Three Barrel Wells of Mobile County, Alabama

By Sarah Mattics

Barrel Wells — A Brief Overview:

Barrel wells typically consist of a well shaft lined with wooden barrels. The barrels are often stacked



local streams, which are directly dependent upon local precipitation and ground-water storage; and (3)
the local ground-



1MB221 (Dauphin Island):

In 1997, the Center for Archaeological Studies conducted excavations at the location of one possible
structure at the Village of Port Dauphin (1MB221) -



Dr. Gregory Waselkov excavates Feature 144 at 1MB221

1MB510:

Like the 1MB221 barrel well, the barrel well found at 1MB510 was found near the archaeological
remains of a structure.

“The barrel well (Feature 69) was found on the west side of the deeper basin part of the Feature 52
structure. Based on location and artifact content, the well was in use during occupation of the structure



Two views of Feature 69 at 1MB510

1MB513:

Feature 372 was a newly discovered barrel well at site 1MB513. It presented initially as a dark oval stain
about 165cm by about 145¢m, revealed during mechanical stripping. The central portion of the stain
showed evidence of burning, including large pieces of charcoal. Colonial-era artifacts such as faience
sherds were obvious on the surface. Upon excavation, the feature was revealed to be a column of many
slumped-in moderately well-defined layers of feature fill. At the water table, about 94cm below the
stripped surface, the bottom edge of the rotten barrel became evident as curving stains in the sand on
the lower, outer edge of the feature fill. Below that, surviving fibers from the rotten barrel staves could
be observed. Colonial-era artifacts continued sparsely to the water table. At that point, hand-excavation
became too difficult, and mechanical excavation was employed — the remains of a partially-rotted barrel
were pulled up in pieces.

South profile of Feature 372 at 1MB513 showing the extent of the feature from the ground surface
down to the water table



Faience plate found broken in half in the upper portion of Feature 372

The abundant nature of the artifacts indicates that, unlike the other barrel wells found at 1MB510 and
1MB221, after abandonment this well was used as a receptacle for household trash. Also, the
filling/abandonment phase of the feature may have been fairly brief.

The analysis of the artifacts retrieved from this feature is still in its preliminary stages but promises to
offer interesting insights. Why was
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