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0.1 Abstract

Theory and methods unique to the discipline of archaeology are particularly suited to the
study of the recent and contemporary past. This dissertation uses an assemblage of
recently abandoned material culture as a medium for exploring the world in which we all
live. First it is suggested that if we are to study contemporary material culture, then our
methodology must be collaborative, multivocal, and innovative. Next, an assemblage of
materials recovered from a 1991 Ford Transit van, used by archaeologists in the field for
eight years, is investigated as a case study. The vehicle is epistemologically dismantled,
and it is demonstrated that the car part should be treated as a diagnostic artefact. A close
investigation of the recovered small finds uncovers explicit information about how the
van was used, and by whom. As with all people in every era, archaeologists too, leave
material evidence of their passing. This evidence can be subversive, and brings up
questions about how archaeology is practiced today. Additionally, it is found that
limitations to contemporary material culture also arise, and esoteric knowledge can

sometimes trump archaeological inquiry.
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1.0 The Project in Context

1.1 Introduction

In July 2006 archaeologists from the University of Bristol forensically excavated a 1991
Ford Transit van, a ‘particular, common, and characteristic contemporary place’ (Bailey
et al. 2007) (Figure 1-1b). This dissertation is centred on the analysis and interpretation of
the assemblage of material culture resultant from that excavation. From the outset, the
Van Project has by necessity worked within the tensions of applying traditional
methodology to non-traditional materials; this dissertation continues in this tradition of
tensions. Drawing on the experience of how the project unfolded, | discuss how an
archaeologist might approach an assemblage of contemporary material culture. Then, |
treat the material culture recovered from the van as a case study, and thus present and

interpret the assemblage itself.

1.2 Aims
The three general aims of this project are:
e To explore ways we might undertake the ‘excavation of us’.
e To find out what can be learned about the past, present, and future from an
assemblage of contemporary material culture.
e To find out what can be learned about the discipline of archaeology itself from

such an assemblage.

1.3 Objectives
Specifically, this dissertation will:
e Establish methods for approaching an assemblage of contemporary material
culture.

e Quantify and interpret an assemblage of contemporary material culture.

1.4 Research Context
The Van Project is situated on the margins of commonly accepted archaeological

practice. The notion of ‘the archaeology of us’ was first proposed over thirty years ago



Figure 1: the 1991 Ford Transit van (The Van Project Team)

Figure 1b: excavation and recording (The Van Project Team)



(see Reid et al. 1974; 1975; Rathje 1979; 1981; Gould and Schiffer 1981). However the
response this project has received from archaeologists has demonstrated — at times quite
bluntly — just how controversial this notion remains. Nevertheless, the project team
confronted this controversy from the outset. The original project design plainly states an
interest in ‘dialogue’, ‘people’s stories and reactions’, and the ‘reflexive nature of the
experiment’ (Bailey et al. 2006: 1-2). The controversy is even encouraging, for as Mike
Pitts of British Archaeology suggests “anything that gets people debating the nature and
purpose of archaeology has to be a good thing’ (Bailey et al. 2007: 20; see also 7.14).

Though the controversy about the project is seen as ‘a good thing’, considering
recent well-publicized developments in archaeology, responses received were
nevertheless surprising at times. Though this venture is innovative in its object of study, it
does however fit within a larger framework of contemporary archaeology projects. These
are endeavours engaged with “challenging the “taken for granteds” of modern life” and
serving as critiques ‘on the world we ourselves have created’ (Schofield 2006: 2).
Projects in this vein include Latour’s (2000) study of contemporary keys in Berlin, and
Buchli and Lucas’ (2001: 158-167) much cited archaeological treatment of a recently
abandoned council flat. In contrast to the work of the 1970s and 1980s, it is only in these
first few years of the twenty-first century that some have begun to see the archaeology of
the recent past standing alone, “for its own sake’ (Schofield 2004: 2).

The exacting treatment of an assemblage of contemporary material culture from
an automobile is, to our knowledge, unprecedented. That the automobile chosen, a 1991
Ford Transit van, was actually used by archaeologists in the field for many years, adds
layers of meaning. Pioneering work by garbologist W.L. Rathje, and the even more
overtly reflexive work of this decade have demonstrated that recently abandoned
contemporary materials are a viable resource for examining social trends and values
(Myers 2007a). In applying our particular skills not only to the archaic, but also to the
recent and contemporary past, archaeologists will continue the tradition of contributing to
the better understanding of the present day (Myers 2007a). Though gaining acceptance,
this perspective, for some, remains controversial. Schofield (pers. comm.) states that
‘whatever one’s view, it is perhaps one of the most talked-about archaeological projects
for some time’. Possibly reason enough to support such a venture.



1.5 Literature Review

This dissertation is based on the premise that ‘the archaeology of us’ stands alone, an
endeavour worthwhile for its own sake. Among historical archaeologists this perspective
is a relatively recent development. It is not yet universally accepted, and published work
espousing the view is limited. Research within this nascent conceptual development,
then, first calls for a particularly strong and specific engagement with the comparable
research that does exist. This corpus is by necessity recent in date, and relatively small.
Second, it calls for a selective engagement with more peripherally related disciplines and
writings. This second group includes work from archaeology, history, sociology, and
social geography, as well as the popular press, the news media, and even blogs and
internet message boards. The assemblage from the van is unique and diverse. It is fitting
then, that the textual contribution also be unique and diverse.

Evident in the fundamental outlook of this dissertation are the influence of a
number of key texts. First among these is Buchli and Lucas’ (2001) Archaeologies of the
Contemporary Past, seminal for any consideration of contemporary archaeology. Though
his thinking is temporally and conceptually removed from contemporary archaeology
specifically, Matthew Johnson’s (1999) suggestion that we should embrace the tensions
inherent to our work was also of great influence. Patent in my treatment of the material
culture found in the van are my thoughts on the roles of personal choice, and chance, in
field archaeology; these perspectives are owed largely to Lucas (2001) and Holtorf (2002;
2005). Some of my suggestions for how we might go about practicing and presenting the
archaeology of the contemporary were influenced by Merriman’s (2004) Public
Archaeology, and Evans and Daly’s (2006) Digital Archaeology.

A range of writing specific to contemporary archaeology provided context, and
grounded my approach to the assemblage from the van. These include: Buchli and Lucas
(2001); Graves-Brown’s (2000) edited volume Matter, Materiality and Modern Culture;
Schofield’s treatment of the Greenham Common Airbase (Schofield and Anderton 2000;
Schofield et al. 2003); Schofield’s (2004) discussion on the heritage and archaeology of
the twentieth century; Symonds’ (2004) consideration of ‘the archaeology of the

mundane and everyday’; and Bradley et al.’s (2004) Change and Creation document.



This selection of works demonstrates the scope, as well as the current state, of
contemporary archaeology.

This dissertation is one stage in an ongoing collaborative archaeology project. My
part in it, manifest centrally in the finds report below, benefited greatly from the work of
other project members. The work undertaken before I joined the project was expertly
documented in the original project design (Bailey et al. 2006), a report for the popular
magazine British Archaeology (Bailey et al. 2007), and the film made during the
excavation (Bailey 2006). The ongoing debate over the project has so far been
documented by the Letters section in British Archaeology (Forsyth 2007; Lucas 2007),
Ironbridge Archaeology’s (nd) Contemporary Archaeology blog, The Van: Still in Transit
blog (Myers 2007b), and the BAJR Discussion Forum (BAJR nd). Additionally, coverage
in the news media further contributed to debate and public perceptions of the project
(Anon. 2006; Hodson 2006; Wainwright 2006).

Though the literature cited above influenced my approach and guided my
research, it is the actual material culture of and in the 1991 Ford Transit van that provided
the primary data. It is the 488 distinct artefacts, formerly the van and its contents, that
were probed for the answers to my questions. It is my hope that the theory and evidence
from these two material forms are combined below into something innovative and

enduring.

1.6 Methodology

As stated by Bailey et al. (2007: 17), from the outset the VVan Project ‘was always going
to be unconventional’. This finds analysis is the result of a relatively organic research
process, one not rooted in any formal structure. A comprehensive search for relevant
literature was undertaken. Books and articles were centrally sourced through the
University of Bristol Library and the Inter Library Loan office. The internet is a superb
source for article length scholarly and popular publications: the websites of scholarly
journal publishers and other reputable organisations (e.g. Archaeology Data Service,
British Archaeology, English Heritage, Institute of Field Archaeologists) were used

extensively for the retrieval of articles in Portable Document Format (PDF).



Though a finds analysis generally does not have a fieldwork element to it, the
collaborative nature of this project called for intersection with peoples and groups outside
of the university’s archaeology laboratory. Thus visits to experts, informants, and events
played an important role in the research process. These included trips to Sims Metal in
Avonmouth, the Ironbridge Gorge Museum in Shropshire, the Museum of London, the
Theoretical Archaeology Group Conference 2006, and the Institute of Archaeology,
University College London. Communication with various collaborators via email was
continuous.

