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Figure 3.7 Backfilling a trench after excavation was complete. 
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Figure 3.8 URS archaeologists addressing visitors to the site. 
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TESTING RESULTS 
 
Across all trenches, the uppermost material encountered consisted of the present asphalt surface of the 
playground and an underlying layer of loose, black gravel which formed a sub-base for the asphalt.  For 
the most part, this top component extended to a depth of about 1 foot below the surface, although in some 
more localized instances it extended to almost 1.5 feet below ground.  The descriptions below detail the 
different soil and fill horizons, as well as features discovered beneath this common site component.  
Photographs are used to illustrate the results of testing; however, additional hand-drawn plan and profile 
maps of each trench are also included in Appendix D. 
 
Trench 1 
 
Located in the southwest corner of the cemetery, Trench 1 measured 10 feet north-south by 5 feet east-
west.  This short trench was located between the concrete shuffleboard pad and the west wall of the 
existing Recreation Building.  The earlier GPR survey indicated the possible presence of both clustered 
grave shafts and more extensive subsurface disturbance in this general vicinity.  One goal of this trench 
was to assess possible impacts to the cemetery that might have resulted from the construction of the 
Recreation Building and the spray pool built here in the 1950s.   
 
Mechanical removal of the overlying asphalt revealed a large, irregular concrete footer or pad occupying 
the majority of the southern half of the trench.  This cement may have been used to fill in the large 
depression identified immediately south of the spray pool in the 1975 playground survey (see Figure 
2.15), and served to restrict full testing to the northern half of the excavation.  The north half of the trench 
was examined to a maximum depth of 4.9 feet below ground surface (bgs).   
 
Below the asphalt and gravelly sub-base, excavation of the northern part of Trench 1 first encountered an 
approximately 1-foot-thick deposit of black-stained sandy fill containing dense brick rubble, blocky 
concrete, and asphalt.  The removal of this fill exposed a second previously disturbed fill layer that 
extended to a depth of approximately 4.5 feet below the surface.  This bottom fill deposit was itself 
disturbed by the installation of a terra cotta sewer pipe of unknown age (Figure 3.9).  The 0.8-foot-
diameter pipe was identified at a depth of approximately 4 feet below the surface, extended east-northeast 
across the trench, and sloped gradually downward from the Recreation Building toward Lawrence Street.  
It is presumed that this utility had not been active for many years, as the pipe was cracked and thoroughly 
filled with dry silt.  The small trench in which the pipe was laid had generally vertical sides and a gently 
sloping floor, and had been backfilled with a mix of yellowish brown, very dark gray, and brownish 
yellow silt sand that contained many small brick and coal fragments. 
 
Below these successive layers of fill, archaeologists identified natural yellowish brown subsoil at a depth 
of approximately 4.5 feet below the surface of the playground.  At the surface of the subsoil, immediately 
below the overlying fill deposits, archaeologists delineated a total of six intact grave shafts across the 
northern half of the trench floor.  Each of these shafts was oriented east/west across the width of the 
trench, and all but one exhibited a distinct hexagonal outline indicative of a coffin of the same shape.  
Four of the burials were sufficiently close to the surface of the trench floor to expose faint coffin wood 
outlines, and two of these retained rectangular outlines surrounding the hexagonal coffin stains.  
Additionally, the foot end of one small burial retained coffin wood staining as well as two small in situ 
decorative white metal screw caps at both lid corners (Figure 3.10).  Archaeologists documented the 
grave shafts and their locations within Trench 1 prior to backfilling the excavation. 
 
Trench 2 
 
The second trench was located between the southern edge of the tennis court and the northern wall of the 
Recreation Building, and was opened in front of the main entrance to that structure.  This excavation was 
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Figure 3.9 West profile of Trench 1, showing deep disturbance and 

terra cotta sewer pipe intrusion. 
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Figure 3.10 Detail of intact burial in Trench 1, showing decayed 

coffin wood and in situ decorative coffin lid screw caps. 
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oriented east-west and measured 10 feet long by 5 feet wide.  Earlier GPR studies had identified this as an 
area potentially containing individually recognizable grave shafts.  Excavations here initially encountered 
a concrete-encased utility conduit at the extreme western edge of the trench, likely the electric line for the 
tennis court lights, at a depth of 1–1.5 feet below the surface.  This conduit was left untouched and work 
continued on the easternmost 7 feet of the trench. 
 
Removal of the asphalt and the underlying black sub-base in the eastern parts of the trench exposed 
findings that were very similar to those from the Phase IA test pit located in the planting bed bordering 
the south side of the tennis court.  Compact yellowish brown fill extended from beneath the sub-base and 
a layer of gravel and crushed asphalt to a depth of approximately 2.5 feet below the surface, and overlaid 
the original soils of the burial ground.  As Trenches 3 and 4 would subsequently confirm, this yellow 
brown fill deposit represented a distinctive horizon that appeared to extend over the entire cemetery 
parcel, and was quite different from fill deposits found in areas outside the burial ground. 
 
The burial ground’s original soils were represented by two small, isolated patches of preserved ground 
surface (A-horizon soils) that had been cut through and were surrounded by multiple overlapping grave 
shafts.  Machine excavations were terminated at this point, and the trench floor was subsequently hand 
excavated to a depth of 3 feet bgs in order to better define the exposed grave features.  Though the 
outlines were sometimes indistinct, a minimum of 18 hexagonal and rectangular east-west oriented grave 
shafts were delineated in the floor of the trench (Figure 3.11).  Each of the defined grave shafts exhibited 
characteristics of having been partially truncated by the excavation of adjacent shafts; however, no 
evidence of ground disturbance that might be associated with disinterment activities was identified.  Intact 
coffin nails were discovered along the edges of three shafts, indicating that intact coffins were located just 
below the floor of the trench at this depth. 
 
