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Abstract 

In the summer of 1978, Parks Canada directed an archaeological program 

at the Motherwell farmstead. The mandate was simple. Structural 

research on the part of historians, architects and landscape specialists 

had been completed but there were still some unresolved questions. The 

archaeologist in charge was given a list of questions and the mandate to 

answer what he could. 

The nature of this form of archaeology required a variety of small 

testing operations in specific areas within a 4.5 hectare lot. Each 

operation was situated and excavated to answer one specific question. 

All artifacts were retained. The excavation units doubled as a sample 

source so that the artifacts could be analysed separately. 

This report presents the architectural findings of this project. It 

is arranged so that each particular feature is identified and historic 

documentation is cited. It is followed by a statement of stratigraphy 

and archaeological observation then any possible conclusions are drawn. 

A total of 34 operations is examined. Of these, 17 are from the 

house quadrant, 9 are from the barn quadrant, 3 are from the dugout 

quadrant, and 3 are from the garden quadrant. The others are outside the 

perimeter. Seven projects are concerned with structures or portions of 

structures, fourteen pertain to cultural features and the remainder 

relate to landscape features. 



Introduction 

In past Parks Canada operations there has been some confusion arising from 

the difference in perspectives between archaeologists writing culture 

oriented reports and development personnel desiring specific construction 

information. As the Motherwell site archaeological program was almost 

entirely oriented towards supplying information to other branches, it was 

decided that two reports would be written. This introduces the first of 

these reports: one aimed specifically at an attempt to fill information 

gaps. 

The general format of this report is to examine each feature (an 

archaeological term for non-portable artifacts) and describe it in a way 

that makes the information easily retrievable. To do this, each feature 

is individually treated. An introduction offers background information 

on where, why and how a feature was excavated. This is followed by a 

section on stratigraphy which gives the feature a vertical context. The 

feature description discusses the feature as it was found by the excavation 

team, complete with measurements and associative references. The artifact 

section briefly considers the kind of artifacts found in the same vicinity. 

This is followed by an interpretive section which explains the feature. 

The explanation takes the historical, archaeological and stratigraphic 

information and synthesizes it. 

The field work was carried out under the direction of Gary Adams but 

individual features were entirely supervised by either Mark Warrack or 

Susan Glover. Therefore, each feature has been written by its excavator 

while continuity is maintained through editing and criticism by the project 

director. 
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Notes on Stratigraphy 

Stratigraphy is the most significant control in excavation. It acts as a 

guide, separating various occupations and providing both relative and 

absolute dating on features and artifacts. In many cases it also provides 

an integrative mechanism by tying diverse pits through similar soils. 

At the Motherwell Homestead, a very uniform soil sequence provided an 

incredible amount of additional information. In general, there were four 

stratigraphic levels to be dealt with. From the surface, the first level 

was the topsoil. It was from 1 cm to 10 cm thick and composed of a clay 

topped by a root mat. It varied in colour from grey to black and occasionally 

had a brownish hue. The second level was very similar to the one above and 

was usually separated by a darkening at the upper edge. The third level, 

which appeared sporadically, was a dark grey to black coarse clay. It was 

actually a result of some soil development mechanism working on the fourth 

and bottom level. This was a compact, coarse clay which ranged from olive 

grey to brownish grey in colour. 

The fourth level was culturally sterile. It provided a bottom to most 

excavations and any abnormalities such as holes or depressions in it usually 

had to be explained in terms of cultural or natural disturbance factors. 

The third level, also reasonably sterile, represented the living floor, the 

ground surface, upon which Motherwell built his homestead. The other two 

levels represented the soil accumulation which occurred during the past 

eighty years. It was in these two levels that almost all artifacts and 

surface features had to be found. The fact that there were two of these 

levels suggested that the soil accumulation was interrupted for some period 

of time, allowing a stabilization process to occur. At this stage of 

investigation it is thought that this stabilization period appeared in or 

around the 1930s. At any rate there was a definite early and late horizon. 
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Using the above sequence as a base line, we can place most artifacts 

and features from uncultivated areas into either an early or late stage. 

