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ABSTRACT 

 

URBAN CONSUMPTION IN LATE 19TH-CENTURY DORCHESTER 
 
 
 
 
 

August 2011 
 

Jennifer Poulsen, B.A., Boston University 
M.A., University of Massachusetts Boston 

 
Directed by Research Archaeologist Christa M. Beranek 

 

This thesis examines the bottles recovered from an 1895 fill deposit at the Blake 

House site in Dorchester, MA, to determine what inconspicuous consumption reveals 

about the anonymous consumers of Dorchester in the late 19th century.  The assemblage 

is composed of 1,892 pieces of bottle glass, representing food, alcohol, medicine, and 

household products, 73 with original paper labels.  The analysis presented here 

demonstrates the consumers were from several households and included men, women and 

children from immigrant populations.  Despite evidence for intensive recycling of bottles, 

indicating that these individuals were under economic stress, they had some amount of 

discretionary money to purchase non-essential goods, and their health was stable.  The 

bottles indicate that these consumers were literate, influenced by advertisements and 

connections to downtown Boston.  Understanding consumption patterns of these 

residents helps to gain insight into who they were, how they perceived themselves, and 

their experiences in their new urban environment.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Archaeological analysis of consumer behavior has been traditionally limited to 

certain classes of conspicuously used artifacts; however the consumer behavior approach 

can be applied to a broader range of material goods.  This thesis will examine the bottles 

recovered from an 1895 fill deposit at the Blake House site in Dorchester, MA, to 

determine what inconspicuous consumption reveals about the anonymous consumers of 

Dorchester in the late 19th century.  The study of inconspicuous consumption in consumer 

behavior dissolves this anonymity allowing for an understanding of the detailed lives and 

daily concerns of this working class urban population.     

Consumer behavior is the study of the decisions and behaviors related to people 

buying and using goods and services (Walters 1978:8).  It is studied as part of the 

discipline of marketing in order to understand the complex decision and motivations of 

consumers in order to generate better goods (Walters 1978:5).  The essential concern is 

not what a consumer buys, but why they made the decisions in that particular way 

(Walters 1978:13).   
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Though it is utilized for market research, the study of consumer behavior is 

interdisciplinary and draws from economics, sociology, psychology, and anthropology 

(Henry 1991:3).  Originally considered a branch of economics, consumer behavior 

analysis draws on the sociological concern with group interaction, human motivation, and 

population studies (Walters 1978:29).  Psychology is used to better understand ideas of 

perception and personal motivations for behavior (Walters 1978:28).  Finally, 

anthropology offers an explanation for cultural standards and the role they play in 

consumer choice (Walters 1978:31-32). 

 Archaeologists have used a consumer behavior approach as a means to study 

socioeconomic status, favoring quantitative analysis over a qualitative analysis that 

would interpret symbolic values of consumer choice (Cook 1996:50).  Archaeologists 

have emphasized large scale group social interaction in order to study socioeconomic 

status and class.  This puts an emphasis on goods that were purchased primarily as 

objects of display, such as ceramics and glass tablewares.  In terms of consumer behavior, 

this is referred to as items of “conspicuous consumption,” an idea introduced by 

Thorstein Veblen in 1899 to denote material goods that are used as a social display of 

wealth (Cook 1996:60).   

 A consumer behavior approach can be used, however, on archaeological goods that 

do not represent conspicuous consumption.  Bottles recovered from archaeological sites 

from the late 19th century can give archaeologists great insight into urban consumption 

patterns because they are resilient in the archaeological record and are present in great 
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 numbers during the late 19th century.  The Great Pond fill from the Blake House site in 

Dorchester, MA, (figure 1) contains 1,892 pieces of bottle glass, representing food, 

alcohol, medicine, and household products, 73 with original paper labels, and thus will be 

instrumental in assessing the feasibility of a consumer behavior study focusing 

exclusively on bottles. 

 In order to determine who the consumers of these bottles were, it is necessary to 

first establish where the fill came from and when it was deposited.  According to the 

analysis and research presented in this thesis, in the winter of 1895-1896, the Great Pond 

in Dorchester, MA, was filled in preparation for the moving of the James Blake House 

(constructed in 1661) to its current location in Richardson Park.   

Figure 1- Blake House as seen by Google Street View in 2007. Note Blake House in background 
and covered Trench 1 excavations in front yard 
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 In 2007 an archaeological excavation was conducted in front of the James Blake 

House in order to answer questions about the date of the filling episode.  The excavation 

was conducted in coordination with volunteer workers from the community and led by 

Ellen Berkland, then City Archaeologist of Boston and the caretaker for the Blake House.  

In preparation for the work, a ground penetrating radar (GPR) survey was conducted on 

the front yard of the Blake House, to confirm the presence of Great Pond in that location.  

In total, a 4 x 1 meter trench was excavated on the edge of the pond as located by the 

GPR survey.  The resulting archaeological collection represents fill deposits of the Great 

Pond overlaying a shell midden and natural soils.   

 Tens of thousands of artifacts were recovered from the four square meters of 

excavated fill.  These included late 19th century ceramics, glass, metal, and well 

preserved organics including leather and fabric.  Of particular note were the hundreds of 

broken and complete bottles.  Preservation at the site was exceptional because the 

material culture had been kept constantly waterlogged from the presence of the pond.  

This thesis focuses on the bottle glass from L6 representing the filling of the Great Pond.   

 Late 19th-century Dorchester was experiencing an increase in urbanization due to 

growing numbers of immigrants.  The rise of urbanization and industrialization meant 

that these populations had to rely on purchased goods.  The trash deposits appear to be 

from these residents and thus allow for an understanding of their consumption patterns 

and give insight into who they were and how they managed their daily lives.  Food, 

medicinal, and household bottles will all be considered because during the time period of 

interest these were all selected as consumer goods.  These people were influenced by the 
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burgeoning marketing and consumer culture and their needs and desires for these 

products.  In addition, the rise of industrialism presented the consumer numerous mass 

produced options demanding the consumer to make choices between products.  How do 

choices they made in their purchases reflect who they were and their experiences in 

Dorchester? 

 This thesis begins with an overview of the movement to preserve and relocate the 

Blake House to Richardson Park in order to establish where the fill came from and when 

it was deposited.  Chapter 3 is an overview of historic trends in bottle consumption in the 

19th century, focusing on food, alcohol, and medicinal uses of bottles.  Methods and 

cataloging are discussed in detail in Chapter 4, including cataloging bottle attributes, 

digital photographic manipulation of labels, and primary research.  Chapter 5 continues 

with a discussion of the 1,019 bottle fragments from level L6 of the Blake House site.   

The discussion presented here will address manufacture-deposition lag of the bottle 

collection and recycling of bottles within the collection as a means to differentiate 

consumer choice and selective bottle deposition. Chapter 6 will provide a framework for 

how archaeologists can use consumer behavior in their studies of material culture. 

Finally, Chapter 7 will combine this information to interpret the collection in terms of the 

Blake House consumer.   

 Using bottles to look at personal consumption choices demonstrates the utility of 

taking a consumer behavior approach on archaeological goods that do not represent 

conspicuous consumption.  By accounting for the disparate factors that come together to 

influence an individual’s purchase decision, archaeologists work in reverse to reconstruct 
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the individual.  Because culture impacts every aspect of consumer behavior, establishing 

norms for clothes, foods, and gifts (Walters 1978:451-462), archaeologists can 

reconstruct this culture through careful analysis of these goods.   

 Broadly defined, conspicuous consumption represents an expression of how people 

want to be perceived by others.  Items of inconspicuous consumption do not reflect how 

people want to be perceived, but rather how they perceive themselves.  Inconspicuous 

consumption has become a topic of discussion in historical archaeology; however some 

have distilled its value as a reflection of the consumer’s identity without the influence of 

outside forces (Smith 2007:414).  This paper will demonstrate that not only is 

inconspicuous consumption directly influenced by a myriad of outside forces including 

advertising, marketing, and social reference groups, but also that these influences give 

archaeologists greater insight into consumer self-perception and behavior.      

 The bottle collection from the Blake House site represents a time when Dorchester 

was going through a population change, and the urban immigrants who were newly living 

in the neighborhood are not well characterized by historic records.  The analysis 

presented here demonstrates the consumers represented by the fill deposit were from 

several households residing in Dorchester in 1895.  These include men, women and 

children from immigrant populations such as Irish Catholics, Germans, and Spaniards.  

Despite evidence for intensive recycling of bottles indicating that these individuals were 

under economic stress, they had some amount of discretionary money to purchase non-

essential goods, and their health was stable.  The bottles indicate that these consumers 

were literate, influenced by advertisements, and though they lived in an outlying 



7 
 

neighborhood they still had connections to downtown Boston.  Understanding 

consumption patterns of these new residents helps to gain insight into who they were and 

how they managed their daily lives.  The choices they made in their purchases reflect 

who they were, how they self identified, and their experiences in their new urban 

environment.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND 

The James Blake House 

 Though the Blake House itself is not the focus of this thesis, it is necessary to 

discuss briefly the history of the house to establish the events that led to the relocation of 

the structure and the deposition of fill in Richardson Park. The Blake House, built in 

1661, is the oldest house in the city of Boston and is currently located in Richardson Park 

on Edward Everett Square in the neighborhood of Dorchester.  Now a bustling urban 

space, this First Period wood-framed house sits alone in Richardson Park, surrounded by 

grass, a few trees, and a sloping hill.  The property is bounded by roads on three sides, 

including the main thoroughfare of Columbia Road to the north, and the smaller Pond 

and Cottage Streets to the east and west, respectively (Historic Preservation and Design 

2005).  

The Blake House was originally built by James Blake, an immigrant who came to 

Massachusetts from England with his parents in the 1630s.  The Blakes were successful 

in their new Massachusetts home and became a prominent family in early colonial 

Dorchester.  James Blake was well respected in his church, and over the course of almost 

thirty years served as deacon and later as ruling elder.  In 1651, James Blake married 
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Elizabeth Clapp, who was also from a prominent colonial Dorchester family, and in 1661 

built the Blake House (Dorchester Historical Society 2008). 

 His success allowed him to build a larger-than-average, two-story house with spare 

rooms --- a luxury at that time (figure 2).  It also allowed him to purchase the land the 

house was built upon, a 91-acre estate consisting of orchards, gardens, farms, and 

outbuildings (Historic Preservation and Design 2005).  After James Blake’s death, the 

house was passed down to Blake’s son John (Historic Preservation and Design 2005).  

 

Figure 2- The Blake House as it appeared on its original site just prior to being moved in 1895 

The Blake House remained in the Blake family until the death of Rachel Blake in 1829, 

when the house was passed on to Caleb and Eunice Williams, descendants of the Clapp 

family (Historic Preservation and Design 2005).  In 1892, George and Antonia Quinsler 
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bought the house from the Clapp family and owned it briefly before selling it to the City 

of Boston in 1895 (Historic Preservation and Design 2005).  

  

A New Home for the Blake House 

 In the late 19th century, Boston was experiencing many transformations, and the 

neighborhood of Dorchester was no exception.  New modern improvements affected all 

aspects of daily life. Many dramatic changes, including street widening projects, city 

electrification projects, and a new local public transportation system impacted the 

structure, layout, and dynamic of Dorchester.  Road widening near the Blake House’s 

original plot was the first indication that the house might be threatened with demolition.  

Additionally, it was suggested that Olmsted’s Boston park system, the Emerald Necklace, 

ought to connect through this area of Dorchester, offering green space to offset the 

increasingly urban appearance of the landscape.  This project ultimately resulted in the 

construction of Columbia Road, which was created to be a green boulevard connecting 

Franklin Park to the Boston waterfront (Historic Preservation and Design 2005).       

 In light of this plan, the City of Boston purchased the Blake House from the 

Quinslers in 1895 in order to develop the land.  By this time, the house had suffered years 

of neglect.  With the elaborate goals of reconfiguring the entire neighborhood, the 

outlook for the now decrepit house looked grim, and the property would certainly be 

slated for demolition.  With the threat of demolition, a number of factors came into play 

that would ultimately lead to the preservation of the Blake House (Historic Preservation 

and Design 2005). 
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 In June of 1895, while the house was still in the Quinslers' ownership, the meeting 

minutes of the Dorchester Historical Society first mention the prospect of moving the 

Blake House.  By 13 September of that year, the City of Boston purchased the land with 

intent to expand nearby greenhouses onto the property.  The original property ultimately 

was developed as greenhouses as planned (Historic Preservation and Design 2005). 

 The City of Boston offered the house at no cost to anyone who would be willing to 

have it removed from the plot.  By his own account, Clarence J. Blake, a distant James 

Blake relative, took an interest in preserving the house, though his direct involvement 

may be self-embellished.  As early as June 1895 he volunteered funds to have the house 

moved in order to save it from demolition.  When no organization immediately accepted 

his challenge to move the house, Blake offered additional money to help fund the house 

moving project (Dorchester Beacon 1916). 

 Fortunately, the Dorchester Historical Society was looking for just such a cause to 

champion.  Preservation interests in Dorchester were initially looked after by the 

Dorchester Antiquarian and Historical Society, founded in 1843.  Membership steadily 

declined such that by 1870, the organization disbanded and their records were donated to 

the New England Historical and Genealogical Society.  This left an opportunity for a new 

local preservation society to be formed, and two decades later in 1891 the Dorchester 

Historical Society was created (Zimmer 1977:55).  The society’s first meeting was held in 

1893, and the prospective preservation of the historic Blake House became an ideal cause 

for the new group to undertake.  In a 1916 interview in the Dorchester Beacon 
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newspaper, Clarence Blake told reporters that he was responsible for prompting the City 

of Boston to agree to move the house: 

 

I found on inquiry that the old Blake house was to be torn down… by the 

city in order to make room for the green houses which now stand on 

Massachusetts Avenue… Under these circumstances I went to the then 

Mayor of Boston, Mr. Curtis and asked if I could buy the house and he 

told me that it was not in his power to sell it but that he would gladly give 

it to me if I would move it away and make good use of it. (Dorchester 

Beacon 1916) 

 

Whether through the efforts of Clarence Blake, or the persuasive enthusiasm of the newly 

formed Dorchester Historical Society, on 28 October, 1895 the Historical Society 

received permission from the City of Boston to move the house (Zimmer 1977).   

