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• • Introduction 

In light of anticipated restoration work phases at Gadsby's 

Tavern in Alexandria. Virginia, a team of Archaeologists under 

the direction of Dr. William Kelso was called upon to evaluate 

the archaeological potential of the site. It was decided, as a 

result of that investigation, that potentially significant archae­

ological areas, to be disturbed by construction, should be excavated 

archaeologically. 

The excavation was conducted in September and October 1974. 

The goals of the project were: 

1. to locate an~ excavate any wells in the basement; 

2. to remove the accumulated fill from a 1792 ice well; 

3. to excavate and record any features located in a 20' 

by 40' area of the courtyard "hich is to be the future 

location of an underground utility vault; and, 

4. to recover artifacts for future interpretive and 

exhibition purposes. 

No wells were found in the basement room where residents in 

the 1930' 5 remembered seeing one; and vlork in the ice well was 

t e rminated \',hen it Vias discovered that the structure was based on 

unstable sand. 

In the courtyard, evidence was found for four structures, 

two brick and two post construction. Documentary evidence confirms 

that the two post structures were probably a kitchen and coach 

house dating from the last decade of the eighteenth century. One 

early brick structure found may be associated ~/ith the original 

tavern; while the remaining brick building probably was associated 
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• • with property improvements made by John Gadsby in 1802. 

In addition to the courtyard buildings, many scattered post 

holes and several modern features were excavated. The artifacts 

recovered represent a range of types and styles common through-

out the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
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History of the Site 

A genera 1 rev; ew of the hi 5 tori ca 1 importance of Gad sby' s 

Tavern need not be reiterated here. What is important to the 

archaeology is the historical documentation that indicates what 

and when structures were built and altered in the courtyard during 

the life of the tavern. 

It is commonly held that the history of Gadsby's Tavern began 

in 1752 when Charles and Ann Mason opened the small Coffee House or 

Ordinary. An advertisement in the Maryland Gazette in 1766, shortly 

after Ann I-Iason's death. refers not only to the "we11 built brick 

house, with Cellar Under the Whole," but also to several outbuildings 

including a kitchen, meat house, dairy, stable, and lIanother house 

suitable for a billiard room. II No mention ;s made whether these 

structures were brick or wooden . (The t~aryland Gazette. Annapolis, 

I~aryland. May 29, 1766. See Appendix I.) 

From 1766 to 1776, the property remained in the hands of 

Colonel John Carlyle and John Dalton, as executers of Mrs. ~1ason's 

estate. Dalton purchased the land outright in 1776 (Fairfax County 

Land Records, Deed Book M-l, p. 188), but died the following year. 

(Fairfax County, Will 800k D, No.1, p. 17. March 9,1777.) In 

1778, the lot \~as divided into seven fronts o_n Royal Street and 

sold as a good stand for shops. One of the parcels was described 

as "having the convenient brick house and other smaller houses that 

the late Mr. Hawkins kept a Tavern in. II (Maryland Journal and 

Baltimore Advertiser. Baltimore, Maryland . September 8, 1778. See 

Appendix II . ) It is reasonable to assume that these are the same 
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buildings described in the 1766 advertisement; however, it should be 

noted that there is at present, some question as to whether Mason's 

Ordinary and the City Tavern (Mr. Hawkin's Tavern) were two dif-

ferent buildings--side by side--with Mason's Ordinary no longer 

extant. (Personal cOTmlunication with Mr. Alan Kemper, historian for 

J. Everette Fauber.) 

The history of the tavern remains somewhat nebulous until, in 

1792, John Wise, having reconsolidated the seven lots, began a mas-

sive building project which resulted in the imposing three-story 

structure standing today. A 1796 insurance policy shows severa l 

outbuildings extending in line from the rear of the small Coffee 

House. They are a wooden kitchen, 18' by 16'; a wooden Coach House, 

3~' by 16'; and a ",/Ooden necessary. Along the rear of the property 

were a wooden stabl e and wooden "ash house. It was expected that the 

excavated area \'1ould expose one side of the kitchen and coach house, 

if they were in the position the insurance policy located them. In 

fact, the remains of these two building were found in the form of 

post holes, only s l ightly off the policy's measurements. (Mutual 

Assurance Society of Virginia Policy #92. June 11, 1796. See 

Appendix IlL) 

John Gadsby's 1802 l ease for the tavern called for him to 

erect a brick stable and dwellin9 house. The specifications for 

these buildings put them outside of the excavated area. The lease 

also indicated that the other wooden outbui ld in9s were in a state 

of disrepair and states 

it shall be lawful for him the said John Gadsby 
. . . to take down and remove any of the wooden 

-4-
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buildings upon the premises hereby demised which 
may be necessary for the purposes of erecting the 
other buildings hereby stipulated or for an other 
beneficial purpose. (This author's emphasis Deed 
Book "D", 1802, pp. 421-25, Alexandria.) 

