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excellent example of how the museum’s 
archaeological collection continues to be 
used in outside research (Evans 2016).
	 The department has also made use of 
geographic-information systems (GIS), 
which offers a new approach to site-wide 
analysis of the many excavations across the 
8.9 ac. campus. Like other dense archaeolog-
ical sites that have been continuously exca-
vated for decades, record-keeping methods 
have developed and improved, especially 
with the introduction of computer-based 
databases. However, improvements have 
also created inconsistencies in record 
keeping. ArcGIS software has allowed the 
merger of all  the previous site maps, 
whether on grid or not, into one overall site 
map with a common datum point in the 
southwestern corner of the museum grounds 
(fig. 1). Georeferencing has been used and 
measurements and notes compiled so that in 
the future database inquiries that compare 
artifact assemblages across all of Strawbery 

New Technology and Platforms

	 The archaeology department moved in 
with the collections department in 2007 after 
the construction of a new Collections Center 
building (Wheeler 2007). This building 
offered new office and lab space for the col-
lections staff and volunteers. For the first 
time in the museum’s history the curatorial 
and archaeological staff were in the same 
building, enabling collaborative care of the 
museum’s collections of over 20,000 decora-
tive-arts objects and over 1 million artifacts, 
along with photographs and archival mate-
rials.
	 The Collections Center is also home to 
the new Rowland Gallery, which features a 
space for a rotating exhibit. As at other 
museums that rely on furnished historical 
houses (e.g., Historic New England’s homes 
or Colonial Williamsburg) or reproduction 
spaces (e.g., Plimoth Patuxet or Jamestown 
settlement), it can be difficult for Strawbery 
Banke curators to incorporate archaeological 
artifacts into furnished spaces, and there are 
few logical places to include gallery-style 
labels and explanations. Other institutions 
have addressed this by creating separate gal-
lery spaces that provide context and descrip-
tions for museum visitors. The Rowland 
Gallery gives visitors the opportunity to see 
objects and artifacts that do not fit into the 
furnished or exhibit houses.
	 For example, a 2016 exhibit, “Game On!” 
featured a case of artifacts related to chil-
dren’s activity recovered from the excava-
tions at the Chase House, likely from when it 
was in use as the Chase Home for Children 
(Charles and Martin, this issue). Since the 
Chase House is furnished and interpreted to 
1818, when Mary Chase occupied the home, 
this part of the Rowland Gallery exhibit gave 
the collections staff an opportunity to 
explore and present the late 19th-century 
history of the home as a residence for 
orphaned children. This period of Chase his-
tory was further examined by Katherine 
Evans in her master’s thesis, serving as an 

Figure 1. Strawbery Banke Museum archaeological 
excavations, 2014–2018. (Map by Alexandra G. 
Martin, 2019.)

PO-13_1537_Martin.indd   59PO-13_1537_Martin.indd   59 1/26/2022   2:00:36 PM1/26/2022   2:00:36 PM



60  Martin/#SBMArch:Museum Archaeology in the 2010s

Banke’s 30 major archaeological excavations 
can be made.

Public Collections Access

	 Together, the collections department cura-
torial and archaeology staff manage a shared 
database that was recently upgraded to Past 
Perfect. The introduction of Past Perfect and its 
online database is a critical step toward 
Strawbery Banke’s handling of the curation 
crisis and helps to maximize the collections as 
an educational resource (Thomson 2014). The 
online database is available for the public to 
search from the museum website and includes 
photos, object descriptions, and exhibit histo-
ries. With the help of volunteers and interns, 
significant archaeological artifacts that were 
once on view for museum visitors in the Jones 
House are being photographed and uploaded 
to the public database, accessible from the 
front page of the museum website. Significant 
archaeological artifacts from excavations at 
Strawbery Banke as well as the Deer Street 
Project continue to be added. This has resulted 
in a recent increase in researcher interaction 
with Portsmouth archaeology.
	 For example, the benefit of making the 
archaeological collection accessible online is 
demonstrated in a recent dissertation by Keri 
Sansevere at Temple University. Sansevere 
had read about the Marshall Pottery site in 
another recent dissertation (Hutchins 2013), 
specifically about a West Indian redware 
vessel that had been uncovered during Steve 
Pendery’s excavations (Pendery 1981). The 
Marshall Pottery site redware vessel was very 
similar to two redware jars found by James 
Dee tz  a t  the  Par t ing  Ways  s i t e  in 
Massachusetts that Deetz described as “almost 
identical to pottery produced in West Africa,” 
arguing that they might have been used to 
store and ship tamarind to New England from 
the West Indies (Deetz 1977: 148), and there-
fore suggesting a material link to the enslaved 
Africans at the Marshall Pottery site. However, 
Hutchins suggests that redware vessels like 
these may also have been used as syrup drip 

