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• Excavation under Contract #30050 at the pie·ter Claesen !:iycoff House

at ~~e intersection of Ralph and Clarenc.on Aves., Brooklyn, was commenced

on 4 August, ~977, th~ day after wor-d \'.'a3 received tha-t the contract had

been filed and given an Encumbrance Nu.:;tber. Four full Cays of field

work, one partial day of artifact cleaning and t'WOdays of report prep-

aration were spent through 3 September, 1977.

The purpose of this archaeol.ogical research \tJaS to meet a requirement

that "prior to any subsurface disturbance at the Nyckoff House during

restoration or installation of urnder-gr-ound utilities, an archaeological.

i:mrestigat1onllshould be r.ade, as a.gr-eed bet ....-een the Advisory Council on

Historic Preservation. the NewYork State Historic Preservation Office,

and the City of Ne\'JYork, on 29 rlove;nber, 1976.

•

•
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• Scope of '..Jor-k

'i'h3 scope of ·...-01'1< aut.~orized for this archaeological investigation

and assesSZlent -..as e.elimted by the architects at a job meeting held

at the 1JJCkoff House on 28 April, 1977. It \~as decided at that ticte by

the LanCmarks Cor.mU.ssionand an Architectural Representati ve ~of ~"le

lIew York State Historic Preservation office in Albany that the testing

be lied. ted specifically to three areas:

1)the area directly in front of the present south entrance to the house; .
.

2)a line running from inside the north ~l8.11of Room9, down the middle

of that r-oom, and continuing south across the yard to the present cy-

clone fence, and tour test pits against the \',-est wall of Room9 ~rnlere

concrete pi~J.a...-s will be erected;••• 3) a "diago1"'..alline running from south\~-est· to northeast across Room1

,..here wiring and utility lines \'1111be" laid.

J.. fou:-th possible area \.;as discussed in April for a test pit to be

placed ou'-..side the East wall of existing bathroom near the cyclone fence.

This \13.5 late: C!el.eted in agreement "rl.th Mrs. Tuft, as \-;e "found tha~ the

area in question consisted of 6~ ft. of fill above .::my early ground

surfaces~ so cultural resources to."uld not be disturbed by proposed uti~i ty

lines •

•
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Tests l-!ade

A total of twenty one test pits or trenches were dug. Seven of

t~ese t'/ere outside the plywood l'a11 t-.hich surrounds the house. Tt·)Qof these

.....ere near the south .....est corner (to test gr-ound through ,mich a sewer and

~ter utility trench would run), and five were near the south door, cellar

stairs, and southeast corner(t~ test the area ...ner~·a proposed porch'

reconstruction. would disturb the subsurface). T\>lO o£: t.l,e remaining four-

teen .tests were made inside Room1, on a diagonal line ....hich· would be .

disturbed by utili ties running from the south end of' Room9 to the cellar
':.: .

under Room 2. In Room9 itself a total of' eight tests wer-e dug, consti-

tuting a continuous trench north-south along the center of' the di:r-t floor• under- t.us shed addition. Four addi tiona! tests wer-e made immediately

-
outside Room9, between the existing wall: line and the exterior wall of

plY'':'"Qod. The tests in Room9 and just south of it wer-eplaced t'mere we

wer-e told at the 28 April job r.teeting that \'ater and sewer- lines ";ould

r-un, and the other- tests outside i t wer-e in areas where the architects'

plans for reconstruction showed cerr:ent supports tolhichwould disturb the

earth •

•
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Findin.;s

A brief' listi::lg of :features and conditions found follo~s:

a) Near '"t."le south\'1est corner of the· grounds there is a thick layer

of very hard road JW.terial, probably placed in this century. Total

"

-::.. -:"-"..
thickness of' 1:.,is and other recent :fill Claterial is at least 3 x't., and

increases as one approaches -the obviously elevated surface near the south

" . fence :Line. Along the alignment we tested here, a utility trench about
- :.