Shortly after" this lease was signed, Gadsby negotiated a four 

thousand dollar" loan so there is good reason to bel i eve that, in 

1802, many improvements were made to the property. 

From the time Gadsby left in 1808, the tavern slowly degen­

erated until it was finally closed in 1878 for renovations. The 

present American Legion wing was added at that time as an attempt 

to enlarge what haq become the City fiotel. Nobody seemed inter-

ested in the business, however, and the buildings were vacant for 

a year. Shortly afterwards, the Hotel became an auction house 

and saloon. Finally in 1929, the American Legion purchased the 

property, and in 1930, the Alexandria Garden Club paved the court­

yard with cobblestones and brick walkways. 
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Method of Excavation 

1. In the basement, after remova l of the concrete f l oor i n the 

Southeast .room of t he 1792 structure. the loose fi l l was removed 

to the natura.1 cl ay level. Features dug into the natura l so il 

were then delineated and excavated. 

2. A t est trench was cut across the fi ll in the 1792 brick-

li ned ice well. The task of remov ing t he fill was then delegated 

to a crew of laborers who ceased operat ions when the structure 

appea red uns tabl e .. 

3. In the courtya,-d a 20' by 40' area (the maximum anti cipated 

extent of future disturbance) was subdivided into eight eight - foot 

squares separated by two and one-half foot ba l ks. Each square was 

t hen dug separately down to the natural subsoil l eve l with all 

stratigraphic l ayers and features recorded. After the squares had 

been excavated, the rema ining ba l ks were removed. 

- 6-

, 

-~-~-----~--------.-------. 



• • 
Archaeological Evidence 

A. Basement 

American Legion legend related that, when putting the tile 

floor in the basement, two \lIe 11 s were sealed by thei r construct i on. 

Before the archaeologists began work, a crew of laborers had removed 

the concrete floor from the Southeast room of the 1792 Tavern . (see 

Figure 2). In removing it they had partially excavated a small 

rectangular feature, 2 1 611 by 2 1 311 along the North partition wall. 

Apparently, this was a drain which had accumulated fill and trash 

over the years. The mottled brown clay fill in the drain con-

tained many artifacts dating from the third quarter of the eighteenth 

century; however, a faience plate and a reconstructed wine bottle 

date the fill after 1775. 

Further clearing of the modern fill revealed no other features. 

Due to the time consuming nature of the removal of the concrete 

floor, \'1hich will have to be removed later for restoration, the 

search for the legendary wells \'Ias temporarily postponed . 

B. Ice Well 

The brick-lined ice \;'ell, a part of the 1792 construction, . 

1 i es beneath Cameron Street. The we 11 is 16 feet in diameter and 

is entered now through a short tunnel from the Northeast room of 

the basement. A test trench through the rubble >lell fill revealed 

that it \'ias deposited in modern times. Therefore, the task of 

removing it was delegated to a cre\'i of laborers. The fill rested 

on white sand upon which the brick-lined \'Iell was constructed. 

After removal of approximately half of the fill, it was decided 
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that before continuing the work it would be necessary to reinforce .. 

the masonry walls and ceiling. 

C. Coutyard 

1. Eighteenth Century Brick Footing 

In the Southwest corner of the excavated area, a corner of a ! 

brick structure was unearthed. As very little of the wall was un­

covered, the complete plan cannot be determined. The wall was 

built in Flemish bond I'lith oyster shell mortar, two courses sur-

viving. A grayish soil layer covered the well footing. The 

presence of pearl ware , a ceramic ware used in America after 1780, 

in this layer dated the destruction of the wall. Moreover, a later 

post hole cuts through the footing. Astbury Ware, a ceramic dating 

after 1750, in the post fill suggests a destruction after that date. 

Secause the tavern did not exist before 1752, this brick structure 

must be one of the earliest outbuildings on the property,possib1y 

one of those mentioned in the 1766 Maryland Gazette advertisement 

(see Appendix J). Through further excavation, its plan and possibly 

its function could be determined. 

2. 1796 Coach House 

Along the southern extremities of the excavated area, two large 

post holes were uncovered and excavated. The posts' fill contained 

deposits of orange sandy soil apparently filling the holes after the 

posts had been dug out. The presence of pearl ware in both holes, 

again dated them after 1780. Both holes were sealed by a rubble 

layer containing fragments of pearlware directly stenciled with 

polychrome floral patterns generally found in contexts after 1815. 

