levin, 
Jeppson, and Hoffman 2008; Jeppson 2008; Levin 
2009, 2011; Jeppson and Levin 2014; Levin and 
Jeppson 2014).  

The Mechanics of Interpreting at the President’s House Site 
 

The lessons learned from the groundbreaking informed the interpretive activities at the President’s 
House Site, which immediately commenced alongside the excavation. Interpretive scenarios included standing 
on and in front of the platform, speaking with and without a microphone, talking to groups, large and small, 
and speaking to visitors one to one. The group of archeologists engaging the public had only loosely structured 
interpretive strategies—such as naming and talking about individual enslaved residents, in an effort to 
personalize the history—and the use of narrative lines that contextualized the discovered foundation remains, 
which were marked with blue and red flags. But each of the archeologists worked out their own routines and 
paths through the material to explore the intertwined themes of slavery and freedom, utilizing their own voices 
and perspectives, leaving open the flexibility to respond to what the visitors brought to the site. Interpretation 
was never given the same way twice: “We were inventing and reinventing and listening and reacting. It was 
improvisatory and it was fresh, and it seemed to be working out quite well because of it” (Roberts 2008). 

The visitors were active participants in this dialogical examination of the site alongside the emerging 
discoveries. The sheer volume and intensity of the vigorous, animated, and insistent contributions of the public 
initially caught the archeologists off guard. However, we happily embraced the obvious truth: that we were 
merely participants in a very public reassessment of a vital part of the nation’s founding story. Instead of being 
an event about “discovering” the past, the archeology was providing an occasion to reexamine what we thought 
we knew about key parts and people from that past, most particularly George Washington. The archeologists’ 
authoritative role began to fade from view as the public’s grappling with their contentious history took center 
stage (Roberts 2008; Jeppson and Roberts 2009). 

In short, the visitors were working on the material just as the archeologists were, which was just as 
well. Discoveries, including many that came as a surprise to both the excavation team and the public, were 

Local residents photographed themselves with the soil 
overturned during the ceremonial shovel cut to document 
their participation “on the day that the government did 
this” (Photo: William Hoffman 2007). 
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occurring so rapidly, and in full view of a torrent of visitors with diverse interests and perspectives, that it would 
have been difficult to craft a coherent narrative line even if we had wished to. Instead, interpretation at the site 
unfolded in real time and along multiple narrative storylines. There was little time for the interpreters on the 
platform to collaborate with each other; our time and effort was consumed by an ongoing dialogue with a broad 
and sometimes contentious “audience”: “We were giving and receiving back from the visitors somewhat raw 
reactions to the site. What we were looking at and talking about was really big, really significant, and it was very 
much in the works” (Roberts 2008). 

Ethnographic Data and Participant Observations: A Public  
Archeology Sample 
 

Visitors to the President’s House Site were very often visibly moved—angry, happy, proud, ashamed—
revealing their experience at the site as anything but neutral. It was evident to us that people took the dialogic 
exercise very seriously; their intense level of engagement was palpable. People’s eyes welled up with tears. Some 
stood silently for a long time with a small smile. Visitors offered us blessings several times a week and regularly 
thanked us “for doing this.” Others expressed anger or shame. Hundreds asked to shake our hands. What 
follows are several vignettes that capture some of the interactions between the visiting public and the site, and 
the visiting public and us (for a breakdown of the visiting audience, see also Appendix E):  
 

• Many times over the sixteen weeks of the dig, we heard African American visitors, and less 
frequently white visitors, say, “I never thought I’d be alive to see this history being told,” or similar 
words. Others offered remarks intimating or directly stating, “This is a story that needed to be 
told” and “that it had to come out,” which we understood as a statement that acknowledging past 
historical injustice was necessary for achieving justice today.  

• The rector of Christ Church came to tell us that the previous Sunday, when he had walked by the 
site, he saw a woman standing all alone on the platform singing “Oh Freedom.”  

• One evening, after locking the gate, the field director watched as a man walking past on the 
sidewalk blew a kiss at the site. 

• In addition to a loose, ongoing association of regulars who showed up daily, weekly, or biweekly, 
nearly every day during the excavation representatives from ATAC stood silently at the back of 
the platform keeping watch. We respected why they were there and their presence served as a 
reminder of why we were doing this.  

• We noted with surprise that some visitors were keeping their own “field notes.” 

• While many park personnel appreciated and valued the interpretative engagement taking place, a 
few park interpreters told us that, with the focus on the archeology, we were not telling the whole 
story of the President’s House, and maintained that the conversations we were having about slavery 
at the President’s House was “a side story” (personal communication to P. L. Jeppson). A few did 
not believe that the excavation was producing new insights and was merely replicating what was 
known from historical documents. What some failed to grasp was that the shape of the bow 
window addition and the fact that it extended to the basement level had been unknown, as were 
the presence of a belowground cellar level in the detached kitchen and its subcellar cold storage 
area, the underground hallway or passage connecting the main house with the kitchen cellar, and 
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the location of the closed-off water well—all of which attested to the social landscape of freedom 
and slavery at the President’s House. These new findings formed the basis of the visitor experience 
on the platform. 

• On one occasion, after listening to the archeologists, a small group of older African American 
women stated that what we talked about “was disgraceful and shouldn’t be talked about publicly.” 

• The platform came to function as a rare public forum, where members of the public could meet 
and discuss the topics of race and slavery, or just spend time contemplating these realities as they 
play out in our society. In one of any number of examples, two Hispanic women attending a 
conference in Philadelphia turned and engaged two African American women standing nearby on 
the platform to talk about how the Three-Fifths Compromise in the Constitution had parallels to 
President Bush’s (then-current) plan to give provisional residency to illegal immigrants.  

• We often observed visitors, previously unacquainted with each other, standing on the sidewalk 
outside the fence comparing notes on what they saw or what they thought about the archeologists’ 
remarks. In some cases, people would linger for hours chatting and comparing notes. Some visitors 
would return a day or two later with others in tow, and we watched and listened to them as they 
interpreted the site to the newcomers. 

• The archeologists interpreting on the platform understood from verbal comments and body 
language that some of the visiting public disagreed with what they heard. The interpreters 
understood their role was to facilitate engagement with a painful past. Opposing points of view 
were expected. Faced with the stone-and-mortar reality, these disgruntled visitors undoubtedly 
learned something or at least had their thoughts challenged. 

 
 
  URS Cultural Heritage Consultant Dr. Cheryl LaRoche 
talks to mayoral candidate Michael Nutter during his 
visit to the excavation. 

A visitor is provided with a microphone when 
asking a question. 



Public Archeology at the President’s House 
The People’s Platform above the Excavations 

 
101 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• One visiting reporter from India insistently exclaimed, multiple times, “But we didn’t know that 

George Washington had slaves,” and “But we didn’t know in India that when America started there 
were slaves.” From this and similar encounters, we became more cognizant of how the project was 
resonating at an international level. This was at a time when many of those living outside our borders 
had moved beyond befuddlement to irritation and even anger at the Bush-Cheney administration’s 
then-active effort to bring American democracy to the Middle East. With this archeological project’s 
findings, and the intensive media interest they generated, America’s historical hypocrisy was exposed 
in a whole new way. Once again, this type of encounter reinforced our understanding that our 
interactions with the past are as much about contemporary society and politics as they are about the 
past.  

• As archeologists, we were particularly struck when we repeatedly heard something that most of us had 
never heard before in all our combined years of archeology: “You can’t cover this up. This needs to be 
preserved.” This was a marked change from things we were used to hearing, like “How much does this 
cost?” or “Is this holding up construction?”—though we did occasionally field such queries, too. Even 

Ambassador, former senator, and one-time African 
American female presidential candidate Carol Moseley 
Braun was one of the many notable people to visit the 
President’s House Site excavation. 

Summer camp participants visiting the site on 
Juneteenth (June 19). Community groups have 
undertaken commemoration events at the President’s 
House Site on Juneteenth for a number of years. 

Fox News Network 
broadcasts live from the 
site for the evening news 
on July 4. 
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more unprecedented was a request from both park management and the City of Philadelphia to “dig 
slower, keep it open longer for the visiting public to see.” 