 In the winter of 1895-1896 the house was moved from James Blake’s original site 

(on what is now Massachusetts Avenue) to its current location off Columbia Road, just 

400 yards away.  In preparation for its relocation, fill was brought to the new site in order 

to fill Great Pond and improve the grade of the lot.  This thesis examines the collections 

excavated from the late-19th-century fill deposits located only a few feet from the door of 

the Blake House’s new location on Richardson Park.  
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Changes in Dorchester 

 Dorchester, as with many areas on the outskirts of Boston, was the location of many 

wealthy Bostonians’ large estates and second homes up to the late 19th century when 

Dorchester rapidly transitioned to an urban landscape.  The town of Dorchester was 

annexed by the City of Boston in 1870.  The new association with the City of Boston, and 

the arrival of the streetcar to the Edward Everett Square, led to a massive increase of 

population into the northern end of Dorchester, which had remained relatively 

undeveloped despite the increase in immigrant populations in the mid-19th century. 

 This huge population explosion sparked a need for large-scale residential building 

in the 1880s-1890s, which brought wealthy land prospectors to Dorchester.  These 

opportunistic businesspersons bought the few remaining large agricultural parcels and 

estates and subdivided them to accommodate a greater number of houses for the larger 

population.  In addition, by the 1890s, the architectural innovation of the "triple-decker" 

appeared in Dorchester.  Lining the roads that served the streetcars, these multifamily 

units housed the expanding population of working-class, often immigrant Dorchester 

residents (Zurawski and Whitney 1979: 29-31). By the beginning of the 20th century, 

populations had increased ten-fold. 

 The decision to fill parts of Richardson Park and use it as a permanent home for the 

Blake House was not embraced by all of the neighborhood’s residents.  Preserving a 

legacy of founding families most directly benefited those people who shared roots in the 

long history of the region, specifically those who had been residents of the area for 



14 
 

generations.  Given the large swell in population at the turn of the century, this did not 

include most of the population of Dorchester.  

  In 1895, when the Blake House was spared from demolition, it is likely that many 

nearby areas were composed of residents who had lived there for only a few months, 

renting or purchasing one of the newly subdivided lots that had just been developed for 

residential use.  These new residents had no allegiance to the founding families of 

Dorchester.   

 Accounts of continual vandalism to the Blake House in Richardson Park give an 

indication of the tepid reception to its move.  Shortly after moving the house the Society 

resolved that caretakers should reside in the house, maintaining and keeping it secure in 

exchange for living there free of charge.  Nevertheless, vandalism was constant.  New 

window repairs were required as early as 1905 and 1907 to replace damage done by 

vandals.  A 1911 newspaper article states, “There is still a good chance further to 

safeguard the Blake House against the hazards of holocausts and hoodlums” (Zimmer 

1977).  From 1917 to 1920 the house was left without a caretaker, and all of the 

Dorchester Historical Society possessions from within the house were removed and 

relocated to spare them from theft.  A contemporary account in a private letter said “…the 

society plan of moving the house [again] to some other lot with the idea that it was 

impossible to keep the boys from destroying it where it was…and…that this 

Spring…those in charge had moved out everything of value, the inference being that the 

case was hopeless” (Zimmer 1977).   
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 Perhaps in a way the positioning of the house was interpreted as a claim of 

ownership by the wealthy “old guard” of Dorchester residents.  Placed as a centerpiece in 

the middle of what used to be a public park, it was a less-than-subtle reminder to the new 

residents that “We were here first,” while the majority of residents lacked any personal 

connection to this history.  A primary purpose of moving the House was to create park 

land; however the placement of the house within a public park diminished Richardson 

Park’s usefulness as a public space.  Its prominent placement in the center of the park 

would have no doubt discouraged people from using the park as originally intended.  The 

subsequent addition of a fence that established a private yard for the Blake House further 

diminished its public use.  By 1928 the Society did reinstate caretakers for the Blake 

House and were able to find a secure location for their collections.   

 The controversy surrounding the placement of the Blake House demonstrates the 

social change occurring amongst the residents of Dorchester during the late 19th century, 

and should be seen as a backdrop upon which to view the lives of the residents who once 

owned the refuse used as fill for the Great Pond.  Today, the Blake House has become a 

landmark of Dorchester and is seen with pride and a sense of ownership by residents in 

the immediate vicinity and the city as a whole. 

 

Richardson Park 

 The current site of the Blake House and the artifacts discussed here has a diverse 

history.  The park began as a portion of Dorchester Common.  The first owners of the 

large plot of land that abutted the present day Richardson Park were Robert and Anne 
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Oliver, who came to Dorchester from Antigua in 1737.  Their son Thomas built a house, 

which though now demolished, was later owned by the Everett family.   Their property 

was leased by the Everetts to the Richardson family in 1819, until George Richardson 

purchased the property in 1833.    

 In 1841 Richardson purchased the adjacent island of land from Dorchester Common 

that was isolated by the paths of Cottage and Pond Streets.  This land had remained 

undeveloped due to the presence of a natural pond and the establishment of paths around 

the shore.  Richardson’s estate was left to his brother, John, who then bequeathed this 

wedge of land to the City of Boston “to be used as a park or any other purpose except 

being sold for house lots.”  This land became Richardson Park.  (Dorchester Historical 

Society 2008) 

 Given documentary resources and archaeological evidence, it is definite that this 

has always been open space, accessible to the community, and without any built 

structures upon it before the 1895 relocation of the Blake House.  Before 1895 a pond 

was located within this plot, as evidenced by historic maps, and can be traced to 

prehistoric times due to the presence of a Native American shell midden beneath the fill 

deposits.  The presence of the midden beneath fill that is associated with a pond indicates 

that the filling of the Great Pond with historic refuse extended beyond the shore of the 

pond to fill in what must have been a generally low lying area.   

 While reasons the Blake House needed to be moved have been discussed, it is 

necessary to examine why Richardson Park was chosen as the best space for relocation 

(figure 3).  There are few documentary sources that discuss why Richardson Park was 
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chosen.  In a 1916 Dorchester Beacon article, Clarence Blake recalls his involvement in 

the process of securing the site: 

 

I went again and called on the Mayor…and he informed me that the City 

had just received the gift of a plot of land on Columbia Road in Edward 

Everett Square and that I could put the house in the plot provided it would 

be kept in repair and would be open on stated occasions for the use of the 

public. (Dorchester Beacon 1916). 

 

Figure 3- Reconstruction of 17th Century Dorchester Map based on Zurawski and Whitney, 1979 
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A newspaper article more contemporary with the event does not describe Clarence 

Blake’s role as the instigator, but does detail his involvement, along with that of his 

father, Mr. John H. Blake, as giving “generous aid,” particularly financial, toward the 

house’s relocation. The article also credits Councilman Herbert M. Manks and Alderman 

Folson for passing an order through the city council that gave the Dorchester Historical 

Society use of Richardson Park as the new site for the Blake House, but is not specific as 

to their particular interests in the affair.  (Dorchester Beacon 1895)   

 The most intriguing glimpse into the decision to use Richardson Park comes from 

this 7 December 1895 Dorchester Beacon article touting the benefits of the new location 

of the Blake House:  

 

… in due time the society hopes to erect a handsome building there 

[Richardson Park] to commemorate the inception among those Puritan 

exiles who landed here in the Summer of 1630, of the idea of popular 

sovereignty, on the basis of universal education.  “Town meeting square” on 

the east, “Edward Everett square” at the west, north the site of the “Richard 

Mather house” and South the highway now E. Cottage street along which 

the Roxbury settlers came to the meeting house are the bounds of the sacred 

area, aptly called the “Cradle of American Freedom” (figure 4) (Dorchester 

Beacon 1895). 
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 Figure 4-Approximate boundary of proposed "Cradle of American Freedom" area 

 Written by Willis B. Mendum, the secretary of the Dorchester Historical Society, 

this passage reaffirms the clear relationship between preserving the Blake House and 

establishing a legacy of the notable old families of Dorchester connecting them with the 

founding of the country.  This passage is the only documentary record that addresses the  

reasoning behind the decision to use Richardson Park.  It is likely that, given the rapid 

development in the area surrounding the original location of the Blake house, the 

proposed Olmsted changes, and the difficulty of moving houses long distances, 

Richardson Park was the only viable, and most obvious, option for the new location of 

the house.   

 Once selected, the geography of the park restricted the exact location that the house 

could be positioned within the lot.  Primary access to the lot was via Pond and Cottage 
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The Filling of Great Pond 

 In 2007 an archaeological permit was secured from the Massachusetts Historical 

Commission to conduct remote sensing and subsurface testing to identify and describe 

the bounds of the pond.  At this time, the exact extent of the pond was unknown, and 

various documentary sources were inconclusive as to its size, the precise location of its 

shoreline, and the date it was filled.   

 Professor of Environmental, Earth, and Ocean Sciences at University of 

Massachusetts, Boston, Dr. Allen Gontz, conducted a Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) 

survey assisted by students from that university.  Dr. Gontz used a Mala Geosciences 

GPR fitted with a Trimble GeoXH global positioning system (GPS) capable of sub-meter 

accuracy.  The survey identified the presence of a large feature stretching across the front 

yard of the Blake House approximately 1 m at its greatest thickness (figure 6).  The entire  

 

Figure 6-GPR survey results with pond outline and location of Trench 1 (Gontz, 2007) 
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feature was not captured in the survey, but extends beyond the lawn of the Blake House 

toward Pond Street.  Dr. Gontz interprets this feature as chaotic infill, and “based on the 

character of the internal structures and upper and lower bounding surfaces, this unit … is 

thus interpreted as the anthropogenically filled Great Pond” (Gontz 2007:6).  

 In concert with these results, an archaeological test trench was established at the 

presumed shore of Great Pond on the front lawn of the Blake House.  The excavation was 

conducted by Ellen Berkland, who at the time was not only the City Archaeologist for the 

City of Boston, but also the caretaker for the Blake House.  In the spirit of Massachusetts 

Archaeology Month, local volunteers were allowed to participate in the excavation 

(figure 7).  Beginning on 6 October 2007, the 

project continued sporadically until 7 

November 2008.  Initially a 50 cm x 400 cm 

test trench was established, but was later 

expanded to be a 100 cm x 400 cm unit. The 

entirety of the large archaeological 

assemblage recovered from the survey came 

from these four square meters of excavation 

(Berkland 2007).  Because Richardson Park 

was not owned or associated with the Blake 

family, the artifacts recovered during 

excavation are not directly related to the  
Figure 7- Volunteers excavating Trench 1 at the 

Blake House site 
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actual history of the Blake House owners.   

 The stratigraphy of this test trench corresponds with the results of the GPR survey  

(figure 8).  At the deepest level, approximately 140 cm below surface, there is a sterile, 

natural deposit consisting of fine silty sand, most likely related to glacial outwash.  

Overlaying this, primarily on the western half of the unit, is a black (2.5Y 2.5/1) loam,  

rich with clam shell.  This level (L11) is interpreted as a prehistoric shell midden on the 

shore of the pond.  (Berkland 2007).     

 Directly overlaying the midden are three levels of fill identified only on the western 

end of the unit.  These levels (L7, L8, and L9) begin at roughly 85 cm below surface and 

slope downward to a depth of 130 cm below surface, following the natural curve of the 

slope of the pond.  Overlaying these levels, across the entire length of the 4 m trench is a 

thick deposit (almost 70 cm thick at points) which corresponds to the “chaotic infill” 

identified in the GPR survey.  This level (L6) is an artifact-rich, grayish brown (10YR 

5/2), fine to coarse sand and gravel consisting largely of furnace scale, ash, clinker, and 

artifacts.  This is interpreted as the pond fill that was deposited in preparation of the 

Blake House move (Berkland 2007). 

 Levels L4 and L5 were additional sandy fill, used to completely level the plot after 

the deposition of L6 filled the pond.   These levels were identified exclusively on the 

western edge of the unit where L6 was thinnest, and likely represents additional filling in 

a remnant low spot to complete leveling work (Berkland 2007). 
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 Covering the entire unit, Level L3 consists of a combination of local Roxbury 

puddingstone foundation debris, sand, and gravel.  It is interpreted that this level consists 

of clean soil removed during the excavation of the nearby cellar hole for the new location 

of the Blake House and deposited on top of the filled area.  The pudding stone is 

consistent with the materials used to create the new foundation for the Blake House, and 

Figure 8-South wall profile of Trench 1 
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its presence in this level further supports the interpretation that L3 is related to cellar hole 

excavations and foundation construction.  (Berkland 2007) 

 Level L2, a loose light brown fine silty sand with evidence of planting holes, was 

present across the entire unit.  This level was most likely related to landscape efforts by 

the Dorchester Historical Society.  From the onset of the house-moving project, the 

society was concerned that the landscape be aesthetically pleasing and was preparing the 

land for an “ornamental park” (Dorchester Beacon 1895).  This was all capped by a thin 

layer of modern topsoil and sod (L1) (Berkland 2007). 

 Of all of these levels, L6 was the thickest and most artifact-dense level and is the 

primary focus of this thesis.  This level directly corresponds to the filling of the pond in 

preparation for the moving of the Blake House.  The earlier belief that Great Pond had 

been filled in the 17th century may be the result of confusion with a pond located directly 

east of Great Pond on the opposite side of Pond Street.  This pond appears on 

reconstructed 17th-century maps, and due to construction on this side of the road well 

before the 19th century, it is likely that this second pond was filled much earlier and is the 

probably source for earlier pond-filling records. 

  On 28 October 1895, the historical society received permission from the City of 

Boston to use Richardson Park for the new house location (Zimmer 1977). Up to this 

point in history, the pond was located on open land considered for public use, so there 

was no need for filling.  In addition, the lowest levels of fill contain artifacts dating to the 

late 19th century, consistent with the major filling episode related to the moving of the 

Blake House.  Therefore, filling of the pond did not occur before this date and only was 
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conducted in preparation for the move of the Blake House.  Furthermore, a local 

newspaper article states that the park landscape changes were being finalized and the 

house was ready to be installed sometime between 7 December and 14 December 1895 

(Dorchester Beacon 1895).  A later article confirms on 18 January 1896 the house was 

present in its current location on Richardson Park (Dorchester Beacon 1896). Therefore, 

the fill present in L6 was deposited sometime after 28 October and was capped by 

December 14, a six-week period of time.   

 Visual verification from the profile confirms that L6 was a homogenous fill. Cross 

mending between artifacts within the fill indicates that the fill was deposited in a single 

filling event, likely in a single day.  Since the L6 filling episode was just one component 

of the overall six-week-maximum landscape preparation for the Blake House move, the 

filling of Great Pond would have had to be swiftly executed.  L6 represents a single 

temporally confined deposit, and a valuable rarity in archaeological study. 

