
proof

1

The Archaeology of Race in the Northeast

An Introduction

Christopher N. Matthews and Allison Manfra McGovern

American historical archaeology began on the East Coast of the United States. 
Its earliest and most important developments were in the Chesapeake Tidewa-
ter and the historically rich cities and towns of the mid-Atlantic and Northeast. 
While practitioners in the field now work across the globe, the eastern United 
States still draws a great deal of attention in historical archaeology. Today’s ar-
chaeologists owe a great debt to the early generation of researchers who estab-
lished the field as a useful and important method and approach for engaging 
and understanding American history. We see this volume, in part, as a contri-
bution of our generation, if you will, to the rich literature in historical archaeol-
ogy of the eastern United States. In particular, this volume brings together a set 
of archaeological studies from the northeastern United States to examine the 
question of race as a vital factor in the way lives in the region were led, under-
stood, and made meaningful. The idea for the collection originated in a session 
we organized for the 2010 meetings of the Council for Northeastern Historical 
Archaeology in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. We were thrilled to discover so many 
archaeologists doing such impressive work on the issue of race in the region, 
and we are very happy that so many of the original contributors, along with 
some superb additional authors, have contributed papers to this volume.
 Race underwrites so much of American history that we, like many others, 
are compelled to bring archaeological attention to the concept in our research 
and public engagements. And while we can point to a great deal of work that 
touches on topics that fall within the purview of the archaeology of race in 
the Northeast, this collection is the first to consider the topic directly. As we 
discuss below, race has been and largely remains embedded in and hidden 
behind other concepts, including ethnicity and culture, in most archaeological 
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research in the region. However, several projects within and alongside archae-
ology have called us to revisit the lives of all early northeasterners—white, Af-
rican American, and Native American—as individuals who were influenced 
by and contributed to the meaning and experience of race in the United States.
 Unlike the “plantation South” and the “wild West,” the narrative of the 
“Yankee North,” has a less pronounced place for race. John Wood Sweet (2007, 
3) notes that “historians have long imagined ‘colonial’ New England [to which 
we would add other sections of the Northeast]—by which they mean the pe-
riod from the beginning of English settlement to the fourth of July, 1776—to 
be uniquely detached from the larger dynamics of colonialism.” However, like 
any essentialized historical construct, the history of the Northeast as a site of 
American freedom and of a racially homogenous white population obscures 
more than it reveals. All northeastern colonies and, later, states knew African 
slavery, and all northern communities are built on lands acquired only after 
a protracted effort to appropriate them from Native Americans. The continu-
ing presence today of Native American communities all over the Northeast 
shows that this appropriation was only partially complete. Moreover, the no-
tion of a free white North set in opposition to the slave South was largely 
achieved through a process of disowning and rewriting the diverse history 
of the Northeast in ways that not only excluded indigenous people of color 
but also overlooked the long period when non–Anglo Saxon European im-
migrants also lived beyond the racial pale the white Yankee myth describes 
(Melish 1998). In other words, the making of race in the Northeast, like the 
making of history there, has always involved the use of social power to struc-
ture the material worlds of people and to symbolize the communities people 
claim for themselves and/or assign to others. The studies in this volume add 
some of the necessary detail and texture this statement calls for.
 This volume presents a series of case studies that examine several differ-
ent northeastern communities that explore how they were built and how, in 
some cases, they failed, processes that illustrate parts of the region’s history of 
race. Many examine African slavery and post-emancipation African Ameri-
can communities. Others look at the archaeology of historic Native American 
communities through the lens of race, a perspective that has not often been 
employed, even in recent research. Still other essays explore how whites also 
lived racialized lives. In these latter studies, we see the development of a seri-
ous critique that challenges archaeologists to take care not to forget that their 
silence regarding the majority race is a key part of the larger discourse that 
positions some closer than others to the privileges of power.
 It is important to note that this book rests on the foundations of research 
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laid by many who have preceded and influenced us. Archaeological research 
on issues related to race may be traced to as early as the 1940s, when Adelaide 
and Ripley Bullen excavated Lucy Foster’s home site in Andover, Massachu-
setts (Bullen and Bullen 1945; Baker 1980). Since then, dozens of sites that were 
the homes, landscapes, and burial grounds of the region’s communities of color 
have been analyzed (e.g., Schuyler 1980; Geismar 1982; Paynter 1992; Bragdon 
1996; Nassaney 1989; Rubertone 2001; Thomas 1985; LaRoche and Blakey 1997; 