• Many of the more invigorated civics discussions were in response to the design for the commemoration 
created for this spot, which garnered a lot of attention. This design was completed before the 
archeology was undertaken and therefore before relatively complete ruins of the house complex were 
known to exist. To many of the archeologists, it seemed rather self-evident that the level of public 
interest in the foundations indicated that the ruins were already a memorial. After all, thousands of 
people were coming every day to see them. Dozens of times an hour, people would suggest to us ways 
to cover the site so that the ruins could be protected. People told us about places where they had seen 
such efforts, which we began to write down for our own information and which were incorporated 
into a summary the regional archeologist needed (Jeppson 2007b). One frequent visitor, a news anchor, 
did research on a new DuPont transparent flooring material he had heard about and brought the 
information to us. Moreover, hundreds of people a week mentioned how they valued seeing the 
archeology ruins at Franklin’s house (just a few blocks away at Franklin Court), asking why the same 
could not be done for the President’s House. We rejoiced as archeologists that our fellow citizens were 
valuing their archeological heritage, even equating their ruins with the civilizations they saw while 
traveling on vacation in the “Old World.” 

• Our participant observations of the public’s engagement with the President’s Site, and our interpretive 
engagement with these visitors, in turn led to several independent and ever-evolving interpretive 
themes. This hermeneutic process is demonstrated in the two examples discussed below. 

• One interpretive thread often employed evolved on site through engagement with stakeholder Dr. 
Shirley Parham, an African American history professor at Cheyney University (the nation’s oldest 
historically black college) who was also the historian for the ATAC. While shepherding one of her 
groups of African American high school summer school students on a tour of the excavation, Parham 
grabbed the microphone from the archeologist sharing information about the excavation and began to 
describe instead the history of actions ATAC and other community groups and activists had 
undertaken in trying to bring the history of those enslaved at the President’s House Site to light as part 
of official American history. The story she told was one of a community using their freedom of 
assembly and freedom of speech rights to gather in protest on the nearby sidewalk, as well as employing 
their freedom to petition elected officials. By demanding a say in what was to be done at the site, 
activists were deploying rights that were codified in the Constitution, a document debated and signed 
in nearby Independence Hall, and its amendments—rights denied to their metaphorical, and in at least 
Parham’s case, actual ancestors. And in doing so, these engaged citizens had moved the U.S. 
government. The history of this community’s efforts to bring ignored and suppressed U.S. history into 
the national park commemorating the genesis of modern democratic ideals shaped the interpretive 
repertoire going forward. Visitors on the platform were made aware that they were standing in the 
exact spot where the first electorate would come to see their first elected president, and that they were 
only standing on this platform at this spot today because a concerned group of citizens used their rights 
to make the government address the fact that the national story presented at Independence Park left 
their history out.  

• Significantly, we were asked thousands of times a week, “What are you going to do now?” One 
common response on our part was a question: “What are you going to do now? You own these. They 
belong to the American people. The NPS, which cares for our cultural treasures, wants to hear what 
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you want done here. Contact your elected officials. Call the mayor.” The park and the city had formally 
and publicly expressed a desire for public input. Many visitors however would scoff at this suggestion, 
saying, “Elected officials never listen.” One interpretive thread that emerged in response to this 
understandable distrust encouraged visitors to understand that by sharing their thoughts about the 
ruins with their elected officials and the park—namely, civically participating in their government—
they “would be taking action for future generations.” Their input would “be helping decide how we 
interpret this past today, not just for their kids today, but for those kids’ future grandchildren, who, 
seventy years from now, will be visiting this park and seeing what we decide, here and now, is the story 
of our nation.” We would ask, “What do we want them—the citizens of the future, our descendants—
to know about this history that we are discovering, and commemorating, today?” This interpretive 
thread generally concluded with the statement, “We aren’t just deciding who we were back then, but we 
are determining who we are going to be.” 

 
And visitors did take action. They emailed and wrote to the park, they called radio shows, contributed to blogs, 
wrote editorials, and in at least one case started a petition. In the end, based on strongly articulated public 
demand, the commemoration design was expanded to include an in-ground exhibit of the most important of 
the archeologically excavated site features. 

Public Archeology Beyond the Platform 
 

While participant observation (ethnographic archeology) was taking place on the platform, public 
archeology research was also underway to learn from the public’s use of the President’s House archeological 
research beyond the platform. At the time of the excavation (2007), electronic publication and virtual engagement 
had reached new capacities, with milestones that year including the release of Amazon Music, Soundcloud, the 
Amazon Kindle, and the Apple iPhone. Whereas previously the public passively consumed media about 
archeology as presented by either archeologists or professional reporters, now diverse communities of interest 
were acquiring and exploring newly available platforms to produce and disseminate content for their own needs. 
These developments allowed for a broader, more anthropologically theorized and context-sensitive approach 
to the study of an archeological site’s media coverage. Just as archeologists identify ceramic sherds, projectile 
point types, and faunal remains to elucidate cultural patterning, we hoped to study the artifacts, digital and 
otherwise, created and left by the public as they engaged with the President’s House Site information. 
Archeology is the exploration of how material culture transforms and constructs everyday life, and the media 
“signatures” created in response to the President’s House archeological project are cultural residues of public 
memory making. This study offered an opportunity to look at some of what the public did with this new 
archeological information—to observe how and by whom the new information was claimed and how it was 
used to reinvent, reshape, or reclaim narratives about the past. 

Throughout the summer of 2007, NPS Volunteers-in-Parks historical archeology researchers collated 
the substantial radio, print, and television news coverage about the site, as well as a vast range and number of 
blog entries and discussion threads that the site generated. To capture the various Internet representations 
referencing the President’s House archeology, Google Alert subscription searches were established using the 
relevant terms “president’s house,” “slave,” “Washington,” “Jed Levin,” “Independence Park,” “Oval Office,” 
“Hercules,” and “excavation.” Manual searches were conducted using sections of text from wire service or 
primary local news stories to opportunistically sample where and how these stories were repeated, discussed, 
and reiterated on blogs and various other special-interest websites. A screen capture program (SnagIt) copied 
each entire web page. Uncertain which file format would be best in the long run, copies of each web page were 
made in three formats: JPEG, TIFF, and PDF. An inventory list logs each file name, linking it with its URL on 
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the date of capture. Implementation software (Picasa) was used to tag images that expanded the cross-
referencing utility.  

In “excavating” these media artifacts in cyberspace, the researchers recognized and respected the 
engagement of the public with archeology information, regardless of the intended purpose of the media 
coverage. As such, the public’s understanding and use of the President’s House archeological findings was 
treated as equal to and alongside those of the professionally trained archeologist. This meant that no distinction 
or qualitative judgement was made between primary research and its secondary dissemination. The most 
important assessment index used in the creation of the database was an obvious one: Who cares? Who cares 
about a particular historical controversy that archeological findings are helping clarify—or exacerbate? Who 
cares enough to discuss archeological findings from the President’s House Site with a friend of someone in 
their social networks or broader forums?  

Built using both new and old media, the resulting database documents the extent of the public’s active 
interest in the site findings and records how news about archeology at the President’s House was absorbed into 
different storylines as it moved through different hands into different uses and contexts. As such, it provides a 
point of entry for examining meanings ascribed to the President’s House by the public after the archeological 
message was delivered (Jeppson and Brauer 2009). What follows below is a small sample of data from remote 
visitors—secondhand witnesses—who cared about the archeology of slavery and freedom at the President’s 
House Site. 
 

• During the period of the excavation, the 
President’s House archeology was found to be 
referenced, linked to, and discussed in 
organizational newsletters, blogs, and the 
content on professional group web pages. 
These platforms included, among many 
hundreds of examples, the Afarensis Anthropology 
Evolution and Science web page, The Civil War 
Living Historian web page, the web page of the 
African Diaspora Archeology Network, the public 
web pages project of the Society for American 
Archeology (Archeology for the public), and sites like 
SparkNotes, which exist to help students learn 
and practice basic academic skills.  

• Local, state, and national government websites, tourism websites, and African American heritage 
touring sites either linked to, abstracted from, or cut and pasted content from national news. Other 
examples include: 

Workers World Earth Times 
Obit Magazine Radio Times 
ScienceDaily.com Philly Mayor Radio Address 
The Philadelphia Tribune USA Today (Travel Destinations) 
The Philadelphia Inquirer TravelVideo.TV 
The Philadelphia Daily News Preservation Alliance of Greater Philadelphia 
Philadelphia City Paper InsideNPS 
BrooWaHa Citizens Network News Federal News Radio 
EinNews media moderator 

Online newsletters and blogs with links or 
articles about the excavation and its findings 
(Photo: Jeppson and Lind Brauer 2008). 
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• Online news stories and broadcasts from far and wide 
covered the excavation, representing the gamut of the 
political spectrum and source voice—city government, 
travel interests, preservation concerns, federal agencies, 
and niche markets. Political websites and blogs ranging 
from Libertarian Classical Values, a website in support of 
ending the culture wars by restoring classical values, and 
Family Security Matters, hosted by a group disgruntled 
with the archeology findings, to social justice entities, 
civic and progressive groups, charity industry concerns, 
and stay-at-home mom blogs. Other selected examples:  

Liberator Magazine 
RaceWire Colorlines 
Three Brothers and a Sister 
Where Most Needed: The Charity Industry 
Observer Probing the Deeper Links & Linkages 
Ramblings by a Stay at Home Mom 

• Social networking sites of all kinds ran with the story 
(often reposting coverage) and commented on the 
story, including FullFigures.com, the website of 
America’s largest plus-sized women organization, and 
My parent connection, to name just two. 

