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Q.	 Today is February 2, 2021, Groundhog Day, and we are interviewing Wayna 
Roach for the Pioneer Textiles, Living Archaeology Weekend video. So Wayna, if 
you would just introduce yourself, your name, and your title, and then we’ll start 
chatting?

A.	 “I am Wayna Roach. I am the Heritage Program Manager for the Daniel 
Boone National Forest in Eastern Kentucky.”

Q.	 What types of frontier sites do historical archaeologists investigate?

A.	 “Well, we investigate the frontier sites that we can find. They are hard to find. 
They don’t occur that commonly on the landscape. They were not widespread, 
and there weren’t very many people at these frontier sites. We would like to find 
more of these sites, and we would like to know more about how people lived on the 
frontier of Kentucky.”

	 “This would have been in the late 1700s, and these people would have been 
the first rural Americans to enter Kentucky. They would have commonly interacted 
with Native people. Those interactions could have been friendly. They could have 
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not been friendly. They could have been friendly one time and not friendly the 
next. And so, we really would like to study all frontier sites that we would come 
across. Frontier sites can include fort sites, like Boonesborough. They are also called 
stations, such as Bryan’s Station or Morgan’s Station. Frontier sites, towards the 
end of the period - people started to be able to leave those forts and leave those 
stations. They could leave this fortified position, this place where they lived inside 
of a palisade, and they could start to begin their own farms and establish their own 
cabins. And so those would also count as frontier sites.”

Q.	 All right. So, if we found a frontier site that’s not a fort and not a station, 
what’s it going to look like?

A.	 “So, if we were going to find a frontier-era site - an early Kentucky pioneer site 
that was outside of the fort, was outside of Boonesborough, was outside of Bryan’s 
Station - what we would be looking for would be very early ceramics that they 
would have drank tea or coffee from. Those ceramics could have been from China. 
They could have been porcelain. They could have been from England, but they 
would almost all be blue and white, and they would be fairly finely made, possibly 
hand-painted. The wealthier locations would be, perhaps in Lexington - where 
the people who were setting up the new government, what would become the 
government of the state of Kentucky - perhaps those people might have access to 
some of those finer early ceramics. “

	 “We could also look for certain pieces of the gun type that people might have 
used at that time, and they would have needed to hunt. This would have been a 
period where there were no markets. There was no place to go and buy beef or even 
deer or rabbit. So, they would have needed to hunt for their food, and that would be 
the flint, a special type of flint, a blonde-colored flint and made in a certain way that 
would go in the flintlock.”

	 “We would also look for probably cabin-style buildings - and now nothing of 
that cabin would be left - but they would primarily be log structures, and so they 
would have very few nails. However, we would have the footprint of a house, marked 
by perhaps trash pits in the yard with broken ceramics or discarded animal bone 
from their dinner or their breakfast. So, we would look for those types of artifacts, 
those diagnostic artifacts that are specifically related to a time period that we can 
say, ‘Ah, yes, here we have a pioneer frontier home site.’”

Q.	 What methods do historical archaeologists use when they are studying these 
sites from long ago, starting with a list?
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A. 	 “So an historic archaeologist is going to use a combination of historic 
document research, fieldwork, followed by lab work to investigate frontier period 
or pioneer sites. The historic document work or the archival work will help us know 
where to look. We would want to look for early roadmaps or early trails in Kentucky, 
or the location of early forts and stations, thinking that and knowing that the 
early settlements will be along those transportation routes or near those forts and 
stations.”

	 “Once we have an idea of where we should look to find a pioneer or a frontier 
site, we would then go into the field and do our fieldwork. And there we would 
initially start with small sampling pits across the location to see if we can pick up 
any of those diagnostic artifacts that would indicate the right time frame, the late 
1700s or the early, early 1800s. And if we did start to find those artifacts, then we 
would open up larger sampling pits, and we would then use our smaller hand tools, 
our hand trowels. We would screen all of our dirt from all of the pits to find and 
recover those artifacts that we need to tell us about who lived at the site, when they 
lived at the site, what did they eat, what did they eat from, what were they wearing, 
what were they living in, who was there. We can answer all of these questions to 
some degree with those artifacts that we recover from the field.”  

	 “Then, when we feel like we have a good sample of material from the site, 
something that we can work with, we’ll take those materials back to our lab, where 
we will be able to clean them very well, and we will be able to let them dry, and 
then we will do all kinds of measurements on them. We will weigh them. We will 
measure them. We might decide to look at the thickness of the ceramic. We might 
look at the ceramic and let it tell us how big a vessel it used to be a part of, how big 
was the bowl, how big was the cup, what size of cup. Even the style of cups and 
bowls changes over time. So, we would be looking for certain styles of cups and 
bowls.” 

	 “We would also look at the bone recovered from the site. We would want 
to know what were they eating. When were they able to maybe start buying pre-
butchered or pre-cut pieces of meat. What was the earliest market.”

