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Abstract While the primary rationale for curating orphaned archaeological col-
lections is to restore the collections’ research potential, in practice such 
research programs are rarely actualized because of the challenges in 
reconstructing archaeological context. this article presents the results of 
a concerted effort undertaken to re-establish the context of the Market 
street chinatown archaeological collection. We outline the history of the 
excavation of the Market street chinatown, the subsequent “orphan-
ing” of the collection, and the early efforts that uncovered the untapped 
research potential of the collection. next, we describe the methods and 
results of the four-stage process we used during 2010–2011 to de-
velop historical and archaeological context for research on the collec-
tion: archive analysis, methods analysis, feature context, and research 
potential assessment. While some of these procedures were tailored to 
the specific circumstances of the Market street chinatown collection, the 
overall process provides a model for re-establishing context for research 
purposes on other orphaned and endangered collections.
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The Market Street Chinatown archaeology collection was first excavated during 
1985-1988 during a massive redevelopment project in San Jose, California. Al-
though at the time the collection was described as the most significant assemblage 
of Overseas Chinese artifacts ever recovered in North America, after only limited 
processing, the collection was boxed and put in storage in a municipal warehouse, 
where it was inaccessible to researchers and the community. The Market Street Chi-
natown Archaeology Project (MSCAP) was founded in 2002 as a collaborative proj-
ect to inventory, catalog, analyze, curate, and publish this remarkable collection. 
 In 2010-2011, the authors undertook a 10-month initiative (informally 
dubbed the “Context Project”) as part of MSCAP to systematically reconstruct the 
archaeological context of the collection. Although we both have prior experience in 
contextual research on extant collections for curation purposes and for repatriation 
under the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), in 
this case, our efforts were focused on restoring, to the greatest extent possible, the 
archaeological research potential of the collection. As we began the MSCAP Con-
text Project, we found very few published studies that addressed the specific chal-
lenges faced by archaeological researchers working on orphaned collections. We 
found this gap in the literature surprising, because the commonly stated rationale 
for accessioning, inventorying, and curating orphaned archaeological collections is 
to restore their research potential.
 This article begins by discussing, in broad terms, the challenges involved in 
research on orphaned collections. We outline the history of the excavation of the 
Market Street Chinatown, the subsequent “orphaning” of the collection, and the 
early efforts that led us to realize the untapped research potential of the collection. 
Next, we describe the methods and results of the four-stage process we used in the 
2010-2011 Context Project: archive analysis, methods analysis, feature context, and 
research potential assessment. While some of these procedures were tailored to the 
specific circumstances of the Market Street Chinatown collection, the overall pro-
cess may provide a model for re-establishing context for research purposes on other 
orphaned and endangered collections.

 The Problem of Archaeological Context for Orphaned Collections

Orphaned collections are broadly defined as “a collection that has lost curatorial 
support or whose owner has abandoned it” (Cato et al., 2003, p. 255). Museum 
professionals and collections managers have been grappling with the problem of or-
phaned collections for decades. At a national level, the issue first gained systematic 
attention in 1985, when the Association of Systematic Collections and the Associa-
tion of Science Museum Directors commissioned a preliminary study to document 
how museums were addressing the acquisition and management of orphaned col-
lections (West, 1988). Ironically, it was also in 1985 that excavations began at the 
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site of the Market Street Chinatown, generating the orphaned collection that is the 
focus of this article.
 Collections are “orphaned” through various processes. In natural history, the 
most common causes are museum closures or cutbacks, the retirement of faculty, 
agency staff, or independent researchers, and abandonment by private collectors 
(West, 1988). In archaeology, these same processes also occur, but an additional 
factor in the United States is the large number of orphaned collections that were 
originally generated through cultural resource management (CRM) excavations. 
The widely acknowledged CRM-related curation crisis in archaeology is attributed 
in great part to a gap in historic preservation legislation. The 1966 National His-
toric Preservation Act resulted in the rapid increase of archaeological excavations 
to retrieve artifacts and data from sites threatened by development, but the initial 
legislation did not specify or require procedures for curation of the collections these 
excavations generated. In 1979, the Archaeological Resources Protection Act be-
gan to close this gap by prioritizing curation as an essential aspect of planning and 
implementing archaeological projects. Additional regulations for the curation of 
federally owned and associated collections were finally passed in 1990 (36 CFR 79) 
(National Park Service, n.d.). Even after these regulations mandated appropriate 
curation of CRM-generated archaeological collections, curation problems persist 
because many regions lack adequate curatorial facilities. 
 The growing number of “orphaned” collections, and the pressures faced by 
collections facilities as a result of all these factors, has received increasing atten-
tion, especially in the past decade. At the 2005 Annual Meeting of the Society for 
American Archaeology (SAA), the SAA Committee on Curation and the SAA Eth-
ics Committee sponsored a special session, “How Do We Save the Orphans: Work-
ing with Abandoned (or Homeless) Collections,” to specifically address the issue of 
CRM-related orphaned archaeological collections. Papers presented at that session 
focused on common “curation crisis” themes: How do we measure the magnitude 
of the problem? How can the labor-intensive work of accessioning, stabilizing, cata-
loging, and curating orphaned collections be funded? What procedures can be es-
tablished to prevent new orphaned collections from being generated? These themes 
resonate with much of the published work on the subject, which similarly empha-
sizes the ethics and costs of acquisition of orphaned collections, title and copyright 
issues, and funding concerns (e.g., West, 1988; Land, 2001; Barker, 2003; Sullivan & 
Childs, 2003; Marino, 2004). The Army Corps of Engineers’ work in the St. Louis 
District in 1999-2002 is particularly notable as an early initiative to consolidate and 
standardize curation of orphaned collections (Marino, 2004), and the San Diego 
Archaeological Society’s current efforts to acquire and curate orphaned collections 
from San Diego County and surrounding regions serve as a model of the role a non-
profit organization can play in negotiating the transfer of orphaned collections from 
CRM firms and private collectors to public repositories (Baksh, 2001).
 Throughout the discussions of orphaned collections, the primary rationale 
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given for acquiring and curating them is to “restore research potential to collec-
tions” (Marino, 2004). Barker (2003, p. 71) notes that research on existing collec-
tions even has an ethical component, for while “In situ materials from the past are 
a fragile and shrinking resource. . . . Curated collections, by contrast, represent a 
growing resource whose long-term integrity and utility is enhanced rather than di-
minished by responsible use.” But too often, the hoped-for “research potential” of 
orphaned collections seems more an ideal than a reality. The time lapse between 
field recovery and analysis, and the all-too-common separation of artifacts from 
their field records and other contextual documentation, pose monumental chal-
lenges in archaeological interpretation (Clevenger, 2004, p. 11).

