

	
	


Case Study Focus Group: 

Site Program Critiques 

Aiken Rhett House
Russell Clark, Archeologist, 

South Carolina Parks, Recreation and Tourism, Colonial Dorchester State Historic Site;

rclark@scprt.com
Amanda Dworak, Environmental Education Specialist, 

U. S. Forest Service, Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie

adworak@fs.fed.us
Elsie Eubanks, Archaeologist, 

Charles Towne Landing State Historic Site; 

eubanks@scprt.com
Lauri Lechner, Volunteer, 

National Park Service and Historic Charleston, South Carolina;

lllechner@yahoo.com
Triel Ellen Lindstrom, Site Interpreter, 

Florida Park Service, Bureau of Natural and Cultural Resources; 850-488-5090; triel_lindstrom@dep.state.fl.us
1

Current techniques on interpreting Archaeological information and materials

The Aiken Rhett House currently does not have an interpretive plan. There are however a couple of different ways that the Historic Charleston Foundation interprets the Aiken Rhett House. The basis of their interpretation, is preservation which is different than other sites that the Historic Charleston Foundation supports. The following is a brief overview of the techniques of how archaeological information is currently being interpreted.

1) The Aiken Rhett House provides visitors with headsets, which allows for a self guided audio tour.   

2) The second option of interpretation is a guided tour, which is about 35-40 minutes in length. This tour is led by a staff member who guides the group through the mansion, while noting the significance of the art gallery, paintings, etc. This type of tour allows for dialogue between the visitor and the docent.  

3) The last technique of interpretation is a summary of a variety of activities that the Historic Charleston Foundation has included the Aiken Rhett House to be a part of these activities include but are not limited to: the House and Garden Show, lectures to the public, and lesson plans where interns have used the Aiken Rhett House as the main theme or subject. 
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Management Issues
The Aiken Rhett House is unique in it role of historical houses in Charleston. The Aiken Rhett House is maintaining the site in the condition that it is currently in. It is managed for preservation, this concept is somewhat hard for the public to understand, because most visitors are anticipating restoration. This is a real issue for this site, because the public has difficulty distinguishing the differences between preservation and restoration. 

There are some questions that our focus group had for management as far as the liability with the paint. Our group realizes that lead paint is a real issue with historic buildings. The question that our group has is the lead content in the paint at this site going to  effect how the site is managed? 

The other issues that came up are safety and accessibility. The construction of ramps or mechanical lifts would allow the site to gain accessibility to more individuals, but the consequences of such construction would definitely have a significant impact on the site. The amount of construction could possibly damage the site rather than enhance the experience of visitors. In the end our group concluded that construction might not be the most site appropriate solution, but this historic site is significant and should be experience by all audiences. 
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Project Planning Team – Roles

The project planning team mainly includes: docents, volunteers, assistant house museum manager, Jonathon Poston – Director Historic Charleston, and Architects. 

The Aiken Rhett House has just completed the Archaeological Research October 2003 as a part of a Historic Structures Analysis. In essence the dynamics of the planning team may change to include more individuals. 

Our focus groups realized that the archaeological research has just been prepared, so it is evident, that the report needs to be reviewed in house and by the original planning team before involving others. The currently research needs to be analyzed to establish what the planning team see in the future for the Aiken Rhett House. Once the Archaeological Research October 2003 has been reviewed, our group had a list of possible stakeholders that should be involved and/or might be interested in the future of the Aiken Rhett House. This list includes: archeologists (Martha Zierden), African American tours, other surrounding tours that might use the site as a stop or point of interest, local schools especially teachers that might use the site as an field trip or possible site for outdoor classrooms activities, Universities or schools looking for volunteer or intern opportunities, and family members of those who resided at the residence. 

Our group realizes that the archaeological research was just presented October 2003. This research was a part of the Historic Structure Analysis that is why we thought it was important that everyone on the original planning team and the in house staff was informed and reviewed the research before other people were brought in on future planning for the Aiken Rhett House. 
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The Project success – employing a team process in interpretation planning

The success of the interpretive plan for the Aiken Rhett House, is dependent upon the team that is developed. Our group thought that is was very important to make sure that everyone such as the docents, volunteers, architects, etc, from the original planning team has a chance to review the current research of the Aiken Rhett House before others are brought to the table. As mentioned in part 3 possible stakeholders that maybe interested or should be contact for helping to develop the interpretative plan: teachers of surrounding schools, archeologists (Martha Zierden), African American tours, other surrounding tours that might use the site as a stop or point of interest, local schools that might use the site as an field trip or possible site for outdoor classrooms activities, Universities or schools looking for volunteer or intern opportunities, other historic site interpreters, and family members of those who resided at the residence. Our group really thought that is was most important that everyone was ‘on the same page’ with the archaeology of the site, what the sites missions and goals were before developing an interpretative plan. If everyone involved in the process has the background before developing future planning this will minimize conflict and confusion. 
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 A critique – Current and planned public interpretation programs 

The Aiken Rhett House currently does not have an interpretive plan. The site just received the Archaeological Research October 2003 report. The current role of interpretation is basically a self-guided audio tour and guided tours. 