In addition to the utility conduit, Trench 2 also produced evidence of past disturbance within the 
cemetery.  Along the northeast profile of the excavation, a large, steep-sided pocket of loose, dark gravel 
fill that was very similar to the overlying asphalt sub-base intruded to an unknown depth below the floor 
of the trench (Figure 3.12).  The source of this disturbance is currently uncertain; however it is possible 
that it represents a repair of one of the “cave ins” or depressions appearing on the 1975 site plan (see 
Figure 2.15).  It is not known whether or not this intrusion resulted in the disturbance of any intact burial 
remains, but, depending on its full depth, it is possible that it did. 
 
Trench 3 
 
Trench 3 was oriented north-south, measured 20 x 5 feet in size, and was placed just outside the southeast 
corner of the tennis court and immediately adjacent to a now-vacant tree planting box.  At this location, it 
overlapped the mapped northern boundary of the cemetery and fell within an area where prior GPR 
studies found no potential burial-related anomalies.  
 
The removal of the asphalt and underlying fill exposed a mortared stone wall of common micaceous 
schist representing the northern wall of the cemetery, at approximately 1.2 feet bgs.  This 1.5-foot-thick 
wall spanned the width of the trench, extending east and west beyond the limits of the excavation, and 
was partially capped by a single course of mortared brick.  The presence of this brick layer suggests that 
the lower stone portion was the foundation of the wall, while the visible aboveground parts were 
originally made of brick. The wall was located 102 feet north of the southern playground fence line, and 
within approximately 2 feet of where it had been predicted to appear based on earlier Phase IA mapping 
of the cemetery.  Continued excavation in Trench 3 confirmed that exposed areas to the south of this wall 
fell within and were directly associated with the Mother Bethel Burying Ground; areas to the north fell 
within a former historic residential property that fronted on Catharine Street.  More detailed descriptions 
of the findings in both of these trench sections follow.  
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Figure 3.12 North profile of Trench 2, showing intrusive disturbance.  
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Southern Trench Section (Cemetery Associated). The southern 7 feet of Trench 3 were contained 
within the historical burial ground boundary.  Mechanical excavation exposed yellowish brown silt loam 
fill at a depth of 1.3 feet below the playground surface—slightly below the top of the stone cemetery wall. 
Machine excavation was halted at just 1.8 feet below the surface of the playground, when a number of 
grave shaft features became visible.  Hand clearing of the trench floor eventually resulted in the 
identification of at least five distinct, and in some cases partially overlapping, grave shafts within this fill 
soil (Figure 3.13).  As in previous examples, all delineated grave shafts were oriented along an east-west 
axis; however, in this case, excavation did not extend deep enough to expose any decayed coffin wood, 
coffin nails, or other intact funerary artifacts.  No evidence of disturbances potentially associated with 
relocation efforts was identified. 
 
In addition to the grave shafts, the backhoe also uncovered a marble headstone fragment along the eastern 
side of the trench, just south of the cemetery wall.  When initially identified, the marker was standing 
more or less vertically in the ground, and it was first thought that it might have been completely intact.  
Further excavation around it, however, revealed that the headstone had previously broken in half above 
the base some unknown number of years after its installation, and had been evidently discarded within the 
upper fill soils at some later time.  Careful investigation of this artifact confirmed that it was no longer in 
its original position, and did not mark any intact burial location.  This fragment was represented by the 
entire upper half of the headstone, including the section bearing the full engraved epitaph (Figure 3.14); at 
the request of representatives from Mother Bethel, it was removed from the ground prior to backfilling 
the trench.  Examination of this stone revealed it to be simply carved, with an inscription that read:  
 

In 
memory of 

Amelia Brown 
who died April 3rd 1819 

Aged 26 years 
 

Whosoever live & believeth in me  
Thou we b dead yet shall we live. 

 
Like Trenches 1 and 2, the southern half of Trench 3 also produced evidence of prior disturbances.  The 
far southwest corner contained an intrusive pocket of coal, ash, and brick fragments, parts of which 
appeared to have partially truncated the southernmost mapped grave shaft.  Because this disturbance was 
not further excavated, its full depth remains undetermined, and it is not known if any intact burial remains 
were impacted by it.  In addition, areas along the eastern trench wall had been previously disturbed by the 
excavation for an adjacent tree planting.  While the tree itself has since been removed, remnant tree roots 
did extend slightly into the trench floor.  Again, it is not known whether this tree disturbance resulted in 
impacts to any undisturbed burials. 
 
Northern Trench Section (Historic Backyard). This portion of the trench extended into what was 
originally the rear yard of a property that abutted the burying ground on its north side, and testing quickly 
exposed a mortared micaceous schist stone foundation that extended along the west edge of the trench—
from the north side of the cemetery wall to the northern limits of the excavation.  The southern end of this 
foundation abutted—but was not keyed into—the cemetery wall, indicating that it was associated with a 
structure that had been built after the construction of the burial ground wall.   
 
