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ABSTRACT

The yard around the Hoover Cottage (also known as the Birthplace Cottage) and a portion
of the meadow southwest of the cottage were tested by a Midwest Archeological Center crew
between July 15 and July 26, 1991. This investigation was initiated in response to proposed
construction and associated ground disturbance at the cottage and between the cottage and the
Hoover Library expansion. The purpose of this work was simply to determine whether
prehistoric or historic archeological resources existed in the proposed construction zones. Test
excavations on the north and south sides of the cottage identified scattered archeological resources
affiliated with the period from the first decade or so of the village of West Branch’s existence
to the modern era. A limestone-slab walk and other features of uncertain function and origin
were also identified near the surface in the west yard of the cottage. A shovel-test survey of the
proposed route for the Hoover Library expansion waterline identified several concentrations of
building materials. Surveyor flags were left at these find spots to allow the construction
contractor to avoid these locations. Management recommendations included avoidance of the
west yard of the cottage and locations where artifacts had been encountered during shovel testing.
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INTRODUCTION

A prime mandate of the National Park Service (NPS) is to conserve and protect the
natural and cultural resources placed in its care. In order to effectively carry out this charge, it
is necessary for NPS park managers to have information enabling them to identify the cultural
resources in their purview and assess the significance of each of these resources. The
archeological investigation at Herbert Hoover National Historic Site (HEHO) described in this
report was necessitated by several proposed ground-disturbance actions at the Hoover Cottage and
along the north side of Wapsinonoc Creek (Figures 1 and 2). At the time the actions were
proposed, no archeological testing had been done in the area, save for one small test in the
construction zone. The test proved negative. Therefore, no body of information existed to allow
HEHO management to act effectively with regard to its cultural-resource mandate. In the event
that unidentified prehistoric and historic archeological resources did exist, the ground disturbance
actions were likely to have severe negative impacts upon them.

A variety of sources were used to determine the locations and scale of proposed ground
disturbance. Although maps and drawings had been prepared for this work, the most important
sources were HEHO Superintendent Steve Kesselman, HEHO Facility Manager Ted Deets, and
Historical Architect William Harlow of the Great Lakes System Support Office.

Proposed Construction and Maintenance
Hoover Cottage

One of the more important maintenance problems at HEHO has been the intermittent
flooding of the Hoover Cottage site, a product of the structure’s low topographical position above
the Wapsinonoc Creek. Flooding and poor drainage, always a problem in this portion of West
Branch, was commented upon by Bearss (1971:70) in his historic structures report. To address
this situation, the cottage was scheduled to be raised 8 inches above the current ground level by
the beginning of Fiscal Year 1992 and a new foundation constructed under it. This required
excavation of a 3- to 5-ft-wide trench around the margins of the old foundation. A ramp was
expected to be dug on the south side of the foundation to allow the bulldozer to remove the
cottage’s old foundation.

Soils in the yard are not particularly conducive to draining rain or meltwater away from
the cottage. To address this situation, HEHO maintenance personnel planned to remove and
recontour some of the fill from the yard surface and install French drains about 15 ft (6 m)
beyond the perimeter of the structure. Water would then flow from the French drains through
a connecting drain routed from a point near the cottage’s southeast corner to Wapsinonoc Creek.
Upon completion of the new foundation, trenches would be dug in the north and south yards to
connect new utility lines to the structure.



Finally, a large maple tree at the northeast corner of the cottage’s lot had deteriorated to
the point where it is was a hazard to the structure and to the public. HEHO maintenance
intended to remove the tree and replace it with another.

Hoover Library Expansion Waterline

The proposed waterline to the Hoover Library runs more or less from east to west,
initiating at a point southeast of the Hoover Cottage at the west margin of the former Downey
Street. From this point it angles west-southwest, across the cottage’s south lawn to a point near
the west margin of the lot. Here, it turns southwest along a linear meadow known as the "Vista"
between the cottage and the Hoover Gravesite, to terminate at Wapsinonoc Creek.

The Archeological Investigation

The field crew arrived at HEHO on July 15 and completed work in the park on July 26,
1991. The Project Supervisor was William J. Hunt, Jr.. Midwest Archeological Center (MWAC)
Supervisory Archeologist. Crew members were Karen Archey, Cheryl Busuttil, Lisa King, Keith
Richter, and Ryan Wachter.

Archeological investigation focused on the yard of the Hoover Cottage and the route of
a recently proposed waterline to the Hoover Presidential Library. If time allowed, the
investigator also intended to search for the Hoover family privy and other structures in the west
yard of the cabin.

