
Curator’s Choice 
An Apothecary Weight By Alex Glass, Public Archaeology Asst., MAC Lab 

I n the kitchen area plowzone at the Smith’s 
St. Leonard archaeological site, located at 
Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum, Calvert 

County, MD, archaeologists discovered a very small 
copper alloy square with an incised mark on the surface. 
After some research the archaeologists were able to 
determine that the object was a small apothecary’s 
weight. The weight measures only .293” tall x .285” 
wide and .065” thick, and weighs .6 grams. The 
weight of the object, combined with the incised mark 
on its surface, suggests that it would have been called 
a half scruple; the lightest weight of a set of 6. The 
actual weight of a half scruple is .648 grams, but 
because the archaeologists did not have access to a 
scale that measures in increments of less than .1 grams, 
we have to assume that it is close to that weight. 
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18QU28 - Apothecary weight with scale from Bennett’s Point site. 

Apothecary scales and weighs were used to measure out small, exact amounts of different ingredients. The actual scale would have 
looked similar to the one illustrated and would have come with a set of 6 weights. The image is a plate from Diderot, from the 
Robert Charles Lawrence Fergusson Collection, the Society of the Cincinnati, Washington DC. 
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18CV91 - Apothecary weight with scale from the Smith’s St. Leonard site. 

n apothecary was similar to a pharmacist 
during the colonial period. If a person 

was sick they could purchase ingredients to help 
ease their symptoms from an apothecary in the 
colonies or they could have them imported 
from Europe. Many patrons would have differ-
ent ingredients shipped to the colonies 
unmixed and then blend the components 
themselves (Steele 1977; 288). This practice, and 
the fact that many ingredients for medicines 
during this period involved different herbs, 
spices and plants sometimes also used for 
cooking, could explain why the weight was 
found in the kitchen area (Wilson and Savacool 
2001: 47-59). Its size could also suggest that 
because it was so small, it could have been 
easily lost. 

A nother apothecary weight was found at 
the Bennett’s Point site in Queen Anne’s 

County, MD. Bennett’s Point dates from 
between 1700 and 1749, making it roughly 
contemporary with Smith’s St. Leonard (A 
Comparative Archaeological Study of Colonial 
Chesapeake Culture 2009). This weight found 
during the 1960’s and 70’s was larger than the 
one found at Smith’s St. Leonard. It was 
catalogued as possibly weighing 3.7 grams, and 
it measures 0.540” tall x 0.491” wide x 0.125” 
thick. The Bennett’s Point weight also has an 
incised mark on its surface along with a 
stamped flower design. Archaeologists were 
unable to identify what the symbol 
signified, but we can speculate that because it 
weighs 3.7 grams that it was meant to be a 

A drachm or dram. This size weight would have 
been the 4th heaviest in the apothecary’s set. 

mall artifacts such as these often 
lead to many bigger questions. Once 

archaeologists figure out what the object is they 
start to wonder about more personal aspects of 
the artifacts such as: What types of ingredients 
were these weights being used to measure? Who 
was using them? Were they lost or left 
behind? Through understanding the artifact’s 
background, we can try and understand the 
people who it belonged to. 
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