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In small things forgotten an archaeology of early American life provides a
fascinating lens through which we can explore the everyday experiences of
those who came before us. This compelling concept underscores the importance
of seemingly trivial artifacts in understanding the social, cultural, and
economic dynamics of early American communities. By examining the minutiae of
daily existence, archaeologists and historians can reconstruct narratives
that highlight the richness of early American life, revealing insights about
the people who shaped the nation.

The Importance of Everyday Artifacts

Archaeology often focuses on grand narratives and significant events, but the
true essence of any culture often lies in the small items that individuals
used daily. These artifacts—ranging from utilitarian tools to decorative
items—offer invaluable context about the lives of early Americans.

Types of Artifacts in Early American Archaeology

Here are some of the most common types of artifacts that archaeologists
examine:

Household Items: Tools, utensils, and furniture that reveal domestic
life.

Personal Effects: Jewelry, clothing remnants, and personal items that
showcase individual identity.

Food Remains: Bones, seeds, and pottery shards that provide insight into
diet and agricultural practices.

Trade Goods: Items that illustrate trade relationships with Indigenous
peoples and other cultures.

These artifacts can tell stories about family structures, economic
conditions, cultural practices, and even social hierarchies.

Case Studies in Small Things Forgotten

Several archaeological sites across the United States have provided a
treasure trove of information about early American life through the
examination of small artifacts.



Jamestown, Virginia

The Jamestown settlement, established in 1607, offers rich archaeological
evidence of early colonial life. Excavations have uncovered:

- Ceramics: Pottery shards that indicate the types of food preparation and
consumption practices.
- Tobacco Pipes: Items that highlight the economic importance of tobacco in
the colony.
- Personal Items: Buttons and other clothing remnants that provide insight
into the fashion and social status of settlers.

These artifacts help paint a picture of the struggles and adaptations faced
by early colonists, revealing a complex interplay between survival and
cultural expression.

Plymouth, Massachusetts

Plymouth is another significant site for understanding early American life.
Archaeological discoveries here include:

- Wampanoag Artifacts: Items that reflect the interactions between Indigenous
peoples and European settlers.
- Food Remains: Evidence of the Pilgrims' diet, including fish bones and
plant remains, which illustrate their reliance on local resources.
- Building Foundations: Remnants of the original settlement structures that
provide clues about domestic life.

The small things forgotten in Plymouth contribute to a broader understanding
of cooperation, conflict, and adaptation in the early 17th century.

Interpreting the Past: Methods and Challenges

The interpretation of small artifacts is not without its challenges.
Archaeologists must employ various methods to analyze and contextualize their
findings.

Analytical Techniques

Several techniques are crucial in the analysis of small artifacts:

1. Stratigraphy: Understanding the layers of soil to determine the
chronological order of artifacts.
2. Material Analysis: Examining the composition of artifacts to ascertain
their origins and uses.
3. Comparative Analysis: Comparing findings with similar artifacts from other
sites to derive cultural and historical significance.

Each technique allows researchers to build a more comprehensive picture of
early American life, although each comes with its own set of challenges,
including contamination of the site and subjective interpretations.



Challenges in Preservation

Preserving small artifacts can be difficult due to:

- Environmental Factors: Soil acidity, moisture, and temperature can degrade
organic materials.
- Human Activities: Urban development and agriculture can disturb
archaeological sites.
- Funding Limitations: Many sites lack the financial resources for proper
excavation and preservation.

Despite these challenges, the ongoing commitment to preserving these
artifacts is essential for future generations to understand the complexities
of early American life.

Lessons from Small Things Forgotten

Understanding early American life through small artifacts teaches us valuable
lessons about resilience, community, and adaptation.

Resilience and Innovation

The small tools and household items found in archaeological sites illustrate
how early Americans adapted to their environments. Their ability to innovate
with limited resources speaks to the resilience of human spirit in the face
of adversity.

Community and Identity

Artifacts such as personal items and trade goods reveal much about social
relationships and community dynamics. They often serve as markers of
identity, showcasing cultural heritage and individual expression.

Conclusion: The Significance of Small Things
Forgotten

In small things forgotten, an archaeology of early American life, we find a
wealth of stories waiting to be told. These seemingly insignificant artifacts
hold the keys to understanding the intricate tapestry of human experience
that shaped the early United States. By recognizing the value of everyday
items from the past, we can gain a deeper appreciation for the lives of those
who came before us. They remind us that history is not just about grand
events; it is also about the small, quiet moments that define our shared
humanity. As we continue to uncover and study these artifacts, we enrich our
understanding of early American life and, by extension, our own place within
that ongoing story.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'In Small Things Forgotten:
An Archaeology of Early American Life'?

The main theme of the book is the exploration of everyday life in early
America through the lens of archaeology, emphasizing how small artifacts can
reveal significant insights into the social, cultural, and economic aspects
of life during that period.

Who is the author of 'In Small Things Forgotten', and
what is his background?

The author of 'In Small Things Forgotten' is James Deetz, an influential
archaeologist known for his work in historical archaeology and his focus on
the material culture of early American settlers.

How does Deetz use material culture to interpret
historical narratives?

Deetz uses material culture by analyzing artifacts such as tools, pottery,
and household items to construct narratives about the daily lives, beliefs,
and social structures of early Americans, often challenging traditional
historical accounts.

What significance do small, everyday items hold in
archaeological studies according to Deetz?

According to Deetz, small, everyday items hold significant value as they
provide insights into the daily behaviors, interactions, and cultural
practices of people, often revealing more about their lives than grand
historical events.

In what ways does 'In Small Things Forgotten'
contribute to our understanding of social class in
early America?

The book contributes to our understanding of social class by examining how
artifacts reflect the economic conditions and social hierarchies of different
groups, highlighting the differences in material possessions and domestic
practices among various classes.

What role does landscape play in Deetz's examination
of early American life?

Landscape plays a crucial role in Deetz's examination as he looks at how the
physical environment influenced settlement patterns, agricultural practices,
and the overall lifestyle of early Americans, shaping their interactions with
the land and each other.



How has 'In Small Things Forgotten' influenced the
field of historical archaeology?

The book has influenced the field of historical archaeology by advocating for
the importance of everyday artifacts in understanding history, encouraging
archaeologists to consider the broader social implications of their findings
and to engage with the narratives of marginalized groups.
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