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Historical accounts of the rise of 
American industry have often 
overlooked its effects on ordinary 
workers. A number of archaeological 
projects are remedying that. 

By Mike Toner

Working To Reveal 
The Working  Class

http://www.du.edu/ludlow/cfphoto.html info@bcr.orgD
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When Michael Nassaney and his team of 
archaeologists began digging through thick layers 
of industrial debris near Turners Falls, Massachu-

setts two decades ago, they were looking for traces of people 
who had inhabited the Connecticut River Valley up to 8,000 
years earlier. They never found what they were looking for. 
But they did get a glimpse of a way of life that some con-
tend is as poorly understood as the prehistoric past—that of 
working class Americans at the dawn of the industrial age.

 “As we dug down through this industrial overburden, 
we started to wonder about what all this stuff was that we 
were going through,” recalls Nassaney, an archaeologist at 
Western Michigan University. A little historical research 
showed that they were excavating the site of the John Rus-
sell Cutlery Company, a late 19th-century factory that, in its 
day, was the largest maker of tableware in the world, and 
one of the first to fully mechanize the process. Active until 
the early 1900s, the plant was torn down in the 1950s and 
the site was forgotten until a local utility built a power plant 
there in the mid 1980s. 

Among their discoveries was a large quantity of defec-
tive cutlery along the riverbank near the plant’s cutting 
room. At first, Nassaney thought it was just another industrial 
waste pile. But its location next to what was once a factory 
window suggested that it was evidence of worker defiance 
against the new industrialized system: they discarded these 
imperfectly made pieces rather than trying to correct the 
manufacturing flaws. 

 “In examining American global ascendancy in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, historians have typically celebrated the 
feats of industrial giants like the Rockefellers at the expense 
of telling the story of the working class,” says Nassaney.  Until 
recently, industrial archaeology has often focused on the 

factories, machines, and technology that fueled the rise of 
capitalism and given short shrift to the role of labor, he says.

 “Industrial archaeologists in the United States have been 
working frantically to record and preserve the remains of 
rusting factories, abandoned buildings, and deserted mines 
before they disappear from the landscape,” says archae-
ologist Paul Shackel, the director of the Center for Heritage 
Resource Studies at the University of Maryland. “The omis-
sion of workers in the story of technology is, I am afraid 
to say, the norm rather than the exception.” In a new book 
entitled The Archaeology of American Labor and Working 
Class Life, Shackel chronicles a growing number of projects 
around the country whose aim is to correct that omission.

 One of the most thorough of these projects is the work 
by Stephen Mrozowski, the director of the University of Mas-
sachusetts’ Andrew Fiske Memorial Center for Archaeologi-
cal Research. Mrozowski and his colleagues spent a decade 
excavating the site of Boott Cotton Mills, a textile plant in 
Lowell, Massachusetts, which operated from the 1840s until 
the early 20th century.

The mill owners built housing nearby for the hundreds 
of workers it employed, and Mrozowski was able, from the 
old privies and back yard debris, to get a glimpse of the lives 
of ordinary people who were working 70 hours a week in 
the early days of the industrial revolution. The site included 
the remains of boarding houses where unskilled workers 
lived, sometimes six to a room, as well as tenement-style 
townhouses for the skilled workers, and the home of the 
mill agent, who supervised the laborers.

 Mrozowski was surprised to discover that household 
and personal items varied little regardless of the status of 
the employees. “We found some kind of jewelry in all of 
the houses, but it was the cheap knock-off kind, and little 

luxuries like cosmetic and cologne bottles. There weren’t 
any stark differences in the kind of ceramics or glassware 
either. And based on the discarded bones we found, there 
didn’t even seem to be much difference in diet. And despite 
a company prohibition on drinking alcohol, there was ample 
evidence that everyone did it,” he said. The material culture 
indicated that “class distinctions were probably more subtle 
than most people have suspected,” he says.