• Some professional blogs used the archeology results 
for work needs, including a chef who referenced the 
site in relation to Washington’s enslaved cook 
Hercules, Rev Peep (reflections on faith, life, love, 
politics, culture, and whatever else crosses the mind 
of a progressively minded minister), and a historical 
mystery author writing to her fans about background 
research, among others.  

 
The range, extent, and type of print and online interests incorporating the news of the President’s 

House archeology was exciting as well as surprising. While only a sprinkling of the President’s House media 
coverage from the period of the excavation is presented here, this sample conveys clearly how this database 
offers an invaluable view of the diverse purpose, intent, and use of the President’s House information by publics 
removed from the archeological site. The blogs, websites, and news articles represent the structuring of personal 
constellations of meaning created independently and subsequent to any authoritatively delivered archeological 
messages. Their assessment provides a useful understanding of the trajectories that archeological messages 
about the President’s House Site followed as they moved through different hands, uses, and contexts, and were 
often ascribed different meanings. As witnessed on the platform, remotely based publics became active 
participants in conveying—and creating—the story and meaning of the President’s House Site discoveries. 

Examining this relationship between media products and their social production, we get a glimpse into 
public memory making 231 years into the American experiment. The print and online news stories and blog 
posts are contemporary artifacts revealing perceptions of, and understandings about, George Washington, the 

Internet sites from across the political spectrum 
provided links to and commentary about the 
President’s House Site (Photo: Jeppson and  
Lind Brauer 2008). 

Blogs indicated niche public interest in the 
President’s House history (Photo: Jeppson  
and Lind Brauer 2008). 
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institution of slavery, the founding of our country, and the story we tell ourselves about who we are as a 
nation—in light of the President’s House project results. It remains for future public archeology researchers to 
determine whether or not, and to what extent, any new understanding about our past brought forth as a result 
of the President’s House project came to impact and transform life experience within our society.  

Learning from the Public Engagement at and with the President’s House 
 

There were many interpretive threads employed, refined, and constructed during this project, and there 
were any number of one-off conversations, engagement experiences, and media postings. While only briefly 
summarized here, our experiences interfacing with the public about the material residues of the President’s 
House helped us to understand something about how people actually read heritage into a site, and to tease out 
some of the relationships between the public’s reading of that heritage and the intentions of archeologists. 
These findings can be summed up as follows: 
 

• We all realized we became active collaborators and participants in community and regional 
developments related to the negotiations of both heritage and tourism resources. 

• It was obvious to us that archeologists are holders of only a particular and negotiable stake in the 
representation and uses of the past, and that our role in revealing a site’s past can and should be 
challenged by others.  

• This project exposed the need for debate about who controls heritage interpretations, and it 
showed the importance of building community-institutional partnerships for interpreting the 
beginnings of this country. 

 
In sum, we saw that public archeology can be, indeed must be, a team effort, with the public playing 

an active and integral role in that team (Roberts 2008; Jeppson and Roberts 2009). We learned that listening to 
site visitors compels you to revisit, critique, rethink, expand, and refine interpretations. When archeology 
proceeds as a public partnership, as it did here—including public involvement in framing research questions 
and in the fashioning of interpretive dialogue around site discoveries—a project becomes as much about 
uncovering and creating contemporary social meaning outside the field of professional archeology as within it. 
What the President’s House public archeology tells us is that public archeology is truly public archeology when 
archeologists participate in their community’s projects by sharing, assisting, observing, and listening, rather than 
assuming the authoritative voice, and allowing the public to be a part of our projects. 
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The Public Takes Command 
Race, Place, and Space at the President’s House 

 
Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, Ph.D. 

URS Corporation 
 
 

rcheology at the President’s House affected historical knowledge and contemporary thinking. 
Exposing the foundations of the house brought the relationship between the presidency and 
slavery to the forefront of American history. The lasting benefits of the monument planned to 
commemorate the site forever will mark 6th and Market Streets in downtown Philadelphia as an 

important site of slavery and freedom in African and American heritage. Through archeology, dedicated 
individuals acting collectively defined historical value and meaning for themselves. There would have been no 
President’s House archeological project without sustained public activism. The public demanded that 
archeology be done and formed partnerships for each phase to make certain its vision would be realized. 

The President’s House Archeological Project, Philadelphia 
 

Although New York City served as the nation’s first capitol in 1785, the seat of government was 
relocated to Philadelphia in 1790. The first president of the United States, George Washington, and his wife, 
Martha, moved from New York to the Executive Mansion at 5th and Market Streets in the new capitol city. 
They chose to bring with them eight out of the two hundred and sixteen enslaved Africans held in slavery at 
their Virginia plantations. Two among the eight were siblings. Ona Judge and her brother Austin were 
separated from their enslaved mother, Betty, left behind at Mount Vernon—giving her children reason to 
want to return to the Virginia plantation. The new president’s prized chef Hercules came to Philadelphia with 
his son, Richmond. Moll, Christopher Shields, Giles, and Paris formed the remaining enslaved workforce. 
Between 1790 and 1797, President and Mrs. Washington illegally held a total of nine Africans in slavery at the 
President’s House, with postillion Joe Richardson laboring at the house about five years after the family 
arrived.  

Martha Washington enslaved seven of the nine, known as dower slaves, and they were ultimately 
under the control of her estate. After six months of continuous residency in Philadelphia, all nine were 
entitled to their freedom under the amended personal liberty laws of Pennsylvania’s Gradual Emancipation 
Act of 1780. Instead, the president and the first lady chose to illegally hold them in slavery in Philadelphia. 
According to the Gradual Abolition Act, enslaved persons residing in the city were entitled to their freedom 
after a six-month residency period. Washington consistently rotated his enslaved workforce out of state 
before the end of the time limit (Lawler 2005). The commander-in-chief, along with the majority of the 
statesmen he led, perpetuated the practice of slavery. America’s second president, John Adams, occupied the 
house from 1797 to 1800. Although he did not actively work to end slavery during his presidency, Adams was 
one of the few early statesmen who did not own slaves. 

The President’s House, located in what is now the grounds of Independence Park Mall in front of 
the new Liberty Bell pavilion, was the subject of archeological investigations between March and July 2007. 
The multilayered project held rich historical and contemporary meaning, encompassing the promise of a new 

A 
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democracy as expressed in the Executive Branch of the young republic, as well as the nation’s continuing 
relationship with slavery.  

The story of the house, however, is not only about bondage, but also about the precepts of liberty, as 
two of the nine enslaved captives defied Washington and the new government. Each escaped from the 
Washingtons to seek the freedom promised but not granted in the Constitution. Martha Washington’s 
personal maid, Ona Judge, escaped from the President’s House to New Hampshire in 1796. At the time of 
her escape, the twenty-two-year-old Ona had been Martha’s personal maid and seamstress, and had started 
working at the age of six. Ona first accompanied Washington’s family to New York City at the age of sixteen, 
after which time, her duties expanded and her workload increased tremendously to meet the social demands 
of office. No matter how rich the surroundings or how high the price, President Washington’s talented cook 
Hercules also chose to exchange bondage for a life of freedom by escaping from Mount Vernon in 1797. In 
doing so, both Hercules and Ona were forced to sever ties with family and loved ones. 

The Anatomy of Public Involvement 
 

In recognition of the dishonesty that lay between the rhetoric of liberty and the unconscionable 
reality of slavery, and in meeting the demands of a galvanized public, the project required historical 
reinterpretation as well as the redefinition of contemporary archeological, institutional, and municipal 
practices. Prior public insistence forced the redesign of exhibits at the adjacent Liberty Bell Center to reflect 
the contradictions among slavery, freedom, and democracy at the founding of the nation. The same vigilance 
and activism also brought about a fundamental reconsideration of how the President’s House Site would be 
marked and interpreted. Commemoration at the site now includes the footprint of the President’s House and 
the spaces enslaved workers occupied. Archeology and public participation provided fruitful opportunities for 
reexamining American history. From the Executive Branch of government to escape from slavery, 
archeological and historical interpretations based on excavations of the foundations at the President’s House 
are pushing American history in new directions.  

