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At the 2013 Autumn Gathering, the Nye Family of America Association Inc. put forward the idea of

conducting an archaeological investigation within the "bugaboo room" the storage space beneath 

the main staircase of the Nye Homestead. This space has traditionally been used as storage space, 

but a strange curved brick structure located on the floor of the room has always generated questions 

as to its origin (Figure 1).

Figure 1. A view from the doorway of the "bugaboo room" looking north. The semi-circular brick 

construction is located adjacent to the chimney stack.
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Overall the room measures 250 cm (8.2 feet) north to south by 220 cm (7.2 feet) east to west.

Within this room are contained the rear brick casings of the east, west, and north room fireplaces,

the rear of the bake oven, and the underside of the main staircase (Figure 2). The floor of the room

appeared to be laid brick and various fills. Prior to the investigation, the semi-circular brickwork 

Figure 2. Floor plan of the "bugaboo room" after excavation. 
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was suspected to be part of the original ca. 1681 Benjamin Nye homestead hearth. The plan was to

brush clean the entire floor surface of the room and excavate within the semi-circular feature to

determine its depth,   breadth, and original purpose. 

Once the floor had been cleared and the feature excavated to a reasonable depth, it was decided that

the brick work present in the room- the semi-circular feature, the line of bricks to the south of it and

the brick wall beneath the staircase- all belonged to the original Benjamin Nye build (Figure 3).

Evidence was found for the semi-circular backed east hearth, the square backed west hearth and the

south wall of the chimney stack. the original chimney and hearth had been laid up in an English

bond pattern (Figure 4). This means that a row of bricks placed the long way (stretchers) was over 

Figure 3. Bugaboo Room following completion of excavation. 
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Figure 4. Bonding present in original Benjamin Nye hearth

laid with a row laid the short way (headers) followed by a row of stretchers, etc. The south wall

may have been laid up in a Sussex or Monk bond, which intersperses one header after each two

(Monk) or three stretchers (Sussex) in each row (Figure 3).  It  appears that when the house was

extensively remodeled in the 19th century, the original chimney stack was dismantled to the point

where only three courses of brick remained within the hearth and 10 courses remained beneath what

is now the staircase. The remainder of the brick was removed and the new hearths were built within

the original hearth footprints. 
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Figure 4. Photographs of Hearth and Chimney Stack walls
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The stratigraphy that was uncovered within the eastern hearth consisted of an uppermost layer of

brick and mortar rubble that overlaid a layer of large stones that represented the 19th century footing

of the present chimney mass.  This rested on top of more brick and mortar rubble which rested upon

a layer  of  smaller  cobbles.   This  cobble layer  is  believed  to  represent  the footing beneath the

original  hearth  stones,  which had been subsequently removed.   They rested on undisturbed B1

subsoil at 40 cmbs. 

The dimensions of the original heath and chimney mass are as follows:

-the eastern hearth was 86 cm (2.8 feet) deep

-the western hearth was 80 cm (2.6 feet) deep

-the south wall of the eastern hearth was 34 cm (1.1 feet) thick

-the south wall of the western hearth was 32 cm (1 foot) thick

-the eastern hearth was at least 220 cm (7.2 feet) wide

The house appears to have been built  originally as an  integral  lean-to house (a dwelling built

originally as a salt box) with the main body of the house being a double house- one room deep, two

rooms wide, two rooms high (Cullity 2012). There were at least two hearths in the original house,

an eastern and a western one, and if a southern hearth existed it was subsequently covered by the

present kitchen hearth. 

The position of the original chimney stack in the house were slightly to the south of the present

chimney stack, indicating that the chimney would have emerged through the roof to the south of the

present ridge line (Figure 5). 

Thirty-four artifacts were recovered. These were limited to one piece of redware, four bones (three

chicken,  1  sheep),  one  piece  of  leather,  two  fragments  of  charcoal,  seven  fragments  of  wood

(shavings and bark), eight pieces of window glass, two pieces of rusted flat iron, three machine-cut

nails, two wire nails, three pieces of sandy mortar, and one piece of shell tempered mortar. The

artifacts represent the use of the bugaboo room by various inhabitants of the house. The shell-

tempered mortar was from the original Benjamin Nye build, the sandy mortar, wood shavings,  and

machine-cut nails were from the 1816 rebuild, the window glass may have been from windows

stored in this space at some time, and the bones were probably brought to the room by rodents

living in the house. 

An iron gudgeon (Figure 6) was found on the surface of the floor prior to the 2013 investigation.