The Market Street Chinatown–A Case Study in Research on Orphaned 
Collections

San Jose, California was one of three core population centers for Chinese immigra-
tion to the United States from the 1860s onward (the other two being San Fran-
cisco and Los Angeles). The Market Street Chinatown was established in 1866 in 
downtown San Jose on “Block 1,” an area delimited by San Fernando, San Antonio, 
Market, and South First streets (Figures 1 and 2). The area had previously been part 
of the Spanish-colonial/Mexican Pueblo of San José, and for the first two decades 
of California’s statehood, Block 1 continued to be occupied by Latino residents and 
businesses as well as several new hotels and government buildings. In 1866, a con-
sortium of three Chinese businessmen leased areas of Block 1 and constructed ten-
ement housing and store buildings for their own use and to rent to other Overseas 
Chinese. Within 10 years, most of Block 1 was leased to Chinese tenants and be-
came known as the Market Street Chinatown (Laffey, 1994).
 At its peak, the Market Street Chinatown housed more than 1,000 Chinese 
residents, predominantly adult men alongside a smaller number of merchant and 
professional families. It was also the cultural and economic headquarters for more 
than 2,000 additional Chinese, also predominantly adult men, who worked in agri-
culture, industry, mining, and domestic service in the surrounding area. The com-
munity was a thriving cultural and commercial center and a fragile refuge from 
anti-Chinese racism and violence. On May 4, 1887, during a period of heightened 
hostility against San Jose’s Chinese residents, the Market Street Chinatown was de-
stroyed by a fire that was very likely arson. Despite open pressure to leave the region, 
within a few days, the former residents of the Market Street Chinatown established 
two new communities–the Heinlenville Chinatown and the Woolen Mills China-
town–on the outskirts of the growing city (Yu, 2001). The burned-out areas of Block 
1 were leveled and cleared to make way for new construction. During the late 19th 
through mid-20th century, Block 1 was the site of a variety of non-Chinese busi-
nesses and apartment buildings.
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Figure 1. locations of historic 
chinatowns in san Jose, califor-
nia. Developed from Yu 2001, 
p. xii. cartography by 360Geo-
graphics.

Figure 2. Market street 
chinatown Archaeologi-
cal Projects and Archaeo-
logical Features, Block 1, san 
Jose, california. Adapted 
from Maps A.9 and A.10 in 
Kane 2011. cartography by 
360Geographics.
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 In the 1960s, Block 1 was selected for urban redevelopment, and the block was 
razed and converted into a parking lot in 1968 (Laffey, 1994). Archaeologists began 
to study the block in the early 1980s as part of compliance-related environmental 
studies. Theodoratus Cultural Research, Inc., conducted background research and 
two phases of archaeological testing on Block 1 in 1981, focused on the Spanish-
colonial/Mexican Pueblo occupation (Theodoratus et al., 1980; Theodoratus et al., 
1981; Johnson, 1985). As of this writing, the location of most artifacts collected dur-
ing the 1981 excavations is still unknown.
 No further archaeological studies were conducted until construction of the 
Fairmont Hotel was well underway in 1985. It has been difficult to reconstruct the 
precise series of events that led to salvage excavations, since the reports by involved 
individuals vary. The accounts are consistent in noting that the construction ac-
tivity was visibly destroying archaeological features containing Chinese-associated 
materials. Local Chinese Americans, including descendants of the Market Street 
Chinatown, were alarmed at the destruction of the site, and contacted city officials 
and local archaeologists to insist that the site be studied prior to its demolition. 
The Chinese American Women’s Club of Santa Clara County played an especial-
ly important role in advocating for archaeological excavation and analysis of the 
deposits. Eventually, the Redevelopment Agency contracted with a private-sector 

Figure 3. ARs archaeologists assessing discovery of a feature during construction at the Mar-
ket street chinatown site, Block 1, san Jose, california. Darker soil near shovel indicates the 
presence of a pit feature. Project Archive, Market street chinatown Archaeology Project.
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CRM firm, Archaeological Resource Services (ARS), to conduct salvage excavations 
during construction (Figure 3). Contracts between ARS and the Redevelopment 
Agency did not allocate sufficient funds for analysis, nor did they include provisions 
for permanent curation of the collection. After a contract dispute in 1989, ARS sur-
rendered the Market Street Chinatown collection to the Redevelopment Agency, 
which stored the collections in a municipal warehouse. 
 In many ways, the Market Street Chinatown collection is typical of orphaned 
archaeological collections. The excavations were directed and funded by an agency 
with little prior experience in managing archaeological contractors, and conducted 
under salvage conditions that were not conducive to systematic concurrent cata-
loging and curation of the collection. The original funding for the excavations was 
inadequate to cover laboratory analyses and curation, and a curation facility was 
not identified in advance. Once the collections were relinquished to the agency, they 
were stored in non-archival materials in a building that was not suitable for curat-
ing archaeological specimens. Such conditions were widespread in archaeological 
excavations in the 1970s–1990s, when academic field schools and cultural resource 
management were rapidly expanding and regulatory and industry standards were 
still evolving. 

