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 ABSTRACT 
 
This report documents the plants identified from soil flotation at six historic archaeological sites in 
the State of Delaware: Wilmington Boulevard, New Castle County; Bloomsbury, the John Darrach 
Store, the John Powell Plantation and the Richard Whitehart Plantation sites in Kent County; and 
Laban Rogers Site, Sussex County.  Information on food and medicinal uses of over 100 plants from 
these and other historic sites are presented in order to form a preliminary historic archaeobotany of 
Delaware.  The flotation results and floral remains are compared with discoveries from other historic 
archaeological sites in Delaware and the region.  The implications of this work for the future of 
historical archaeology is clear, knowledge is accumulating about historic plant distribution and use.  
The seeds from flotation are the botanical history of Delaware, written in DNA. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper presents a preliminary historic archaeobotany of Delaware that was developed by 
detailing most of the flotation studies that have been conducted at Delaware historical archaeological 
sites.  It provides information on food and medicinal uses of over 100 plants identified from flotation 
soil at historic sites located in all three of the State’s counties.  These sites include the Laban Rogers 
Site (7S-K-118) in Williamsville, Sussex County; four Smyna-area Kent County sites: the 
Bloomsbury Site in Duck Creek Hundred, the John Darrach Store, the John Powell Plantation (7K-C-
203H), and the Richard Whitehart Plantation (7K-C-203C) sites; and the Wilmington Boulevard 
(now Martin Luther King Boulevard) project in Wilmington, New Castle County (Figure 1).  The 
Laban Rogers Site investigations were funded by Carl M. Freeman Communities, LLC; all the others 
were funded by the Delaware Department of Transportation (DELDOT).  These flotation results are 
compared with discoveries from additional archaeological sites in Delaware and the region.  
 
This report demonstrates that flotation deserves to be an integral part of historic site excavations.   It 
clearly shows that a wealth of valuable information about historic foodways and medicine can be 
obtained through flotation.  Also apparent is the need for detailed descriptions of flotation methods 
and equipment and for better use of the flotation results.   
 
A discussion of the implications of this work to the future of historical archaeology is also offered.  
The accumulating knowledge of historic Delaware plants is of much greater importance than is 
generally recognized.  The recovered seeds are also of great value.  Some historic seeds remain vital 
and can be germinated.  Others are potential sources of DNA, which will be of great scientific value.  
 
It should be noted that this paper presents information on historic use of plant-based medicine.  It is 
not medical advice.  One should consult his health care professional before taking any medicine. 
 
The research, statements, perspectives and views of this report are the responsibility of the author 
and do not necessarily reflect an opinion or endorsement on the part of DELDOT, Carl M. Freeman 
Communities, LLC or anyone else.  
 
This paper is dedicated to the memory of the late, great Delaware archaeologist Edward “Ned” Heite 
(1937- 2005).  Ned believed in getting the most information possible from the sites he dug. He had 
the wisdom to bring the author to Delaware to process large quantities of flotation soil at the 
Bloomsbury and Laban Rogers Sites.  Ned used flotation from wells and other features at these two 
extremely important Delaware historic sites to recover a variety of information about plant remains, 
faunal remains, and small artifacts.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 3



FLOTATION PHILOSOPHY, EQUIPMENT, AND METHODS 
  
Prehistoric archaeologists have long known that the types and sizes of artifacts and ecofacts (animal 
and plant remains) that they recover from sites are directly related to the techniques they employ. 
This was best detailed by prehistorian Stuart Struever in 1968. While excavating the Apple Creek 
Site in Illinois, his faunal list initially consisted of deer bones and large fish scales, which all 
happened to be bigger than his screen openings.  Recognizing that his team was missing something, 
Struever undertook experiments in flotation.  He then recovered a world of fauna including a river of 
small fish scales and mollusks, not to mention small artifacts, seeds and nut fragments, and 
consequently changed how archaeologists do prehistory, (Struever 1968).   
 
Flotation uses water and fine screens to recover small seeds, bone fragments, fish scales, beads, and 
other tiny artifacts.  Most flotation in Delaware has used drum flotation devices that are known as  
the "Delaware Park" type and were designed and built by the author.  Since the first device of this 
type was built for the Delaware Park Site in 1981, over two hundred of these devices have been sold 
to museums and archaeologists throughout Delaware and the United States.  These flotation systems 
use water flowing under pressure to reduce the flotation soil sample into two components, a "Heavy 
Fraction" and a "Light Fraction".  The heavy fraction is collected in a piece of nylon window 
screening and recovers small artifacts such as beads and pins, bones, fish scales, and other non-
floating remains.  The light fraction uses fine screens or filters to capture floating floral materials 
such as seeds, fish scales, and other lighter than water objects (Thomas 1981; Sandy 1985, 2002). 
 
 
SITES AND SAMPLING 
 
While it may not be complete, this report details almost all of the flotation studies that have been 
conducted at historic archaeological sites in all three Counties of Delaware. Most historic site 
investigations have not included flotation (e.g. Shaffer et al. 1988; Catts, Hodny and Custer 1989; 
Bachman and Catts 1990; Catts and Custer 1990; Hoseth et al. 1990; Hoseth, Catts and Tinsman 
1994; LeeDecker et al. 1995).   
 
The Laban Rogers Site 
 
The Laban Rogers Site in Williamsville, Sussex County was occupied before 1823 (Figure 1).  The 
archaeological investigations uncovered numerous features and deposits from a rural farmstead that 
was also involved with ironmaking.  Exceptionally large flotation samples were taken from the three 
wells, two charcoal filled pits and a possible privy.  Forty-two samples were processed; total volume 
was a remarkable 3888 liters. All samples were sifted in the field through one-quarter-inch mesh 
hardware cloth before the soil was bagged for flotation.  Floral specimens recovered in the field 
screens were inventoried separately and included squash seeds, a seed from a black gum tree, a 
possible dogwood seed, peach pits and a seed pod fragment, probably of catalpa.  Flotation recovered 
small-sized artifacts included pins, pin fragments, a glass bead and wire staples.  Also recovered 
were numerous small bones, including fish bone, and thousands of fish scales of all sizes.  The long 
list of floral remains includes fruits like peach, pear, black cherry, and berries; crops like 
watermelon, bean, and squash; and many species of weedy garden plants.  Bayberry seeds 
(technically “drupes”) were recovered by the thousands from the oldest well (Sandy 2004a; Table 1). 
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The Bloomsbury Site 
 
The Bloomsbury Site, in Duck Creek Hundred, Kent County, had numerous historic features and 
deposits relating to a house, which was occupied from around 1750 to 1814.  It was occupied by 
tenants, some of whom were members of documented Native American families (Heite et al. 2001).  
The flotation program was an integral part of the excavations at the Bloomsbury Site.  Thirty-eight 
samples, with a volume totaling 287 liters were processed from 19 different features.  Artifacts 
recovered through flotation included pins and black glass beads.  Flotation also recovered thousands 
of small fish scales and bones (Heite et al. 2001; Figure 1).  
 
Flora from the Bloomsbury Site included corn (Figure 2), beans, cherry, peach, raspberries, 
elderberry, and blueberry.  “Weeds” include purslane, carpetweed, lamb’s quarters, oxalis, poke, 
jimson, and smartweed.  Exceptional numbers of a large variety of seeds were recovered from the 
bottom of the wells at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001; Table 1). 
 
The John Darrach Store Site 
 
Flotation was included in investigations of the John Darrach Store Site in Smyrna, Kent County.  
John Darrach operated the store on the road to Duck Creek Landing between 1778 and 1805.  The 
store was converted into a residence and demolished in 1860.  This study included 22 flotation 
samples from 11 different features, which included wells, although the bottoms of the wells were not 
reached (De Cunzo et al. 1992:72; Figures 1 and 3). 
 
Food plants recovered from the John Darrach Store included raspberries/blackberries, blueberries, 
and corn.  Weedy plants, many of which also have food and/or medicinal uses include  
carpetweed, chenopodium, copperleaf, crabgrass, dock, flatsedge, knotweed, oxalis, pigweed, 
purslane, ragweed, and smartweed (De Cunzo et al. 1992:72; Table 1).   
 
 
The John Powell Plantation (7K-C-203H) and The Richard Whitehart Plantation (7K-C-203C) 
Sites 
 
Two other historic site excavations in the Smyrna area of Kent County, the John Powell Plantation 
(7K-C-203H) and the Richard Whitehart Plantation (7K-C-203C) sites, produced relevant flotation 
information (Figure 1).  The John Powell Plantation was occupied by the Powell family from 1691 to 
1721 and then by tenants from 1722 to 1735.  There was an earthfast house, outbuildings, and a well.  
Figure 4 shows an artist’s view of the Powell Plantation around 1720.  Outlined “ghost” images are 
earlier structures.  The nearby Richard Whitehart Plantation was occupied from c. 1681 to 1701 and 
included a small post-in-ground house.  Figure 5 is an artist’s conception of how the Richard 
Whitehart plantation looked around 1690 (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Drawbacks with the report and analysis limit the utility of recorded flotation data from these sites.  
Sample size, processing and analysis methods are not stated.  At the John Powell Plantation, 10 
features had botanical remains, while 13 others had no flora.  Nine samples are reported from the 
well (Grettler et al. 1995:117, Table 14).  A summary table of the features tested was included as an 
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appendix.  Unidentified spores were found in most of the well samples, but were not listed in the 
summary table (Grettler et al. 1995: Table 14, and Appendix V).  At the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation, the well, sheet midden, and two trash pits were tested with flotation samples of 
undisclosed size (Grettler et al. 1995: 58-67).  Flora consisted of 38 different species, including 
disturbed land weeds, like crabgrass, goosegrass, poke, vetch, nightshade, ragweed, smartweed, and 
goosefoot, all common on plowed fields.  Edible species include grape, groundcherry, sage, 
sunflower, and sorghum (Grettler et al. 1995:67, Table 6).   
 
Wilmington Boulevard  
 
The excavations of the Wilmington Boulevard (now Martin Luther King Boulevard) project in New 
Castle County involved a linear R.O.W. that included several sites spanning the post Revolutionary 
War period through 1900 (Figure 1).  The Wilmington Boulevard report was an early example of 
flotation in Delaware historic archaeology (Klein et al. 1984).  This project benefited from the 
equipment and methods developed at the Delaware Park Site (Thomas 1981; Sandy 2002).  Forty-
three samples with a total volume of 183 liters were processed.  Flotation samples taken from buried 
surfaces and deposits were dubbed “Occupation Levels and Deposits”.  Features were grouped as 
“Pre-Industrial” or “Industrial Period and Non Analytical Mixed Contexts”.  Results were presented 
only in text form (Klein et al. 1984: Appendices).  In order to interpret the results from Wilmington 
Boulevard, Tables 2, 3, and 4 were developed; they are included as an Appendix to this report.   
 
