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In 2016 and 2017, archaeologists at Jefferson Patterson Park and

Museum found several marginella shell beads at the 18th-century
home of the Smith family (Figure 1). English colonists did not of-
ten use shells as jewelry, so why were the beads there?

/ I he manufacture of beads from marginella and other shellfish later discarded when they were no longer valuable. But they could

exploded during the colonial period (Ceci 1986). The holesin also have been on artifacts collected by the Smiths as "curiosities."

thinshelled marginellabeads were ustally prodiiced by erinding Prehistoric stone tools, fossils, and the remains of unusual animals

i s e e el (1 Bemeis 186 0k have been found on the site in contexts that indicate they were de-

liberately collected by someone in the Smith household, and not
there naturally (see the December 2009 Curator's Choice). It is like-

beads could then be strung together as ornaments, woven into belts,
or sewn onto garments. Powhatan’s Mantle (Figure 2), a 17th-

century deerskin robe from Virginia, is decorated with thousands of ly that the marginella and wampum beads recovered at the Smith

marginella beads (Painter 1990). Most commonly, lengths of shell home had a similar origin.
beads were used as currency in the 17th century by Indians and Eu-
ropean colonists alike. But in 18th-century Southern Maryland the
beads would have had little monetary value, as the Native trading

partners were mostly gone. So why were they found at Smith family

home?

! I he answer can be seen in other artifacts recovered at the site.
For example, a cluster of purple wampum beads, made from

cm

the shell of the quahog clam (Mercenaria mercenaria), was found in

Figure 3. Purple wampum beads from the
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.
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