Portions of the north half of the trench to the east of this later foundation were mechanically excavated to 
a depth of 3.4 feet below the surface, at which point a dark brown historic yard surface and artifact-
bearing sheet midden deposit was encountered (Figure 3.15).  Within this midden layer, archaeologists 
observed a large amount of butchered and modified animal bone, along with increased quantities of glass 
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Figure 3.13 Overview of the south half of Trench 3, looking north, 

showing the north cemetery wall, identified grave shafts, 
and partial headstone. 
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Figure 3.14 Detail view of Amelia Brown’s headstone with preserved 

inscription. 
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Figure 3.15 Overview of the north half of Trench 3, looking south, 

showing the north cemetery wall, abutting residential 
foundation, and backyard sheet midden deposits. 
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and ceramic historic artifacts.  Excavated materials above this level were represented by stacked 
secondary fill deposits consisting of light gray mortar and brick, brown silt loam with brick and coal ash, 
and yellowish brown silt loam. None of these upper fills were observed to contain substantial quantities of 
artifacts (Figure 3.16).   
 
Two test pits (designated EUs 3 and 4), each measuring 1.5 feet square, were excavated in the north half 
of the trench in an effort to more closely investigate the underlying soil sequence, and to search for any 
evidence of interments that may have been placed outside the cemetery boundaries.  EU 3 was situated 
toward the northwest corner of the trench, against the east face of the later stone foundation, and was 
excavated from the floor of the trench (3.4 feet bgs) to a point approximately 4 inches (10 centimeters) 
into the underlying subsoil (4.9 feet bgs).  The soil profile exposed in this test pit consisted of a 0.75-foot-
thick layer of brown silt loam fill that contained the identified midden deposits, overlying an intact 
historical ground surface (A horizon, approximately 4–4.6 feet bgs) that sloped very gently downward to 
the east.  Undisturbed yellowish brown silt subsoil (B horizon), containing no evidence of past burial 
excavation, was encountered at the base of the test pit (4.6–4.9 feet bgs).  Somewhat unexpectedly, the 
findings from EU 3 revealed that the historic ground surface to the north of the cemetery boundary was 
situated more than 2 feet below the depth at which intact grave shafts were identified in the south half of 
this trench, and more than 3 feet below the top of the adjacent cemetery fill. 
 
EU 4 was located immediately to the north of the cemetery wall and was excavated to a maximum depth 
of 5.2 feet below the surface of the playground.  This test pit revealed a similar stratigraphy to that found 
in EU 3, including a midden horizon that extended to 4.5 feet bgs, an intact historic ground surface from 
4.5–5 feet bgs, and undisturbed subsoil at the bottom (Figure 3.17).  In addition to confirming that the 
historic ground surface to the north of the cemetery is situated more than 2 feet below the top of grave 
shafts to the south of the adjacent burial ground wall, EU 4’s south profile also—and perhaps more 
importantly—revealed that the adjacent cemetery wall did not extend into the underlying subsoil.  Instead, 
it terminated at the top of the historic ground surface.  This finding indicated that the cemetery wall was 
almost certainly constructed at or about the same time that both the burial ground and the surrounding 
residential properties were filled in, and was primarily designed to retain the fill deposited on top of the 
cemetery’s original ground surface. 
 
Trench 4 
 
Trench 4 was placed to straddle the eastern boundary of the burial ground posited from Phase IA research, 
was oriented east-west, and measured 20 feet in length by 5 feet wide.  Prior GPR studies had suggested 
that this location could contain subsurface anomalies associated with clustered burial features. As in 
Trench 3, testing in this location successfully identified the exterior cemetery wall, as well as areas 
associated with both the burial ground and adjoining residential backyards.  The mortared micaceous 
schist cemetery wall was uncovered immediately beneath the asphalt and gravel sub-base and measured 
approximately 1.5 feet wide.  As with its northern counterpart, the east cemetery wall was identified 
almost exactly where it was expected to lie, and was situated approximately 118 feet east of the eastern 
curb line of Lawrence Street (which represents the western boundary of the burial ground).  More detailed 
findings from the trench sections east and west of this wall are discussed below. 
 
West Trench Section (Cemetery Associated). Archaeologists excavated a maximum depth of 2.6 feet of 
fill from Trench 2, and beneath the gravel sub-base again encountered a mixed light yellowish brown and 
light gray fill, with brick fragments scattered throughout.  At a depth of 2.6 feet bgs, mechanical 
excavations were halted when a series of east-west oriented—and somewhat more widely spaced—grave 
shaft features were identified (Figure 3.18).  Subsequent investigation of the trench floor resulted in the 
documentation of a total of seven grave shafts at this depth, including both hexagonal and rectangular 
examples.  With the exception of a single large outline extending into the trench from the northwest 
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Figure 3.16 East profile of Trench 3, showing the identified fill sequence. 
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Figure 3.17 South profile of EU 4 in Trench 3, showing intact 

historic ground surface and undisturbed subsoil. 
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corner, the other shafts were, based on their size, likely associated with the graves of children.  Four of 
the grave shafts delineated were extremely small and probably indicate the burials of infants or newborns.  
During the examination of two of the infant grave shafts, archaeologists uncovered traces of decayed 
coffin wood and associated coffin nails.  This discovery indicated that this yellow brown fill layer 
contains not just evidence of grave shaft excavations, but also intact burial remains. Evidence of prior 
disturbance in this trench section was limited to an irregular rodent burrow at the western end of the 
excavation. 
 