The assemblage was organized, cleaned, bagged, and labelled at the University of
Bristol archaeology laboratory (and ultimately returned to Paul Belford for permanent
storage at Ironbridge). Organic artefacts were separated and sent for analysis to Dr Steve
Davis of University College Dublin (Davis 2007a; 2007b; Davis et al. 2007). Each find
was assigned a unique artefact number, and artefacts were photographed using a mounted
digital camera, finds photography lighting, and scale. Find attribute data was recorded in
spreadsheets (see 7.31-7.32) created with Microsoft Excel; charts and graphs were
created using Microsoft Excel; illustrations and distribution maps were created using
Microsoft Paint, HP Photosmart Premier, and Microsoft PowerPoint; multimedia content
(see 7.44-7.45) was recorded onto CD and DVD using Sonic DigitalMedia Plus; texts
were created using Microsoft Word. Additionally, a blog was created using Google’s
Blogger platform (Myers 2007b). All programmes employed were run on the Microsoft

XP Home operating system.

1.7 Structure

The remainder of this dissertation will discuss ways archaeologists might approach an
assemblage of contemporary material culture (Chapter 2); present and interpret the
assemblage from the excavation of the 1991 Ford Transit van (Chapters 3 and 4); and
review the findings, offer some conclusions, and make a few suggestions about how

research in this field might develop (Chapter 5).



2.0 Approaches to the Assemblage

2.1 Introduction
‘Cars today are almost the exact equivalent of the great gothic cathedrals ... the supreme
creation of an era, conceived with passion by unknown artists, and consumed in image if
not in usage by the whole population’.

(Barthes 2000: 88)

‘Because the car is the second most expensive thing we own, we curate it’.

(Graves-Brown 1997: 67)

In his Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America, Ivor Noél Hume (1970: 5) states that ‘I
have frequently found that both collectors and museum personnel are unable to identify
from fragments objects with which they are well acquainted when intact’. The
observation recalls a recent conceptual development in historical archaeology, Buchli and
Lucas’ (2001: 13) much discussed notion of making ‘the familiar unfamiliar’. The fact
that museum professionals could make no sense of a common object in a fragmentary
state helps to illustrate just how tentative our supposed familiarity is. Take, for example,
a common kitchen bowl in daily use, an item as familiar to an archaeologist as to a
homemaker. Smash it into a hundred pieces (or shards) and suddenly this familiar
everyday object becomes much less familiar — even to the archaeologist.

There is perhaps no single object more emblematic of the industrialised nations at
the turn of the twenty-first century than the automobile. For all but a very few, the
automobile is a thoroughly familiar place: in 2006 there were 33.4 million cars licensed
in the United Kingdom alone (Department for Transport 2007: 1). Dealing with the
everyday material culture of a 1991 Ford Transit van then, is an archaeological practice
concerned with “defamiliarising taken for granteds’; with ‘making what is too well
known almost less known’ (Buchli and Lucas 2001: 13). However, that much of the
assemblage from this van is made up of obscure fragments of contemporary material

culture complicates this framework from the outset. While Noél Hume discusses a



material culture that needs to be familiarized, and Buchli and Lucas discuss a material
culture that needs to be defamiliarized, this project, seemingly, needs to do both.

From the start, the VVan Project has worked within the tensions that exist between
traditional methodology on one hand, and unconventional object of study on the other.
This account of the recovered material culture of the Transit van follows in this tradition
of ‘a series of tensions’ (Johnson 1999: 31) by engaging with both the customary and the
unorthodox. First, it does so by applying both traditional and out of the ordinary analyses
to an assemblage comprised of both traditional and out of the ordinary materials. Second,
it does so by challenging us to consider that if we are to make any sense of such an
assemblage, we must attempt to both familiarize and defamiliarize at the same time. By
embracing these apparent contradictions we will hopefully come closer to meaningful
conclusions.

At the time of excavation, the Transit van was a group of artefacts unique in time
and place, from diverse spatial and temporal provenances. Initially formed at the Ford
assembly plant in Southampton, the site subsequently became rich with fifteen years of
intentional and non intentional depositions (Myers 2007a). Thus, the artefacts from the

van can be separated into two initial categories:

1) Intentionally assembled components of the van itself.
2) Stratigraphically deposited artefacts.

Each of these groups of artefacts holds enormous potential. Together they might inform
discussions about the use of the vehicle — as Bailey (2006) puts it, ‘life histories of
drivers, passengers and automobile might be written in and about its fabric’ — but also
inform discussions about the evolving archaeological practices we engage in.

Considering the novel nature of this project, it seems appropriate here to not only
analyse the assemblage, but indeed to analyse the analysis. How might an archaeologist
go about the interpretation of an assemblage of contemporary material culture? In this
chapter I begin to formulate an answer to this question. Based on the first hand
experience of working on this project, I make some suggestions towards the development
of a perspective for the study of contemporary material culture.



2.2 Cooperation
‘Archaeologists have until recently not treated their relationship with the public as
something that merited their academic attention’.

(Merriman 2004: 15)

In contrast to ancient material culture, the interpretation of contemporary material culture
is not an esoteric or exclusive practice. In fact, work with contemporary material culture
calls for a level of inclusion perhaps unprecedented in the discipline of archaeology. The
proliferation of highly specialised material culture in the twentieth century precludes the
notion that a single person could identity all the material forms of the recent past. While
Noél Hume’s Guide is a relatively comprehensive accounting of the material culture of
Colonial America, a similar published tome for the artefacts of twentieth century
America is an impossibility. Even if every artefact could be accounted for, the
publication would be obsolete on its day of release. The simple unfeasibility of an
individual approach then, promotes a methodology of cooperation. This method makes
use of diverse specialists, but equally, it courts the everyday knowledge of lay enthusiasts
and the general public. Such an approach is reliant on publicity generated through
multiple media, from word of mouth, to publications, to internet discussion boards.

The 1991 Transit van is an explicit product of the Information Age: as our
forensic excavation brought to light, 1991 was the first year that Transits were assembled
by automated robots. It is fitting then, that a project dealing with an artefact of the post-
industrial contemporary past utilizes information technology towards an active
engagement with the contemporary present (Myers 2007a). The internet, and centrally the
van blogs (Ironbridge 2006; Myers 2007b), have played an important role in involving
both archaeologists and the public. The Van: Still in Transit blog, set up for the finds
analysis stage, was promoted through flyers at the University of Bristol’s Archaeology
department (see 7.22) and at a special screening of Bailey’s (2006) In Transit at
University College London, in project publications (Myers 2007a), and perhaps most
importantly through email. A departmental email list and a contemporary archaeology

LISTSERYV publicised the blog to a wide yet targeted audience.
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This combination of publicity and targeted outreach resulted in a number of
successful partnerships. The assemblage from the van contains many artefacts associated
with the work of electricians (see 4.2-4.3). This grouping of artefacts was brought to the
University of Bristol Department of Electrical and Electronic Engineering, where
technicians from the department’s workshop spent their lunch hour looking over the
artefacts (Figure 2). These specialists identified many artefacts, and confirmed (or
rejected) a number of my own tentative identifications. The volunteers’ initial
bemusement changed to genuine excitement as they passed obscure items and fragments
around the room. They sought out product supply catalogues and examples of electrical
items from their store rooms on their own initiative. Additionally, their specialised
equipment was used to test the fuses and light bulbs found in the van. The results from
both the identification and the electrical tests contribute to my interpretation of the finds.

Also found in the van were a number of historic ceramic fragments. Though
members of our own team had made tentative identification of these, it was clear that
more could be known. After posting a blog update with pictures and descriptions of the
fragments, | was contacted by Nigel Jeffries, a ceramics expert at the Museum of
London. This specialist volunteered to have a close look at the fragments, and a visit to
London followed (Figure 3). Once again, the valuable contribution of specialist
knowledge was plainly demonstrated (see 4.4).

Other collaborations occurred in more transitory moments. As finds analysis was
underway in the archaeology laboratory, intrigued students and members of faculty
would stop by to talk. These visitors would look through the artefacts and many offered
ideas and interpretations. At the film screening at UCL mentioned above, a selection of
artefacts was displayed on a table; members of the audience had a look through these, and
again offered suggestions on their identification. Significantly, the blog provided a venue
for online participation. | posted images of unidentified artefacts, and a number of helpful
responses were posted. An expert on Transit vans identified a fragment of metal as a
specialty clip that holds a Transit van’s headlights in place, and a former Ironbridge

employee identified a fragment of paper as a piece of Ironbridge pay stub (Figure 4).



Figure 2: Bill Maggs and Bob Bowden at the Department of

Electrical and Electronics Engineering (author)

Figure 3: Nigel Jeffries at the Museum of London (author)
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Figure 4: Ironbridge pay stub fragment in situ (The Van Project Team)
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2.3 Multivocality
‘I think it is useful as a way of questioning and/or refining archaeological methodology —

as it shows how ridiculous some archaeological theory is becoming’.