The posts are on twelve foot centers. The 1796 insurance policy 
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shows a coach house in the area of these post holes. The policy 

gives a distance of 31 feet from the back of the tavern to the 

coach house. It is exactly 31 feet from the rear of the tavern to 

the post hole closest to the building. It is probable, therefore, 

that the holes are the partial remains of the coach house post foot- , 
, 

ings~ which according to the insurance policy measured 30 feet by 

16 feet. The remainder of the structure would be outside of the 

limits of excavation and only through further excavation can the 

total plan be seen. 

3. 1796 Kitchen 

Another post hole was discovered in line with the coach house 

holes. Five feet separates the third hole from the corner posthole 

of the coach house--exactly the distance separating the 'lOoden 

coach house from the \'IOoden ki tchen on the insurance pol i cy. 

(See Appendix III) It is probable that the third hole supported 

the corner post of the 18 1 by 16 1 kitchen. Pearl ware recovered 

f rom the post fill again indicates a construction of post 1780. 

No other evidence was found for this building; but, as with 

the coach house, the remai ning holes, and perhaps a chimney base. 

would be located outside of the excavated area. 

4. Nineteenth Century Brick Footing 

Perhaps the most puzzling feature unearthed in the court-

yard is the brick footing, located in the Northwest of the exca-

vated area. The one and one-half course wide footing is construc­

ted of a mixture of bricks and brick bats bonded !;Jith a yellow 

sandy mortar. Only two !;Jall footings sUI'vive, extending 18 feet 

-9-



... 

\ 

• • 
East to West returning to the North for 14 feet. The builder's 

trench along the footing was intact, cutting through the roach house 

post holes, but not the orange sandy fill from the posts' removai. 

Along the East-West footing, the trench and wall extended 11 feet 

from the West corner where they terminated. At that point there 

are brick closers in the wall and the builder's trench extends 

around the end of the footing. After an eight inch gap the wall 

footing continues to the East, constructed now on a layer of white 

clay fill not found under the eleven foot section to the West. This 

wall section i s of different, more haphazard construction. The 

bricks are laid rowlock and in irregular bond. At a point 18 feet 

from the west corner, the footing ends, having been removed by 

modern utility trenching. 

The North-South leg is more puzzling. Apparent footings for 

brick buttresses or supports were found five feet from the West 

corner, on either side of the wall. (See Plan of Excavation, Fig­

ure 3.) Again the masonry is poor. The buttresses are not bonded 

into the wall, although the builder's trench is continuou s for both. 

A third buttress was found on the outside of the wall, four feet 

from the other two. At that pOint, on the inside of the footing, 

the wall has been cut through by a modern we 11. It is probable 

that a fourth buttress would have been located on the inside of the 

wall, opposite the third one. Between the buttresses, the wall 

became bJa courses wide narrm·ling again to one and one-half courses 

at the Northern l imits of the excavation. For some reason the Viall 

needed to be strengthened bet",een the brick buttresses. One explan­

ation may be that the structure was in some way associated with the 
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coach house. Fragments of pearl ware decorated in brightly colored 

geometri c pa tterns . found in the bu il ders trench, da te the wa 11" 

footing after 1795; but, the structure does not show on the 1796 

insurance policy and mus t have been constructed after that date. 

As already noted, the construction trench cuts through the hol es 

for the coach house, but not the posts' removal hol es . This would 

indicate that the coach house I"las still standing when the brick wall 

footing was built. Thus it is likely that the structure associated 

with the brick footing was built as an add ition to the coach house . 

. Further, both the coac h house holes and the brick footing are 

seal ed by the same rubble layer dating after 1815. 

If the brick footing is an addition to the coach house, it 

could well have been constructed shortly after Gadsby 's 1802 lease. 

The one and one-half course wide wa ll could have supported a frame 

structure. The strengthened wal l section could t hen have supported 

a ramp and entrance\-(ay for bringing carri ages and stage coaches 

into the building. 

Also during the early nineteenth century, i t appears that 

parts of the coach house were underpinned. A series of seven 

rowlock bricks was found in line with the break in the East-West 

secti on of the brick footing. It is poss i bl e that these rowlock 

bricks could be an underpin for a floor joist or some other struc-

tural unit conJnon to t he earlier coach house and its nineteenth 

century add i ti on. The underpi nni ng 1 i es on the same white clay 

layer found beneath the Eastern section of the wall. No datable 

artifacts were recovered from this fin so whether or not this 

underpinning is nineteenth century is based so l ely on the 
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coincidence of the location of the underpin brick and the gap in the 

brick footing. (See Figure 3.) 