East Trench Section (Historic Backyard). Below the asphalt sub-base, the eastern 10 feet of Trench 4 
contained features and soil deposits located within the backyard of a former residential property that 
fronted on Leithgow Street (Figure 3.19).  This section of the trench was excavated to a maximum depth 
of 3 feet below the surface of the playground, and along its northern edge exposed a square or rectangular 
mortared brick structure, the visible portions of which measured approximately 5.5 feet east-west by 2.5 
feet north-south.  The exact function of this structure remains unknown; however, its position at the rear 
of this residential lot suggests that it could be either a foundation associated with an underlying privy 
(outhouse) shaft or with a small outbuilding. 
 
To the south of the brick structure, excavation encountered a highly mixed brown and dark yellowish 
brown fill deposit that was observed to contain brick, coal ash, fragmentary animal bone, and small 
quantities of glass and ceramic artifacts.  At 3 feet bgs, excavations exposed a dark brown horizon with 
more concentrated sheet midden artifact deposits, and that appeared similar to the midden layer found in 
Trench 3.  A single 2-foot-square test pit (EU 2)—located along the north trench profile, between the 
brick structure and the east cemetery wall—was hand excavated through the bottom of the trench in order 
to examine the underlying stratigraphy and to search for possible evidence of burial features.  EU 2 was 
excavated to a maximum depth of 4.5 feet below the surface and, similar to EUs 3 and 4 in Trench 3, 
revealed a 0.6-foot-thick, intact historic ground surface (A horizon) below the midden layer, and below 
the historic surface, subsoil deposits (B horizon).  The historic ground surface exhibited a gentle 
downward slope to the west and contained few historical artifacts.  As in Trench 3, the historic ground 
surface identified in this backyard sat below the depth at which intact grave shafts were encountered on 
the opposite side of the cemetery wall (Figure 3.20).  In this instance, the ground surface was identified 
approximately 1 foot below the delineated tops of adjacent grave shafts, and 2 feet below the top of the 
fill in which those grave shafts were contained. 
 
Human Remains 
 
While no intact burial remains were exposed during Phase IB testing, a small handful of previously 
disturbed, positively identified, or probable human skeletal fragments were identified in Trenches 2, 3, 
and 4.  In all but one instance, these bone materials were highly fragmented and unidentifiable as to 
specific body element.  The one exception was a small section of upper frontal maxilla bone, with empty 
tooth sockets, that was recovered from the fill beneath the asphalt and gravel sub-base in Trench 2.  These 
remains were stored on site throughout the investigation, and at its conclusion were reburied in Trench 3. 
 
Recovered Artifacts 
 
Phase IB investigations resulted in the recovery of a total of 816 individual historical artifacts (see 
Appendices E and F).  These included samples of artifacts contained in the upper cemetery fill soil in 
Trenches #2 and 3, and those screened from the intact midden and historic ground surfaces (A-Horizon) 
in EU 2 (Trench #4), and EUs 3 and 4 (Trench #3).  An additional 15 ceramic artifacts had been 
previously recovered from the cemetery’s historic ground surface in EU 1, during Phase IA testing. 
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Figure 3.19 Overview of the east half of Trench 4, looking east, 

showing the east cemetery wall, residential brick 
structure, and exposed sheet midden deposits. 
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Figure 3.20 North profile of EU 2 in Trench 4, showing intact 

historic ground surface and undisturbed subsoil. 
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The artifacts from EU 1 consist of a small number of domestic ceramic tableware sherds, including 
examples of redware, creamware, pearlware, whiteware, and white graniteware varieties.  All of these 
items were recovered from a small patch of preserved historic ground surface immediately adjacent to the 
intact grave shaft identified in the test pit.  Dateable ceramics in this assemblage had starting 
manufacturing dates that collectively spanned to time from 1762 through 1842. 
 
A total of 52 historic artifacts were pulled from the upper yellow-brown fill soils within the boundaries of 
the cemetery.  This layer sat immediately on top of the burial ground’s historic ground surface and 
extended upward to the bottom of the overlying asphalt and gravel sub-base, and was observed to contain 
relatively small numbers of cultural materials.  Artifacts collected included 46 fragmentary ceramics, 6 
pieces of olive bottle glass, a nail, and one oyster shell.  Additional quantities of both oyster and clam 
shells, brickbats, and nails were observed in this fill, but were not collected.  The ceramic pieces included 
examples of redware, creamware, pearlware, whiteware, salt-glazed stoneware, white graniteware, 
porcelain, and Nottingham.  Individually, these items exhibited a variety of different glazes and 
decorations, and diagnostic pieces are associated with beginning dates of manufacture ranging from 1683 
through 1842. 
 
Artifacts recovered from the historic backyard portions of Trenches #3 and 4 were screened from intact 
midden layers and underlying historic ground surface deposits, and represent the largest proportion of the 
overall artifact collection.  In both cases, exposed midden soils were observed to contain significant 
quantities of varied historic artifacts.  Artifacts in the midden layer were only sampled by way of the 
deeper test units (EUs 2-4) excavated through the floor of the trenches; those contained in other sections 
of that deposit were left preserved in place.  No artifacts were recovered from underlying subsoil deposits 
in either of these trenches. 
 