The goal of this work was to determine whether or not archeological resources actually
existed in the study area and, in the event that such resources were identified, to document to the
degree possible their location(s), cultural affiliation(s), and temporal association(s). All field
notes, photographs, site maps, and artifacts relating to this work are curated at MWAC. The
collections and related documentation are stored as MWAC Accession No. 438, which
corresponds to HEHO Accession No. 83.



CULTURAL RESOURCES

Prehistoric archeological resources have never been recorded within the boundaries of
Herbert Hoover NHS. The park and much of the village of West Branch, however, have many
historic resources of local and national significance. Among the more significant of these is a
small building known variously as the Hoover Cottage, the Birthplace Cottage, or Historic
Structure 1 (HS-1).

Hoover Cottage

Although West Branch was platted in 1869, it was not incorporated as a village for
another six years. During this interim, in 1872, Jesse Hoover purchased Lots 42 and 43 and
erected the small house now known as Hoover Cottage on Lot 42 shortly thereafter. The Hoover
family lived at this location until 1879, when the cottage was sold. and the family moved to a
larger house a few blocks away.

During the next decade, three consecutive owners held the property, with R. P. Scellers
purchasing the cottage and lot in 1890. Apparently, few changes had been made on the cottage
from the time of its construction to its acquisition by Scellers. The cottage was too small for
Scellers” family, however, and Scellers brought a larger two-story house onto the lot to remedy
this situation. The Hoover Cottage was moved west and rotated 90° (from facing east to facing
south). The larger house was then attached to its east side. Bearss’ (1968:8, 1971:8) descriptions
of this process suggest that the two-story house was placed approximately on the original site of
the cabin. In 1935, the Scellers house was purchased by Herbert Hoover’s son, Allan, as the first
step in establishing a memorial park to his father. In 1938, the two-story house was torn down.
The Hoover Cottage was rotated to face east once more, moved to its approximate original
position, and restored to its approximate 1870s appearance (Bearss 1968:1-11, 1971:1-70).

During and subsequent to the restoration of the cottage, a number of modifications and
repairs were made that could have affected archeological deposits existing in the immediate area
around the cottage (Bearss 1971; Richner 1989). These actions included: (1) grading and
landscaping the yard late in 1938 or in 1939; (2) beautifying the grounds with plantings of trees,
shrubs, and flowers in 1939; (3) laying a flagstone walkway in 1940, from the cottage to the
bridge over Wapsinonoc Creek: (4) excavation of a 3.5-ft-deep trench around the margins of the
porch in 1961 and installation of a new cinder-block porch foundation; and (5) excavation of
trenches in 1961 for installation of electric, telephone, and water lines.

Only one previous archeological investigation had been undertaken at the Hoover Cottage.
In 1987, Kristin Griffin excavated a test pit immediately south of the southwest corner of the
cottage. The pit was 40 in (1 m) long, 20 in (0.5 m) wide, and dug to 16 in (0.4 cm) below the
ground surface. At 10 in (0.25 cm) below ground surface, Griffin discovered an abandoned
telephone cable. The location of the test pit close to the cottage foundation, the presence of the
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telephone cable, the small size of the artifactual debris, and the intermixture of architectural and
domestic artifacts led Griffin (1989:6, 26-27) to conclude that the fill was redeposited.

Library Waterline

With the purchase of the Scellers property and adjacent lots by Allen Hoover and the
establishment of the Herbert Hoover Birthplace Foundation, the area around the cottage and south
of Wapsinonoc Creek was turned into a park. To this end, the margins of the Wapsinonoc were
modified in a number of ways during 1939 and 1940 (Bearss 1971:47-49):

(1) areas on both sides of the creek were landscaped by grading and
plantings of flowers, shrubs, and trees and filling in the area where the
statue of Isis was installed;

(2) to control flooding and prevent the fill from the area around the Isis
statue from eroding, a stone retaining wall was built along the south
bank of the creek, and ivy was planted along the wall;

(3) a rustic wooden bridge was built across the creek between the Hoover
Cottage and the statue of Isis; and

(4) the stream bed was cleaned out and a low stone dam was built to pool
water under the bridge.

In 1947, the foundation acquired an additional 27 acres southwest of the cottage and
incorporated it into the park. A 1948 master development plan called for a museum to house
presidential memorabilia. This structure brought with it a need for water and electrical lines, both
of which have been installed near and paralleling the creek. Landscaping was implemented again
through 1952 along with the construction of a park drive, an automobile entrance, and a stone
entrance gateway. At the end of this work, drain tiles were laid, the ground leveled, and the
banks of the Wapsinonoc were "shaped and cleaned" (Bearss 1971:50-55). No archeological
investigations have ever occurred in these areas of the park.