A tremendous number of seeds from 18 species were recovered, identified and counted.  Tens of 
thousands of seeds were recovered from the privy features, far more than from all the other historic 
sites in Delaware (Kline et al.1984).   A variety of domesticated fruits were identified.  Apple, 
raspberry, cherry, fig, grape, peach, plum and watermelon were particularly plentiful in the “Pre-
Industrial” features, as was pepper.  Edible “weeds” like chenopodium and pigweed were also 
identified.  One sample contained two imported “exotics”, coconut and peanut (Table 1).  
 
 
Other Delaware Historic Sites 
 
Two other Delaware historic sites also involved flotation.  One of these reports dealt with the 
investigation of Block 1184 in Wilmington, New Castle County.  The flotation analysis was limited 
to 13 one-liter samples, and only 156 floral specimens were recovered (LeeDecker et al.1990).  
Although this site’s information is not included in the cumulative Table 1, the results are referenced 
in the discussion to follow.  There was some flotation at the John Ruth Inn Site, also in New Castle 
County, but very little data is provided in the report and will not be further referenced (Coleman et 
al.1990: 69, 150-151).   
 
 
IDENTIFICATION AND ANALYSIS 
  
Most flotation studies to date have focused on prehistoric sites.  Flotation studies on historic sites 
have been scattered and inconsistent and are sometimes included only as tables or appendices.  
Often, little or no discussion of the implications of the results is included.  When flotation 
information is included in reports, it is rarely discussed in terms of preservation variables, the 
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importance of the plants, and the many other factors that should enter the discussion.  Exceptions 
compare results with those from several other historic sites.  A problem with comparing flotation 
data between historic sites is that sampling, processing methods, and equipment is sometimes not 
addressed.  Small samples are another shortcoming, with a one-liter sample unfortunately all too 
common. 
 
In analyzing the ecofacts from any archaeological site, a number of questions need to be considered.  
With respect to floral remains, these include: "How are the recovered remains related to the 
occupation of the site?", “Were these plants used by the site’s inhabitants for food or medicine?", and 
“How have variables such as soil acidity, moisture, and bioturbation affected the preservation of 
plant remains?”   
 
At the Delaware historic sites, the recovered floral remains can be divided into two general groups, 
those that were exploited by the site inhabitants and those simply present on the site that got 
introduced to the features during and after its occupation.  The first group can detail historic food and 
medicinal use of plants.  The second group provides information about the historic environment.  
Cultigens like pear and squash are clearly of the first type.  Clearly food plants like raspberry, 
blackberry, apple, cherry, blueberry, elderberry, peach, pear, plum, nuts, sunflower, and watermelon 
were important throughout much of Delaware’s history.  Many of these food plants also have 
medicinal uses. 
 
However, many “weeds” and bushes, like bayberry, jimson, witch hazel, and others have food and/or 
medicinal uses.  Hence, it is harder to determine how they were introduced to the features.  By 
detailing the role of these plants in historic foodways and folk medicine, the potential for their 
historic use can be assessed.   
 
Another line of information comes from comparing the remains with those of other historic sites of 
the same vintage.  The more times a particular plant is recovered from good archaeological contexts, 
the more we can assume it was significant. 
 
Preliminary analysis hints at a possible benefit of Wilmington’s superb transportation network: a 
diversity of foods like apples, plums, peppers, and watermelon.  Of course, this plethora of species 
could also be related to site age (the others are generally older) or refuse disposal patterns.  
 
Also, the Delaware historic site flotation reports do not always used consistent plant names and some 
scientific names have since changed.  Edible, domesticated cherries have been grouped as “cherry” in 
Table 1 while wild cherries have been grouped as “choke cherry.”  Amaranths have been placed 
under “pigweed.”  Raspberries, blackberries, and the other members of the genus Rubus are all 
grouped as “Berries (Rubus).”  
 
The focus of this paper is floral and fungal remains from Delaware historic sites.  It should not be 
overlooked that large-scale flotation recovers important small artifacts.  Flotation of large quantities 
of soil, though, is needed to recover important beads, pins and other very small things forgotten.  
 
Recovery of small bones and fish scales has greatly expanded through flotation.  The recovery of 
thousands of scales and small fish bones permits a better understanding of the diet of the inhabitants 
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that would not have been possible without the aid of flotation.  They present an interesting resource 
to those studying the history of the fish of Delaware.  
 
Table 1 summarizes the floral remains from the Laban Rogers, Bloomsbury, Darrach Store, Powell 
Plantation, Whitehart Plantation, and Wilmington Boulevard sites in an attempt to show the relative 
ubiquity of seeds from Delaware historic sites.  This ubiquity table is based on 42 samples from 
Laban Rogers, 38 samples from Bloomsbury, 11 samples at the Darrach Store, 10 features with seeds 
at John Powell Plantation, 4 features with seeds at Richard Whitehart Plantation, and 43 samples at 
Wilmington Boulevard.   There are several complicating factors that limit the utility of the flotation 
data from the Powell and Whitehart Plantations.  Fungi are inconsistently reported.  Seed lists are not 
always given for individual flotation samples, so the percentages shown in the ubiquity table is based 
on summaries for features, and not on all the samples from each feature, like it was for the other 
sites. 
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PLANT       ROGERS   BLOOMS.  DARRACH  POWELL  WHITEHART WILM. BLVD.
Acorn 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Alder 0 0 0 20 0 0 
Apple 0 0 0 0 0 12 
Arrowwood 0 3 0 20 0 0 
Bayberry 43 0 0 20 0 0 
Bean 5 5 0 0 0 0 
Bedstraw 0 0 0 10 25 0 
Berries (Rubus) 48 34 9 10 0 70 
Bittersweet 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Black gum 7 0 0 0 0 0 
Blueberry 0 3 9 10 0 0 
Bristlegrass 0 24 0 40 25 0 
Buckhorn 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Bulrush 5 0 0 10 25 0 
Carpetweed 100 84 82 0 0 0 
Checkermallow 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Chenopodium 36 79 73 20 50 58 
Cherry 5 3 0 0 0 30 
Chickory 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Chokecherry 2 3* 0 0 25 0 
Clammyweed 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Clover 0 3 0 0 0 0 
Coconut 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Collomia 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Copperleaf 0 13 45 20 0 0 
Corn 0 3 9 10 0 0 
Crabgrass 10 8 9 10 50 0 
Creosote 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Dock 2 0 45 0 0 0 
Elderberry 0 16 0 0 0 0 
Elm 0 0 0 0 0 7 
False pennyroyal 0 0 0 20 0 0 
False Solomon’s 
seal 

0 0 0 0 25 0 

Fiddleneck 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Fig 0 0 0 0 0 42 
Flatsedge 2 3 9 20 0 0 
Gayfeather 0 0 0 0 50 0 
Geranium 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Goosegrass 26 8 0 10 25 0 
*= generic classification **= see text 
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PLANT       ROGERS  BLOOMS.  DARRACH   POWELL   WHITEHART  WILM. BLVD.
Grama 0 8 0 0 0 0 
Grape 19 3 0 0 25 37 
Grass 21 3 0 30 25 0 
Greenbrier 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Groundcherry 7 0 0 0 25 0 
Hawkweed 0 11 0 0 0 0 
Jimson 73 34 0 10 0 0 
Knotweed 2 0 9 0 0 0 
Lead plant 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Lotus 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Milkpea 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Milkweed 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Mole weed 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Nightshade 10 13 0 0 50 0 
Nut 0 5 0 10 0 2 
Oxalis 0 13 27** 0 25 0 
Panicum 0 0 0 20 0 0 
Peach 2 3 9 0 0 30 
Peanut 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Pear 5 0 0 0 0 5 
Peavine 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Pellitory 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Pepper 0 0 0 0 0 16 
Peppervine 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Pepperweed 0 9 0 0 0 0 
Pigweed 19 3 27 10 25 44 
Plum 0 0 0 0 0 12 
Poke 29 3 36 10 75 0 
Prickly poppy 5 0 0 0 0 0 
Prickly mallow 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Purslane 81 87 64 0 0 0 
Ragweed 17 3 0 20 25 0 
Rush 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Sage 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Saltbush 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Sea purslane 0 0 0 40 0 0 
Sheep sorrel 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Skullcap 0 3 0 10 0 0 
Smartweed 45 32 64 20 25 0 
*= generic classification **= see text 
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PLANT       ROGERS  BLOOMS.   DARRACH  POWELL    WHITEHART WILM. BLVD.
Soapwort 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Solomon’s seal 0 0 0 10 25 0 
Sorghum 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Spikerush 7 0 0 10 0 0 
Spurge 0 3 0 20 0 0 
Spurry 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Squash 2 0 0 0 0 2 
Staghorn sumac 0 0 0 0 25 0 
St. Johnswort 0 0 0 20 0 0 
Sumpweed 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Sunflower 2 0 0 0 25 0 
Sweet clover 0 3 0 0 0 0 
Sweetgum 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Tansymustard 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Tarweed 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Tearthumb 0 5 0 0 0 0 
Verbena 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Vetch 0 0 0 0 50 0 
Viburnum 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Violet 7 0 0 10 0 0 
Wahoo 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Water arum 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Watermelon 2 0 0 0 0 33 
Water primrose 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Water smartweed 0 3 0 0 0 0 
Wild lettuce 2 0 0 0 25 0 
Winterberry 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Wintercress 0 0 0 10 0 0 
Witch hazel 0 0 0 0 25 0 
Unidentified 45 29 0 70 50 0 
Sclerotia 100 100 91 10+** ? 0 
*= generic classification **= see text 
 
 
Table 1 This table shows the percentage of flotation samples containing seeds from the  
  Laban Rogers Site, Bloomsbury Site, the John Darrach Store and Wilmington  
  Boulevard, and percentage of features with seeds at the John Powell Plantation and 
  the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Klein et al. 1984; De Cunzo et al. 1992; Grettler 
  et a.l 1995; Heite et al. 2001; Sandy 2004a;).  
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IDENTIFIED PLANTS AND FUNGI 
 
 Information was gathered on the types of environments frequented by the plants identified through 
flotation, and a variety of sources were examined to ascertain the potential of these plants for 
providing food, medicine and dyes (Safford 1917; Speck 1941; Keeler 1969; Androsko 1971;  USDA 
1971; Hedrick 1972; Densmore 1974; Peterson 1977; Petrides 1977; Tantaquidgeon 1977; Erichsen-
Brown 1979; Kavasch 1981; Sandy 1985, 2002; Moerman 1986; Mrozowski 1987; Niering and 
Olmstead 1988; McWeeney 1989; Braun 1989; Foster and Duke 1990; Inashima 1990; Hutchens 
1991; Wacker and Clemens 1995; Heinerman 1996; Miczak 1999; Raymer Fuss and Rhodes 2000; 
Schonbeck 2003; Natural Resources Conservation Service n.d).    
   