jars and used and reused for other functions 
(Hutchins 2013: 318).
	 In Sansevere’s research on colonoware in 
the Northeast, she sought to excavate the sto-
ries of various archaeological sites that had 
been “buried” in gray literature (Sansevere 
2018). Upon finding the record of the “tama-
rind jar” in the Strawbery Banke Past Perfect 
database, Sansevere made an image order 
request online that the assistant curator for-
warded to me. I sent her several photos (fig. 2) 
and told her to let me know how I could help, 
writing that the vessel was “sitting right here 
in my office” and suggesting that she reach 
out to Steve Pendery as well. Pendery, in turn, 
assisted with the further information that the 
vessel was found in a context suggesting its 
reuse as a planter (Sansevere 2018: 217). While 
Pendery and I were able to contribute to 
Sansevere’s research, she found that ceramics 
collections at other institutions were inacces-
sible, largely due to a lack of response from 

Figure 2. West Indian redware vessel. (Photo by 
Alexandra G. Martin, 2014.)
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museums to her research inquiries (Sansevere 
2018: 290). Sansevere’s dissertation is an excel-
lent example of “how access to the pottery 
(and in turn, heritage) is controlled, how 
knowledge of the past is shaped, and how bias 
is created in object-based research” (Sansevere 
2018: 15). The collections department hopes to 
ensure access to the archaeological collection 
for the continued research of Puddle Dock’s 
history.

Combining Remote Sensing with Oral 
Histories

	 During Sheila Charles’s tenure, she began 
research on an early 20th-century mikveh, or 
Jewish ritual bath, supposed, only through oral 
histories, to have been somewhere in the 
Puddle Dock neighborhood (Haasl 1989). Oral 
histories from Ronnie Pecunies, who grew up 
in the house, as well as from members of the 
Jewish community, suggested that there was a 
ritual bath that had been set into the ground 
level of the house. Traditionally, Orthodox and 
other observant Jewish women (and men) use 
the mikveh for purification before marriage and 
sex, or after childbirth, menstruation, or contact 
with the deceased. Because of this association 
with intimate female and male rites of passage 
and sexuality, mikveh use in the early 20th cen-
tury is not regularly discussed in great detail 
(Bergoffen 1997), so there was little evidence to 
go on.
	 The Pecunies House was a small house, 
built at the turn of the 20th century and sold in 
1912 to members of the Hebrew Ladies’ 
Society. The Portsmouth Herald indicated that 
the house was to be used “as a club home ... 
and for Cantor Harry Libberson and his 
family” (Portsmouth Herald 1912), who had 
recently arrived in Portsmouth to serve the 
newly established Temple Israel. The house 
remained in the hands of various members of 
the neighborhood’s Jewish community, 
including the Temple Israel board itself, until it 
was foreclosed on and purchased by the 
Pecunies family in 1939. They remained in the 
house until it was sold to the Portsmouth 