30 Lnchea-deep (estimate made by f-1r. Tim Tsang to us Lrrphone conversation

of 4 Au-oust) \lo'Ouldnot reach to buried historic sur:faces. If' .the trench

~ere to be 36 inches or more in depth, it probably would disturb the .

historic surface beneath the recent fill~ and wouJ.drequire salvaging~. and recording.

b) Uear t.'e front door, the cellar stairs on each side o:f it, and the

sout..'least corner, we found a curved stone foundation for a historic

porch, stoop, or siwilar superstructure. Beyond (south of ) this, there

T,..aS a v.alk or pavernerrbof bricks and brick-bats, edged \dth a wooden

pLank and Belgian-block paving stones. On the basis of brick style,

this is tentatively dated to some tine during or after tl-J.elatter third

of the 19t.'lcentury. A woodenplank \elk, at one i:ine· painted green, \'>'as

Iou.."ldunderlying a cut brown-stone \·Jhich \'laS part of t.~e plank--edged

brick ~Ja.1)::.. Tne plank deck or walk "JaS thus earlier, perhaps of early

19th century date, and appears to be in excellent condition. Some

artifacts of 19th and 18th century age wer-efound in these tests.
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c) Inside Room1, we found t:-te oadly rotted rer.ains of beams for a

floor that preceded the wooden floo~ beans ~hich are now partially exposed

\'mere recent concrete has been taken up. Tnis earliest remaining floor

evidence .....asat a lOl:Jer elevation than t:.:."le\'oQod;enfloor still partly

preserved. A number of probably 18th century artifacts ':Iere found in loose

association with this earliest floor, but we are not able to ascri.be even

a tentative period to it until we have further analyzed t..'le data.
"d) Several features w~re uncover-ed in Room9 ( the shed addition

......... ..'. ~.- .. ~ _ .. -.. ... "
»>:

at t.~e west end of the house). 'L"'1ere....as a \rooden floor of north-south

:running planks supported east-west beams or sleepers \~hich rested on or

in the gr-ound, In the rnidclle of "the Room9 space ~s a stone feature'

(foundation) \..nich probably related to an outstructure. -This 'irregular

"founeation" of stones does not contact the \'1est \-.all of Room1. (at one

time an exterior fireplace \~all of the house), and extends beyond the

west wall. of Room9. It also pre-Gates Room9. A deep cavity, possibly

a ",ell or cistern was found just outside the location' ",-,'here the south

,,;all of Room9 should have been. This cavity of unknown raaxamumdepth

\as loosely filled \'Ii th large stones and was capped or covered \orl. t..'1. ceJ:lent

\-kLichformed a 20th century~age entrance into ROar:! 9~

Outside the north\'iest corner of Room9 there ',;as a large stone

I

foundation, obvf.ousLy for some earlier structure ,,;hich extended \';est

(rat.~e~.than east and south, as coes ROOia 9) froo this point. Again,

SOr.le apparently 18th and 19th cent:JrY artifacts wer-efound LnoLdeand outside

ROOili 9 •

•
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So f~~ norre of the artifacts found have been of obvi.ous.Ly17t:t

century ma."'l.uIactU!"e. T\'iO ceramic sherds near t11e fourld2,tion \'.'3011 at

t'le corner of :loom 9 maybe of 17th century date. Ho·.sever ; the 5aJ":!p1e

is too s~l to be reliable. Until detail~ed eY~ir~tion has been made~

_ .... ' - all comments on dating~ other than relative sequence , must; be considered

tentative. There are enough artifacts :from all areas to provide some

information usefuJ. for studying the structure, but probably not enough

from any particular stratum to makea statistically significant sample for

precisely eating t;;"1a"t occupation level. This could be clarified by

furt:1er excavation near important features. A prelim1:arY i:-ns:9ectio~

indicates that a.."1alysisof the artifacts can provide important cult".Jral.

insights ; nt.o life at the \'lyckoff House, as \-tell as provide detailed'. infor:::ation regarding building ·patterns. relationships of -.-;alls. and

constr-uction techniques which wou.Ld be invaluable to t.i-Iearchitects I

reconstruction •

•
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Recommendations

On the basis of this prelir:tinary study we make the following reCOm-

meneations:

1) The proposed utility trench outside the house, if no deeper

than about 30 Lnches , .'lill not harm cultural resources. I;: it is to

be dug deeper than 3011 from the present surface it will cut into 18th and
--

17th centur'y 1ayers~ -and the r:laterial from this trench should be safvaged,
. . - . ..

2) '1"nesame trench~ as it enters RooJ'39 and runs toward the north

end of it. will pass over a filled-in \Oe1lor cistern, and will cut '. -
t.lu--oughthe rotted remains of floor beams; and a stone feature Mlic:.hwe

..

aSSU2eis the f'oundation.of an earlier outstruc ture • ~'lesuggest excava-

tion of the cistern, and complete exposure and plotting of the floor .

bearas and stone f'ea.bur-e, before the utility trench is dug. Other than

t'"!ese features~ all cultural material has been removed.by us from. the

pr-oposed trench location inside ROOi;l 9. Except for the stone feature

noted above, excavation into the ·gr-otL'ldhere .'lill not disturb earlier

cul, tU!'a.l stt-ata as it ...zoufd outside the structure.