(Ironbridge Archaeology 2006)

‘I can’t be too critical since it seems there are a few Bristol types that | know working on
it”.
(BAJR nd)

Any cooperative approach will almost by definition be multivocal. Proffered artefact
interpretations at times conflicted with my own interpretations, and responses on the blog
conflicted with one another. The prospect that ‘all historical archaeologists work within a
series of tensions’ (Johnson 1999: 31) is perhaps accentuated when dealing with the
materials of the recent past. Many of these materials are (at least seemingly) familiar not
just to archaeologists, but to much of the public. Since material culture is used by
different people in different ways, stories and interpretations will vary.

Though conflict over interpretations did occur, this was minimal in comparison to
the conflict over the simple fact of the project itself. The debate though was embraced
from the outset, and a sense of this is aptly captured by Bailey’s (2006) film In Transit
(see 7.44). As one review states, “the film linearly represent the excavation of the van
while simultaneously confronting the viewer with a barrage of a-linear representations of
media texts and public reactions to the project’ (Cochrane and Russell 2006). The
layering of voices in the film highlights the multivocal spirit of the project as a whole.

The finds analysis blog also provided a forum for feedback: this was a powerful
medium of interactivity as well as a tool for promotion and pedagogy. It provided an
informal venue where future collaborators could ask questions, make suggestions, and
comment anonymously (Myers 2007a). Though internet based publishing likely holds the
potential for the wider audience, the report which appeared in the print edition of British
Archaeology (Bailey et al. 2007) in this case probably reached a larger audience than the
blog. The following edition of the magazine printed four responses in its letters section.

The one negative response declared: ‘[this is] the final nail in the coffin of serious
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archaeological investigation. | have now cancelled my membership of the CBA, and no
longer consider archaeology as a serious pursuit’ (Lucas 2007; see 7.15).

2.4 Innovation
“The internet may represent the next step on from car culture — for clearly it offers all that
the car culture does and more’.

(Graves-Brown 2000: 161)

I have so far suggested that dealing with contemporary material culture calls for a
methodology that is collaborative, and thus multivocal. While not the norm in
archaeological practice, neither is the suggestion unheard of. My final suggestion towards
the archaeology of contemporary material culture is that this archaeology must be
innovative. This is not really a call to action though, for I believe that the innovation will
come naturally. As archaeologists increasingly turn their attention to the recent and
contemporary pasts, they will increasingly encounter unprecedented materials and
situations. Unprecedented materials and situations will lead to the development of
unprecedented methodologies and theoretical perspectives.

Certain to play a role in these innovations are digital technologies. Evans and
Daly (2006) recently observed that we live in ‘a world where computers are omni-
present, but in which we are only just beginning to understand how to productively apply
them to our lives’. Though at any particular moment we might be using the latest
technology, these are of course transitory, as they develop continually. It is impossible to
predict how we will interact with these technologies in the future. However, an
archaeology that takes advantage of the full potential of the internet and other media and
technologies, a ‘digital archaeology’ even (Evans and Daly 2006), holds great potential.
The use of interactive blogs and message boards in archaeological practice is certainly
only the beginning (see McDavid 2005: 159).

| suggest that if we are to study contemporary material culture, then our
methodology must be cooperative, multivocal, and innovative. The Van Project has
demonstrated that cooperation can be more than just a gesture towards what we call
public archaeology. When dealing with contemporary material culture, cooperation yields
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tangible results in identification and ultimately interpretation. Cooperation leads to
multivocality, and this project has demonstrated just how constructive this can be. Debate
and feedback about the validity of the project — through interviews, on blogs and internet
message boards, and in print — have given momentum to the project. Ultimately this
conflict has been healthy for the project itself, and perhaps for the wider discipline of
archaeology. Finally, | advocate an archaeology of innovation. Hodder (1999: 71) states
that interpretation ‘must involve a creative component’; | suggest that creativity might

also be used in the development of the very methodologies that lead to interpretation.
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3.0 The Auto as Artefact: The Components of the Van

‘At one end, raw, telluric matter, at the other, the finished, human object; and between
these two extremes, nothing; nothing but a transit, hardly watched over by an attendant in
a cloth cap, half-god, half-robot’.

(Barthes 2000: 97)

3.1 The Vehicle Identification Number
Following the conventions of twentieth-century assembly-line mass production, the
components of the Transit van were produced in exact replication by the tens of thousands. At
the moment of their manufacture, many of the components that made up the vehicle were
embossed with a part number and a date stamp. The part number is unique in the sense that it
is only used for one specific part, though many thousands of identical parts are produced. Part
numbers can be decoded to yield information about history of design and production. Date
stamps appear less frequently than part numbers, and the precision of the date varies. Date
stamps generally indicate the month and year of production, but sometimes give the day of the
month as well. Though neither part numbers nor date stamps offer singular identifying
information, every vehicle is assigned a unique sequence of letters and numbers known as the
Vehicle Identification Number (VIN).

It was at Ford’s Southampton Assembly Plant in late 1991, at the stage on the
production line when the engine joined the chassis, that our Transit van received its VIN.
It is at this precise moment of the union between frame and power plant that Ford
recognized what was formerly just parts, as a distinctive vehicle (John Powell pers.
comm.). The code from the chassis (BDVLM) was added to the code from the engine
(83619) and vehicle BDVLM83619 was born. The string of letters and numbers not only
identifies this Transit from every other Transit, but this vehicle from every other vehicle
in the world.

The VIN broken down into its constituent signs gives a minimalist outline of the
history of the vehicle up to this point. The ‘B’ signifies that the vehicle was made in
Britain; the ‘D’ that it was made at the Southampton Assembly Plant; the *V’ stands for
‘van’; the ‘L’ signifies the style of van (Mk 3 Transit); the ‘M’ stands for *September’,
the month the engine joined the chassis on the assembly line; the *J” signifies the year, in
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this case 1991; and finally, ‘83619’ is the unique number of the engine and was assigned

from a string of rising sequential numbers (John Powell pers. comm.).

3.2 Ford Part Numbers and Date Stamps

As with the VIN, the identifying numbers on original Ford parts can be deciphered.
Unlike the VIN, however, this system of letters and numbers is proprietary. It is created
and overseen by Ford, and aspects of the system are officially classified as ‘confidential’
by the company (John Powell pers. comm.). It is a partially hidden, almost secret
symbology (a code even). Although in this case more corporate than humanitarian, the
situation does recall Buchli and Lucas’ (2001: 172-174) discussion of ‘the tension that
arises between uncovering truths ... where different truths serve conflicting ends’. “The
truth’ about the code could almost certainly be revealed by ex-employees and old
manuals. However, purposefully exposing explicitly guarded company secrets is not on
the agenda here. Nevertheless Buchli and Lucas (2001: 172) rightly ask: ‘where does the
cessation of striving for knowledge end and the suppression of information begin?’.

For the benefit of this and future projects, the decoding will be taken as far as
possible, while staying within the scope of information freely shared by Ford. As will be
demonstrated, this nominal decoding does nevertheless reveal at least one very useful
piece of information. The simplest Ford part numbers in the United Kingdom are a string
of eleven numbers and letters which looks something like this: ‘91BB-12345-AA’. This
format of 3 sets of letters and numbers separated by dashes is nearly ubiquitous amongst
Fords (Figure 5). However the composition of letters and numbers, and the length of the
sets vary considerably. The first set is nearly always comprised of two numbers followed
by two letters, and the last set is nearly always two letters. But the middle set varies
greatly in length and in its combination of letters and numbers — no discernable pattern
was identified here.

According to Ford, the final set (which is usually two letters early in the alphabet,
most commonly ‘A’ and ‘B’) represents two things. First, it distinguishes between left
(nearside) and right (offside) versions of parts. This applies to components that are
identical except that they are mirror images of each other — for example, the left and right
headlights on every car. Second, the two letters also indicate revisions to a component.



Figure 5: selection of Ford part numbers (author)
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For example, if a part initially ending in ‘AA’ was subsequently altered, the letters might
be changed to ‘AB’ to reflect the revision. Instructions on how to specifically decipher
these two-letter combinations could not be obtained from Ford. Even less is known about
the logic behind the middle set. The only thing that is known is that it is the essential
identifying component of the part number; it is the string that ultimately distinguishes one
part from the next.

The meaning of the first set, again, is only partially known. Nevertheless it proves
to be the most useful. The first set of my invented part number is ‘91BB’; while nothing
can be said about the two letters, the two numbers do provide information: the year the
part was first designed (John Powell pers. comm.). Thus ‘91’ stands for *1991°, “99” for
*1999’, ‘00’ for “2000’, and so on. A Ford part number provides one method of
estimating the age of a car part. If found sub-surface, a car part with a part number will be
a solid piece of evidence toward the establishment of a terminus post quem (TPQ). While
encounters between archaeologists and automobiles are already happening (see for
example Forsyth 2007: 21; Holtorf 2005: 28; Rathje and Murphy 2001: 6; Smith 2001a;
2001b), it’s likely the phenomenon will only become more common. If future
archaeologists increasingly encounter automobiles, then they will also increasingly
encounter automobile parts — attached to whole vehicles, and as isolated artefacts.

