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The Pyles Site (18AN542) is the apparent remains of a small 17th century refuse pit, along the South River in central Anne Arundel County, Maryland. The pit 
feature is likely the sole surviving feature of the “Poplar Neck” plantation settled by Richard and Rachel Beard in 1650. The site is situated just below 
Londontowne (on the river), on the edge of a local road and just to the southeast of a springhead. When the site was initially discovered in the early 1980s, the 
soil surface had been graded for road-related construction, exposing the feature. Soils at the site were the sandy loams and loamy sands of the Annapolis-
Urban land complex.

The site was initially discovered by Mr. Gary Pyles, a local developer, after the feature was partially impacted by road construction. The Maryland Historical 
Trust was notified and MHT archeologists subsequently visited the site and made a surface collection of the site vicinity. The feature was apparent on the 
freshly graded surface as an irregular, roughly circular dark stain with an admixture of oyster shell and some artifacts. The site faced on a new road cut and 
was imminently endangered by curb construction. On Mr. Pyles’ instructions, construction crews worked around the feature to preserve it for archeological 
investigations. 

The site was excavated in 1982 as part of a combined Phase II/III project related to the larger 52 acre South River Landing development tract. The area was 
under examination because of the threat of impending development of the waterfront.  Fortunately, the land developer (Mr. Pyles) was interested in the local 
archeology and generously agreed to voluntarily finance excavation work as needed following the discovery of 18AN542 and other sites on the tract. The 1982 
work was carried out by students and faculty of the American University’s Potomac River Archeology Survey (PRAS). As part of the PRAS project, extensive 
archival research was conducted to try and determine the origin of the 18AN542 deposits.

Land patents for central Anne Arundel County began to be issued on January 1st, 1650, with the tract “Poplar Neck” patented for Richard and Rachel Beard 
less than a week later (January 6th, 1650). Unlike most pioneer settlers in the area, the Beards were not newly arrived from England, having immigrated 
instead from the adjacent colony of Virginia. While Richard Beard’s Virginia origins are not specifically known, Rachel was the daughter of Edward Robbins of 
Accomack County. The couple were married in 1646 and came to Maryland in 1650, probably to escape the persecution of Quakers then current in Virginia. 
Accomack and Northhampton were the principal home counties of the Virginia Quakers, and the Beards would have been among the first emigrants from the 
area.

In addition to the normal role of a planter, Beard was a Boatwright and the location of Poplar Neck on the South River between Puddington Harbor and 
Almshouse Creek may have figured prominently in selection of the tract. In particular, the utilization of the area as a principal anchorage for the tobacco fleet 
may have provided seasonal opportunities for a resident shipbuilder.

As Quakers, the Beards were members of a sect comprising a disproportionate percentage of the influential population of early colonial Maryland. Quakers 
and Catholics were particularly active in politics and prior to effective exclusion from office following the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 held down a large portion 
of provincial public offices. Richard Beard was one of the members of this “political elite” group, being elected Anne Arundel representative to the lower house 
in 1662, 1663, 1664, and 1666.

While political success in itself implies a person of some standing in the community, Beard also enjoyed wealth by contemporary standards. At his death in 
1681, his estate included 1,485 acres (having grown from an original holding of 200 acres in 1650), and 19,067 pounds of tobacco. This legacy compares 
favorably with the holdings of many councilors, men appointed by Lord Baltimore to serve as the upper house of the legislature and regarded as the cream of 
contemporary society.

A further insight into Beard’s social position is provided by his relationship to William Burgess, the most important of the earliest local settlers and husband to 
Rachel Beard’s sister, Elizabeth. Burgess originally owned the tract adjacent to Beard’s, later to become the site of Londontowne. In the early days, Burgess 
operated a shipyard on the site, an activity which may reasonably have involved his brother-in-law, the Boatwright. Burgess’ position as a member of the 
‘native elite’ was consolidated by the marriage of his daughter to a stepson of the third Lord Baltimore, and his own appointment as a councilor from 1682 to 
1687. Both Burgess and Beard are remembered in local place names by the naming of major creeks.

Richard and Rachel retained possession of Poplar Neck until September 24, 1663 when they re-patented the tract and assigned the patent to a “John Mott”. 
Mott did not long survive the transaction, dying sometime prior to October 24th, 1664 when his will was probated and the property passed to his daughter. In 
the meantime, the Beards moved inland to a virgin tract, where they remained until Richard Beard’s death in 1681. Based on the archeological data recovered 
from the feature at 18AN542, the site would appear to be associated with the Beards’ occupation of the area.

