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Marvista Locus B, or 18AN1206, is what appears to be a 19th & 20th century night soil dumping area near Glen Burnie in Anne Arundel County. The site is 
situated on a high, relatively flat terrace situated between two ephemeral streams, which drain into nearby Marley Creek. The local landscape consists of 
gently rolling sand terraces, with an overall slope down towards the north. Modern vegetation varies from mixed deciduous and conifer forest to secondary 
growth scrub. The entire site area has been pockmarked with holes dug by bottle hunters. Soils at the site are Rumford loamy sand with occasional gravel and 
borrow pits.

The site was first identified in 2001 during the Phase I survey of approximately 25.7 acres in the proposed Marvista Subdivision. Archeological investigations 
in the (then) proposed housing development, were undertaken in compliance with requirements provided by the Anne Arundel County Office of Planning and 
Zoning, pursuant to Article 26, Title 3-109 of the Anne Arundel County Subdivision regulations. This piece of legislation mandates consideration for 
archeological resources as part of the development review process. The area was determined to have high potential for encompassing archeological deposits 
by the County Archeologist. Grading and construction would have had an adverse impact on the integrity of any cultural resources within the project area.

Phase I work entailed the excavation of 200 shovel test pits (STPs) on a grid at 20 m intervals, as well as judgmental placement of additional STPs at 10 m 
intervals near positive finds. This led to the identification of Locus B (18AN1206) as a concentration of historic artifacts in the western portion of the survey 
area. A total of 20 STPs were excavated in Locus B, 19 of which produced historic artifacts. Numerous surface finds were also made in this area. Shovel tests 
measured approximately 35 cm in diameter and were excavated to a depth of 40 cm below surface or 10 cm into sterile subsoil, whichever occurred first. 
Excavated soils were removed by natural strata and screened through hardware cloth. Basic excavation data for each STP was recorded on standardized 
forms.

Site 18AN1206 (Marvista Locus B) contained an extremely high artifact density (396 artifacts per m2) and was hypothesized to have comprised a centralized 
primary dumping location for nightsoil material. The project area also contained a small prehistoric scatter (Locus A) within the midst of a more generalized, 
diffuse historic refuse scatter found across the entire survey area. The historic assemblage from the non-locus areas of the survey probably represents the 
more diffuse spread of nightsoils in surrounding agricultural fields.

Artifacts recovered from 18AN1206 during the 2001 Phase I Survey include 21 activity items, 165 architectural artifacts, 10 clothing items, 513 kitchen-related 
artifacts, 5 personal objects, and 30 miscellaneous items. The activity items were 2 porcelain doll fragments, 3 pieces of lamp glass, a porcelain lamp part, a 
lead candlestick, 3 pieces of non-electrical wire, 4 fragments of strap, a horseshoe, a sandstone wheel (for sharpening ?), 3 flowerpot fragments, and 2 clay 
pigeon fragments. The architectural assemblage included 8 pieces of brick, 1 floor tile fragment, 79 pieces of window glass, 62 nails (2 cut, 2 wire, 58 
unidentified), 1 spike, 7 bolts, 1 screw, 2 door hinges, 1 pintle, a ceramic doorknob fragment, a milkglass insulator, and a stoneware sewer pipe fragment. 
Clothing items were 4 buttons (1 bone, 1 milkglass, 1 lead, and 1 shell), 5 pieces of shoe leather, and a brass shoe eye. The kitchen-related assemblage 
includes 177 ceramic sherds (2 creamware, 11 pearlware, 2 buff-bodied earthenware, 19 porcelain, 6 ironstone, 108 whiteware, 5 yelloware, 7 redware, 5 
domestic brown stoneware, 4 domestic gray stoneware, 8 miscellaneous stoneware), 334 pieces of glass (36 table glass, 1 milk glass lid liner, 1 misc. milk 
glass, 296 bottle glass fragments), and 2 crown caps. Personal items were 2 plastic comb fragments and 3 other comb fragments. Miscellaneous objects 
consisted of 11 unidentified iron objects, 1 unidentified brass object, 5 unidentified glass shards, 2 unidentified ceramic objects, 3 pieces of plastic, 1 cinder, 4 
coal fragments, and 3 pieces of slag. Based on these findings, Phase II testing was recommended at 18AN1206.