In Trench #3, the excavation of EUs 3 and 4 produced a total of 744 historic artifacts, of which the vast 
majority (N=553) consisted of butchered and fragmentary animal bone (fish, turtle, bird and mammal) 
contained in the midden layer.  Artifacts recovered included a variety of architectural debris (brick, 
window glass, unidentified nails), 9 clay pipe bowl and stem fragments (bore diameters between 3/64 and 
6/64’s of an inch), 1 clam shell fragment, 15 pieces of colored container and bottle glass, a single 4-hole 
bone button, and a section of button blank from the manufacture of bone buttons.  Ceramic sherds were 
represented by a similar range of varieties as was found in the cemetery fill, plus examples of 
Philadelphia Queensware and Rockingham.  Collectively the diagnostic sherds exhibited a range of 
beginning manufacture dates between 1683 and 1835, with the majority likely manufactured in the late 
18th through early 19th centuries. 
 
EU 2, in Trench #4, produced many fewer artifacts than Trench #3, with all 20 items having been 
recovered from the midden and underlying A-Horizon soils.  This artifact assemblage was represented by 
a small assortment of architectural debris (brick fragments, window glass, unidentified nails), 1 oyster 
shell, a single graphite crucible fragment, pieces of a clear glass container of some sort, and 10 ceramic 
sherds.  Ceramic pieces consisted of examples of redware, Pearlware, Tin-enameled, Jackfield type, 
Philadelphia Queensware, and whiteware.  Beginning dates of manufacture for diagnostic ceramic styles 
spanned the years 1625 through 1825.  Also included in the artifacts collected from this test were three 
potential prehistoric / Native American artifacts – 2 pieces of quartzite fire-cracked rock, and a single 
possible flake of grainy chert – all of which were recovered from the midden layer. 
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4 
Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 
 
These Phase IB investigations were able to generate a large amount of information regarding the Mother 
Bethel Burying Ground and the human burials still preserved within it, and successfully answered all of 
the specific questions it set out to address.  In at least one instance, new data was useful in changing 
preliminary interpretations resulting from the earlier Phase IA study.  Critical findings have helped to 
accurately locate the cemetery within the existing playground.  Trench excavations have allowed a 
detailed characterization of the subsurface conditions within the boundaries of the burial ground and the 
depth below surface at which evidence of intact interments is likely to appear.  Most importantly, the 
information collected during this study will enable the Weccacoe Playground project partners to critically 
reevaluate proposed renovation plans, and to make any changes necessary to ensure that the burial ground 
will not be impacted by this or future undertakings. 
 
The most fundamental information necessary to ensure the continued preservation of the cemetery is 
knowledge of where this parcel is located within the larger playground property, and where precisely its 
boundaries lie.  Previous background research established that the burial ground was located in the 
southwest corner of the playground, and earlier Phase IA comparative map analysis suggested that the 
western edge of the cemetery extended under the eastern sidewalk of Lawrence Street.  Findings from this 
investigation have both confirmed and further refined the placement of the cemetery in space, and 
positively identified the northern and eastern limits of that property inside the playground.  Investigations 
in Trenches 3 and 4 uncovered, documented, and mapped the burial ground’s outer walls in very nearly 
the exact location at which they were anticipated to be found.  The location of these two points, taken in 
concert with the known historic dimensions of the burial ground and available historic survey data, have 
confirmed that the cemetery does in fact extend westward under the adjacent Lawrence Street sidewalk to 
a point at or very near the eastern curb line of that road.  To the south, the edge of the cemetery property 
aligns closely with the existing southern fence line for the playground (Figure 4.1). 
 
The cemetery walls themselves additionally provide information regarding their likely appearance and the 
timing of their construction.  The exposed sections of walls consisted of both mortared stone and brick 
components.  The stone portions probably represent the belowground foundations for this enclosure, 
while the aboveground parts were made of brick, in order to provide a neater, more orderly outward 
appearance.  Though it cannot be confirmed at this time, the brick section of the wall may have 
additionally incorporated a decorative iron fence at its top when initially built.  This wall may have 
replaced an earlier enclosure around the cemetery, but the nature and appearance of any such earlier fence 
or wall remains unknown. 
 
The fact that the cemetery wall is not anchored into the underlying subsoil—but rather sits on top of the 
buried historic ground surface—and is bounded on either side by visually distinct fill deposits—strongly 
suggests that this enclosure was originally constructed at or about the time that fill soils were deposited 
both inside the cemetery grounds and in the adjacent backyards, in order to fill up low-lying areas and 
level the ground surface.  Based on findings from the Phase IA investigation, it was previously thought 
that this fill was perhaps brought in after the cemetery was closed—possibly during the tenure of 
Barnabas H. Bartol (1869–1873) or in conjunction with the city’s first improvements to Weccacoe Square 
in the early 1890s.  However, information from the Phase IB study now suggests that this fill material was 
probably put down at a time relatively late in the period that Mother Bethel was still actively using the 
burial ground.  Artifacts collected from the yellow brown fill that caps the historic ground surface of the 
cemetery include one fragment of a white graniteware or white ironstone plate, a type of ceramic that was 
first manufactured around 1842.  The presence of this artifact in the fill suggests that this layer of soil was 
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Figure 4.1 Current site plan, showing the location of Phase IB trenches and the mapped boundaries 

of the Mother Bethel Burying Ground.  
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deposited within the burial ground sometime after that date.  A similar sherd of white graniteware was 
also recovered from these same fill deposits in EU 1, during the earlier Phase IA investigation. 
 
The establishment of a terminus post quem8 (TPQ) date of 1842 for the upper cemetery fill is 
corroborated by artifacts recovered from the midden layer and intact ground surface in the historic 
backyard portion of Trench 3.  The latest dated ceramic from that assemblage is represented by a 
fragment of sprig-painted whiteware, in chrome colors, that has a manufacturing start date of 1835.  The 
presence of this artifact in that backyard indicates that overlying fill material there must have been 
deposited after that date.  Evidence indicating that the cemetery was still in active use when this fill was 
deposited comes from the identification of grave shafts within and extending through this soil layer.  The 
dating of fill deposits on either side of the cemetery walls to sometime between 1842 and circa 1864 
means that the walls themselves must have been constructed during this time frame. 
 