Acorns (Quercus sp.) of many oak species are edible after they have been boiled or roasted (Hedrick 
1972:481).  Acorn was present in one Wilmington Boulevard sample (Klein et al. 1984).  
 
Alders (Alnus sp.) include a number of small trees that grow in Delaware (Petrides 1972: 229). 
Alders were identified in two of the flotation samples from the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 
1995). 
 
Apples (Pumila malus) grow up to 50 feet high and produce fruit from September to November 
(Petrides 1972: 267).  Apples were thought to have been introduced from Europe and Asia, however 
Verranzano claimed to find apples in Massachusetts in 1524.  Cultivation of apples was widespread 
in the American Colonies by 1650 (Hedrick 1972: 476-478).  Apple seeds were found in several 
Wilmington Boulevard samples, including three from “Preindustrial” contexts (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Arrowwood (Viburnum dentatum), or northern arrowwood, is a small tree that was the source for 
arrow shafts.  It produces fruit from July through September (Petrides 1972: 93).  Other species of 
Viburnum are sources of food and medicine to many Native American groups (Peterson 1977: 178; 
Moerman 1986: 511-513).  A few seeds were recovered from the Bloomsbury and John Powell 
Plantation  sites (Grettler et al. 1995; Heite et al. 2001).   
 
Bayberry (Myrica sp.), also known as wax myrtle or candleberry, is a shrub and small tree that 
grows over much of the east coast.  American bayberry (Myrica cerifera) and its relatives have 
evergreen leaves with a balsamic aroma.  The small “berries” (actually drupes) are coated with wax.  
At the Laban Rogers site, all three wells had bayberry drupes or “seeds”, thousands of specimens 
were identified.  Bayberry was found in 43 percent of the contexts examined.  This is by far the 
strongest evidence yet for historic exploitation of bayberry in Delaware.  Two bayberry “seeds” were 
found at the John Powell Plantation: a single specimen of bayberry was recovered from each of two 
daub/trash pits.  Bayberry also has been recovered from 15 prehistoric sites in Delaware, New York, 
New Jersey, Rhode Island, and Virginia (Sandy 2001a, 2002). 
 
Many different parts of the bayberry plant can be used for a variety of food and medicinal purposes.  
Medicinal Plants of Native America contains many references to the use of bayberry by Native 
American groups throughout the east (Moerman 1986: 301).  Bayberry was an important source of 
wax in Precontact and Colonial America.  Since honeybees are European imports, early colonists 
needed this source of wax for candles and waterproofing.  To produce a fragrant wax, bayberries are 
boiled (Peterson 1977: 206).  The resulting wax has anti-microbial properties.  
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Aromatherapy in a sauna or sweatbath is another possible use for bayberry leaves and berries.  
Colonists made full use of Myrica’s remarkable properties.  It remained a standard for treating a 
variety of ailments, well into the twentieth century (e.g. The American Materia Medica, Therapeutics 
and Pharmacognosy 1919).  It is still sold by herbal medicine practitioners to treat ailments like 
diarrhea, colitis, intestinal parasites, sore throats, colds, the flu, and acute fevers.   According to one 
expert, “Bayberry is considered one of the most useful in the Medical Herbal practice.  Its popularity 
has had respect for generations.” (Hutchens 1991:28).  Modern medical science is conducting 
numerous research projects on the various chemicals in Myrica.   
 
Beans (Phaseolus sp.) spread their way north into the Middle Atlantic region during the prehistoric 
Woodland  Period (Hart 1999).  Beans were recovered from one context in each of two wells at the 
Laban Rogers Site.   Two charred specimens were recovered from Feature 5 at Bloomsbury.  Beans 
were recovered from five percent of contexts sampled at these two sites (Heite et al. 2001; Sandy 
2004a).   
 
Bedstraw (Galium sp.) includes widespread perennial and annual herbs (USDA 1971: 352-355).  
From Europe, bedstraw is naturalized in North America.  Bedstraw seed is used as a coffee substitute 
in Sweden.  The plant was also used in cheesemaking, and for a summer drink (Hedrick 1972: 285). 
It was identified from one sample each at the John Powell Plantation and the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Berries within the genus Rubus include about 400 hundred similar species: raspberries, blackberries, 
dewberries, and others.   They produce delicious fruits from July through October (Peterson 1977: 
184).  There are numerous medicinal uses for various parts of these plants.  The berries are a diarrhea 
remedy.  A tea made from the leaves is used to treat ailments like blood impurities, sluggish liver, 
childbirth, and is used as a wash for mouth and skin sores (Densmore 1974:292; Tantaquidgeon 
1977: 132-133; Heinerman 1996: 70-71; Miczak 1999: 38-39,116).  The establishment of household 
yard fences encouraged the spread of weedy vines like blackberry (LeeDecker et al. 1990: 174-180; 
Mrozowski 1987).  These fences also made the cultivation of domestic berries possible, since the 
fencing protected the plants from grazing farm animals.   
 
Raspberry/blackberry seeds were found in most of the Laban Rogers Site features and in 48 percent 
of the contexts sampled (Sandy 2004).  Thirty-four percent of the samples at Bloomsbury, including 
five of the features, yielded raspberry seeds in low numbers (Heite et al. 2001).  At the John Powell 
Plantation, raspberry was recovered only from the most seed-prolific feature, well H39 (Grettler et 
al. 1995).  They were also found in one context at the Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992).  At 
Wilmington Boulevard, raspberry seeds were recovered by the thousands from almost all the feature 
samples (Klein et al. 1984).  Blackberry seeds were the most numerous seed at Block 1184 in 
Wilmington (LeeDecker et al. 1990). 
 
Bittersweet (Celastrus scandens), also known as staff vine and waxwork, is a widespread twining 
shrub (Braun 1989:243, 313).  It was a source of food to the Chippewa, who ate the tender branches.  
The thick bark was rendered sweetish and palatable when boiled, according to an 1870’s USDA 
report (Hedrick 1972).  It should not be confused with another bittersweet, or nightshade (Solanum) 
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which is poisonous. It was identified from one sample at the Richard Whitehart Plantation Site 
(Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Blackgum (Nysaa sp), or sour gum grows in swamps and produces a distinctive large seed from 
August through October.  Its lumber is favored for furniture, boxes, and pulp.  The berry-like fruits 
are a favorite of wildlife (Petrides 1972: 270).  A few of these seeds were found in three features at 
the Laban Rogers Site (Sandy 2004a). 
 
Blueberries (Vaccinium sp.) include many species of acid-loving plants in the heath family.  Fruits 
are available from late July into September (Petrides 1972: 277-279).  A blueberry seed was found in 
the bottom of Feature 18 at the Bloomsbury Site.  At the Darach Store and Powell Plantation sites, 
blueberry was found in a few contexts.  It was also found at Block 1184 site in Wilmington 
(LeeDecker et al. 1990: 174-180).   Blueberries are commonly found on nineteenth-century domestic 
sites in the east (Raymer, Fuss, and Rhodes 2000: 225). 
 
Bristlegrass (Setaria sp.) is a weed believed to be a European import (USDA 1971: 84-85).  The 
Navaho reportedly rubbed the seeds on facial blemishes (Moerman 1986: 451).  The seeds are also 
edible.  Bristlegrass was reported in three samples from three different Bloomsbury Site features, 
from four features at John Powell Plantation and one at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et 
al. 1995 Heite et al. 2001).  It also was found at Block 1184 in Wilmington (Klein et al. 1984).  
   
Buckhorn (Plantago lanceolata), also called narrow leaf plantain and buckhorn plantain, is a 
widespread weed (Natural Resources n.d.).  Plantain was known as “White Man’s Foot” because it 
was an import that closely followed settlers.   Native people made use of the plant’s antiseptic 
properties to treat wounds (Miczak 1999).  Buckhorn was identified from one Richard Whitehart 
Plantation Site sample (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Bulrush (Scirpus sp.) includes many sedges that frequent salt marshes (Niering and Olmstead 1988: 
486).  The tips of the rootstock of great bulrush (Scirpus validus and S. acutus) are used like potatoes 
or made into flour.  The pollen and seeds can also be ground into flour.  The young shoots are used 
for a salad green or cooked vegetable (Hedrick 1972: 526; Densmore 1974:293; Peterson 1977: 230).  
Two contexts near the bottom of Feature 269 at the Laban Rogers Site produced bulrush seeds.  A 
single bulrush seed was recovered at the John Powell Plantation.  At the nearby Richard Whitehart 
Plantation two bulrush seeds came from the sheet midden (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Carpetweed (Mollugo verticillata) is an annual "weed" that can be used as a potherb.  It may be 
linked to the spread of prehistoric horticulture (Sandy 1985: 133). It was naturalized from Central 
America and is a common weed in fields and a variety of other settings (LeeDecker et al. 1990: 182). 
The seeds are ubiquitous on archaeological sites throughout the region.  Carpetweed was identified, 
usually by hundreds of specimens, in all 42 flotation samples from the Laban Rogers Site.  
Carpetweed was found in 32 of the 38 flotation samples (84%) from the Bloomsbury Site, these 
include samples from all 20 features examined.  Carpetweed was found in nine of 11 features (82%) 
at the John Darrach Store site and also on Wilmington Block 1184 (De Cunzo et al. 1992: 389; 
LeeDecker et al. 1990).  Carpetweed was found in one of two samples at New Jersey’s historic 
Atsion Mansion and a sample from a Virginia canal boat (Sandy 2001c, 2001d). 
 

