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Preliminary Results from 2024 Excavations of Laundress Housing at Old Fort
Meade (39MD0045), Sturgis, SD

INTRODUCTION

The University of South Dakota (USD), Bear Butte Historic Preservation Commission
(BBHPC), and Augustana University Archaelogy Laboratory directed an archaeological field
school offered through USD in May 2024 to investigate cultural resources on state lands in Meade
County in South Dakota. This involved a pedestrian survey and testing of site 39MD0045 in SE1/4
of Section 2, TSN, R5E and N1/2 of NE1/4 of Section 11, TSN, RS5E, on property of Meade School
District. BBHPC holds the lease of the School Lands and manages the parcel. USD is the lead
agency for this project and the parcel was investigated on behalf of the BBHPC to fulfill an Outside
of Deadwood grant that USD received in 2024 from the Deadwood Historic Preservation
Commission. Project objectives included the identification of precontact and historic properties
within the parcel. Pedestrian survey and excavations of a depression at site 39MD0045 was
conducted May 13-23, 2024. This investigation resulted in the evaluation of a previously recorded
Historic period site, 39MD0045. The focus of the 2024 excavations was the “Soap Suds Row”
portion of 39MDO0045, which refers to the housing originally used by laundresses employed by
Fort Meade in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The 2024 archaeological work focused on surveying
and excavating surface depressions that may represent historic features. Building upon previous
1x1m unit excavations, nine 1x1m units were opened in 2024 to investigate a large depression and
possible privy.

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

This section presents a general description of the environmental setting of Meade County.
The county is part of the larger Belle Fourche Archaeological Region, which spans parts of
northwestern South Dakota (Sundstrom 2019). According to Ollia (1978:128), the region's
topography are at or close to the surface which has resulted from the Black Hills uplift and the
following erosional episodes. The geological age ranges from the Deadwood Formation of the
Cambrian Period and the stratigraphy also contains beds of geologics from the Tertiary Period
with the White River Group (Ollia 1978:128). In South Dakota, the Deadwood Formation houses
light brown to red, course to fine grained sandstones and brownish gray to red sandy and silty
shales (Ollia 1978:128). Tall terraces running along the Cheyenne and Belle Fourche Rivers drains
the major creeks east of the Black Hills and are covered with old alluvium (Ollia 1978:128-129;
Gries 1998). Some terraces contain loess which can contain buried ancient cultural materials
(1978:129).

The climate of Meade County is a continental typology with hot summers and cold winters
(Ollia 1978:129). The climate is somewhat uniform east of the Black Hills (Ollia 1978:129).
Precipitation ranges for 17-21 inches a year in Sturgis and southwest of there, the mean annual
temperature is approximately 47° F (Ollia 1978:129). Animals, plants, earthworms, insects, fungi,
and bacteria aid in the formation of fertile soils (Ollia 1978:129). The plants are susceptible to
climate and the topography of the land which alters the content of organics and the nutrients in the
soil (Ollia 1978:129). The nearly level to slightly sloping soils have similar vegetation depending
upon the soil type. Steeper topography typically has a thinner A horizon and supports different
species of grasses that are very susceptible to erosional effects caused by wind and water runoff
(Ollia 1978:129). Prairie dogs and other burrowing rodents and canids can severely affect the
natural stratigraphy through their burrowing actions and cause many soils to be intermixed.


















FIELD WORK

Testing for the evaluation of the 39MD0045 site was conducted May 12-23, 2024, as an
archaeological field school directed by USD, BBHPC, and the Augustana University Archaelogy
Laboratory. Key personnel included Tony Krus, Allan Johnson, Aaron Mayer, and 12
undergraduate students from USD enrolled in the field school.

Volunteer work conducted at 39MD0045 in 2022-2023 involved the excavation of three
1x1m units to investigate a large depression that Sundstrom (2024; Sundstrom and Burgess 2023)
tentatively concluded may represent the remnants of a cellar and a collapsed structure. Six 1x1m
test units (XU 9-14) were placed in 2024 to further understand the material cultural and
architectural remnants associated with this depression. An additional three 1x1m units were placed
in 2024 to excavate an associated potential privy pit on the terrace edge (XU 15-17). Two shovel
tests measuring 50 cm (1.6 ft) in diameter were excavated near these units to a depth of 40-50 cm
(1.3-1.6 ft) below surface (bs) as a training exercise for the field school students.