 But other types of evidence, Mrozowski notes, sug-
gested the contrary. Early in the mill’s history, when it was 
new and most workers came from nearby communities, the 
backyard soil samples contained an abundance of grass pol-
len—a testimonial to well-kept company housing. Later, as 
competition in the textile industry grew more intense, local 
workers were replaced by lower paid European immigrants 
and conditions deteriorated. “After about 1870, the pollen 
analysis shows that the yards of the boarding houses were 
choked with weeds,” he says.  The mill agent’s yard, on the 
other hand, was still well maintained. Discarded bones in 
the tenements and boarding houses showed signs of being 
gnawed by rats, while there was no evidence of rodents at 
the agent’s house. 

The lead content of the soil was high throughout the 
site, possibly due to peeling lead-based paint and corroding 
pipes. Although the company installed some indoor plumb-
ing in the late 1800s, boarding house residents continued 

to depend on the privies well into the 1900s. Mrozowski is 
confident of that date because the team excavated a plas-
tic button from one privy with a slogan suggesting that its 
owner had been vaccinated—probably during the epidemic 
of Spanish influenza—that struck Lowell in 1918.

  

As large factories began replacing skilled 
craftsmen with unskilled laborers to do assembly   
 work, the communities where these factories were 

located reflected the trend toward conformity and control as 
well as resistance to it. Shackel  saw evidence of this during 

John Russel’s Cutlery Company   from Paul Shackel   Courtesy of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association Library

Aerial view of archaeological excavation on the site of the Moynihan Federal Courthouse inLower Manhattan. 

The block was once part of th enotorious Five Points neighborhood   from Rebecca Yamin

Five Points intersection from which the neighborhod got its name. 

The excavation block abutted the intersection.   R. Yamin
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his seven-year investigation of Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, 
which grew up around a government operated arms indus-
try in the late 18th century.

   Initially, gun makers at the Harper’s Ferry armory were 
skilled craftsmen who lived where they chose. Unlike the 
similarity of housewares and personal items unearthed in 
Boott Mills’ boarding houses, Shackel found very different 
ceramic assemblages from house to house and evidence 
that the gunmakers spurned the factory to do their work 
at home. 

  But change came quickly to Harper’s Ferry. By the 1840s, 
the armory was developing the ability to make interchange-
able gun parts. Timesaving machinery was introduced. The 
military, seeking greater efficiency, imposed a rigid discipline 
on the factory and began redesigning the town with a grid 
and standardized architecture. Shackel says the impact of the 
changes is reflected in the changing landscape of the town. 
Prior to the 1830s, industrialists justified the establishment 
of industry in non-urban areas by claiming that it could exist 
in harmony with nature.

   The analysis of pollen remains showed that grasses 
predominated throughout the town, which Shackel states is 
a demonstration of the coexistence of the machine and the 

garden. “Once the military took control of operations, cre-
ated a factory discipline, and tried to control the domestic 
lives of workers and their families, the grasses disappeared in 
the surrounding landscape and were replaced by weeds,” he 
says. “The new industrial order no longer needed to justify 
the harmony between the machine and the garden. Rather, 
the new emphasis in industry became the machine without 
regard to the natural landscape.” 

 “One of the strengths of historical archaeology is that 
it’s like a feedback system,” says Shackel. “When you have 
two different sources—the written record and the material 
culture—one informs on the other.”  History records that 
Harper’s Ferry workers protested the regimentation of their 
lives, and archaeology reveals that resistance expressed itself 
in a variety of forms. Beside one of the armory walls, for 
instance, archaeologists have found a huge pile of discarded 
gun parts, many of them in such good shape that Shackel 
believes they were tossed out by workers who were unhappy 
at being forced to do assembly line labor. At the bottom of an 
elevator shaft, archaeologists also found hundreds of broken 
beer bottles, apparently thrown there by workers who were 
drinking on the job, despite a strict prohibition on alcohol 
in the armory.