Housing Authority in 1962 during the Marcy-
Washington Streets Urban Renewal Project and 
was subsequently demolished.
	 Peter Sablock, who has recently retired 
from Salem State University, brought his stu-
dents to test remote-sensing methods with 
Charles on the Strawbery Banke campus. 
Ground-penetrating radar (GPR) has not been 
a significant tool for Strawbery Banke archaeol-
ogists. This is partially because of the known 
density of human activity from the 17th 
through 20th centuries. The “urban clutter” of 
buried pipes, utilities, foundations, and pre-
vious trenching presents complicated GPR data 
(Conyers 2006). The neighborhood’s buildings 
and outbuildings are also extensively docu-
mented. Sablock opted to test with an electro-
magnetic (EM) sensor, which tests the magnetic 
variation of different minerals (Won and 
Huang 2004). Magnetic levels may also be 
affected by objects’ thermal history. Sablock 
was able to find an anomaly in the area where 
the Pecunies House had once stood.
	 In the case of mikveh bricks, the minerals in 
the source clay have different magnetic signa-
tures than the surrounding soil, and firing the 
clay increased the conductivity of the bricks. A 
possible location of the buried mikveh bricks 
was determined based on the EM survey 
(Sablock 2014). After aligning the results with 
current aerial photos of the site and a georefer-
enced 1910 insurance map (Sanborn 1910) that 
showed the house’s location, it was believed 
that the mikveh was in the western side of the 
foundation. This conflicted slightly with 
Ronnie Pecunies’ memory that the mikveh was 
to the east, prompting the research plan to test 
these differing lines of evidence. In 2014, a 
group of field-school students, archaeology 
volunteers, and staff excavated within the foot-
print of the Pecunies House. This was a particu-
larly rewarding excavation, as it ultimately 
afforded the opportunity to teach visitors about 
a feature with which many of them were unfa-
miliar.
	 The base of the mikveh was located in the 
western portion of the excavation block, and 
the excavation was able to confirm its size, 
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Heritage House Program

	 Archaeological field schools continue to 
offer professional training for students and 
interested members of the public. Recent exca-
vations contribute to research and mitigate the 
effects of construction on ongoing restoration 
of museum buildings. The most recent efforts 
have concentrated on work related to the 
museum’s Heritage House Program, intended 
to rehabilitate buildings for interpretive and 
rental spaces. The Heritage House Program 
restores the exteriors of historical houses and 
creates office and residential rentals inside. 
These spaces provide rental income to ensure 
ongoing maintenance of the historical houses 
and accomplish the return of neighborhood 
activity to this once-busy area. As at other his-
torical museums that allow private residents 
to occupy historical houses, such as Colonial 

building materials, and a source of naturally 
flowing water (fig. 3). There are only a few 
archaeologically investigated mikvot in the 
Uni ted  S ta tes ;  see  Abel l  Horn  and 
Schneiderman-Fox (2012), Bergoffen (1997), 
and Roylance (2011). This research and excava-
tion has therefore provided significant details 
that were not part of the historical record 
regarding mikveh construction in general and 
specifically regarding its use by the Jewish 
community of Portsmouth. The house had been 
purchased in the same year that Temple Israel 
opened on State Street, suggesting that it was 
an important priority for the community. The 
Temple Israel congregation was particularly 
gratified to learn that the mikveh satisfied the 
religious requirements of Jewish law, including 
its immovable concrete base, its large size for 
complete immersion, and its collection of rain-
water to use as living water (Martin [2022]).

Figure 3. Base of the mikveh. (Photo by Alexandra G. Martin, 2014.)
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on by 1803, when Mr. Yeaton sold the property 
to Joseph Smith, a mariner. For the last half of 
the 19th century the house was tenanted by 
the Welches, an Irish immigrant family. The 
family first rented from property owner 
Leonard Cotton (a wealthy lottery winner who 
owned other tenant houses in Portsmouth) 
and then purchased the house in the 1870s. A 
number of Irish families inhabited adjacent 
homes at the turn of the 20th century, creating 
a concentrated Irish American neighborhood. 
The house was temporarily used as an art-
exhibition space in the early years of the 
museum, but its primary use was as archaeo-
logical artifact storage. Hundreds of heavy 
artifact boxes eventually contributed to strain 
on the house foundation.
	 Preliminary excavations to explore the 
resources in the area were carried out around 
this property by Charles during the Strawbery 
Banke archaeological field school in 2007. The 
2015 field season was intended to serve as a 
larger-scale recovery effort to mitigate the dis-
turbances of the rehabilitation project: 
replacing the deteriorating foundation and 
digging for new pipes and wiring.
	 Thousands of artifacts, dating to the time 
period during which the Welches were resi-
dent, were recovered from a trench behind the 
house. Uncovered were different types of 
metal, including wire and cut nails and elec-
trical accessories, various types of ceramics, 
many fragments of bone and animal remains, 
and other personal items, including fragments 
of figurines, marbles, and pieces of jewelry. 
The rich archaeological assemblage will be sig-
nificant to the curators’ furnishing plan for the 
interpretive space.
	 Masonry work was completed in July 2015, 
and utilities have been updated over the past 
couple of years, including buried cable lines 
connected in 2017. Future plans for the house 
include rental space on the second floor and 
new exhibition space on the ground floor, 
where, it is hoped, the story of the Welch 
family will be told. Ongoing collections 
department research is investigating the Welch 
family’s genealogy, Irish roots, and living 