Gudgeons were placed between the bricks, being anchored by their flared ends behind the first row

of bricks, and were used to hang trammels in the hearth. The Nye gudgeon is hand forged iron and

measures  9 3/4" long, with about 7 1/4" between the eye and the tabs and has a 1" hole. Gudgeons

were in use in England since the fifteenth century but have been considered rare in New England

before the 18th century. The Nye gudgeon is assumed to have been used in the original Benjamin

Nye hearth. 

One additional area was excavated on the same day that the Bugaboo room was investigated. There

is presently a plumbing access hole located in the entryway of the Nye Homestead (Figure 7). The

area excavated measured 50 cm east to west by 45 cm north to south. The stratigraphy encountered

appeared undisturbed with a brown sandy loam A1 horizon extending from 0-20 cmbs which was

followed by a dark yellow brown silty sand  B1 horizon that was excavated to 25 cmbs. Two stones

from the foundation were visible to the south.  
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Figure 5. Position of original hearth (as determined by 2013 investigation) in the original and  

present houses
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Figure 6. Iron gudgeon recovered from Bugaboo Room

Figure 7. Excavation of the plumber's hole. Front door is to the top of the photograph.

Artifacts recovered here consisted of domestic material (tin-glazed ceramic [n=1], bone [n=13],

charcoal [n=1], and a pumpkin seed) and architectural material (painted green wood [n=4], a flat

iron  fragment,  machine-cut  nails  [n=18],  and  a  hand  wrought  nail).  The  bones  all  appear  to

represent either bones carried there by rats or the remains of the rodents themselves. The tin-glazed

ceramic is decorated with a blue and white hand painted design and may date to the construction of

the house.  The machine-cut nails probably were deposited during one of the renovations of the

house in the 19th century. One chert projectile point, an early Middle Woodland Period (2000-1500

years ago) Jack's Reef Corner Notched projectile point made from New York State chert. This is the

second point of this type that has been found at the site.  the first was recovered in 2013 in a test 
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unit placed against  the outside of the west wall of house. The excavation in the plumber's  hole

shows  that  the  area  beneath  is  undisturbed  and  has  the  potential  for  containing  significant

information on the prehistoric and 17th century occupation of the property. 
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Depth Count Class Material Description Part Color Measurement Vessel

0-20 cm 1 ceramic Tin-glazed HP interior blue and white body blue and white, buff body Plate

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone Bird flatbone midsection

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone cattle rib midsection

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone chicken coracoid complete

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone chicken fibula proximal and midsection

0-20 cm 2 faunal bone chicken phalanges complete

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone chicken radius complete

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone chicken scapula complete

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone chicken wishbone ¾

0-20 cm 2 faunal bone duck wishbone halves

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone Rat humerus complete

0-20 cm 1 faunal bone rat pelvis half

0-20 cm 1 floral charcoal fragment

0-20 cm 1 floral seed pumpkin seed complete 1.6 cm long .9 cm wide

0-20 cm 3 floral wood Fragments

0-20 cm 1 floral wood fragment

0-20 cm 1 lithic chert Jack's reef notched point complete gray 3.9 cm long 3.5 cm wide

0-20 cm 1 metal iron flat pieces fragment

0-20 cm 1 metal iron hand wrought nail head and shank

0-20 cm 12 metal iron machine-cut nail shanks

0-20 cm 6 metal iron machine-cut nail heads and shanks

Depth Count Class Material Description Part Color

N1/2 1 ceramic redware Interior glazed exterior missing body 2.5YR2.5/4

SE corner 1 faunal bone chicken carpometacarpus complete

SE corner 1 faunal bone chicken radius midsection

SE corner 1 faunal bone chicken wishbone half

N1/2 1 faunal bone sheep lumbar vertebra epiphysis

SE corner 1 faunal leather shoe upper? fragment

SE corner 1 floral bark birch fragment

SE corner 2 floral charcoal Fragments

SE corner 2 floral wood shavings from plane fragment

SE corner 4 floral wood Fragments

SE corner 7 glass flat window body light aqua

Chimney Footing rubble1 glass flat window body olive

SE corner 2 metal iron flat pieces Fragments

SE corner 1 metal iron machine-cut nail head and shank

N1/2 1 metal iron machine-cut nail shank

N1/2 1 metal iron machine-cut nail head and shank

SE corner 1 metal iron Wire nail complete

N1/2 1 metal iron Wire nail complete

SE corner 3 mortar sandy Fragments

SE corner 1 mortar shell-tempered fragment


