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ABSTRACT 

In November of 1985, National Park Service archeologists began excavations at the 
Petersen House, part of Ford's Theatre National Historic Site. The archeological 
excavations at the Petersen House (51 NW 65), an extant mid-nineteenth century row 
house in Washington, D.C. where President Abraham Lincoln died, began as a two week 
rescue archeology operation. However, what originated as the emergency salvage of an 
extensive refuse midden soon evolved into a several months long project after 
unearthing features requiring further investigation. Previously unknown architectural 
characteristics of the ell addition to the house were exposed and artifact-bearing soil 
strata that extend to a depth of over five feet below the present ground surface were 
encountered. Early nineteenth century cultural material recovered from the deeper 
strata coupled with an unaccounted for construction episode and lens of burned 
architectural material suggests that new information can be added to the documented 
history for this National Historic Site. 
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PREFACE 

In the early morning hours of April 15, 1865 an event of national significance took 
place in an ordinary row house in Washington, D.C., allowing archeologists one hundred 
and twenty years later the opportunity to peer into a window on the past. That event 
was the passing away of Abraham Lincoln, 16th president of the United States of 
America. The row house belonged to William Petersen, a German immigrant tailor. 
A twist of fate, throwing together the famous with the unknown, the great with the 
small, created a story involving an ordinary person who should have been lost amongst 
the countless pages of history. Such are often the stories of archeology; this report will 
attempt to retell one of them. 
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BACKGROUND 

The Setting 

In November of 1985 archeologists with the Regional Archeology Program (RAP) 
of the National Park Service - National Capital Region (NPS-NCR) began a rescue 
archeology operation at the Petersen House (51 NW 65), an extant mid-nineteenth 
century row house in Washington, D.C. (fig. 1). The house, built in 1849 by a German 
immigrant tailor named William Petersen, is located across the street from Ford's 
Theatre (fig. 2), the site where President Abraham Lincoln suffered his fatal gun shot 
wound at the hand of assassin John Wilkes Booth. Following the shooting, attendants 
carried Lincoln to the Petersen House where he died the next morning, April 15, 1865. 
Today the House Where Lincoln Died is part of the Ford's Theatre National Historic 
Site administered by the National Park Service. 

The emergency salvage excavations at the Petersen House began in response to a 
request for archeological assistance by then Ford's Theatre site manager Mr. Joseph 
Geary. This request followed the accidental discovery by Park Service maintenance 
personnel of what proved to be a mid-nineteenth century refuse and fire debris deposit 
in a room of the ell addition to the rear of the house. The maintenance personnel 
uncovered the refuse feature while excavating a crawl-space beneath the room's current 
floor level as part of a construction project to replace the room's deteriorating wood 
flooring. As required by federal preservation legislation, the site staff reported the 
discovery to the Regional Archeology Program so that a cultural resource impact 
assessment could be undertaken. 

Nature and Scope of Work 

Field work at the Petersen House was initially scheduled to involve two weeks of 
emergency salvage excavations in November of 1985. However, following the 
completion of the salvage project the archeologists determined that the Petersen House 
site warranted further investigation. Additional field work took place at the site on two 
other occasions as personnel availability and site conditions permitted. These time 
periods included follow-up excavations from latter January to early March of 1986 and 
final excavations during one week in September of 1986. The intermittent nature of the 
excavations resulted from scheduling conflicts with previous work commitments and the 
discovery of an on-site hazard in the form of a broken water main that created an 
artificially high water table. 

In addition to undertaking the excavations at the site, the author, with the assistance 
of the other RAP archeologists, created and implemented a public interpretation 
program designed to inform visitors to the Petersen House of the nature and progress 
of the archeological work. This program consisted of an interpretive display of a sample 
of the artifacts recovered-to-date, a handout explaining the nature of the excavations, 
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and a consistently updated oral "site report" delivered by the RAP archeologists (see 
Appendix C). Over 9,000 visitors to the Petersen House received information 
concerning the excavations through this public interpretation program. 