Archeological fieldwork at 18AN542 entailed the excavation of 3 one meter wide trenches (1 through the features and 2 to the north and east of the feature) 
and a single 1 X 1 m test unit about 1 m west of the feature. Because feature boundaries were poorly defined on the surface, it was decided to make use of 
the flat face provided by the road cut to trench into the feature from the north. This was Trench 1. This method would expose the deposit vertically and allow 
for easy identification of possible stratification within the feature. If present, these strata could then be removed as separate units. While the procedure 
successfully delineated pit shape, the deposit was found to be essentially homogenous, with the only evidence for fill sequence provided by the vertical 
distribution of faunal remains. The upper 1/3 of the pit was filled with oyster shell, while the lower 2/3 contained a heavy concentration of swine bones. 

Shallow test trenches excavated to the east of the main deposit produced substantial quantities of cattle bone and may indicate that these remains overlay the 
shell before dislocation by heavy equipment. While this sequence may suggest that deposition in the pit was not a single event, it is notable that cross 
mending ceramics have been recovered from the heavy equipment smear (disturbed former top of the deposit), upper and lower portions of the pit. In 
particular, single vessels of English combed slipware and North Devon gravel-tempered earthenware are very broadly distributed throughout the pit deposit 
and probably preclude an extended use-life for the feature. It was undeterminable from excavation whether usage should be measured in a day or up to 
several months.

The surviving pit deposit was an irregular cone, narrowing to a flat bottom. The feature had been excavated into clean yellow sand and preserved maximum 
dimensions of approximately 1.47 m (4 ft 10 in) by 1.42 m (4 ft 8 in). The top of the feature had been graded, and the impacted deposit above the oyster shell 
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layer contained a greater sand component than was typical of the undisturbed shell and lower pit deposits. These zones were characterized by a dense, dark 
brown humic soil with frequent flecks or fragments of charcoal. Other evidence of burning could be noted by a minor amount of burned shell, occasional 
burned nails, and exterior charring of several clay pipe fragments. Burned objects were a distinct minority, however, and did not cluster within the pit deposit.

The intrusion of later artifacts into the trash pit was both rare and limited to the uppermost horizon above the shell layer. These consisted of a wire nail and a 
piece of constructional asbestos from a barn that stood nearby until shortly before road construction. A wide range of ceramic, metal, glass, lithic, and faunal 
remains was recovered from the pit deposit and the general site vicinity. These materials point consistently to a deposition in the third quarter of the 17th 
century. An analysis of maker’s marks on clay tobacco pipe bowls recovered from the site, as well as bowl form suggests a likely period of deposition between 
1660 and 1665. Given that the Beards owned the property until 1663, and that John Mott only held it for a very short time before dying, it sems that the period 
of deposition was sometime between 1660 and 1663.

Despite its small dimensions, the Pyles Site was rich in cultural remains, yielding recoveries of 6 activity items (5 flint strike-a-lights and a deer antler tine 
reamer), 310 architectural items (rosehead nails), 4 furniture items (an iron drawer pull and 3 other copper/brass furniture fittings), around 73 kitchen-related 
artifacts (19 ceramic sherds, 4 wine bottles, and at least 50 faunal remains), 160 tobacco-related artifacts (93 pipe stems, 52 pipe bowls, 12 substantially 
intact pipes, a copper tobacco tin, 2 snuff bottles), and 4 arms objects (3 pieces of lead shot and a gunflint spall). The ceramic assemblage included 2 sherds 
of North Devon gravel-tempered earthenware, a sherd of North Devon Sgraffito Slipware, 1 sherd of North Italian Sgraffito Slipware, 3 sherds of English 
combed and Trailed slipware, at least 4 sherds of English tin-glazed delftware, a sherd of Rhenish Brown stoneware, 2 sherds of Rhenish Gray stoneware, 1 
sherd of gray salt-glazed stoneware, a brown earthenware sherd and 3 pieces of whiteware. The faunal remains include evidence of the use of cattle, swine, 
chickens, and oysters. Many of the larger bones preserve cut marks and evidence of butchering. The faunal remains suggest that deposition took place in the 
autumn of the year. Identifiable maker’s marks on the assemblage of tobacco pipes reveals 3 pipes made by Richard I. Nooney (Bristol – 1652 to ca. 1713), 3 
or more pipes by Lluellin Evans (Bristol – 1660 to 1689), and at least 2 pipes of Wil Evans (Bristol – 1660 to ca. 1698).

A single quartz Piscataway point was the only prehistoric object recovered at 18AN542.

The period of deposition at the Pyles Site coincides with Richard Beard’s tenure as Anne Arundel representative to the lower house of the colonial legislature. 
The Pyles Site rubbish pit provides an unusual opportunity to view some of the activities taking place on a well-off early colonial plantation one fall between 
the years 1660 and 1663. It illustrates a holding well supplied with typical but good quality ceramics, commanding at least some imported luxuries (such as 
wine and imported furniture), and capable of supporting both casual discard of usable items and the simultaneous slaughter of multiple large animals. Trade 
with southwest England (Bristol) appears to be the lifeline of the settlement.

Since the feature was entirely excavated during the 1982 study, and no other features were identified during the trenching activities, the site (as such) likely no 
longer exists. Its primary research value lies in the extant collection obtained by the American University.