In a 2002 article, architectural historian Edward Lawler Jr. brought much of this information to 
public light. In that now-famous article, “The President’s House in Philadelphia: The Rediscovery of a Lost 
Landmark,” Lawler effectively laid out several research parameters. Archeology had the chance to clear up 
one hundred and fifty years of confusion about the private home that served as the first Executive Mansion 
for Washington and Adams between 1790 and 1800. During that ten-year period, Philadelphia became the 
temporary capitol while the new federal city, Washington, D.C., was under construction. In dispute were the 
size, appearance, and exact location of the mansion that stood between 5th and 6th Streets on the south side 
of Market Street, “less than six hundred feet from Independence Hall” (Lawler 2002:5). The site stands at the 
epicenter of modern and historic Philadelphia.  

Its nearness to Independence Hall, as well as to the new Constitution Center, was overshadowed, 
however, by the significance the public attached to the fact that the entrance to the newly relocated Liberty 
Bell pavilion stood atop a disturbing archeological resource. Nothing about Lawler’s article “caused more 
controversy or received more public attention… than the revelation” (Miller 2005:n.p.) that “the last thing 
that a visitor will walk across or pass before entering the Liberty Bell Center will be the slave quarters that 
George Washington added to the President’s House” (Lawler 2002). Lawler concluded his article by stating 
that the quarters for George Washington’s livery men were buried a mere 5 feet from the entrance to the 
pavilion. Ironically, the Liberty Bell, one of the nation’s most important and recognized artifacts of liberty and 
freedom, gained iconic status when abolitionists adopted it as a symbol in their efforts to put an end to 
American slavery; the President’s House, on the other hand, was gaining recognition as its antithesis.  
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The National Park Service (NPS) thought so little of the mansion site as a historical resource that 
from 1954 through 2003, a public toilet, with a bronze commemorative plaque attached to a wall outside the 
bathroom, stood at the footprint of the main portion of the house (NPS 2005:3). Independence National 
Historical Park (INHP) announced it had no immediate plans for archeological exploration when Lawler first 
described the President’s House Site. The NPS announced “that it would not change its interpretive plans for 
the site” (Lawler 2002:9–94; Miller 2005:n.d.). Controversy erupted as the Philadelphia public conceived of 
the President’s House project in terms of its ability to contribute to African American history and set the 
record straight about slavery and the founding of our nation. African American community groups demanded 
that a fuller history be told, one that included the story of George and Martha Washington’s enslaved 
workers. From the inception, Philadelphia activists demanded and received representation and worked in 
tandem with scholarly and professional communities—as well as with city and federal government officials—
to align INHP and the NPS with the public’s declaration of the site’s archeological and historical significance. 

The NPS initially insisted that the story of Washington’s slaves was distinct from the story of the 
Liberty Bell and best told elsewhere (Salisbury and Saffron 2002). The metaphor of a trampled history of 
slavery, buried and forgotten beneath the entrance to the symbol of liberty, inflamed a level of public 
indignity that would not allow such an injustice to continue. “The stories of American slavery and American 
freedom came together in a single, and very significant, site” and what better place to tell the story than “on 
the threshold of the Liberty Bell?” (Miller 2005:n.d.; NPS 2005:2). 

As construction for the Liberty Bell Center began, public comments of noted historian Gary Nash in 
March 2002 directed attention to Lawler’s work. In their article for the Philadelphia Inquirer, Stephen Salisbury 
and Inga Saffron (2002) brought the power of the press, a critical element in ensuring positive outcomes for 
community or publicly based activism, to bear on the issue. The article brought widespread public attention 
to Lawler’s work and community interest erupted into controversy around the interpretive component of the 
new pavilion (SOW 2006). Self-appointed oversight, advocacy, and activist support groups formed, such as 
Avenging the Ancestors Coalition (ATAC), Generations Unlimited, and the Ad Hoc Historians, a coalition of 
area historians, among others. ATAC started an extensive letter-writing campaign that played a pivotal role in 
the struggle and mobilized “both Philadelphia’s mayor and U.S. congressional delegation behind a demand 
that the story of enslaved people in the President’s House get the attention it deserves” (Holt 2008). 

Together, the coalitions began insisting the NPS commemorate not only the President’s House, but 
also the long-obscured story of slavery within it. Their principal unifying theme, constantly advanced by 
Philadelphia’s famed curator and bibliophile Charles Blockson, stressed that “the experience of the Liberty 
Bell could not be complete without a full portrayal of the economic role enslaved and free Africans played in 
this country’s formation” (NPS 2005:4). A formally sanctioned oversight committee included Edward Lawler 
Jr., representatives from the advocacy groups ATAC and Generations Unlimited, Philadelphia’s African 
American Museum, the Convention and Tourism Bureau, Independence Hall Association, the mayor’s chief 
of staff’s office for the City of Philadelphia, and the director of communications for U.S. Representative 
Robert A. Brady, among others. Thus, the public, armed with Lawler’s findings, intervened at the outset of 
the process and remained a vital co-participant throughout every new development. 

Local African American grassroots activism at the President’s House Site, civic engagement, 
involvement by city officials and congressional representatives, combined with a practical approach to 
archeology, helped move this overlooked and evaded national story into broader public memory (Jeppson 
2007c). In a letter dated October 8, 2003, from Mayor John F. Street to defense attorney Michael Coard, a 
private citizen at the helm of ATAC, the mayor committed the city to $1.5 million toward commemoration 
efforts and further pledged to lobby at state and federal levels for full funding of the project. By 2005, after a 
heated and contentious fight, NPS and INHP, in partnership with the City of Philadelphia, announced in the 
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request for qualifications (RFQ) that they now considered the project “to be one of the top interpretive 
opportunities that the National Park Service has to offer” and an “opportunity to tell a story of national 
importance in an honest, inspiring, and informative way” (NPS 2005:2). From the outset, the RFQ called for 
a “permanent, outdoor commemorative installation” to be erected on the footprint of the President’s House. 
Not quite two years after Mayor Street pledged the $1.5 million of city funds, U.S. Congressman Chaka 
Fattah, joined by U.S. Congressman Robert Brady, announced a $3.6 million federal grant to fund the project 
(NPS 2005:2, 4, 5). By the time of the archeological investigation, the project had raised $11.1 million, largely 
from city, state, and federal contributors.1  
 
Public Demands 

 
The public insisted on reinterpretation at the site where “our first two presidents literally invented 

what it meant to be the Chief Executive of the United States,” where Washington signed the notorious 
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, and from which one trusted and valued captive out of the nine people held in 
bondage by George and Martha Washington escaped slavery. The impetus for the excavation of the 
President’s House was not simply an exploration of George Washington as America’s first president, but 
rather a framework for George Washington, the icon, as the first of America’s twelve slaveholding presidents, 
eight of whom held blacks in captivity while they served as president of the United States. Looking at 
Washington’s actions and at the actions of the presidents who followed him recasts slavery as part of the 
national agenda rather than a question of state’s rights. 

A central demand for racial diversity at all levels of the project also sparked controversy. ATAC 
spokesperson Michael Coard distilled the demand to its essence: “It would be the height of historical 
hypocrisy” that the project would move forward “without the paid contributions of the sons and daughters of 
those who were enslaved here and built here in the first place.” Black activist Sacaree Rhodes of Generations 
Unlimited, a faithful and vigilant guardian, was even more direct: “We will raise hell if they [African 
Americans] don’t get the work.” Rhodes’s focus was on minority participation virtually from the beginning of 
planning for the project. City officials said they agreed with their critics. “From the project’s beginnings under 
Mayor John F. Street, officials indicate that maximizing minority participation in the design, interpretation, 
and construction of the memorial has been a priority” (Salisbury 2009a).   

Moreover, demands for racial inclusiveness impacted the archeological community as well. As the 
work moved forward, the project met head-on the problem of the lack of diversity within the archeological 
community as they searched for African American archeologists to participate. Questions about racial 
diversity were consistently aimed at the archeology team, which led to numerous discussions about the lack of 
diversity within the archeological profession and the relatively small number of historical archeologists of 
color in the United States. How to use high-profile sites such as the President’s House to increase diversity in 
the profession was a topic of discussion without an action plan. The activists were far more concerned about 
the immediately attainable goals of including available minority contractors. 

 
The Impact of Archeology 
 

As the excavation got underway, a sturdy, utilitarian wooden public-viewing platform was erected to 
give visitors visual access overlooking the site. Text panels placed along the length of the structure contained 
a brief history, a historical drawing of the original house, listed the names and the labor required of the 

 
1. Funding for the project broke down as follows: Mayor John Street, 2003, $1,500,000; 2007 $1,500,000; 2007 $800,000 
(Archeology). Congressmen Chaka Fattah and Robert Brady, 2005, $3,600,000. Mayor Michael Nutter, 2008, $200,000 
(Fundraiser). Pennsylvania Governor Edward Rendell, 2009, $3,500,000 (Delaware River Port Authority). 
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enslaved workers the Washingtons held captive in the house, and provided the winning designs for the 
planned memorial.  