Furthermore, we can examine any other soil horizons that occur as intrusive 

elements. In this way we can analyse and date post holes, excavated pits 

or trenches, middens, earth piles and fills. For these reasons, stratigraphy 

has been described carefully, and hopefully, consistently. 
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Shelter Quadrant 

Most of the archaeological investigation was concentrated in the area 

identified as the shelter quadrant. This area actually contained a 

variety of features associated with shelter, recreation, aesthetics and 

food production. It was bordered on the north and east by the outer 

perimeter of the farmstead, on the south by the south edge of the tennis-

court and on the west by a series of tree lines that ran along the west 

border of the tennis-court, back-yard and orchard (Figure 1). 

Within this area, archaeological investigations were conducted around 

the perimeter of the house, tennis-court, back-yard, formal garden, orchard 

and tree lines. Specific features that were examined and reported included: 

house construction, generator filtering system, clothesline, back porch, 

tennis-court lawn, an orchard fence, wooden box, flower beds, the front 

fence line, the main road, the outside cistern, and the septic tank. Tree 

plantings that were located included the orchard, a "U" shaped line around 

the orchard, the front spruce trees, and the lines along the west edge of 

the quadrant. 

House Construction 

Introduction 

Upon comparison of the stratigraphies of excavation units opened around the 

house and summer kitchen it was noted that certain levels about the house 

were consistent. A correlation of material was later compiled to give 

possible information on house construction. 

The house was contracted and built in 1897. An accident prohibited 

the original mason from finishing so a second mason completed the summer 

kitchen in 1898 (Naftel 1969: 14-15). The stone required for the house was 
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collected by W. R. Motherwell in years prior to the house construction. 

There were eight units dug around the four sides of the house, each 

to expose a particular feature (Figure 1). 

The units on the east side of the house, on the south, and to the 

north between the basement windows were dug mostly by shovel. The other 

units had a great deal of trowel work, particularly in layers of artifact 

concentration. Shovels were used in the lower, sterile stratigraphic 

levels. 

Stratigraphy 

The stratigraphy varied considerably depending on the feature being 

excavated and the location of the unit in relation to the house. However, 

an overall stratigraphy for the house yard was generalized to seven levels. 

The first level was a sod layer, beneath which lay a very dark grey topsoil 

of clay, 5 cm to 10 cm thick. Below the topsoil was a layer of light 

brownish grey, sandy clay, 5 cm to 10 cm thick. Below this layer was a 

30 cm to 80 cm thick yellowish brown clay fill. Beneath the clay fill was 

a thin layer of crushed mortar, sand and ash, 2 cm to 10 cm thick. A very 

dark grey sterile clay and a greyish brown clay were at the base, 50 cm 

from the surface. The above stratigraphy extended west of the house into 

the back-yard. 

The stratigraphy was disturbed by a construction fill .8 m to 1.0 m 

out from the house, an average of 70 cm thick (Figure 2). 

To the south of the house was the tennis yard which had four 

stratigraphic levels. The top level was a sod of a dark clay 2 cm to 7 cm 

thick. Beneath the sod was a 1 cm to 3 cm thick, dark yellowish brown 

sand. The third level was a very dark grey clay with gravel inclusions, 

4 cm to 25 cm thick. A greyish brown sterile clay was at the base of the 

units. 

Feature Description 

Two units were opened on either side of the front porch to determine the 
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depth of the house foundation. The stone foundation was measured as 

2.15 m deep with evidence of a construction trench projecting up to 80 cm 

from the wall, angling toward the house to a depth of 1.0 m. As there 

was no trench to the base of the foundation, the foundation must have been 

laid against the basement excavation. A stone foundation which underlay 

the porch measured 1.12 m from the surface of the porch to the base of 

the foundation. The mortar which bonded the stones was in poor condition 

(Figure 3). 

A unit off the back door revealed the 1.10 m deep summer kitchen 

foundation. The foundation was constructed of stone and mortar. 

Another unit was placed at the south basement window well, marked 

1924. The concrete casement was not attached to the house. A form-

constructed concrete cap measured 72 cm south, 18.5 cm thick and 12 cm 

deep. Below the cap were stones and mortar to a depth of 36 cm. 

There was a concrete border to the south and north of the main 

walkway on the north side of the house. These borders ran from the house 

sidewalk east to the front gate, defining the flower beds on each side of 

the front walk. The concrete border measured 16 cm wide and went to a 

depth of 37 cm (Figure 4). 