 14



Checkermallow (Sidala neomexicana) was reported from one feature at the John Powell Plantation 
(Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Chenopodium (Chenopodium sps.) also called lamb's-quarters and goosefoot, are similar members 
of a large family of annual herbs that go to seed from June to October.  Each plant can produce 
thousands of seeds and some can persist on the plant into the winter.  They grow in a variety of 
habitats including fields, meadows, clearings, and disturbed soils (USDA 1971; Kavasch 1981: 44). 
Chenopodium was considered to be a healthful food by many Native American groups.  Its leaves 
were used as a green and were parboiled.  Seeds were ground into meal and baked into bread, 
sometimes being mixed with cornmeal.  The root was brewed into tea, and used for kidney ailments 
(Tantaquidgeon 1977: 128; Weiner 1980: 177; Kavasch 1981: 44; Sandy 1985: 135).  Other 
medicinal uses include as an antidiarrheal, a salve for burns, a stomach aid, and as a gynecological 
aid (Moerman 1986: 114-115).  
 
Chenopodium seeds were identified in 36 percent of the Laban Rogers Site flotation samples.  These 
included all but two of the features examined.  Lambsquarters seeds were recovered from 18 of the 
Bloomsbury Site features (79% of samples), but were not present in great numbers.  The seeds of its 
cousin, goosefoot was also found in small numbers in four of the Bloomsbury features. 
Chenopodium was recovered from eight features (82% of samples) at the Darrach Store (De Cunzo 
et al. 1992: 389). A lone seed of lambsquarter was identified at the Block 1184 Site in Wilmington 
(LeeDecker et al. 1990: 174-180).  At the John Powell Plantation in Kent County, two species of 
chenopodium were found in three of the 10 features with seeds.  One seed came from a trash midden 
at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   It was also found in a sample from a canal 
boat in Marymont, Virginia (Sandy 2001d).  Chenopodium seeds are arguably the most ubiquitous 
seed recovered from prehistoric sites in the Northeast (e.g. Sandy 1985, 1989, 1991, 1992; Crowley 
and Sandy 1992; Camissa et al. 1993). 
 
Cherry (Prunus serotina) trees produce delicious dark fruit from July through October (Peterson 
1977:218).  Flotation retrieved black cherry pits from one Laban Rogers feature.  Unspecified 
cherries were retrieved from one Bloomsbury context.  Sweet cherry was found in 30 percent of the 
Wilmington Boulevard contexts (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Chickory (Cichorium intybus) is a perennial or biennial dandelion-like “weed” common along 
roadsides and in lawns.  It flowers from June through October.  The roots can be ground into an 
excellent coffee substitute.  The leaves supply salad greens and a cooked vegetable (Peterson 1977: 
144; Hedrick 1972).  Extracts of the root or stems have diuretic and laxative properties (Foster and 
Duke 1990: 198). Chickory seed was identified from one context of the robbed well at the Laban 
Rogers Site (Heite et al. 2001). 
 
Choke Cherry (Prunus virginianus) bark is a traditional and modern ingredient in cough syrups.  It 
was known as the “excrement tree” to the Delaware, who used the bark to treat diarrhea (Densmore 
1974:292; Tantaquidgeon 1977:32, 120-121, 124-125; Miczak 1999:20,114).  Choke cherry was 
recognized from one feature at Laban Rogers.  A closely related species, pin cherry (Prunus 
pensylvanica) was identified from a trash pit at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 
1995). 
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Clammyweed (Polanasia graveolens) is a strong smelling herb common in the south.  It was 
identified from one sample at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Clover (Trifolium sp.) is a European forage plant that goes to seed from April through October.  The 
greens and flowers are used for a variety of medical uses (Foster and Duke 1990: 74, 158).  Clover 
seed was reported from a single context at the bottom of a Bloomsbury feature (Heite et al. 2001).  
They are also reported from Wilmington’s Block 1184 (LeeDecker 1990: 181). 
 
Coconuts (Cocos nucifera) grow anywhere in the tropics that has the correct moisture and 
temperature.  Coconut was reported from a single Wilmington Boulevard context (Klein et al. 1984).  
It was also been reported from a New York City site (Raymer et al. 2000:220). 
 
Collomia (Collomia sp.) includes a number of small annual native forbs and herbs. Collomia 
linearis, or tiny trumpet, grows in states to the north of Delaware (Natural Resources n.d.).   It was 
identified in one sample from the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Copperleaf (Acalypha sp.) includes a few species of weeds common to farmlands (Natural 
Resources n.d.).  The historic Cherokee used the root of wild mercury (Acalypha virginica) to treat 
pox and other ills (Moerman 1986: 4).  Copperleaf seeds were found in five Bloomsbury samples and 
five of 11 features at the Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992).  They were also found in two 
samples at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Corn (Zea) or maize cob fragments were retrieved from the bottom of Bloomsbury’s Feature 18 and 
from the John Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992: 389; Heite et al.).  It was also found in one 
sample from the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).  Maize was the foremost staple 
vegetable food among the historic Delaware, who treated it with reverence and integrated it into 
religious ceremonies (Tantaquidgeon 1977). 
 
Crabgrass (Digitaria sp.) includes numerous varieties of annual weeds that are common in waste 
places and lawns.  Naturalized from Europe, they produce seed from July through October (USDA 
1971: 56-59).  A few crabgrass seeds came from one context of each of the three wells and another 
feature at Laban Rogers (Sandy 2004a).  A few crabgrass seeds were found in three samples from a 
feature at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001:294).  At the Darrach Store Site, crabgrass was retrieved 
from one feature (De Cunzo et al.  1992: 389). Crabgrass seeds were found in the well at the John 
Powell Plantation, and from the well and sheet midden at Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et 
al. 1995).  
 
Creosote(Larrea tridenta), or creosote bush is a shrub native to the American Southwest and 
California (Natural Resources n.d.).  It was identified from a single sample at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).    
 
Dock (Rumex crispus), also called curly dock, is a large common perennial found in pastures, fields, 
and gardens.  The achne are produced from June through September (USDA 1971: 130).  Dock was 
widely cooked and eaten like spinach (Tantaquidgeon 1977:120-121; Miczak 1999: 114).   The root 
was used in Native American medicine (Tantaquidgeon 1977:33; Densmore 1974:292).  Rich in 
Vitamin A, herbalists use dock to treat a wide variety of medical problems (Heinerman 1996: 482-
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483).  Dye manuals from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries mention dock as a source of yellow 
and green dyes (Androsko 1971: 35).  Dock was identified from a single feature at Laban Rogers and 
from five features at the Darrach Store (De Cunzo et al. 1992: 388; Sandy 2004a).   
 
Elderberries come from the elder (Sambucus canadensis), a common shrub abundant on floodplains 
and other moist places (Petrides 1977: 48).  The flower and fruit add flavor to a variety of drinks and 
foods and other parts had various medicinal uses.  However, caution is needed, all parts contain 
hydrocyanic acid.  The seeds produce a dye; the seeds and leaves can be used as an insect repellant 
(Petrides 1977: 48).  Four Bloomsbury features yielded elderberry seed, as did two of three 
Wilmington Block 1184 samples (Heite et al. 2001; LeeDecker et al. 1990: 174-180). 
 
Elm (Ulmus americana), or American elm, is a large tree which produces seed in April and May 
(Petrides 1972: 226).  Native groups made a tea of the inner bark to treat colds and coughs 
(Tantaquidgeon 1977:31).  Bark of European elms have provided tea and flour substitutes (Hedrick 
1972: 583).  Elm seeds came from seven percent of the Wilmington Boulevard samples (Klein et al. 
1984). 
 
False pennyroyal (Hedema pulegioides) is a widespread herb (Natural Resources n.d.).  It was found 
in two features at the Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
False Solomon’s seal (Smilacina racemosa), also called false spikenard, has speckled red berries 
which were historically used for food and medicine.  They can be stored for a long time (Hedrick 
1972: 537).  The young shoots are used like asparagus and the root can also be used (Peterson 1977: 
52).  Native herbalists used the root in a combination medicine to treat various ailments 
(Tantaquidgeon 1977: 34, 38, and 122; Foster and Duke 1990: 32; Miczak 1999: 27).  The seed was 
found in one Richard Whitehart Plantation sample (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Fiddleneck (Amasinckia tessellate) does not currently grow in Delaware (Natural Resources n.d.).  It 
was identified from one Richard Whitehart Plantation Site sample (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Fig (Ficus carica) is native to Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Figs were cultivated in Virginia by 1659.  
Around 1773, legendary botanist William Bartram noted figs growing in the ruins of Frederica, 
Georgia (Hedrick 1972: 268-269).  Fig seed was identified from 42 percent of the Wilmington 
Boulevard samples (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Flatsedges include many small perennial herbs of the genus Cyperus.  Some species of Cyperus have 
roots that can be used for flour (Hedrick 1972).  Flatsedge was tentatively identified from a single 
context in one Laban Rogers feature (Sandy 2004a).  Four flatsedge seeds were recovered from the 
bottom of a Bloomsbury feature.   Flatsedge was found in one feature at the Darrach Store Site (De 
Cunzo et al. 1992).  At the John Powell Plantation, three specimens came from the well, and one 
from a trash pit (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Gayfeather (Liatris squarrosa), or scaly blazing star, is a perennial herb native to the eastern United 
States.  Delaware is at the north end of its range.  It is endangered in Maryland (Natural Resources 
n.d.). A close relative, rough blazing star (Liatris aspera) provides folk medicine to treat a wide 

 17



variety of ailments.  Gayfeather was reported from two samples at the Richard Whitehart Plantation 
(Grettler et al. 1995).     
 
Geranium (Geranium sp.) includes a variety of annual and perennial native herbs (Natural 
Resources n.d.).  The root of Wild Geranium (G. maculata) is used by herbalists to treat a variety of 
medical conditions (Foster and Duke 1990: 146).  Geranium was identified from one context at the 
John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Goosegrass (Eleusine indica) is an annual from Asia.  It frequents waste places and thrives in hard- 
packed ground, like paths and house sites (LeeDecker et al. 1990: 182). Goosegrass seeds were 
recovered from 28 percent of the Laban Rogers flotation samples, including samples from all three 
wells.   Goosegrass seeds were identified from eight percent of samples at Bloomsbury. A single 
specimen of goosegrass was identified from the John Powell Plantation well.  It also was found in a 
sample from the Richard Whitehart Plantation midden (Grettler et al. 1995).  One charred goosegrass 
seed was found in Wilmington's Block 1184 (LeeDecker et al. 1990). 
 
Grama (Bouteloua sp.) is a farmland weed in the Grass Family (Martin and Barkley 1961: 12, 133).  
It was tentatively identified from three samples at the Bloomsbury Site (Heite et al. 2001). 
 