 Initial questions established in the archaeological permit are thus resolved.  Almost 

all of the boundaries of the pond are now known through GPR and confirmed with 

archaeological evidence.  The pond was not filled prior to 1895, but was filled in 

preparation for the house moving. The entire contents of the fill including the bottles 

discussed in this thesis were deposited sometime between 28 October and 14 December 

1895. 
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The Assemblage 

 The collection of artifacts produced from this excavation was large, including 

several thousand artifacts filling 20 standard-sized boxes.  The collection is not only 

unique because of the narrowly defined deposition dates, but also because of the 

unusually good preservation.  The presence of the pond created a consistently moist 

environment, into which the fill was directly deposited. The anaerobic environment of the 

water prevented oxygen from entering the system to initiate decomposition.  This led to 

the preservation of materials that are uncommon in archaeological sites in New England, 

such as leather, fiber, food remains, and paper.  Exceptional examples in the collection 

included various pieces of cloth, fragments of shoes, a woman’s leather pocketbook with 

colorful embroidery, original labels on bottles, peanut shells, newspaper fragments, and a 

half-burnt match (figure 9).   

 The remarkable preservation of bottle labels lends itself to a greater understanding 

of consumer behavior due to the additional information they provide.  The bottle labels 

are of particular interest due to their general rarity in archaeological sites, their abundance 

in this collection, and their ability to reveal the bottle contents.  This level of information 

associated with bottle deposits is normally lost in archaeological sites.  In essence, the 

bottle labels are fragments of the documentary record that have became part of the 

archaeological record, allowing them to give unique contributions to site interpretation in 

both textual and material ways.  This thesis examines all of the bottle glass from the 

artifact assemblage, giving particular attention to those bottles directly relating to the 
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major fill episode, L6, and bottles with preserved labels.  

 

Figure 9- Exceptional preservation examples including (clockwise from upper left) peanut shells, a 
woman’s wallet, dominoes, burnt match, and leather and cloth clothing fragments 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

HISTORIC TRENDS IN URBAN CONSUMER PREFERENCE 

 

A Shift to Bottled Food  

 Nineteenth-century Massachusetts underwent a transition between an agrarian 

economy to a manufacturing-based, urbanized economy driven by industrialization 

(Rosenberg 2007).  Changes in commercial industrialization created changes in 

commercial goods.  There was a major shift away from the previously held practice of 

purchasing bulk food products from stores in favor of the convenience of individually 

packaged goods, with a new appreciation for brand-name recognition and the reliability 

with which it was associated (Cheney 1982:32-33).  Metal cans at this time were not 

considered entirely safe due to the presence of heavy metals and poor construction, and 

plastics were not yet available, so glass containers -- glass bottles, specifically – were the 

preferred packaging for most products (Rosenberg 2007).   

 The surge of immigrants into cities forced most of them into crowded tenement-

style housing. Working long hours with no access to fresh food, they were dependent on 
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store-bought food (Rosenberg 2007:122).  Infant formula was among the earliest high-

demand prepared foods (Rosenberg 2007:123).  Wet nurses were no longer used; instead, 

infants were fed with cow’s milk (Rosenberg 2007:123).  This milk was more prone to 

contamination, so a mixture of cow’s milk, flour, and bicarbonate of potash was created 

to combat this, and it was heavily advertised by Boston’s Theodore Metcalf Company 

(Rosenberg 2007:123).    

 The later part of the 19th century also represented a time of increased knowledge of 

sterilization and a wider availability of refrigeration to keep food products fresh.  This 

allowed for an increased interest in packaged food.  This shift to individual servings and 

preference for glass bottles created such a substantial need that keeping up with bottle 

demand was difficult, ultimately provoking the invention of the automatic bottle 

machine. (Rosenberg 2007) 

 

Alcohol Consumption 

 Though consumers were now enjoying the availability of a host of individually 

packaged products, they were still limited in their choices by social forces, which made 

products like alcohol the subject of reform efforts.  The Temperance Movement of the 

19th century stressed abstinence from alcohol and tobacco as part of a middle-class 

American ideology (Reckner 1999:63).   

 Temperance organizations were particularly concerned with freeing working-class 

immigrant groups from their “addiction” (Reckner 1999: 63).  Before this movement, 

alcohol and tobacco were used both medicinally and recreationally, and even during the 
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Temperance Movement many middle class people continued to use these substances.  

Nevertheless, the movement did have an impact, causing many business owners to ban 

alcohol and tobacco from their work environments (Reckner 1999: 66).  It was believed 

that alcohol and tobacco use was related to such maladies as poor digestion, cholera, and 

tuberculosis, and the immigrant poor demonstrated their supposed immorality by being 

the population most often inflicted with these ailments (Reckner 1999: 70).  

 The temperate middle class sought to reform the working class, who were seen as 

“boisterous, immoral, non-productive, and ultimately detrimental to the Republic” 

(Reckner 1999:67).  It is even suggested by Reckner that temperance was a way for 

native-born Americans to distinguish themselves from the threatening increase in 

immigrant populations (Reckner 1999: 68).   

 Paul Reckner (1999) suggests that the response to the temperance movement can be 

seen in the archaeological record. He uses the term “archaeology of class,” which 

analyzes and critiques the social relations between groups by examining inequalities and 

portrayed identities expressed in the archaeological record (Reckner 1999: 63). 

Specifically, he utilizes the archaeology conducted at the Boott Mill in Lowell, 

Massachusetts, as an example.  Here, drinking liquor was forbidden by the company, and 

vendors who sold alcohol were pushed far from the mill.  Work conducted by Beaudry 

and Mrozowski on the Boott Mill suggests that alcohol consumption still continued, but 

in a clandestine manner (2001:121).  Liquor bottles, wine goblets, and beer mugs were 

recovered archaeologically, even though they were forbidden (Beaudry and Mrozowski 

2001:121).  In this new environment, Reckner suggests that consuming alcohol was 
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actually an “expression of solidarity among fellow laborers” as well as a means of 

resistance to the factory owners (Reckner 1999:71).  Reckner even suggests that middle-

class people resisted the temperance movement in their own clandestine manner by 

abusing medicine as a substitute for liquor (Reckner 1999:71).   

 As will be discussed in Chapter 5, the Blake House site data demonstrates that there 

is not a proportionately high frequency of medicine bottles, indicating that there was not 

an elicit use of medicines as a substitute for alcohol.  Also the lack of alcohol bottles in 

this assemblage is attributed to heavy recycling, not an absence of alcohol consumption.  

There is no indication of the influence of the Temperance Movement on the consumers at 

the Blake House site.  

 

Proprietary Medicine and Its Advertising  

Commercial medicine production increased dramatically in the mid- to late 19th 

century, a time referred to as the Patent Medicine Era, or the Pharmaceutical Era.  With 

few doctors available and a high mortality rate, the medicine business was an instant 

success. Given the real diseases facing urban populations (whooping cough, measles, 

influenza, diphtheria, cholera, and tuberculosis), most of the population was willing to try 

any remedy that might help (Rosenberg 2007).  Druggists and apothecaries took the place 

of the healthcare a doctor might have provided.  Initially, drugs were imported directly 

from England.  Over time, only the medicine bottles were imported from England, to be 

filled with an American product, and finally both the bottle and product were 

manufactured in the United States (Hechtlinger 1970:125). 
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Commercial medicines are often categorized by the terms patent, proprietary, and 

ethical.  In the strictest terms, patent medicines are those which are patented by the U.S. 

Patent Office. Proprietary medicines are any commercially available medicine marketed 

to the public (and do not hold an official U.S. patent), and ethical medicines are sold only 

through a doctor’s prescription.  Oftentimes “patent medicine” is considered a general 

term for all medicine from this time, especially including proprietary medicines, though 

this is technically incorrect (Fike 1987:3).   

Most companies chose not to seek patents for their medicines because the U.S. 

Patent Office required, to some extent, a disclosure of the formula of the medicine, as 

well as a demonstration of some level of effectiveness of the product (Hechtlinger 

1970:124).  As a way to get around needing a patent while still protecting their company 

from direct competition, many companies sought trademarks and copyrights instead 

(Hechtlinger 1970:124).  Unlike patents, trademarks did not require a demonstration that 

the product was new or useful.  Instead a trademark was established on creative names of 

the product and bottle shapes, and copyrights were given to graphics and promotional 

literature.  This system gave the company protection against competition using similar 

names or packaging, and did not require divulging ingredients, proof of effectiveness, or 

a demonstration of utility (Fike 1987:4, Hechtlinger 1970:124).     

The period between 1850 and 1900 was also dominated by deception, fraud, and a 

complete lack of federal drug controls (Fike 1987:3).  As the American frontier was 

pushing populations westward, there were even fewer doctors servicing these fringe 

populations.  This not only started an interest in mail-order medicine, but also created a 
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demand for versatile medicines that could be applied to treat a range of illnesses 

(Hechtlinger 1970:125).  Individual medicines claimed to cure dozens of ailments at 

once, even when these illnesses were contradictory.  Until 1906 there was no legislation 

to control these bottled goods, and there was no accountability on the part of the 

manufacturer.  Medicines were not required to demonstrate that they contained the active 

ingredients that they purported, but were instead concocted to have an unappealing taste 

(which would be interpreted as “medicine”), while containing mostly water, alcohol, 

sugar, and often narcotics like opium (Fike 1987:3).   

The amount of alcohol varied with the product, but was usually as high as 

standard liquor or higher.  For example, Paine’s Celery Compound had 20% alcohol, 

Hood’s Sarsaparilla 18%, while Jamaica Ginger could have 75% to 90% alcohol 

(Hechtlinger 1970:124). Medicines were even marketed to cure alcohol and morphine 

addictions, while these products themselves still contained alcohol and opiates 

(Hechtlinger 1970:125).  Such high concentrations of alcohol might have had a soothing 

effect for the ill, but until the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, manufacturers were not 

obligated to label the medicines with their alcohol content (Fike 1987:4).  This act made 

it illegal to mislead or mislabel, and as a result put many companies out of business.  

Even after this law was passed some companies opted to absorb the fine rather than 

discontinue the production or claims of a cure-all medicine (Fike 1987:4).  Legislation 

rapidly became stricter, however, eventually putting an end to the era.  

Just as there was no enforcement of federal restriction, there were also no 

regulations on truth of advertising.  Advertisements of the Patent Medicine Era were 
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permitted to make unsubstantiated claims about the curative properties of their products 

(Hechtlinger 1970:125).  Advertisement of the product often relied on using the name of 

doctors to sound legitimate and the copious use of testimonials from those claiming to 

have been cured (Hechtlinger 1970:125).  Extensive advertisements in newspapers 

ensured that proprietary medicines were immediately considered whenever someone 

became ill (Hechtlinger 1970:125). Because the product itself was not patented, but rather 

the name trademarked, advertising became essential, and brand recognition imperative 

(Hechtlinger 1970:125).  

The mid- to late 19th century saw a revolution in graphic techniques and graphic 

advertisement use.  The introduction of lithography meant there were over 100 

lithographic companies in Boston alone (Rosenberg 2007:21).  These companies 

produced a variety of paper goods, including product advertisements, labels, and trade 

cards (Rosenberg 2007:21).  Trade cards were small pieces of art given out by merchants 

as inexpensive advertisement for their products (Rosenberg 2007:21).  Proprietary 

medicine manufactures included these with the sale of the medicine itself, serving not 

only to further advertise the purchased medicine, but also as an impetus for trade-card 

collectors to buy the product in order to get the new card (Hechtlinger 1970:234).  The 

cards often featured young children, a common Victorian motif, as well as images of 

targeted users for many of the medicines (Hechtlinger 1970:234).  They featured 

beautiful people, crude caricatures, social scenes, and historic events (Rosenberg 

2007:21).  These images addressed issues of health, social status, and appearance.  Young 
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people collected the trade cards, using them in games or creating albums, and even adults 

became avid collectors. 

In an elaborate advertising scheme, traveling salesmen were sent to communities 

to hawk proprietary drugs by putting on a show about the product, often including 

contests, music, comedy, and juggling (Hechtlinger 1970:122).  Other sophisticated 

attempts at marketing centered on sending product advertisement in the form of 

something useful for the consumer.  This might include almanacs, cookbooks, game 

books, song books, children’s reading books, all full of advertisements for medicines 

(Hechtlinger 1970:125).  Additionally, home remedy books were sold, which would help 

individuals self-diagnose their illness by reading about a range of possible symptoms.  

These books then matched the malady to specific remedies, which often included sending 

away for medicine from the book’s author (Hechtlinger 1970:20).   

 

The Impact of Proprietary Medicine on Bottle Diversification 

This increased advertising effort was a direct result of proprietary medicines 

having to trademark their names and appearances; similarly, this trademark caused a 

diversification of bottle designs.  The exact combination of glass color, shape, embossing, 

and label all could be described as unique and trademarked.  Technological 

improvements in bottle manufacturing helped companies try to meet the new bottle 

demands, but these technologies, including improved finishes of bottles and the 

development of more reliable closures, also increased the demand for bottles as a primary 

commercial storage container (Miller 1984:83).  In the year 1800 there were only 9 glass 
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houses in the United States, but by 1837 there were 108 (Lorrain 1968:35).  This 

coincided with a period of increased specialization within these glass houses, so that one 

may specialize in window glass, another tableware, and another bottles (Lorrain 

1968:35).  The five years between 1899 and 1904 saw an increase of glass production of 

50% (Miller 1984:83).   

Additionally, advances in embossing technology also contributed to the 

diversification of bottles in the 19th century.  Commercial embossing on bottles began as 

early as 1750, however was only sparingly used until the mid-19th century (Fike 1987:4).  

The advent of the plate mold, patented in 1867, was crucial to the widespread use of 

embossing (Baugher-Perlin 1982:265).  Prior to the plate mold, individual bottle molds 

were created with embossed patterns.  These bottle molds could only be used for one type 

of product -- the one specifically named -- and thus were only of commercial use to the 

glass manufacturer for as long as the client was interested in ordering more identical 

bottles.  The plate embossing mold is a generic bottle mold that allows interchangeable 

embossed plates to be inserted prior to manufacture.  If the client moved and needed to 

change the embossed location on their bottle, only the plate would need to be recreated, 

and the rest of the bottle mold could still be used.  Furthermore, the same mold could be 

used for other clients with the insertion of a new plate.  All together, the use of plate mold 

made embossed bottles more practical, made their manufacture more flexible, and made 

them cost effective (Baugher-Perlin 1982:265).   

These patterns of bottle diversification and specialization were not restricted to 

medicinal bottles.  All commercial bottling could benefit from the increase in 
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specialization, drawing more interest in their products through unique bottle shapes, 

personalized embossed detail, and colorful labels.  These products were characterized by 

different scales of production and availability.  While some products were widespread, 

available in Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward catalogs, other products were made at 

a restricted scale in smaller numbers for a local audience.   