Re-discovery of the Market Street Chinatown Collection

Interest in the Market Street Chinatown collection was re-awakened in 1999, when 
Mark Hylkema and Rebecca Allen, who were undertaking excavations of the Wool-
en Mills Chinatown site under sponsorship of the California Department of Trans-
portation, attempted to relocate the Market Street Chinatown collection as a poten-
tial source of comparative data for analysis of the Woolen Mills Chinatown. Their 
efforts brought them into contact with Alida Bray, the Director of Collections and 
Exhibitions (now President and CEO) of History San José. In a 1998 agreement with 
the City of San Jose, History San José had assumed responsibility for daily manage-
ment of the city’s historic, archival, and archaeological collections, including those 
generated through the downtown redevelopment projects. Allen and Bray were able 
to locate the Market Street Chinatown materials within the city’s larger collections 
at the municipal warehouse.
 In 2002, Allen and Bray asked Voss if Stanford University would like to “adopt” 
the orphaned Market Street Chinatown collection for use in teaching and research. 
After several planning meetings, the Market Street Chinatown Archaeology Project 
(MSCAP) was formed as a partnership of Stanford University, Environmental Sci-
ence Associates (formerly Past Forward, Inc.), History San José, and Chinese His-
torical and Cultural Project. During 2002-2003, the collection was transferred on 
loan to the Historical Archaeology Laboratory at the Stanford Archaeology Center 
at Stanford University. A website maintained by Stanford University (http://market-
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street.stanford.edu) provides a central location for storing and disseminating proj-
ect updates, student research papers, progress reports, and technical reports.
 The Market Street Chinatown collection has all the characteristics of or-
phaned collections: physical deterioration as a result of substandard storage condi-
tions; separation of the artifacts from field and laboratory records; and incomplete 
inventory and cataloging. Initially, MSCAP partners all assumed that the collection 
had lost much of its archaeological association and would primarily be useful for 
teaching and for developing a “type collection” of Overseas Chinese artifacts for 
educational and display purposes. 
 This perspective quickly changed as work proceeded on the collection. Cata-
loging the Market Street Chinatown collection is an adventure: Each tightly packed 
box is a jumble of artifacts, samples, residues, and notes, all in a wide range of con-
ditions (Figure 4). To everyone’s surprise, it turned out that most cataloged artifacts 
had been marked directly with ink with a catalog number that included the proj-
ect number and the feature number. Some uncataloged materials were also marked 
with the project number and feature number. It soon became clear that even in the 
absence of substantial documentation, it would be possible to regroup the artifacts 
according to the original feature they had been excavated from. In all, 63 original 

Figure 4. A typical box of artifacts from the Market street chinatown archaeology collection, 
before inventory, cataloging, and rehousing. Photograph by the authors.
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features, and three non-provenienced lots of artifacts, have been identified through 
analysis of the collection.
 The next task was to assemble as much documentation on the collection as 
could be found. MSCAP researchers visited ARS’s Petaluma offices several times 
during 2002-2005, where ARS principals Bill Roop and Kathryn Flynn allowed re-
searchers to photocopy or scan any documents associated with the Market Street 
Chinatown excavations. Roop and Flynn also recounted their recollections of the 
excavation, providing information not readily available in the documents. History 
San José also searched the records they had received from the City of San Jose and 
provided additional documents. Other materials were sent to Voss by colleagues 
who had participated in the excavations and laboratory work in the 1980s and 
1990s. In the end, approximately nine linear feet of project documents were as-
sembled, a set of materials now collectively referred to as the Project Archive.
 Voss’s initial work with the Project Archive focused on general research to sit-
uate the Market Street Chinatown collection within the broader context of Overseas 
Chinese archaeology (Voss, 2005; Voss & Allen, 2008) and to develop models for 
understanding patterns of artifact disposal in the Market Street Chinatown (Voss, 
2008). Concurrently, students working on the project began to retrieve, index, and 
organize documents associated with the collection and began the process of recon-
necting specific features with their historic context (Michaels, 2003; Camp et al., 
2004).
 Clevenger (2004) undertook the first substantive attempt to systematically 
evaluate the research potential of a specific feature, Feature 85-31/20, within the 
collection. Using archival research, interviews, and artifact analysis, Clevenger fo-
cused on methodological questions such as “how to resolve inconsistencies in pro-
venience information, how to (re)interpret records from the field and earlier labora-
tory processing in the 1980s, what types and quality of contextual information are 
available to those researching this collection, and what type of analyses will maxi-
mize the pertinence of the contextual data we have available” (Clevenger, 2004, p. 
12-13). One of the primary challenges Clevenger encountered was that provenience 
information was not standardized in excavation and processing records. Despite 
these obstacles, Clevenger was able to reconstruct a basic stratigraphic sequence for 
the feature that allowed contextual analysis of most associated artifacts.
 To evaluate the impact of salvage excavation and “orphaning” on the collec-
tion, Clevenger compared the Feature 85-31/20 assemblage with three archaeologi-
cal collections generated through controlled excavation of Overseas Chinese com-
munities: Woolen Mills (Allen et al., 2002), Los Angeles (Greenwood, 1996), and 
Riverside (Great Basin Foundation for Anthropological Research, 1987). Clevenger 
found that the Feature 85-31/20 assemblage “demonstrates patterns of material cul-
ture and other archaeological remains that are very similar to other Chinese sites. 
 . . . Although this seems like a relatively unexciting conclusion, it allows us to make 
some important inferences about the impact of the excavation and earlier process-
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ing on artifact recovery: namely that recovery practices, despite the problems that 
plagued excavation and processing, did not greatly alter or skew the general profile 
of the assemblage” (Clevenger, 2004, p. 72, 75). Clevenger concluded that the collec-
tion has high research potential, and suggested that many of the specific challenges 
she encountered in analyzing a single feature were likely to be mitigated through 
larger-scale quantitative analysis of the entire collection (Clevenger, 2004, p. 78).