Grapes (Vitis sp.) include a variety of well known domesticated and wild species.  Grapes can be 
eaten fresh, dried into raisins, and made into juice or wine.  The Mohegan of Connecticut used grape 
leaves in a simple medicine (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 31, 132-133).  A few grape seeds were found in 
eight samples (19%), including flotation fractions from all three wells and another feature at the 
Laban Rogers Site (Sandy 2004a).  At Bloomsbury, a grape seed was recovered from the bottom of a 
well (Heite et al. 2001).  A grape seed came from a trash pit at the Richard Whitehart Plantation 
(Grettler et al. 1995).   At Wilmington Boulevard, grape was found in 37 percent of the contexts, a 
statewide high (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
The Grass (Gramineae) Family includes countless species of low plants.  Grass seed was identified 
from the Laban Rogers, Bloomsbury, Whitehart and Wilmington Boulevard sites (Klein et al. 1984; 
Grettler et al. 1995; Heite et al. 2001; Sandy 2004a).   
 
Greenbrier (Smilax sp.) includes a variety of native species of thorny vines.  Berries are produced 
from July into the winter.  The roots of various species were used to make a meal by many Native 
Peoples in much of eastern North America (Hedrick 1972: 537-538).  The vines and root were used 
to treat a variety of medical maladies (Foster and Duke 1990: 296).  Greenbrier was found in a single 
sample at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Groundcherry (Physalis sp.) are perennial herbs that spread both by seeds and rootstocks.  They 
grow along roadsides and in fields and produce seed from June through August (USDA 1971: 320).  
They can be stored like raisins over the winter. When fully ripened, the ground cherry fruit can be 
eaten fresh or made into jam (Peterson 1977: 68; Hedrick 1972: 432).  Groundcherry was identified 
from seven percent of the Laban Rogers Site flotation samples (Sandy 2004a).  It was found in a 
trash pit feature at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
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Hawkweed (Hieracium aurantiacum), also called orange hawkweed, is a perennial farmland weed 
introduced from outside the United States (Martin and Barkley 1961: 52; Natural Resources n.d.).  It 
was tentatively identified from two Bloomsbury features (Heite et al. 2001). 
 
Jimson (Datura stramonium), also called jimson weed or thornapple, is common in fields, old feed 
lots, barnyards, and waste places.  This coarse foul-smelling plant grows up to five feet high and 
produces spiny seedpods from July to October.  All parts of this plant are poisonous and just 
gathering the plant can cause swollen eyelids.  It is a folk remedy for cancer and the leaves were once 
smoked as an antispasmodic for asthma (Foster and Duke 1990: 182).  Numerous Native American 
groups throughout the hemisphere used jimson and its cousins for their intoxicating properties 
(Safford 1917).  The Oklahoma Delaware and the Mohegan of Connecticut used the leaves and seeds 
for a poultice for cuts.  The seeds were crushed and mixed with tallow to treat hemorrhoids by the 
Delaware (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 37, 116-117).   The early settlers at Jamestown were familiar with 
the plant, hence it was known as “Jamestown Weed”.  Soldiers sent to Jamestown to quell Bacon’s 
Rebellion in 1676 ate the young weeds as a potherb.  They were intoxicated and incapacitated for 11 
days (Safford 1917: 408).  Although it is now considered a weed, it was a popular ornamental as 
early as the 1600's, known as Moon Flower.   
 
Jimson seed appears consistently and in large numbers in archaeological excavations throughout 
New England, New York, and Delaware.  Throughout the region, it may have been widely consumed 
as a convenient narcotic during much of the historic period (Mrozowski 1987; LeeDecker et al. 1990: 
181; Hedrick 1972: 231-232).  Thirty-one of the Laban Rogers flotation samples (73 percent) had 
jimson weed seed, sometimes in large numbers.  They included samples from four features (Sandy 
2004a).  Jimson seeds, sometimes in large numbers, were found in 13 of the Bloomsbury flotation 
samples (34%).  All these samples were from two wells (Heite et al.  2001: 294).  At Wilmington's 
Block 1184 excavations, jimson was the second most common seed recovered (LeeDecker et al.  
1990: 174-180).   A single specimen of jimson came from the well at the John Powell Plantation 
(Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Knotweed (Polygonum sp). is a close relative to smartweed and occupies many of the same habitats.  
Knotweed was tentatively identified from a single sample at both Laban Rogers and Darrach Store 
(Sandy 2004a; De Cunzo et al. 1992). 
 
Lead Plant (Amorpho canescens), also called downy amorpha, is a spreading bush that grows up to 
four feet high (Keeler 1969 :98-100).  It was identified from a single context at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Lotus (Nelumbo lutea), also called American lotus, is a perennial aquatic herb with edible starchy 
tubers (USDA 1971: 172).  The shoots can be eaten like spinach (Peterson 1977: 60).  It was 
identified from one feature at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Milkweed (Asclepias sp.) is a common perennial herb that frequents dry fields, woodlands, and 
roadsides throughout the east.  The seeds fly off on silky hairs from June through August (USDA 
1971: 286-289).  The Oklahoma Delaware used milkweed root in a compound medicine to treat 
epilepsy.  An early ethnographer reported the use of milkweed “Frog’s milk” by the Nanticoke of 
Sussex County, Delaware, but by the 1940’s it was no longer used.  The Delaware and  Mohegan ate 
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young milkweed shoots (Tantaquidgeon 1977:39, 60, 116-117, 126-129).  So did the French settlers 
in Canada (Hedrick 1972: 71).  Milkweed was tentatively identified from a single feature context at 
the Laban Rogers Site (Sandy 2004a).  
 
Moleweed (Euphorbia lathyrus) is also known as caper spurge.  The seeds are used as a caper, 
following processing in salt water and vinegar (Hedrick 1972: 265).  Moleweed was found in one 
feature at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Milkpea (Galactica  regularis) is a small, prostrate perennial, known to grow in the Pine Barrens of 
New Jersey  (Harshberger 1970:233).  The Seminole used downy milkpea (G. volbulis) to treat a 
variety of maladies (Moerman 2006).  Milkpea was reported from a single sample at the Richard 
Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Nightshade (Solanum sp.) includes various woody weeds and vines common in fields, thickets, 
clearings, and gardens throughout the region.  After it flowers from May to October, it produces 
berries (Peterson 1977: 157).  There is some controversy over the edibility of fully ripe berries; 
unripe berries are poisonous (Hedrick 1972: 544; Peterson 1977: 50).   The Delaware of Oklahoma 
used the root of nightshades to make medicines to treat various ailments (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 122-
123).   Nightshade seed were identified in low numbers from four samples at Laban Rogers.  Seeds 
identified as bittersweet nightshade (Solanum dulcimara) were identified from five samples taken 
from three features at the Bloomsbury Site (Heite et al. 2001:295).   At the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation, nightshade seed was found in the well and sheet midden (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Nuts of various trees are eaten raw, roasted, boiled, and incorporated into countless Native and 
Colonial foods (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 59).  Nut shell fragments were found in two well features at 
Bloomsbury (Sandy 1997).  Nut shell came from 10 percent of the samples at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).  Hickory was identified at Wilmington Boulevard (Klein et al. 
1984). 
 
Oxalis (Oxalis stricta), also known as wood sorrel, is a small plant, of which the leaves and seed 
pods are used as a salad ingredient and to make a cold drink (Peterson 1977: 72).  It was used in the 
Old World as a potherb, garden ornamental and medicinal herbal remedy (Hedrick 1972).  It also was 
used to treat scurvy (Raymer, Fuss, and Rhodes 2000: 243).  Oxalis seeds were found in low 
numbers from five features at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001).  Oxalis was found in historic features 
at the Darrach Store Site.  Because of an editing error, it is not clear if it came from two or three 
features (De Cunzo et al. 1992: 389).  It was recognized in 25 percent of the samples at the Whitehart 
site (Grettler et al. 1995).  In Brooklyn, New York, the seeds of oxalis were the most numerous seeds 
recovered from 100 Jay Street (Sandy 2004b).  At Manhattan’s Five Points Site, wood sorrel seeds 
were retrieved from features related to artisans (Raymer, Fuss, and Rhodes 2000).   
   
Panicum (Panicum sp.) includes various annual weeds/grasses common on moist ground and along 
streams (USDA 1971: 72; Harshberger 1972).  It was identified from two samples at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Peach (Prunus sp.) is a small tree that is native to Asia, introduced by the Spanish, and was 
widespread throughout the region by the eighteenth century. The cultivated peach occasionally 

 20



escaped to form wild thickets (Petrides 1977: 237; Raymer, Fuss and Rhodes 2000: 231).  In addition 
to a delicious fruit, peach also provided a yellow dye.  The leaves and bark were used by home dyers, 
mainly for wool.  The pit or “kernel” was also used (Androsko 1971: 36, 134).  The leaves of a 
bayberry relative, sweet fern, were mixed with peach “seed” to create a child’s tonic.  The Delaware 
used an infusion of peach leaves to fight pin worms or stop vomiting (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 118-
119).    
 
Peach was found in one feature flotation sample at Laban Rogers.  Large enough to be recovered in 
the site screens, peach pits were recovered from all three wells at Laban Rogers (Sandy 2004a).  
Peach pit fragments were recovered from Feature 21 at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001).  Peach was 
recovered from Feature 85, a postmold associated with an outbuilding of the Darrach Store (De 
Cunzo et al.1992: 98, 389).  Peach was found in 30 percent of the features at Wilmington Boulevard 
(Klein et al. 1984a). 
 
Peanut (Arachis hypogaea) is native to South America and became an important staple, grown in the 
American South by the middle of the nineteenth century (Raymer Fuss and Rhodes 2000:220).  
Peanut was found in one Wilmington Boulevard sample (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Pear (Pyrus communis) trees occasionally escape from cultivation and form thickets.  The fruit is 
produced from September through November (Peterson 1977: 216).  The leaves and bark were used 
by home dyers during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, mainly to treat wool (Androsko 1971: 
36).  Two samples from one Laban Rogers feature produced pear seeds (Sandy 2004a).  It was also 
identified from Wilmington Boulevard samples (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Peavine (Lathyrus pusillus), or tiny pea, is a vine/herb.  An American native, the closest place to 
Delaware that it grows today is Virginia (Natural Resources n.d.).  It was identified in one sample at 
the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
Pellitory (Parietaria pensylvanica), also called Pennsylvania pellitory is an annual herb that has 
been reported in 47 of the 48 continental United States.  Delaware is the lone exception.  However, it 
was identified in a single John Powell Plantation flotation sample (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
The origins of Pepper (Capsicum sp.) date well back into prehistoric Central America (Hedrick 
1972).  This valuable fruit and spice is now being recognized for its myriad of medicinal uses. It was 
recovered from 16 percent of the samples from Wilmington Boulevard (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Peppervine (Ampelopsis arborea) is a perennial shrub in the Grape Family.  It is native throughout 
the eastern United States (Natural Resources n.d.).  Peppervine seed was recognized in one context 
from the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Pepperweed (Lepidium campestre), or peppergrass, is an annual herb naturalized from Europe.  It is 
common in fields and meadows, flowering from May through September (USDA 1971: 206-207).  
Native Americans and colonists used various species of peppergrass for various problems: from a 
sleep aid, to a topical wash for treating poison ivy, to a veterinary aid to treat chickens (Moerman 
1986: 257-258; Foster and Duke 1990: 34).  The seeds of pepperweed have a peppery taste and can 
season dishes. The young leaves are used as a fresh and boiled vegetable (Niering and Olmstead 
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1988: 430).  A few seeds of pepperweed came from the bottom of a Bloomsbury feature (Heite et al. 
2001). 
 