Interpretation 

Starting from the bottom of the stratigraphy were the two sterile layers. 

The bottom level was the original sterile clay above which lay the original 

topsoil and ground surface. A date of earlier than 1897, the year the 

house was constructed, was given to this level of a very dark grey clay. 

Above the clay was a layer of sand and crushed mortar from the construction 

of the house. This layer was therefore dated to 1897-98. Above the 

mortar was a yellowish brown clay fill which was taken from the dugout of 

the basement and distributed around the house. This layer would be dated 

after construction but how much later is not known. However, a photo 

dated circa 1904 suggested that a lawn was being prepared at about that 

time. It would also be in the same period that the concrete lawn borders 

were laid (Figure 5). A soil deposit only 1 cm thick separated the 
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mortar and clay layers, which helped substantiate the hypothesis that 

there was a time period between the construction of the house and the 

spreading of the clay fill. Above the distribution of the clay fill 

are two to three later deposits, including the sod layer, which varied in 

type and location about the house. 

Next to the house a thin layer, 4 cm of light brownish grey sand, 

dated to the 1950s when several improvements were made to the building. 

This sand layer was evident as a fill by the north sewer line and by the 

southwest corner of the house where the eave conductors entered the 

house to the cistern. Above the sand layer was a thin topsoil and sod 

layer which has developed since the 1950s. 

In other areas about the house there was a topsoil directly above 

the clay fill. Motherwell may have spread a topsoil above the clay in 

order to prepare a lawn. This was certainly done for the tennis-court 

and flower beds. The earliest date based on a photo in Clarke's report 

(1977: 76) would be 1911 for the tennis-court. 

The window wells probably all dated to 1924. There was no evidence 

of earlier concrete or wooden casements prior to the present ones. 

The front porch was likely built at the time of the house construction 

or shortly thereafter. The historical photo of circa 1904 (Figure 5) 

displayed the front porch, making that the earliest confirmed date. The 

porch constructed of stone and concrete may have even been done by the 

mason. 

The concrete borders to the east of the house as well as the main 

walk from the front gate were probably constructed well before 1911 

(Figure 4). A photo in Clarke's report (1977: 76) indicated the concrete 

features and tennis lawn appeared at this time, and were therefore dated 

between 1905 and 1910. 

Back Porch 

Introduction 

Historical records indicated that a small back porch at one time abutted 

to the summer kitchen entrance but as there was no surface evidence of 
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the feature, an excavation unit was established to look for subsurface 

remains. 

There was very little written about the back porch but one photograph, 

taken prior to 1916, showed a portion of it (Figure 6). Another 

photograph gives good structural detail (Figure 7). The only mention of 

the porch (Naftel 1969: 29) stated that the porch was used more by hired 

hands than by the family. 

Our excavation consisted of a 2.5 m by 1.3 m unit west of the summer 

kitchen door and adjacent to it. The northwest corner of the unit was 

28 m west and 4 m south of Station 10. All excavation was carried out by 

trowel and was not screened. 

Stratigraphy 

The unit 85N5H was excavated in two stages; the first to investigate the 

porch and the second to take notes on the condition of the summer kitchen 

foundation. This section is concerned only with stratigraphic layers 

related to the porch. 

The topsoil was a very dark, greyish brown clay mixed with gravel 

and a root mat. The gravel was probably accounted for by activity around 

the doorway. Its average thickness was about 4 cm. 

Under the sod was a very dark, greyish brown layer of clay and gravel. 

It had no root mat and terminated at an average depth of 12 cm below the 

surface. 

The third layer concentrated more to the sides of the porch. It was 

a dark brown clay mixed in a mulch of vegetable matter which resembled 

rotted grass or straw. To the north and south of the porch and within 

50 cm of the house, this layer was directly below the sod, superimposing 

the second layer. The average thickness of the third layer was 6 cm. 

Finally, there was a very thin layer of an unknown substance which 

appeared to be a flaky material, less than .2 cm thick and directly below 

layer two. It was rust coloured but did not appear to be metallic. It 

was concentrated directly in front of the doorstep and measured approximately 

50 cm north-south by 40 cm east-west. 
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Feature Description 

The back porch was rectangular in shape, measuring 1.4 m north-south and 

extending 1 m out from the west wall of the building. The bottom frame 

was supported by pieces of brick and stone, of which very few were found. 

