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Site 18CH216 is known by various names; the T4 Site, the Ballast House, the Brick House, and the Blossom Point Farm House. The names “Ballast House” 
and “18CH216” will be used hereafter. The site is an early 19th century tenant farmhouse constructed in a vernacular adaptation of the Federal style. It is 
located on the Blossom Point Field Test Facility (BPFTF) in southern Charles County, Maryland. The house is situated at the very end of Blossom Point, 
overlooking Nanjemoy Creek and the Potomac River. The area was cleared of most trees and plowed in the past. Soils at the site are of the Elkton series 
loams.

The first archeological work conducted at the site was a Phase I survey begun in 1989 and coupled with historical and architectural investigations relating to 
the farmhouse. The work was conducted because of the threat to the structure posed by on-going erosion at the site. Erosion of soils by the Nanjemoy River 
threatened to destabilize the house, warranting mitigation actions by the Army Corps of Engineers. The archival research reveals that as early as the middle 
17th century, the property was under the control of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits). The Jesuits were granted large tracts of land by the proprietors of the 
Maryland colony to hold in trust, and the property on which 18CH216 now resides was part of a 4,000 acre estate known as St. Thomas Manor. These lands 
were then leased out by the Jesuits to turn a profit for the church. The first documented occupation of the Blossom Point area of the estate came in 1684, 
when Richard Boughton, onetime Secretary of the Colony of Maryland, obtained a long-term lease for 400 acres including Blossom Point. The terms of the 
lease required Boughton to “uphold, repair, sustain, maintain, and amend the said two tenements with their appurtenances and all new buildings whatsoever 
upon the premises to be built during the said term and all fences and enclosures and so on” and to pay a yearly rent of 1000 pounds of tobacco. The structure 
built at that time may be denoted as “Blossom Point Farm” on a 1712 map of the area, but that structure is almost certainly not related to the Ballast House.

The Ballast House is most likely associated with Bennett Semmes, tenant of Blossom Point Farm from 1788 to 1832, who acted as overseer and agent for a 
number of Jesuit owned farms on the original St. Thomas Manor tract. In 1805 the Jesuits built a house for Semmes and the architectural investigations of the 
Ballast House suggest that it is the structure built in 1805. Semmes’ will and other records indicate that he was not a wealthy man and at times had difficulty 
paying his rents. This state of affairs was quite common on Blossom Point, where agricultural returns appear to have been poor. The 1860 Agricultural 
Census shows that Blossom Point was the most valuable of the Jesuit Farms in St. Thomas Manor and that tobacco was the major cash crop along with corn 
and wheat. Most of the value of the farm, however, is derived from highly valued improvements and a large number of livestock. A further downturn in the 
economy at Blossom Point came during the Civil War, when the property was used as a Federal Army Camp. The farm resources and property were badly 
depleted and the Jesuits claimed $31,000 in damages from the Federal government. Only $4,000 was received. After the war, the Jesuits attempted to sell 
the property several times, but there were not buyers. Real estate agents noted the poor condition of the farm as a detriment to its sale. During the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, a series of short-term tenants grew tobacco on the farm. However, crops were often insufficient to allow payment of rents. By the 
1920s the last tenants left the farm and were not replaced. The farm then lay fallow for most of the time until it was leased to the United States Army as a test 
facility in 1942.

Architectural examinations reveal that the main block of the structure does date to the early 19th century and consisted of a 2 ½-storey, 3-bay structure of 
brick masonry construction laid up in common bond with headers at every sixth course. It is built in the Federal style, with two gabled chimneys flush with the 
south wall. The main block is sub-divided into east and west rooms on both main living levels. A formerly detached kitchen (probably original or built shortly 
after the main block) to the east was connected to the main block in 1852 by the construction of the one-storey “hyphen” built to hold lumber and pantry 
goods. The original exterior chimney of the kitchen is still present, but appears to have been repaired many times in the past. All three porches (open, 
enclosed, and screened) added to the main block appear to be 20th century in origin. More detail on the architecture of the Ballast House can be found in the 
full site reports.

