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The act of doing archaeology creates a strange conflation of distance from, and intimacy with, its subject.  In this paper, I present evidence from two public archaeology projects on African American sites as a discussion of interactions among a descendant family, volunteers, and archaeologists.  I consider how archaeological subjects have affected and defined roles in these relationships. 

The public archaeology program of the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum has concentrated on two African American sites in Calvert County, Maryland.  They are both late 19th early 20th century domestic sites, and are useful to compare in many respects.  In this study, the comparison is less on archaeological findings in the usual sense than it is about the archaeological process and its effects on people involved in the program.  It is a first attempt to publicly discuss the affective aspects of public archaeology and their implications for the goals of our Public Archaeology program. 

There is a tradition in Russian literature, called ostranyeye, meaning literally “Making it strange.”  Archaeologists can probably identify with this tradition, wherein ordinary objects are rendered alien through the way in which they are described.  The object takes on, at least temporarily, a kind of mystic power as attention is focused on finding something familiar in what seems alien.  The archaeological encounter with ordinary objects produces a similar kind of alienation and refocus of attention that transforms corroded nails into things of wonder.

There is a kind of intimacy entailed in the process as well.  People are usually in vulnerable positions when they find objects archaeologically; they are on hands and knees, or bent over.  Perhaps the nature of the physical approach to encounters with ordinary archaeological objects contributes to a sense of intimacy with things that are made strange by the process of digging them up.  The combination of wonderment and the felt intimacy with persons who may have used artifacts is often most evident among volunteers in the Public Archaeology program, although archaeologists may share in it as well.  We’ll return to this notion later.  

Archaeologists trained in the last twenty-five years have often been exposed to, and encouraged to take into account, their own biases, their states of knowledge, and their personal backgrounds and expectations when evaluating their evidentiary claims about archaeological subjects.  In other words, we are urged to take note of what we bring to a project and how it influences what we find and what we say about it.  However, most discussions about training volunteers - that we are aware of - implicitly assume the reproduction of the archaeologist’s viewpoint—whatever that may be—in the volunteer.  The literature abounds with statements about “transmitting standards,” “teaching,” “helping people understand” etc.  The emphasis in almost all cases focuses on the agency of the archaeologist as educator.  The literature doesn’t suggest a way to consider the variety of experiences and viewpoints among volunteers.  Nor does it address how a public archaeology setting and training can produce a novel intertwining of memory, interest, and history.  Even those articles and books that promote public archaeology as public empowerment do not explicitly expose the reality that an archaeological experience for some volunteers and participants is a reflexive tool in an ongoing fashioning of identity.  The experience can, and often does, transform people.  It is far beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the particular reasons and ways this may have occurred for any given individual. The outcomes, however, may benefit public archaeology programs, and the larger community as well.  I shall discuss the phenomenon with respect to our museum’s two projects, and posit some possible explanations and suggestions for further inquiry.

SITES

The first site, called the Log Cabin at Indian Rest, is situated on uplands in the Battle Creek drainage system.  It is almost a mile off the nearest county road, and has been abandoned as a dwelling since 1939.  The cabin is still standing, although it is missing doors and windows.  The property on which it is located is owned by the Battle Creek Nature Education Society (BCNES).  BCNES bought the property to ensure that the land would not be developed, and has granted access to the cabin for archaeology since 1995.  Owing to courthouse fires, the land records do not allow an exhaustive title search.  We have barely begun to develop the historical background for Indian Rest.  

The second site to be discussed, the Sukeek’s Cabin Site, is located on a ridge top above the Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory at Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.  JPPM staff noted the cabin’s fossil-rock foundation and apparent chimney fall in the early 1980s, but the site was not recorded until 1996.