Many Ford automobile parts are not only stamped with unique identifying
numbers, but often also with the date of actual manufacture of the part (Figure 6). The
markings usually display the month and date, but are sometimes precise to a specific day
of the month. A date stamp can contribute to more accurate dating as it will inevitably
push forward a TPQ established using a part number, as the date of manufacture must
come after the date of design. Even if the design and manufacture occurred in the same
year, the date stamp usually provides a precise month, thus pushing the TPQ forward by
between zero and eleven months. Though in the more traditional temporal scales
employed by archaeologists a single month would be far too small a unit of measure, as
archaeologists turn their attention to the more recent past temporal scales necessarily

become more precise.



Figure 6: selection of Ford date stamps (author)
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3.3 The Car Part as Diagnostic Artefact

The excavation of the Transit van resulted in 136 distinct artefacts specified as
components of the van (as opposed to artefacts found in the van) (see 7.31). This number
must be used cautiously. The number 136 is not the total number of constituent parts of a
1991 Ford Transit van, but rather, the number of parts the excavation team physically
separated from the chassis of the vehicle and identified as distinct components. This was
necessarily an overtly qualitative exercise, dependant both on each excavator’s individual
choices, as well as the temporal, financial, and theoretical limitations of the project as a
whole (see Holtorf 2002; Lucas 2001). While 136 artefacts is not the result of an
exclusively qualitative numerical exercise, equally, it is certainly not exclusively a
reflection of human bias. The usefulness of the number 136 is found if we rectify the
number by treating it as a representative sample.

If the number of separated components is treated as a representative sample of the
total number of components that originally constituted the Transit, then we can more
confidently apply archaeological questions to those components. These questions might
result in answers about how Transits have been manufactured, but something also about
how knowledge is embedded within automobile parts. Both of these areas might prove
useful to the archaeologies of automobiles of the future. Ultimately, this discussion is
about what can and can’t be known — what information can be gleaned from these
artefacts of the contemporary past, and what cannot.

Out of our sample of 136 components, 62 (45.6%) have legible part numbers on
them. If discovered in isolation, the function of these components could be relatively
easily established, as the information can be found at any Ford dealership, and
increasingly, on searchable websites selling Ford parts. As explained above, in most
cases the part number can be interpreted to obtain the year the part was designed. Though
the year of design is not necessarily going to be the same as the year of manufacture (in
fact in our sample it is rarely so), the information is better than nothing, especially in
cases where the component in question does not have a stamp marking the precise date of
manufacture. While 62 (45.6%) of the components have part numbers on them, the date
of design can be interpreted from these part numbers on 56 (41.1%) of the total number
of components (Table 1)
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Table 2 shows the year of design of the components. Note that one part, the
plastic cover on the instrument panel, was designed as early as 1976. A significant pattern
in the chart is that 38 of the 56 parts (67.9%) were designed in the five years immediately
preceding manufacture. This could prove important in situations where no date stamp is
available for more precise dating. Parts dated to after 1991 are those that were replaced
during repairs and maintenance to the vehicle, and will be discussed further below.

The number of parts that have specific dates of manufacture on them is relatively
low. Of the 136 parts only 24 (17.6%) have a date of manufacture (Table 3). Though the
precision of these dates varies (to the day, month, or year), the vast majority — 19 of the
24 (79.2%) — are precise either to the day or the month. The remaining 5 (20.8%) are
precise to the year. It must be noted that the precision of the date stamp as recorded in
this project is based on the legibility at time of excavation and analysis; some of the parts
with dates precise to the year were originally precise to the month or day, but the date can
now only be partially read. It was also observed that while 24 (17.6%) of the components
have a date stamp, 20 (14.7%) have both a date stamp and a part number (Table 4). Thus
in 20 out of 24 instances (83.3% of the time), where there is a date stamp there is also be
a part number.

Drawing from the dates of design as well as from the dates of manufacture we
find that a handful of parts of the van were designed and/or manufactured after 1991.
These are parts that were replaced in the regular maintenance and repairs during the 15
years the van was used by Ironbridge. Of our sample of 136 components, 12 (8.8%) of
them are definitively replacement parts (Table 5). This statistic must be viewed with
caution though, because while these 12 are proven to be replacements, each of the
remaining 124 components could also be replacements. For example, a car part designed
in 1986 and manufactured in 1991 could be installed in a vehicle as a replacement part at

any point after 1991.
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Components of the Van with Legible Date of Design (based on
first two digits of part number)

o 56, 41%
m 80, 5%

O With Legible Date of Design @ Without Legible Date of Design

Table 1

Year of Design of Components

(0]
75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 8 87 83 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

Year

Table 2
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Date Stamps on the Components of the Van

o 24, 17.6%

m 112, 82.4%

@ With Date Starmp m Without Date Stanmp

Table 3

Components of the Van with Both a
Part Number and a Date Stamp

O 20, 14.7%

m 116, 85.3%

O Both m Neither

Table 4

Replaced Parts

o012, 88%

| 124, 91.2%

O Replacement Part m Indeterminate

Table 5
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4.0 The Auto as Artefact: The Small Finds
*So there was nothing for it but to excavate the van, to go through the festering debris in

the hope of finding the note she had promised to leave, and with it perhaps her history’.
(Bennett 1990: 90)

‘I am racking my brains as to what | may have leftin it...".
(Ironbridge Archaeology 2006)

4.1 An Unintended Assemblage

Fifteen years of daily use formed artefact rich, stratigraphically layered depositions
within the van. As with any archaeological site, these layers contained both non-cultural
and cultural materials. Spread throughout the encrustations of dirt and gravel were
hundreds of distinct artefacts: some unbroken and in their original state, others
fragmented, their intended form and function obscured. The recovered artefacts clearly
reflect the two use phases of the van: its initial purchase and use by the Ironbridge
Museum archaeological unit, and its subsequent use by Ironbridge works and
maintenance teams. However, not every artefact fits clearly into one of the two
categories. Many could equally fit in one or the other, and still others are clearly not
related to work uses at all. Still others, what | have previously called ‘the misplaced
artefacts’ (Myers 2007a), are historic artefacts that were excavated by Ironbridge
Archaeology Unit diggers and were subsequently deposited in the back of the van. The
assemblage is, quite simply, unprecedented.

My suggestion that we need to both familiarise and defamiliarise simultaneously
comes to the fore when dealing with contemporary material culture in fragments. Though
much of this material is commonplace, its familiarity is sometimes obscured by its
unnatural broken state. The goal of this forensic treatment of contemporary materials in
fragments then, is again to test what can and can’t be known, and to push the boundaries
of reflexive investigation. How much can be said about the recent lived past based on the
abandoned material culture in a vehicle? What can we learn from an unintended
assemblage of contemporary artefacts? Questions such as these have guided the research
into the materials. Again, these discussions affect not only the immediate research at
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hand, but due to the uniqueness of circumstances, affect the wider practices of our
changing discipline.

4.2 Archaeologists and Electricians
“The status of cars as product is indicated ... by the proliferation of popular car magazines
which sell to mainly male enthusiasts in all the advanced countries; their glossy pictures
and overwritten text create a pornography of “what will she do?”, 0 to 60 times,
maximum speeds and all the rest. All this is slightly bizarre when most of the cars in the
world ... are functional mobility boxes with as much inherent glamour as the fridge which
provides the cool box in our kitchen’.

(Williams et al. 1994: 1)

The excavation process revealed two distinct strata of depositions (Figure 7). The first
layer was the floor of the van: in the cab the layer of the floor mats (context 1059) and in
the back the layer of the carpet on the wooden floor (context 1001). The surface area of
these two contexts was subjected to a gridded surface collection. Next, the carpets and
floor mats in the cab were removed, and carpet and wooden floor in the back. The second
layer is the metal floor revealed beneath the carpet and wood: the offside of the cab
(context 1037), the nearside of the cab (context 1039), and the back of the van (context
1024). Again, a careful gridded collection was undertaken. From these five contexts, a
total of 352 distinct cultural artefacts were collected (see 7.32).

The assemblage is dominated by artefacts from the most recent use phase, when
the van was used by Ironbridge works and maintenance (circa 1999-2006). A total of 257
artefacts (73%) are associated with this period (Table 6). A total of 15 (4.2%) artefacts
are associated with the only other use phase, when the archaeologists used the vehicle
(circa 1991-1999). However, note that these numbers represent only the artefacts that can
be positively associated with a particular phase based on the nature of the artefact itself.
In addition there are 80 artefacts (22.7%) that could originate in either phase (labelled
‘indeterminate’). Overall it has proven easier to positively identify artefacts associated
with works and maintenance than those that might be associated with archaeologists.