All along, it had been presumed that a substantial portion of the original footprint of the presidential 
living space had been destroyed and that recovery of the foundation of the main building was unlikely. 
Excavation of the outbuildings was central to the research and, fittingly, the foundation of the kitchen where 
the enslaved Africans would have worked and perhaps slept was the first feature exposed. Archeologists also 
uncovered the foundation of a bow window, “the ceremonial space chosen by our first president to express 
his power as chief executive” not 6 or 7 feet away from the foundation of the kitchen where “Washington 
exploited his power as slaveholder.” At the President’s House Site, the “immeasurable distance between 
freedom and slavery was lived out under one roof” (LaRoche 2007a).  

The surprise discovery of the remnants of the bow window Washington had added to the house 
inspired Americans to revere our first president as he found new ways of expressing the power of his office 
through architectural elements. The bow window evoked patriotic feelings as the public learned that its 
prototypical elliptical shape reemerged as 
inspiration for the oval rooms at the center 
of the White House that continue to define 
the modern presidency. Alternately, the 
public reviled Washington when the 
remains of the kitchen foundation and 
narrow basement passageway connecting 
the kitchen to the main house were 
uncovered. Many of the illegally held 
enslaved African captives who toiled in the 
main house worked in the kitchen and 
would have moved the food from the 
kitchen to the main house out of sight 
along the passageway. The opposing 
discoveries left the archeologists working 
from that simple wooden platform charged 
with the daunting task of helping the public 
grapple with the incoherence of a nation 
founded on the principals of democratic 
ideals while its leaders condoned and 
encouraged the enslavement of their fellow 
human beings. 

From our daily interactions, it fell 
to archeologists rather than NPS-scripted 
public interpreters to patiently (for the 
most part) lead the public into deeper 
discussions of both the meaning and the 
price of freedom and to handle the 
challenging, often painful aspects of race, 
slavery, and the presidency. For many of 
our visitors, it was the first time they had 
thought about the founding of the nation 

Samuel Fraunces 
 
After the completion of the President’s House dig, 

controversy arose over the racial identity of Samuel Fraunces, 
a free black man who served as George Washington’s steward 
and the former proprietor of New York’s well-known 
Fraunces Tavern. Fraunces’s presence at the President’s 
House, where he worked from 1790 to 1794, complicates race 
and slavery and the coexistence of slavery and freedom inside 
the President’s House, as well as in the “free” state of 
Pennsylvania. Slavery and freedom coexisted among African 
Americans. It was a fact of life. Freedmen and women had 
enslaved spouses; freed children had enslaved parents, and 
vice versa. This same coexistence found its way into the 
Executive Mansion as well. 

Known as “Black Sam” in the historical record, Charles 
Blockson found references to Fraunces as Negro, colored, 
Haitian Negro, Mulatto, “fastidious old Negro,” and swarthy 
(Blockson n.d.). Conflicting census data identifying Fraunces 
as mulatto and as a white slaveholder in the United States 
Census of 1790 have thrown his racial identity into dispute. 
Fraunces joined a group of white masons opposed to black 
participation. There are historians who claim that references 
to “Black Sam’s” racial identity may refer to his temper, to his 
“exceeding swarthy complexion” (Eberlein 1953:167), or to 
his appearance from working in the kitchen (Booker 2009). 
Such undocumented simplistic conjecture, however, will not 
erase the harsh consequences or the implications of race for 
African Americans during the years before the Civil War. 
Conflicting interpretations coupled with census descriptions 
of Fraunces as white should serve as important instructive 
tools for highlighting the fluidity of racial categories and 
shifting classifications, rather than as a firm and unchanging 
question around race where one side stands to lose and 
another gain an important historical figure. 
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through the lens of African American history. Ad Hoc Historian Randall Miller observed, “Something 
remarkable has happened” at the site; linking Washington and slavery has visibly placed African Americans at 
the “center of the American story” (Salisbury 2009b). Several older African American visitors openly wept 
after hearing our presentations. Never, they thought, would they witness a historical interpretation discussing 
the role of the enslaved labor of African Americans in building the foundation for the mighty nation we are 
today. In a 2007 letter to Mayor John Street and then INHP Superintendent Dennis Reidenbach, the Ad Hoc 
Historians (2007) also expressed how deeply moving they found “the substantial archeological finds at the 
President’s House site and the honest and challenging conversations about race, history, and truth that take 
place daily on the observation platform.”  

In addition to knowing the history of presidential steward Samuel Fraunces, a free man of color, 
having the names of the nine enslaved workers deepened the human dimension. Cornel West identifies the 
dehumanizing, devaluing, degrading uses of “black namelessness” to force subordinate roles, stations, and 
identities on blacks. Understandably, knowing the names of those who had been held in slavery in the 
nation’s first Executive Mansion added great meaning for the public. When charged with helping to devise an 
appropriate closing ceremony, at the end of the initial excavations, I drew inspiration from Moll, Ona Judge, 
and her brother Austin; from Hercules and his son, Richmond; and from Joe Richardson, Christopher 
Shields, Giles, and Paris. I drew inspiration from the power of artifacts, even newly minted ones. With 
permission from Fire Chief Daniel Williams and the help of the Philadelphia Fire Department, we impressed 
each of the nine names on small brass name plates and placed them in the corner of the kitchen during the 
closing ceremonies. The subterranean markers were intended to function as placeholders to be retrieved 
during excavations for the final memorial building phase. A Pennsylvania quarter with Washington’s likeness 
and a John Adams presidential dollar coin were also buried to represent the two presidents who had occupied 
the house.  

 
Cultural Production, Commemoration, and Memorialization 
 

Cultural production represents an important and integral aspect of archeological projects that attract 
significant African American involvement. Cultural expression can take many forms, including music, theatre, 
art, literature, and commemoration. The life of Ona Judge has inspired two children’s books and two plays. In 
A Thirst for Freedom, a play performed in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Emory Wilson turned local history 
into drama. After her escape from the President’s 
House, Judge lived the remainder of her long life 
as a “free, albeit fugitive woman until her death 
at the age of seventy-five in Greenland, New 
Hampshire, on February 25, 1848, nearly fifty 
years after the deaths of George and Martha 
Washington” (Gerson 2000). 

Drawing directly from the archeological 
project, Philadelphia playwright Thomas 
Gibbons turned to the controversy at the Liberty 
Bell pavilion and the President’s House Site to 
premiere A House with No Walls, a play loosely 
based in part on Ona Judge’s life at the Executive 
Mansion. In addition to depicting Ona’s life in 
Philadelphia, Gibbons chose the medium of 

Yoruba observance at the President’s House Site closing 
ceremonies. 
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theatre to probe the historical dimensions and contemporary social issues the archeological project raised 
(Zinman 2007).  

Commemoration took multiple forms. On February 25, 2008, the City of Philadelphia issued a 
citation honoring the memory of Ona (“Oney”) Judge on the 160th anniversary of her death. Each July 3, 
ATAC, under the leadership of Michael Coard, holds annual demonstrations at the Market Street site to 
commemorate “Black Independence Day,” much in the spirit of Frederick Douglass’s “What to the Slave Is 
the Fourth of July?” (Douglass 1852). For the closing ceremonies at the archeological site at the end of the 
excavation phase, Yoruba practitioners poured libation and prayed in honor of the ancestors. 

From the beginning of the project, the public insisted that a memorial be built, and the City of 
Philadelphia agreed to manage a design competition. Guidelines for that competition mandated that not only 
should the outer boundaries of the President’s House be clearly demarcated, but also that the footprint of the 
slave quarters “be conspicuously highlighted and a solemn ‘sense of place’ clearly established” (NPS 2005:9). 
The design team of Kelly/Maiello Architects & Planners won the competition prior to the archeological 
excavations. 

Archeology had been intended to yield as much information about the ten-year period that George 
Washington and John Adams had occupied the house, between 1790 and 1800. No artifacts directly relating 
to either president were recovered. However, the unearthing of the building foundation, particularly the 
remnants of the kitchen, bow window, and passageway, represented the major archeological findings that the 
public insisted be incorporated into the Kelly/Maiello design. After much debate and technical 
considerations, the design team reconfigured their plans to include display of the archeological elements. 
Although the final design was not received without controversy (see Issues 2009), the project moved ahead, 
and the commemoration was completed and opened to the public in 2010.  