Phase I archeological work in 1989 was conducted to identify any potentially significant archeological remains at the site. A series of fifty shovel test pits 
(STPs) were excavated in transects across the site to determine site boundaries and the context of archeological deposits. In addition to the STPs, five larger 
formal test units (of various sizes) were excavated to sample artifact deposits and better determine the context of these deposits. The larger excavation units 
were placed in areas where there were concentrations of artifacts both inside (2 units) and outside (3 units) the house structure. All excavated soils were 
screened through hardware cloth. The excavations revealed that the only intact archeological remains associated with the house are a series of refuse 
deposits located beneath the floor boards of the house itself. All of the surrounding yard areas had been extensively disturbed.

Artifacts encountered during the Phase I survey include 45 activity items, 343 architectural artifacts, 5 clothing artifacts, 336 kitchen-related items, 3 personal 
objects, 4 arms artifacts, 40 miscellaneous historic/modern objects, and 3 prehistoric artifacts. The activity items were 2 toys (a glass marble and a porcelain 
doll part), 28 pieces of lamp glass, a piece of non-electrical wire, a bolt, a rubber washer, a piece of miscellaneous hardware, a battery core, an engine belt, a 
piece of chain, an iron flange, 4 metal strips, a brass pushpin, and 2 iron tool handles. The architectural assemblage consisted of 22 pieces of brick, 17 
concrete/cement fragments, 9 pieces of plaster, 2 linoleum fragments, 155 window glass fragments, 69 cut nails, 39 wire nails, 24 unidentified nails, a staple, 
a construction bolt, a plumbing pipe, and 3 miscellaneous architectural remains. Clothing remains consisted of a glass button, a plastic button, 2 shell buttons, 
and part of a safety pin. Kitchen-related artifacts were 111 ceramic sherds (1 Buckley, 1 tin-glazed earthenware, 1 creamware, 1 pearlware, 6 porcelain, 9 
ironstone, 65 whiteware, 8 yelloware, 6 redware, 2 white salt-glazed stoneware, and 11 miscellaneous stoneware), 1 jar lid, 5 pieces of table glass, 66 
bottle/container glass fragments, 5 tin can pieces, a crown cap, 113 animal bones, 30 oyster shell fragments, a butternut hull, a pumpkin seed, a peanut hull, 
and a hickory nut hull. The personal items were a plastic comb tine, a stamp of the letter “H”, and a red bead. All of the arms objects were .22 caliber casings. 
Miscellaneous objects were 13 melted or otherwise unidentifiable glass items, 6 unidentified metal pieces, a lead sheet, a newsprint fragment, 3 pieces of 
plastic, a piece of vinyl strap, and 15 non-food animal bones. The prehistoric artifacts were 3 quartzite flakes. 

The Phase I investigations showed that faunal remains, some of which represented food remains, were present in a relatively intact context beneath the 
Blossom Point Farmhouse. The Phase I excavations did indicate that animals such as cats, rats, and opossum probably lived under the house and their 
burrowing and other activities might have disturbed the context of the archeological materials  to some extent. These faunal remains probably date to the late 
19th – early 20th century. These sub-floor refuse deposits are similar to a plowzone deposit, their vertical stratigraphic context is disturbed. However, their 
horizontal context has not been badly disturbed since the horizontal disturbance is limited by the walls of the house and the room foundations. Based on the 
presence of these archeological deposits, Phase II excavations were recommended in the area within the footprint of the house to determine the extent of 
disturbance.
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The field methods used for the Phase II excavation of the subfloor deposits at 18CH216 were to dig a series of 10 measured excavation units from the main 
rooms of the house. The size and number of the units was determined by the placement of floor joists and other architectural elements, but were not larger 
than 1.524 m X 1.524 m (5 ft X 5 ft) squares. On average, the units were 91 X 91 cm in size. Placement of the units within the rooms was determined by the 
presence of intact deposits, location of architectural features, and safety considerations. Nonetheless, an attempt was made to sample different sections of 
each room. Five units were excavated in the kitchen wing of the house, three units were excavated in the east room of the main section of the house, and two 
units were excavated in the west room of the main section. All soils were excavated in 15.24 cm (.5 ft) levels, given the disturbed nature of the archeological 
deposits. All soils were screened through hardware cloth to recover artifacts and ecofacts. Additionally, 2 soil samples of approximately 20 liters each were 
taken from each level of each excavation unit. One sample was subjected to flotation analysis to recover floral remains and very small faunal remains. The 
second sample was waterscreened through 1/8 in mesh to recover small faunal remains that would otherwise be lost. Few artifacts and ecofacts were 
recovered from the 1/8 in mesh water screening and flotation and are not discussed further here.

