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Introduction 

 
On May 19, 2005, a flat tapered lead artifact (QAR632.000) was recovered from the stern area 

(Unit #07 E70 N20) of North Carolina Site 31CR314.  This shipwreck is believed to be the pirate 

Blackbeard’s flagship Queen Anne’s Revenge (QAR) lost in 1718 at the entrance of Beaufort Inlet.  This 

particular artifact has been identified as a “seat of ease” [Figure 1].  These devices were also known to 

many as a ship’s “head” or “latrine, and were the sanitary facility aboard the ship.   

 

 
 

 
Figure 1:  Seat of ease as recovered from shipwreck (QAR632.000) 

 

QAR-B-09-02 Daniel  2



Historical Context 

 

  Seats of ease began to be in common use aboard ships by the late seventeenth century 

(Simmons 1985:36).  For the crewmen, these sanitary facilities were located on each side of the ships’ 

bow and equipped with drainage pipes to direct excrement down to the sea.  “The accommodations 

consisted of simple rectangular box(es) [with] a wooden fragment that seems to be a remnant of a 

“seat” that received the anatomy of the users" (Simmons 1985:37).  The tapered lead tubing or soil 

pipe was attached to the wooden seat to guide discharge downward [Figures 2 and 3].  Surviving 

archaeological examples of the wood portions of seats of ease are from the 1628 Swedish warship 

Vasa and the Bremen Cog (1380) (Simmons 1985: 37-40; Dr. Frederick Hocker 2009:   pers. comm.). 

 

 
Figure 2:  Drawing showing arrangement of seat of ease on bow of ship ca. 1760 (Lavery 1985) 
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Figure 3:  Bow drawing with arrows representing discharge pipes 

from seat of ease ca. 1760 (Lavery 1985) 
 

For the captain and officers, these accommodations were located at the ship’s stern area, known 

as the quarter galleries [Figure 4].  On a ship of war or large merchantman, these galleries or 

balconies projected from the stern area. (King 2000: 208).  This arrangement was not much more 

sophisticated than the “heads” used by the crew, just a little more private.  Many of these enclosed 

quarter galleries were arranged on two levels; each level had sanitary accommodations installed 

[Figure 5].  The upper galleries would have had lead drainage piping [Figure 6] leading to the external 

vents below while the lower galleries were fitted with a short length of lead drainage pipe leading 

directly down through the structure to the sea (Simmons 1985: 48). 

 

 
Figure 4:  Stern drawing with quarter galleries circa 1760 (Lavery 1985)                                            
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Figure 5: Two-level quarter galleries ca. 1670 (Simmons 1997) 

 

 
Figure 6: Seat of ease on the Foudroyant 1798 (Goodwin 1987) 

 
Other than the QAR site, various tapered lead tubing, labeled either as a pissdale or a seat of 

ease, have been recovered from the shipwrecks of Whydah (1717) (Hamilton 1992: 404), Henrietta 

Maria (1700) (David Moore 2007:  pers. comm.), and Dartmouth (1690) (Martin 1978: 29-58).  These 
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examples provide evidence that similar shapes and material to manufacture seats of ease were being 

produced during the seventeenth and eighteenth century. 

 

Description 

 

 The seat of ease recovered from QAR is composed of one thick semi-pliable piece of folded 

lead [Figure 7].  For detailed measurements and weight, see Tables 1, 2, and 3.  The flanged top 

section contains multiple fastener holes along the top’s rim for attachment to the wooden portion of 

the seat [Figure 8].  Only four complete fastener holes remain due to damage and corrosion.  Also, 

the top has sustained deep gouges, which are likely post depositional damage.  The top’s opening and 

body would have been round or oval, but is now flattened due to damage occurring during or after 

the wreck event.  

 

 
Figure 7: Illustration of Seat of Ease (QAR632.000) 
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Figure 8: Top flanged section 

 

 The body of the seat of ease is folded and tapered downward to the end facilitating discharge 

to the sea [Figure 9 and 10].  In the process of cleaning in the QAR conservation laboratory, wood 

fragments, a rope impression, and a textile impression were uncovered along one side of the body 

[Figure 11].  Molds were made of the textile and rope impression for further analysis.  

 

 
Figure 9: Front section 
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Figure 10: Back section 

 
 

 
Figure 11: Wood fragments, rope impression, and a textile impression on the seat of ease. 

 

 Adria Focht, an East Carolina University Anthropology graduate student, analyzed many of 

the textiles from the shipwreck as a directed study project, including the textile impression from the 

seat of ease [Figure 12].  With a thread count averaging 40 warps by 38 wefts per inch, Focht 

concluded that the textile impression was “a plain weave (one warp to one weft).”  (Foch 2007: 27).  
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This particular textile was not sailcloth but another, less common type of textile associated with the 

shipwreck.  

 
Figure 12: Textile impression on seat of ease 

 
 

  Kilograms Pounds

Wet 35.1 77.3 

Dry 22.4 49.3 

Table 1: Weights before and after conservation 

 

  Inches Centimeters 

Length 31.8 80.8 

Width 15.4 39.1 

Thickness 3.2 21.3 

Table 2: Overall dimensions after conservation 

 

  Inches Centimeters

1 0.24 0.60 

2 0.27 0.68 

3 0.17 0.43 

4 0.18 0.46 

Table 3: Diameters of fastener holes after conservation 
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Archaeological Context 

 

The seat of ease was recovered in the stern area of the shipwreck (Unit #07 E70 N20). Within 

this unit were located one lead strip, two concretions, and the seat of ease. [Figure 13]  

 

 
Figure 13: Distribution of material on the Queen Anne's Revenge site 

 (Wilde-Ramsing 2009:  182 Figure VI-17) 
 

Discussion of the Seat of Ease 

 

 The seat of ease was discovered at the very extreme edge of the wreckage suggesting that the 

QAR had quarter galleries along its stern, providing separate sanitary facilities for its officers.  

Quarter galleries were arranged either with one or two levels with sanitary accommodations on either 

level [see Figure 4].  The QAR seat of ease has a short length suggesting its location was on the lower 

level.  These amenities were very basic in design with only a wooden seat with a round or oval 

opening and lead soil pipes carrying waste downward.  Evidence of only one seat of ease has been 

revealed after full excavation of the stern area suggesting that a single sanitary facility was available 

for use at that location.  Given the energetic inlet environment, however, it cannot be ruled out that 

lead lining from other extant seats of ease were naturally removed from the site during or after the 

wreck event.  An outside chance is that the one found was located in the ship’s bow for crew use and 
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at some point during the post deposition process migrated to its known location at the extreme edge 

of the wreckage.   

 

Summary 

 

 This report concludes that the flat tapered lead tube recovered from shipwreck 31CR314 

represents a device known as a seat of ease, providing sanitary accommodation for many aboard.  

Furthermore, it provides evidence that the seat of ease was likely a part of the quarter galleries in the 

ship’s stern area.   
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