Continuing the methodology of the previous volunteer excavations, the field school
students excavated units at arbitrary 5cm levels and completed unit level forms to carefully
document findings. Field journals describing day-to-day project activities and findings were
completed by the 12 undergraduate USD students, Tony Krus, and Aaron Mayer. Quarter inch
screens were used to process all excavated matrix and piece plots were provided to artifacts of
intrinsic interest. Soil samples were also taken and processed for flotation from key archaeological
contexts.

Photo documentation was conducted for each arbitrary level, site feature, and shovel test.
A survey-grade Trimble GPS was used to record the spatial location of test units, datums, and
shovel tests. The top center of stakes in the northwest corner of each unit served as unit datums for
XU 9-15 and XU 17. Due to the sloping terrace edge, the top center of a stake in the southwest
corner of XU 16 served as the datum for that unit. No paleontological resources were observed in
the project and the only evidence of Prehistoric period cultural resources come from several lithic
flakes. While no new site components were identified, the boundary for 39MDO0045 was updated
for the state’s site form.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS

The 2024 field school expands upon the findings from the 2022-23 volunteer excavations
of the “Soap Suds Row” portion of 39MD0045, which refers to the housing originally used by
laundresses employed by Fort Meade in the late 1800s and early 1900s. These volunteer
excavations and results are reported in two excavation reports written by Linea Sundstrom (2024;
Sundstrom and Burgess 2023). Six 1x1m test units (XU 9-14) from the 2024 field school expand
upon three 1x1m test units (XU 4-6) placed by Sundstrom (2024; Sundstrom and Burgess 2023)
to excavate a potential structural depression (Figure 5). The 2022-23 volunteer excavations placed
an additional five 1x1m units (XU 1-3, 7-8) to excavate a privy depression on the terrace edge
nearby this potential structure. To build upon this work, the 2024 field school excavated three
1x1m units to investigate a second privy depression in the general vicinity and Figure 5 provides
a map of this unit placement. The 2024 field school resulted in a total of nine 1x1m excavation
units yielding 118 bags of artifacts collected by arbitrary unit level or as piece plots. Tables
summarizing test unit findings are presented in Appendix II and Appendix III lists the 51 artifacts
were collected as piece plots. The results of Aaron Mayer’s botanical analysis are presented in
Appendix IV. Artifact cataloging and analysis is still ongoing, but the preliminary results expand
upon Sundstrom’s (2024; Sundstrom and Burgess 2023) findings regarding Soap Suds Row.
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MD00000184 Building Unevaluated

MD00000198 Building Unevaluated

MD00000200 Building Unevaluated

MD00000203 Building Unevaluated

MD00100001 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100002 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100003 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100004 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100005 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100006 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100007 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100008 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100009 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100010 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100011 Building NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100012 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100013 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100014 Building NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100015 District NR Eligible NR listed
MDO00100016 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100017 Building NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100018 District NR Eligible NR listed
MDO00100019 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100020 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100021 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100022 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100023 District NR Eligible NR listed
MDO00100024 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100025 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100026 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100027 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100028 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100029 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100030 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100031 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100032 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100033 Building NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100034 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100035 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100036 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100037 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100038 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100039 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100040 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100041 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100042 District NR Eligible NR listed
MD00100043 Site NR Eligible NR listed



































































Paleoethnobotany and Plants at Soapsuds Row (39MD0045) and the Analysis of a Bulk Soil
Sample from Excavation Units 15 and 16.

By: Aaron J. Mayer, MA, RPA 17284

Paleoethnobotanical research has the challenge of helping to understand social and political roles
of plants. Plant use can show what plants were available to people in the past, yet some studies can
go even further and indicate transitions of crop production and the importance of changing
economies (Hastorf 1999).

