Curator’s Choice

By: Heather Rardin Rovardi,

Brass in Pocket A Button Legacy Conservator

In 2017, an archaeological survey and excavations were carried out on
the Brumbaugh-Kendle-Grove (BKG) Farmstead in Washington Coun-
ty, Maryland. The site was slated for demolition as part of an expansion
project for the Hagerstown Regional Airport.

Sustinet," which is the state motto of Connecticut. In Latin, it means "he who

transplanted continues to sustain" (Hughes and Lester 1991:723). The backstamp rh % | o S
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indicates that the button was made between 1850 and 1865 (Tice 1997:32-25) ':j . _' NG R
and worn by a Connecticut Regiment soldier (AECOM 2019:8.52). A A

The Scovill Manufacturing Company of Waterbury, Connecticut began its .

life in 1802 as the Abel Porter and Company. Its founders were the broth- Figure 3. Close up of the BKG Farmstead button, showing the abbreviated state motto of Con-
ers Abel and Levi Porter, Silas Grilley, and Daniel Clark (Luscomb 1967:174). necticut.

The Grilley brothers were experts in casting pewter buttons and had operated a

shop out of their home. Together with Porter and Clark, they created an indus-

trial button-making operation (Tice 1997:25). Scrap metal was melted into in-

gots, alloyed with zinc to create brass, and formed into sheets which would be fed

into large steel rollers turned by workhorses (Connecticut History 2020).

Access to British buttons was limited during the Napoleonic Wars, and this

gave a boost to American manufacturers like Abel Porter and Company.
The company responded to the demand and began to produce military buttons,

and by 1808, a water-powered mill had replaced the horse-turned rollers (Tice
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1997:25). "Scovill" first appeared in the company name in 1811 when James

Figure 4. Artistic rendition of the Scovill Manufacturing Compa- Figure 5, Brevet Brigadier

Mitchell Lamson Scovill took over with his partners, Hayden and Leavenworth .
ny. Photo from vvvv.ccovillcomn, General William Grosvenor

(Luscomb 1967:174). By the 1840s, the company had fine-tuned its gilding and Ely of Ist Connecticut Infan-
engraving techniques, and by the dawn of the Civil War, the Scovill Manufactur- try Regiment, 6th Connecti-

ing Company was producing "millions" of military buttons (Tice 1997:27-28, 32). cut Infantry Regiment in uni-

. . . . . . form with sword. Photo from
The company, which still exists today, expanded its offerings but continued to

www.loc.gov.

produce buttons for both domestic and international use into the second half of
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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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