The 2010-2011 MSCAP Context Project

These cataloging activities and preliminary contextual research demonstrated that 
it was possible to reconstruct the association between artifacts and their original 
context of excavation, and that there was sufficient documentation in the Project Ar-
chive to reconstruct the physical attributes of many of the features. Building on this 
foundation, in 2010-2011, the authors undertook a 10-month initiative (informally 
dubbed the “Context Project”) to systematically reconstruct and evaluate the archae-
ological context of the collection. This research proceeded in four stages: archive 
analysis, methods analysis, feature context, and evaluation of research potential.

Stage 1: Archive Analysis

As a first step, we assembled the documentation associated with the collection into 
nine categories. Documents generated before Stanford’s research on the collection 
were sorted into field records, laboratory records, project reports, maps and images, 
and historic references. Post-2002 documents relating to Stanford research activity 
were sorted into Stanford reports, Stanford project data, and Stanford images. Each 
document was then assigned a unique identification number, and, if it was unpagi-
nated, it was manually stamped with page numbers. Most of the documents were 
then digitally scanned to PDF files so they could be readily accessed by researchers 
without risk of damaging the original. The PDF files are stored on an internal serv-
er accessible from several terminals in the Historical Archaeology Lab, and digital 
copies of these files are also sent to researchers on request. The original documents 
were then filed by document category and document number in a dedicated file 
cabinet housed in the lab. The Project Archive will be transferred to History San 
José upon return of the collection after all artifact analyses are completed. 
 During the process of the physical organization and digitization of the Proj-
ect Archive, Kane developed a Microsoft Access relational database to record and 
index the documents and their metadata. At minimum, the database includes a 
complete bibliography entry for each document, a short description and summary 
of the documents’ contents, and the scanned PDF file of the document. Addition-
ally, the database allows cross-linking of related documents; for example, a proposal 
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can be linked to the report resulting from the work that arose from that proposal. 
Finally, Kane indexed each document, by page number, according to the archaeo-
logical features referred to in the document. This aspect of the database allows any-
one working with the collection to quickly identify which documents in the Project 
Archive reference the excavation, processing, analysis, and interpretations of any 
given artifact or feature. 
 While most of the archive analysis was straightforward, the photographic im-
ages associated with the collection pose greater difficulty. The photographs, slides, 
negatives, and digitized images provided by ARS and donated by other sources are 
an invaluable window into the original excavations. Unfortunately, very few of these 
images are captioned or numbered in a manner that would indicate when, where, 
or by whom they were taken. Original photo logs were discovered in the Project 
Archive, but to date we have only been able to correlate a few of the images with a 
specific feature or even project year. Photographic images are a cornerstone of ar-
chaeological field recording and interpretation, and the profound difficulties we en-
countered in organizing and indexing the images from the Market Street Chinatown 
should serve as cautionary tale for archaeological researchers and museum curators. 

Stage 2: Methods Analysis 

The second stage of the MSCAP Context Project was a systematic review of the doc-
uments in the Project Archive to reconstruct (to the extent possible) the field and 
laboratory methods used by ARS in their investigations of Block 1 in 1985-1988. 
This step was necessary because archaeological interpretations of excavated materi-
als must account for the biases introduced by excavation and laboratory processing. 
The 1985-1988 ARS excavations were conducted in three phases (see Figure 2). ARS 
Project 85-31 (July 22-November 22, 1985) focused on the south half of Block 1, the 
area impacted by the construction of the Fairmont Hotel, and resulted in the exca-
vation of 37 archaeological features. ARS Project 86-36 (December 11, 1986-April 1, 
1987) focused on the north half of Block 1, the area impacted by the construction of 
the Silicon Valley Financial Center, and resulted in the excavation of 25 archaeologi-
cal features. The third project, ARS Project 88-91 (August 31– September 12, 1988), 
was much smaller and focused on a single feature in the northwest corner of Block 
1 that was discovered during installation of outdoor lighting. 