Our group really enjoyed the self-guided audio tour. The music playing in the background on the tape while the narrator explained significance points of interest through out the audio tour helped to bring the Aiken Rhett House to life. While walking through the stables one can visualize the horses as the narrator describes the notches they wore into the wood framework. The tour also spaces out the visitors. The guided tour is more crowded and people are fight for space to make sure they hear every detail. Even though the visitor is self-guided with the audio tour, they still have the option of stopping the tape and asking a docent questions or specifics. One recommendation for the self-guided tour is to include a brochure of the audio tape script and a site map. This would help the visitor get a sense where they are on site and a sense of where they are on the tour. 

The second option of interpretation is a guided tour, which is about 35-40 minutes in length. The guided tour is a great chance to engage in dialogue with the docents about specific questions that a visitor may have about the site. The guided tour however does get a little crowded. We at first thought that waysides or maybe signage should be included in the house to help people on the guided tour get all the information if they miss hearing it. In the end however after further discussion we realized that interpretative signs would take away from the mission of preservation and the audio tour. 

The Aiken Rhett House is currently involved in some local activities such as the House and Garden Show, lectures to the public, and lesson plans were developed where interns have used the Aiken Rhett House as the main theme or subject. Our group thought this was excellent that the house was included on other local festivals, etc. For future interpretative programs and planning it is important to keep relationships with the managers of these festivals or local activities. The possibility of partnerships within these different local activities and festivals could provide more opportunities for funding support for this site. The possibility of partnerships is an introduction to the recommendations our focus group has for the Aiken Rhett House site management.   
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Comments and Recommendations to site management
The Historic Charleston Foundation is in its initial planning stages of an interpretative plan. The site itself has many opportunities because it is such a unique site in Charleston. This site’s niche needs to be established so that all the opportunities are not over looked. Our group has a variety of recommendations but all of them approach this historic site as having its main objective continue to be preservation.

The first recommendation our focus group has for the site management is in house reviews. As mention previously the archaeological research was just conducted. The employees and volunteers all need to have a chance to review the current information and established a background of the site before future groups or more networking occurs. The continuation of collecting all the parts for the Historic Structures Analysis and in house reviews is very important. When working with the public it is important to be educated in your site. Once all the reports are in and reviewed, this site can then work on integrating other stakeholders. 

The integration of other stakeholders could develop into possibilities of other funding opportunities for the Aiken Rhett House. One example is to look at the site on a more social level – involve the neighborhood. This house is a part of their neighborhood history, one suggestion was to add this site to a neighborhood or walking tour. The option of a neighborhood hike or walking tour that includes the Aiken Rhett House includes physical activity. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) has funding available to sources that promote physical activity because of the levels of diabetes, obesity, etc. This neighborhood tour could also incorporate local green spaces, a tree inventory, both of which subjects within other foundations and in the end are sources for grants. This historic site could also be included in specific tours such as the African American, art tours, architecture, etc. This whole concept of tours also brings in diversity. This site is unique, it shows the urban lifestyle during times of slavery. This is significant to Charleston and American history. People that visit the Aiken Rhett House, its gallery, along with the preserved slave quarters, and courtyard experience something very significant in our nation’s history. 

The Aiken Rhett house is very close in location to the visitor center is there some type of  marketing strategy of advertisement at the visitor center that has been incorporated into planning? Our group thought it was important to just get the information out there. We as thought maybe some type of interpretative signing by the house or a wayside so it is a possible rest stop for Charleston visitors. 

The house provides an addition to the layers of history. When talking about interpretative planning our group had a variety of themes for this site and how archaeology could be included. There was not just one specific theme of archaeology, but rather a variety of themes such as, cooking techniques, health and sanitation, where is their garbage, socialites, urban ties to plantation life, ties to slave families, architecture, art of the 1800s, and art gallery just to name a few. In all of these possible themes, incorporating archaeology to better explain them to the public. Archaeology has helped to ask questions about the house, the social life, the animals on site, and more. The possibility of future digs on site would provide the public with a visual that shows this is what we have learned so far, can we learn more of what happened at this house. 

The house has some collectibles that our focus group thought would be of interest to the public. Our group thought that an exhibit of some type that displays these collectibles or items that were collected during the excavation (when visitors walk in and are greeted by the docent where they receive their headsets) helps to bring the house to life. 

The other recommendation has to do with the issue of accessibility. Our group realizes that construct to the site for accessibility may not be the best option. One solution may be a possible wayside area where visitor could page through photos with the audio tour. Another option may be a video tour where the visitor could have a virtual tour from the courtyard. The main concern was this site is significant and everyone should have the chance to experience the Aiken Rhett House.

Our focus group had the privilege of critiquing the Aiken Rhett House. It is in the initial stages of interpretative planning. The site has a lot of potential to use archaeological resources to interpret this site to the public. Through our critiques and recommendations to the site management we hoped to enhance the planning process and in the end contribute to the success of interpreting this unique site.  

2
2