Artifacts encountered during the Phase II testing included 15 activity items (all toys), 396 architectural objects, 35 clothing remains, 509 kitchen-related 
artifacts, 6 personal items (4 coins and 2 keys), 2 tobacco-related objects (pipe fragments), 9 arms artifacts (modern ammunition components), and 37 
miscellaneous objects (non-food faunal remains). The architectural assemblage included 179 window glass fragments, 200 nails, 3 spikes, and 14 pieces of 
construction hardware. The clothing remains were 5 buckles, 3 pins, and 27 buttons. The kitchen assemblage consisted of 105 ceramic sherds (13 pearlware, 
4 porcelain, 73 whiteware, 5 American Blue and Gray Stoneware and 10 misc.), 115 bottle/container glass fragments (including pharmaceutical bottles), 17 
other table glass pieces, 163 animal bones, and 109 pieces of shell. Many of the modern remains were apparently discarded in the field and are not included 
in this synopsis report as they are listed in the appendices of the full site report, but not counted in the tables of the report or discussed in the main text.

The artifact frequencies varied from room to room, with the kitchen wing having the highest numbers of artifacts, the East Room of the main house showing 
the next highest frequency, and the West Room showing the lowest frequencies. Much of the artifact assemblage is dominated by food remains and artifacts 
associated with food preparation and serving in all rooms. The fireplace configuration in the kitchen is clearly related to food preparation and the large 
numbers of subsistence-related artifacts in this room is hardly surprising. The East Room of the main house was thought to represent a dining room and the 
presence of limited subsistence remains fits with this interpretation. The West Room of the main house is probably a formal parlor and the absence of 
subsistence artifacts in this room is also not surprising. 

No trash pit features extending into the subsoil were identified under the house and the artifacts represent a sub-floor sheet midden. Concentrations tended to 
be deepest near the hearths, and it is thought that trap doors through the floor for the disposal of waste may have been present near the fireplaces; a feature 
documented in other structures of the period. These types of trash and garbage deposits are not uncommon at 19th century sites from a variety of cultural 
contexts (particularly at sites whose occupants were of lower socio-economic status), even though they may seem to violate modern sensibilities concerning 
sanitation and health. The food remains reveal a diet that included the use of both wild game and domesticated animals. Home butchering of domesticated 
animals, including pigs, chickens, and turkeys, for immediate consumption took place and inexpensive cuts of beef were also purchased for consumption. 
Wild animals, fish, and shellfish of the Potomac estuary were also part of the diets of the site’s inhabitants. Wetland settings were utilized for wild food 
production more commonly than upland settings. When compared to other contemporaneous sites, this pattern seems to indicate that the overseers at 
Blossom Point represent a middle-ground in the socio-economic hierarchy; between slaves/poor tenants and plantation owners.

 In all rooms, the process of recent (post-1940) floor replacement and repair disturbed the context of the artifacts. A mix of artifacts from various time periods 
within the 19th and 20th century are present and attests to the disturbed context of these deposits. Most of the 19th century material is from mid-century or 
later. Furthermore, faunal remains from various scavenging and burrowing animals were recovered from the sub-floor deposits and the activities of these 
animals would have further compromised these deposits’ contextual integrity. While the Phase II investigations did collect interesting information on the 
lifeways of the 19th century overseers who occupied the Ballast House, given the extensive disturbance of archeological deposits, the site is unlikely to yield 
additional useful information pertaining to Maryland history.