 Signs of rebellion were evident at home as well. 
Shackel’s excavations of workers’ houses show that despite 
easy access to new and fashionable goods after 1840, they 
increased their use of older, hand-painted ceramics and 
simple creamware. He contends that the use of unfashion-
able goods was a deliberate effort to emphasize “a material 
culture that was fashionable generations earlier when they 
had some control over their everyday lives.”

 

When coal miners in Colorado went on  
strike in 1913, they gathered in union “tent 
colonies” throughout the coalfields. Tensions 

escalated, and in April 1914 national guardsmen surrounded 
the largest camp at Ludlow, in southeast Colorado. Gunfire 
erupted and by the end of the day as many as 26 men, women, 
and children had died and the camp had been burned. The 
United Mine Workers erected a monument commemorating 
the “Ludlow Massacre” the following year, but the incident 
quickly faded into the pages of history. One recent opinion 
survey found that 60 percent of Colorado residents inter-
viewed thought Ludlow was the site of an Indian massacre.

  Since the late 1990s, archaeologists have been piecing 
together a graphic picture of the incident that history can 
only hint at. They knew the approximate location of the tent 
camp from a historical photograph, and using remote sens-
ing to guide their excavations, they discovered the outlines 
of the earthen berms that had been built around the tents. 
Beneath the tents, they also found hand-dug cellars where 
occupants stored their possessions and took refuge when 
the bullets started to fly.

   “These cellars are windows to the daily lives of the 
striking miners and their families,” says University of Denver 
archaeologist Dean Saitta, who conducted the investigation 

Detail of strikers, Ludlow Tent Colony, 1914  Denver Public Library

Rear view of ruins, Ludlow Tent Colony. The Colony had been sprayed by machine gun and rifle fire and set on fire by the militia, and then 

looted byhe militia after the attach.  Only 24 hours after the massacre, the camp was in complete ruins  Denver Public Library

Excavating a Ludlow Tent Cellar      

From Dean Saitta    
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with Phillip Duke of Fort Lewis College and Randall McGuire 
of Binghamton University. “Because of the violent and unex-
pected end to the tent colony, most of the personal belong-
ings—toys, clothes, jewelry and religious medallions—were 
left at the site when they fled and were still there for us to 
study. We also found things that shed light on the battle itself, 
from expended bullets coming into the camp, to a coffee 
pot with bullet holes in it, and fired cartridges, possibly from 
strikers within the colony firing back. From what we can 
tell, it appears the strikers were armed mainly with shotguns, 
which would not have been much use against machine guns 
and high powered rifles.”

 Saitta says the abundance of Mason jars, which were 
used for home-canned products, and  “store-bought” food 
items, like cans of PET condensed milk, indicate the strikers 
got some of their support from outside the camp. A number 
of items associated with various nationalities confirm histori-
cal accounts that the strikers, who spoke at least 24 different 
languages, had managed to put aside ethnic differences in 
the interest of union solidarity.

 Largely on the basis of recent archaeological work and 
the publicity it engendered, the Ludlow massacre site was 
designated a National Historic Landmark in 2009, which the 
National Park Service noted was due in part to the potential 
of archaeology to “provide a needed counterpoint to biased 
and sometimes inflammatory documents produced by both 
sides during this era of labor unrest.”

 

Archaeology’s revelations of working class 
America is not confined to factories and mines. Five 
 Points, in lower Manhattan, was one of New York 

City’s most notorious 19th-century slums. In 1842, Charles 
Dickens described the neighborhood in lower Manhattan as 
“all that is loathsome, drooping, and decayed.” In the century 
and a half since, authors and filmmakers have portrayed “the 

bloody sixth ward” as a festering scene of crowded tene-
ments, saloons, brothels, and gangster hangouts.