The widespread diversification and increased disposal of bottles created bottle 

deposits during the 19th century.  Municipal trash collection in Massachusetts began as 

early as the 1840s, but at this time was limited to a few public spaces in urban centers 

(Cheney 1982:18).  Municipal dumps were not common until the very end of the 19th 

century, and even still trash collection was almost exclusively the task of individuals or 

hired private companies (Cheney 1982:18).   The prevalence of bottles coupled with the 

lack of trash removal resulted in bottle-rich trash deposits in diverse locations that 

opportunistically filled in low lying areas.  This trash fill contained large numbers of 

bottles. These bottle deposits provide snapshots of the people living in this period, and 

the bottle diversity allows for greater analytical values of each individual type. 
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CHAPTER 4:  

 

METHODS 

 

Documentary and Locational Evidence for Origin of Fill 

An early priority for this analysis was to determine where the Blake House fill 

originated in order to make further interpretations regarding the consumers who chose 

those artifacts.  The first avenue for investigation was to review early documentary 

records to determine if they state a specific source for the Great Pond fill.  Early records 

of the Dorchester Historical Society, specifically meeting minutes, would possibly have 

had details regarding this decision.  Unfortunately, records of this specific nature dating 

from this time have gone missing from the Dorchester Historical Society.  References to 

meeting minutes and preparatory work for the moving of the house are mentioned in local 

newspapers from this time however none provide the origin of the fill.   

Additionally, newspaper fragments were found archaeologically at the Blake 

House Site.  These fragments, though small, were legible, and showed promise of being 

matched to a historic newspaper.  Ideally, these archaeological fragments could be 

matched precisely to a Dorchester newspaper.  This would have given an exact date for 
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the newspapers as well as strongly suggesting that the fill originated from Dorchester 

residents.  The Dorchester Beacon Newspaper was the only local paper available in late 

19th century Dorchester, however no exact match was found.  The subject matter of one 

fragment discussed a weekly Boston Horticultural show, so the newspaper is no doubt 

local to the Boston area.  There is no way to conclude that the fragments were from the 

Dorchester Beacon.  Indeed the formatting of the fragment appears more similar in nature 

to the Boston Daily Standard, though no exact match was found with this paper either. 

Because private companies, not the city, were accountable for trash collection, 

trash removal in Dorchester was a continual problem.  Dorchester residents wrote about 

this issue specifically in a Dorchester Beacon article in 1894, asserting that the private 

companies that they had hired to remove their trash were often late or absent, and trash 

routinely piled up.  These trash removal issues provide evidence of a Dorchester origin 

for the deposit because of the demonstrated local surplus of trash and need for a dumping 

location.  It would not have been necessary to look far for the trash to fill the pond. 

Since the excavation in 2007, it has been assumed that the fill from Great Pond 

originated in Dorchester, likely from residents near the site.  This assumption remains 

valid.  A majority of bottles originating in Boston and the presence of a Boston 

newspaper proves that the fill originated in Boston.  Furthermore the evidence indicates 

the deposit originated in Dorchester due to the documented trash removal issues, bottles 

from Dorchester pharmacists, a latch from an Eddy refrigerator (manufactured in 

Dorchester), a large population near Richardson Park, the obvious ease of using local 

trash as a fill versus carting it in from other neighborhoods, the overall consistency of the 
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artifact assemblage with a lower middle class population, and a complete lack of artifacts 

that would rule out a Dorchester origin. 

Bottle Manufacturing Techniques 

 The way in which bottles were manufactured changed over time in predictable ways 

as technology improved.  This allows archaeologists to infer dates of bottles based on 

their manufacture attributes as identifiable features of the bottle demonstrate its 

manufacture method.  The following diagram (figure 10) introduces the basic parts of a 

bottle: base, body, shoulder, neck, finish, et cetera which may show differences in 

manufacturing technique (Jones, Sullivan, et al. 1989:77).  Bottles from the Blake House 

were produced in the 19th century, based on their morphological characteristics.   

 During the 19th century, bottle manufacturing technology developed rapidly 

resulting in briefly used manufacturing techniques. The brief nature of these techniques 

allows for fairly precise dating of period bottles based on their physical characteristics.  

 Significant technological improvements began around 1810, when the use of dip 

molds for bottle production was abandoned in favor of the more consistent hinged molds 

(Lorrain 1968:37).  This also coincided with the 1810 discovery that bottled foods could 

keep without spoiling by Frenchman Nicolas Appert, who perfected boiling sealed glass 

bottles to kill bacteria (Lorrain 1968:38).  It was not until 1858 that the classic Mason jar, 

with its unique screw-seal closure, was invented for home food preservation (Lorrain 

1968:40).  In 1857 the snap case replaced a pontil rod as a means to hold a bottle while its 

finish was tooled, eliminating the  
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Figure 10-Bottle diagram (Jones et Al. 1989) 
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presence of a pontil scar on bottles (Lorrain 1968:40).  Bottle closures prior to the mid-

19th century were primarily cork stoppers, with very few other techniques utilized 

(Lorrain 1968:42).  In the last half of the 19th century, a huge diversity of closure 

methods emerged, including the internal glass-ball stopper, the Hutchinson stopper with 

internal rubber gasket and wire loop, the popular lightning stopper for jars and bottles, 

and the still widely used crown cap (Lorrain 1968:42).  The molds continued to improve 

throughout the 19th century, and in 1881 the semi-automatic bottle machine was 

developed (Lorrain 1968:42).  This machine was not widely used, and in 1903 a fully 

automatic bottle machine was patented by Michael Owens (Lorrain 1968:43).  Despite 

the promising technology of the fully automatic machine, the overhead cost was high,  

and it was not until the 1920s that automatic bottle production became standard, finally 

relegating hand-blown bottles to novelty objects (Lorrain 1968:43).  This trend toward  

automation was due to the need of increased efficiency and the reduced need for highly 

skilled craftsmen (Miller 1984:86).   

 The Blake House site bottle collection represents a few of the basic manufacturing 

techniques characteristic of the 19th century.  The terms used to classify these techniques 

throughout this thesis are listed in table 1.   
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Manufacturing 
Technique 

Date 
Range Description 

Free Blown   No mold was used, detail exclusively shaped by hand 

Molded   
Mold seams evident but no indication of what type of 
mold used  

Mold Blown    
Not manufactured by machine process, molded, hand-
finished. Specific mold blown technique not known 

Cup Mold 
1850-
1910 

Mold blown, horizontal base seam above heel, three 
piece mold. 
 

Post Mold 
1840-
1900 

Mold blown, no horizontal seam above heal, three piece 
mold, circular mold seam on base 

Two Piece 
Mold   

Single mold seam runs continuously along sides and 
base, often through the finish. 

Turn Mold 
1860-
1920 

Mold blown, no vertical seam due to bottle being rotated 
within the mold obliterating seam, mammalian detail on 
base similar to pontil scar. 

Machine Made 
1903-
Today 

Made with fully automatic machine.  These will often 
have “ghost seams” where the vertical seam up the 
bottle is multiplied, and also a suction scar at the base 

Indeterminate   
Some manufacturing marks evident, but still 
unidentifiable 

Unidentified   No manufacturing marks are present for identification. 
Table Data: (Lindsey 2011)

 

Table 1-Manufacturing Techniques found at the Blake House site including dates and descriptions 

 

Blake House Bottle Cataloging, Identification, and Documentation 

Interpretation of the bottles in this study is restricted to deposits in Richardson 

Park related to the filling of Great Pond prior to the moving of the Blake House in 1895.  

Specifically, this context is defined by Level L6 (Figure 8) as described in the 

introduction.  This level is interpreted as a uniform fill representing a single filling 

episode.  This project began with the complete cataloging of the entire bottle-glass 
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assemblage from the collection (Appendix 1), however the analysis focuses exclusively 

on bottle glass from level L6.   

First, the bottle glass was separated from other artifact classes, being careful to 

distinguish between window glass, tableware, and other non-bottle glass artifacts.  

Artifacts identified as bottle glass were divided into lots based on context, presence of 

decoration, and color, and then assigned sequential numbers beginning with BG#0001 

(with BG referencing “bottle glass”).   Cataloging was based on several parameters, 

including context, artifact count, color, manufacturing technique, embossing, and 

presence of a paper label.  Manufacturing technique was determined using the Society of 

Historical Archaeology’s Bottle Analysis website (Lindsey 2011), and The Parks Canada 

Glass Glossary (Jones and Sullivan 1989). Height (in inches) was measured if the bottle 

was complete, and the portion of incomplete bottles (base, body, neck) was recorded.  

Furthermore, in cases where the base or finish of a bottle was intact, Fike’s The Bottle 

Book was used to classify the shape and type in a standard fashion using the numbered 

typology of bottle base shapes and finish forms (1987).  Finally, any legible embossing or 

legible text on the original paper labels was transcribed and noted where it occurred on 

the bottle. This section presents techniques, not results, and as such the catalog should be 

referenced to view the full record of data compiled for all bottles in this analysis.  

In total, 1,892 artifacts were classified as bottle glass representing 436 lots.  Using 

the Massachusetts state catalogue protocol, a lot is defined as a group of artifacts from the 

same provenience (unit and level) that have identical characteristics.  It became clear that 

restrictions were needed in order to better interpret the deposits, so the decision was made 
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to limit analysis to L6, which could most certainly be attributed to filling prior to the 

Blake House move. Though excavated stratigraphically, it was clear that the levels 

recorded on artifact bags did not correspond exactly to the levels recorded in the profile.  

In order to separate the bottles of L6 from the collection as a whole, field notes for units 

A-D and their corresponding expansion units E-H were reviewed.  Based on recorded 

depths, stratigraphic location, soil descriptions, and the south wall profile drawing, the 

bags containing artifacts for L6 were isolated.  The following contexts were identified to 

contain L6 deposits:  A9, B7, B8, B9, C6, C7, C8, D6, D7, and G5. Only artifacts from 

these contexts were considered to be part of this study.  In total, the collection analyzed in 

this thesis numbers 1,019 artifacts in 238 lots.     

The L6 catalogue was improved upon by expanding it to include additional 

descriptive information, including the full name of the product that the bottle contained, 

the product description, date range, and production location.  This information was 

thoroughly researched from a number of primary and secondary sources.   

Analysis of the embossed inscriptions began with the use of Bill Hunt’s bottle 

website (Hunt 1995).  This website allows users to find company names and complete 

embossed inscriptions by searching using partial and fragmentary segments of embossed 

text from broken bottles.  Secondly, a similar website is also formatted for fragmentary 

text searches, but focuses exclusively on basal embossing (Whitten 2011).  These two 

websites, combined, identified many company and product names represented in L6 

bottles from the Blake House.  Bill Hunt’s website also includes references for each of 

the embossing text entries, most of which cite Fike’s The Bottle Book (1987).  Each 
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embossed bottle (with the additional information from Whitten and Hunt) was searched 

in Fike’s text to gather additional information.  Unfortunately, Fike’s text provided no 

additional information that was not uncovered through inscription reconstruction on the 

Hunt and Whitten websites.  Finally, all of the aforementioned sources (both bottle 

websites and Fike’s book) were only useful references for embossed bottles.  For 

examples that did not contain embossing, information on the product name, function, 

date, and place of manufacture were yet unknown.    

Next, bottles with any fragments of their original paper labels were photographed.  

These photographs served several purposes.  First, and most importantly, they are a 

record of the bottles as they appeared in January 2011, and any subsequent degradation of 

the labels will be mitigated by this photographic record.  Finally, these photographs 

allowed for the fragile labeled bottles to be immediately and carefully packaged and 

boxed without additional handling for the remainder of the analysis, thus preventing 

further damage to the labels. Because of the faded nature of the text on these labels, the 

digital photographs were taken on a variety of background in order to determine which 

was most effective in capturing the colors of the label.  Black, white, and grey 

backgrounds were tried, but in the end the roughly 50% grey background brought out the 

best contrast on the bottle labels in the photographs.  These digital photographs were then 

edited and enhanced in Adobe Photoshop to reveal any useful information that the label 

might provide.   

Initial techniques involved overall manipulation of image contrast, which in 

Adobe Photoshop included “image adjustments” such as levels and curves, as well as 
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more complex techniques of using filters like the “unsharp mask” and “apply image” to 

increase the intensity and luminosity of the image to increase visibility.  In general these 

techniques were successful at increasing the contrast on already legible text; however, 

none of these digital techniques were able to reveal completely faded text or figures from 

the labels. It is likely these techniques failed to reveal hidden information as they modify 

the entire image as a whole, instead of targeting specific areas or colors. 

The only photographic manipulation technique that was successful at making 

illegible text more legible was using the “replace” function to select and darken (and thus 

increase contrast of) the visible sections of text on a label.  This selection was then 

broadened so that colors similar to the known text were included in the selection and also 

darkened. This often included text that was previously too faded to be visible with the 

naked eye.  Here, a label on the body and neck of a Blake House bottle is completely 

illegible (by the naked eye and in the digital photograph).  After using the “replace” 

function in Adobe Photoshop to selectively darken various sections of the label that may 

contain text, one color selection resulted in the bottle label becoming readable.  Though 

not perfectly clear, most of the text is legible and the product can be identified as 

Bovinine, and its place of manufacture and price are also visible (Figures 11 and 12).  

Photographing and digitally manipulating the labeled bottles in this manner, while 

time consuming, made it easier to view the information that became integral in 

identifying the bottles’ contents, manufacturers, and places of origin.  In addition, this 

photographic record was also the best option for the long-term conservation of the 

delicate labels.  Even if they are kept in a temperature- and humidity-controlled, stable 
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Figure 11- Bovine Bottle (#0432) showing enhanced (left) and unenhanced paper label (right) 

environment, these delicate labels will still continue to degrade over the time.  The paper 

will become more brittle, and the inks will fade.  Each bottle could be assessed 

individually to see if the inks and adhesives could withstand common paper conservation 

techniques, but this would still run the risk of turning the paper labels translucent, 

effectively making them even less legible.  In this way, documentation is the best defense 

against degradation of the labels (Dennis Piechota 2011, pers. comm.). 
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Figure 12-Bovine Bottle (#0432) showing enhanced (left) and unenhanced paper label (right) 

After the available information was recorded directly from each bottle, research 

was conducted to further investigate this data.  The Society for Historical Archaeology 

Bottle Identification Website (Lindsey 2011) was the most useful for providing general 

information about dating bottles based on physical characteristics. Each lot was assigned 

a date range, when possible, based on its finish, shape, and manufacturing technique.  

This provided general Terminus Post Quems (TPQ) for the majority of the artifacts.  

Further analysis refined many of these dates. 

