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The republication of Nan Rothschild’s New 
York City Neighborhoods: The 18th Century is 
a welcome contribution to the current arena of 
available books. Too often, books that make a 
substantive contribution to the discipline of his-
torical archaeology have a short period of release 
and then become unavailable except through 
libraries and the purchase of overpriced used edi-
tions. The return of this title to current offerings 
will make the information much more accessible 
to researchers and students. 

Rothschild’s book examines the spatial structure 
of New York City as it changed from the early 
18th century to the late 19th century. Using tax 
records, city plans, and archaeological material, 
Rothschild creates a view of New York City in 
one of the lesser-known and quite-important peri-
ods of its history. A quote from the conclusion 
(p. 182) summarizes the book succinctly: 

Eighteenth-century New York City was truly a society 
in transition. It began as a small, face-to-face town and 
ended as a city that was too large to be a single com-
munity. It began as a relatively open, classless society 
and ended with a system in which the population as a 
whole was poorer than at the century’s beginning, in 
which more wealth was concentrated in the hands of 
a few people, and in which a large group of tenant 
wage-laborers had no expectations of becoming home-
owning master craftsmen. 

The book is divided into six chapters plus 
appendices. Chapter 1 introduces both the book 
and the city, the system of neighborhoods, and the 
physical development of the early city. Chapter 2 
examines spatial organization, primarily through 
the colonial institutions of churches, markets, 
and taverns. Chapter 3 explores ethnicity, its 
importance, and its spatial expression. Chapter 4 
discusses the economic organization of the city, 
looking at wealth and occupation as distributed 

across the urban landscape. Chapter 5 is extremely 
different from the rest of the book, as it focuses 
on faunal data from several excavations across the 
city. While there is good evidence and discussion, 
it demonstrates how diffi cult it would be to have 
comparable data at this scale for the entire city, as 
is presented in the rest of the book. The analysis 
also extends into the 19th century, which is not 
done in the rest of the book. Chapter 6 is the 
summation of the study, bringing both ethnicity 
and wealth together into one comprehensive dis-
cussion. Rothschild also includes, as appendices, 
much of the data she used in her analysis, which 
is always a welcome if underutilized component 
of research publications. 

One of the greatest contributions of Roth-
schild’s work is that it provides a model for 
the study of other cities around the world, in 
virtually any time period, that can be used to 
support the interpretation of urban life in an 
archaeological context. It is particularly useful as 
it shows one of the greatest cities of the modern 
era as it is becoming that great city, born of the 
colonial settlement at the mouth of the Hudson 
River. As such, it informs studies of the origins 
of modern life, the transition from colonial to 
early American society, and the complex interac-
tions that are involved in the creation of ethnic 
and class identity. It would be fascinating to see 
a comparison between Rothschild’s work on New 
York City and other colonial cities of the 18th 
century, such as Boston, Philadelphia, Charleston, 
Montreal, or Albany. 

This book is an excellent example of how 
historical archaeology extends beyond excavation 
to conduct research––a form of ethnoarchaeol-
ogy conducted through historical documents. It 
could also be described as historical anthropology 
specifi cally looking at material culture and socio-
spatial organization. The everyday experiences of 
urban life are organized in spatial relations of a 
multitude of competing elements, and Rothschild 
explores those spatial relations on many different 
levels through the combined use of documentary 
and material evidence. In doing this, she explores 
research questions relevant to archaeological 
studies and provides a context for interpretation 
of new sites excavated in New York City. This 
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context of interpretation also could be used in 
other colonial cities of North America once basic 
concepts of spatial, class, and ethnic organization 
have been answered for those other cities. 

There are a few elements that would have 
improved the book but would require a new edi-
tion rather than a reissue of the existing volume. 
The greatest drawback is that the book is graphi-
cally out of date. The maps, which are numerous 
and essential to the understanding of the study, 
are at times diffi cult to read and unclear. The 
standard convention for the maps is to have 
an outline drawing of the city streets with let-
ters or symbols indicating points of relevance. 
These letters or symbols, however, to fi t in the 
scale of the maps, either are small, overlap the 
lines marking the streets, or both, making them 
virtually indistinguishable at times, especially for 
the ethnic-group maps. New maps, using more 
modern mapping technology and graphical pre-
sentation, would strengthen the presentation and 
reinforce the arguments in the text more fully, 
and make the research much more accessible. 
The lack of 21st-century graphics does remind 
the reader that this is a reissue of an older work. 

A significant amount of data was presented 
both in table format and in the text. These, 
again, would have benefi ted in some cases from 
graphical presentation to make the data more 
accessible. This is particularly true for chapter 
6, which had a signifi cant component of statisti-
cal analysis, making fairly dense reading. In one 
case the text presentation and the table do not 
seem to agree (p. 176), which was unusual for 
this otherwise excellent book. 

New York City Neighborhoods: The 18th Cen-
tury is strongly recommended to any historical 
archaeologist focused on the colonial period or 
interested in urban sites. It is invaluable for the 
study of New York City, as it provides a context 
for the interpretation of archaeological data for 
any site on Manhattan Island, particularly during 
the 18th century. The value of this book beyond 
New York is in the structure and nature of analy-
sis, and serves as a model that ideally could be 
repeated for every colonial city of North America. 
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