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Cans

The ubiquitous “tin” can (many metal cans actually have no tin at all) provides information on both the
of an archaeological deposit and the activities that went on there.  Large piles of coffee, evaporated
cooking-oil, and tobacco cans probably represent the kitchen area for a major work camp; fragments
tins and opium tins are often found at nineteenth-century sites occupied by Overseas Chinese.  Hou
dumps might contain a wider variety of food cans – fruits, vegetables, canned meat, baking powder, 
– in smaller numbers than at a work camp.  No matter what the context, though, remember that large
canning in tin began very early – in the late 1820s.

The most important characteristics to note about cans in an archaeological site are these:

-Lid/Closure

-Seam Type

-Measurements

Also recording the opening type (punched, pried, lid completely removed) might help determine what 
the can – for example, whether it was liquid or solid.  And be sure to record any legible labels or
lithography.

Can Lids/Closures

The kind of lid or closure a can has will help you identify when it was manufactured and, in some cas
what it contained. 

Hole-and-cap

Can lids have central cap where food was inserted before sealing
No vent hole; cans often swelled or burst during cooking
1810-1820

Hole-in-cap

Same as hole-and-cap, but with tiny pin-hole in center of cap to act as a vent during cooking
1820s-WWI

Key-wind

Cans opened by using a “key” to roll or tear away a metal strip from the top or side of the can
used for coffee after 1917 (still used on some canned meats and fish [corned beef, sardines])
1866-present (key-wind tapered tins after 1895)

Hole-in-top (also called Vent-hole, Matchstick-filler, or Drop-of-solder)

Cans have solid lids except for tiny pin-hole vent at center, which was sealed with a drop of le
solder after the contents were cooked
After 1900
Evaporated milk cans almost exclusively of this type by 1920

Sanitary

Cans made entirely by machine, with one-piece lids – no caps or vent holes
No lead solder
“Modern” cans
Commercially available by 1904

Hole-and-cap Can Closure with
the cap in place

Hole-in-cap Closure with Cap Removed
Hole-in-cap Closure with the Cap in Place
and Drop of Solder Missing

Hole-in-cap Closure with Hole Covered by Drop of Solder

Key-wind Opening, Probably for Fish
Can Dump with Key-wind and
Sanitary Cans

Hole-in-top Evaporated Milk Can with Obvious
Drop of Solder Filling the Hole

Can Seams

The other major technological change in cans was the type of seam closure.  Early cans were sealed
the sides and top with lead solder – first by hand, later by machine.  Solderless cans appeared in 189
quickly became the dominant type after the introduction of the modern “sanitary can” in 1904.

Hand-soldered seams

Globby, irregular bands of lead solder along edges and around top, cap, and base of can
Until the 1880s

Machine-soldered seams

Bands of lead solder much thinner and more-evenly applied
After 1883

Double locking side-seams

First solderless cans; side-seams crimped on inside or outside of can
Commercially available by the late 1890s
Used on modern “sanitary” cans

Machine-soldered Seam Shows Evenly Applied Strip of Solder

Can Measurements

Cans changed size over time, too, and some of these changes provide clues as to their ages.  This 
particularly true for evaporated or condensed milk cans.  Note that only whole, uncrushed cans s
be measured, and all measurements should be made in inches and sixteenths of an inch; fo
example, an evaporated-milk can that is 3 inches in diameter and 3 and 4/16 of an inch tall with a 1 a
12/16 inch cap diameter dates to the period 1875-1885 "See IMACS Users Guide 471 - Tin Cans (P
9), June 1992."

Other Can Tidbits

Condensed milk was first canned in the US in 1856, evaporated milk in 1885[1].

Kerosene was first canned in 1865 (in tall, rectangular cans with small caps).

Tapered tins, like those still used for some brands of corned beef, were first marketed in 1875.

The log-cabin-shaped syrup tin was introduced in 1897 and discontinued after WW II (with modern
reproductions).

The first vacuum-packed coffee (in one-pound cans) was marketed by Hills Brothers in 1903.

Pocket tobacco tins (most-famously Prince Albert brand) were patented in 1913 and popular into the
1950s. See Pocket Tobacco Tins under Miscellaneous Artifacts.

The first beer cans were cone-tops (like modern-day STP® cans), and were introduced in 1935.  The
all-aluminum beer can appeared in 1959; it was opened with a “church key.”

The first aerosol cans came out in 1945.

The pull-tab beverage can was introduced in 1962.

[1] You sometimes can tell a can that held evaporated milk from one that held condensed milk:  if the
was opened with two tiny punctures (ice pick, nail, knife blade, etc.), it held evaporated milk.  Conde
milk is too thick to pour through these small openings.  Those cans had to be opened by partially rem
the lids.

Did you know that Calumet Baking Powder dates back to 1889?  Check out this web site:
http://www.geocities.com/foodedge/timeline.htm for a timeline of when various brands were first
introduced.

Cone-top Beer Cans

"Church Keys" got smaller over time. These cans date (left to right) 1939,
1951, and 1958.

A "Church-key" Opener

Acme Beer Cans ca. 1948

Pull-tab Can ca. 1969


