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Introduction:

Family Archaeology Weekend

The Cumming Nature Center (Figure 1) is located in South
Bristol, New York, close to the town of Naples at the southern
end of Canandaigua Lake. The nature center is part of the
Rochester Museum and Science Center and is located on 900
acres of secondary forests acquired in the 1970’s from the
Cumming family. The center is home to six miles of themed
trails, a Forest School for middle and high school age students,
and a Pioneer Cabin that has hosted historical reenactments of
early Euro-American life in the region. The property is also
home to the remains of multiple 19th century houses, saw mills,
logging camps and a now abandoned cemetery (just outside of
the nature center’s property boundary). This collection of
buildings related to the once thriving mill town is known as
Frost Town (Figure 2).

Figure 1: The Cumming Nature Center’s main building.

Figure 8: Alex Smith showing a couple
young archaeologists how to look for
artifacts in a sieve.

Family Archaeology Weekend has been a successful event held at the
Cumming Nature Center since 2016. The event is a way to engage with
members of the public in the region while allowing younger members
of families in particular to participate in archaeology. The event costs 25
dollars per family, and many parents take the opportunity to bring their
children who are not quite old enough to participate in the summer
camp. The event lasts two days and entails the organization of a
transport van, portable bathroom facilities, wash stations and basic
archaeological necessities to successfully excavate. Since 2016, the site of
the weekend is the Hall Residence, otherwise known as the McGeary
House (see Figure 4). We encourage and allow students and adults of all
ages to participate, though this does require a great deal of organization
to avoid any damage to the archaeological resources. In 2018, the
excavations carried out during the weekend were supervised by trained
professionals and Brockport undergraduates (Figure 8, 9 and 11).
Instituting an organized recording system, we are able to use the data
recovered during the weekend for our larger research efforts. To
prevent damage to or exhaustion of the archaeological resources, we
had a number of interactive stations, including a pottery making area
(Figure 10), a washing and recording station, and a small pit with
backfilled dirt we called the “training area.” These were particularly
useful for our youngest participants.

Brockport Student Involvement and Public Engagement
Beginning in 2017, students of the Anthropology Department at the College at Brockport
– SUNY began working with Alex Smith (Assistant Professor of Anthropology) on the
Hall Residence and nearby sites. The first few excavations carried out by the Brockport
students in 2017 completed the trenches that were started during the Family
Archaeology Weekend event (Figure 18). While excavating, students expressed interest
in public engagement and participating in the center’s multiple student camps. In 2018,
Brockport students were heavily involved in the Family Archaeology Weekend, learning
how to teach and interact with students of archaeology young and old (Figures 17).
Other Brockport students have begun working on separate projects relating to the site,
including work carried out by Michelle Heeman in 2017 to capture reflectance
transformation imagery of grave markers in Frost Town’s abandoned cemetery (Figure
16). Jonathan Broida, seen in Figure 18, has also assisted in the excavation of test
trenches in summer of 2018 and the creation of a YouTube video promoting archaeology
at the nature center. The materials from the excavations have also been the focus of an
independent study by Rani Gill in the spring of 2019, creating a database for future
excavations. In the fall of 2019, we plan to return to Family Archaeology Weekend,
bringing volunteers from Brockport’s Anthropology Club and History Forum.

Figure 16: Michelle Heeman preparing the
surface of a gravestone for RTI analysis in 2017.

Figure 2: South Bristol Historical Society marker of Frost Town.
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Frost Town:
An Abandoned Mill Town

Figure 3: Map showing Cumming Nature Center property and the
location of Frost Town in New York.

Frost Town was home to many Euro-American settlers
throughout the 19th century, beginning as early as the
1790’s. It saw the rapid rise of a logging-based economy
associated with the growing industrialization of Western
New York following the construction of the Erie Canal in
the 1820’s. The area thrived due to the old growth forests
of the Finger Lakes Region. Timber was harvested from the
ancient forests, processed on site and then floated down
dammed creek beds to Honeoye Lake, where they were
floated north toward Rochester and the Erie Canal (for
reference, see Figure 3). The town was later named Frost
Town or Frost Hill after the Frost family that erected
numerous industrial saw mills on the site.

Figure 5 and 6: An 1878 penny and a c. 1890 J&G Meakin pottery stamp
found during Family Archaeology Weekends in 2016 and 2017.

Public Archaeology at Frost Town

Figure 7: Students excavating the Hiram Abbey site during the Summer
Archaeology Camp.

Figure 9: Brockport Student Rani Gill
overseeing excavations with Chris Matagne.

Figure 10: Volunteer Anastasia Nikolis and
Museum Employee Shariee Edersheim
instructing our young participants on how to
make pottery.