Evidence from the excavations indicates that the surface of the cemetery and the surrounding backyards 
was originally not uniformly level, and that lower-lying areas eventually requiring filling were present.  In 
Trench 2, the remnant historic ground surface of the burial ground was identified at a depth of 2.5 feet 
below the present playground surface.  However, in Trench 4, the ground surface in the adjacent backyard 
was approximately 3.5 feet deep, and in Trench 3 the backyard A horizon was identified some 4–4.5 feet 
below the asphalt.  Even after accounting for differences in the present surface of the playground, this 
information suggests that the original ground surface of the cemetery was probably highest to the west 
and near its center.  From the center, the ground sloped down noticeably to both the north and the east.  
The fact that the burial ground was filled in and leveled at some time is not at all surprising or without 
precedent. Historian John Fanning Watson noted that the process of depositing massive amounts of fill in 
this part of Philadelphia was well underway by the third decade of the nineteenth century, and recorded 
that “most of the ground in the south-western direction of the city, and Southwark, having been raised by 
two to three feet, has generally caused all the streets in that direction to be formed of earth filled-in there” 
(Watson 1830: 213).   
 
The filling-in of the cemetery would have created perhaps 4–5 feet, or more, of new ground in previous 
low-lying areas, and would have established additional space within which people could be interred.  In 
effect, the in-filling of the cemetery may have helped to extend its use-life.  Interments represented by 
grave shafts appearing in the overlying fill represent the very last interments made in the cemetery before 
the church closed it. 
 
In terms of the burials within the cemetery, each of the four trenches completed uncovered evidence of 
intact burials.  This evidence came in the form of grave shaft outlines and, in a handful of instances, of 
decayed coffin wood with associated coffin nails or lid screws.  In total, the excavations resulted in the 
identification of at least 36 individual burials, all of which were oriented west to east in accordance with 
common Christian burial practices.9  Grave shafts and coffin evidence was found both within the original 
soils of the cemetery (Trenches 1 and 2), as well as within the overlying fill deposits (Trenches 3 and 4).  

                                                 
8. Latin term meaning “limit after which”; archaeologists use this term to describe the earliest date at which some 
specific event may have occurred, or at which a particular artifact deposit could have been created. 
9. In Christian cemeteries, the orientation of burials with the head to the west and feet to the east takes on special 
significance, and is rooted in a powerful image of rebirth.  In the New Testament, Matthew (24:27) foretells that 
Jesus, at the time of his Second Coming, will arrive from the east: “For as the lightning commeth out of the east, and 
shineth even unto the west; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be” (American Bible Society 1999).  In 
accordance with this belief, burials in Christian cemeteries are oriented in the above manner, so that on Judgment 
Day, when the dead are called to rise from their graves, they will sit up to face the resurrected Christ. 
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In Trench 4, the identification of decayed coffin wood and coffin nails indicates that, in some parts of the 
burial ground, intact burial remains are contained within this fill.   
 
By the time the cemetery ceased being used for interments, it was certainly filled to maximum capacity.  
This is demonstrated by the 18 closely spaced and overlapping grave shafts found in a 5-x-7-foot space in 
the floor of Trench 2.  Given the small size of the cemetery, and the large number of people known or 
estimated to be interred in it, burials in this ground are no doubt stacked one on top of the other, possibly 
to depths of perhaps 10–12 feet below the present surface of the playground.  While the earliest graves 
would have been organized into neat, orderly rows, the addition of more burials over time would likely 
have served to obscure and complicate this internal order.  While all of the grave shafts found during this 
investigation marked the final resting place of individual people, it is entirely possible that larger burial 
pits containing the remains of multiple persons, perhaps the victims of epidemic diseases, could also be 
present in other parts of the parcel.   
 
Evidence suggests that most, if not all, of the people interred in this ground were buried in hexagonal 
wooden coffins.  Because many of those buried here would have been from the poorest segment of 
Philadelphia society, it can be expected that a large percentage of the burials would have been 
comparatively simple affairs, and were associated with coffins that were undecorated and attended with 
little extravagance.  At least one of the graves uncovered in Trench 1, however, involved a coffin 
constructed with decorative white metal screw caps adorning the screws used to seal the coffin lid.  
Considering that not insignificant numbers of people in the black community during this time were more 
financially well-off, including members of the church clergy and leadership, it should be expected that a 
wide range of decorative elements would be present on many of the coffins preserved here.  John Bliss’ 
coffin, for one, was reported to have been decorated “in a costly manner.”  None of the burial artifacts 
observed during this investigation (screw caps, nails) were removed from the ground, or from the grave 
with which they were associated. 
 