The materials recovered from the excavations were processed in the RAP 
Archeology Laboratory at the Museum and Archeology Regional Storage facility 
(MARS), NPS-NCR and are retained at the facility. MARS serves as the central 
repository for the NPS-NCR collections unable to be stored or not currently in use at 
Park sites and, in addition to housing the RAP archeology lab, serves as the 
headquarters for the RAP Staff Archeologists. 
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GEOGRAPHIC AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

The Petersen House Locale and Its Origins 

The Petersen House is located in downtown Washington, D.C. at 516 10th Street 
NW, directly across the street from Ford's Theatre. The house occupies the south half 
of Lot 14 in Square 347 of the Washington, D.C. city plan (figs. 3 & 4) originally 
designed by architect Pierre-Charles L'Enfant and completed and implemented 
principally by surveyor Andrew Ellicott (Bryan 1914; Busey 1898; Forbes-Lindsay 1908; 
Green 1962). Square 347 and other squares in the immediate area were created by the 
purchase of land from David Burnes (fig. 5), one of the landowners who sold their 
holdings to the United States government in 1791 for the creation of the new City of 
Washington that would serve as the nation's capital (Ibid.). 

The Burnes tract was actually surveyed in 1769 for James Burnes, David's father, but, 
as he died before obtaining the patent, David Burnes secured it in 1774 (Bryan 1914: 
52). The land owned by Burnes that would eventually contain Square 347 was 
previously part of Bead's Levels (fig. 6), from a land patent granted to Ninean Beall of 
Upper Marlboro, Maryland in 1703 (Bryan 1914; Gahn 1936). Before Ninean Beall, the 
land was apparently part of the original patent obtained by Francis Pope in 1663 and 
named Rome (Bryan 1914; Green 1962; Gahn 1936). 

The creation of the nation's capital was largely in the hands of then President 
George Washington who, in accordance with the Residence Act passed by Congress in 
1790, assumed responsibility for selecting the site of the nation's capital, choosing 
surveyors and an architect to design and lay out the city, and appointing three 
Commissioners to oversee the development of the capital (Bryan 1914; Furer 1975). 
The United States government eventually selected land for the Federal City near the 
confluence of the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers and secured the properties in 1791. 
The land was subsequen .- divided into squares and lots based on the city plan of 
L'Enfant. For agreeing to Hart with their holdings, the original land proprietors received 
a percentage of the lots while the Federal government retained a percentage for 
erecting public buildings; the rest being set aside by the Commissioners for sale at 
public auction (Bryan 1914; Forbes-Lindsay 1908; Green 1962). 

David Burnes, who owned the land around the area that would become the center 
of the Federal City and included Square 347, retained Lots 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 15, and 16 
in Square 347 while Lots 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 13, and 14 were scheduled to be put up for 
public auction by the Federal Commissioners (National Archives and Records 
Administration Record Group 42 Entries 12, 13, and 33). As the first public auction, 
held in October of 1791, and other public auctions that followed were fairly 
unsuccessful, the Commissioners, with approval from President George Washington, 
arranged for James Greenleaf, a real estate investor from Massachusetts, to purchase 
lots at reduced prices in exchange for monetary and developmental considerations 
(Bryan 1914; Busey 1898; Forbes-Lindsay 1908; Green 1962). Greenleaf soon associated 
himself with Robert Morris and John (James) Nicholson, two land speculators, and this 
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syndicate gained control of 6000 lots from 1793 to 1797 (Busey 1898; Forbes-Lindsay 
1908). The syndicate was unable to pay for the lots on schedule according to their 
agreement and went bankrupt, so their lots reverted back to the control of the Federal 
government for public auction (Bryan 1914; Busey 1898; Forbes-Lindsay 1908; Green 
1962). The lots formerly belonging to the syndicate of Greenleaf, Morris, and 
Nicholson, including Lots 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 13, and 14 of Square 347, were put up for sale 
again following their bankruptcy in 1797 (Furer 1975; Green 1962; NARA RG 42 Entry 
13). 