The Cumming Nature Center has hosted multiple programs
to engage students in the archaeology of Frost Town. These
have included week-long Summer Archaeology Camps for 911 and 12-15 year old students (Figure 7). We have also
hosted an annual Family Archaeology Weekend since 2016,
held in early September. With the growing interest in these
programs and awareness of the finite archaeological
resources, the programs are in the process of being
standardized for recordation and publication purposes.
While in the past the focus of these events have been to
primarily engage with school children and the public, the
excavations have taken on a research-driven focus since 2018
to better understand the ecological and cultural history of
Frost Town.

Figure 11: Chris Matagne and Vincent Feucht
helping excavate a particularly exciting trench
with older and younger participants.

Summer Archaeology Camp:
The Cumming Nature Center also runs two week-long
summer camps for children, as part of the offerings of the
Rochester Museum and Science Center’s summer camps. The
Summer Archaeology Camp serves two age groups: 9-11
year old students and 12-15 year old students. These camps
are supervised by trained archaeologists and provide
children with the opportunity to dig in a real archaeological
context. These excavations have taken place at the Hiram
Abbey House (see Figure 4 and 13) in 2017 and 2018, but will
be moved to the Hall Residence in 2019.

Figure 4: 1874 map of Frost Town. The H. Abbey site, W. McGeary and J.H.
McCumber Site have all been subject to excavation in the past.

Though prosperous throughout the 19th century, Frost
Town (otherwise known as West Bristol) subsequently saw
the decline of this industry as the old-growth forests
disappeared. Farming was introduced in the region with
mixed results, which eventually led to the abandonment of
most of the site by the early 20th century. Today, the nature
center’s property contains an estimated six abandoned
houses, two saw mill locations, a logging camp site, and a
series of abandoned logging paths. Three of these houses
have been subject to excavation in the past (see Figure 4)
and one saw mill has been restored. Frost Town’s cemetery
is also located just north of the nature center’s property.

Figure 17: Jonathan Broida and Emma Wagner cleaning
up and taking notes after a busy Family Archaeology
Weekend day in 2018.

Figure 12: Metal Grate Found During Family
Archaeology Weekend 2018.

While incredibly powerful and informative to the young
students, these excavations require a great deal of control
and restraint to avoid irresponsible excavation without a
research question. Given that revenue is generated by these
camps, this can be a difficult balance to strike. In 2019, the
camps will be incorporated into a larger research design
surrounding the Hall Residence in earnest to avoid
unnecessary excavation.
Figure 13: Students interpreting finds at the Hiram
Abbey Site during Summer Archaeology Camp.

Figure 18: Jonathan Broida demonstrating
sifting for YouTube audiences.

Summer 2019:
Frost Town Archaeology Field School:

Figure 19: Emma Wagner, Matthew Vineyard
and Bekah Leathersich finishing up a trench
from Family Archaeology Weekend in 2017.

In Summer of 2019, SUNY Brockport will offer a field school based at
Frost Town with the support of the Cumming Nature Center and the
Rochester Museum and Science Center. The field school will be a three
week, credit-bearing class focusing on the excavation and interpretation
of the Hall Residence. The project will focus on mapping and
documenting previous excavation units, surveying the space around the
house’s fieldstone foundation, and laying down excavation units for the
2019 season and beyond. We aim to utilize LiDAR data as well,
available through New York State, to further explore the landscape.
The first two weeks of the field school will be a traditional format,
teaching students the basics of survey, excavation and laboratory
processing. The third week, however, will overlap with the first week of
Summer Archaeology Camp, as a group of roughly ten, 12-15 year old
students will join our excavation. The final week of the school will focus
on teaching archaeology and engaging with those outside of academia.
Undergraduate students will be expected to engage with the kids
attending the camp all while under strict supervision of the nature
center and Rochester Museum and Science Center chaperones. In order
to make this possible, the project will enlist the help of both museum
employees and five full-time volunteers, comprised of graduating
Brockport and Brown University students, all with excavation
experience. Frost Town Archaeology in 2019 will be an experiment in
archaeological pedagogy, incorporating public outreach directly into the
fundamental, experiential curriculum of an archaeological field school.

Figure 20: A trench left for Brockport volunteers at the
Hall Residence by Family Archaeology Day participants.

Online Engagement

Figure 14: YouTube video of Alex Smith and Brockport
Student Jonathan Broida explaining the basics of
archaeological practice.

As part of the promotional materials for Family
Archaeology Weekend 2018, the Rochester Museum and
Science Center produced a video of the ongoing
archaeological research at the Hall Residence. This video
featured Alex Smith and Jonathan Broida explaining the
basics of archaeology, stratigraphy and collection
procedures. This aspect of the project was an unexpected,
yet
lasting public
effort,
available
online
at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9hRjArLseWI.
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Figure 21: Rani Gill, Emma Wagner, Jonathan Broida
and Bekah Leathersich volunteering at Family
Archaeology Day 2018. All four will be involved in Frost
Town Archaeology 2019.
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