The only funerary artifact removed from the site was the partial headstone for Amelia Brown.  Her 
marker was not found in association with her grave, and so the exact location of her remains within the 
cemetery is not known.  Amelia died in the late winter/early spring of 1819, and her passing was not 
documented by way of a surviving official death certificate.  Though the authors of this report and Terry 
Buckalew have conducted some additional research to learn more about her, to date her exact identity, the 
details of her life, the members of her family, and the cause of her death remain unknown.  The fact that 
she or her family could afford the cost of a headstone does suggest that she was not among the poorest 
members of the local community, or it could indicate that providing grave markers was one of the regular 
services the church performed for individuals too poor to purchase one themselves.  The headstone, at 
their request, was turned over to representatives of Mother Bethel Church for safe-keeping and possible 
reconstructive preservation.  Current plans are for the church’s historians to use Amelia’s grave marker to 
help interpret and tell the story of this important burial ground.  While Amelia’s headstone was the only 
one of its kind found during this investigation, there is no doubt many others like it are still preserved in 
the ground beneath the playground. 
 
One other cemetery-related question which the Phase IA and this investigation sought to answer was 
whether or not burials extend outside the known boundaries of the Mother Bethel property.  The Phase IA 
GPR study did initially suggest that burials could be located across large areas of the playground, but 
subsequent map analysis demonstrated that a variety of past non-cemetery-related activities could have 
created subsurface anomalies that might account for these findings—including the digging of trash, privy, 
and other pits in backyards, as well as the installation and removal of earlier playground features.  Direct 
testing beyond the walls of the burial ground was limited in scope during the Phase IB investigation, but 
found not one shred of evidence to suggest that burials were made outside the walls of the cemetery.  Of 
course, it cannot be said with certainty that no graves are outside the cemetery walls; however, based on 
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the information collected during this study, that possibility seems unlikely.  Historic records show that the 
cemetery was bordered by at least some residential properties from early in its history, and these would 
have served to restrict the practice of interring people beyond the property boundaries.  It is also likely 
that at least some sort of rudimentary fence or other enclosure would have been built around the cemetery 
from its founding in order to set that land apart from the neighborhood and help protect the grounds from 
unwanted trespassing, desecration, or destruction. 
 
In addition to the information above, the findings of this investigation also include evidence of past 
disturbances within the cemetery. Specific disturbances were varied in their extent and likely cause, as 
well as in their possible effects on intact burial remains.  The most extensive disturbance identified was 
exposed in Trench 1.  There the construction of a spray pool in the 1950s, and its subsequent demolition 
and removal in the 1970s, has resulted in impacts that extend to a depth of at least 3 feet below the surface 
of the playground.  This location was also impacted by the installation of a terra cotta drainage pipe at 
some point in time, although it is uncertain if this pipe was originally associated with the adjacent 
Recreation Building or some other past feature of the playground.  The trench for that pipe further 
disturbed the cemetery to a depth of about 4.5 feet below ground.  It is likely that the installation of this 
pipe, if not the spray pool as well, did result in the disturbance of an unknown number of burials; 
however, no dislocated human skeletal remains were found in the soil of that excavation.  At this time, the 
full horizontal extent of these related disturbances is unknown, but it is thought that they are probably 
localized to the immediate vicinity of Trench 1. 
 
Other known disturbances were significantly more restricted in size and included the natural burrowing of 
rodents (Trench 4), tree planting (Trench 3), the installation of posts (Phase IA test pit), and the repair of 
“cave ins” (Trenches 2 and 3), possibly resulting from the gradual subsidence of grave shafts.  Excepting 
the rodent burrow, all of these disturbances extended to depths sufficient to impact the ground of the 
cemetery, but it is not known if intact burial remains were affected.  Although testing resulted in the 
collection of only a small number of identified or suspected previously disturbed human remains, their 
presence does suggest that past activities within the playground have disturbed some unknown number of 
burials.  Also, just because these trenches exposed only small amounts of disturbed remains does not 
mean that denser concentrations of previously impacted skeletal material are not present in other parts of 
the cemetery ground. 
 
Testing also found no trace in the cemetery fill of a plowzone or other sign of the ground having been 
previously used for agricultural purposes, as Weccacoe Square was in 1904 and 1905.  The absence of 
this evidence suggests that the upper portions of the cemetery soil may have been removed during past 
surface grading efforts.  This idea is also supported by information in the 1824 plan of the square 
indicating the scheduled removal of soil across the site (see Figure 2.13).  While it is unlikely that these 
activities resulted in the disturbance of intact burials, it has left all burials in the cemetery perhaps 1–1.5 
feet closer to the surface than they were originally. Other likely cemetery disturbances, which were not 
directly documented during the investigation, include the construction and expansion of the Recreation 
Building and the installation of utilities to that building.  Although past renovations of the playground 
have been extensive and repeated, most of the work associated with the installation and removal of play 
equipment appears to have been conducted outside the boundaries of the burial ground.  
 
Lastly, while the detailed analysis of historic artifacts from the backyard portions of Trenches 3 and 4 is 
beyond the scope of this investigation, some interpretations will be offered.  The north section of Trench 
3 fell within the rear yard of the house at 412 Catharine Street (Figure 4.2).  It is believed that the stone 
foundation wall uncovered along the west wall of that trench was associated with a small frame structure 
of unknown function built at the back edge of the property during the nineteenth century.  The presence of 
buildings in this general location are suggested on the 1849 Sydney map, and it is presumed that this 
structure was likely built around that time.  It is interesting to note that this foundation was not picked up 
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Figure 4.2 Map showing the location of Phase IB trenches with respect to the identified cemetery 

walls and adjacent historic house lots.  
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during the earlier GPR survey.  Yard midden deposits exposed in the trench, which most likely predate 
the construction of this building, include a variety of fragmentary glass and ceramic artifacts that provide 
a TPQ date of 1835.  Artifacts from the midden also include large quantities of butchered and modified 
faunal bone, including bone button blanks, and suggest that one of the occupants of this property may 
have been engaged in some business that involved the slaughtering or processing of animals.   
 