	 “And we would also look for representations of the people at the site. Certain 
artifacts are more likely associated with different people. We might think that the 
guns - indications of guns at the site - might have been more related to the men 
at the site, just because they typically use them. It doesn’t mean the women didn’t 
use them, but they were typically handled by men, and men tended to hunt. We 
would also look for the dishes and changes in dish pattern over time. That would 
typically be something that the woman of the house would decide and would 
decide what style she wanted and when she wanted to change. Many times, when 
a household changed head of female household, you will see a wholesale change in 
the ceramics.”
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	 “And we will also look for children in the record, to see where they may have 
been playing, what they may have been playing with - marbles, dice, other small 
games. You can also see sometimes little gaming pieces - little round pieces of 
bone or something like that.” 

	 “And then certainly on some sites, we might also look for other communities 
that may be hard to find in the archival records that might be represented in the 
archaeological record. And those communities in the frontier period would be 
Native American people and African-American people, either free or enslaved, and 
at that early period, both African-American and Native American people could be 
enslaved on these sites.”

Q.	 What evidence of textiles is found at Kentucky frontier sites?

A.	 “Evidence of textiles at Kentucky’s frontier sites is elusive. It can only be 
preserved in very special contexts and those special contexts can be when the 
cloth is in contact with metal that corrodes. If it’s copper or a copper alloy - a mix 
of copper and something else - as the copper corrodes, the fabric can actually be 
preserved, and you might actually see the color, the design, the thread pattern. It 
could be very well-preserved if it’s in contact with copper. If it’s in contact with iron, 
iron corrodes very easily and very quickly in the ground due to natural salt in the soil 
and the persistence of moisture in the soil. And when iron corrodes, it creates these 
large concretions, and those concretions can keep the impression of the fabric, but 
they generally will not keep a pattern or color.” 

	 “Other special contexts where cloth can be preserved include environments 
where it has been wet and has stayed wet, such as a well or just a low, wet spot 
where the cloth has fallen and was never retrieved, and in that case, the cloth will 
be degraded. It could be discolored, and it will have to be handled very carefully.”

	 “In every single case, the cloth will have to be treated very carefully in the 
laboratory and stabilized, and in some cases, the conservator - the person who 
works in a lab specifically to preserve materials recovered from the archeological 
record - the conservator may have to simply take photographs as they go along, 
and the piece might not be able to be saved at all.”

	 “There are other artifacts that can suggest the presence of cloth at an 
archaeological site. One of the more common artifacts found would be thimbles. 
Thimbles can be made out of copper, copper alloy, like brass, and sometimes silver, 
very fancy, expensive thimbles could have been made from silver. The softer the 
metal, the poorer the preservation of the thimble could be, but the thimble looks 
like a thimble from 1790 to now. They look like a thimble. Pins can be harder to 
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find because they’re very small. They are also made out of metal which corrodes 
easily. So, they can be challenging. If you imagine digging up a pin in a shovel and 
throwing it in a screen and then trying to find that pin in that screen of soil… So, 
they’re just hard to find, but we do occasionally find them. Sewing needles can also 
be found. Much like pins, they are very thin, and they can be hard to retrieve from 
the soil. They can be hard to find and hard to see and, again, pins and needles and 
thimbles, they look then like they look now, and they traditionally would have been 
used - probably by women or younger women and girls - to sew cloth together to 
make their clothing.”

	 “Again, there were no markets. There was no place to buy clothing for most 
people, so they would have had to make the cloth, cut out the pattern and sew the 
pieces together to make their clothing that they would wear every day.”

Q.	 Okay. Now, what evidence of textiles at archaeological sites is lacking?  Why 
are textiles not found at archaeological sites?

A.	 “So, textiles aren’t commonly found at archaeological sites both because the 
cloth just doesn’t preserve well, but also because people worked very hard to make 
every inch of cloth that they had and wore and used during the frontier period, 
during the pioneer period. They would have had to grow either the flax or the sheep 
that provided the raw material. They would have then had to harvest that plant or 
the wool. They would have then had to take several steps to prepare that and turn 
it into thread, which then had to be woven into cloth to then be made into the 
garment - the shirt, a dress, a pair of pants, a pair of underwear, an undershirt.”

	 “So, when you wear clothing, you will eventually wear holes in the clothing 
or you might accidentally rip it on something - a knife, a fence - and so you may 
have a small hole in the cloth. You may have a small rip in the cloth, but there’s 
large portions of that cloth that are still quite good. Even then, the cloth would be 
usually cut up and saved and used for additional purposes. Quilts could be made 
out of assorted pieces, different-sized pieces made into quilts, extra cloth pieces 
for cleaning either babies, the self, other things, and simply using cloth to tie up a 
parcel, bandage a wound. Cloth has a lot of uses even today, and it did at that time, 
and therefore, because they had to work so hard to make the cloth, they generally 
used it and used it and used it, and it’s not - it wouldn’t be surprising to me if the 
cloth simply fell apart when they were finally done with it.”