Another section of underpinning is located to the west of the 

nineteenth century brick footing. (See Figure 3.) It is unknown 

what this brick is associated with, although the presence of Iron­

stone in the fill beneath these bricks date them after 1813. 

5. Brick Walkway 

At the eastern end of the excavated area, a sma ll section of 

a brick walkway was uncovered. Modern utility .and drainage ditches 

evidently destroyed much of the walk, but several of the bricks 

rema i ned ; n the; r rowlock pos i ti on. Four 1 arge pi eees of stone ,,{ere 

laid along the side as a curbing. Most of the brick was poorly 

fired and had turned to a powdery dust, leaving only traces of the 

brick outlines. The fill beneath the walkway contained crearm'lare, 

generally. found after 1770. It is not clear where the walk led as 

it is not heading tOlvards the door to the small tavern building. 

There is a door at the corner of the two structures and it is 

possible that the walkway served this doorway. 

6. Other Features 

Within the excavated area, there were many scattered post 

holes varying in date from the mid-eighteenth century to the present. 

Aside from those holes associated with the coach house and kitchen, 

none appeared to be related to one another. 

Along the side of the 1878 City Hotel addition a large area 

of modern trash was uncovered. A test into this fill indicated 

that it extended below the natural subsoil 1eve1--thus having 
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disturbed earlier features. For that reason, this area was not 

excavated. 

A modern well cuts through the North-South l eg of the nine­

teenth century brick footing. The Itell is constructed of dry laid 

brick stretcher courses and has an internal diameter of 4 feet. The 

well is surrounded by a square backfilled builder's trench containing 

bottle necks which dated the "ell construction to after 1900. In 

the early 1960's, Alexandria Archaeologist Richard Muzzrole exca­

vated and backfilled this feature. 

-13-
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Artifacts 

Artifacts recovered duripg the excavation ranged in date from 

the mid-eighteenth century to the present. Artifact processing and 

analysis was the respons ibility of Mr. Alan Kemper of J. Everette 

Fauber's architectural firm. As such, the artifacts do not concern 

thi s report for other than dating purposes. It i s strong ly recommen­

ded that a fully illustrated art i fac t report be prepared to accompany 

thi s report in order to make the total record avai lable. 

-14-
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Conclusions 

The two months of excavation resulted in the gaining of new 

informa tion concerning the history of Gadsby's Tavern. Becuuse 

the work in the basement did not reveal any wells and the removal 

of the fill from the ice well was terminated before completion, it 

will be neces sary to wait for the beginning of the construction work 

to complete these two areas. In the basement itself, as the concrete 

floor is removed, an archaeologist should be on hand to check for 

wells and other features which may lie beneath the present floor. 

In the ice well, "the removal of the modern trash level can resume 

as soon as the masonry is stabil ized . . This work does not demand 

constant archaeological supervision; but, it i s advisable that the 

work be carefully observed for any changes in the nature of the fill. 

The work in the courtyard does begin to reveal something of 

the uses of t his area during the life of the tavern buildings. The 

corner of the eighteenth century brick footing is tantalizing evi­

dence that remai ns of eighteenth century buildings, perhaps dating 

from the very earliest years of the tavern's history, do exist. 

Also, the rest of the post hol e footings of the 1796 kitchen and 

coach house remain as yet unexcavated. Further, .the succession of 

distinguishable occupation levels and the nineteenth century brick 

foo t ing indi cate that the full range of the history of the tavern 

can be reconstructed from the courtyard area. 

It is strongly recoflVJlended that before the courtyard is 

entirely sealed by concrete, that the remainder of the courtyard 

be excavated. This would be important in order to trace the entire 
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plan of the eighteenth century brick footing and possibly to l ocate 

other early structureSi to verify the location of the structure~ 

shown on the 1796 insurance po li cy; and, to obtain information on the 

construction of these buildings. This "ou ld include the partia l 

remains of the stabl e at the rear of the property, which shou ld fall 

within the present wall line, and al so the potentially art ifact laden 

privy which cou ld aid enormously in gathering information concerning 

furnishi ngs for the restored tavern. Certainly, other, unforeseeable 

features wou ld be encountered. 

It should be kept in mind as the restoration work progresses 

that the poss ibility of encountering arc haeol ogica lly significant 

features does exist. The area beneath the present terrace, althoug h 

mostly modern fill added when the terrace was bu il t, is potentia lly 

one of the richest area of the courtyard. From the quantities of 

kitchen related material s found at the eastern edge of the excava-

tions, it is possible that much trash was mere ly tossed from the kit-

chen and would therefore lie scattered about beneath the terrace. 