 The last buildings of the Five Points slum were razed 
in the 1960s, but in the early 1990s, in preparation for the 
construction of a new federal courthouse, the government 
ordered an archaeological assessment of the site, which was 
then a parking lot. The excavation yielded more than a mil-
lion artifacts as well as a very different picture of the mythic 
slum. “It was not at all what we thought,” says Rebecca Yamin, 
an archaeologist with John Milner Associates of Philadelphia, 
who directed the analysis of the artifacts recovered from 
more than 20 cellars, privies, and cesspools that had pre-
served the material culture of the working class families. 

  Where history recorded a drab, festering slum, the 
archaeologists unearthed traces of a diverse, dynamic work-
ing class community that included bakers and butchers, gro-
cers and shoemakers, and, yes, saloonkeepers and madams. 
Deposits of pins and buttons attested to the presence of 
seamstresses. A stash of broken French wine bottles hinted 
at the location of a brothel. And from one stone-lined privy 
came the remains of a monkey, which puzzled the team’s 
zooarchaeologist until research indicated that it was likely 
an Italian organ grinders companion.

 In some cases, city records enabled the archaeologists to 
link what they found with individual families. At the bottom 
of a wood-lined privy at the home of German baker Tobias 
Hoffman, they discovered fragments of elegant Chinese por-
celain, fancy wine glasses, and a gilded porcelain smoking 
pipe. After Hoffman’s death in the early 1800s, his widow 
turned the building into rental apartments, but Yamin says 
the remnants of matching English tableware, snuff boxes, 
and perfume bottles from a newer privy suggest people 
were still living comfortable lives. 

 By 1850, a five-story tenement had been built next 

door, which census records show housed 51 people, most of 
whom were recently arrived Irish immigrants. Even as condi-
tions grew more crowded, however, privy deposits, includ-
ing clay flowerpots to decorate the home, children’s cups 
with their names on them, and respectable English tea ware, 
reflect a surprisingly vibrant lifestyle. “What all of this means 
is that from the archaeological perspective, Five Points looks 
very different from what history has led us to believe ,” Yas-
min says. “From this one block, we have been able to see the 
hidden part of working class life.” 

  After Yamin’s team completed their analysis, the arti-
facts were stored in the U.S. Customs vault at Six World Trade 
Center. Except for 18 items that were on loan for an exhibit, 
all of them were lost when the World Trade Towers were 
destroyed on September 11, 2001.

  Archaeological investigations have also clarified the 
roles of ethnic and racial minorities in American labor his-
tory. Near McAlla, Alabama, recent excavations by Jack 
Bergstresser, an archaeologist at the Tannehill Historical Iron 
Works State Park, have unearthed a line of simple cabins that 
he believes were the home to black slaves who were trans-
ferred from nearby plantations to work at the blast furnaces 
during the Civil War, an experience that foreshadowed post-
slavery participation in the region’s iron industry.

In south central Iowa, excavations by retired Iowa State 
University archaeologist David Gradwohl at the ghost town 
of Buxton have shed new light on a century-old “black man’s 
utopia”—a planned community of 5,000 mostly African-
American coal miners and their families who enjoyed steady 
employment and minimal discrimination until the mines 
closed in the 1920s—in a predominantly white state.

 Through their investigations, Shackel, Mrozowski, Saitta 
and other archaeologists are showing that, if the complete 
story of American industrialism is to be told, the role of the 
working class can’t be ignored. 

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer in Atlanta, Georgia. His article 
“Ancient Cavers” appeared in the Fall 2009 issue of American Archaeology.

Artifacts from Buxton

From David Gradwohl

Iowa State Archaeological crew excavating at the Buxton townsite, 13MO10, 1981  •  From David Gradwohl

Tea cup with transfer-printed image of Father Mathew preaching to 

his flock and administrering the abstinence pledge. Dound in a lare 

cesspool associated with a min-nineteenth-century Irish tenement 

(Rebecca Yamin)

Master ink and umbrella ink bottles found in a privy associated 

with a saloon at 474 Pearl Street. John Milner Associates, Inc. 

analyzed the artifacts from the excavation. (Rebecca Yamin)