Pigweed (Amaranthus sp.)  is one of the amaranths, a very big family of annual weeds and herbs 
found in fields and waste places throughout the country.  Each plant generates thousands of small 
seeds (USDA 1971: 142-147).  Similar to chenopodium, the greens are eaten fresh or boiled, while 
the seeds are a source of grain, cereal, or flour.  The seeds readily pass through the digestive system 
and have been shown to be viable for more than 40 years (LeeDecker et al. 1990:179).  The 
Mohegan of Connecticut ate the greens and used them in a compound medicine to treat hoarseness 
(Tantaquidgeon 1977: 128-129).   
 
At the Laban Rogers Site, 19 percent of the flotation samples, including those from all three wells, 
contained pigweed (Sandy 2004a).  At Bloomsbury, pigweed was recovered from three percent of the 
samples (Heite et al. 2001).  Seeds from this genus came from three features at the Darrach Store (De 
Cunzo et al. 1992).  Amaranth seed was found in the well at the John Powell Plantation and also in a 
trash pit at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).  An amaranth seed was found in 
context 58C in Wilmington’s Block 1184 (LeeDecker et al. 1990).  At Wilmington Boulevard, 
pigweed came from 42 percent of the samples (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Plums (Prunus domestica) are shrubs and small trees that bear fruit from August through October 
(Petrides 1972).  Plums were a Native food and the roots were used in combination medicines that 
treated coughs and other maladies (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 36, 120).  Plums came from 12 percent of 
the Wilmington Boulevard samples (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Poke (Phytolacca americana), also known as pokeweed, is a common weed that grows up to eight 
feet high.  The purple berries of poke were made into a dye.  Poke root was used in a variety of 
medicines, while the young shoots were a source of greens (Tantaquidgeon 1977:130-131; Sandy 
1985: 141).  In historic times, colonists cultivated it for food as well as a dye (Androsko 1971; 
Wacker and Clemens 1995: 157).  Both the root and the berries are considered among the most 
effective herbal medicines (Heinerman 1996: 375-377).  Scientists at Rutgers University are 
researching this plant for its disease-fighting properties (Heite et al. 2001).   
 
Poke seeds were found in both the light and heavy fractions in 29 percent of the Laban Rogers 
flotation samples.  They included many contexts of two features.  Pokeweed seeds were found in one 
feature at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001).  These seeds were also found in four of 11 features at the 
Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992).  A single poke seed was recovered from the well at the 
John Powell Plantation and from three of four features at the nearby Richard Whitehart Plantation 
(Grettler et al. 1995).  Poke seeds have been found at numerous prehistoric sites in Delaware and 
throughout the region (Sandy 1985: 141).  
 
Prickly poppy (Argemone platyceras) was tentatively identified, based on a seed identification 
manual photo, in two contexts from one Laban Rogers site feature.  Prickly poppy species are found 
in the Midwest and West (Natural Resources n.d.).    
 
Prickly Mallow (Sida spinosa), also called prickly sida, is an annual herb that is widely distributed 
throughout the East. Frequenting waste places, pastures, and plowed fields, it produces seed from 
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June through October (USDA 1971: 264).  Prickly mallow was identified in one John Powell 
Plantation sample (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Purslane (Portulaca sp.) is a small prostrate plant with succulent leaves and reddish stems that is 
also a tenacious, prolific little weed (Peterson 1977:72).  It is cultivated both for food and as an 
ornamental.  The leaves, shoots, and stems can be eaten steamed or raw throughout the growing 
season.  In the Southwest, Indians used the seeds for mush or bread (Sandy 1985).  Rich in Vitamin 
A, Vitamin C, and trace elements, this herb is brewed into a tea to treat a variety of ailments 
(Heinerman 1996).  Historically, purslane was simultaneously a garden favorite and a gardener's 
nightmare because of its incredible ability to spread.   A 1640 botanical journal describes the 
dilemma: “In the alleyes of the Garden between the beds...or....upon those beds of dung that 
Gardiners have used to nourse up their Cowcumbers, Melons and Pompoins, wheron after they have 
been taken away, they have sown Purslane (LeeDecker  et al. 1990:179). 
 
The tiny seeds of purslane were the second most common seed on the Laban Rogers site, exceeded 
only by carpetweed.  It was present in samples from all features tested (Sandy 2004a).  Purslane 
seeds were recovered from 87 percent of the samples from Bloomsbury, including 18 features and 
they were the most numerous seeds in the flotation samples (Heite et al. 2001).  Purslane was found 
in seven of 11 features at the Darrach Store, which included 64 percent of the samples (De Cunzo et 
al. 1992).  Two seeds were discovered at Wilmington’s Block 1184 (LeeDecker et al. 1990: 174-
179).  Purslane was also retrieved from a Virginia canal boat (Sandy 2001c).   
 
Ragweed (Ambrosia sp.) includes numerous annual herbs that are common in waste places and field.  
The seeds are produced from July through October (USDA 1971: 364).  This plant was used for 
medicinal purposes by Native groups.  A few ragweed seeds were found in 17 percent of the Laban 
Rogers samples, including samples from all three well features.  At Bloomsbury, ragweed was found 
at the bottom of Feature 18 (Sandy1985; Heite et al. 2001b:296).  At the John Powell Plantation, one 
specimen of ragweed came from an outbuilding, while four came from the well.  A specimen also 
came from the Richard Whitehart Plantation sheet midden (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Rush (Juncus acunitus) was commonly used by Native groups for basketry and cordage.  Shoots of 
some species were eaten and others were used for medicinal purposes (Moerman 2006). Rush was 
identified in one sample at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Sage (Salvia sp.) is an aromatic perennial shrub native to southern Europe.  It is used to treat insect 
bites, sore throat, intense itching, and other maladies (Heinerman 1996: 410-416).  Fresh or dried 
leaves were chewed or made into a healthy tea by the Mohegan (Tantaquidgeon 1977:75, 132).  It is 
a folk remedy for cancer and a long list of other medical conditions (Foster and Duke 1990:192).  
Sage was identified in one sample from the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Saltbush (Atriplex patula), also called spear saltbush, is a widely distributed member of the 
Chenopodiaceae Family (Natural Resources n.d.).  A single sample at the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation had this seed (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Sea Purslane (Sesuvium sessile) is an annual herb that is native to Texas (Natural Resources n.d.).  
Samfire, or seaside purslane (S. portulacastrum) was reportedly pickled in Jamaica, and used as a 
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potherb (Hedrick 1972: 532). Sea Purslane was identified in four features at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Sheep Sorrel (Rumex acetosella), also called common sorrel, is a common, small plant found in poor 
soils.  It provides a salad ingredient and source of a tart drink (Peterson 1977: 116). It was a folk cure 
for cancer and numerous other problems (Foster and Duke 1990: 214).   It was recovered from a 
single sample at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Skullcap (Scutellaria sp.) is a perennial, common, farmlands weed in the Mint Family.  The dried 
herb is used to treat spasms, twitches and convulsions (Heinerman 1996: 410-416).  The Oklahoma 
Delaware used the plant tops to treat stomach maladies (Tantaquidgeon 1977: 37, 122; Miczak 
1999).  A flavanoid in the plant is a sedative and antispasmodic (Foster and Duke 1990: 214).  A 
single skullcap seed was found near the bottom of Bloomsbury Feature 21 and from one John Powell 
Plantation feature (Heite et al. 2001; Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Soapwort (Saponia officinalis), also called bouncing bet is an introduced annual herb that has spread 
throughout the country (Natural Resources n.d.).  Soapworts are used to clean hair; crushed plants are 
a soap substitute (Peterson 1977: 34; Miczak 1999).  Native American and Euroamerican herbalists 
alike used this plant to treat a wide variety of problems (Foster and Duke 1990: 148).  It was reported 
from one Powell Plantation flotation sample (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum sp.) is a short perennial that can supply a cooked green vegetable and 
potato  (Hedrick 1972: 448; Peterson 1977: 76; Foster and Duke 1990: 32).  It was identified from a 
single sample each at the Richard Whitehart Plantation and the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 
1995). 
 
Sorghum (Sorgum vulgare) is an introduced crop, now grown throughout the country (Hedrick 
1972: 551; Natural Resources n.d.).  It was found in one sample from the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Smartweed is classified within the genus Polygonum.  It grows readily in cultivated places, ditches, 
and wetlands throughout the region (USDA 1971).  Smartweed seeds can be used as a pepper 
substitute.  The flowers and leaves were used for medicinal purposes.  The leaves and roots of some 
species can be eaten in spring (Hedrick 1972: 448-449; Inashima 1990: 229; Heinerman 1996: 430-
431).  Smartweed roots and leaves were also used by home dyers to produce a yellow dye (Androsko 
1971: 35).  A variety of smartweed seeds were recovered from 19 samples (45 percent) at the Laban 
Rogers Site, including the three well features.  Some of the samples near the bottom of the wells had 
the largest number and greatest assortment of types (Sandy 2004a).  Polygonum seeds of several 
species were recovered from a majority of the flotation samples from Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 
2001).  Polygonum seeds, including some identified as knotweed, were recovered from seven of 11 
features at the Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992).  A total of nine smartweed seeds were 
recovered from the first house and the well at the John Powell Plantation.  A single seed came from a 
Richard Whitehart Plantation trash pit (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Spikerush (Eleocharis sp.) grows in the region and water chestnuts are among the many plants in 
this genus (Hedrick 1972: 251; Robichaud and Buell 1973:327).  Seed was tentatively identified in 
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three samples from one Laban Rogers feature (Sandy 2004a).  Two specimens of spikerush were 
identified from the well at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Spurge (Euphorbia sp.) is in a widespread genus of small annual and perennial herbs that frequent 
waste places, gardens, and pastures.  The roots and other parts of spurge were used by Native groups 
to treat many different medical problems (Moerman 1986: 184-185).  A single spurge seed was 
tentatively identified at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001).  Spurge was found in two samples from the 
John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Spurry (Spergula arvensis) is an annual herb introduced from Europe.  It frequents cultivated land 
and waste places and goes to seed between March and October (USDA 1971).  It was identified from 
a sample at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Squash (Cucurbita sp.) was grown by Native peoples throughout the region (Hart 1999).  In addition 
to food, squash also supplies watertight containers.  Squash seeds were recovered from the bottom of 
the robbed well at Laban Rogers, both during excavation and through flotation.  Three squash seeds 
were recovered from Block 1184 in Wilmington (LeeDecker et al. 1990:174-180).  They were also 
found at Wilmington Boulevard (Klein et al. 1984).  
 