Perry and Blakey 1997; Fitts 1996; Garman 1994, 1998; Woodruff, Sawyer, and 
Perry 2007; Handsman 1989; McBride 1990; Handsman and Richmond 1992; 
Silliman 2009; McGovern 2011). We review some of these projects in the follow-
ing section, but we feel it is important to discuss here the particular studies and 
ideas that have made the biggest impact on how we conceived of this book.
 The archaeological study of communities of color in the United States experi-
enced an early florescence in the 1970s as researchers considered the diversity of 
American history around the time of the bicentennial. For example, expanding 
his research of the early community at Plymouth, Massachusetts, James Deetz 
(1996) excavated the Parting Ways site. Parting Ways was a small community 
of formerly enslaved African Americans, at least some of whom gained their 
freedom after fighting in the Revolutionary War. Excavations identified house 
foundations, cellar holes, and a cemetery, and the findings pointed to the pres-
ence of retained African cultural practices that were evident in house size, arti-
facts, and perhaps spiritual practices. This study cleared a path for many others 
that have sought to employ archaeology to recover and understand the cultural 
lives of African Americans as an American ethnic group. However, an impor-
tant debate emerged after this research about whether the meaning of material 
culture patterns attributed to African American culture might also (or instead) 
be evidence of their poverty, a status many African Americans shared with 
members of other groups (Baker 1980; also see Barton and Orr this volume).
 While the debate over whether material culture could be interpreted as 
evidence of culture or ethnicity or of poverty was productive for historical 
archaeology, it nevertheless ignored the question of race. We are not entirely 
sure why this was the case. Some may have thought that race, glossed as a sup-
posed biological fact, would not be directly evident in material culture. Oth-
ers, we surmise, may have felt that culture and ethnicity were properly substi-
tuted for race and therefore that race did not need to be introduced directly 
as the focus of study. The problem with this standpoint is that it conceives of 
minority communities, and in fact all communities, as existing in some form 
of isolation from others, such that the materials recovered from an African 
American, Native American, or European American site would be properly 
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understood to reflect the experience and meanings of that group’s culture or 
ethnicity. In contrast, a racial analysis demands that materials be considered 
in a broader context of social and material relations, such that early Americans 
cannot be considered as living in distinct and isolated groups but must be seen 
as having lived in complex and conflicted communities that were defined by 
a competition for resources and an unequal distribution of power. In this ap-
proach, race, culture, ethnicity and other such markers are considered to be 
status claims rather than social facts, claims that people would have worked to 
create for themselves and for others. Minority communities, defined in part 
by their race, would have struggled through various forms of oppression and 
developed creative strategies of resistance, and these struggles and strategies 
should be evident in the archaeological record and perhaps constitute that 
record (Orser 2001, 2007; Mullins 2008).
 Ignoring the role of race in the past may also be considered a sign or 
symptom of a discomfort among researchers with issues related to race in 
the present. This problem was made very clear in the discovery of the New 
York African Burial Ground archaeological site during the construction of a 
federal government office building in 1991 (LaRoche and Blakey 1997; Perry 
and Blakey 1997). In this instance, researchers initially presumed that a his-
torically documented cemetery had been significantly disturbed by later con-
struction. The first archaeological study cleared what was to be a major, mul-
timillion-dollar federal construction project to proceed. The subsequent and 
unexpected discovery of the cemetery did not halt the project, at least at first, 
and human remains were removed without proper care or consideration. The 
news spread, and members of the descendant African American community 
in New York City protested, demanding that construction stop and that the 
site be properly managed. Embedded in this protest were public accusations 
of racism in the form of hostility by the General Services Administration, in-
cluding the archaeologists it had hired, toward the concerns of the descendent 
community. The community demanded that a new research design be devised 
with their input and that a new project team headed by African Americans be 
installed. These significant demands drew from a long-held tradition among 
African Americans and other minority groups of a critique of mainstream no-
tions of scientific objectivity, a critique that has also formed the base of most 
ethnic studies disciplines. In this case, the new project directors, Warren Perry 
and Michael Blakey (1997, 47), explained that “archaeological interpretation is 
an active and subjective struggle between contending versions of history that 
demands political engagement.” As such, there is no neutral position in this 
and other projects. The problems of race and racism in the present are very 
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much part of the way the African Burial Ground site could be conceived and 
understood within and outside of archaeological and anthropological circles. 
We suggest that this standpoint is applicable to almost every study in Ameri-
