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ABSTRACT
Archaeological fieldtesting was carried out at historic Fort Greene Park on May
9, 2017. The goal was to determine if excavation associated with new park
drainage (water control structures) could impact significant archaeological
resources associated with 19th-century domestic occupation that briefly
preceded creation of Washington Park in 1847, later Fort Green Park.
Specifically, testing addressed the issue of a cistern and privies associated with
two back-to-back mid-19th-century tenanted dwellings and an unrelated shanty
that persisted through the early years of the park’s creation. In 1867, Frederick
Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux redesigned and reconfigured the park and it
was renamed Fort Greene Park.
Testing verified the deep fill deposits documented in recent soil borings that
proved to be virtually devoid of cultural material. No archaeological features
were encountered and no further archaeological investigation is recommended.
However, given the park’s historical past, it is recommended that an
archaeologist be on call during the planned excavations to address any
unanticipated finds. Should there be such a discovery, work should stop in the
sensitive area to allow archaeological assessment and documentation if
necessary. Avoidance of the resource would be the goal.
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This memo report presents an archaeological assessment related to the introduction of new
water detention/retentions structures (drainage) at Fort Greene Park, Brooklyn (Block 2088, Lot 1;
Figure 1). Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC prepared the report for The New York City Department of
Parks & Recreation (NYCDPR Project No.!B032-116M). The goal was to determine if the proposed
undertaking could or would adversely impact archaeological resources in areas of potential effect
(APE) in this 30 +-acre park, a New York City Landmark. In this case, the APE includes two areas
of concern, one, the former site of an ephemeral shanty town just west of the park’s North Portland
Avenue entrance on Myrtle Avenue (the “Myrtle Avenue Landscape,”!designated Area A), the other
where former house lots were developed south of the park’s Willoughby Street entrance on
Washington Park1 (the “Southeast Park Path,” identified as Area B (Figure 2). Both were developed
or occupied between 1839 and 1847, initially shortly before the former fort site was slated to become
Washington Park, but also later while the park was in formation. Washington Park was then
redesigned and renamed Fort Greene Park in 1867 (Geismar 2005:6-10).2
Between 2000 and 2005, an archaeological assessment and fieldtesting focused on
McKim, Meade and White’s 1905 Park Plaza but also addressed the entire park’s development
history and archaeological potential (Geismar 2005). Research indicated that deep fill was
introduced on the east side of the park in connection with Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert
Vaux’s 1867 redesign of what was then Washington Park. To a degree, this was also true of at
least some of the Myrtle Avenue APE (Area A), since recent soil borings documented from 5 to
5.5 feet of fill in both APEs (see Appendix A).3 It appears that excavation required for the new
drainage structures might extend slightly deeper than the documented fill in the identified areas
of concern (see Soil Borings B-3 and PB-1, Appendix A).4
Fieldtesting on May 17, 2017, entailed archaeologically monitoring four backhoe
trenches (one test trench was located in Area A near the North Portland Avenue entrance to the
park, the three others were located in Area B on the east side of the Park south of the Willoughby
Street gate).5 While trench depths exceeded the 5-foot (1.5 m) limit for safe entry, close
observation of each trench excavation and of the excavated dirt indicated the proposed
undertaking would not impact archaeological resources.
1

Before the park was created, Washington Park, which borders the east side of Fort Greene Park, was called
Cumberland Street.
2
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle of the time includes several articles about the removal of the shanties that apparently persisted
even after Washington Park was established but were finally removed in 1851 (Brooklyn Daily Eagle 1849-1851).
3
Note: there was no sample recovery in PB-1 between 5 and 6.5 ft. (1.5 and 2.0 m) below the ground surface (BGS)
so the exact depth of fill is undetermined.
5
Due to testing logistics, Test No. 4 is in Area A and Test Nos. 1, 2, and 3 are in Area B.
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FIELDTESTING
As noted, four test trenches were excavated in identified areas of concern. Three of
them (Nos. 1 to 3) were located in Area B on the east side of the park, the other, No. 4, was in
Area A just west of the Myrtle Avenue entrance at North Portland Avenue on the park’s north side
(see Figure 2). The trench locations were determined by coordinating the proposed undertaking
with an 1847 map shown in the 2005 report (Stoddard 1847; Figure 3 this report). Test No. 1
addressed the possibility of locating a cistern associated with a dwelling that fronted on
Washington Park (then Cumberland Street; see Figure 3). The focus was where a rear appendage
formed an “L,” the typical location of cisterns intended to collect roof run-off.
Test Nos. 2 and 3 paralleled the rear property line between the backyards of this same
house and its rear neighbor, both tenanted properties owned by John Russ (Geismar 2005:Table 1),
where privy pits for backyard outhouses are typically located. Test No. 4 is where shanty structures
are indicated on the 1847 map (see Figure 3).6 The degree of past disturbance at this location is a
question since it is adjacent to the DEP Access Corridor for a Croton water tunnel introduced into
the park in 1913 (Figure 4) although it is more than likely that construction was confined to the
tunnel right-of-way. However, as noted in the 2005 report, this construction included “raising the
grade” (Quennell
Rothschild 1988:
2.1 cited in Geismar
2005:11), although
it did not appear to
affect the eastern
part of the test area
where Test No. 4
was located. Perhaps most importantly, the shanty
structures, which
also included animal
pens, etc., were by
definition ephemeral
(e.g., see Photo 1).
This apparently
allowed them to
be “transplanted
Photo 1. Shanties at West 55th Street and Seventh Avenue in Manhattan, possibly
c.1868. Oil painting by Ralph Albert Blakelock 1868 (?).
by their owners to
a place called
Jackson’s Farm, in the neighborhood of Clason and DeKalb avenues (sic)…” (Brooklyn Daily
Eagle 1851). Therefore, it is a question whether this shanty complex included substantial and
ubiquitous 19th-century outdoor sanitary features such as dry-laid stone privies and mortared
stone or brick cisterns. It seems more than likely that box or bucket privies or even latrine
trenches may have been the available sanitary facility and that water was collected in barrels, but
this is speculation.
6