At the public auction held by the Commissioners in September of 1798, Jonathan 
Jackson of Montgomery County, Maryland, bid highest for Lots 9, 10, 13 and 14 of 
Square 347 (NARA RG 42 Entry 12). Jackson was apparently acting as a bidding agent, 
as Joseph Dove paid the amount bid for Lot 9 and the property was conveyed to him 
by deed. Likewise, John Hines paid the amount bid for Lot 10 and Milesius T. Kirk, 
also of Montgomery County, paid the amount bid for Lots 13 and 14 and the lots were 
conveyed to them by deed (NARA RG 42 Entry 12). Thus in 1798, following the ill-
fated Greenleaf/Morris/Nicholson syndicate, Milesius T. Kirk became the first owner 
of Lot 14 on Square 347, the future site of the Petersen House, and Lot 13, the lot next 
door to the north (fig. 4). Lot 14 of Square 347 changed hands numerous times before 
William Petersen purchased the south half in 1849 and built his house. For a list of 
transactions affecting Lot 14, see Appendix D. 

David Burnes, the original land proprietor whose holdings were purchased by the 
government to form the center of the City of Washington, retained property that 
included Lots 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 15, and 16 located in Square 347 according to his 
agreement with George Washington and the Commissioners (NARA RG 42 Entries 
12, 13, and 33). Burnes was thus the original owner of Lot 15, the lot located to the 
south of the future Petersen House lot, Lot 14. David Burnes held this property until 
he died on May 8, 1799 and left his land holdings to his wife and to his only child, 
Marcia; who in 1802 married John P. Van Ness, future mayor of Washington, D.C. 
(Ellet 1869; Van Ness family papers on file at the Library of Congress Manuscripts 
Division). 

Initial Development of Square 347 and the Immediate Vicinity 

Descriptions of the City of Washington in the late 1790s recorded from various 
sources by Artemas C. Harmon (1924) portray the area as more of a scattered village 
than a city. The few houses are described as plain, half finished, and widely dispersed. 
The most populated area in the city proper was at Greenleaf s Point on the Potomac, 
just above the mouth of the Eastern Branch. This area was one of the first to be settled 
because its deep harbor made it convenient for trade. The few streets created in the 
city cut through the thick woods and the only other cleared areas were those that 
surrounded the public buildings. 
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The removal of the Federal government from Philadelphia to the City of Washington 
in 1800 helped to spur development in the new city. The population of the entire 
District of Columbia at the turn of the century numbered some 14,093 individuals, with 
the city proper contributing 3210 of this total (Green 1962: 21). Of the 501 heads of 
households enumerated at this time, 300 to 400 were craftsmen and day laborers who 
provided services and worked on construction projects. The rest were chiefly composed 
of some of the original proprietors, professional men in government and private practice, 
merchants, boarding house and tavern keepers, military personnel, and commercial 
venturers (Green 1962: 19-20). The establishment of the seat of the United States 
government in the city necessitated activities such as the construction of public buildings 
and private dwellings as well as the opening of taverns, boarding houses, and markets; 
all of which required the employment of many people who came to work and settle in 
the city. 

Christian Hines, in his text titled "The Early Recollections of Washington City" 
(1866), provides a glimpse of the initial development in the area around Square 347, 
where his family lived in a house on Lot 10. The main thoroughfare through the city 
in the early 1800s was F Street, which forms the north boundary of Square 347, because 
it was cut on a high ridge above the nearby Tiber River (also known as Goose Creek). 
Pennsylvania Avenue, the main avenue a few blocks south that was cut from the 
President's "Palace" to the Capitol, was impassable for carriages because of its location 
on low ground that flooded easily after rains. One of the first areas of the city to be 
settled therefore sprang up along F Street between the President's House and the 
Capitol. 