Williamsburg, there are certain rules for ten-
ants, including an obligation to place electric 
candles in the windows during December’s 
holiday programming.
	 Rehabilitation, as defined by the secretary 
of the interior’s standards, is a property treat-
ment that allows for new use of an historical 
structure “that requires minimal change to its 
distinctive materials, features, spaces and spa-
tial relationships” (Grimmer 2017: 76). This 
treatment recognizes that changes and 
updates are sometimes necessary “to meet 
continuing or new uses while retaining the 
building’s historic character” (Grimmer 2017: 
2) and also acknowledges that changes made 
to buildings in the past have acquired their 
own historical significance and should be pre-
served. The standards also include language 
surrounding archaeological sites related to his-
torical properties, requiring protection and 
preservation or mitigation of archaeological 
resources.
	 Typically, the rehabilitation of historical 
houses at Strawbery Banke requires updated 
utilities and sometimes foundation repair or 
replacement, both of which impact resources 
below ground. Because many of the heritage 
houses have not been used for museum inter-
pretation previously, most have not been exca-
vated for research purposes in the past. Recent 
and ongoing work at historical house sites has 
meant that the boundaries of excavation have 
been primarily determined by construction 
impacts over research questions. However, 
research and excavation have continued to 
uncover significant new information, encour-
aged collaboration with the curatorial and res-
toration carpentry staff, and offered new 
opportunities for local University of New 
Hampshire anthropology students. Four 
recent field seasons have focused on Heritage 
House projects, first at the Yeaton-Walsh 
House and then at the Penhallow House.

The Yeaton-Walsh House

	 The Yeaton-Walsh House lot was pur-
chased by Thales G. Yeaton in 1794 and built 
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corner of Court and Pleasant streets (which is 
now part of Historic New England’s Langdon 
House property). The house is named for 
Deacon Samuel Penhallow, a grandson of the 
first president of the province of New 
Hampshire (also named Samuel Penhallow). 
Penhallow lived there with his wife Prudence 
until his death in 1813. The house was moved 
to its current location on Washington Street in 
1862, and Leonard Cotton purchased the prop-
erty in 1868. The house was soon subdivided 
from a single-family home into a duplex and 
eventually a triplex. In the 20th century it was 
occupied by the Richardson and Cousins fami-
lies. Kenneth “Bunny” Richardson was the 
first African American supervisor at the 
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, and he was active 
in the local civil-rights movement. When the 
Penhallow House is rehabilitated, part will 
become rental space, and the rest of the house 
will be used to interpret the neighborhood’s 
African American history.
	 The 2016 field season was intended to 
explore the integrity of the foundation for 
planning purposes, as well as to recover infor-
mation about how the property was used 
before the house was moved there and to 
investigate the additions to the house and the 
lives of 19th- and 20th-century residents. The 
foundations along the north and west sides of 
the house were explored. A shallow builder’s 
trench (which yielded an 1862 penny) post-
dates a dense cobblestone feature that may 
have been used to stabilize or shore up the 
edge of the tidal inlet. Stratified layers of 
marine sediment and 18th-century artifacts 
were also uncovered, suggesting a greater 
areal extent of the Puddle Dock tidal inlet than 
depicted on the 1813 Hales map (Hales 1813).
	 During the 2017 field season, a 3 × 5 m 
block was excavated north of the “red shed,” a 
mid-century garage that will be expanded to 
add bathrooms when Penhallow is rehabili-
tated (fig. 5). A variety of artifacts were recov-
ered that likely date to a late 19th-century out-
building that once straddled the property line 
between the Penhallow House and its 
neighbor. Below a layer of destruction fill, a 