The vast majority of artefacts were found in the back of the van (Figure 8), and



Figure 7: the depositional strata and assigned contexts (author)

Figure 8: the surface scatter in the back of the van (The Van Project Team)
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the common sense answer seems to provide the most logical explanation for this. While
the front cab of the van generally transported humans and their bodily possessions, the
back of the van had no seats and was used continuously for the transporting of various
material goods. This is a primary purpose for this type of van. From 1991 to 1999 the
back of the van would have been used to transport not only the tools of archaeologists,
but also the archaeology itself (namely artefacts in finds trays and bags). From 1999 to
2006 the back of the van was used to transport not only the tools of works and
maintenance crews, but also the supplies for, and detritus of, their work (dirt, bricks,
wood, concrete, plaster, etc.). These two explanations however represent only the official
uses of the van, for as we will see the material evidence also points to other, non-
sanctioned uses.

The material culture abandoned in the van is abundant and highly diagnostic.
Though information describing the transfer of the van from the archaeologists to the
maintenance workers was first acquired through oral and documentary evidence, the
material evidence of the maintenance phase is patent. The presence of a significant
number of artefacts associated with various construction and maintenance activities is the
single most evident trend within the assemblage. Nuts, bolts, washers, screws, and nails,
representing metal working, woodworking, and various maintenance activities are
ubiquitous. These are rivalled only by the detritus of the work of electricians: bits of wire
insulation, fuses, set screws, light bulb glass, a fluorescent bulb starter and various
speciality fasteners (Myers 2007a). The material evidence for the one time presence of
archaeologists, though clear, is less abundant. As we have seen, evidence for an
archaeology use phase is not supported by a large assemblage of related artefacts as it is
with the maintenance phase. The archaeology phase is evidenced by a relatively small
number of distinctively archaeological artefacts that therefore carry much greater

evidentiary weight.

4.3 The Material Culture of Works and Maintenance

Artefacts of the recent and contemporary past can be conceptually organised in the same
manner as artefacts of the more distant past. The large number of maintenance phase
artefacts facilitated a project of subdividing into more specific categories, as well as the
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creation of typologies. Of the total 352 finds, 255 (72.4%) are positively identified as
being associated with the daily work of the maintenance crews. Of these 255 maintenance
related artefacts, 110 (43.1%) cannot be associated with a specific maintenance activity
(and are thus labelled ‘indeterminate maintenance”), 78 (30.5%) are associated with
electrical work, 50 (19.6%) with woodworking, 12 (4.7%) with metal work, 4 (4.6%)
with plastering, and 1 (0.3%) with plumbing.

The large number and wide variety of screws allowed for the creation of a
detailed screw typology (Figure 9; other typologies were also created, see 7.33). Every
screw in the assemblage, of which there are 111 (43.5% of the maintenance artefacts),
was found to have one of four head types (Pan, Round, Flat, or Bugle), one of three drive
types (Slotted, Phillips, or Hex), and one of three tip types (Machine, Wood, Self
Tapping). The various combinations of these simple screw characteristics allow for 36
different screw types (note that this number does not take into account the different
metals used for screws). Though the 111 screws represent the gamut of screw types and
materials, one type of screw stands out as the most common: a small, slotted drive flat
head screw made of brass (Figure 10). This is a screw characteristically used in the
finishing and decorative aspects of wood working. Brass is often used for finishing
because it is slower to tarnish, and the flat head type allows for the screw to be
countersunk (the top of the screw ends up flush with the material around it). Surprisingly,
36 of these were found (32.4% of the screws), all from context 1001, and all in perfect
condition. It seems likely that these 36 identical screws represent a single depositional
event: the tipping over of a box of screws.

That 36 screws fell with seemingly no effort to recuperate them is representative
of larger trends within the assemblage of maintenance artefacts. Much of this assemblage
of abandoned materials is comprised of construction hardware in usable condition. Of the
255 maintenance related artefacts, 156 are in usable condition (61.1%). We can take a
closer look at this trend by further analysing waste by maintenance category. Of the 50
woodworking artefacts, 41 are usable (82.9%) (note though, that 36 of the sample of 50
are from the single depositional event mentioned above); of the 78 artefacts associated

with electrical work, 22 are in usable condition (28.2%); of the 12 metalworking
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Figure 9: screw typology (author)
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artefacts, 11 are usable (91.6%); of the 4 plastering artefacts 4 are usable (100%); and
finally, of the 110 artefacts categorised as ‘indeterminate maintenance’, 75 are usable
(68.1%). These percentages seem to demonstrate maintenance practices almost
characterised by careless waste. That these usable maintenance artefacts were spread
throughout the two strata of the back of the van (contexts 1001 and 1024) suggest that the
practices were habitual and long term.

The collection of artefacts related to the work of electricians is interesting in its
diversity. The variety in the 78 artefacts contributes to a project of accounting for the
specifics of the electrical work undertaken by maintenance crews at Ironbridge. A
handful of common household fuses, significant amounts of widely distributed light bulb
glass, and other artefacts suggest that much of the electrical maintenance work was the
relatively banal task of replacing blown fuses and light bulbs. Artefacts related to these
two tasks amount to 17 out the 78 electrical artefacts (21.7%): fuses account for 5 of the
78 (6.4%), and various fuse and bulb packaging fragments account for 6 of the 78 (7.6%).
Additionally, light bulb glass was recovered from four of the five contexts (1001, 1024,
1039, and 1059). One related and singular artefact is a fragment of a fluorescent bulb
starter, the electrical switch that excites (or ‘starts’) the gas inside every fluorescent tube
(Figure 11).

Though 21.7% of the electrical artefacts relate to these simpler tasks, the
remaining 78.2% (61 artefacts) are associated with more technically skilled work. The
most numerically dominant artefacts are fragments of electrical wiring. Many of these
consist of small pieces of plastic with no internal copper wire, the result of the common
task of stripping the plastic from the ends of the wire to expose the metal conductor
inside. The fragments of wire, of which there are 24 (30.7% of the electrical artefacts),
represent two general areas of work. This can be judged on the type of wire and its size,
or gauge: three of the wire fragments are from what is known as Armour Cable, a heavy
duty cable protected by a hard plastic shell. The heavily insulated Armour Cable can be
buried in the earth, and used for conducting mains power from the electricity supplier to
the consumer. The remaining 21 wire fragments are of varying gauges but generally fall

within the range of sizes for regular household wall and appliance wiring.



Figure 10: brass screw (author)

Figure 11: fluorescent bulb starter (author)
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In addition to the evidence provided specifically from wire fragments, a range of
other artefacts add to this discussion of the specifics of electrical work. A total of 17 of
the 78 artefacts (21.7%) are related to the fastening and organisation of wiring. These
include 6 fragments of “Zap Strap’ cable ties (note also that just such a cable tie was used
for a makeshift repair on the passenger seat of the van [Figure 12]), 6 fragments of wire
ducting, 2 bushings and 1 grommet which are used to cover rough edges where wiring
passes, and 12 of what are known as nail cable clips. These are small plastic fasteners that
attach wires to walls. Five distinct styles of nail cable clips were recovered (see 7.33). A
further 11 of the 78 artefacts (14.1%) are related to the connecting of wires to each other.
These are artefacts such as set screws, common components in electrical junction boxes,
various fragments of broken junction boxes, and a single ‘crimpable butt connector’
(Figure 13). From the range and numbers of artefacts in this electrical assemblage we
might conclude that the most common tasks of the electricians fell within the bounds of
regular wall and appliance work (58 artefacts, 74.3%), the second most common task was
dealing with blown fuses and light bulbs (17 artefacts, 21.7%), and the third most

common was heavy duty electrical work (3 artefacts, 3.8%).

4.4 An Archaeology of Archaeologists
‘How is it that we use these procedures? Why do we do it in this way rather than in any
other?’

(Lucas 2001: 3)

That the van chosen for excavation had actually been used for many years by
archaeologists in the field seemingly adds another layer of meaning. This layer is not on
the surface — it is somewhere below, and any attempt to make sense of it requires an
excavation of its own. This excavation — an archaeology of archaeologists even —is a
unique opportunity for reflexive investigation. The assemblage from the van reflects the
material culture of the employees of Ironbridge. For approximately the first eight years of
use (1991-1999), the van was the exclusive domain of the museum’s archaeology unit.

Armed with a clearly delineated phase of archaeological use we can query the material



Figure 12: ‘Zap Strap’ seat repair (The Van Project Team)

Figure 13: crimpable butt connector (author)
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culture for signs of the archaeologists. We might ask: in going about their work of
studying other peoples, what evidence, if any, did the archaeologists leave of themselves?

Relative to the total number of artefacts recovered from the van, the material signs
of the archaeologists are few. Artefacts from the most recent use phase, that of the works
and maintenance crews, certainly dominate the assemblage as a whole. However, while
the assemblage of artefacts associated with the archaeology phase is small, the specific
artefacts within it are telling and carry much weight. After close analysis, 15 artefacts
(4.2% of the total assemblage) can be positively identified as originating from the
archaeology use phase. However, a further 80 artefacts (22.7%) have been labelled
‘indeterminate’ as they could originate equally from either use phase. It is reasonable to
assume that a number of these indeterminate artefacts originate from the archaeology
phase. Drawing from both the archaeology category and the indeterminate category, we
can begin an interpretation of the material culture left behind by the archaeologists.