Feature Discovery

All three projects were typical of “salvage archaeology” projects in that archaeologi-
cal excavation occurred during construction activity. ARS archaeologists recounted 
to Michaels (2003) that at about 6 a.m. each day, construction would begin; the 
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Archaeological Resource Services crew would follow and monitor the construction 
crew. When features were discovered, archaeologists flagged the locations of the 
features and assigned each feature a unique number. The construction crew finished 
their workday at 2 p.m., and the ARS crew then had the remainder of the day to ex-
cavate the features before sundown.
 A thorough review of records in the Project Archive made clear that this 
approach to archaeological discovery led to differential recovery and detection of 
some kinds of archaeological deposits over others: 61 of the 63 identified archaeo-
logical features were subsurface features–sometimes also called “hollow features” 
in the archaeological literature because they were formed through deposition of 
artifacts into a subsurface void–such as trash pits, cisterns, and ditches. These fea-
tures were first detected by differences in soil color and by the presence of visible 
artifacts (usually bone, glass, or ceramic) in the soils exposed by heavy construction 
equipment. Some subsurface features were lined with wood or brick; these seem to 
have been detected with less damage from construction equipment than unlined 
features, because the structural elements provided an additional level of visibility.
 While subsurface features were readily detected, surface scatters, yard de-
bris, sheet middens, and architectural remnants were not. It is impossible to know 
whether these kinds of deposits were originally present. The records do show that 
ARS collected three lots (85-31/0, 86-36/0, and 86-36/21) of unprovenienced ar-
tifacts that were collected by archaeologists while monitoring construction activ-
ity. While some of these unprovenienced artifacts may have originated in hollow 
features disturbed by construction equipment, it is also possible that these arti-
facts originated in more diffuse surface-level features that were destroyed before  
discovery. 
 Additionally, this method of discovery meant that for all features, construc-
tion activity for the hotel and related urban redeveopment undertakings destroyed 
the uppermost extent of deposits prior to detection and archaeological excavation. 
In some cases, only a few centimeters of soil were displaced; for other features, half 
or nearly the entire feature was destroyed by heavy equipment before detection. 
In addition to the direct loss of feature contents, this pattern means that the strati-
graphic relationships between features were destroyed before their discovery and 
excavation. Consequently, the temporal relationship between features can only be 
approximated through comparative analysis of chronologically sensitive artifacts.

Excavation

To expedite excavation in the face of construction schedule pressures, ARS imple-
mented what they termed the “rapid recovery method.” From the documents in the 
Project Archive, it appears that this method involved quickly excavating the entire 
feature–soils and artifacts together–into buckets and burlap bags; these containers 



O  BARBARA l. Voss AnD MeGAn s. KAne   99

were then transported 75 miles to ARS’s lab in Novato, CA, for screening and initial 
processing (Roop, 1988, p. 14–16). 
 From the review of the excavation records and photos, it seems that for the 
majority of features, the “rapid recovery method” was successful in recovering the 
soils and artifacts from the full extent of identified features. This is likely because 
most of the features discovered through construction monitoring were pits, trench-
es, or cisterns with clearly-defined boundaries between the features and surround-
ing soils. One of the greatest disappointments is that only 15 of the 63 features were 
stratigraphically excavated. In stratigraphic excavation, archaeologists remove dis-
tinct layers of soil separately, preserving the association among artifacts that were 
deposited together, and preventing artifacts deposited at different times from being 
intermixed. Stratigraphic excavation has been one of the foundational principles 
of archaeological excavation since the founding of the field, and the rarity of strati-
graphic excavation is disturbing. In some cases, excavators noted the presence of 
distinct strata in their field notes, but did not separate the strata during excavation. 
In other cases, field records are insufficient to evaluate whether the feature was in-
ternally stratified. 
 For specific features, the quality of information in field records in the Project 
Archive varies widely. For all three projects, ARS staff completed daily “Field Sum-
mary Observation Forms” that list the names of staff working on the site that day, 
the number of hours worked, and weather conditions. At times, the forms include 
a note about the discovery of a feature on a particular date, but provide little or no 
information about the feature itself or the excavation methods used. The forms were 
augmented by handwritten field notes, recorded in spiral-bound stenographers’ 
notebooks and assorted loose-leaf papers. The level of documentation in the field 
notes is uneven: some features are never mentioned, while for others, the field notes 
provide a detailed account of excavation procedures, a discussion of findings and 
preliminary interpretations, plan and profile sketches of the feature, and a record of 
soil samples taken by the excavators. 
 For ARS Project 86-36, ARS expanded the “Field Summary Observation 
Form” and added a soil sample log, photo log, and a feature form to their standard 
excavation records. None of this documentation in the Project Archive is complete, 
and it is unclear whether these forms were used inconsistently or whether some of 
the forms have been lost or destroyed. Of these, the feature form provides the great-
est source of contextual information. This form documents the physical attributes 
of each feature and the artifacts recovered, as well as providing space for a sketch 
map of the excavation area. Unfortunately, the Project Archive only contains feature 
forms for 11 of the 25 features excavated during ARS Project 86-36.
 ARS produced two reports (Roop, 1988; Roop and Flynn, 1993) of the exca-
vations, the latter completed after the collections were transferred to the warehouse 
by the City of San Jose. These augment the field records. For some features, the re-
ports contain extensive descriptions and interpretations that are not documented 
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in the extant field records. The descriptions likely reflect the memories of the ARS 
principals and staff members who directly excavated many of the features; as long 
as the gap between the original excavation and the writing of the report is taken into 
consideration, these accounts are valuable supplements to the field records. How-
ever, the interpretations of the features appear to be less reliable; for example, ARS 
often attributed each feature to an ethnic group (“Chinese,” “Spanish,” “American”), 
but these attributions are not consistent with the artifacts that have been cataloged 
to date (Voss, 2012).