Bricks were located below the doorstep and under the northwest corner of 

the sill while a rock was situated below the southwest corner of the sill 

(Figure 8). 

The sill, no longer on the square, was 88 cm west of the house at 

its nearest (and most likely original) position. It was 1.42 m long and 

12 cm wide at its widest point. The decayed condition of the board made 

it impossible to determine the thickness but the photographs suggested 

that it was quite thick. (It appeared to be a piece of 2 x 6 or 4 x 6 

inch cut lumber.) There were three nails through this sill that pointed 

upwards. They were at points 7 cm, 18 cm and 72 cm from the north end. 

The first two could have been used as part of the west wall of the 

structure while the third probably joined a raised door ledge to the sill. 

A second board was located 15 cm out from the summer kitchen doorsill. 

This board probably acted as a step as it was between 4.7 cm and 11 cm 

below the door sill. There was a brick found directly under the lower, 

south end which suggested that this was the more likely original elevation. 

The board itself was 95 cm long, 19.9 cm wide and 1.7 cm thick (1x8 

inch cut lumber). 

There was a wooden walkway west of the porch which consisted of two 

boards on an east-west orientation, covered at right angles with numerous 

boards. This walk was only partially excavated but the north-south 

oriented boards were 60 cm long, and 14 cm wide (1x6 inch cut lumber) 

and overlaid by an 8 cm wide by 4 cm thick board (2x4 inch cut lumber). 

The north support board was not located so that the distance between them 

was not available. The fact that the support boards were on top, the 

nails all protruded upwards and the photo showed the support boards below 

the walk, all suggested that this walkway was flipped over and therefore, 

not in situ. 

Finally, there were two upright boards located about 31 cm below the 

surface. One was 10 cm wide and 4 cm thick (2x6 inch cut lumber) and 

the other was 8 cm wide by 3 cm thick (2x4 inch cut lumber). Both 

9 



10 

began below 38 cm from the surface and continued to about 90 cm below the 

surface. Both were pointed on the lower end. They may have acted as 

support beams or piles for the north side of the porch but their actual 

function was purely conjectural. 

Artifacts 

Two artifacts were of particular note. First, a boot scraper was located 

off the northwest corner of the porch, within layer three. It was completely 

buried when found but the photo of the back porch indicated that it was 

probably 6 cm or 7 cm above the surface at the time the picture was taken. 

Second, a 1911 Canadian quarter was found in layer two. The close relation­

ship of layer two to the porch offered a suggestion that the construction 

date predated that stratigraphic horizon and therefore, predated 1911. 

Interpretation 

The existence of a single sill beam, set on rocks, in combination with the 

appearance of the porch in the photographs, suggested that the structure 

was primarily constructed above the ground. This may have been done to 

provide suitable drainage around the structure. The location of the single 

sill gave a reasonably close approximation of the ground dimensions but 

the disturbed walkway damaged any contextual indicators between it and 

the porch. The two upright beams were broken well below the porch 

foundation and may have been totally unrelated. If they were part of the 

porch they were not evident in the photos. This indicated that they either 

never extended far above the ground or they post-dated the photo. 

There was no archaeological evidence to indicate whether or not the 

porch had a wood floor though the photo (see Figure 7) had a vague 

suggestion that such a floor did exist. If such was the case, the thin 

rust coloured layer may have been some form of mat that predated the 

existence of the porch. As this mat lay beneath layer two, it would add 

considerable weight to the argument that the porch predated 1911. Also, 

if the porch had a floor, the step must have been below the porch. This 
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would mean that it either predated the porch, which is unlikely given the 

preservation of the step, or that it served some other function, perhaps 

related to drainage. 

Filtering System 

Introduction 

A unit was originally opened to investigate the north side of the wooden 

box feature adjacent to the house. It was later found that this unit 

contained features of its own, the filtering system. 

Historic documents made no mention of a filtering system for the 

generator's exhaust and the only mention of the generator was that it was 

used from prior to World War I up to when the town of Abernethy received 

electricity. 