Final Thoughts 
 

As a site centered on African American history, archeology, and preservation, the President’s House 
is of overarching and, many thought, unparalleled importance. However, such a compelling archeological and 
now national resource was not deemed worthy of exploration on its own historical and archeological merit at 
the time of discovery. This is why public activism and protest—the process of protest—is so necessary. 
Dissimilar values and divergent interpretations between landowners at historical sites and grassroots self-
appointed stewards of public history consistently have proved to be catalysts for sustained, effective public 
protest. It would appear that the educational process—teaching municipalities, institutions, and organizations 
in control of land below which such resources exist—is an ongoing effort. A knowing and committed public 
must define the significance that such major archeological finds represent. Archeology feeds the hunger for a 
usable past; more than 300,000 visitors came to hear a revised version of American history. 

Paradoxically, archeology destroys resources as it safeguards particular facets of heritage to ensure 
that they do not disappear from the consciousness of current and future generations. At the President’s 
House Site, we were fortunate that a portion of the archeological finds were preserved in place and displayed. 
Endangered sites of unparalleled relevance and disturbing realities around America’s racial history provide a 
tangible African American–centered history that lies at the foundation of the American nation.  

Media attention, adequate funding, the support of important and influential government officials, and 
sustained activism rescued this historic resource. Monumentality, an important aspect of commemoration, 
has ensured that the site remains at the forefront of America’s conscience; there will continue to be a place to 
visit—a touchstone, a memorial using the original building materials. For too long, plaques and signs have 
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been the primary markers of African American heritage. With the building of commemorative monuments, 
public action has and is altering the landscape of American history and memory. 

Battles about heritage take a tremendous toll on the people who wage them. The public relied on 
effective coalition building at the Philadelphia site to unlock the multiple, conflicting, and deeply unequal 
relationships centered on saving heritage sites. Activists turned to collaboration and partnerships as important 
tools for remembering and honoring the past. African Americans have always had to safeguard their history 
and never has that been more important than today, when change and development threatens to wipe out 
what is left of local heritage. If this compelling history is ever successfully erased, the United States will not 
have to confront its past or grapple with the major contributions of African Americans in the face of 
incredible hardship and abuse. This is what lay at the core of the public response to the President’s House 
excavation. The processes of dislodging outdated histories, dictating archeological importance, tampering 
with and ultimately altering architectural designs, and responding to public demands head-on are the 
liberating and daunting results of the collaborative effort.  

Archeological projects have solid, explainable elements, as well as difficult-to-quantify abstract, 
spiritual, and emotional components. At the President’s House, the public engaged with the intangible and 
grappled with the deeper meaning of freedom and personal liberty in the face of slavery. At the site, 
archeology was used to introduce the American public to a story substantially different from the national 
narrative. It is a story of George and Martha Washington as told by how they lived their lives, rather than 
how they may have wished to be remembered (LaRoche 2007b). Slavery, the presidency, and the story of 
Hercules and Oney Judge, and all the other Africans enslaved by our first and subsequent presidents, collided 
with patriot rhetoric at the Liberty Bell pavilion.  

As the President’s House Site demonstrates, public interest in archeology will fuel increasingly 
engaging projects in which the public will participate as contributors, excavators, laboratory workers, 
researchers, and as oral and local historians. A shared common past may be a predictor of what people deem 
historically important; race, however, is no predictor of solidarity. For the President’s House project, activists 
formed solid twenty-first-century coalitions that transcend race, class, and gender, and reached across 
professional, educational, and social ranks. What began as a fight about race, place, and space soon fused with 
expressions of cultural production, commemoration, and national symbolic meaning. 

