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ARNOLD REMINGTON PILLING, 1926—-1994

Amold R. Pilling, Crescent City, California, Fall
1967. (Courtesy of George L. Miller.)

Arnold Pilling was a founder of the Society for Historical Archaeology and its first Secretary-
Treasurer. He was born 23 October 1926, in Berkeley, California, the same city where he later would take
his bachelor’s and doctor’s degrees in anthropology. Arnold received his Ph.D. from the University of
California at Berkeley in 1958 with a dissertation entitled Law and Feud in an Aboriginal Society of
North Australia. In addition to his studies at Berkeley, he spent a year of graduate work at University
College in London, England, and a year at the University of Sydney in Australia. Heavily influenced by
Alfred L. Kroeber’s approach to anthropology, Arnold Pilling considered himself first and foremost an
anthropologist in the Boasian tradition.

Historical archaeology was just one of Arnold’s many areas of research. Throughout his career he
maintained a strong interest in Australian aborigines; the Yurok and other Native American groups of
northwestern California; the Amish in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana; and more generally in ethno-
history and linguistics. Some of his later research concentrated on African-American archaeology and
gay/lesbian topics in social anthropology. Those diverse areas of research in many ways contributed to
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the development and expansion of his central pursuits in historical archaeology and English ceramics for
which we best remember him.

Robert Heizer was a major influence upon Arnold’s interests as a student of archaeology. While an
undergraduate, he worked on several California site surveys and excavations under Heizer’s direction.
Consequently, an early interest in historical archaeology would develop out of excavations at two central
California sites—a Russian settlement excavated in 1949 and a Spanish mission investigated in 1955.
Back then, very little historical archaeology was taking place in California, so Arnold had to teach
himself about the historic ceramics he was finding.

When Arnold wanted to do a directed study of Spanish majolica in connection with his developing
involvement in California mission sites he had to take the course through the art history department, since
his mentors in anthropology did not consider the subject to be anthropological. His personal research into
English ceramics, on the other hand, may have been spurred by the fact that some of his ancestors had
emigrated from England where they had worked in the Staffordshire potteries. Once in America, they
would establish the Gladding, McBean and Company pottery at Lincoln, California, not far from Sac-
ramento.

Arnold’s interest in historical archaeology turned yet another direction in 1954, while doing ethno-
graphic fieldwork among the Tiwi on Bathurst Island in Australia. During that time he had the oppor-
tunity to conduct preliminary archaeological work at Fort Dundas (1822-1924) on Melville Island,
Northern Australia. It is also worth noting that, given its early date, the research Arnold performed in
Australia was probably the first historical archaeology done on that continent.

Wayne State University in Detroit hired Arnold Pilling in January 1957 as a lecturer in anthropology,
and by 1970 he had been promoted through the ranks to full professor. For almost 40 years he taught a
variety of courses, ranging from the history of anthropological theory to courses on Native Americans,
as well as historical archaeology. He was active in the affairs of the Department of Anthropology until
his death on 27 October 1994. Amold also served in those years as Director of the Wayne State
University Museum of Anthropology, which he founded in 1959.

Many students at Wayne State received their first exposure to historical archaeology by taking Arnold’s
Saturday field classes or by working as volunteers in the anthropology museum. He was one of the first
historical archaeologists to concentrate on urban sites, and archaeological research at Wayne State during
the late 1950s through the 1960s focused almost exclusively on the salvage of sites being destroyed by
construction in downtown Detroit. Back in 1962, when the Detroit Bank and Trust Company was planning
to build a new headquarters, its proposed location was on the site of Fort Lernault, a fortification built
by the British in 1778. Through his own efforts, Armold was able to secure some funding from the bank
for salvage excavations prior to construction, but the funding was small by today’s standards.

In fact, most of the salvage excavations Arnold conducted in downtown Detroit were unfunded, which
meant the work was done on a voluntary basis by students and local amateurs. Moreover, access to the
sites for research was often dependent on the good will of the construction crews. A high level of
camaraderie developed around those projects, where crews had to make do with minimal equipment and
work under highly variable and at times adverse conditions, such as just in front of the bulldozers! I recall
that during one winter’s excavation of a ceramic importer’s dump site, we had to deal with large, frozen
blocks of clay and sherds, which we thawed by leaving them behind the tailpipe of a university station
wagon left running for that purpose.

Containers in the Wayne State University Museum consisted of whatever could be scrounged at
Arnold’s behest, as funding for curation was even more scarce. One student worked in a large Detroit
hospital, which was an excellent source of various cardboard boxes that had held medications and
hospital supplies; Demerol® boxes wete our favorite for storing artifacts. We also used a lot of heavy,
clear plastic sheeting from discarded oxygen tents as dust covers for our storage areas.
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The world of unfunded, make-do-archaeological salvage work was changed by the introduction of
environmental laws, which provided funding for testing and excavation of threatened sites. Much was
gained by those laws, but some things were also lost. Without funding and deadlines, one was free to change
one’s objectives in the study of collections. The cost of living in Detroit in the 1960s was very low, of
course, making this type of archaeology possibie. I doubt we could ever go back to that again with the
same results. Because of those salvage excavations, however, several of Arnold’s students were already
trained and ready when archaeology became a routine part of the development process in the Detroit area
under the new laws.

Years of salvage excavations by the WSU Museum of Anthropology built up a fine collection of English
ceramics, which have been well used in providing students a strong exposure to the typology and
chronology of these wares. In addition, Arnold donated a large part of his personal library to the
Anthropology Museum, and his field notes have been given to the Walter P. Reuther Archives of Labor
History and Urban Affairs of Wayne State University. As a result, he leaves behind a resource legacy that
will continue to serve students and researchers for years to come.

Teaching was one of Arnold’s greatest gifts. He had a wonderful way of telling stories and presenting
material in a historical perspective, which made his lectures a pleasure to attend. Amold rarely used notes
in presenting his classes and was fully capable of going off on tangents in response to questions during
class. One might be fooled by the lack of lecture notes into thinking that his lectures were not organized.
However, I realized the solid foundation of his *‘off-the-cuff’’ style while sitting in on his Saturday lecture
on ceramics a year after having been through the class. When I later compared my notes from both lectures,
the basic outline of organization had remained the same despite new information being introduced.

Amold was a bibliophile and played an active role in ordering out-of-print books for the University
library. It was difficult to come up with a topic upon which he did not have some information or reference
suggestions. In addition, Arnold always was available to listen to students or colleagues with research
problems, willingly offering suggestions on sources or approaches.

Some students shied away from Dr. Pilling, because he was a tough grader on term papers and
particularly tough on grammatical and spelling errors. It was widely known that his grading habits often
resulted in the need for multiple drafts of a paper, and I, for one, can remember getting back papers marked
“‘D+, do you wish to rewrite?”’ But while he was a stern task master, he was rarely judgmental, and Arnold
often spent large amounts of his time working with students on their writing, as well as on their research.
Those of us fortunate enough to have had Arnold Pilling as a mentor gained a great deal from the
experience.

GEeorGE L. MILLER
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{The National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, curates a set of Arnold Pilling’s research
notes relating to their manuscript collection of George Gibb’s mid-19th-century observations on Klamath
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unpublished manuscripts and papers are housed at Wayne State University in Detroit, Michigan.—
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