Two items highly characteristic of those used by archaeologists were recovered in
the van. A single broken piece of white chalk (Figure 14) (incidentally, a piece of graffiti
discovered in the van was made with white chalk [Figure 15]) and a single high quality
Staedtler HB pencil (Figure 16) stand out as typical archaeological tools. In addition to
these, also recovered were a rusted scalpel blade (Figure 17), fragments of scotch tape,
fragments of masking tape, a single push pin, fragments of four other wood pencils (at
least one of them HB), fragments representing at least four plastic pens, and a fragment
of one plastic BIC mechanical pencil. While none of these individual items are used
exclusively by archaeologists (in fact few tools are exclusive to archaeology), if viewed
collectively the association with archaeology is a reasonable one.

The most compelling material evidence of the archaeological phase of use is
ultimately provided by a very particular grouping of artefacts. These 12 artefacts (3.4%
of the total assemblage) represent an exceptional phenomenon. The artefacts are the
previously mentioned ‘misplaced artefacts’, finds from archaeological sites excavated by
Ironbridge field workers that were subsequently ‘misplaced’ in the van. Cornelius Holtorf
(2002) once wrote the ‘life history of a pot sherd’. If such a ‘life history” was applied to
one of these artefacts, the biography would certainly be a fascinating one: first the
artefact was created and used as intended in its own time; after being broken and



Figure 14: chalk fragment (author)
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Figure 15: chalk drawing (The Van Project Team)



Figure 16: Staedtler HB Pencil (author)

Figure 17: scalpel blade (author)

38



39

discarded it entered the archaeological record; at some point in the 1990s the artefact was
excavated by Ironbridge archaeologists; it was subsequently lost in the van (possibly
before being recorded in the site report), and at this moment of deposition, entered the
archaeological record for a second time; in the summer of 2006 archaeologists from the
University of Bristol excavated the van and (re)discovered the artefact; this second group
of archaeologists recorded and analysed the find, and its details were included in their
report; finally, the find was stored and ultimately curated along with the rest of The Van
assemblage.

The following misplaced artefacts were found in the van: a ceramic pipe stem
fragment, a silver threepence coin, dated 1893 (surprisingly the only coin found in the
van), a fragment of transfer printed White Ware (circa CE 1810-1840), a fragment of
Early Medieval ceramic (circa CE 1050-1250), a fragment of Midland Yellow Glazed
Ware (circa CE 1500-18000), a fragment of a Samian Ware bowl (circa CE 120-250),
fragments of daub (circa CE 120-1500), two fragments of green decorative glass (circa
CE 1900-1950), and three fragments of blast furnace slag (Figures 18-24). Below I will
discuss the spatial distribution of the artefacts in the van in more detail, but I will note
here that all of these 12 misplaced artefacts were recovered from the lower depositional
layers (contexts 1024 and 1037). How is it then that these archaeological finds ended up,
literally and metaphorically, under the floorboards of the van?

There are several reasons why an artefact could be lost in such a way; it may have
been inadvertently dropped, lost out of a finds tray, or even deliberately discarded. If lost,
it is hard to know precisely how. One possibility is that the find was placed in a finds tray
in the back of the van, and due either to a clumsy move or perhaps a bump in the road, it
fell out of the tray. For some reason the out of place find was not immediately spotted,
and was subsequently lost among other materials. It eventually fell through a crack to the
level below, left to be discovered by members of this project.

Another explanation considers the possibility that the artefact was intentionally
deposited: the find was, for a variety of possible reasons, carelessly abandoned in the van.
In one scenario, during the course of the day a digger pocketed the artefact planning to
ask a supervisor about it. The find was forgotten, and only remembered at the end of the
day riding in the van. With the context lost or forgotten, the digger dropped it under the



Figure 18: pipe stem fragment (author)

Figure 19: 1893 silver three pence coin (author)

40



Figure 20: fragment of transfer printed white ware (author)

Figure 21: fragment of Midland Yellow glazed ware (author)
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Figure 22: fragment of daub (author)

Figure 23: fragment of decorative green glass (author)
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Figure 24: fragment of blast furnace slag (author)
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seat. In another scenario, the artefact was from the outset consciously judged unimportant
and thus thrown away; it was perhaps found on the surface, or within the plough layer, or
even, deemed too small or fragmentary to be of any diagnostic use. Thus these artefacts,
in carelessness thrown away, perhaps represent “the little bits every archaeologist comes
across that “don’t matter”” (Myers 2007a). They are possibly part of the stories that are
not always told. Perhaps, even, there is an Ironbridge ‘master narrative’ that is threatened
by these unrecorded artefacts (David Robinson pers. comm.).

It is clear that archaeologists, like works and maintenance crews, and like every
human in every era, leave their mark on their surroundings at the very least in their
garbage. This human tendency is the foundation of the discipline of archaeology itself.
Despite the second use phase, one characterized by intensive deposition, the signs of the
archaeologists were not completely erased. Many of the artefacts made their way from
the top layer down to the lower layer. Thus we can further conclude that the signs of
archaeologists in their vehicles are relatively long lasting. By their very presence these
misplaced artefacts tell us something about how archaeology is practiced today. An
archaeological find deposited non-intentionally might suggest a certain amount of
carelessness. Importantly, that artefact highlights the role of chance in any archaeological
endeavour (see Holtorf 2002). The prospect that a misplaced artefact was intentionally
abandoned is more complex still. If this is the case, it is telling of the very personal and
subjective ways in which archaeologists ascribe value to archaeological finds (Myers
2007a).

4.5 Canines and Christmas Crackers: The Van as Lived Space
“There are the highly personal and intimate relationships which individuals have found
through their possession and use of cars’.

(Miller 2001: 2)

‘[1t] has seen a great deal of action over the years’.
(Ironbridge Archaeology 2006)
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The importance of the automobile as a lived space increased exponentially through the
twentieth century. Today, for many of us, hours out of each day are spent in a car.
However not only do we use our cars to get from point ‘A’ to point ‘B’, but some of us
actually live in them (recall here Lady in a Van, the Alan Bennett [1990] short story that
was the original inspiration for this project). Even a member of our research team has
lived in a van, and still does on occasion when she goes on trips. This distinct
phenomenon of the twenty and twenty-first centuries leads one researcher to conclude
that:

from birth to death, through sex and entertainment, almost anything which

has been done, or can be done, in the static site can be done or has been done

in the private car ... throughout the world, the family automobile, has become

an extension of and even replacement for the family living room. (Pilgrim 2001.:

158)
The phenomenon has similarly been described as ‘a kind of mobile domesticity’ (Graves-
Brown 2000: 157 after Barthes). Thus far | have looked at the ways that various work
activities are manifest in the material culture of the van. If the automobile is a lived
space, then we might investigate the automobile for signs of quotidian activities. Perhaps
something can said about the social life of the van and the people that inhabited it.

Analysis has identified 26 artefacts (7.3% of total assemblage) that do not fit
comfortably within a strict interpretation of the official mandate of a work van. The
artefacts represent activities tangentially, or not at all, related to the work of Ironbridge
employees. Items associated with eating account for 13 of these 26 leisure artefacts (3.6%
of total assemblage). Perhaps though, the term ‘snacking’ is more appropriate than
‘eating’, as the finds are largely the detritus of small (junk) food items. The group
includes 7 sweet wrappers (6 unidentified, and 1 Snickers), 2 coffee stir sticks (Figure
25), 2 indeterminate food wrappers (Figure 26), 1 fruit stone identified as Prunus
domestica ssp. domestica, the common plum (Figure 27), and 1 fruit sticker (apple). The
detritus of smoking is represented by 6 recovered artefacts (the historic clay pipe stem is
not included here). The smoking assemblage is comprised of 2 machine rolled cigarette

butts (Figure 28), 2 hand rolled cigarette butts, and 2 fragments of cigarette box tin foil
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Figure 25: coffee stir stick (author)

Figure 26: indeterminate food wrapper (author)



Figure 27: Prunus domestica stone (author)

Figure 28: machine rolled cigarette butt (author)
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wrapping. Along with eating and smoking, the presence of a dog is seemingly a third
long-term trend in the social use of the van. Tufts of hair (identified by forensic analysis
as Canus domesticus, or dog) were ubiquitous throughout the van, and are to this day
found stuck to artefacts in finds bags. Additionally a ferrous metal chain, possibly a dog
lead, was also recovered.

Oral historical evidence has shown that the van was regularly used for fun
activities only loosely related to work duties. One informant stated that the van was
transferred from the archaeologists to works and maintenance ‘following an accident and
various party-related incidents’ (Ironbridge Archaeology 2006). Evidence of the van’s
appropriation for ‘party-related’ activities is demonstrated by the recovered material
culture. A total of 7 artefacts (1.9% of total assemblage) testify to this fact. A single piece
of ‘champagne glass’ metallic gold confetti (Figure 29) and a fragment of the label from
a bottle of soap bubbles represent a festive celebration of some kind (Figure 30). A
further 5 artefacts are clearly associated with Christmas celebrations. First, a fragment
from the label of a string of electric Christmas lights, and second, 4 artefacts possibly
stemming from the popping of a Christmas cracker. These include a bit of pink ribbon, a
fragment of “Merry Christmas’ design paper (Figure 31), a miniature novelty can of dog
food (Figure 32), and a miniature novelty notebook (ostensibly the cracker prizes).