PROJECT GOALS AND METHODS

Goals
Hoover Cottage Tests

Plans prepared in the spring of 1991 called for raising the Hoover Cottage, destroying the
existing foundation, and constructing a new one. This required excavation of a 3- to 5-ft-wide
trench around the building. An earthen ramp was also dug on the south side of the structure to
the level of the current basement’s floor to allow access to the basement area by heavy
machinery.

Goals of archeological testing in this area included:

(1) determining whether intact archeological deposits existed around the
margins of the structure;

(2) locating and mapping archeological features associated with the Hoover
Cottage or the Scellers house;

(3) excavating features and deposits threatened by construction where
possible, given the constraints of time and funding; and

(4) determining the depositional history of the site and recovering artifacts
relating to its cultural history.

Library Waterline
To accommodate the needs of an enlarged library, the park planned to place a new,
larger-capacity water conduit along the north side of Wapsinonoc Creek in the vicinity of the

current line. Investigative goals in this area were:

(1) to determine whether intact archeological deposits existed in the vicinity
of the stream;

(2) to locate and map archeological deposits and features, and to excavate
those threatened by construction, if time and funding allowed; and

(3) to recover, where possible, artifacts relating to the deposits’ cultural
history.

The scope of work for this archeological investigation was constrained in part by the
funds made available for the investigation and the large size of the projected impact area. The



Midwest Regional Office (redesignated the Midwest Field Area Office in 1995) made funding
available for two weeks of fieldwork and for the subsequent laboratory work.

Field Methods
Hoover Cottage Tests

All four sides of the cottage were tested, the intensity depending upon construction
impacts anticipated for each area. The immediate margins of the house on the east side were
covered with bushes and not tested. Similarly, access to the immediate west margins of the house
was largely prevented by the presence of a concrete sidewalk in this location. Although it could
have been removed, the investigator also considered the fact that excavation in this area would
block visitor access to the structure’s interior and decided to concentrate the crew’s efforts
elsewhere.

Construction plans at the time of the fieldwork indicated that the south yard of the cottage
would be most heavily impacted. This area also lay outside of the path of visitor foot traffic.
Visitor access was also limited on the north side of the house, which was largely accessible for
testing due to the lack of large bushes. However, work in this area was limited by the fact that
electrical, water, and gas lines were tied into the structure on this side; the route of the lines
covered most of the north yard.

These factors led the investigator to concentrate the crew’s efforts on the north and south
yards with the most intensive work taking place in the south yard (Figure 3). Two 1-x-2-m test
units were placed in the north yard with their long axes oriented with the west margin of the
cottage porch in a north-south alignment. The units in the north yard were placed end to end in
the area where maps indicated that the least prior disturbance had taken place, i.e., at the
northwest corner of the cottage’s porch (or "summer kitchen").

Four units were laid out in the south yard in two trenches. Each trench contained two
1-x-2-m units placed end to end. The north end of each trench was situated 2 m from the
southwest and southeast corners of the cottage and aligned with the cottage’s east and west walls.
The long axis of each trench was oriented north-south. This was done to avoid the disturbed area
delineated by Griffin and, at the same time, to test locations to be impacted by the bulldozer ramp
and installation of the French drain. As it turned out, estimates of time required to complete this
level of testing did not taken into account the extreme depth of the cultural deposits. As a result,
the scope of work was modified such that the northernmost 1-x-2-m units were dug in each
trench, but only one-half of the southernmost 1-x-2-m units were excavated. These were, in
essence, separate 1-x-1-m units whose east and west walls were in alignment with the 1-x-2-m
units dug previously (Figure 3). These were excavated during the final days of fieldwork.

Test excavation units in the north and south yard were named according to their distance
from the cottage. For example, the 1-x-2-m test unit nearest to the cottage in the south yard was



located 2 m from the south wall of the structure. It was therefore referred to as Test Unit 2. The
1-x-1-m test units were named after the 1-x-2-m units they were originally intended to be. with
the addition of "north half" or "south half," as appropriate. The north-south alignment of test
units off the southwest corner of the cottage was referred to as Trench 1. The north-south
alignment of test units off the cottage’s southeast corner was referred to as Trench 2.
Excavations in all units commenced using 10-cm arbitrary levels. As distinct strata became
visible, excavators removed the fill by stratigraphic levels. Whether working in arbitrary or
stratigraphic levels, the excavators attempted to keep the artifacts from each level separate from
the next. When excavation of a unit was complete, scale drawings were made of that unit’s
stratigraphic profile(s).

