Oxen at Oxon Hill Manor:
ldentifying Draught Cattle from the Archaeological Record of Colonial Maryland

By Jenna Kay Carlson, College of Willlam and Mary

Introduction

Situated on the bluffs overlooking the Potomac River, Oxon Hill Manor was a typical eighteenth-
century Chesapeake tobacco plantation. In the face of fluctuating tobacco prices, many Chesapeake
planters, including those at Oxon Hill, shifted from land clearing and tobacco production to the
production of ancillary crops—such as corn and wheat—and the care of livestock in the mid- to late-
eighteenth century. In contrast to tobacco cultivation, the cultivation of wheat and other grains relied
on plowing and, thus, on animal labor. This research uses methodologies for assessing the
pathological and osteometric indicators of draught exploitation on the eighteenth-century cattle bones
from Oxon Hill Manor.

Methodologies

Using Bartosiewicz, Van Neer, and Lentacker’s (1997) methodology, this research examines
pathological manifestations on cattle metapodials and phalanges from an eighteenth-century well and
possible smokehouse at Oxon Hill Manor. For each complete element, the pathological index (PI)
was calculated using the formula:

Pl= (sum of the scores from each type of patholoqgy — number of variables)
(maximum score — number of variables)

The Pl can range from zero to one, with one being the most severely pathological. This measure
llows for the comparison of pathological severity amongst all elements but can only be used on
ments complete enough for all pathologies to be assessed.

Elements assessed using Bartosiewicz et.
al’s (1997) methodology. Metacarpals are in
blue, and metatarsals are in green. First
phalanges are red, second phalanges are
orange, and third phalanges are grey.

The table below shows which pathologies
were assessed from each element and if
they were ranked for severity (1-4) or
presence/absence (1-2).

als were used as complementary, but indirect, evidence of
n of fully-fused metacarpals from Oxon Hill. Because
be measured to distinguish amongst cows, bulls,

f metacarpals Is strongly correlated with the
xon Hill Manor is closely related to the
attle as draught oxen.

Pathology Elements Assessed

Metacarpal, Metatarsal,
Phalanx I, Phalanx Il, Phalanx Ill

Proximal Exostoses 1-4

1-3 (metapodials)
1-4 (phalanges)

Metacarpal, Metatarsal,

Proximal Lipping Phalanx I, Phalanx II, Phalanx Il|

Proximal Osteoarthritis / Metacarpal, Metatarsal,

Eburnation 1-2 Phalanx I, Phalanx Il, Phalanx IlI
Striated Facet Near Proximal 1-2 Metacarpal
Surface
Transverse _Strlatlons on Medio- 1.2 Metatarsal
Proximal Surface
Depression on Palmar/Plantar
Surface Near Distal End 1-3 Metacarpal, Metatarsal
: Metacarpal, Metatarsal,
Dl 2xesioses -4 Phalanx |, Phalanx Il, Phalanx IlI
Broadening of Distal Articular 1-4 Metacarpal, Metatarsal
Surface
Distal Osteoarthritis / 1-9 Metacarpal, Metatarsal,
Eburnation Phalanx |, Phalanx Il
Fusion of the 2"d Metacarpal 1-2 Metacarpal

Abstract

The methodologies for identifying and analyzing draught cattle from the
archaeological record have been developed and refined over the past twenty
years. However, little research has been done which applies these
methodologies to faunal assemblages from the New World. This research
Identifies possible draught cattle from an eighteenth-century well and a
possible smokehouse at Oxon Hill Manor in Prince George’s County, Maryland,
using pathological and osteometric analyses. Analyses of pathologies on
metapodials and phalanges identify which specimens most likely came from
Individuals used for draught labor. Osteometrics delineate the sex ratios of
cattle in the archaeological record, thus providing a means for assessing the
husbandry strategies in regions where draught cattle were used. As Oxon Hill
Manor was home to an elite upper class planting family, the site provides a
unique opportunity to explore the changing roles of draught oxen with the shift
from tobacco to diversified agriculture in the last half of the eighteenth century.
Additionally, the documentary record from Oxon Hill Manor provides a means to
test the reliability of these methods for identifying draught cattle from British
North American faunal assemblages.

Results

A total of 273 cattle lower leg bones or bone fragments from Oxon Hill Manor were assessed.
Of this total, 228 bones were complete enough to allow for the calculation of the pathological index.
Eight bones from the 5 contexts had pathological indices which were significantly higher than those of
the other bones from that context, suggesting that these bones may have come from draught oxen.
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Bone 18PR175-257 from Oxon Hill
Manor’s Well Section D, which dates to
the second quarter of the eighteenth
century, had some of the highest
pathology scores of any specimen from
Oxon Hill Manor. It also had a distal
breadth of 58.86 mm, placing it within the
cluster of supposed male metacarpals,
perhaps indicating that this metacarpal
fragment came from a draught ox during
Oxon Hill’s initial transition to mixed
agricultural production.

Bone 18PR175-257

Distal Broadening = 4
Distal Eburnation =1

Distal Exostoses = 2

Distal Depressions = 3
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