Development on Square 347 began at a fairly early point in the history of 
Washington. As recorded earlier, Jonathan Jackson bid on several lots on Square 347 
in 1798 and from these lots John Hines paid for and was deeded Lot 10 (NARA RG 
42 Entry 12). Hines then apparently built the first house on Square 347 in 1800, a one 
story wood frame structure on Lot 10 (fig. 4) along F Street between 10th and 11th 
Streets NW (Hines 1866; Harmon 1924). In a "memorial" report to the President in 
December of 1801 the City Commissioners provided a schedule enumerating the houses 
in the city which lists Square 347 as containing 4 wood structures and 2 unfinished brick 
structures (Padover 1946: 247). The entire city at this time contained 414 wood houses 
and 207 brick houses with another 35 wood and 79 brick structures in an unfinished 
state (Padover: 244). The six houses listed for Square 347 correspond nicely with the 
six improvements on Square 347 noted in an 1801 inventory of lots in the city with 
improvements on them; these six include the following: a (wood - guessing at the 
material based on the value) house worth $200 on Lot 2 owned by Peter Lenox; a 
(wood) house worth $300 on Lot 5 owned by Anthony Jones; a (wood) house worth 
$800 on Lot 9 owned by William Brown; a (brick) house worth $1000 that is also 
located on Lot 9 owned by "Building Company"; a (wood) house worth $800 on Lot 10 
owned by John Hines; and a (brick) house worth $3000 on Lot 13 owned by Thomas 
McKirk (presumably Milesius Thomas Kirk who was deeded the lot in 1798) (Harmon 
1924). 
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Christian Hines (1866) records that his father, John Hines, established a bakery on 
F Street in the family house on Lot 10 soon after it was constructed in 1800. Hines 
(1866) also details the opening of grocery stores and taverns in the F Street corridor at 
this time. Two churches, St. Patrick's Catholic Church located on Square 376 (bounded 
by F and G, 9th and 10th Streets) and Saint Andrew's Presbyterian Church across the 
street on Square 346 (bounded by F and G, 10th and 11th Streets), were established in 
the area around the turn of the century (Bryan 1914; Hines 1866). A schoolhouse, set 
back from F Street between 9th and 10th Streets, provided schooling to Christian Hines 
and his brother, Matthew (Hines 1866). 

Tax records indicate that no development took place on the future Petersen House 
lot, Lot 14, until William Petersen purchased the south half of the lot in 1849 and 
constructed his house (NARA RG 351 Entry 47). However, with the type of 
development occurring on and around Square 347 that was described above there exists 
the potential for these early activities to be recorded in the archeological record of the 
Petersen House site. Of particular interest to this report is the brick house located on 
Lot 13 owned by Thomas McKirk (presumably Milesius Thomas Kirk who was deeded 
the lot in 1798) due to its proximity to Lot 14, the future site of the Petersen House (fig. 
4). As will be discussed later in the chapter on the excavations, brick fragments found 
in the lower strata of the Petersen House site are likely to be from the construction of 
Kirk's (or McKirk's) house. 

Other early development that occurred on Square 347 that is apparently recorded 
in the strata of the Petersen House site on Lot 14 includes activities on Lot 15, the lot 
next door to the south (fig. 4). As mentioned earlier, David Burnes retained this lot 
amongst his holdings when his land was purchased by the Federal government in 1791 
(NARA RG 42 Entries 12, 13, and 33). Following David Burnes' death in 1799, his 
daughter Marcia and her husband John P. Van Ness would eventually inherit the Burnes 
property, including Lot 15 (Ellet 1869; Van Ness family papers on file at the Library of 
Congress Manuscripts Division). From the research conducted, it appears that neither 
Burnes nor his heirs constructed any improvements on Lot 15. 

The first indication of an improvement on Lot 15 comes in 1820 when Isaac 
Randolph is listed as building a one-and-a-half story wood frame house on the north 
half of the lot (John Sessford Papers: Improvements, Measurements, Etc. 1810-1857 on 
file at the Library of Congress Manuscripts Division). Square 347 contained a total of 
16 structures by this time, including a carpenter shop, seven brick and eight wood frame 
dwellings (Ibid.). Though Isaac Randolph built a house on Lot 15 in 1820, the lot 
apparently remained part of the Burnes/Van Ness holdings as it is listed in the General 
Assessment Books (NARA RG 351 Entry 46) as belonging to the "Burnes heirs" through 
1824 and was not sold until 1825 when the north half of the lot was deeded to Mary 
Ann Randolph and others, the heirs of Isaac Randolph (Liber W.B. 12 1825 - Deedbook 
on file at the Washington, D.C. Recorder of Deeds Office). Perhaps Isaac Randolph 
intended to buy the north half of Lot 15 and received permission to construct a house 
prior to purchasing the lot, but died shortly afterward. The original agreement then 
transferred to his heirs. 
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