Many modes of entry can bring a macroremain into the archaeological record. Pearsall (2010) cites
possible means of macroremain preservation such as the burning of dung, cooking spillage, trash
disposal into hearths and fires, and other means of accidental and intentional fires. Ritual and
ceremonial offerings, idiosyncrasy, boredom, frustration, conflict, accidents, children and youth
tossing in fuel and other items, are all other possible modes of entry that macrobotanicals and
artifacts can enter into a hearth in the archaeological record. All of these and other methods lead
to preservation and are sometimes left in primary deposits i situ and can indicate the relationships
of past human and plant relationships and may even indicate some landscape use (Pearsall 2010).

Floatation is a vital part of the recovery process of macrobotanical remains. Using this process
macrobotanicals are released from their soil matrix and floated up out of the water where they can
be extracted and recovered (Figure 1). Since the charred and uncharred remains are usually more
buoyant than the soil they are trapped in they can easily be collected from the surface of the water
using a fine mesh screen to sieve them out.

This recovery method can be done in the field by using a nearby and adequate water source. If
water cannot be utilized near a site the heavy soil samples must be transported to another site or
processed at a suitable laboratory or shop.

The benefit of floatation is that many botanicals are small or less than 2 mm and cannot usually be
seen in the soil of excavation units by archaeologists using their naked eye. Pearsall (2010) cites
inexperience and careless workers as reasons why some excavators may even recover less small
material due to insufficient shovel, pick, or trowel technique. As to which is more efficient in
recovery, many archaeologists are left to determine methods by their own individual expertise and
excavation methods and research and site plans. Dry and delicate botanical remains may be
damaged or destroyed by the introduction of water. Water logged botanicals recovered from lake
or stream beds may be destroyed if left to dry. Yet floatation can yield all sizes of macrobotanical
remains depending upon screen size desired (Pearsall 2010).

Once the drying process of the macrobotanicals has been completed the arduous and time-
consuming lab work of sorting and identification can take place. The floatation samples contain
other materials from the floatation procedure such as modern botanicals (i.e., roots, stems, twigs,
and modern seeds), light fraction, and other materials that are buoyant. These are strained out of
the soil samples and float up out of the machine into the sample bag. The macrobotanicals must
be sorted out of these other materials.












Parenchyma was charred starchy tissue that was found in the macrobotanical sample (Figure 4
and Macrobotanical Data Sheet). This could indicate burning of potato peels or a local gathered
root tuber from the area. It appears a small piece of a rolled tobacco leaf from a cigar was located
in the sample. Burned wood was the second most common item that was in the bulk Feature 11
one-liter soil sample. Four charred Cyperaceae sp. seeds were recovered from site 39MD0045.
They look like either saltbrush or yellow nutsedge seeds. In the case they were saltbrush seeds it
would be indicative of a marsh area near Soap Suds Row, the small gastropod and snail shells
also indicate a moist environment at one time. If the saltbrush was being utilized for basketry or
mats the plant remnants could have been burned to rid the living area of the chaff. If the seeds
are yellow nutsedge then these plants may have been being used to supplement food for diet and
would explain the parenchyma occurring in the fire. Perhaps some prairie collection of plant
foods was taking place. Some of the 1 mm goosefoot seeds were charred but they were probably
in the ground during the multiple burn events at Feature 11.

The oddest apparent botanical looks like a Balsaminaceae sp. seed. It appears to be policeman’s
helmet (a forget-me-not flower) which is a plant from China and the Himalayas that was
introduced to Britain in 1839 and then spread to many household gardens (Dickinson 2014:154).
If this could be Rose Courtney’s cabin, could someone have grown or left flowers at the site after
the structure burned?
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Merchant, McKenzie - Work Study Hours 2024

Date Hours Hours Total
=111.5

5/13 5pm-10pm 5
5/14 4-10pm 6
5/15 7:30-8am, 3:30-10:30pm 8.5
5/16 7-8am, 4:30-10:30pm 7
5/17 7-8am, 5-10:30pm 6.5
5/18 8-9am, 4:00-10:30pm 7.5
5/19 8-9am, 4:30-10:30pm 7
5/20 7-8am, 4:30-11pm 8
5/21 7-8am, 4:30-10:30pm 7
5/22 7-8am, 4:30-12:30am 9
5/23 7-11am 4
8/12 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/13 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/14 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/15 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/19 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/20 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/21 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/22 8:30am-12:30pm 4
8/23 8:30am-12:30pm 4

