Small shovel holes, or "shovel tests," were also dug at various points in the Hoover
Cottage yard to determine whether archeological resources existed in locations where future
maintenance work or small-scale construction actions were anticipated. These tests varied from
30 to 40 cm in diameter and were excavated to at least 60 cm or until some obstruction was
encountered (60 cm being the practical depth from which dirt could be removed easily from a
narrow shovel hole). Excavation proceeded in 20-cm arbitrary levels. Two holes were dug in
the northeast corner of the yard in anticipation of the removal of a large maple tree (Shovel Test
Area A). In like manner, two shovel tests were excavated in the southeast corner of the yard
along the approximate route proposed for a new water drain (Shovel Test Area B). The north
end of the proposed drain line lay within Trench 2. The south end was tested through the
excavation of two shovel-test holes spaced 5 m apart. These were aligned with the eastern walls
of the units in Trench 2 and situated 2 m and 5 m south of the 1-x-1-m unit at the terminus of
that trench.

Artifact recovery was accomplished by passing the fill removed from each shovel hole
through “4"-mesh hardware cloth. All objects encountered during the Hoover Cottage yard tests
were collected. Collected materials were placed in a paper sack marked with the park acronym
(HEHO), name of the survey area (Hoover Cottage), shovel-test coordinates, excavator’s name,
and excavation date. All objects collected during the fieldwork were returned to the archeological
laboratory at MWAC for cleaning, analysis, and curation.

Library Waterline

Although the exact location of the proposed waterline was not precisely known at the time
the scope of work was prepared, the possibilities had been considerably reduced by the beginning
of the second and final week of fieldwork. The route runs south along the west margin of
Downy Street past the Hoover Cottage. It then turns approximately 5 degrees south of west,
crossing the cottage’s south yard about 3.5 m south of the southeast corner of the structure and
about 4 m south of the southwest corner of the porch. This route continues approximately to the
western margin of the cottage’s lot. At a point about 28 m from the north-south picket fence east
and in front of the cottage lot, the waterline turns to the southwest through the approximate center
of the Vista between the cottage and the Hoover Gravesite (Figures 2 and 3).



Dense ground cover in the survey location prevented direct examination of the ground
surface. In response, the investigator implemented a nonrandom shovel-testing program to
determine if archeological resources were present in the cottage yard and Vista corridor. This
method employs linear survey transects established at even distances from one another across a
study area. Within each transect, shovel holes are dug at regular intervals until the entire
investigation area has been sampled. At HEHO, the proposed route of the waterline was flagged
by the contractor, and transects were aligned with the flagged route across the south yard and
from the west margin of the cottage yard to Wapsinonoc Creek. Having the contractor define
the corridor while the crew was on-site allowed the archeologist to narrow the survey corridor
to three transects spaced 5 m from one another rather than the 10 m proposed in the scope of
work. The area included in this survey was referred to as Shovel Test Area C. Transects were
numbered 1 (middle transect located along the contractor’s flagged route), 2 (southern transect),
and 3 (north transect).

Fifty-five shovel tests (numbered 1 to n from east to west) were dug between the cottage
and Wapsinonoc Creek, an area enclosing approximately 14,886 m? (160,172 ft*), or 1.5 ha (3.7
acres). Shovel-test holes were placed every 10 m within each transect except in the Hoover
Cottage yard where tests were dug every 5 m within each transect (Figures 2 and 3). Distances
between transects and shovel-test locations were determined by pacing. Test holes were
approximately 40 x 40 cm (16 x 16 in) square and excavated to 60 cm (24 in) below the surface
or until subsurface clays or an obstruction were encountered. Within the Vista corridor, between
the western margin of the Hoover Cottage lot and Wapsinonoc Creek, an average of 0.64 m* was
investigated within each 100 m* of space. This represented a 0.64 percent sample of the survey
area. The survey strategy increased the sample size to 1.44 percent in the yard itself.

MWAC Shovel Test Forms were completed for each hole dug. Information recorded on
these forms includes each hole’s locational references, date excavated, excavator’s name, soil
changes observed, cultural materials encountered, and other descriptive information as necessary.
All test holes were backfilled upon completion of documentation. Artifact recovery was
implemented by passing the fill removed from each shovel hole through %"-mesh hardware cloth.
All objects recovered during these procedures, with one exception, were counted and returned to
the hole prior to filling. The exception was at Line C1-Test 1, where an abundance of early
historic-period materials were recovered. Diagnostic materials from the lowest level of this test
hole (40-60 cm below ground surface) were brought back to the laboratory.