Trench 4 crossed over into the rear yard space of 816 Weccacoe Street.  Excavations here resulted in the 
recovery of a small number of glass, ceramic, and faunal artifacts that provided a TPQ date of 1842 
(based on a single sherd of white graniteware plate) for the yard deposits.  A brick structure of uncertain 
size was uncovered along the north side of the trench and may be a foundation associated with an 
underlying brick privy (outhouse) shaft or small outbuilding.  This structure could have been one of the 
anomalies picked up in this area during the earlier GPR survey.  The narrow gap between this brick 
structure and the adjacent stone cemetery wall may represent the remnants of a small interior alleyway 
indicated on historic maps.  A check of online city directories through the mid-1860s returned no 
information related to this address or its possible occupants.   
 
Based on the findings of this investigation, the Mother Bethel Burying Ground is a historic property that 
is clearly and unambiguously eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  Testing in 
two of the adjacent residential backyards has also produced information suggesting that archaeological 
deposits and features are present in these and nearby properties, as well.  However, at this time, a full 
determination of National Register eligibility for these domestic properties cannot be made based on the 
limited testing completed and artifact assemblage recovered.   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
One of the primary objectives of this investigation was to determine the minimum depth below the current 
surface at which evidence of the cemetery appears. These test trenches have demonstrated that soils 
associated with the burial ground, and that now hold the intact remains of individuals interred in this 
graveyard, are present beginning at a depth of approximately 1–1.5 feet below the surface of the 
playground. These soils, representing a fill cap placed on top of the burial ground during its later years of 
operation, appear immediately below the asphalt and associated gravel sub-base throughout the majority 
of the cemetery property. Intact grave shafts have been documented within this fill between 1.8 and 2.5 
feet below the present playground surface. Intact interments, indicated by the appearance of decayed 
coffin wood and associated coffin artifacts, have been identified at approximately 2.5–3 feet below the 
top of the asphalt in several locations.  However, the possibility that more shallowly buried remains could 
be present in this ground cannot be ruled out based on current findings.  
 
It is generally recommended that any planned renovation-related excavation within the footprint of the 
burial ground that extends deeper than 1–1.5 feet below the top of the asphalt, or below the bottom of the 
gravel sub-base, should be considered an impact to the cemetery and as having the potential to disturb 
intact burial remains. It is also recommended that proposed plans for the playground be revised, if 
possible, so that any deeper impacts are restricted to areas outside the delineated boundaries of the Mother 
Bethel Burying Ground.  Based on conversations with the project partners, this effort is already under 
way. The possibility has been previously discussed of adding fill to the playground in some locations in 
order to raise the ground above the cemetery. This option would certainly provide more protection for this 
important site, and could be a way to avoid unwanted impacts in select locations. It is further 
recommended that any excavations within the cemetery boundaries that will extend deeper than 1–1.5 feet 
below the surface be monitored by a qualified professional archaeologist in order to ensure that no intact 
human remains are impacted.  
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One exception to the above basic recommendations applies to that portion of the cemetery lying to the 
west of the Recreation Building, in the vicinity of the current shuffleboard court.  Here, Phase IB testing 
indicated that the past construction and removal of the former spray pool, the installation of utility lines, 
and the repair of near-surface depressions has disturbed the ground in this location to a depth of 
approximately 3–4.5 feet below the surface. According to current plans, the removal of the shuffleboard 
pad and the creation of a “natural play area” in this vicinity will likely involve both limited excavation, to 
remove existing surface features, and the subsequent deposition of new fill material. Based on the results 
from Trench 1, excavation to remove the pad and adjacent surface material is unlikely to threaten the 
preservation of burial remains. Because the full extent of previous disturbances remains uncertain in this 
location, it is recommended that any excavation that extends beyond the vicinity of the former spray pool 
should be archaeologically monitored.  
 
The results of testing suggest that potentially significant domestic archaeological resources could be 
contained in the backyards of the residential properties that once bounded the cemetery. Current 
information also suggests that archeological deposits associated with these properties are likely sealed 
beneath approximately 3–4 feet of fill. As a result, it is possible that most impacts associated with planned 
renovations in these backyard areas, including the planting of trees with a maximum required root ball 
excavation of 3 feet, will have no serious effects on these resources. For any new playground features that 
would require excavation below this depth, and that are presently cited within former backyard areas, one 
possible option would be to consider relocating these features to within the footprints of the historic 
houses that formerly lined the periphery of the block. These houses were constructed with basements, and 
any impacts that will be restricted to the locations of former building basements are unlikely to disrupt or 
harm the preservation of archaeological resources.  Any deep excavations that will be confined to the 
location of building basements will not require archaeological monitoring.  
 
As a precaution against unintended or inadvertent disturbance of the cemetery and other historical 
resources, URS recommends, as stated above, that archaeological monitoring be performed during the 
renovation process. Monitors would be on site during any excavation activities located within the most 
sensitive portions of the cemetery and playground, and for any deep excavations in areas outside the 
cemetery boundaries that have the potential to contain significant domestic archaeological resources. In 
the cemetery, monitors would have the authority to halt excavation if intact burial remains are threatened. 
For the surrounding historical properties, monitors would have the authority to temporarily halt any deep 
excavations that could impact potentially significant resources and, if necessary, to evaluate the effects of 
those impacts through archaeological excavation and documentation. 
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