Focus Group Report – Boone Hall Plantation

Archaeological information/material was interpreted by the means of open excavation units under the floor of one of the slave cabins. Though, the excavation units may appear to be scientific and archaeological in nature, are nothing more than a display for passing visitors. Within that cabin was also a wall display that outlined the process of archaeology (i.e. how he know what he know), but disappointingly did not provide any information about the archaeology of Boone Hall or the slave cabins (because there is none). Also, there was a table that displayed archaeological materials and artifacts that were retrieved from non-archaeological excavations from various places around Boone Hall plantation.  The artifacts/material was retrieved by the means of digging with a “flat end shovel” to find “stuff” to put on display.   The bottom line of the archaeology at Boone Hall is that it is misleading the visitors to believe that the excavation units in the slave cabin revealed the artifacts on display by the means of archaeology that is discussed on the wall display. When in reality, it is none of that. By far, most of Boone Hall’s displays, interpretive talks, and information are historical in nature. Even the dates for the slave cabins are form an architectural historian and not an archaeologist.   As for the information presented for the stables, main house (dates to the 1930) and farm was sound and presented a nice feel for plantation life but again is not derived or obtained form archaeology but from history and historians and not archaeologists. 

The archaeology of Boone Hall should focus on the “slave cabins” (the only part of the plantation that has made the National Register and by far the most significant part of the plantation), brick manufacturing, Civil War (succession), Graves (family and slaves) and other aspect of the plantation that can provide good scientific information about “Southern Cultures,” people, individuals and even feelings and attitudes from those earlier times. 

The biggest management issues that faces the staff of Boone Hall is the fact that they are loosing money. If the interpretive programs and the image of Boone Hall cannot be turned around portions of the plantations land will probably be sold off. Other issues ranges from: changing old and bad management problems/plans, misleading information, “image,” realizing what is significant and important and creating a long-term management/interpretive program. There are other management issues that are secondary but all revolve around these key issues. 

The key member of the staff at Boone Hall is Ms. Sara Tyler (education, group services, interpretation), Tony (runs farm/ranch hand, good-old-boy who does what he wants) and Willy (owner of the plantation).  Ms. Tyler has her work cut out for her, relatively new to the place, she realizes the problems of “image”, need for and interpretive plan (long and short term), need to focus on the significant of Boone Hall and the daunting task of changing past management problems.

There is little-too-no emphasis on “employing a team process in interpretation planning.” This emphasis is relatively new to the staff of Boone Hall and Ms. Tyler is new and just getting started. We spoke for sometime with her and she realized and addressed the need to professionalize the staff, and hopefully obtain and interdisciplinary staff (e.g. historian, archaeologist, interpreters and so on).

Comments and recommendations were provided to the staff of Boone Hall plantation during our visit.  It was reassuring to hear that Ms. Tyler is ambitious and willing to make improvements to the public interpretation of Boone Hall. Maybe, with some help from the community, historic societies and other interested parties the future of Boone Hall could be turned around and secured for future generations of visitors.  
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