descendants, including the great-grandchil-
dren of Mary Agnes Welch, the oldest 
daughter of Michael and Mary Welch, who 
was born in Portsmouth in 1855. Mary Agnes 
Welch’s great-granddaughter Denyce Collins 
came to visit the museum in 2018 and enjoyed 
a tour of the house interior, which is under 
construction and not open to museum visitors. 
Marie Konar, another great-granddaughter, 
sent her family’s own genealogical research 
and copies of several photos of Mary Agnes 
Welch, her husband, and children (fig. 4). 
These connections to the Welches’ living 
descendants add meaning to the historical 
research and archaeological excavations at the 
house.

The Penhallow House

	 From 2016 to 2018, excavations focused on 
the Penhallow House, built ca. 1750 on the 

Figure 4. Mary Agnes Welch, ca. 1880. (Courtesy of 
Marie Konar.)
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museums to see different examples of how 
archaeological research is incorporated in 
exhibits. They then conducted independent 
research on specific artifact categories, 
including ceramic pipes, buttons, transfer-
printed pearlware, 17th-century window glass, 
and glass medicine bottles (fig. 6). The lab ses-
sions culminated in an open house that other 
staff and visitors, in addition to guests from 
the New Hampshire Archeological Society and 
other museums in the area, were invited to 
attend.

Ongoing Public Archaeology

	 The museum’s ongoing commitment to 
public archaeology has offered field-school 
students, interns, and visitors alike an oppor-
tunity to observe the importance of archaeo-
logical research, both onsite and on social 
media platforms. We at the museum con-

continuation of the cobblestone feature fol-
lowing the edge of the tidal inlet, that had 
been uncovered in 2016, was encountered. 
Finally, in 2018, work resumed at the northeast 
corner of the Penhallow House to explore the 
foundation of the saltbox addition that had 
been constructed on the back of the house 
around the time it was moved. These excava-
tions provide valuable information for the res-
toration carpentry team in advance of rehabili-
tation.
	 In 2018, Martha Pinello’s philosophy of not 
letting excavation get ahead of lab processing 
was also revived by offering a lab session fol-
lowing the annual field school. Although 
many museums offer training in field method-
ology, including Historic Jamestowne and 
Colonial Williamsburg, there are compara-
tively few programs in lab methods. Lab-
session students in 2018 and 2019 learned arti-
fact-processing methods and visited area 

Figure 5. Cobblestone feature north of the “red shed” (Photo by David J. Murray, ClearEyePhoto.com, 2017.)
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dents informed. The blog also offers interns 
and field-school students an opportunity to 
practice public interpretation in written 
form. Field-school staff, students, and visi-
tors are also encouraged to interact on 
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram using 
#SBMArch as a cross-platform hashtag that 
enables multiple different perspectives on 
archaeology.
	 The hope is that the Strawbery Banke 
archaeological resources will continue to be 
utilized by many audiences: for undergrad-
uate and graduate student training and 
research, for collaboration with other 
Strawbery Banke staff to benefit the visitor 
experience, and for the public to help make 
connections between their lives and the 
varied experiences of historical Puddle Dock 
residents.

tinue to publish reports for in-house use and 
use our findings to enrich the interpretation 
of our furnished houses, and we seek to 
engage with our local community. For 
example, the excavation of the mikveh 
prompted a series of conversations and tours 
with nearby Temple Israel and the prepara-
tion of a short, illustrated report for their 
congregants’ library.
	 As in the past, ongoing excavations pro-
vide a valuable learning experience for mem-
bers of the public when visiting during the 
field season. The department has also 
worked to extend its reach online, including 
continuing the Dig Strawbery Banke! blog 
started by Charles in 2011. The blog provides 
a vehicle through which to provide informal, 
ongoing updates and interpretation in an 
effort to keep the public as well as past stu-

Figure 6. Lab-school student photographing an artifact for a blog post. (Photo by Alexandra G. Martin, 2018.)
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