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This hefty, perfect-bound volume reports 
the results of 1996–1999 excavations at Bush 
Hill plantation, located near Upper Three Runs 
Creek in Aiken County, South Carolina, on the 
U.S. Department of Energy’s Savannah River 
site, a nuclear research facility. The planta-
tion, occupied ca. 1807–1920, was home to 
four generations of the George Bush family 
and their enslaved workforce. While the results 
of the excavation are of a single complex site, 
the analyses place these results in a regional 
framework that emphasizes material economic 
trends using both archaeological data and pro-
bate inventories. 

The background, goals, research design, his-
torical context, thematic summary of data, and 
interpretations are found in volume 1, reviewed 
here in hard copy but also supplied in portable 
document format on CD (as were volumes 2 
and 3, technical description of the excavations 
and artifact inventory and tabulated historical 
data, respectively). 

At first one might be tempted to dismiss 
this volume as just another excavation report 
but doing so would be a mistake. While 
the detailed site information that makes up 
the bulk of most site-focused archaeological 
monographs is present, it is largely relegated 
to the second volume. The fi rst volume focuses 
on the substantive issues of the research design 
and interpretation of data, which is to be 
welcomed, even applauded, and is necessary 
if historical archaeology is to meaningfully 
contribute to conversations beyond the walls of 

its own discipline. Site-specifi c observations and 
interpretations are put in regional perspective, 
and an approach to the systematic study of 
southern plantations is outlined. Accordingly, 
this study’s implications are much wider than 
is usually seen in a site-based investigation. 

One of the most prosperous families in the 
area during the antebellum period, the Bushes 
appear to have been economically conservative, 
living in a relatively unassuming house and 
foregoing the expensive consumer goods of 
genteel planter life found at other sites. This 
demonstrates once again that, especially at rural 
sites, affl uence may not be discernable from the 
archaeological record alone. 

The study explodes the stereotype of the 
plantation South as represented by the showcase 
plantations of the elite. The vast majority of 
planters did not live lives of opulent elegance. 
Rather, their plantations were working establish-
ments, similar in organization and physical extent 
to the typical farm but with the critical distinc-
tion of reliance on an enslaved workforce.

The study also explores the physical evolution 
of this plantation over four generations of own-
ership by the same family. Previous research by 
Mark Groover had shown a relationship between 
the growth history of a family and the extent of 
material consumption and discard. In addition, 
length of occupancy also affected the extent 
of deposition, with longer occupancy resulting 
in larger deposits beyond the obvious connec-
tion between length of occupancy and extent 
of refuse accumulation. Generational seces-
sion also infl uences the domestic landscape as 
younger members of the family assume control, 
making changes to some elements while preserv-
ing others unaltered. At Bush Hill it appeared 
that yard maintenance declined as a priority 
as refuse was allowed to accumulate closer 
and closer to the house. Evidence of window 
replacement, chimney repairs, and alteration of 
houselot organization appear to coincide with 
a succession event. Evidence also suggests 
that, following national trends, more fi nancial 
resources were dedicated to creating an increas-
ingly comfortable domestic lifestyle as the 19th 
century progressed.  
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The authors offer their observations regard-
ing the systematic study of southern planta-
tions, arguing for broader application of the 
regionally based approach that they employed. 
Their overall goal is to systematically defi ne 
in quantitative terms the economic and mate-
rial characteristics of plantations in different 
cultural/agricultural regions of the plantation 
South through time. They suggest three main 
research considerations be documented for each 
region: cultural history characteristics, economic 
trends, and material characteristics. 

Groover previously conducted extensive quan-
titative analyses of archival data to defi ne the 
economic and material trends of the region. 
This work allowed different wealth groups to 
be identifi ed, allowing for the systematic com-
parison of economic indicators among different 
households. By extending such detailed analy-
ses to other areas and other economic groups, 
the authors suggest that it will be possible to 
develop regional synthesis of plantation archae-
ology than can be extended throughout the 
plantation South. 

Bush Hill is the only antebellum plantation 
to have been extensively studied in the Middle 
Savannah River Valley so far. Accordingly, 
this study is but a starting point for the type 
of regional approach for which the authors 
argue. Existing data for other regions might be 
analyzed, particularly the South Carolina Low 

Country where numerous plantations have been 
investigated. The task of applying their approach 
to the Low County and elsewhere in the planta-
tion South, however, is left to others. 

Certainly the regional approach adopted here 
allows the results of a single site to be placed 
in wider and more meaningful context, some-
thing sorely needed in historical archaeology. It 
stands as an example of what can be done when 
archaeologists take the time to make the most 
of documentary sources. Everyone concerned 
with the archaeology of the plantation South 
will want to read this study and consider the 
regional approach the authors offer.

That said, this reviewer is less sanguine about 
the suggested wider application of quantitative 
analyses beyond the study region. The quality 
and completeness of the documentary record 
varies widely, and surviving data may not be 
amenable to the suggested approach. Unexam-
ined underlying assumptions concerning human 
nature and economic behavior similar to those 
of the naive positivism of processual archaeol-
ogy are problematic. Historical archaeologists 
should adopt quantitative techniques, especially 
those whose roots lie in other disciplines, only 
with great care. 
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