Primary sources were valuable for information specific to individual companies, 

products, dates, and locations identified through embossing and labels. The Boston 

Almanac and Business Directory identified apothecaries who were in business throughout 
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the 19th century.  This resource, like many from this time period, has now been digitized 

and is available as a searchable document online.  An edition from 1892 provided a 

detailed inventory of all the apothecaries and pharmacists in Boston that year, which 

aided in finding complete addresses and names for businesses which were partially or 

completely recorded via bottle labeling and embossing.   

Using Geographic Information Systems, a complete map of all listed apothecaries 

and pharmacies in the 1892 Directory was compiled (see analysis section and figures 14 

and 15). All companies represented on the bottles from the Blake House collection were 

highlighted to aid in interpretation of procurement methods and distance of the 

companies to the site. 

For in-depth information on specific Boston apothecaries and druggists, as well as for 

any information regarding those outside of Boston, additional primary sources were 

consulted.  Like the Boston Almanac and Business Directory, these were often available 

as online searchable documents so that individual manufacturer names, address, and 

products could be searched.  As stated before, this data had been compiled through the 

combination of embossed decoration (often reconstructed with the use of Whitten and 

Hunts websites) coupled with information made more visible through digital 

enhancement of preserved labels, and supported, when fragmentary, with the Boston 

Business Directory listings. 

 Of particular use were pharmaceutical journals contemporary with the moving of 

the Blake House, including, The Pharmaceutical Journal, The Spatula: An Illustrated 
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Monthly Publication for Druggists, The Pharmaceutical Record and Weekly Market 

Review, and The Pharmaceutical Era. 

These texts were written as regular newsletters with those in the medical 

profession as the targeted primary readership.  They included detailed articles describing 

new products that were available, presenting marketing strategies and drug 

advertisements, and promoting regional meetings and conferences.  Most significant to 

this thesis, they often contained updates from individual shops, including when new 

apothecaries opened, if shops moved locations, and if new business partners were added.  

These primary documents established firm start and end dates for specific events: often 

describing the advent of a new product, establishing when companies were renamed due 

to mergers, or when companies moved from one location to another or closed.  These 

primary sources, contemporary with the bottles in this analysis, were instrumental in 

collecting accurate information regarding specific bottle dates, locations, and 

interpretations.   
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS 

 

The Blake House site provides an excellent example of a late-19th-century bottle 

dump, enhanced with the additional information provided by exceptional bottle label 

preservation.  This section will begin with a discussion of the descriptive statistics, 

followed by bottle dating, locational analysis, manufacture-deposition lag, recycling and 

reuse, and patterns of medicine consumption.  The analysis presented here will provide 

unique insight into 19th-century Dorchester, as well as a comparative study for future 

research using bottle data to understand consumer behavior.  

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Based on aforementioned cataloging efforts, statistics describing the collection are 

now available.  Of the total 1,892 fragments of bottle glass excavated from the Blake 

House site, 1,019 fragments are from level L6.  Of this bottle glass from L6, 56 bottles 

were whole or near complete.  Seventy-two glass artifacts from L6 (bottles and bottle 

fragments) had pieces of their original label.  
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Using Fike (1984) to classify bottle finishes available in the collection (91 total) 

(Table 2), the Prescription finish (2.9) is the most common in L6, representing 29% of the 

entire collection.  The next most popular, representing 17.6% was the patent finish (2.7).  

The bead finish (2.3) represented 14.3% of the identified finishes in L6.  All other 

finishes represented 5% or less of the collection, for a total of 17 identified finish types.   

Bases were also classified according to Fike (1984), with a small variety of shapes 

represented (Table 3).  Of those examples where basal shape could be identified (58 

total), 48.3% of the bottle bases were round (3.20), 17.2% were Blake (no relation to the 

site) Variant 1 (3.3), 12.1% were Buffalo Oval (3.18), and 10.3% were French Square 

(3.2).  All other bases represented 5% or less of the collection, for a total of nine possible 

base types.    

 Of the collection of 238 bottle lots from L6, 151 (or 63.4%) were not 

demonstrative of a manufacturing technique, having no visible mold or manufacturing 

marks, or only a single, and therefore indeterminate, mold-blown seam.  Of the remaining 

87 bottle lots whose manufacturing method was able to be identified, 77.0% were cup 

molded, 13.8% were made with a post mold, and finally turn-mold, free-blown, and two-

piece mold each represented 5% or less of the lots.   

Of the 70 bottles where bottle function could be identified (table 4), the majority 

(57.14%) were medicine bottles, followed by food bottles (24.29%), household (non-food 

domestic bottles including cleaning and personal hygiene) bottles (15.71%), and finally 

nursing bottles (2.86%).  The specific products that could be identified are listed in table 

5.   
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 Table 2- Fike finishes, with count and percentage of Blake House bottles per category 

 



56 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3-Fike Base types, with count and percentage of Blake House 
bottles 

 

 

  

 

 

Table 4- Bottle type/function, counts, and overall percentage 

 

 

 

 

        Table 5- Products from bottles found at the Blake House Site

All products in Bottles 
Blueing 
Bovinine 
Bromo seltzer 
Castoria 
Celery compound 
Chilli sauce 
Cod liver oil 
Cold medicine 
Fig syrup 
Generic condiment 
Generic medicine 
Generic pills 
Handy nurser 
Hirsutis 
Honey 
Honey and almond 
cream 
Ink 
Jamaica ginger 
Ketchup 
Laxative of sprudel salts 
Leather maintenance 
Liniment 
Liver pills 
Mineral water 
Perfume 
Perfume 
Prescription 
Root beer 
Sarsaparilla 
Soda water 
Vanilla extract 
Worcestershire sauce 

Bottle type Count Percentage 
Food 17 24.3%
Household 11 15.7%
Medicine 40 57.1%
Nurser 2 2.9%
Total 70 100.0%
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The Blake House Bottle Collection Dating 

Nineteenth-century bottles are often used in historical archaeology to estimate the 

date of a given site.  This date is often based on analysis of bottle manufacturing 

attributes.  For the Blake House bottle collection, the manufacturing attributes of the 

bottles were combined with dates found through documentary research regarding the 

creation of the contents or opening of apothecary shops.  This research included finish 

and base types, subtle company name changes, dates a company was at a specific 

location, and court documents (demonstrating the introduction of a product in order to 

uphold an existing copyright).   

 Level L6 produced 94 bottle lots from which a reliable date range could be 

generated.  The latest bottle (BG#0057) (figure 13) recovered from this level is embossed 

"JOHN F. NEILL // BOTANIC DRUGGIST // 19 UNION ST. BOSTON” with remnants 

of a now illegible paper label. Manufacture detail, such as its production in a cup mold, 

give a date range of 1850-1910 (Lindsey 2011); however, primary research is much more 

specific.  According to an 1894 issue of American Druggist and Pharmaceutical Record, 

John F. Neill started his own business at the 19 Union Street location in 1894, which it 

proudly proclaims in one of its news bullets (Mayo and Keenan 1894:66).  This is the 

terminus post quem (TPQ) for L6.  The end date for the site is identified by a previously 

mentioned Dorchester Beacon article (Dorchester Beacon 1896), in which the Dorchester 

Women’s Club notes that on 18 January 1896, the Blake House had already been 

relocated to Richardson Park.  This makes the terminus ante quem (TAQ) 1896.  These 
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dates are consistent with the hypothesis that the pond was filled in 1895 in preparation for 

the Blake House to be moved to the lot.               

 

 

Figure 13-BG#0057 with embossed "John F. Neill" 
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Bottle Locational Information 

 Many of the bottles from the Blake House collection were embossed with 

locations or had addresses printed on their labels.  Still others had enough information 

about the manufacturer that their locations could be discovered through documentary 

research.  Each bottle was examined to determine if a location was discernible for its 

place of manufacture.  In total, a list of 46 known Blake House bottle origins was 

compiled (Table 6).   

  Of these, 52.2% are from Boston, 10.9% are 

from Philadelphia, 6.5% are from Baltimore, and other 

locations are represented to a lesser degree.  The 

preponderance of bottles originating in the Boston area 

confirms the hypothesis that the fill used in the Great 

Pond in Richardson Park was local.    

In order to further examine this issue, all of the 

Boston bottles recovered from the Blake House site that 

had known street addresses were mapped using 

geographical information systems (GIS) to show their relative location in the city (figures 

14 and 15).  Most of these were medicinal bottles, including a few prescription bottles.  

These prescription bottles had labels that were intact enough to identify an address 

through aforementioned photo manipulations.  Lindsey (2011) posits that prescription 

bottles will always be deposited within a few miles of their labeled address unless they  

Bottle Mfg. 
Location Percentage 
Boston 52.0% 
Philadelphia 10.9% 
Baltimore 6.5% 
Cincinnati 4.3% 
England 4.3% 
New York 4.3% 
Portland, ME 4.3% 
Chicago 2.2% 
Czech 2.2% 
Lowell 2.2% 
Pittsburg 2.2% 
San Francisco 2.2% 
Windsor, VT 2.2% 

Table 6-Bottle Manufacture 
location and percentage 
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Figure 14- GIS map depicting known apothecaries in Boston, and locations that occur in the bottle 
collection.  Map produced by Katharine Johnson. 
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Figure 15- Apothecaries in the vicinity of the Blake House.  Map produced by Katharine Johnson. 
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were individually transported by a traveler to a new location.  The assumption made by 

Lindsey is that prescriptions are purchased close to the home.  By mapping the 

prescription bottles separately, it is clear that they are not limited to the Dorchester 

neighborhood: two are located in Dorchester, one from Roxbury, one from Hyde Park, 

and the final one from Charlestown. 

Still, it was possible that residents of Uphams Corner in Dorchester did not have 

ready access to the resources that were available in other parts of the city, and were 

effectively forced to look elsewhere for their prescriptions.  To verify this, all of the 

apothecaries listed in the 1892 Boston Almanac and Business Directory (the most 

comprehensive listing of apothecaries and druggists in Boston near the time of the Blake 

House filling episode) were also plotted on the map.  The locations of the prescription 

bottles excavated from the Blake House were compared with the available apothecary 

locations.  Apothecaries (and thus physical access to medicine) appear to have been 

available both near the house site as well as throughout all of Boston, especially 

following main thoroughfares through the city, and concentrated in the downtown 

business area.   

Therefore, access to healthcare was not geographically limited in Dorchester or 

any of the surrounding neighborhoods.  Perhaps people were procuring medicine near 

their place of work, or along their daily commute through the city.  There is a probably 

correlation between the locations of the apothecaries and the workplaces of the 

consumers, however because the individuals who contributed to the fill are unknown, 

their workplaces are also unknown.  Regardless, it is likely that the people who 
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contributed to the fill worked throughout Boston, accounting for the broad distribution of 

apothecaries. 

It is also possible that the apothecaries chosen carried a range of products and 

services not available at nearer locations.   Alternately, store advertisement may have 

played a role, giving consumers more name recognition and familiarity with certain 

apothecaries over others.  For example, A.A. Burnham was consistently advertised in 

almost every issue of the Dorchester Beacon of 1895-1896, virtually the exclusive 

druggist advertised in this paper and perhaps influencing the Beacon readers to develop a 

trust relationship with this apothecary over similar local choices.  Four bottles from the 

deposit originated from A.A. Burnham’s apothecary despite the fact that it was not the 

closest apothecary to the Blake House. 

 Differential access to healthcare then was not a product of location, but other 

factors, perhaps due to limited financial resources.  Indeed, all of Boston is only a few 

miles wide and was connected by easily accessible streets and streetcars; thus all areas of 

Boston were easy to travel to and through.  All of the prescription bottles found in level 

L6 of the Blake House site were still purchased within a five-mile radius of the house.  

This is consistent with Lindsey’s supposition that prescriptions would have been 

purchased locally, though it is not useful in identifying more specifically where the L6 fill 

came from.   

Authors such as Baugher-Perlin (1982) use bottle locations to indicate trade 

networks and economic links between communities.  In her studies Baugher-Perlin only 

had access to the information that was embossed on the bottles, while at the Blake House 
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site there is the advantage of paper labels that describe in more detail where the bottles 

originated.  Baugher-Perlin suggested that in rural areas it would be more common to find 

bottles that originated far outside of a region and were ordered through the mail.  In 

contrast, urban communities would have more access to local products because of an 

increase in local industry and thus would be less likely to rely on mail-ordered products 

from outside of the region. Still, the availability of mail-order catalogues brought national 

marking and product branding to an individual household level (Purser 1992).   

The bottle collection from the Blake House is consistent with Baugher-Perlin’s 

suggestion that urban communities would have more accessibility to local products.  

Most of the bottles at this urban site are local in origin.  Bottles from the Northeast 

(including Boston; Lowell, Massachusetts; Portland, Maine; Windsor, Vermont; and New 

York) represent 65.2% of the bottles from which locations can be discerned.  Bottles from 

the Blake House site that are from outside of this local region tend to be from large scale 

manufacturers that advertised to broad local markets.  A fair number of bottles recovered 

(19.6%) originated in the Mid Atlantic (in this case from Baltimore, Maryland; 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania).  This is not unexpected due to 

the railroad networks between these two regions.   Other areas like the Midwest 

(represented by Chicago and Cincinnati at 6.5%), West Coast (San Francisco at 2.2%) 

and Europe (England and Czechoslovakia at 6.5%) represent much lower levels of trade.   

This is suggestive of a few possibilities.  Boston may have had a weaker 

economic connection to these regions, the needs of consumers more easily met by more 

local manufacturers, there was a preference for more regionally local goods because of 
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heightened advertisement to local markets, or Boston was not in need of their services as 

they were those from the Mid Atlantic.   

It is suggested that sometimes when American cities grow rapidly that consumers 

no longer identify with the downtown area, and business moves to the outskirts of the city 

(Walters 1978:374).  The GIS map created from Blake House site bottle data does not 

support that this has taken place in Boston at the end of the 19th century.  The majority of 

the apothecaries are still centered on the central business district of Boston, and bottles 

were often procured by the Blake House site consumers, despite the seeming 

inconvenience of the distance between downtown and Dorchester.  Again, this may be 

due to the Blake House consumers working in the areas of these more distant 

apothecaries.     

Immigrant populations also undoubtedly brought with them consumer preferences 

from their home country (Walters 1978).  It is also possible that the immigrant 

populations that were moving into Boston neighborhoods at this time including 

Dorchester were producing products that suited their market segment specifically: they 

were producing the goods for themselves that would most suit themselves.  In this way 

there would be a tendency to buy locally, because local products were most similar to 

their tastes from home.  