Staghorn Sumac (Rhus sp) grows as a shrub or small tree.  Native people used staghorn sumac 
berries to make a tea, which also had medicinal uses (Tantaquidgeon 1977).  Historically, a wash is 
used to treat rashes and other skin troubles (Heinerman 1996: 439).  Staghorn sumac was identified 
in one feature at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).   
 
St. John’s wort (Hypericum sp.) or St. Johnswort, is a shrubby perennial found in fields worldwide.  
Folk medicine experts have used it to treat cancer, as well as problems of the spine and brain 
(Heinerman 1996: 421-423).  St. John’s wort was identified from two features at the John Powell 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Sumpweed (Iva frutuscens) was recovered from one feature at the John Powell Plantation.  A related 
plant, marsh elder (Iva xanthifolia), is an annual herb that that frequents a variety of habitats in States 
north of Delaware.  It goes to seed from August through October (USDA 1971). 
Domesticated sumpweed (Iva annua) has been identified at the Precontact Two Guys Site in Sussex 
County, Delaware (Leedecker, Kolderhoff and Holt 1996; Sandy 2002)! 
 
Sunflower (Helianthus annus) is an annual herb introduced to the area from the Midwest.  Cultivated 
varieties produce much larger achenes (seeds) than wild specimens (USDA 1971: 418-419). 
Sunflowers provide a nut, grain, flour, oil, and a coffee-like drink (Peterson 1977: 88).  A sunflower 
seed hull was recovered in a flotation sample from one Laban Rogers feature.  Because of the 
specimen’s condition, it was evaluated as a modern contaminant.  It was also found in one sample at 
the Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Sweetclover (Melliotusofficianalis) is an immigrant from Europe and adjacent parts of Asia.  The 
flowers and seeds are the primary flavoring ingredient in Swiss Gruyere cheese (Hedrick 1972: 359). 
It was identified in three percent of the Bloomsbury samples (Heite et al. 2001). 
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Sweetgum (Liquidambar stryaciflua) are large trees that produce seed from September until at least 
November (USDA 1972: 203-204).   It was found in one sample from the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Tansymustard (Descurainia pinnata), also called Western Tansymustard, is a widespread native 
herb (Natural Resources n.d.).  It was often grown near the doorway because it repels insects.  It was 
identified in a single context at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Tearthumb (Polygonum sagitatum) is a member of the large and widespread Polgonaceae family of 
annual and perennial herbs (USDA 1971).  Tearthumb was identified in two samples from a feature 
at the Bloomsbury Site (Heite et al. 2001). 
 
Tarweed (Hemizonia congesta), also called hayfield tarweed, is an annual herb native to California 
(Natural Resources n.d.).  It was identified in a single context at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler 
et al. 1995). 
 
Verbena and several types of vervain are widespread annual and perennial herbs within the genus 
Verbena (USDA 1971:306-309).  Blue vervain (V. hastata) frequents damp areas and roadsides 
throughout the country.  The plant flowers from June through October.  The tiny seeds can be made 
into flour and soaking them in several changes of water reduces the bitterness (Peterson 1977:134).  
Blue vervain root was used in a compound medicine to treat chills by the Oklahoma Delaware 
(Tantaquidgeon 1977:122-123).  The Ojibawa (Chippewa) used it as a nosebleed cure (Densmore 
1974:294).   Seeds of this genus were recovered in a single sample at Laban Rogers (Sandy 2004a).   
 
Vetch (Vicia sp.) includes many species of widespread annual herbs that go to seed from June 
through October (USDA 1971: 238).  Vicia sylvatica was recovered through flotation from half the 
tested contexts at the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Viburnum (Virburnum acerifolium), also known as mapleleaf viburnum, is a shrub that goes to seed 
from July through October and is closely related to arrowood (Petrides 1972:95).  The fruit of several 
east coast varieties of this genus are eaten (Hedrick 1972: 592).  It was identified from a sample at 
the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Violets (Viola sp.) include familiar spring flowers that frequent wet meadows.  Violets are used for 
salad, a cooked green, a soup thickener, tea, and candy (Peterson 1977: 132).  Violet seed, in low 
numbers, was tentatively identified from three flotation samples at Laban Rogers.  Five violet seeds 
were recovered from the well at the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Wahoo (Euonymous atropurpureus) is a wide ranging, tree-like shrub that produces poisonous 
berries in late fall (Braun 1989: 241).  A Chinese species of Euonymus has edible leaves (Hedrick 
1972: 264).  Wahoo was identified in one sample from the Richard Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et 
al. 1995). 
 
Water arum (Calla palustris) roots provide an edible flour substitute.  They are ground and then 
heated to remove acrid properties (Hedrick 1972: 125).  Water arum was found in one sample from 
the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
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Watermelon (Citrullus vulgaris) has its origin in tropical Africa.  Already well known in Europe by 
the 1500s, watermelons were grown by Native People and colonists throughout the eastern United 
States by 1665 (Hedrick 1972: 169-172).  At the Laban Rogers Site, a single context of Feature 269 
yielded watermelon seed (Sandy 2004a).  At Wilmington Boulevard, one third of the samples 
contained watermelon (Klein et al. 1984). 
 
Water primrose (Jussica leptocarpa) was identified from 10 percent of the samples from the John 
Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Water smartweed (Polygonum amphibium) is a large perennial smartweed that frequents wetlands, 
like those that surround the Bloomsbury site.  Delaware is near the southern limit of the range of this 
European import.  Water smartweed was found in one flotation sample at the Bloomsbury site (Heite 
2001). 
 
Wild lettuce is a very common herb within the genus Lactuca.  Introduced from Europe, it grows in 
disturbed places, fields, and orchards (USDA 1971: 426).  Young plants provide fresh greens, while 
older plants are used for a cooked vegetable (Peterson 1977: 86).  The juice of the plant is said to be 
slightly narcotic.  A medicine made from wild lettuce was used to treat warts (Densmore 1974: 290; 
301).  Wild lettuce was also a source of dye to home dyers (Androsko 1971: 139).  A single Laban 
Rogers feature flotation sample produced wild-lettuce seed (Sandy 2004a).  A wild lettuce seed was 
recovered from the sheet midden at the Whitehart Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995: 58).  
 
Winterberry (Ilex verticillata) is a shrub in the Holly Family that produces bright red berries.  In 
Delaware, it currently grows only in New Castle County (Natural Resources n.d.).   The leaves are 
used as a tea substitute (Hedrick 1972:312). It was recovered in Kent County from one John Powell 
Plantation sample (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Wintercress (Barbarea vulgaris), or garden yellowrocket is a biennial herb that has become 
widespread since it was introduced to North America (Natural Resources n.d.).  It supplies a salad, 
cooked green and cooked vegetable (Peterson 1977: 64).  Wintercress was identified in one sample 
from the John Powell Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995). 
 
Witch hazel (Hammamelis virginica) is a deciduous shrub that puts out seed in the late fall.  The 
plant provided a virtual medicine cabinet to Native groups.  Twigs and leaves were made into a 
soothing lotion for insect bites, cuts, and bruises.  Twigs were made into brushes and the wood was 
favored by dowsers.  The Menominee used the seeds as a sacred bead in a medicine ceremony and 
dried seeds were used to predict if a patient would recover (Tantaquidgeon 1977; Moerman 1986: 
212-213).  Witch hazel was proclaimed edible by nineteenth century reports, although this has been 
disputed (Hedrick 1972: 297).  Witch hazel seed came from one sample at the Richard Whitehart 
Plantation (Grettler et al. 1995).  It was also found in one New York State prehistoric site 
(Greenhouse 2000). 
  
Sclerotia are fungi bodies that are commonly found in huge quantities on prehistoric archaeological 
sites (e.g. Mc Weeney 1989; Crowley and Sandy 1992; Sandy 2002). These black, ball-shaped 
objects vary in size from less than one millimeter to more than four millimeters, and are part of the 
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resting stage of mycorrhizal fungi.  Called Cenocuccum graniforme and, Cenocuccum geophilum, 
these fungi live in a symbiotic relationship with a large variety of both deciduous and evergreen 
trees.  The reason that sclerotia are ubiquitous on prehistoric and historic sites has never been 
adequately explained.  On prehistoric and early historic sites, it could be that fungal sclerotia were 
roasted and eaten in times of shortage.  It may be that tuckahoe was a generic name for flour 
substitute, and it could be made either from the arrow arum or sclerotia.  Plant-based tuckahoe from 
arrow arum was eaten by Native groups from Virginia to New York.  Some believe that tuckahoe 
made from a fungus.  Also a medicine was made from Pachyma cocos or Sclerotium cocos (Rose 
2000).    
 
In Asia and Eastern Europe, various fungi are used for cancer treatments.  They reduce tumors, 
deaden pain and improve vigor.  Fu-ling or hoelen (Porio cocos) is a fungus that grows on pine tree 
roots in China and Taiwan.  It is included in 30 percent of herbal prescriptions and has an ancient 
tradition for increasing vigor and longevity.  Sclerotia has been described as an American version of 
fu-ling.  Hard, potato-like growths are roasted under fires, then ground and mixed with sorrel and 
meal, and baked into bread (Heinerman 1996: 241-243; Sandy 2002).   A company in the Peoples 
Republic of China sells a medical supplement made from the tuckahoe mushroom (Porio cocos or 
Poris cocos) (Sandy 2002). 
 