A significant component of the Phase II work was an extensive archival review to place the site in its appropriate cultural context. Archival research suggests 
that the site was used primarily for agricultural purposes up until the turn of the 19th to 20th centuries. A William R. Della acquired the lot on which the site is 
situated in 1903. A review of the listings in R.L. Polk’s Baltimore City directories for the first third of the 20th century showed that William R. Della lived in 
Baltimore, not at the site, and owned several properties in southern Baltimore and Anne Arundel County, including 3 lots that adjoined the lot on which the site 
is located. 

The Polk directories consistently indicate that William R. Della was a contractor by trade, although the earliest listings do not specify exactly what kind of 
contracting work he engaged in. By 1917, however, the directory entries become more specific and Della’s occupation is listed as “sand” contractor. None of 
the directories indicate that Della used a separate location (other than his home) to conduct business. Della unified and retained the four adjoining Anne 
Arundel County parcels (including the site), totaling 74 acres, until 1917, when he conveyed all four parcels to Howard R. Della and George W. Pierson. 
Howard Della’s relationship to William Della is uncertain. Howard Della and George Pierson would continue to hold the property until 1951.

Howard R. Della was first referenced in the Baltimore City directories in 1900. At that time, he resided in the household of a Charles M. Della, whose 
occupation was listed as an “Odorless Excavator”, with offices located at 2 St. Paul Street, Baltimore. Advertising copy in this and subsequent city directories 
indicates precisely what an “odorless excavator” did: mechanically clean out the city’s privies, cesspools, and sinks. During the 19th and 20th centuries, when 
human waste and garbage were disposed of in such “sinks”, cesspools, or privies, such receptacles routinely were emptied by licensed private contractors 
known as “nightsoil” men. Howard’s occupation in that same year was that of a “driver”, possibly for one of the machines used in the privy excavation 
operation. An Andrew Della functioned as a clerk for the business and a William E. Della was identified as a “farmer”. It is posited that Howard R., Andrew, 
and William E. might be brothers, the sons of Charles M. Della.

By 1903, Andrew had taken over the “sink-cleaning” business, advertising himself as the “successor to Charles M. Della”. His advertising copy also indicates 
that the company did “well-digging” and “sewer pipe” work. During this period, Andrew, Howard, and William E. (now listed as a “teamster”) lived together at 
1144 Hanover Street, Baltimore. It is important to note that this residence is located less than 2 blocks from that of William R. Della.

By 1908, Howard, William, and Andrew Della may have abandoned the nightsoil business and shifted their focus to generalized contracting. Their advertising 
copy in the 1908 directory lists them as the “Della Excavating Company”, but also mentions that they are “sand” contractors. The Anne Arundel County soil 
survey indicates that the area of the site has been subjected to sand and gravel mining. Although their residence did not change, their place of business 
moved from St. Paul Street to #30 W. West Street. By 1912, Andrew was no longer in the picture. Whether he had passed away or simply had moved is 
unclear. However, his (probable) brothers Howard and William E. continued to reside at 1144 Hanover Street. Howard’s contracting business specialized in 
cementing, excavating, and sand”, with William serving as a “teamster” for the company. Neither the Della’s residence nor the family’s general occupation 
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changed for the next quarter of a century. The 1937 Baltimore Directory shows that Howard Della still owned and occupied the Hanover Street house, and that 
he continued to be engaged in the general construction business as a “concrete contractor”. Howard Della died in 1951, leaving his estat to this son George 
W. Della.

George W.H. Pierson was designated as a tenant-in-common” with Howard Della when the pair purchased William Della’s Anne Arundel properties in 1917. 
The Pierson and Della families retained joint possession of the combined tracts until their heirs sold the land to a development company in 1951.

George W.H. Pierson was associated with the Baltimore firm of Henry Pierson and Sons, Builders and Contractors, whose construction business operated in 
a block of buildings located on Olive Street in Baltimore. In 1908, Henry Pierson, presumably the founder of the business and probably George’s father was 
still alive and lived two houses down from his father on Hanover Street. A second son, J. Henry Pierson was also associated with the company.

Polk’s 1917 Baltimore City Directory continued to list the firm of Henry Pierson & Sons as “Contractors and Builders”. An advertisement in the directory 
indicates that George W.H. Pierson had assumed sole proprietorship of the business, despite the fact that the corporate name remained unchanged. His 
home at 1013 Hanover Street, Baltimore was less than 2 blocks from the residence of Howard R. Della. Although George eventually moved his residence to a 
location on North Charles Street, his profession continued to be that of a “building contractor” as late as 1937.