There are countless variables which impact these complex market relations, but 

despite the uncertainty for which of these scenarios is most valid, using a consumer 

behavior approach allows all of these to be considered as possible factors.  Each may 
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have played a role, and viewing them together allows for a more complex understanding 

of the relationship Bostonians had with the rest of the country.          

 

Manufacture-Deposition Lag Analysis 

Calculating the manufacture-deposition lag for classes of bottles is a useful way 

of determining if the bottles were deposited after an anticipated amount of time, or in 

contrast if there were other factors that increased or decreased the intensity of use for a 

functional class of bottles (Hill 1982).  In this way, manufacture-deposition lag analysis is 

linked to consumer behavior studies by allowing researchers to better understand the 

intensity of consumer’s use of specific products.   

Using Hill’s manufacture-deposition lag formula on the datable bottles from the 

Blake House site, an average of the possible initial production date with the known end 

date of the site (1896) or manufacturer was taken for each bottle.  These dates are only 

possible for bottles in which the date range is available and the function of the bottle is 

known, which in this case was 54 bottle lots.  These dates were then averaged for each 

functional category of bottle, including fresh beverages (milk and fruit juice), carbonated 

beverages (beer and soda), food, medicine, personal-utility, and wine.  Hill predicts 

idealized lag rates for bottles from each category based on the perceived importance of 

freshness.          

Results for the manufacture-deposition lag of the Blake House bottles are overall 

consistent with Hill’s predictions and are based on functional categories.  Table 7 

indicates the relative frequencies of bottles per functional category from the Blake House,  
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where the function could be 

identified.  According to 

Hill, milk and fruit juice 

bottles should have the 

shortest lag time because of 

the importance on their 

immediate consumption as 

products that easily spoil (1982).  These classes of bottles are not present in the Blake 

House assemblage, representing a possible lack of access to fresh milk and fruit juice in 

an urban environment.  Urban populations during the late 19th century often had limited 

to no access to fresh provisions and were thus dependent on other store-bought products 

instead (Rosenberg 2007).  In this way, the lack of milk and juice consumption does not 

represent a lack of interest, but rather issues of accessibility.  

 Carbonated beverages should have the next shortest lag time because of the 

concern that these beverages would go flat without immediate use.  The carbonated 

beverage bottles from this collection do indeed have a comparatively short lag time, in 

this case 5.25 years.  This is slightly less than the predicted number from Hill, though the 

conspicuously small sample size (only two bottles for this category) might better explain 

the difference.  This small sample size is addressed further in a later section on bottle 

recycling and reuse. 

   

Bottle Type # Of Bottles
Lag Time In 

Years 
Nursers 2 2.5
Carbonated Beverages 2 5.3
Food Bottles 11 10.2
Household Bottles 6 14.1
Medicine Bottles 33 15.1
Total 54

Table 7- Counts of bottles based on functional categories defined 
by Hill (1982) and calculated lag time in years 
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According to Hill’s model, food bottles should be represented with the next 

highest lag time (Hill 1982).  Freshness was only somewhat important for this category of 

bottles, and often food bottles represented condiments and other food categories that were 

not quickly used.  The Blake House food bottles had a lag time of roughly 10 years, 

which is consistent proportionally with Hill’s predictions.  This anticipated intensity of 

food bottle use demonstrates that the Blake House site consumers had seamlessly made 

the shift to utilizing bottle food products that was rising in popularity in urban industrial 

environments during the late 19th century.     

According to Hill, medicine bottles should have a longer lag time than food, but 

still shorter than personal-utility and wine, with an idealized lag time of 10 years.  The 

Blake House bottles do not fit this idealized model.  Instead, medicine bottles at this site 

represent the longest lag time at 15 years.  This is a noticeable discrepancy that shows a 

slow use of the medicines purchased.  An explanation for this might either be relatively 

stable health conditions, or a preference for home remedies over proprietary and 

prescription medicines.  A preference against an intense use of these medicines might be 

due to a variety of consumer choices.  Perhaps the medicines were deemed too expensive 

to be purchased and used frequently.  Perhaps the medicines were used sparingly, and 

deemed effective treatments that did not necessitate more than one dose and thus had an 

extended shelf life because of their perceived effectiveness.  Conversely, these bottled 

remedies might have been purchased, used, and deemed ineffective, thus not used again 

or not frequently, extending their shelf life in the home due to infrequency of use.   
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Personal and utilitarian bottles like ink, hygiene products, and polishes should 

have a longer lag time than medicine, because after purchase, the products are not used 

frequently and there is no underlying concern for freshness at all.  In the case of the Blake 

House, the lag time for personal and utilitarian bottles is actually shorter than that of 

medicine.  Hill anticipates that the personal-utility category of bottles should have a lag 

time of around 12 years, and the Blake House value of 14 years is not too far from the 

predicted model.  In this case, compared with Hill's predictive model, it appears that this 

does not demonstrate a discrepancy in the lag in the person-utility category, but rather 

further emphasizes the unusually long lag time of the medicine bottles.  

Lastly, wine bottles are supposed to have the longest lag time.  Because they are 

often more valuable with age, there is no concern with freshness or need to consume 

them quickly after purchase.  There were no wine bottles recovered from L6.  The lack of 

wine bottles and other alcoholic containers could thus be explained by two polar opposite 

theories.  Either the lack of liquor is indicative that the bottle collection came from a 

temperate middle or upper class that chose to refrain from alcohol, or the lack of bottles 

is due to intensive recycling and reuse of these bottles.  Temperance is difficult to 

determine archaeologically, so an analysis of the recycling and reuse of bottles (below) 

will determine to what extent recycling played a role in the lack of alcohol bottles. 

 

Bottle Function, Recycling, and Reuse 

Using Cheney (1982) and Cushman’s (1984) reports as a guide, bottle recycling 

and reuse must be taken into account in order to understand the relative frequencies of 
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bottle functional categories first introduced in the manufacture-deposition lag analysis.  

The frequencies represented in the archaeological collection may not represent product 

preferences if the number of artifacts sampled archaeologically has been selectively 

altered through bottle recycling and reuse.   

Though outside the scope of this thesis, one of the most apparent visual 

observations of the Blake House collection as a whole is that the majority of all of the 

artifacts are bottles.  Due to the high level of bottles relative to ceramics, it is easy to 

assume that bottle recycling was minimal, suggesting that the residents were not under 

financial stress.  This, however, is incorrect.  As discussed below, a lack of beer and soda 

bottles shows that these valuable bottles were heavily recycled.  It is the extraordinary 

numbers of medicine bottles and whole bottles in the collection that inflate the overall 

numbers of bottles and make it appear at first glance that bottle recycling and reuse was 

minimal. 

A lack of alcohol bottles, including whiskey, wine, and beer, at the site draws a 

number of possible interpretations discussed above.  The most obvious is an aversion to 

alcohol related to the Temperance Movement.  The lack of whiskey and wine could be 

explained by a preference for beer.  Beer bottles had a high value and they would have 

been actively recycled, especially in times of economic stress.  It is most plausible that 

both a decrease in the consumption of alcohol due to financial stress of the local 

population, and a preference for beer (leading to heavy recycling), are the explanations 

for the absence of alcohol bottles in the Blake House site.  It has been posited that Irish 

immigrants from this time had a preference for soda and beer over wine and liquor 
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(DeCunzo 1987).  Given recycling patterns, this might explain the lack of whiskey and 

wine bottles observed at the Blake House site, suggesting that the consumers contributing 

to the Blake House fill were Irish, immigrants, or shared in this group’s preference.  

While the preference might be related to cultural traditions of the Irish, it may also be a 

preference related only to the differential cost between the two products (DeCunzo 1987).   

There are very few bottles from carbonated beverages (represented by only two 

soda bottles).  Carbonated beverages, such as beer and soda, were very popular choices 

and would have been widely consumed in great number.  The lack of their representation 

in this fill could indicate that they were not being consumed; however, given the 

popularity of the beverages, this is unlikely.  Any decrease in beer consumption would 

have been replaced with an increase in soda use, and therefore soda would have 

continued to be a common artifact and its conspicuous absence would still be 

unexplained.  The more plausible explanation is that these bottles, like beer bottles, have 

the highest relative recycle value due to their high demand and monetary value if returned 

to the manufacturer, and therefore were heavily recycled.  Of the bottles two soda bottles 

which were deposited in the fill, one is labeled “THIS BOTTLE // NOT TO BE SOLD."  

This bottle was property of the bottle manufacturer and had no monetary return value 

(Busch 1987).  In this system, nobody would profit from the recycling of the bottle, and it 

was simply discarded.  

Food bottles were represented in relatively high frequencies in the Blake House 

collection.  This correlates with the recent popularity of individually packaged brand-

name food.  At the time of the deposit, this prepared food would have been increasingly 
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accessible and affordable, so it is not surprising to see food bottles in increasing numbers 

at this time (Rosenberg 2007).  Pepper sauce (BG#0263), honey (BG#0217 and 0218), 

ketchup (BG#0188), Worcestershire sauce (BG#0323), and chili sauce (BG#0306) were 

among the foods represented.  Popularity of these packaged foods were especially 

indicative of urban populations who did not have the ability to venture outside of the city 

to procure fresh food in bulk, but instead were forced to rely on what they could find 

available within the city (Rosenberg 2007).   

Two nursing bottles are also present in this collection.  This is a good example of 

an artifact that represents both women and children.  Because nursing bottles, like fruit 

jars, were meant to be continually reused, their presence in the fill requires examination.  

In this case, they were both patented in 1891, suggesting that they might have been a few 

years old at the time of deposition.  In this way, they most likely exhausted their 

functional life early, as Cheney predicts heavy reuse of nursing bottles for a prolonged 

period (Cheney 1982).  Because they were both found broken, it is reasonable to assume 

that they were only discarded after they were no longer useful and could not be reused or 

recycled further.  

Finally, medicine bottles are the most prevalent functional category of bottle glass 

in the collection.  Their presence in such large numbers is to be expected, however.  As 

mentioned in a previous section, proprietary medicines were increasingly popular in the 

mid- to late 19th century, and their popularity necessitated the use of a variety of bottles.  

Still, in terms of recycling values, embossed medicine bottle were only of use to the 

bottler that produced them, and it was not always profitable to return them.  Additionally, 
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proprietary medicine bottles were especially hard to refill because the small size of the 

bottle opening made them difficult to clean.  In this way, the seemingly large numbers of 

medicinal bottles from the Blake House does not represent an unbridled wave of illness, 

but rather represents the selective recycling taking place in the late 19th century.  The 

overall number of bottle artifacts indicates the likelihood that more than one household 

contributed to the fill deposit.  The heavy reuse and recycling of bottles is indicative that 

the consumers were under economic stress, and further supports the idea that the deposits 

come from working class immigrants of Dorchester.  One likely interpretation is the 

weekly non-recyclable trash of all of the nearby newly constructed triple-decker 

properties was deposited into Great Pond as a readily available fill. 

 

Patterns of Medicine Use from the Blake House Bottle Collection 

Given the range of medicine bottles recovered at the Blake House site, more 

specific information about illness might be available through further analysis.  At the 

Five Points site in New York, New York, Bonasera and Raymer (2001) were able to 

investigate what ailments the residents may have suffered from based on the medicine 

bottles that they discarded.  A similar process was used with collections from the Blake 

House to determine if patterns would emerge in what the recovered medicines were 

purporting to treat.  Of the bottles in the Blake House collection, only fifteen of the 

medicine bottles could be specifically identified to determine the exact type of product  
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they contained.  The bottles, as well as 

historic advertisements, were used to 

determine their reported treatments in 

order to identify why a consumer might 

have purchased them.   

The medicines represented at the 

Blake House site, however, are not 

connected by a common ailment.  In 

fact, the advertised uses for each of the 

remedies were so broad that it is nearly 

impossible to discern why the consumer 

might have purchased it.  Additionally, 

almost all medicines at this time treated 

a wide range of ailments, so the specific 

ailments singled out by Bonasera and 

Raymer may not be entirely indicative of 

the actual ailments suffered by Five 

Points consumers.  For instance, several 

of the medicines from the Blake House 

are known laxatives, including Carter’s 

Little Liver Pills; however, 

Medicine What it might treat 
Bovinine Malnourishment 

Bromo Seltzer 
Upset stomach, heartburn, 
indigestion 

Castoria Laxative 
Celery 
Compound 

Blood purifier and nerve 
tonic 

Cod Liver Oil 

Given to children to 
prevent rickets and other 
Vitamin D deficiencies 

Cold Medicine Cough/cold 
Fig Syrup Laxative 
Hirsutis Hair restorative treatment 

Jamaica Ginger 
Stimulant and corrector of 
stomach troubles 

Laxative Of 
Sprudel Salts Laxative 

Liniment 

Eases stiffness and muscle 
pain, cures Diphtheria, 
Rheumatism, Sore Throat, 
Frost Bites, Swelling, 
Bruises, Sprains, Burns, 
Headache, and Neuralgia 

Liver Pills 

Laxative, treats torpid 
liver, dyspepsia and 
distress from too hearty 
eating, dizziness, nausea, 
drowsiness, bad taste in 
the mouth, coated tongue, 
pains in the side and back 

Mineral Water Promotes general health 

Root Beer 
Purify blood and give rosy 
cheeks 

Sarsaparilla 

Purifies the blood, 
stimulates vital functions, 
restores health and infuses 
new life throughout the 
whole system 

Table 8- Medicines and their advertised treatments 
found in the Blake House bottle collection 
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advertisements suggest that they will fix "torpid liver, dyspepsia and distress from too 

hearty eating, dizziness, nausea, drowsiness, bad taste in the mouth, coated tongue, [and] 

pains in the side and back."   