3) I'lore co:nplete study should be nade of the unknown foundation

f'ound to extend \...est :fromunder th,e northwest corner of Room9~ bef'ore

cor-crete Su;lports are placed to support reconstruction. l.t!". Oppenheimer

has also suggested that the location of' this pillar can be relocated

50 as not to destroy this :foundation •

•
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..t) TIlere a;J?cars to be particularly valuable cul,tt:ral and structu:'al

information buried under Room1. 'fhe remaining significant deposit has

bearr ~ealed ~~ue~ a cement floor, and is still protected ~here ~~t recent

floor e:idsts. I-tost of the diagonal line \llhich the utility line ",..ill

pass thrOUEP has already been disturbed by hi@:lschool Ildigs
U

and probings

to find foUtleation ',oalls. Werecommendthat before reconstruction or

during its very earliest stages. the renaini.ng cement noor be rei>lOvedunder

archaeological. supervision, and that the earth beneath it (ca. 40~ of' the

roO::l) then be salvaged. Other\·lise this uniquely preserved deposit "Ii11 be

.destroyed. If utilities are to run diagonallY across Room1. ·thi~ is an:;

a3so1ute necessity. because the cement prevented us from testing near the
\
;

southwest corner of the room•

5) Reconstruction of the south porch should be held in abeyance• u.~til archaeological excavatio·n can produce more infor;::ation about early

porch. stoop, or related structures ... hich these tests have shownare

;l::-esen-t. \1e suggest preservation of the brick \>Jalk and plank side\'Jalk

-::,7I.ichare intact. Additional archaeological \'lOrkoutside t..~ehouse can

reveal oore data about the earlier pla:lk v;alk, but so.ae of t;'e t."ick

(u::> to 5 ft.) recent overburden Dust be removed :first.

In sw::carS. the exploratory excavations called for in t.fte !-Iemorandu.'Ol.

0:" Agreeoent of 29 Hovember1976 have sho\-mthat si~.ificant inf'orr..ation

is ~reserved in so~e areas \~ere utility lin~s or restoration ~ay disturb

~:1'3 2):'Ound. r--io:-eover,these excavations have revealed foundations for

•
•
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• previously unknownfeatures at the house and of out.str-uctur-ea, none of

(

r

v.nich were taken into account in the restoration plans. Hore detailed

archaeological research than \>I"aS possible under the exploratory nature of

this work will be needed to ancwer- several important questions.. These

concern both construction details and sequence at the 'llyckoff" House

and t.."e way in \',nich it "JaS used for the three centuries of its occupation.

Both kinds of information lvill be needed for proper restoration and

interpre-tation of' this very important resi.dence •

.'

•
I

' ..
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CONSULTING ARC~EOLOGISTS
E MCM LARR ABEE PH.D.
SUSAN KARDAS PH.D.

• ODoenhcimer, Brady & Vogelstein
5~- \fest: 42 Street
~ew York, N.Y. 10036

86 Snouden Lane
Princeton, ~.J. 08540
September 6, 1977

Dear ~tt. Oppenheimer:

Thank you for supplying us with the three historic
photographs of the l'lyckoffHouse. They have been most useful
to us in interpreting our preliminary test pits. Please findenclosed the two phots you aSked to have returned.

•

\Veare currently writing our "Swnmary of Findings" (the
preliminary report) for the Laridmazk Commission, a copy of which
I will mail to you under separate cover. lYehave tried td in-
corporate some of the suggestions discussed at your visit to the
house, which we hope will be incorporated in your construction
scppe of work.. From our point of v Lew, except for the obvious
need to determine the type and approximate date of the several
foundations located by these tests, the most critical salvage
needed is of the material in Room 1 under the concrete slab.
Proper excavation of this material would aIIoli us to give you
much more detailed information regarding the floor and wall
construction in this room, as well as provide a sample of arti-factual material l-1hichcould be used to date it.

lie were able to complete the field excavation at about
$1500 less than our anticipated costs for the initial survey:
possibly this money could be utilized toward the expenses of this
salvage (approximate total cost for salvage of Room 1 woulq be
about $3000). tie~yil1 include a Phase II proposal with our
copy of the report to you.

. ,
" cc N. Tuft, NYCLC

Si~erely Y..9urs,
~~~/~--Susan Kardas, Ph.D •

•