The unit for excavation was 2.30 m north-south by 1.5 m east-west, 

located one metre north of the house, east of the summer kitchen. Work 

was done by both trowel and shovel. No screening was necessary. 

Stratigraphy 

The sod layer varied from 6 cm to 10 cm. The second layer was a very dark 

grey blocky clay, 6 cm to 26 cm thick. To the south of the unit over the 

southwest corner was the third layer, a very dark greyish brown clay with 

gravel inclusions. The third layer was at an average depth of 35 cm to 

55 cm. At the same level in the north portion of the unit was a fourth 

layer of olive brown clay and gravel. The fifth layer of dark brown clay 

was 40 cm to 50 cm below the surface. The sixth layer was a yellowish 

brown sand and gravel 52 cm to 58 cm below ground surface. Below 60 cm 

were two sterile clay layers. The fifth to eighth layers were confined 

to the north of the unit while the corresponding southern half was a 

dark brown clay and sand fill from a depth of 55 cm to 110 cm. 

Feature Description 

The remains of a wooden barrel extended 45 cm east from the west wall of 
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the unit and from 0 cm north to 68 cm north. The extent of the barrel 

was from 42 cm to 118 cm below ground surface. The wooden staves were 

20 cm wide and 6 cm thick. The metal bands around the barrel appeared 

to be 20 cm apart. The barrel was full of burnt rocks, up to 20 cm in 

length, feathers, leaves, and brown paper, all of which were covered by 

a thick layer of black soot (Figures 9 and 10). 

Less than 20 cm south and 20 cm east of the wooden barrel was a 

metal drum 57.5 cm in diameter. A rim around the top of the drum was 

4 cm wide and 2 cm thick. A pipe, 1 m below the foundation line of the 

house and the approximate ground surface, continued 1.9 m north from the 

house into the drum. The top of the drum was 54 cm below ground surface. 

There was a 4 cm diameter pipe from the drum to the surface. The two 

pipes were not connected. 

The top of the drum had been cut off and set back on top, held in 

place by two lengths of scrap iron. The bottom of the drum, about 1.3 m 

below the ground surface, was removed and set over a bed of rock another 

14 cm into the ground. The inside of the drum was covered with soot and 

blackened earth. 

Artifacts 

A small rubber object with the word "Delco" imprinted upon it was found 

in the unit. This artifact was most likely a part of the generator or 

associated with it. 

Interpretation 

Both the metal drum and wooden barrel were related features. The pipe 

which extended from the house to the metal drum would have at one time 

been connected to the generator. The exhaust from the generator went 

through the pipe to the drum where it was filtered by the rocks and earth 

allowing a cleaner gas to escape by way of a second pipe to above ground 

(Figure 11). 

The wooden barrel probably served the same purpose but was used before 



13 

the drum was installed. It would have been easier to replace the barrel 

by the drum than to clean out the barrel. 

A building trench to the side of the barrel was seen in the profile 

as a dark brown clay and sand. The various layers above the sterile clay 

appeared to be construction layers from the house and summer kitchen. 

There was no evidence of a construction pit for the metal drum. The 

hole must have been dug just to fit the drum. The rocks, leaves, feathers 

and paper were filtering agents for the highly carbonized exhaust. 

Motherwell must have felt there was no necessity for the leaves and 

feathers when he put in the second filtering system, the drum. 

Wooden Box 

Introduction 

The unit of excavation was originally opened to investigate a pipeline 

attachment on the north side of the house. Soon after excavation began, 

the feature of a previously unrecorded wooden box appeared and took 

priority over the pipeline which in turn was related to the filtering 

system. 

The excavation unit used to expose the box measured 1.5 m east-west 

by 1 m north-south and was located adjacent to the north wall of the house 

between the westernmost basement window and the summer kitchen. The unit 

was excavated totally by trowel and brush where needed. 

Stratigraphy 

The surface was covered by a clay sod layer about 5 cm thick. Under the 

sod in the northwest quadrant of the unit was a layer, 5 cm thick, of 

crushed mortar. Beneath the sod in the remainder of the unit was a 

very dark grey clay fill. A thin layer of lighter clay 3 cm wide was 

found from top to bottom along the outside of the east wall of the wooden 

box. 