In the spring of 1996, Kirsti Uunila interviewed Daniel and Octavia Brown, who had both worked on Jefferson Patterson’s farm, property later donated to the state to become the Museum.  JPPM staff wanted to get African American perspectives on life at the Patterson’s farm during their ownership, and the Browns were willing to share their memories.  Daniel Brown described his daily walk to work from the house he and his wife shared with his wife’s mother.  He said he walked through the woods, across a stream, up a hill, and past the ruin of the slave cabin of Sukeek, his wife’s great-great-grandmother.  The description seemed to fit perfectly with the unnamed cabin ruin on the hill.

The wealth of personal information about the extended family associated with Sukeek’s Cabin contrasts sharply with the dearth of information about the Indian Rest Site.  There is no descendant family involvement in the project at Indian Rest.  

ROLES

In both instances, whether working at Indian Rest or Sukeek’s Cabin, or in the lab, the archaeologists’ roles are essentially the same.  The project archaeologist defines work rules, specifies strategies, provides background information, and monitors the activities.  The archaeologist also performs field and lab work, models techniques - among other things - and involves volunteers in ongoing inquiry, asking questions of the work and guiding research directly.

Volunteers perform field and lab work against a standard provided by trained people.  They also bring their own questions, and learn to ask new ones based on the example provided by the experienced volunteers and archaeologists. 

Public Archaeology at the Sukeek’s Cabin Site offers a third set of actors, the descendants of Sukeek.  The family members have provided background information about the site, and work on the project as volunteers.  In addition, they conduct interviews with members of the family that cannot travel to JPPM, or may not be accessible to our staff.  When descendants are working with other volunteers, their interest and response to the findings is not notably different from that of those volunteers.  The family members do play a special role, however, by their presence and their identification with Sukeek.  The family members help make a personal connection for other participants between the present and the past at Sukeek’s Cabin.

Regardless of their roles, everyone in the JPPM Public Archaeology Program is empowered and encouraged to interpret and discuss findings, and to do research.  Fieldwork and lab work provide opportunities for everyone to interact.  In addition, there are occasional lecture-discussions and symposia where archaeologists, volunteers, descendants, and the interested public can interact.  We have noticed that something different has begun to emerge in the interaction among archaeologists, volunteers, and descendants in the Sukeek’s Cabin project.  There is a level of personal identification by volunteers with the descendant family that we did not anticipate, nor ever predict.  

The title for this paper, “It’s like my family,” was uttered by a white volunteer to a black descendant as they animatedly discussed recent research findings.  It was a sentiment expressed by several regular volunteers at the site, and by archaeologists working on the project as well.  In at least one case, it has produced marked changes in behavior regarding interracial relations; in several, it has produced reported changes in thinking about the 19th century and recent history.  For some white volunteers, the Sukeek’s Cabin project has provided the first interpersonal relationships with African Americans that they have ever had.  

GOALS

We are accustomed to getting the message out about our public archaeology program in third-person ways—exhibits, press, and educational outreach.  These serve several complementary aims.  One is to sustain the program through increased support, to secure our livelihoods.  Another goal is to provide a correction to received history in Calvert County.  Getting the word out about African American history as told through an archaeological site has begun to have far reaching effects in the larger community.  For instance, educational programs have been offered to public school teachers—not just to inform them about archaeology, but to specifically involve them in learning about social history that includes African Americans in Calvert County.  Owing in some part to the success of this program, a course in local social history is now required for all incoming teachers to the Calvert County Public Schools.

There are aspects to the Sukeek’s Cabin Site that make it conducive to education about social historical issues.  The site setting, on the margins of the farm, makes it easy to show the public how social relations can be exposed in a landscape.  It is easier, at this site, to have a public conversation about slavery, inequality, and racism than at some of our other sites.  

One of the goals of archaeology should be ending racism, insofar as possible.  Showing the complexity of social history and the persistence of inequality makes it more difficult for people to insist on simplistic, generalizing attitudes about social relations in the past and in the present.  This is a recurrent theme on both sites, but is more resonant at Sukeek’s Cabin, especially when older family members are present to tell stories about themselves in the neighborhood.