Archeology was the proving ground for public inclusion and civic engagement. The President’s 
House project put government entities, activist groups, archeologists, the scholarly community, and the public 
on equal footing. In the end, if I may speak for the archeological team—Jed Levin, Patrice Jeppson, Douglas 
Mooney, Stephen Tull, and myself—we were as much altered by the process as were the visitors to the site. 
We were able to accomplish something that has eluded the nation for centuries. With archeology as the 
catalyst, we engaged in a compelling unscripted, open, and honest public dialogue around race on that plain, 
sturdy wooden platform. Sharon Holt, one of the Ad Hoc Historians, observed that as archeologists 
“encouraged expressions of emotion as well as curiosity, the excavation viewing platform became, in the 
words of singer-songwriter Leonard Cohen, one of the ‘holy places where the races meet’” (Holt 2008:11).   
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	Resolving the issues associated with site shoring and utilities took a bit more effort. The shoring system was a critical factor of the overall dig plan and was required in order to brace back the sides of the excavation as the layers of soil and 1950...
	and approved. Use of this shoring method involved pre-drilling 2-foot-diameter holes to a depth of 20 feet below ground, into which the soldier piles—basically steel I-beams—would be inserted and cemented in place. Later, as the ground was excavated, ...
	Utility lines within the excavation area included an electrical conduit, a 4-inch water main, a cast-iron 10-inch stormwater outfall line, and a fiber-optic “data highway” communications cable utilized by both Independence Park and the city’s Visitor’...
	Information related to the public-outreach portions of the site plan, including the creation of interpretive signage and the construction of an ADA-compliant viewing platform, are presented in the following chapter. One component of the original outre...
	The Lead Up to the Groundbreaking
	Work to prepare the site for excavation began on March 12, 2007, when the archeological team and INHP personnel arrived on site to mark out on the grassy ground surface the excavation perimeter, the alignment of underground utilities, the outline of t...
	archeologists were busy establishing a reference grid over the entire site, for use in mapping and recording all finds, and positioning a series of mapping stations around the perimeter of the excavation area where laser-based total station survey equ...
	For the most part, this phase of the project went according to plan—for the most part. No matter how thorough a project is planned, no matter how often the details are poured over and verified by multiple sets of eyes, something inevitably goes off tr...
	By the morning of March 21, the day of the official groundbreaking for the archeological investigations, the viewing platform still was not completed. To make sure it was finished in time for Mayor John F. Street, a host of assorted dignitaries, and i...
	The public-viewing platform being constructed within the site.
	Getting the Dig Started
	Immediately after the crowd dispersed following the groundbreaking, the work of excavating the President’s House Site began. For the next few weeks, most of the digging would be done by a large mechanized trackhoe armed with a 4-foot-wide bucket, as t...
	Initial work involved the digging of a 4-foot-deep trench around the perimeter of the target excavation area to facilitate the drilling and installation of soldier piles. Other digging was simultaneously done to positively locate the position and dept...
	Immediately after this preparatory work was completed, a large truck-mounted drilling rig was brought to the site and the work of installing the shoring system began in earnest. In all, a total of forty-two individual drillings needed to be completed ...
	This did not mean that drilling for the soldier piles was completed without a hitch, or that no anxious moments were experienced along the way. One specific case in point—drilling along the south side of the excavation area near the Liberty Bell Cente...
	The large-scale or bulk excavation of fill deposits within the excavation area commenced on April 10 as the drilling and soldier pile installation was wrapping up. Beginning first in the far northeast corner, then moving across the site from west to e...
	Drilling for soldier piles in front of the Liberty Bell Center.
	Construction equipment bulk excavating fill from within the excavation area.
	The start of bulk excavation ushered in a period of great excitement for the project and a time of stunning discoveries. As work progressed, the appearance of the excavation changed rapidly from one day to the next. This activity, in turn, progressive...
	The First Discoveries
	As expected, the first archeological evidence exposed within the excavation area consisted of the basements and foundations of the commercial buildings built after the President’s House was torn down (numbered 524 through 530 Market Street). Once clea...
	Initially, these separate basements appeared to be preserved reasonably well, but additional exploration found that this was not the case. As the rubble fill was cleared from Lot 530, at the western side of the excavation, it soon became evident that ...
	Nineteenth-century basements beginning to emerge from the rubble fill.
	Construction crews installing wood lagging between steel soldier piles.
	Nineteenth-century foundations associated with the 524–530 Market Street commercial buildings.
	filled with dense building rubble. While the exact age and cause of this disturbance was never determined for sure, it is believed to have been created during the demolition of Block 1 in the early 1950s, prior to the construction of Independence Mall...
	Outside of Feature 1, the nineteenth-century basements were in much better shape. Of these, the three properties built over the President’s House in 1833 were all very similar in size and internal configuration. The middle two lots (526 and 528 Market...
	While the 526–530 Market Street basements may have had a more or less common overall configuration, the individual walls that framed these basements were anything but uniform in terms of their appearance. Individual wall sections varied between 14 inc...
	The south end of Lot 528, showing the cellar steps rising out of the basement (visible beneath the shoring near top right).
	The archeological team working within one of the nineteenth-century basements (528 Market Street).
	One specific foundation remnant that does deserve further discussion has been dubbed the “mystery wall” in early published accounts of the excavations (see previous nineteenth-century foundations map). Located at the southern end of Lots 528 and 530, ...
	The shoddily built section of the Lot 526/528 common wall built over the President’s House root cellar.
	Detail of the “mystery wall” showing the abutment of two unequally sized wall segments.
	Archeological exploration of the 526, 528, and 530 Market Street lots revealed that all three basements did have prepared floors, and in fact produced evidence that each contained two separate floor levels stacked one on top of the other. In some plac...
	While the Lot 526, 528, and 530 basements were all fairly similar in form, the basement within Lot 524, at the eastern side of the excavation, was in several ways quite different. Associated with a building that had been built within the former Presid...
	Beyond the intact sections of cement and brick flooring, the dominant feature found in Lot 524 was a large rectangular brick-walled pit at the far northwest margins of the basement. Measuring approximately 12 feet square, this pit was filled with dens...
	As integral as the nineteenth-century structural remains are to the larger story of this site and its development over time, they were not the main focus of this investigation—the President’s House was. As it turned out, the exposure of these later ba...
	An overview of the nineteenth-century basement floor level (Lot 528). The parallel depressions in the floor are from the floor joists, now decayed. The small flat gray section to the right is a remnant of the overlying twentieth-century cement floor.
	The President’s House Found
	From the time this investigation was still in the planning stages, it was recognized that in order to find any archeological evidence of the President’s House, it would be necessary to get below the nineteenth-century basements built on the property a...
	Although by this point members of the archeological team had begun to strongly suspect that the Lot 524/526 common wall was a part of the President’s House, the first confirmed discovery of physical remains associated with the Executive Mansion comple...
	With the discovery of the President’s House kitchen, everything about this excavation changed instantly. All the previous historical research suggested that the kitchen building didn’t have a basement, and therefore it was initially presumed that no t...
	With each of these discoveries, it was becoming clearer that the President’s House complex in its entirety was much better preserved than anyone had dared hope for; however, continuing archeological exploration was also finding evidence that these var...
	Although remnants of the President’s House were preserved within the central areas of the site (Lots 526 and 528), archeological work in the eastern part of the excavation area, within Lot 524, unfortunately found a much different situation. This area...
	Eighteenth-century architectural remnants associated with the President’s House.
	The Main House
	Archeological remnants of the President’s House itself (the main house fronting on Market Street) were unearthed at about the same time as the kitchen and in a similar manner, and consisted of a series of individual stone foundation fragments associat...
	If the discovery of the wall itself was not exciting enough, what happened next represented one of those too-good-to-be-true-moments that archeologists only occasionally get to experience. After the wall was initially exposed, the crew moved in to fur...
	The construction of this terra-cotta drainpipe required upper portions of the root cellar walls to be removed.
	A portion of the President’s House kitchen wall showing how a later nineteenth-century foundation wall cut through it.
	When the search for the south wall of the President’s House was all said and done, it became apparent that later site development extensively disturbed this architectural component, which was represented by only three relatively small surviving fragme...
	Although this was all that remained of the south wall, these few fragments were not the only remnants of the main house to have survived within the site. As discussed previously, it was subsequently determined that parts of the adjacent Lot 524/526 co...
	Detail view of the 1833 half-penny.
	The south wall of the main house at the moment of its discovery. The arrow points to the 1833 penny in situ.
	The first section of the main house’s south wall as found beneath the nineteenth- to twentieth-century basement floor.
	The Bow Window
	Archeological remnants of the bow window that President Washington had added to the back of the President’s House prior to his arrival in 1790 were initially discovered shortly after the kitchen and south wall of the main house, although its actual fu...
	As identified within the site, only about a third of the full original bow window foundation remained preserved in place. On its eastern side, the arc of the foundation was truncated in the nineteenth or twentieth century by the installation of the ad...
	The truncated west end of the bow window beneath the Lot 528/530 common wall. Note Feature 1 disturbance in the foreground.
	When built, the Washingtons’ bow window formed an impressive addition to the south end of the state dining room on the first floor of the President’s House. In reconstructing the bow window based on this surviving foundation fragment, it appears that ...
	The Kitchen
	In many ways, the kitchen that stood behind the President’s House was the epicenter of all activity that took place on this site. On the second floor, both the Washingtons and the Adamses had their personal quarters, while on the first floor and in th...
	As anticipated via historical documents, the President’s House kitchen was identified within parts of Lots 526 and 528, directly south of the main house, and in alignment with the eastern main house foundation. The kitchen basement was represented by ...
	Overview of the President’s House kitchen. The root cellar is at the top of the image, in the rear. The wood box is Feature 4, the Robert Morris water well.
	Overview of the main house south wall and bow window. Note the northwest corner of the kitchen, top left.
	East to west, the kitchen measured 20 feet across, while its north-south axis stretched 37 feet, 6 inches in total distance. In terms of its spatial relationship to the main house, the kitchen was found to sit approximately 1.5 feet farther south than...
	In terms of its interior organization, the basement space of the kitchen, which must have been built as a feature of Mary Master’s original house complex, was broken up into two separate and functionally distinct spaces. The northern two-thirds of the...
	None of the disturbed parts of the kitchen were affected more than the east foundation wall. Representing essentially a southward extension of the east wall of the President’s House, this structure showed signs of having been substantially altered at ...
	Archeological testing within the interior of the northern basement room revealed no evidence that it ever contained a prepared floor of any kind during the eighteenth century. Likewise, no sign of any clearly defined living surface was found. The abse...
	The Root Cellar (Feature 2)
	In addition to the basement itself, the presence of a cold or root cellar within the President’s House kitchen was yet another component of this building not previously known or indicated in historical research. That is not to say its presence within ...
	The root cellar was discovered at the same time as the rest of the kitchen basement and was filled with a mix of soil and rubble. Its interior was partially covered over by a number of nineteenth-century structural additions, including a partial brick...
	While the root cellar was discovered early on in the investigation, the presence of deep fill and nineteenth-century obstructions caused it to be one of the last features excavated within the site. The excavation of the interior fill was eventually co...