Q.	 What role does historic archaeology play in textile research so that it gives us 
insight into Kentucky’s pioneer period?
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A.	 “So, finding cloth on a frontier period site would help us in a couple of ways. 
If the cloth looked the way we thought it would, then it would corroborate. It would 
back up. It would underline the things that we were seeing and learning from the 
archival record. If it didn’t look the way we thought it would, based on what we 
knew about the frontier period, then it would cause us to ask new questions and 
to possibly drive us in new directions with our research. When did they find this 
material?  How did they make this material?  How were they making it in this way 
in a time that we didn’t think they were?  So, historic archaeology can be a lot of fun 
because you can - you win either way. You either back up the historical documents 
and you help people understand and feel that they are true, or you ask new 
questions. You highlight new things, things we didn’t know before about the past.”

Q.	 Why should we care about Kentucky’s frontier sites?

A.	 “Why should we care about Kentucky’s frontier sites…. because they’re cool.” 
(laughs)

Q.	 What can we learn from this past?

A.	 “So, we can learn a lot from archaeological sites of nearly all periods, but 
we can really learn a lot from archaeological sites that date to the frontier or the 
pioneer period, because we tend to have a lot of romantic ideas about the pioneers, 
about the people who settled Kentucky. And sometimes we think that they were 
self-sufficient and they were brave, and they didn’t need the help of anyone else. 	
And when we do the research, we may find that they bought things as soon as they 
could, that they were self-sufficient because they had to be. And that if we read 
the diaries, we might find that they were not always brave, or that they didn’t even 
want to be there, in some cases. And so, I’ll take it one step further in that in the 
same way that an event that occurs today can be understood by different people in 
different ways, the past, too, can be looked at by different people in different ways, 
and the stories that are told can be the stories of different people.” 

	 “The frontier period has often been, until recently, the story of the men who 
settled the frontier, and the men who were in the political worlds of power, or the 
men who ran the exchanges, the markets. Now we are looking for those other 
peoples’ stories who haven’t been talked about as much. What were the lives of the 
women like? What were the lives of the wealthy women like?  We know a little bit 
more about them than we do the lives of the poorer women. What sorts of lifeways 
were available to those women?  Were they only able to grow up and be married 
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and be a wife, or could they enter the market if they wanted to, or could they not?  
Could they hunt with the men if they liked, or were they supposed to and could only 
make cloth and cook meals?” 

	 “We’re also finding out about free and enslaved African Americans and Native 
Americans, and the ways that they still made choices about the portions of their 
lives that they controlled. There were portions of their lives they did not control, 
but there were spaces in which they could do what they wanted. They could put 
their dishes in their living quarters the way they wanted, or they could collect small 
things that had meaning to them. They could arrange their spaces - sometimes 
hidden spaces - the way they wanted. And what role did Native Americans play in 
this frontier period?  How did Native American people interact with Euro-Americans 
and Afro-Americans during the frontier period?  Some chose to move away. Some 
chose to enter into trade, and some chose to fight. So, we’re finding out a lot more 
about these other people that you don’t hear as much about during that period.”

Q.	 Why are pioneer textiles important for the students and the teachers who 
come to Living Archaeology Weekend?

A.	 “For the students who come to Living Archaeology Weekend, I think that the 
textile connection can be very easily made. We’re talking about a period - 1790, 1800 
- that’s only a few generations removed for many of these teachers and students.”

	 “We have Living Archaeology Weekend in the Red River Gorge in eastern 
Kentucky to intentionally reach out to the people who live in that area, because we 
want to help them understand the history of the Red River Gorge, their connections 
to it. And when they understand their connections to it, they will take meaning 
from that, and they will see it as their own place and their own future. I have 
thought for some time that in eastern Kentucky, many of the adults and children 
feel that nothing important has ever happened there and nothing ever will. And in 
Living Archaeology Weekend, I feel that we impart to those teachers and students 
the depth of history in eastern Kentucky and in Red River Gorge, and we connect 
them to that history. While some of them may have links to the Native American 
past of Red River Gorge, certainly the teachers and the students who come to 
Living Archaeology Weekend from the area have a connection to the frontier 
period in the Red River Gorge. Many of the people who come to Living Archaeology 
Weekend are descendants of the people who lived in the community right there 
in the Red River Gorge, and many of them may not recognize the spinning wheel. 
They may not recognize the linen, but they recognize the techniques - the sewing, 
the quilting - and they may even have in their possession quilts that were handed 
down that they may or may not know have some of those really, really old pieces of 
cloth in them.”
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Q.	 How is archaeology changing the way we view this past?

A.	 “Archaeology can change the way we view the past, because it brings back 
to us concrete pieces of material culture that tell us what people were doing in the 
past. And while we can only go so far with the artifacts, they exist and cannot be 
denied, and so in the current climate when it has seemed very hard, sometimes, to 
know what is really happening, what’s happening now, who’s doing it, archaeology 
seems to take on an even greater importance, because we can go back and get the 
material culture to say, ‘Well, yes, in fact, this historical record is true, because we 
have found the artifacts that say yes, this thing happened in this place at the time.’ 
Or we go to where we think the records tell us we should find something, and we 
don’t. We find something we didn’t expect that the records say we shouldn’t find. 
And so, then archaeology can say, ‘No, this historical record is, in fact, wrong,’ and 
so archaeology has taken on more importance - even to me more recently through 
recent events - than it did before.”

- End -
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