When George Pierson died in 1943, he bequeathed his properties, including his share of the Anne Arundel tracts, to his wife Margaret, who in turn left them to 
(probable) son, Kirvan. Kirvan Pierson was the heir who, jointly with George W. Della, sold the for former Anne Arundel tracts in 1951.      

Phase I work at 18AN1206 identified an artifact concentration approximately 120 m by 80 m in size. Phase II fieldwork was conducted in 2003 and entailed the 
excavation of ten 1 X 1 m test units. These test units were placed across the site to test artifact concentrations identified during the Phase I shovel testing. 
The test units were excavated in 20 cm levels within natural stratigraphy. Overall, few stratigraphic breaks in the fill deposits were noted in the field. All soils 
were screened through hardware cloth. Soil characteristics, including color and texture, were recorded on standardized forms using standard nomenclature 
and procedures. All visible features were sampled sufficiently to define their nature and if possible, their cultural affiliation. Each feature was drawn to scale 
and photographed.

All of the test units revealed evidence for fill horizons of varying depths. Six of the test units revealed one to four layers of dark, highly organic fill, with dense 
concentrations of artifacts, underlain by subsoil. The cultural fill horizons in these units extended to depths of 54 to 80 cm below the surface. Three other units 
contained a dark, highly organic fill layer underlain by a lighter soil horizon and then by one to three dark, highly organic fill layers to depths of 65 – 107 cm 
below surface, down to subsoil. The final unit was unlike all of the others and appears to represent post-depositional disturbance by bottle hunters.

The artifact assemblage from the 10 test units excavated during the 2003 Phase II investigations included a total of 14,262 items. The Phase II assemblage 
consisted of 69 activity items (23 ceramic items, 2 glass objects, 5 composite items, 23 pieces of lamp glass, 11 kiln furniture items, and 5 other objects), 
2,759 architectural artifacts (139 brick, 7 mortar, 2 plaster, 1,662 window glass, 46 cut nails, 220 wire nails, 658 unidentified nails, 13 manufactured items, 6 
wood objects, and 6 other architectural items), 44 clothing items, 35 furniture objects (34 ceramic, 1 metal), 9,017 kitchen-related artifacts (1,767 ceramic 
sherds, 5,924 pieces of kitchen glass, 1,274 faunal remains, and 52 other kitchen items), 12 arms objects, 20 personal artifacts, and 2,306 miscellaneous 
objects (79 ceramic, 526 glass, 1,427 glass artifacts, 19 organic items, 54 manufactured objects, 173 stone pieces, 24 synthetic objects, and 4 composite 
items). The temporally diagnostic materials suggested that the deposition of the refuse at Site 18AN1206 occurred primarily during the late 1910s or early 
1920s. The vertical distribution of temporally diagnostic artifacts in the fill layers demonstrated that there is no apparent chronological or functional distinction 
between materials deposited across the site. 

The period of site deposition appears to correspond to the property ownership of William Della (1903-1917) and/or Howard R. Della and George W.H. Pierson 
(1917-1951). These owners were associated with sand mining, excavating, concrete contracting, and building. The Anne Arundel County soil survey indicates 
that the property has been subjected to sand and gravel mining. It can also be documented archivally that, prior to his acquisition of the property, Howard R. 
Della had worked in the “sink-cleaning” business during the first decade of the 20th century. Therefore, several possible scenarios can account for the 
formation of the site. 

The site was likely generated by an episode of sand/gravel excavation, followed by (1) the dumping of construction/demolition debris from Baltimore, or (2) the 
deposition of nightsoil from “sink-cleaning” operation in Baltimore, or (3) some combination of both (1) and (2). It seems most probable that the property was 
used by the Della family as part of their sand mining operations, followed by the dumping within the site area of materials extracted during “sink-cleaning” 
operations. This interpretation assumes that the Dellas or colleagues may have continued in the privy clean-out business after they stopped advertising such 
activities in 1908.

Additional investigations were carried out at 18AN1206 in August and September of 2003, focusing on a historic wharf that was present on the south side of 
Marley Creek, at the foot of a sloping hill. The study was undertaken to assist the Marvista developers in satisfying the responsibilities of the US Army Corps 
of Engineers, Baltimore District, under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (as amended). A pier/marina was planned for the 
development of Marley Creek and would entail impacts on an existing wharf and dredging and/or placements of pilings in the creek.