Sclerotia were present, usually with more than 100 specimens, in all 42 samples at the Laban Rogers 
Site (Sandy 2004).  Similarly, sclerotia were found in all 38 samples at Kent County’s Bloomsbury 
site (Heite 2001).  Sclerotia are presumably the "fungi spores" identified from 10 of 11 features at the 
Darrach Store Site (De Cunzo et al. 1992: 386-393).  At the John Powell Plantation, hundreds of 
“unidentified spores” were found in eight of nine samples from the well (Grettler et al. 1995: 117).  
Sclerotia were found in both samples from the Atsion Mansion in New Jersey, and also in a Virginia 
canal boat sample (Sandy 2001b, 2001c). 
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CONCLUSIONS 
  
The list of Delaware historic archaeological sites that have incorporated flotation is growing. 
Flotation deserves to be an integral part of historic site excavations because flotation analysis gives 
an expanded, more accurate sample of the artifacts and ecofacts present on a site. It provides a wealth 
of valuable information about historic foodways and medicine and can help provide a more detailed 
understanding of the historic environment of The First State and every state.  Although the focus of 
this paper is the floral and fungal remains from Delaware historic sites, it should not be overlooked 
that large-scale flotation recovers important small artifacts, including beads and pins, and faunal 
remains.  Small Wonders!   
 
This survey of plant remains from Delaware historic sites resulted in an extensive inventory of more 
than one hundred plants spanning the historic period in Delaware.  The crops identified from the 
flotation samples include beans, squash and watermelon.  Fruit from trees and vines include cherry, 
peach, pear, and grape.  Raspberries and blackberries are the most important berries and are 
commonly recovered from historic sites.  Seeds from a large number of weedy plants were recovered 
from the different sites.  Most of these "weeds" have documented medical and/or food uses and many 
have been found on other historic archaeological sites.  Most prominent in this group are purslane, 
carpetweed, chenopodium, goosegrass, and pigweed.  Research throughout the Middle Atlantic has 
shown that the first three examples are almost always present in huge numbers at prehistoric and 
historic sites alike.  This could be the result of the propensity of such plants to cover gardens and 
fields, as well as their prodigious production of seeds. Other plants that were probably also exploited 
for food or medicine include poke, wild-lettuce, ground cherry, nightshade and a variety of 
smartweeds (Polygonum). 
 
Flotation at Delaware historic sites has shown the importance of two plants, bay berry and jimson 
weed.  Bayberry has many uses, including food, medicine and a source of wax.  Jimson was 
widespread in urban areas throughout the east, including Wilmington since the Eighteenth Century.  
Seeds from Bloomsbury, the John Powell Plantation, and Laban Rogers shows it was also common 
in rural Delaware (LeeDecker et al. 1990; Sandy 2001b; Grettler et al. 1995; Raymer, Fuss and 
Rhodes 2000).  It was used as a medicine, and perhaps abused as a recreational drug throughout 
much of the historic period (Mrozowski 1987; Safford 1917).  
 
Many Delaware historic contexts tested with flotation produced sclerotia, which are the fruiting 
bodies of fungi symbiotically linked to certain trees.  Often present by the thousands, the nature of 
their introduction into archaeological matrices is not clear, nor is there any clear link to historic use.  
However it is possible that they are related to historic use as survival food and/or medicine (Sandy 
2002; Heinerman 1996; Rose 2000). 
 
It is worth noting that the waterlogged contexts from the bottoms of the wells at Delaware historic 
sites had exceptional seeds, both in total numbers of seeds and in the variety of species represented.  
Historical archaeologists should clearly make an effort to get to the very bottom of future well 
excavations and to take very large flotation samples.   
 
The numerous and diverse seeds from Delaware historic sites have yielded micro-environmental, 
seed-based information available nowhere else.  These seeds cover a time beginning over 300 years 
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ago and along with those from historic sites that will be excavated in the future, have a tremendous 
potential to detail the historic environment of Delaware and the region.  Problems remain in 
assessing this new type of environmental information, which include evaluating the effect of 
bioturbation and other sources of disturbance, and a lack of comparable data from other sites. 
Obtaining the maximum amount of information from these buried time capsules of environmental 
information remains a challenge to environmental archaeologists.  
  
A data base for plants identified at Delaware prehistoric and historic sites is needed to make best use 
of the available and future flotation data.  This data base would likely be modeled after prehistoric 
archaeological plant data bases, like that established by North Carolina (Scarry and Scarry 1997).  
Eventually, when all the states have similar data bases, the history of the vegetation and ethnobotany 
of our nation will be much easier to research.   
 
The United States Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service has 
established an online resource of great utility to the archaeobotanist.  The  Plants Database, available 
at http://plants.usda.gov., not only provides plant classification and range, but also quality 
photographs of seeds (Natural Resources n.d.).  Perhaps the USDA or another group could add 
archaeological data to plant distribution maps.  That might prove a valuable tool for tracking plant 
extinction and long-term climate change. 
 
One area of considerable interest to natural scientists concerns how long seeds remain viable at 
archaeological sites.  Studies conducted at Michigan State University have documented seed viability 
for more than 100 year period, but have not studied the preservation of non-viable seeds.  Seed 
preservation is a complex issue involving many factors like soil acidity and moisture.  Also, seed 
viability and preservation clearly varies tremendously by Family.  Among the seeds that clearly last 
for extended periods are those of the Solanaceae, or Nightshade Family which includes the genus 
Physalis (ground cherries), the genus Solanaceae (tomatoes and nightshade).  Chinese archaeologists 
claimed to have grown tomatoes from a 2,000 year old seed (Sandy 2002).  Archaeologists at the 
Shawnee-Minnisink Site on the Upper Delaware River claim to have found preserved groundcherry 
seeds that are at least Archaic in age (Moeller 1982:8-9).  Both groundcherry and nightshade seeds 
were recovered from Delaware historic sites.  
 
There is a growing body of evidence that seeds from archaeological sites can remain viable for 
hundreds, or even thousands of years.  An international team led by UCLA scientists have 
germinated lotus seeds from China that are nearly 500 years old (Science Blog 2002).  In Israel, 
scientists have succeeded in germinating a date palm seed that was nearly 2,000 years old.  The 
“Methuselah” date palm, recovered from Masada, has tremendous symbolic import.  It may have 
commercial potential value as well; local dates were famous in the Roman world for their food and 
medicinal uses (Erlanger 2005). 
 
The flotation data from the Delaware historic sites joins a growing body of evidence that flotation 
and the study of botanical remains will be of considerably greater importance in future 
archaeological investigations. Flotation studies, followed by germination experiments, have the 
potential to yield vital seeds and plants that are true "heirlooms."  Scientists are developing 
techniques for encouraging ancient seeds to germinate.  Recent advances in the isolation of DNA 
indicate the  possibility of extracting DNA from "dead" seeds.  It might even be possible to introduce 
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this genetic material into a living seed and produce vital plants with the DNA of the "dead" plant, the 
“donor and host” method.  The hundreds of thousands of seeds recovered through flotation from 
Delaware’s historic sites represent a potentially valuable “seed bank.”  This history of Delaware 
plants, written in DNA, extends back thousands of years.  New techniques and methods are now 
being developed to read that important history.   
 
We know how to retrieve the seeds from Delaware historic sites that we will dig in coming years.  
The seeds from Laban Rogers, Bloomsbury, the John Darrach Store, the John Powell and Richard 
Whitehart Plantations, Wilmington Boulevard, and hopefully many other Delaware historic sites, will 
form an important scientific resource in the years to come. 
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Figure 1 Map of Delaware showing the location of the six Delaware historic archaeological  
  sites discussed in this report: 1. Laban Rogers  2. Bloomsbury  3.Darrach Store  4.  
  John Powell Plantation  5. Richard Whitehart Plantation  6. Wilmington Boulevard 
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Figure 2 Corn Cob from well at Bloomsbury (Heite et al. 2001: Figure 125). 
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Figure 3 Artist’s Reconstruction of the John Darrach Store (from De Cunzo et al. 1992). 
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Figure 4 Artist’s Reconstruction of the John Powell Plantation Circa 1720 (Tenant   
  Occupation (from Grettler et al. 1995:154). 
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Figure 5 Artist’s Reconstruction of the Richard Whitehart Plantation (from Grettler et al.  
  1995:87). 
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APPENDIX: WILMINGTON BOULEVARD FLOTATION RESULTS 
 
 
Table 2 Wilmington Blvd. Flotation -  (Occupations Levels and Deposits) 
 
Plant   1    2    3      4     5      6      7     8     9    10   11   12   13   TOTAL  
Acorn              0 
Apple              0 
Berries 
(Rubus) 

+ +          +  3 

Chenopodium  +  + +    +  + + + 7 
Cherry              0 
Coconut              0 
Elm      +  + +     3 
Fig +             1 
Grape    +          1 
Hickory              0 
Peach + +            2 
Peanut              0 
Pear              0 
Pepper              0 
Pigweed  +       +     2 
Plum              0 
Squash              0 
Watermelon              0 
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Table 3  Wilmington Blvd. Flotation - Pre-Industrial Period Features 
 
Plant   14  15   16   17   18   19    20  21   22    TOTAL 
Acorn         + 1 
Apple +       + + 3 
Berries 
(Rubus) 

+ + + + + + + + + 9 

Chenopodium    +  + + + + 5 
Cherry + + + + + + + + + 9 
Coconut          0 
Elm          0 
Fig + + + + +  + + + 8 
Grape + +  + + + + + + 8 
Hickory          0 
Peach +  + + +  + + + 7 
Peanut          0 
Pear          0 
Pepper +   + +  + +  5 
Pigweed    +  + + + + 5 
Plum    +   + + + 4 
Squash          0 
Watermelon + + + + + + + + + 9 
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Table 3 Wilmington Blvd. Flotation -Industrial Period Features & Non- 
  Analytical/Mixed Contexts 
 
Plant   23  24  25  26 27  28   29  30   31  32   33   34  35  36   37  38  39  40  41   42  43   # 
Acorn                      0 
Apple   +                 +  2 
Berries 
(Rubus) 

+ + +  + + + + + + + + + + +   + + + + 18

Cheno +  +   + + + +  +  +  +   + + + + 13
Cherry  + +               +  +  4 
Coconut   +                   1 
Elm                      0 
Fig  + +    + +   +  +     +  + + 9 
Grape + + +        + +      +  +  7 
Hickory   +                   1 
Peach   +             + + +    4 
Peanut   +                   1 
Pear  +                   + 2 
Pepper             +     +    2 
Pigweed +  +   + + + +  +  +  +   + +  + 12
Plum                    +  1 
Ryegrass                      0 
Squash                    +  1 
Watermelon  + +        + +        +  5 
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