Bailey et al. state that the *‘movable nature of vans (as opposed to say, desks
or photocopiers) means that attributes intended for work-related use, such as load
carrying, can easily and frequently be coopted for domestic tasks’ (2007: 19).

Though the small finds recovered in the van do not speak specifically to
appropriation for non-work tasks such as load carrying, they do speak to its use as a
site of eating, smoking, and intermittent partying. However, if the van was used
after work hours for various revelries, then it is seemingly likely that it might also
have been used after work hours for other, more mundane personal tasks. The van
then was both a lived space and a social space. It was used daily as a place to relax,
recharge, and socialize. On occasion it was also a space appropriated for non-

official uses.



Figure 29: champagne glass confetti (author)

Figure 30: label from bottle of soap bubbles (author)
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Figure 31: ‘Merry Christmas’ paper (author)

Figure 32: novelty can of dog food (author)
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4.6 Probing the Limits of Contemporary Material Culture
‘In studying the cultures of the present we are always dealing with unfinished business’.
(Graves-Brown 2000: 6)

‘If anything, this is an archaeology of the future, if we take such an oxymoron seriously’.
(Buchli and Lucas 2001: 9)

One of the goals of this examination of fragments is to test how deep we can probe
everyday materials, to push the boundaries of what can and can’t be known about
contemporary material culture. It is fitting then to put the assemblage to the test with
queries that challenge in this vein. This unintended assemblage of 352 contemporary
artefacts found in a vehicle might serve as a somewhat random sample of contemporary
material culture in more general terms. What information is forthcoming, and what
information is not forthcoming, from such an assemblage?

The 352 artefacts were each labelled either ‘diagnostic’ or ‘non diagnostic’. As
stated earlier, applying traditional methodology to non-traditional materials calls for
novelty and innovation. In this case, the term “diagnostic’ was applied to every artefact
for which a basic form and function could be identified. For example, every nail and
screw is considered diagnostic, but a fragment of cardboard with no text or identifying
marks on it is not. Similarly, a fragment of glass identified as being automotive glass is
diagnostic, but a fragment of glass with no known association is not. Out of the 352
artefacts, 302 were identified as diagnostic (85.7%). The original intended use for each of
these artefacts is known. The remaining 50 artefacts (14.2%) are non diagnostic. Their
material makeup might be known, but their original intended use, or their original form,
is not. Common artefact types in this category are small fragments of paper, plastic, glass,
and metal.

More specific questions about the provenance and manufacture of artefacts can
also be addressed. While the majority of artefacts can be positively associated with a very
specific use function, very few can be associated with a specific manufacturer, or place
and date of manufacture. Of the assemblage 23 (6.5%) have a known manufacturer, 9
(5.3%) have a known country of manufacture (UK, 3; China, 3; Germany, 2; Italy, 1),
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and 7 (1.9%) can be dated to within five years. One final attribute assessed was the
presence of legible text: it was found that 52 artefacts (14.7%) do have some legible
symbols or text on them. In most cases it was this text that led to more precise
identification of artefacts. A lack of text almost always precludes the possibility of
identifying a manufacturer, place of manufacturer, or date of manufacture.

It might also be interesting to see what can be said about the spatial distribution of
the artefacts in the van. This experiment in spatial analysis could contribute to practical
knowledge about how deposits form within vehicles. However, as part of one of the
larger reflexive goals of this project, | am indeed interested in whether or not such an
analysis is even a worthwhile undertaking.

During the excavation process photographs were taken of each of the grid squares
from which surface artefacts were then collected. These photographs were used to create
high resolution mosaic images. One mosaic was created for the top layer in the back of
the van (context 1001, Figure 33) and one mosaic was created for bottom layer of the
entire van (contexts 1024, 1037, and 1039, Figure 34). Based on these composite images,
maps showing the distribution of cultural artefacts were created for each layer (Figures
35 and 36). These maps tabulate the number of cultural artefacts (in four categories)
found in each grid square. The four categories are: maintenance artefacts (other than
electrical), electrical artefacts, leisure artefacts, and the misplaced artefacts from the
archaeology phase.

It is clear that certain things can be said about the formation of the deposits. The
distribution of artefacts on the top layer (context 1001) appears to be random except for
one spatial anomaly. The detritus of the maintenance crews (which dominate the layer)
were seemingly deposited at random initially, but subsequently were moved all together
apparently in a single event. While several clusters of material were noticeable in this
context, these contrasted with a single large, ‘clean’ area. The shape of this finds free area
being rectangular, this may represent the action of a large object being shifted to the back
of the van. As this object was moved, the artefacts were presumably being pushed ahead
of it forming a distinct cluster defining the perimeter of a relatively archaeologically

sterile zone (Figures 8, 33, and 35).
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The formation of the lower layer (context 1024) appears to be much less random.
The distribution of artefacts on the lower layer is dependant on where the artefacts could
enter the lower layer after first having been on the top layer. Since the lower layer is
covered with carpet and wood in the back, and a plastic floor cover in the front, artefacts
could only enter at a hole or a gap between the two layers. The artefacts on the lower
layer first concentrate near the gap areas and then spread away from them over time. The
central entrance to the lower layer is through a single gap that runs the width of the van at
the point where the cab meets the back (Figures 34, 36, 37, and 38). Secondarily, there
are three other openings, one in each of three corners of the back of the van (Figure 39).
Once the artefacts enter the lower layer, they spread out from the gap following the ridges
and furrows of the shape of the floor. The further away from the gaps, the longer ago the
artefact was deposited. The vibration of the vehicle itself, or possibly water flow along

the furrows of the van floor may have propelled some movement of these objects.



Figure 33: grid square mosaic of Context 1001 (author)
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Figure 34: grid square mosaic of contexts 1024, 1037, and 1039 (author)
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Figure 37: deposits surrounding gap (The Van Project Team)

Figure 38: deposits surrounding gap (The Van Project Team)
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Figure 39: one of three holes in the floor (The Van Project Team)
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4.7 Archaeo-Acoustics and the Automobile

Mills (2004: 1; 2005: 1) states that for the archaeologist, ‘sound is a dynamic source of
information’. In calling for an ‘auditory archaeology’, Mills (2004: 4) suggests that
sounds are not just passive elements in our lives, but rather, ‘they are integral to creating,
maintaining and contesting social relations’. Certainly, most of us have had social
relations instigated by a sound coming from an automobile: a 999 phone call following
the sound of a collision; a comment to a friend after a speeding car disturbs a picnic in the
park; walking out to a waiting taxi at the sound of its horn. For urban citizens the car, and
the sound of the car, is ever-present and usually banal. Driving itself is a banal activity, as
Miller (2001: 3) states, cars require little “‘conscious mediation in their daily
employment’. However, even if the acoustic realm of the auto is only background,

it nevertheless contributes to our sense of place in many if not most situations;

you may only become aware of it when something interesting or unusual occurs

(hearing something you were not expecting to hear, or not hearing something you

were expecting to hear) or perhaps when things go wrong. (Mills 2004: 5)

Indeed, after inserting and turning the key to a car, a lack of sound certainly grabs a
driver’s attention.

I suggest that further work on the material culture of automobiles incorporate this
‘archaeo-acoustic’ approach. Such research would *contextualise’ sounds, and ‘ground
them in the web of material evidence’ (Mills 2004: 1). As a small step towards such an
approach, included here are sound recordings of the Transit van’s engine (see 7.45). The
digital files, created at the beginning of the excavation in July 2006, are a record of the
sounds of the engine starting, revving, and idling. Since the van was subsequently
dismantled and then destroyed, the files record the final time the engine ran. Though
dedicated archaeo-acoustic work would include recordings of many other aspects of the
vehicle, even these admittedly unplanned recordings recall the life of the van. To anyone
who drove the vehicle at Ironbridge, the sound of the engine would be distinctive, and

possibly emotive.



61

5.0 Conclusions

‘I have been sitting at my table for ten minutes before | realize that the undertakers have
been here all the time, and that death now comes (or goes) in a grey Ford Transit van’.
(Bennett 1990: 85)

“The car as a vehicle, in that sense, will go the way of the horse ... as such the car may
become purely a leisure item; like the horse, an item of display, and perhaps, also like the
horse, one that is only accessible to those who can afford it’.

