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Introduction Comparison of Skeletal and Historic Data Clothing Preservation
In 2013 a Cultural Resource Management firm excavated an unmarked cemetery Five adult females, aged 16 to 39 years, one infant aged 6-9 months, and one fetus, aged 35 weeks, comprise the skeletal series
In Southampton, VA (Figure 1). Excavation was prompted by a grant issued for (Table 1). All of the adults exhibit European ancestry. Three females, the oldest pregnant, were buried in Fisk-style cast iron
the removal of the cemetery In response to county development. Six, domed, coffins dating circa 1850 to 1853%.The infant was buried in a Plain case style coffin dating to the 1860s. Research using historical
brick vaults containing four cast iron coffins and two sets of skeletal remains documents identified five deceased family members of the property owner during this time period (Table 2). Three wives and two
assoclated with remnants of wooden coffins were uncovered. (Figure 2) Cranial daughters of the plantation owner died between 1830 and 1855. The wooden coffins represent successive wives who died in the
bones and teeth from a possible seventh individual were recovered from a 1830s before the invention of metal coffins. His third wife died in 1854 and two daughters died in 1855. Given their ages and
nearby secondary deposit. Southampton County deeds indicate occupation of closely spaced dates of death, the three coffins are identical in style. Cause of death for the 37 year-old was not recorded or evident
the land since the 1700s". This study is an analysis of the burial containers and in the skeletal remains, but may have been linked to pregnancy. Historical records indicate the property was sold and the family

skeletal remains to_deteﬁmne Individual identities of the deceased and evaluate moved from Virginia in the 1860s. The late style infant coffin was the final burial in the family cemetery, and likely represents a
body preservation in 19" century cast iron coffins. o] G A @ Ee e T e

Water infiltration in an iron coffin can
demineralize bone and hasten deterioration.
Clothing preservation is possible but varies
based on the types of fibers of the garments’.
Preliminary CT analysis revealed water
Infiltration in the Burial 5 coffin (Figure 12).
When opened, stockings, booties, an undershirt,
diaper, pillow and petticoat survived, but bone
preservation varied. The skull and some

Figure 12: CT scan showing elements of the upper body survived, but more
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This study explored taphonomic processes that occur within
Iron coffins. Iron coffin studies have document a range of
taphonomic features from exceptional preservation of body
tissues and clothing® to near-complete bone deterioration®.
Analysis of the iron coffin burials from the Turner Tract
archaeological site indicated fair skeletal preservation with
clothing preserved in only one burial (Figure 13). Bone
chemistry implicates a process known as iron sulfurization that
results from the acidity created by acid sulfates within the iron
coffin. Iron sulfurization was encouraged by the combination
of natural decomposition by products in addition to lead
sulphates from the type of paint used to finish the interior of the

a protective environment that can facilitate preservation for the
Figure 9: deceased for centuries. Preservation of clothing and hair was observed,

EL??Q?'GV!%”..‘” but the skeletal remains exhibit signs of demineralization from an

opening the sealed iron coffins to determine body and skeletal preservation and
to check for possible infiltration by water. Biological profile data were obtained
through osteological and CT analysis including assessments of dental pathology
and dental development for determining the age of juveniles. The lids of each
coffin were removed and contents were excavated from sediment and debris that
had collected in the disturbed burial containers. Following methods presented in
A Standard for Data Collection from Human Skeletal Remain?, age, sex, and
ancestry for each set of remains were documented. As the remains were
unidentified, these biological profiles were compared to historical records
Including reviews of land ownership titles, census data, and genealogical records
to i1dentify individuals that match the skeletal data and interment date based on
the style of each coffin.

acidic pH inside the coffins.

Conclusion
Analysis of the Turner Tract rural family cemetery required an
Interdisciplinary approach to determine identities of the deceased wide
consideration of research questions relating to overall preservation, use
N of genealogical and historical resources and taphonomy of iron
Lateral view | coffins. CT technology allowed an advanced insight into states of
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e coffin. Exfoliation, demineralization, and a color range of dark :ﬁuﬁ‘.‘f rial © P59 body preservation. Historic records indicate possible identities for

o a6 orange to black staining of outer bone cortices was evident for showing SR formerly unmarked burials at this site. Directions for future

Soffifrom all skeletal remains in iron coffins from this cemetery. el e taphonomic analyses of iron coffins and identification of burials were
uria

established through this research.
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Figure 7: Burial 6 Fisk iron coffin
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Figure 4: 3D model of the skeleton of Burial 6 in situ
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