Because of the diversity of symptoms each of the medicines treated and the 

comparatively small sample size, it was not possible to find a common ailment the 

products were treating.  Still, by viewing each bottle individually, the overall health 

concerns of the consumers of these bottles can be proposed: stomach troubles, 

malnourishment, overall feelings of health and blood purity, coughs and colds, hair 

restoration, and muscle pain. As discussed in an earlier section of this thesis on 

manufacture-deposition lag analysis, there was a preference at the Blake House site 

against an intense use of medicines: the medicine bottles were apparently in the 

household for a long time before they were discarded.  This, taken in combination with 

the sweeping applications for these medicines, might support the interpretation that 

medicines were used sparingly and applied to treat a wide variety of ailments.  By 

choosing medicines that had more general applications, the consumers would have been 

able to incur a lower upfront cost for the medication thereby having to purchase fewer 

bottles overall.  In addition the general uses of the medicines might have made home 

treatment an easier process, as they were assured that they were using the correct 

medicine for virtually any ailment.   
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CHAPTER 6: 

DISCUSSION OF URBAN CONSUMPTION PATTERNS AT THE BLAKE HOUSE 

SITE 

 

Consumer Behavior as the Study of Material Culture 

The bottles from the Blake House site are consumer goods, but were never 

purchased as conspicuous goods, for others to see and judge.  Therefore they represent 

the buyer’s self-perception and personal preference as influenced by many outside 

factors.  Consumption is not limited to purchasing luxury goods as a means of social 

competition (Purser 1992:107).  These commonplace objects have the potential to 

provide insight in the daily lives and personal struggles of the consumers (Mullins 

2004:195).  Looking at other dimensions of consumption, including the consumption of 

necessities or non-luxury goods, produces a more holistic view (Purser 1992:107).  While 

it is clear that there is a relationship between consumer behavior and economic and 

cultural forces, there is still much discussion on the degree to which outside forces 

(economic, cultural, marketing) impact the daily decisions of the individual (Mrozowski 

2006:8).  Miller looks at manufacturing, marketing, retailing, and shopping as a way of 

understanding the everyday experience of a consumer and their relationship to producers 
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(Mullins 2004:198; Miller 1997:7).  Due to the exceptional preservation of the bottle 

labels and identifiable embossed bottles at the Blake House, this thesis is able to 

interrogate the relationship between the marketing, advertising, and consumer choice.   

Consumption at its core is a straightforward three-step process:  first a consumer 

determines their personal or group wants, then goods are sought, purchased, or procured, 

and finally the products are used to derive their desired benefits (Walters 1978:6-7).  

These behaviors and decisions are imbued with meaning.  The consumer behavior then is 

not purely economic, but also social and communicative (Cook 1996:54).  The meaning 

of goods changes with time and has both a shared, public understanding (founded in 

advertising) and a personal, individual meaning.  Thus the choices for consumer goods 

are representative of community and personal knowledge and identity (Cook 1996:53).         

Pierre Bourdieu defined consumption as part of the process of communication 

that involves consumers deciphering messages (Bourdieu 1984).  Arjun Appadurai 

(1986) built on this concept, suggesting that acquiring and using objects was not only 

important in sending messages, but also for receiving them. Margaret Purser views 

consumption as “a continuous process through which people simultaneously impose 

meaning on and read meaning from material culture, and by extension the rest of their 

surrounding material and social world” (Purser 1992:105).  This distinction between 

sending and receiving messages that Appadurai identifies and Purser builds upon 

illustrates the difference between the archaeological consumer behavior studies focused 

on ceramics and tableware (public goods, sending signals) and this study of bottles 

(private goods, receiving message). 
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While theorists have interpreted consumption in terms of communication, 

archaeologists have, in the past, chosen to limit the scope of this communication, 

interpreting it as social displays based on socio-economic motives.  Many articles have 

been written under the false assumption that socio-economic status is the only observable 

factor for a purchasing decision (Baugher and Venables 1987; Spencer-Wood and 

Heberling 1987; Orser 1987; McBride and McBride 1987; Shepard 1987; Garrow 1987; 

Lee Decker, Klein, et al. 1987; Branster and Martin 1987; Henry 1987).  The assumption 

in these articles is that class (and implicitly financial resources) is the determining factor 

for purchasing goods, that people buy precisely what they can afford and maximum 

expense  is their only concern when assessing their wants and making a purchasing 

decision (Henry 1987).  This has led to interpretations centered on the identification and 

categorization of class, despite the amount of variability in consumer behavior within 

those classes identified (Garrow 1987:247).  This discussion of socioeconomic status is 

sometimes related to a discussion of differential access to goods and services, related 

largely to affordability (Branster 1987:301).   

The overwhelming technique that archaeologists have employed for analyzing 

artifacts in terms of socioeconomic status for consumer behavior utilizes George Miller’s 

Cream Colored Ceramic Index or similar formulas adapted from Miller’s to different 

artifact classes (Miller 1980).  This technique calculates a range of prices that various 

ceramics would have been worth at the time of purchase to create an index of relative 

values.  From this, archaeologists interpret the expense that consumers had to bear in 

order to purchase various goods, so that they might have a more objective view of the 
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consumers’ overall wealth and spending capacity.  This technique is widely applied to 

ceramics, glass table ware, and faunal remains (Branster and Martin 1987; Baugher 1987; 

Cook, Yamin et al. 1996; DeCunzo 1987; Garrow 1987; Heberling 1987; Henry 1987; 

Klein 1991; McBride and McBride 1987; Shephard 1987; Spencer-Wood and Heberling 

1987).  However, looking at only this dimension of consumer choice essentializes the 

decision to such a degree that these studies lose sight of the utility of incorporating a 

consumer behavior approach in archaeology.  This approach fails to recognize the 

aspirations of working class people who purchased goods that would have been outside 

of their predicted means (DeCunzo 1987:288).  

A true consumer behavior approach does acknowledge the role of income and 

class as important in shaping decisions, but these are not exclusive factors (Walters 

1978:384).  In this approach, financial wealth is broken into three categories: personal 

income (the total funds), disposable income (personal income left after taxes), and 

discretionary income (disposable income left after taxes, and necessities required to 

maintain an individual’s standard of living such as basic food, clothing, and shelter) 

(Walters 1978:384).  Studies that focus on ceramics and glass tablewares as an indication 

of wealth are looking at discretionary income, whereas studying the bottles from a 

collection mostly examines the disposable income of the consumers.  A consumer 

behavior approach details that income is impacted by education level (often correlating 

higher income with higher education), the occupation of household members, the 

presence of children (who negatively impact a household’s income), and the family stage 
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(median income increases with the age or a family until retirement when income then 

declines) (Walters 1978:386-400; LeeDecker, Terry, et al. 1987:233-258).   

More recently the focus of consumer behavior studies have shifted to a discussion 

of race and ethnicity and their influence on consumer culture.  Paul Mullins’ examination 

of African American sites in Annapolis, MD, investigates the relationship between race 

and materialism during the same period as the Blake House site (Mullins 1999:V).  He 

states that consumer culture was dominated by racist views and ingrained, constructed, 

inequality and animosity--- especially toward African Americans (Mullins 1999:4).  He 

reiterates that the overwhelming social and class distinctions are based on race (Mullins 

1999:4).  This approach emphasizes the roles ethnicity and immigrant status play in the 

decisions of the Blake House consumers.  The advertisements associated with the 

products found at the Blake House site demonstrate that, similar to the African American 

study by Mullins, the Blake House consumers were making unconscious sociopolitical 

statements of their desires and aspirations despite ethnic stereotypes (Mullins 1999:27).   

Stephen Brighton’s analysis of Five Points in New York and the Dublin district of 

Paterson, New Jersey, focuses predominately on Irish Americans contemporaneous with 

the Blake House site.  Brighton states that religion, particularly Catholicism, played as 

great a role as class and ethnicity in distinguishing populations in the mid to late 19th 

century (Brighton 2008:194).  The Irish immigrant status and associated social and 

economic status meant that access to healthcare (specifically prescription medicine) was 

poor throughout much of the 19th century (Brighton 2008:137-138).  Toward the end of 

the 19th century, during the time that the Blake House bottles were deposited, Irish 



81 
 

immigrants were gaining a greater level of “incorporation and citizenship” that resulted in 

a more equal access to medical care (Brighton 2008:147).  This correlates with the stable 

health conditions interpreted from the Blake House bottle analysis.    

 

Advertising Self Perception 

Many factors contribute to the perception of social class, both actual and aspired.  

Advertising serves to create a visual reference for a particular group that a consumer can 

then relate to or wish to emulate, regardless of actual similarities between the consumer 

and the portrayed individual.  Some archaeologists have attempted to extend modern 

consumer behavior to interpret all past consumer behavior including prehistory (Smith 

2007:425-430), however this paper finds greater value and relevance in examining the 

contemporary advertisements and marketing of the products found in the Blake House 

collection.  Advertisements of the late 19th century predominately depict people, 

sometimes without the presence of the product.  By examining advertisements of this 

period for the products represented within the Blake House collection, we can better 

understand how the consumers identified themselves.  Because the bottles in this 

collection were not displayed socially, they did not provide a visible identity of social 

status in the way that clothing and other conspicuous goods would, instead they represent 

the consumer’s needs and self-perception. 

Understanding a consumer’s behavior with accuracy is important in the 

disciplines of marketing and economics because it represent potential market share that 

advertisers can try to identify and sell their goods (Walters 1978:261).  While marketers 
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are interested in learning about consumers in order to alter their marketing campaigns, 

archaeologists are interested in looking at the role of marketing in influencing consumer 

behavior.  The intent of marketing is to “relate to the consumers’ own goals, values, and 

self-image with the product” (DeCunzo 1987:288).      

Marketing encourages consumers to identify with the people, environment, or 

feeling represented in the advertisement.  It is an expression of them: expressing status, 

ethnicity, community, age, family life and countless other previously described qualities.  

These are carefully constructed by the manufacturer.  Decisions on how consumers feel 

about the product and their association with the product are constructed by marketing.  

Each product is a “complex of tangible and intangible attributes, including packaging, 

color, price, manufacturer’s prestige, retailer’s prestige, and manufacturer’s and retailer’s 

services, which the buyer may accept as offering satisfaction of wants and needs” 

(Walters 1978:516).  The design of the product and its branding influences the 

consumer’s psychological perceptions of the product, impacting their understanding of 

the communication between manufacturer and consumer (Walters 1978:525-526). 

This is true to such an extent that changing the packaging actually creates a new 

product.  Some products’ functions were not as clearly defined as others, such that 

manufacturers and retailers appealed to different consumer markets by changing 

packaging and attributing new prescribed uses to their products.  Because the Blake 

House site’s fill was deposited over such a short period of time, it is not possible to see 

this level of change over time in the artifacts in this collection.  However, an example of 

this concept is the variety of sodas which started as medical remedies and then were 
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rebranded and marketed as beverages.  Altering the packaging and branding alone can 

create new products (Walters 1978:527). Businesses promote their products and their 

own self image in way targeted to persuade consumers to behave in controlled specific 

ways (Walters 1978:552).  Often the opinion the consumer has of the store is as important 

as the image they have of the product itself (Walters 1978:534).   

The 1895 advertisement in the Dorchester Beacon for A.A. Burnham (BG#0042, 

0077, 0084, 0423), the closest apothecary to the Blake House site represented in the 

collection, can be found in nearly every issue.  With such saturation of advertising, it is 

no wonder a bottle originating from this location was found on the site.  In addition, as an 

apothecary, other medicines advertised in the paper were likely available at the location, 

and it was perhaps the purchase location for other brand-name medicines and products 

found.  Consumers, having been presented with the advertisement repetitively, would 

have been more likely to use this apothecary as it was both local to the area and they had 

become familiar with the name. 

                     

Figure 16- November 1895 Dorchester Beacon advertisement for A. A. Burnham pharmacist 

Figure 17- Bottle BG#0423 with partially preserved label indicating it originated from the A. A. 
Burnham Pharmacist 
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Scotts Emulsion of Cod Liver Oil (BG#0221) is advertised in this ad from an 

1895 Dorchester Beacon newspaper.  It proclaims the horrors of weakness and the 

benefits of the elixir for strength and warding off disease. As with the apothecary 

advertisement above, the saturation of advertisements in the paper increased brand 

recognition and trust in the product.   

     

Figure 18- November 1895 Dorchester Beacon advertisement for Scotts Emulsion 

Figure 19- BG#0221 with Scotts Emulsion embossing 
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Ayers Sarsaparilla, (BG#0070) also advertised in the 1895 Dorchester Beacon 

newspaper, depicts the product surrounded by the strength and durability of stone.  Each 

stone proclaims a symptom defeated by the sarsaparilla. The addition of a testimonial 

from a “Business Man” is from a successful person whose opinion the consumer should 

trust, and whose occupation the consumer should aspire to if they can cure themselves of 

their ailments with Ayers Sarsaparilla. 

 

Figure 20- November 1895 Dorchester Beacon advertisement for Ayers Sarsaparilla 

Figure 21- Ayer's Sarsaparilla embossed bottle (BG#0070) 

Lazell’s Unrivaled Perfume (BG#0081) is advertised in this period trade card.  

The back of the card depicts a romantic view of a couple outdoors. This advertisement 

evokes longing feelings of love, the countryside, travel, nature, landownership, leisure, 
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youth, and European culture despite the fact that this product was manufactured in New 

York and for sale in the urban Boston market.  The consumer was choosing an image that 

was in stark contrast to their living environment.  Recent archaeological studies have 

focused on the ideas of gentility and its role in camouflaging inequalities in 

socioeconomic status (Mrozowski 2006:8; Wurst and McQuire 1999:198).  The Lazell’s 

perfume at this site is an excellent example of this behavior.    

 

Figure 22- Lazell's perfume card 

Figure 23- BG#0081 Lazells Perfume bottle 
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Metcalf Water White Vanilla (BG#0361) is advertised in this 1895 ad from the 

Barter Press in Boston.  The ad emphasizes the superiority of the product over 

competitor’s products.  It too depicts a well dressed, content, healthy woman.  

 

 

Figure 24- Barta Press, Boston Advertisement for Metcalf's Water White Vanilla 

Figure 25- BG#0361 Water White Vanilla bottle from Blake House collection 

Bovinine (BG#0432), a nutritional supplement used to cure appetite and boost 

strength, is shown on this trade card in expensive glassware as a young woman lies 

listless in a chair by a window (perhaps on a train).  The implication of this ad is the 

ability of this medicine to revive from malnourishment. 
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Figure 26- Advertisement for Bovinine 

 

Figure 27- Bovinine bottle (BG#0432) from Blake House collection 
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The common motif of many of these goods is depicting people of a social and 

economic status that would not be suffering most of the ailments that would necessitate 

the use of these medicines such as wasting disease.  The people who consumed these 

products wished to emulate these young, healthy, wealthy, and happy people.  The 

consumer was also reassured that these same people were also once suffering as they 

were but have now achieved a more positive lifestyle.  

 

Multiple Interpretations of Value 

Consumer behavior shows a diverse range of motivations for purchase.  LouAnn 

Wurst and Randall McQuire argue that consumer choice is limited by affordability, 

privilege, and cultural norms (1999:192-193).  Income is a major factor, however not the 

only variable because in reality people buy goods that they apparently cannot afford.  The 

justification of higher prices can be interpreted as an indicator of quality and status.  

There is psychological appeal to paying high prices because of the distinction of owning 

high-priced goods (Walters 1978:528-530).  There is also a feeling of empowerment 

brought on by possessing these goods, however possession rarely results in real social 

change (Mullins 2004:202).  People buy goods that are inconsistent with their social 

standing.  If income was the only factors of consumer choice, archaeologists would have 

a model so predictable there would be almost no need to excavate (Purser 1992:106).  