(Graves-Brown 1997: 70)

As archaeologists increasingly turn their attention to the more recent past they will more
frequently encounter material culture with which they are, in a sense, overly familiar.
Though most of us have lived with automobiles daily for our entire lives, | suspect that
few of us have ever considered the automobile as an assemblage of constituent parts that
might be physically and epistemologically excavated. The material record of the
automobile is significant. As encounters between archaeologists and automobiles
increasingly occur, this newly considered class of material culture will prompt change in
the discipline of archaeology. Archaeologists and others will devise as yet unimagined
ways of treating these materials; new systems of analysis and methods of classification
will continue to develop organically as the need arises.

The symbological exercise of examining Ford part numbers and date stamps
demonstrates how archaeologists might begin to deal with finding abandoned or buried
vehicles. Through the decoding of UK Ford part numbers, | have shown the potential
usefulness of these formerly cryptic codes. Similar decoding of the part number systems
of other automobile manufacturers, though beyond the scope of this dissertation, would
certainly be a worthwhile endeavour.

As archaeologists continue to close the gap between the present they live in and
the past they have traditionally studied — what Hicks (2003; 2004) calls “the loss of
antiquity” — and as the twentieth century comes more often under their scrutiny,
encounters between archaeologists and cars will increase exponentially. Those still
uncomfortable with the notion of ‘the archaeology of us’ (Rathje 1979: 2; Gould and
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Schiffer 1981; Schofield 2006: 2) will be reassured by the fact that, according to one
archaeologist and critic, ‘the Age of the Car is already passing’ (Graves-Brown 2000:
156). Significantly, some researchers are beginning to deal with the ‘automobile as
heritage’ (Brown 2001; Collins 2001; Jeremiah 1995; Pilgrim 2001; Smith 2001a; 2001b;
Summerton 2001). Just as the automobile — “that uneasy symbol of modernity’ (Bell
2000: 32)" — engendered incalculable changes to wider society, the material record of the
automobile could engender significant change in the discipline of archaeology itself.

I have used the forensic dismantling of a 1991 Ford Transit van to begin to think
about how archaeologists might deal with automobiles as artefacts. To be able to deal
with any assemblage of contemporary material culture, the archaeologist must first
attempt to overcome the overfamiliarity of the subject matter. If it cannot be overcome,
then contemporary archaeology as a discipline is impossible: if the automobile and its
contents are familiar and banal then they are not worthy of study. Following the
suggestion of Buchli and Lucas (2001: 13) then, everyday artefacts must first be made
unfamiliar, a project of “making what is too well known almost less known’. However, as
this dissertation demonstrates, contemporary material culture is not always overfamiliar.
Though in its originally intended state it is an entirely familiar object, once dismantled,
like the broken kitchen bowl, the automobile is no longer well-understood.

The discovery of an abandoned assemblage inside the van provided a sound basis
for an inquiry into small finds of the recent past. The very fact that 352 distinct cultural
items were found in a single vehicle, itself speaks to social trends and values. Many of
these artefacts were unbroken and in their original state, but others were fragmented
beyond recognition, their intended form and function obscured. However, despite the
obscurity of certain specific artefacts, the story of the van’s use is patent in the
assemblage. Not only do the recovered artefacts confirm the two official use phases, but
they also illuminate other ways humans interacted with the van. The van was used for
work, play and activities that fall between the two categories. Most revelatory perhaps, is
that the abandoned materials in the van might also tell a story about subversion of the
archaeological record. Certainly, the misplaced archaeological materials serve as
powerful reminders of “how “momentary, fluid, and flexible” our classifications and
interpretations often are’ (Holtorf 2002: 64 after Hodder 2003: 31).
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Archaeology as a discipline is well-suited to deal with contemporary material
culture. However, applying traditional practice to non-traditional materials calls for
innovation in method and theory. As Newland (2004: 45) states, ‘the increasing
engagement with modern and contemporary archaeologies necessitates a renegotiation of
disciplinary boundaries’. There are manifold tensions inherent in the treatment of
automobiles as artefacts. Though archaeology reveals much about vehicle assemblages,
archaeological inquiry into these contemporary sites can still be trumped by esoteric or
privately held knowledge. | posit that through an active engagement with both the
customary and the unorthodox, we will continue to successfully work within these
tensions, and so continue to move forward towards greater understanding of

contemporary material culture, and the contemporary world.
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7.22 Flyer for the Blog (Author)







121

7.3 The Artefacts
7.31 Artefact Listing: The Components of the Van

Explanation of Attributes:

Context: The artefact’s unique identifying number.

Description: Short description of artefact.

Extant: Is the artefact still extant in the archive? Answered with “Yes’ or “No’.
Part of Van: Was the artefact a part of the van itself? Answered with “Yes’ or ‘“No’.
Serial Number: Serial number on the artefact recorded here.

Date: Date on the artefact recorded here.

Original: Is the artefact an original part or a replacement part? Answered with ‘Original’
or ‘Replacement’.

Text on Artefact: Any text on the artefact recorded here.
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7.32 Artefact Listing: The Small Finds

Explanation of Attributes

Context: The artefact’s unique identifying number.

Short Description [notes]: Short description of artefact, with notes in square brackets.
Diag. (Diagnostic): Whether or not the artefact is diagnostic. If the artefact can be
significantly identified (i.e., what it is and what is its use) it is considered diagnostic.
Answered with “Yes’ or ‘No’.

Material: The material makeup of the artefact.

Colour: The colour or colours of the artefact.

Occ. Phase (Occupation Phase): Associated with one of two phases of occupation: the
archaeology phase (c. 1991-1999) or the maintenance phase (c. 1999-2006). Answered

with ‘Archaeology’, ‘Maintenance’, or ‘Indeterminate’.

Date Dep. (Date Deposited): Year or range of years the artefact was deposited. Usually a
function of the determined phase of occupation.

Ass. w/ Use (Associated With Use): Specific use function of the artefact.

Usable: Is the artefact in working condition? Could it still be put to its originally intended
use? Answered with “Yes’” or ‘No’.

Era: Historic era, contemporary era, or indeterminate. Here we define “historic’ as within
the historic period but beyond living memory. ‘Contemporary’ is defined as within living
memory. Answered with “Historic’, ‘Contemporary’, or ‘Indeterminate’.

Date Man. (Date Manufactured): The date of manufacture of the artefact. All dates are
CE.

Geog Prov. (Geographic Provenance): Where in the world did the artefact originally
come from?

Man. Name (Manufacturer’s Name): What company manufactured the artefact?

Text on artefact: Any text on the artefact recorded here.
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7.4 Miscellaneous
7.41 The Van Project Design (Bailey et al. 2006)
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might include: How was the van used? How often and where? How does the fabric of the vehicle

reflect 1ts use? How far do the documents, oral history and archaeological evidence comeide?
How does the van’s service history reflect the fortunes of the umt that owned 1t? Were repairs

done on the cheap, using second-hand parts in harder times for example?

This project will use standard archaeclogical methods and procedures in our investipation of the

van. There will first be a desk-based study of documents held at Ironbndge — service documents

and photographs for example. There will be an oral history phase, interviewing those who
remember the van and have stones to tell. A non-intrusive survey of the surfaces of the van
(recording stone chips for example, which indicate daving speed, road surfaces etc) will follow,
along with a mechanical survey. And then there is the “excavanon’ itself. This final stage 15 the
main object of the study, and will involve a complete dismantling of the vehicle under controlled
conditions, recording the components, researching their origin, and undertaking some forensic
work as appropnate. Examples might include the use of fingerprinting to ‘map’ the areas most
touched within the van as an indication (:f}_u].].{‘.ms of use. If hairs are found we can try and
understand something of the people who have used the van. Were they young or older? Have
there been animals in the van? During this excavation phase we will compile a full record of the
src:hs(:nlngi::u] site using context sheets and 1:}1(11.()gr9£)}1_v. l)igitai video and audio will be used to
provide a record of the entire process including oral historical nterviews. The end result will be a

short film, a wntten report and a website,

While our described scientific methodology will be pursued as riporously as time and opportunity
ﬂ.”(}\\v’h', ]]]H rl‘!ﬂf‘..‘illl’lf nature ()r |}'|F. HKL)HI”I”IEI“. I[.N' HIS(‘ u.::'([lt)u-‘]e(‘].ge(‘l. ﬂle (:}1(Ji(:e (}{-LL[I
archaeclogical artefact, a “transitory” site of particular action and very recent memory, might for

some at least, add layers of interest to the investigation.

We are grateful to the AA for their co-operation in transporting the van from Telford to Bristol,
to the University of Bristol Parks Department for hosting the project, to Paul Belford and the
Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust for donating the van, The Ford Transit assembly plant at
Southampton for their support and for information about our van, and the Somerset and Avon

Police for their adwvice.

Cassie Newland, Greg Bailey & John Schofield (University of Bristol)

Anna Nilsson (Atkins Henitage)

PD v01 10 July 2006
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7.42 Sample Context Sheet used in Excavation (The Van Project Team)
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7.43 Reflexive Representation 7: Ford Transit Van J641 VUJ (Cochrane and Russell
2007)
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7.44 In Transit (Bailey 2006)
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7.45 Audio Recordings (The Van Project Team)
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Cover image: The Van Project Team
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