	Of all the nineteenth-century fill layers present, only Stratum 2, near the bottom of the root cellar, was found to contain especially dense artifact deposits, and presented a broad range of different materials generally consistent with domestic refus...
	or the occupants of the President’s House complex.
	The removal of the interior fill material revealed the root cellar extended to a depth of approximately 5 feet below the adjacent kitchen level and exposed a mysterious series of low brick walls of uncertain purpose. These walls formed a series of six...
	Beyond the evidence of these brick boxes, the excavation of the root cellar provided little in the way of additional information, and in fact left many questions unanswered. No evidence of a prepared or formal floor was found at the base of the root c...
	Of all the remaining questions, the one that vexed members of the archeological team the most was the location of the hearth or fireplace that must have been part of the larger kitchen building. Previous reconstructions of the kitchen by Edward Lawler...
	Feature 2, Stratum 2
	These saucers, made of a type of earthenware known as pearlware, were manufactured in England between about 1795 and 1830. Pearlware was a very common type of pottery and sherds of it have been found wherever English merchants traded. The United State...
	Clockwise from left:
	INDE 113369 and 112312. The decoration on this saucer is a blue printed scene of a milkmaid in a rural landscape.
	INDE113371. This brown printed picture of a passerine warbler was taken from the book A History of British Birds, published in various editions during the early nineteenth century.
	INDE 113358. Saucer rim painted in polychrome colors with a large-scale floral border.
	INDE 114573. Saucer rim painted in blue with a Chinese-inspired floral motif.
	The Kitchen Passageway
	The final piece of the President’s House structural remains to be identified within the excavation was represented, in part, by a single 9-foot-long wall segment found in the northern portions of Lot 526, and which originally formed the west side of a...
	At the time it was uncovered, members of the press reported widely on the discovery of this passageway and commonly described it as a “slave tunnel.” For many members of the public, this description conjured up images of cleverly concealed escape rout...
	Passageway
	View to the south of the underground passageway connecting the kitchen and main house basements. The two dark squares truncating each end of the western passageway wall are from the restroom handicap piers.
	Overview of the root cellar showing the nineteenth-century brick boxes constructed inside.
	purpose of this passageway was much more mundane than that, and its use was purely functional in nature. Underground passages of this sort, like other elements of the President’s House, were not uncommon features in the homes of wealthy families of th...
	Features and Artifacts
	While the discovery of unexpected structural remains associated with the kitchen provided a previously unimagined opportunity to learn about the physical space of the President’s House complex, the primary targets of the excavations were the remnants ...
	One important implication of having found the preserved remnants of the President’s House kitchen was that it raised the possibility of finding a variety of feature types not previously thought possible. The interior of the kitchen represented a place...
	Archeological investigations within the overall excavation area ended up identifying a total of twenty-nine individual historical features. These features were found dispersed throughout the site and, in many instances, were associated with a variety ...
	Features identified at the President’s House.
	Table 1. Feature identified and investigated at the President’s House (cont’d).
	The Kitchen Discoveries (Features 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 23)
	As the interior of the kitchen was being cleared of rubble fill, it quickly became apparent that a number of in-filled shallow depressions and pit-like features were preserved in the exposed sandy subsoil floor within its foundations. These features a...
	The first feature identified within the northern two-thirds of the kitchen foundations was designated Feature 15 and consisted of a crisply defined rectangular discoloration located directly beneath part of the nineteenth-century Lot 526/528 common wa...
	Excavation of the entire feature produced only a handful of artifacts, including examples of blue-painted pearlware and salt-glazed stoneware ceramic sherds, a piece of green wine bottle glass, a large quartz rock, numerous rodent bones and teeth, bri...
	Features 16 through 19 consisted of a series of variably sized, rather amorphous and shallow (less than 1 foot deep) depressions or pits lining the exterior north wall of the root cellar and interior of the east kitchen foundation. Excavation of these...
	Despite the relatively large numbers of artifacts recovered from them, none of these features were determined to contain significant cultural deposits, and none could be unquestionably dated to the President’s House period. Features 17 and 18 containe...
	The final feature consisted of a small rectangular pit discovered in the northwest corner of the kitchen, near the entrance to the underground passageway. Designated Feature 23, this pit measured only 7 inches by 5 inches in size and extended approxim...
	A view of the Feature 23 bottle as it was found in the ground.
	The Shaft Features
	After the excavation of the kitchen features, the site’s shaft features once again held the best hopes for containing artifacts associated with the presidential households. The five brick-lined shaft features found within the excavation area were loca...
	Of the five total shafts, only one, Feature 29 (well), could not be excavated. Located immediately adjacent to the southwest corner of the root cellar, this shaft was only partially contained within the excavation area and was largely buried under a n...
	Feature 3
	The Feature 3 well shaft had a maximum diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches, and was identified at the
	Feature 23
	This bottle base (INDE 112660 and 112661), made between 1730 and 1820, was found in a small rectangular pit in the floor of the kitchen area. When archeologists find single bottles in small pits, within structures occupied or used by enslaved people o...
	far southern side of the excavation area, on the boundary between Lots 526 and 528. At the time of its discovery, the well was partially covered over by a nineteenth-century foundation wall segment and was associated with a later nineteenth- or twenti...
	Initially, the archeological team members pondered whether or not this shaft might not represent the new well President Washington was known to have added to the property after he sealed up and abandoned the earlier well Robert Morris used (see Featur...
	Overview of Feature 4 (the brick circle in foreground) with the nineteenth-century drain (Feature 12) attached.
	Feature 3, Stratum 7
	Two small muffin plates and a saucer, recovered together from Stratum 7 in Feature 3, were all probably used as part of a tea service. The plate on the left (INDE 114067) has a line-engraved printed variant of the “Curling Palm” motif. It has very hea...
	craftsmanship, with irregularly laid, non-level, and deformed brick courses occurring throughout its entire depth—not at all what would be expected for a presidential well. Ultimately, it was decided that Feature 3 was most likely not Washington’s wel...
	Excavation of Feature 3 revealed that it extended approximately 19 feet, 6 inches below the floor of the excavation area and contained a total of eight distinct fill layers. No evidence of any intact primary artifact deposits was identified. A total o...
	By far the most interesting artifact recovered from Feature 3 is a 6-foot-long intact and well-preserved section of the original wooden pump mechanism. Resembling a hollowed-out section of telephone pole, this artifact was found standing upright in it...
	Feature 4
	The Feature 4 well shaft was identified in the north side of the excavation area, immediately adjacent to the north kitchen foundation wall, and—like Feature 3—had a diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches. Based on available President’s House historical researc...
	Crew member Eileen Krall Hood water screening soil removed from Feature 4.
	Feature 3 profile and excavation images
	Once the brick cap was removed, excavators were greeted by a feature that appeared to be completely empty. A tape measure lowered into the shaft void descended 17 feet until the bottom was reached. The first task of excavation involved the dismantling...
	A total of 4,585 artifacts were recovered from the three fill soils and produced an artifact assemblage dominated by quantities of architectural debris (brick, mortar, window glass, and nails), mammal and fish bones, and highly fragmented pieces of ho...
	Subsequent analysis of these artifacts indicated that all had been manufactured, and therefore deposited in the feature, during the nineteenth century. Based on dates of manufacture for the various diagnostic ceramic sherds recovered, the lowermost fi...
	Feature 4
	This redware jar (INDE 114468 from Stratum 2 in Feature 4) was one of the few intact artifacts found during the President’s House excavations. Philadelphia and its surroundings had a thriving craft tradition of potters making red earthenwares during t...
	Feature 4 profile and excavation images
	Feature 5
	Representing the lone privy identified within the President’s House excavation area, Feature 5 was located at the south end of Lot 524 and, because this parcel was not developed until 1804, was unquestionably constructed during the nineteenth century....
	Feature 22
	Feature 22 was yet another water well with a diameter of 4 feet, 6 inches, and was located in the northeast corner of the excavation area, within Lot 524. Almost certainly, this shaft is the same one WPA investigators recorded in the basement of the Z...
	When this shaft was excavated, it was found that its uppermost 2 to 2.5 feet had been dug up at some point in the past, and the upper courses of brick removed and discarded. The area around the shaft was then packed, at least in part, with quantities ...
	Beneath this clay level, the brick of the shaft reappeared and extended for another 19 feet, 6 inches into the ground, to a point nearly 2.5 feet below sea level, making it the deepest of all the features identified within the site. When excavated, th...
	Just a small sample of the thousands of clay pipe fragments recovered from Feature 22.
	President’s House related, does represent a significant archeological collection of materials related to the pipe and smoking industry of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (a more detailed analysis of the Zorn pipe collection is includ...
	The Zorn-related levels in Feature 22 were underlain by a sterile layer of lime, followed by three more layers of older soil fill. These lowest levels in the shaft were located just above, at, or slightly below the current water table, and were thorou...
	While the various dates of manufacture for diagnostic ceramics indicate that these lower artifact layers were created sometime after 1775, all the artifacts recovered from the deeper portions of Feature 22 are consistent with what would be expected fr...
	Feature 22: Caricature Pipe Bowl
	This pipe (INDE 106944), molded as “the head of a Negro” and dating from about 1888, was one of four identical pipes found in and around Feature 22. Although it was manufactured almost 100 years after the time of Washington and the enslaved people in ...
	Closing the Site
	With the completion of Feature 22, the archeological investigations of the President’s House quickly drew to a close. After that, work on the site largely consisted of taking final photographs, doing final mapping, and making preparations for backfill...
	On July 31, 2007, some 132 days after Mayor Street first launched this investigation, the President’s House dig officially came to an end. A public ceremony marked the occasion, attended with much fanfare, and involved the participation of numerous di...
	Feature 22: Dragon Bowl
	This saucer or small dish (INDE 107003) is a puzzle for the archeologists. Other dishes with this same motif have been found at nearby sites in deposits dating after 1780 or 1790 (Juliette Gerhardt, personal communication 2007), so it appears that thi...
	Backfilling the site.
	A few days after the closing ceremony, archeologists met back at the site to prepare it for backfilling. A layer of protective geotechnical fabric was first draped over all the walls to protect them, then the same trackhoe that had first excavated the...
	Concluding Thoughts
	The excavation of the President’s House Site was indeed a memorable experience, and in one way or another, deeply and lastingly affected all who took part in it. In the end, the excavation succeeded beyond all expectations in achieving the adventurous...
	Despite the lack of recovered eighteenth-century artifacts, these excavations did generate important and previously unknown information about the physical structure and makeup of the President’s House. For one, it was learned that the so-called “Privy...
	The President’s House property consisted of a series of buildings which, at least during President Washington’s administration, defined a hierarchy of social space that simultaneously accommodated the most powerful men in the nation, government employ...
	The people who came to watch the excavations understood the symbolism inherent in the various foundations found within the site. The spatial relationship between the bow window and the kitchen represents one of the most powerful symbolic connections w...
	Finally, the President’s House project also helped to illustrate just what a powerful tool archeology can be for engaging the public’s interest and attention, for connecting people today with past events and experiences in ways that are not otherwise ...
	All around this muddy little hole, private tour buses clog the streets, new and undistinguished buildings have risen, and the latest in interactive history with all the bells and whistles has been marketed to visitors. Yet in a low pit on a street cor...
	Washington Post, July 4, 2007
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