can historical archaeology, especially those examined with reference to race.
 The New York African Burial Ground is not the only site connected to race 
that has been impacted by community concern over the ability of researchers to 
properly manage the site. In other examples, however, “community relations” 
have been more congenial and productive. The First Baptist Cemetery site in 
Philadelphia was researched in direct partnership with descendent African 
American community members, who were instrumental in planning the re-
burial of the remains (Crist and Roberts 1996). Also in Philadelphia, the exca-
vation of the President’s House site, where George Washington lived along with 
as many as nine enslaved Africans, involved significant community participa-
tion before and during the excavations in 2007 (Jeppson 2007). Several other 
projects in the Northeast that have investigated race have also been designed 
with community participation at the forefront (e.g., Wall et al. 2004; Coplin 
and Matthews 2007; Matthews 2011a; Barton and Markert 2012). This trend 
toward adopting an activist stance and engaging in collaborative research sets 
up archaeological discoveries to make deeper impacts on communities affected 
by the Northeast’s particular history of race and better informs how the materi-
als recovered may be interpreted in unexpected and perhaps unconventional 
ways. Still, the racial experiences that archaeologists working in the Northeast 
may find requires a solid understanding of how race emerged and changed 
through time. We offer in the following section an overview of race in the 
Northeast based on previous historical and archaeological research.
 Before reviewing the region’s history, we want to state that for us, the editors, 
this volume is a renewed call for archaeology to move away from a focus on eth-
nicity and culture, which too often leads to the study of unnaturally conceived 
or invented “groups.” Rather, we see this volume as a consideration of how ra-
cial groups that seem so recognizable to us today were created, maintained, 
and transformed through larger social and historical processes, while drawing 
attention to the way societies engaged with the idea of race and the process of 
racialization. As the many cases in this volume show, the northeastern United 
States provides rich territory for examining race and racialization in historical 
archaeology. From the earliest settlements to the American Revolution and sub-
sequent state formation to past and present struggles for justice and memory, 
America’s race-making discourse has played a major factor in the way commu-
nities have formed and been identified in the Northeast. Moreover, some of the 
most basic issues and ideas that inform our understanding of race both began 
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and resulted in some surprising complications in the Northeast. It was the first 
region to see African slavery in what became the United States, and it yields the 
first attempts to craft post-emancipation multiracial societies. Native Ameri-
cans experienced direct control by and violence at the hands of white colonists 
and colonialists, and many were expelled or chose to leave. However, these great 
racial arcs are matched by many unexpected findings in the Northeast, such as 
the survival of dozens of Native American communities and the survivance of 
many ways of living that indicate evidence of a much more varied colonialism 
than we normally think. We also witness in this volume and elsewhere a great 
number of mixed-heritage communities that trace their heritage to African, In-
digenous, and European origins. These families and communities illustrate the 
fallacy of most race theories, yet also, as so many of these people have struggled 
with poverty and making a living on the margins, the very real power of racial 
thinking in how membership in communities is defined. This directs us finally 
to another surprising turn, which is the repeated contradiction between main-
stream narratives about the Northeast as the home of the liberty, abolition, and 
equality for all that white America celebrates so widely and the mostly hidden 
stories of slavery, dispossession, and racism that, because of the master narra-
tive, can only exist in isolation. This contradiction is becoming increasingly 
well known and is now finding its way into how archaeology in the Northeast 
is practiced. In one way, the Northeast is where key social foundations of white 
America were born and in others it is the region where communities of color 
first crafted ways to resist and survive the pressures that race imposed.

An Archaeological History of Race in the Northeast

The early colonial settlement of the Northeast involved the region in a com-
plex web of competitive international forces that from the start brought North 
America into the larger Atlantic World. It is important to recognize that set-
tlers came to North America for different reasons and from different places. 
In the Northeast the principal European powers were Dutch, English, and 
French, who along with the Spanish and Portuguese largely created the Atlan-
tic World. These five empires each sought to gain a piece of the “new” world 
in America in order to take control of and profit from its natural resources. 
After more than a century of largely Spanish and Portuguese dominance of 
the Atlantic, French, English, and Dutch merchant adventurers finally found 
solid footing in some “remote corners” (Benjamin 2009, 215) of the Americas 
toward the end of the 1500s. One of these corners was the northeastern region 
of North America (Figure 1.1).
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