Testing of the wharf at 18AN1206 entailed detailed mapping of the extant structure, the excavation of four shovel test pits, probing and examination of 
exposed timber scantlings and joinery to ascertain the manner of the wharf’s construction.

The historic wharf structure lies on the south side of Marley Creek, at the foot of a long sloping hill. A sunken dirt road leads down to the wharf. A large 
washout area has cut through the structure, causing the collapse of the east side of the wharf on the landward side, and washed away both fill and timber 
structure. The resultant deposit of both wharf fill and soil from the hillside also caused the shallowing of water east of the wharf. The west side of the wharf on 
the landward side had also collapsed and a good deal of the fill had been eroded away by tide and storm. Exterior side timbers had been lost due to ice rafting 
during unusually cold winters. An intact strip of fill/land survived in the middle of the wharf.

The end of the wharf structure was capped with a layer of non-reinforced concrete measuring approximately 30.5 cm (1 ft) thick. This cap had collapsed and 
fragmented as a result of the loss of material through erosion from beneath the cap. The concrete cap was rectangular and laid on fill. As the external sides of 
the wharf fell away over time, the fill washed out from beneath the pad and caused it to collapse and fragment on all except the central landward side. The 
wharf has been used as a fishing stage in modern times. Line and hooks, some of them still packaged, lures, and a functional fishing reel were all found on 
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the site.

The wharf at Marley Creek exhibits two distinct construction events. An early period wharf structure may be dated to the terminal 19th century, based on 
cultural material found within the lower levels of the four shovel test pits. It was constructed as a projecting crib wharf. These are generally rectangular 
structures, typically projecting out at 90° from the land and consisting of solid exterioe bulkheads held together with crossties that may sometimes be laid on 
and supported by longitudinal stringers. These cribs are then backfilled to create the surface of the wharf. This early wharf corresponds closely to the end of 
the period when the property was owned by a James Spencer (1871-1884). It is thought that the wharf was probably built by Spencer and used to ship both 
farm and forest products to Baltimore on his sloop Greyhound. Following his death in 1884, Spencer’s heirs may have continued to use the wharf until the 
bank foreclosed on the property in 1896.

An addition, or later period wharf, was added onto the north end of the original wharf, most likely around 1903 when Baltimore contractor William R. Della 
purchased the property. Though there are no definitive diagnostic features or otherwise definitively dateable evidence for this assumption, the nature of his 
business would have made it very advantageous to carry out such an extension. William R. Della would have used the wharf for the loading of sand extracted 
from the adjacent property and possibly for bringing in the nightsoil deposits found in nearby Site 18AN1206. Such cargoes are heavy, requiring a sturdy 
platform for wagons or trucks. Such a cargo would cause a vessel or barge to draw more water than farm produce and so the added length of the wharf would 
have provided Della’s cargo carriers more depth than the previous wharf. During the second period of wharf construction, some disturbance of the upper fill of 
the original wharf occurred.

Howard Della with his partner George Pierson purchased the wharf and adjacent lot of land in 1917 after he moved into the sand and concrete contracting 
business himself. It is likely that motorized vehicles were used on the wharf during this period. He was in this business as late as 1937 and may well have 
been actively employed in his trade until his death in 1951, at which time the wharf and adjacent property were sold to the Marley Creek Development 
Company by the heirs.

Artifacts recovered during the testing at the wharf included 2 iron rods, 9 pieces of window glass, 1 cut nail, 4 wire nails, 7 unidentified nails, 1 iron screw, 9 
ceramic sherds (5 whiteware sherds, 2 porcelain sherds, and 2 gray stoneware sherds), 33 pieces of bottle glass, 1 piece of milk glass, 5 pieces of shell, a 
piece of slate, 2 pieces of slag, a piece of plastic, and 3 pieces of iron.

While the archival and archeological investigations leave it unclear whether Site 18AN1206 ever was a processing area for nightsoils from Baltimore, these 
investigations do suggest that the site represents a primary dumping of materials from Baltimore privies, probably late in the sequence of such disposal from 
an urban context. The late date for the primary deposit, however, reduces the overall value of this assemblage. In addition, although the wharf at 18AN1206 
(18AN1226) is reasonably intact, it was determined to be ineligible for listing on the NRHP under all of the NHPA crtieria. The site, as a whole (both 18AN1206 
and 18AN1226), was not considered a significant enough archeological resource to proceed to a Phase III level of investigation and approvals were granted 
for the housing development to proceed. Today, several home lots sit atop the site.