Post-excavation Processing

The records in the Project Archive indicate that most post-excavation processing 
occurred during 1987-1989 at ARS’s headquarters. The initial processing included 
involved wet screening to separate artifacts from soil. The recovered artifacts were 
then sorted by material category and counted in preparation for inventory and cata-
loging. ARS records state that screens lined with a 1/16- or 1/32-inch mesh were 
used for wet screening, but cataloging results to date are not consistent with this 
statement. Nearly all the artifacts that have been cataloged so far are 0.5 inch diam-
eter or greater. As of this writing, only 27%, by volume, of the collection has been 
cataloged. It may be that smaller artifacts are present in those segments of the col-
lection not yet analyzed. 
 ARS cataloged most ceramics, glass, and metal artifacts, while most animal 
bone, shell, botanicals, soil samples, and constituent samples were bagged and boxed 
without cataloging. The catalog number was recorded in a handwritten catalog and 
inked directly on the artifact itself. ARS also performed limited descriptive analy-
sis of individual ceramic specimens from ARS Project 85-31, glass containers from 
ARS Project 88-91, and coins recovered from all three projects. It is not clear, from 
the project records, why some specimens were selected for analysis while most of 
the others were left unanalyzed. Project records indicate that ARS hoped to obtain 
funding to continue the analyses, but the only subsequent treatments of the collec-
tion prior to 2002 were inventories and reports generated by ARM (Cartier, 1991) 
and Basin Research Associates (1993; 1993). When the collection was transferred to 
Stanford, less than 1% of the collection had been systematically described.
 Overall, this assessment of the 1985-1989 discovery process, excavation, and 
post-excavation processing provided a solid understanding of the strengths and 
limitations of the collection and associated documentation. Compared to many or-
phaned archaeological collections, the Market Street Chinatown collection has a 
strong body of contextual information. Field procedures were biased toward dis-
covery of subsurface features, mostly trash pits; the collection thus primarily rep-
resents objects and materials that were intentionally discarded by the occupants of 
Block 1. Few features were stratigraphically excavated, meaning that in most cases, 
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the smallest possible unit of archaeological analysis is the entire feature. The quality 
of field documentation varies considerably. Postfield processing produced a com-
prehensive inventory and partial catalog of the collection. The disjuncture between 
ARS’s stated wetscreening methods and the observed size of objects still in the col-
lection requires further assessment as cataloging proceeds. Together, these findings 
indicate that future analysis of the Market Street Chinatown collection will not be 
able to rely solely on documentary records; instead, it is likely that some of the best 
contextual information will be inferred from artifact analyses rather than from doc-
uments in the Project Archive. 

Stage 3: Feature Context

The next step was to assemble the information gathered through Stages 1 and 2 
into a format that could be readily accessed by researchers and collection managers. 
We elected to produce a “Feature Summary” document for each of the 63 archaeo-
logical features and the three unprovenienced assemblages (see the Appendix for a 
sample Feature Summary). Feature summaries provide a brief synthesis of all infor-
mation available regarding a particular feature, including a list of all documents in 
the Project Archive that refer to it. In this way, researchers and collection managers 
using the Feature Summaries can directly access field records, lab records, reports, 
and other project documentation if more information is needed. The feature sum-
maries were published in a technical report (Kane, 2011), distributed in hard copy 
to the MSCAP partner organizations and regional information repositories, and 
posted on the project webpage. 
 Six categories of information appear in the feature summaries.

 1. Feature Description and Assessment is a short narrative synthesis of the fea-
ture’s discovery, excavation, analysis, and current status. 

 2. Feature Attributes lists, in tabular form, the feature’s location, type and di-
mensions, whether the feature was excavated stratigraphically, and the num-
ber of catalog entries.

 3. Available Documentation provides a comprehensive list of all records in the 
Project Archive that pertain to the feature.

 4. Pre-2002 Context directly excerpts field notes, reports, and other records 
that contain substantive information about the feature.

 5. Post-2002 Analysis summarizes findings of any studies of the feature or as-
sociated artifacts by Stanford researchers. 

 6. Images reproduces field drawings, maps, and other pictorial representations 
of the feature.
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 The process of assembling the feature summaries often revealed contradic-
tions between different accounts of a feature. For example, the data presented in 
field notes was at times inconsistent with feature descriptions in reports. Prelimi-
nary findings of post-2002 cataloging and analysis often contradicted pre-2002 in-
terpretations of the feature. To the extent possible, we attempted to resolve such con-
tradictions through further study. Regardless of whether the contradiction could be 
resolved, the issue and relevant sources were highlighted in the “Feature Descrip-
tion and Assessment” section, so that future researchers and collections managers 
could independently assess the situation.

