Matthew Jacobs

I choose the collection of nails found during excavation at the John Brown House.   The nails have undergone substantial oxidation and rust is covering the surfaces.  The high levels of rust would mean the nails made of iron or possibly steel.

Nail production changed around 1800; transferring from a hand forged process to a mechanized  process.  The different techniques are manifested in the nail itself.  Hand forged nails are  square in cross section and taper from the tip to head.  Machine made nails on the other hand are stamped or cut from flat stock.  Machine made nails will have two sides parallel and two sides that taper. (see attached sheet) These nails appear to be tapered on all sides which would mean they were likely produced prior to 1800 or possibly after by a diehard hand nail forging blacksmith.  Assuming these were hand forged the blacksmith likely would have purchased pre forged nail bars, widely available at this time.  As to where the bars were forged it would be difficult to tell especially considering the geographic connection Providence had as a port town. The highly segregated processes of smelting forging, smithing and end user utilization include a vast array of Direct and Indirect variables that include the skills of the craftspeople at all levels and processes, raw material minerality  (I think I invented that word), and other variables even more indirect variable such as transportation.

The condition of the nails makes a determination of craft and craftsmanship hard to quantify. Some nails are bent which could be contributed to poor quality or possibly to such high quality or scarcity that the nails were bent in the process of removal for reuse.  The fact that the nails could bend without breaking is proof of good metallurgy and forging techniques.  
Specific carbon content cannot be determined from visual inspection although it could be inferred by the ductility of the bent but not broken nails that it was not very high.  XRF could be used to determine this.  The where's and specific when's of the nails production would be hard to determine even with archaeometry.
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