In this area, and in all other areas of the courtyard, all construc-

tion should be carefu ll y supervised by an Archaeol ogist, and abso­

lutely no digging should be al lowed un l ess the Archaeologist i s on 

hand. 

Although the present paper does not deal wi th the artifacts 

recovered, the project shou ld not be considered compl ete until a 

fully illustrated artifact report is compl eted to accompany this 

paper. The, artifacts are a very integral element of the excavations . 

The artifact report shou ld cover mainly the s ignifi cant obj ects used 
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in dating the structures mentioned in this paper and any other 

artifacts of significance and interest. It would be accompanied 

by a complete list of all artifacts found. It is not enough to 

merely remove the desired objects for show purposes and to rele­

gate the common, less exciting pieces to storage. The record 

should be available to the interested public. 

These partial excavations go a 10.n9 way towa"rds revealing 

something of the tavern life, but the information is not complete. 

It is hoped that this paper represents the best interpretation 

possible given the historical and archaeological evidence presently 

available. 
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F.igures 

1. location of Gadsby's Tavern. 

2. Plan of Gadsby's Tavern Showing Excavated Area. 

3. Plan of Courtyard Excavation. 

4. Overall View of Courtyard Excavation Showing Eighteenth 

Century Brick Footing, lower left; 1796 Coach House Post 

Holes, foreground; 1796 Kitchen Post Hole, far right; 

Nineteenth Century Brick Footing and Underpins, and Modern 

Wall, upper left. 

5. Detail of Eighteenth Century Brick Footing Showing Post 

Hole (101·,er left) Cu t ting Through It. 

6. Detail of Remains of Stone-Lined Brick Walkway. 

\ 
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FIGURE 4. Overall view of courtyard excavation showing eighteenth century brick footing, 
lower left; 1796 coach house post holes, foreground; 1796 kitchen post hole, far right; . 
nineteenth century bri~k footing and underpins, and modern well, upper left. Photo from 
south. 
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Detail of eighteenth century b,· ick foot i ng showing 
(l ower l eft) cutti ng through i t. Photo from east . 
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FIGURE 6. Detail of remains of stone-lined brick walkway . 
Photo from east . 
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APPENDIX I 

The Maryland Gazette 

Annapolis, Maryland 

Hay 29, 1766 

• 

To be sold on the Premises, On Monday the 20th of July, 

being Court Day, to the highest bidder, for ready money or short 

credit, the well-improved lot in the TOI,n of Alexandria, late 

Mrs. Masonls consisting oy a well built brick hOl:SC, with Cellar 

Under the Whole, 32 by 20, in the clear, with a kitchen, meat 

house, dairy, stabl e, and another house calculated for a bil l iard 

room: the whole paled in, and in good repair; well situated nigh 

the Court House, for either a publ ic house or store. 

Carlyle & Dalton, Executors 
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APPENDIX II 

Nary1and Journal and Baltimore Adverti ser 

Ba ltimore, ~1ary l and 

September 8. 1778 

To be sold. at Publ i c Vendue. on Honday the 12th of 

October next, a val uable lot. in the To"n of Al exandri a. No. 

45. containing half an acre. fronting the "hole Court-house 

yard. and Market-Place. 175 feet 7 inches and one eighth on 

Royal Street. 125 feet 5 inches and bne-ha1f on Cameron Street. 

As the \'Jho l e l ot i s a good stand for shops and tradesmen, it 

will be divided into seven-fronts on Royal Street: Division 

No.1 has the convenient brick house. and other sma ll er 

houses all it, that the l ate Mr. Hawkins kept a tavern in; No. 

2 has SlIme bui l dings on it: the other five divisions are level, 

and run through the garden. A good Ti t l e wi ll be made the 

purchasers, by the Executors of Mr. John Dalton, deceased, 

and John Carlyle. 
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Included here is a copy of the field notes taken during 

the excavation. As a clarification of technique for any future 

Archaeologist "orking at the Tavern, the site was given the 

Prefix GT for Gadsby's Tavern. Features were numbered con­

secutively beginning arbitrarily at GT 10. The numbers from 

GT 12 to GT 19 were left void to allow for future archaeologi­

cal excavations in the basement. In the courtyard, the 

squares were numbered consecutively from GT 20 to GT 27. All 

stratigraphie layers and features were assigned letter suffixes 

in chronological order. Due to the extremely complicated 

nature of the stratigraphy, some discrepancies in the chron­

ology do exist, though these are expl ained in the field notes. 

{ 
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