Stage 4: Research Potential Assessment

The fourth and final stage of the Context Project is a systematic evaluation of the 
research potential of the collection as a whole and of each feature. This was much 
more challenging than we anticipated. We initially planned that features would be 
rated according to a series of attributes as having either “high,” “medium,” or “low” 
research potential. This proved to be quite difficult: for example, a given feature 
might have good documentation, but might have been substantially damaged by 
construction activities prior to excavation, while another feature might lack most 
field documentation altogether, but the artifacts retain correlation with stratigraph-
ic context. Moreover, some features might have particular value because of unusual 
attributes or potential association with historic events. Finally, the variety of feature 
types made direct comparisons challenging. 
 In the end, we grouped the 66 features by general type. Table 1 summarizes 
the basic feature types: trash pits, cisterns, structures, and acequia or drainage ditch. 
Trash pits were usually rectangular in cross-section, although some were circular 
or irregular in cross-section, and many were lined with wood planks. Both wood-
lined and unlined trash pits appear to have been deliberately excavated for waste 
disposal, so the contents of these features represent intentionally deposited refuse. 
Cisterns were deep shafts that were circular in cross-section and lined with brick or 
wood planks. Artifacts present in these features most likely represent objects that 
were accidentally dropped into the shaft, or trash deposits used to fill the shaft when 
it was no longer used as a well or cistern. The two features classified as structures 
were described by ARS excavators as the remains of a floored room, possibly with a 
subsurface cellar or pit underneath the room. The stratigraphy of these two features 
is quite complex and needs further evaluation through artifact analysis. Finally, two 
features represent segments of an acequia or drainage ditch dating to the Spanish-
colonial period and used until the 1887 fire. Artifacts recovered from these features 
could have been deposited in the ditch at anytime during the ditch’s uselife. Four 
features were evaluated as “destroyed” because they were either demolished dur-
ing construction or because the artifacts associated with that feature have not been 



O  BARBARA l. Voss AnD MeGAn s. KAne   103

relocated. An additional three assemblages were categorized as “unprovenienced” 
because they were used to refer to isolated artifacts collected by ARS during con-
struction monitoring and bore-hole drilling.
 Trash pits are the most numerous type of feature, numbering 51 out of the 
66 features represented by the collection. We classified 25 of these trash pit fea-
tures as “pit–general.” These are the “typical” features represented by the Market 
Street Chinatown collection: They are either wood-lined or unlined; the feature was 
only moderately damaged by construction activity; the feature was excavated using 
ARS’s “rapid recovery” method; stratigraphy was either not recorded, or the asso-
ciation between artifacts and their stratigraphic context has been broken; and the 
documentation of field and laboratory processes is adequate but not complete.
 An additional 10 trash pits shared the general characteristics of the “typi-
cal” features categorized as “pit–general,” but were categorized as “pit–early.” These 
pits were all located in parts of Block 1 that were covered by a livery or by brick or 
wooden structures, as shown on a 1884 Sanborn Fire Insurance map (Laffey, 1994). 
This suggests that these trash pit features may represent deposits from the first de-
cade (1866-1875) of the Market Street Chinatown, before construction had filled in 
that area of the block. If analysis of chronologically sensitive artifacts confirms this 
hypothesis, then these features will be particularly useful in studying the earliest 
years of Chinese immigration to San Jose. 
 Eleven trash pits were categorized as “pit–stratigraphic.” This category in-
cludes both wood-lined and unlined pits that were stratigraphically excavated and 
for which at least some of the artifacts in the collection retain association with their 
stratigraphic context. Not coincidentally, these features also tend to have been the 

table 1. Feature categories used in evaluation of research potential for the 2010-
2011 MscAP context Project

Category Number of Features
Acequia (ditch) 2

Cistern/Well 4

Structure 2

Pit 51

 Pit–General 25

 Pit–Early 10

 Pit - Stratigraphic 11

 Pit–Minimal 5

Unprovenienced 3

Destroyed 4

Total 66
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least damaged by construction activity and have the most documentation. These 
11 features come closest to providing a conventional context for archaeological re-
search, because stratigraphic differentiation allows finer-grained chronological con-
trol. We were tempted to rank these features as having the highest research poten-
tial, but it became apparent that there was no consistent reason why some features 
were excavated stratigraphically and others were not. It is not yet clear that whether 
stratigraphically excavated features have a higher research value than other trash 
pits with similar levels of documentation.
 There were only five pit features that we categorized as “pit–minimal” because 
the research potential of the pit had been severely compromised through damage 
by construction equipment, loss of some or most of the associated artifacts, or near 
lack of documentation. The artifacts associated with these features may still be use-
ful for research on specific artifact types and in aggregate analyses of the Market 
Street Chinatown collection. Artifacts from these features may also be good candi-
dates for use in public interpretation activities and museum displays.
 Finally, the assessment of research potential had the unexpected result of 
foregrounding the impact of the 1887 fire on the Market Street Chinatown. When 
the feature summaries are reviewed as a group, it becomes apparent that most of the 
features show evidence of “burn layers” or other fire-affected debris in their upper 
extent. Additionally, Feature 86-36/3 is an unusually large (15 m  15 m) unlined 
trash pit that contained what appears to be burned demolition fill. Burned material 
in the features typically included burned soil and fragments of burned wood and 
bricks intermixed with ash, and heat-affected ceramics, glass, and animal bone. It 
is possible that some burned materials might have been deposited as the result of 
smaller non-catastrophic fires that occurred at the Market Street Chinatown before 
1887, but the widespread presence of burned debris and heat-affected soil in fea-
tures throughout Block 1 is consistent with the magnitude of the 1887 fire. 