Archaeologists are often interested in the ways that consumer behavior masks or displays 

power struggles (Mullins 2004:203).  Miller stresses the ability of the consumer to 
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“recontextualize” the symbolism of a mass produced good, attributing their own 

personally defined meaning (Mullins 2004:207; Miller 1987:174-176).   

Knowing the income or status of an individual is not enough to understand their 

aspirations, values, and life choices (Henry 1987:374).  Consumption is impacted by 

finances, aspirations, values, product availability, advertising and marketing, tradition, 

and taste (DeCunzo 1987:269).  During the late 19th century, the wealth of the Victorian 

leisure class prompted the consumption of superficial conspicuous goods to increase the 

sense of importance of the consumer (Veblen 1899, Mullins:195).  Consumers as 

individuals are also motivated by individualistic psychological factors that are 

unpredictable at best, such as “love, esteem, affection, status achievement, and 

recognition” (Walters 1978:181).   We can see this in the Blake House collection in the 

presence of Lazell’s perfume and its associated advertising. 

 

Consumers’ Reasons for Choosing 

At the most basic level, consumers are guided through their need for a product, a 

motivation to fulfill their need, a personality that guides their response to the motivation, 

and an awareness of the product that allows them to select it (Walters 1978:14).  The 

consumer’s resultant behavior is guided by external influences that provide information, 

advice and pressure to consume in a specific manner (Walters 1978:7).  These influences 

can be family, friends, corporate, cultural, social, economic, and marketing efforts and 

can act consciously or unconsciously on the consumer (Beaudry 1989:19; Henry 1991:4; 

Walters 1978:17-19). 
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In the discipline of consumer behavior, there is a distinction between needs 

(necessary), wants (unnecessary), and desires (long term goals) (Walters 1978:197), 

though for simplicity sake all are treated similarly in this thesis.  A conflict arises for the 

consumer as their needs are impacted by their buying power, their management of 

money, and their value of leisure over work, and they are forced to resolve these conflicts 

(either rationally or not) (Walters 1978:208).  Motives, like hunger, security, and 

comfort, are based on needs and give way to action.  There is no doubt that legitimate 

sickness led to an actual need for many of the medicine bottles found in the Blake House.  

At the same time, goods such as the honey, bluing, condiments, shoe polish, and hair 

tonic were all goods purchased for pleasure, to enhance personal appearance, and 

improve quality of life therefore representing a consumer’s “wants,” not needs.  As 

discussed in previously, long term goals or “desires” such as wealth, health, and a 

leisurely lifestyle are often visually represented through the people depicted in 

advertisements. 

Demography including sex, age, occupation, ethnicity, marital status, and social 

class impacts these needs (Walters 1978:254).  For example needs for nursing bottles 

exist only in the presence of young children.  Certain goods are restricted to use by 

genders (consumption of perfume often limited to women for example).  These needs, 

though guided by demographic classifications, are impacted by individuals’ motives and 

perceptions.  Consumers are motivated differently, often based on external influences or 

their own aspirations (Walters 1978:225-230).   
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Consumers act based on their perceptions, including their perception of their place 

in society, their culture, their perceptions of the product, the store, and the business 

(Walters 1978:239-254).  Personality traits (impulsiveness, stability, 

masculinity/femininity, anxiety, et cetera) differ on an individual level, impacting a 

consumer’s perception (Walters 1978:301-302).  For example, some individuals might be 

motivated by a desire for upward social mobility and act on this motivation by purchasing 

products they believe represent this ideal such as the Metcalf Water White Vanilla, while 

other individual consumers might have disdain or contempt for these displays.  Moreover 

consumers are not merely individuals acting of their own accord, but often households, 

negotiating their shared, group needs.  Because households have to mitigate everyone’s 

interests, family organization and relationships are extremely important in consumer 

behavior (Walters 1978: 342-344).  Many of the products at the Blake House site were 

actively marketed for family use such as Syrup of Figs, a laxative (BG#0059). 

Individuals belong to many groups outside of the household, which they use as 

reference groups to inform their consumer choices.  Any given person might belong to 

groups related to their family, church, hobby, neighborhood, ethnicity, et cetera which 

they use as reference (consciously or unconsciously) in their purchase decision (Henry 

1987:360-361).  Often groups are used as reference to an individual who is not, 

themselves, part of the group (Henry 1987:361).  In most cases, the advertisements 

related to the products found in the Blake House site reference young wealthy people, 

who were not likely the same reference group as the consumer.  By purchasing goods 



93 
 

actively promoted in the Dorchester Beacon, they are participating in the reference group 

of literate English-speaking Dorchester residents. 

Once a consumer is motivated to purchase, their decision is impacted by the 

accessibility of products, and the consumer’s awareness of these products.    For example, 

increased production of glass bottles in the late 19th century made these goods more 

accessible for purchase (DeCunzo 1987:288).  Though it is tempting to think of 

availability in absolute terms, there is actually a gradient of availability with “degrees of 

access” (Klein 1991:85).  Some products are more convenient; while others require 

pursuit to own; therefore access is not an insurmountable factor if desire for the good is 

great.  The GIS study revealed that the products in the fill came from a wide variety of 

locations across the city.  This shows that consumers overcame the ease of shopping at 

the nearest location for goods perhaps going out of the way for a less accessible product 

that they preferred. 

  Overall the effects of need, marketing, perceptions, and accessibility played 

significant roles in the choices made by the Blake House site consumers.  It is clear from 

these advertisements that the advertisers believed consumers would be influenced by 

wealthy people as a reference group and took advantage of this.  The Blake House 

consumer appears to have had a genuine need for many of the medicinal products 

purchased, whereas other bottled goods, representing discretionary income, were 

purchased out of wants. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE INTEGRATION OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOR IN MODERN 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

 

Artifacts recovered through historical archaeology are remnants of consumer 

goods, representing choices that individual and group consumers made to address their 

needs, wants, and desires.  Consumer goods show evidence of the influence of the 

demography of the consumers and the impact of external reference groups on their 

purchase choices. The psychological, individualistic impact of personality cannot be 

reconstructed archaeologically, however.  A consumer behavior approach is not limited 

to goods of social display such as ceramics and glass tableware, but is applicable to all 

artifact classes in the late 19th century, as they were all selected as consumer goods.  

Focusing on a humble class of artifacts like bottles can allow archaeologists to examine 

large-scale issues like the intensification of industrialization and the ways individuals 

were interacting with the world around them, as well as providing information on a 

smaller-scale household and individual level.   

One of the aspirations of taking a consumer behavior approach to historical 

archaeology is to be able to reconstruct who the historical consumers are at 
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archaeological sites.  Even without knowing their identities, archaeologists can discern 

many aspects of their personal and public lives and the potential choices they were faced 

with in adapting to an increasingly industrialized and urbanized environment.   

 

 The Blake House Site Consumer 

In the case of the Blake House site, the anonymous nature of the fill deposit 

means there is less documentation available that would describe the lives of those people 

who used the artifacts.  Even if the conclusions are not specific, the determination of who 

these consumers were contributes meaningfully to the micro-history of the area and local 

understandings of heritage and identity.   Observations of other artifact classes within the 

collection coupled with the bottle assemblage provide a clearer view of who these 

consumers were.   

A variety of conclusions can be made about who the Blake House site consumers 

were, based on the artifacts sampled from the 2007 excavation of fill.  These consumers 

were present in the winter of 1895, as suggested by the documentary research and 

confirmed by the bottles recovered, especially the “JOHN F. NEILL” bottle which had a 

TPQ of 1894 (figure 14).  These were domestic consumers, not industrial.  Their 

purchases met the needs of individual households, not purchases intended for resale as 

industrial consumers.  This is evidenced through the range of domestic goods: personal 

products in bottles, as well as utilitarian ceramics, tableware, and artifacts of personal 

adornment.  The location of the fill in Richardson Park, public land not associated with 

one domestic owner, is suggestive of the fill representing multiple households.  This idea 
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is supported also by the density of artifacts.  It is most likely that a deposit of such 

volume that was created in such a short time period was created by multiple households.   

Demographically, the artifacts suggest that at least some of the households 

represented in the Blake House fill were immigrants.  Several of the bottles recovered 

had labels written in more than one language, suggesting a bilingual audience. 

Specifically, bottles from this collection include leather polish bottles with German text 

(BG#0356 and 0395) (Figure 28), and Pitcher’s Castoria (a laxative) produced in Boston 

with French and Spanish text written on the bottle. (Figure 29) (BG# 0291).  

 

Figure 28-Digital reconstruction of polish bottle from BG#0356 and 0395 showing German text 
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Figure 29-Digital enhancement of BG#0291 showing French and Spanish text on Pitcher's 
Castoria label 

One interpretation of this is the association with European imported goods with 

quality or prestige.  However, products such as Pitcher’s Castoria are manufactured in 

Boston, suggesting that a more plausible explanation for the bilingual label is 

communicating with a larger, immigrant market share.  Additionally, religious medallion 

of a Catholic nature (figure 30) is indicative that at least some of those consumers 

contributing to the Blake House site fill were Catholic, a common immigrant 

demographic.   
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Figure 30-Religious medal from Blake House excavations 

Due to the nature of the fill deposit at the Blake House site, it is not possible to 

associate the assemblage with one specific household.  However the artifact analysis 

coupled with research conducted for this paper allows for an association of these artifacts 

with European immigrants living in Dorchester.  This paper also emphasizes that the 

careful analysis of fill deposits that cannot be associated with specific people or 

households can still provide valuable insight about individuals in a population.  The need 

to quickly fill Great Pond and the documented supply of uncollected Dorchester trash 

demonstrates that the fill was local.  In addition, Dorchester was undergoing a massive 

influx of immigrants and was transforming from pastoral country estates to a subdivided 
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urban region of low income, working class families.  The presence of numerous bottles 

marketed to immigrant populations including French, German, and Spanish speaking 

people, the association of Dorchester with Irish immigrants, Catholic artifacts present at 

the site, and an artifact assemblage consistent with low to moderate income families, are 

clear indications that the fill deposit can be associated with European immigrants residing 

in Dorchester.  

Women and children were also distinctly represented as consumers in the Blake 

House site.  Several fragments of infant nursing bottles were recovered, representing this 

demographic.  In addition, a women’s perfume bottle was recovered, as well as a 

woman’s pocketbook.  This pocketbook has detailed, colorful, floral embroidery and 

potentially speaks to social aspirations of the consumer who purchased it.  In context with 

an assemblage of largely utilitarian, essential, belongings in a working class Dorchester 

neighborhood, artifacts such as this pocketbook, two silvered milk glass buttons, and one 

piece of French porcelain are suggestive of the consumers’ knowledge of and aspirations 

for fine goods. 

Through analysis on bottle reuse and recycling it appears that soda and beer 

bottles were intensively recycled.  These recycling patterns are demonstrative of a 

consumer group under economic stress.  They are particularly indicative of a working-

class urban population and suggestive of an immigrant population.  This also exemplifies 

the significance of the conspicuous goods mentioned above among the more 

inconspicuous artifacts such as the bottles.  
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Nevertheless, the Blake House site consumers prioritized leisure time as 

evidenced by dominoes that were recovered from the fill and newspaper fragments that 

were also recovered archaeologically.  Despite seemingly limited funds and economic 

stress, these leisure activities were arranged as dominoes particularly emphasizes a group 

leisure activity.  The newspaper fragments also confirmed that at least a portion of the 

consumers were literate in English (though potentially also literate in other languages) 

and interested in local current events.  The newspapers pertain to discussions of Boston 

topics, most likely fragment of the Boston Daily Standard.  The most clearly identified 

subject of these archaeologically sampled newspapers was that of the regular meetings of 

the Boston Horticultural Society, though it is impossible to know if these pages 

particularly were of interest to the Blake House site consumers, or if the preservation of 

these specific pages are coincidental.   

These consumers had some amount of discretionary money available to spend on 

more than simply the bare necessities.  For instance, the bottle collection represented 

optional goods such as hair growth tonic, condiments, and perfume.  Though these goods 

could have improved the quality of life for the Blake House site consumers, they were not 

essentials, but rather preferred goods (for example, food is necessary as sustenance, but 

condiments are flavor additives to make the experience more enjoyable).    

Based on manufacture-deposition lag analysis, these consumers had either stable 

health conditions or a preference for home remedies over proprietary and prescription 

medicines.  This pattern is also confirmed by the recycling patterns, demonstrating that 

the seemingly large assemblage of medicine bottles is actually a result of selective 
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recycling, rather than a great deal of illness.  GIS analysis of apothecaries demonstrates 

that these consumers had ample selection of stores from which to purchase their 

medicine, giving them easy geographic access to healthcare.  Despite nearer options, 

goods including medicine were still purchased in the downtown area of Boston, 

suggesting that the Dorchester consumers still felt connected to the heart of the city.  

Their product and store selection appears to be demonstrably impacted by 

advertisements.  The Dorchester Beacon newspaper from 1895 heavily advertises Scott’s 

Cod Liver Oil and the A.A. Burnham pharmacy in virtually each weekly issue, (one of 

the only medicinal products advertised in the newspaper).  These two products show up 

more frequently than most other products, suggesting a correlation between the 

advertising campaign in the Dorchester Beacon and product selection from the Blake 

House consumers. 

 Consumer behavior analysis can be applied to archaeological data sets, even in 

cases of inconspicuous consumption such as the selection of bottled goods.  If a 

consumer behavior approach is used only to interpret artifacts based purely on 

determinations of wealth and social status, many of the diverse aspects of consumer 

behavior are overlooked, to the disadvantage and clear oversimplification of the 

interpretation.  This thesis should eliminate some of those assumptions, and encourage 

researchers to use consumer behavior to analyze a more diverse range of artifacts.  There 

are many influences on consumer behavior, including marketing, reference groups, 

income, and taste, but this diversity in influences should not be viewed as preventing a 

clear interpretation of consumer behavior, rather an opportunity to further analyze the 
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impact of these influences on people’s lives.  By critically examining recycling potential, 

and manufacture-deposition lag, this challenge to interpretation can also be faced, 

allowing for the embrace of a consumer behavior interpretation.   Examining artifact 

classes, such as glass bottles, that are outside of the realm of conspicuous consumption 

allows researchers to re-evaluate and extend the ways in which consumer analysis can be 

useful.   
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APPENDIX 1 

BLAKE HOUSE BOTTLE CATALOG
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APPENDIX 2 

PHOTODOCUMENTATION FOR PRESERVED PAPER LABELS 
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