Test No. 4 is a former shanty location that possibly belonged to John Ayers but no additional information is
available (Geismar 2005:Table 1).
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Under my direction, field personnel comprised Shelly Spritzer for archaeological support and
Kevin Maloney of Malbro Contractors who provided and operated the CAT 303e with a 22-inch (0.6
m) bucket and was assisted by Michael Kearny. It should be noted that meter measurements
throughout the report are to the first tenth. Test locations are indicated in Figures 5 and 6.
Test No. 1 in Area B (Potential: cistern associated with 1840s dwelling)
Date: 5- 9-17 Length: 13.7 ft. (4.2 m) Width: 3.2 – 4.9 ft. (1.0 – 1.5 m) Depth: 2.4 to 6.6 ft. (0.5 1to 1.5 m)
Beneath approximately 1.0 ft. (0.3 m) of topsoil the fill in Test No. 1 was a clean brown soil that
became a darker yellow brown with depth and included many small stones. A pipe cut diagonally
across the southeastern corner of the trench at about 2.4 ft. (0.7 m) below the ground surface
(BGS). This was followed by what proved to be a scatter of large stones at about 5.0 ft. (1.5 m)
BGS. No feature was located and although a basically clean soil, a brick fragment at 5.5 ft. BGS
indicated fill. (See Figure 7 for a schematic plan, profile, and image).
Test No. 2 in Area B (Potential: privy pit associated with same 1840s dwelling as Test No. 1)
Date: 5-9-17 Length: 26.5 ft. (8.1 m) Width: c. 3.0 ft. (0.9 m) Depth: 2.8 to 7.5 ft. (0.9 to 2.3 m)
Test No. 2 was sited parallel to the rear property line of the lot investigated for a cistern in Test
No. 1. The trench followed the east side of the line for 26.5 ft. (8.1 m). The rationale for
choosing this location as well as the location of Test No. 3 is that privies were by law and by
convention about 2 ft. (0.6 m) from a lot’s rear property line. Boulders were encountered in the
north end of the trench at about 4.5 ft. (1.4 m) BGS. Clean fill was found to about 5.0 ft. (1.5 m)
BGS when the soil, with its small stones, became a darker yellow brown (10 YR 3/6), apparently
a glacial till. No feature was located and the trench was backfilled before opening Test No. 3.
See Figure 8 for a schematic plan, profile, and image.
Test No. 3 in Area B. (Potential: privy pit associated with 1840s dwelling)
Date: 5-9-17 Length: 32.2 ft. (9.8 m) Width: c. 3.0 ft. (0.9 m) Depth: 7.3 to 7.6 ft. (2.2 to 2.3 m)
Test No. 3 was excavated parallel to and approximately 2 ft. (0.6 m) west of Test No. 2. That
is, on the west side of the property line that divided the two developed lots in the mid-19th
century. Excavation fairly quickly caused the northern end of the baulk between this trench and
Test No. 2 to collapse. Approximately 6-ft. (1.8 m) of “rotten” stone, about 1 ft. (0.3 m) high,
was documented in the east wall about 4.5 ft. (1.4 m) from the southern end of the trench. The
soil in the Test No. 2 and 3 was comparable. No feature was found and the trench was
backfilled. See Figure 9 for a schematic plan, profile, and image.
Test No. 4 in Area A (Potential: evidence of 1840s shanty occupation)
Date: 5-9-17 Length: 8.6 ft. (2.6 m) Width: 3.3 ft. (1.0 m) Depth: 6.7 ft. (2.0 m)____
Test No. 4, a pit more than a trench, was located in the eastern part of the planned excavation
for the new water control feature where shanties were documented in 1847. As agreed earlier
in the day in discussion with Paul Kidonakis, this section, approximately at street grade (the
grade increased to the west), was taken to a depth of 6.7 ft. (2.0 m). Below 0.6 ft. (1.5 m) of
very dark topsoil, were layers of brown to yellow brown, very clean soils (one water worn rock

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 7 of 18

June 2017

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 8 of 18

June 2017

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 9 of 18

June 2017

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 10 of 18

June 2017

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 11 of 18

June 2017

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 12 of 18

June 2017

was noted at about 6.0 ft. (1.8 m) in a sandier soil with small stones and small roots). No
features were encountered and the trench was backfilled. See Figure 10 for a schematic plan,
profile, and image.
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Four test trenches (Test Nos. 1 to 4) were excavated to determine if the planned
introduction of water detention/retention (drainage) structures could adversely impact significant
archaeological resources associated with the brief, mid-19th-century domestic occupation of
what is now Fort Greene Park. The testing program, carried out on May 9, 2017, determined
there were no archaeologically significant issues. In fact, virtually clean fill was documented
throughout the tested areas. Therefore, no further archaeological investigation is recommended.
However, given the park’s long history and historical significance, and since there could always
be an unanticipated find in such a setting, it is recommended that an archaeologist be on call
during excavation for the new drainage structures. Should anything of archaeological
significance be encountered, all parties should agree that work would stop in the sensitive area to
allow an assessment, and if warranted, documentation of the find with avoidance the goal.
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APPENDIX A SOIL BORING LOGS (B-3 AND PB-1)
(See Figures 5 and 6 for locations)

Joan H. Geismar, Ph.D., LLC

Fort Greene Park Fieldtesting Memo Report
Page 16 of 18

June 2017

(For Boring Location see X on Figure 5)
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(For Boring Location X on Figure 6)
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