We also use archaeology as a means to put local and regional history in the public view for purposes that serve the present political climate.  The purposes include enhancing tourism in the area.  Heritage tourism will help us survive as an institution.  The population in Calvert County is growing very quickly, and is mostly made up of people who have moved there from somewhere else.  They moved there because it’s more affordable than Washington, D.C., where most of them work.  They moved there because Calvert has good schools, and a rural atmosphere.  But these people have few, if any, ties to the land there.  They have little understanding about the area into which they have moved.  Heritage education, through programs like JPPM’s Public Archaeology, is a deliberate attempt to place a value on the local landscapes that are threatened by the development that accommodates rapid growth.  The desired effect is at least two-fold.  First, people get the idea that they have moved into an area that has a real history and a distinct identity. Second, people so informed may be more likely to support public attempts to control growth and to preserve what remains of the natural and cultural resources that are there.  It is hoped that they will relate to and identify with existing communities and their histories. 

Public interpretation and engagement at African American sites provide a stark contrast between the social realities of the past in Calvert County and the demographics of the present.  Through most of the three and a half centuries since its founding, the population of Calvert County has been at least 50% people of African descent.  But today, according to figures released from the 2000 Census, all minorities combined make up about 13% of the population, which, interestingly, is roughly the same proportion as among JPPM Public Archaeology volunteers.  African Americans are not leaving Calvert County; rather, the rapid influx of new residents has been overwhelmingly white.  Most of the new residents have little knowledge about local or regional history.  They have few cues in the changing landscape to suggest that the demographics were quite different less than a generation ago.  Public archaeology at African American sites then takes on added significance.  It offers a contribution to the establishment of diverse communities that share a sense of place.

CONCLUSION

As noted above, the setting of the Sukeek’s Cabin Site assists in exposing social historical issues.  Volunteers and visitors to the site are in a transparent landscape; the 20th century features still follow a 19th century pattern, where the areas including the site are at once marginalized and observable.  

The greatest difference between the archaeology at Sukeek’s Cabin and at Indian Rest is the involvement of Sukeek’s descendants.  A descendant family presence alone, however, might not guarantee the affective response of staff and volunteers.  The family in this case has invited the involvement of archaeologists, who in turn have invited volunteers to engage in a common quest for the family story.  The family has sought to share everything that they’ve learned as they eagerly receive what research and excavation turns up.  The descendant family, too, is building an identity, and is concerned to preserve and celebrate that identity and connection to the land around Sukeek’s Cabin.  

As stated earlier, the descendant family’s involvement helps us make the connection to the present.  We must remain aware, however, that volunteers might displace their personal or emotional responses to the site onto the family, thus keeping at a “safe” distance.  We must also be aware that the family could be negatively affected by the public’s engagement at the site.  The family could be objectified, and made to stand for all African American historical experience in the region, which would be very unfair.  In one such instance, we revised the tone of a temporary exhibit at the MAC Lab that, in the family’s eyes, seemed to make their story “only about slavery.”  While the family is intensely interested in their ancestors’ lives, including the generations enslaved, slavery is not their primary interest.  The family expressed concern that their history was being used to talk about slavery to the exclusion of the lives of more recent generations.  This illustrates the dialogic nature of the relationships in the public archaeology program.  The interpretation that emerges from the project is a construction of all parties involved.

Returning now to the notion of “making it strange,” archaeology may be particularly well-suited to the kinds of personal identification and change that we have discussed.  The wonderment of an individual engaged in archaeology may allow her or him to encounter other elements of the experience with the same freshness and attention.  As we have begun to observe among participants at Sukeek’s Cabin, real changes have taken place in the way people relate to one another.  These personal and interpersonal changes are an unanticipated, positive outcome of the project and resonate hopefully among the greater goals of the public archaeology program at JPPM.  Public archaeologists would do well to think through the implications for lasting impacts on people’s lives and behavior, and may in fact be able to enhance the transformations that might occur.  We would do well to be open to such transformation ourselves.
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