Conclusion

Many aspects of the process we used in the 2010-2011 MSCAP Context Project 
are familiar components of standard management for extant archaeological collec-
tions. However, the improvised field methods typical of salvage excavations bear 
little resemblance to the refined excavation techniques, mapping protocols, and 
field recordation that are standard in research-driven archaeological investigations. 
Furthermore, for orphaned collections, it is more common than not for the sup-
porting documentation to have been lost, destroyed, or separated from the arti-
facts themselves. In this case, reconstructing the archival record of the Market Street 
Chinatown collection involved the cooperation and goodwill of literally dozens of 
California archaeologists.
 Overall, the MSCAP Context Project demonstrated that most of the Market 
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Street Chinatown collection has strong research potential for intra-feature, intra-
site, and inter-site archaeological analyses. Compared to many orphaned collec-
tions, the artifacts in the Market Street Chinatown collection retain substantial in-
tegrity of context and association, due in great part to the original inventory method 
that embedded the location of discovery within most catalog numbers. Analysis 
of the Project Archive has allowed us to identify the biases introduced into the ar-
chaeological collection by the methods used for excavation and post-excavation 
processing. In the process, it has become clear that continued artifact research may 
enable stronger reconstruction of context than would be afforded by documentary 
analysis alone.
 Kane’s compilation of feature summaries (Kane, 2011) provides a direct 
source for future researchers to quickly reference the known context of each ar-
tifact in the collection. The data presented in the feature summaries has also re-
vealed a set of clear priorities for the upcoming phases of research on the collection. 
Features categorized as “pit–stratigraphic” are the most likely to provide the fine-
grained context that is highly prized in archaeological research, and are most suited 
for quantitative archaeological analyses and intra-feature diachronic comparative 
analyses. The presence of features potentially dating to the earliest decade of the 
Market Street Chinatown raises the possibility of intra-site research on cultural and 
economic changes across the community’s history. Further analysis of the artifacts 
in the collection is needed to assess the historic periods and cultural association of 
features with uncommon attributes–the acequia, cisterns, and structural remains. 
Finally, materials from the demolition trash pit feature and from the burn layers 
found throughout the site have strong interpretive value as tangible, physical re-
minders of the violence of the anti-Chinese movement.
 Curating orphaned collections is challenging at best. It is even more daunting 
when the documentation of the collection is incomplete or disorganized, leading 
to unresolved questions about provenience, documentation, redundancy, interpre-
tive value, and research potential. The case study of the Market Street Chinatown 
archaeology collection offers an example of how the historical and archaeological 
context of CRM-generated orphaned collections can be systematically reconstruct-
ed, providing the information needed to assess research potential and to make day-
to-day collections management decisions.
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Appendix: Sample Feature Summary
1. Feature Description and Assessment
Feature 13 of 85-31 was designated by the ARS excavators as a wood-lined pit 
and identified as ethnically Chinese. It was discovered 9/10/1985 and excavated 
9/10/1985 and 9/11/1985. The pit was lined by 2˝  4˝ redwood supports and 1˝  
4˝ and 6˝ redwood planks. Feature 13 was more complex than many of the other 
features from 85-31 and was excavated stratigraphically. Layer 1 was a disturbed, 
soft soil with an intrusion of sterile sand. This sterile sand may have related to the 
1981 excavation of the area by Theodoratus Cultural Research (Johnson 1985, 3022-
RPT). Layer 2 was indicated by grey soils that faded to yellow soils, and included a 
heavy concentration of porcine bone, large earthenware fragments and a variety of 
objects of Chinese origin. Layer 3 was described as clean sand containing very few 
artifacts. Layer 4 consisted of an organically rich soil, concentrated with fish bones 
and exhibiting a strong odor. This layer contained a wide variety of artifacts. Some 
of the more remarkable artifacts recovered from Feature 13 include a fragment of 
alabaster decorated with calligraphy characters, a Chinese coin, several opium pipe 
fragments, and a jade ornament.
 As of the 1884 Sanborn map, Feature 13 was located in an open area of the 
Market Street Chinatown and could have been used as a trash pit up until the 1887 
fire or may correspond to a demolition trash pit from the 1887 fire. This latter in-
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terpretation seems unlikely in this case because of the formal construction of the 
wood-lined pit and the lack of demolition debris within the feature. This feature was 
located within the general vicinity of the Bernal adobe, and it may or may not have 
been associated with this building and its businesses. Because of the stratigraphy of 
Feature 13 and the association of many artifacts with the stratigraphic levels, this 
feature is of particular interest. A closer examination of chronology and patterns 
through time is possible for a feature such as this one, unlike many of the other trash 
deposits that were excavated as a single context.

2. Feature Attributes
Dates excavated 9/10/1985 to 9/11/1985
Location N98, E57.5

Feature type trash pit, wood-lined

Length (m) 1.22

Width (m) 0.97

Depth (m) 1.17

Estimated excavation volume (m3) 1.38

Stratigraphic excavation YES

Number of strata 4

Artifacts correlated with stratigraphic context YES 

Number of entries in ARS catalog 367

Number of completed catalog entries in Stanford 
catalog, as of 3/2011

313

3. Available Documentation, before 2002
Field Records Lab Records Project Reports

1001-FLD-012 85-31 Field 
Summary 
Observation

2001-LAB-015 85-31 Lab Summary 
Observation

3001-RPT-009 85-31 ARS 
Report

1001-FLD-013 85-31 Field 
Summary 
Observation

2001-LAB-017 85-31 Lab Summary 
Observation

3004-RPT-015 Laffey, Lot 
Histories

1026-FLD Field Notes 2014-LAB-019 Ceramic Analysis 
Forms

3031-RPT-004 85-31 Basin 
Summary

1048-FLD-019 Field Notes – 
Parsons

2014-LAB-020 Ceramic Analysis 
Forms

2017-LAB-004 Coin Conservation 
List

2017-LAB-005 Coin Conservation 
List
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4. Excerpts from Field and Lab Records and Reports
Roop, William and Katherine Flynn, (1993). Archaeological Features in the Fair-

mont Hotel Parcel, San Jose, California: A report prepared for Basin Research 
Associates by Archaeological Resource Service. Dated 9-Nov-93. Document # 
3001-RPT

Grid North: 98
Grid East: 57.5
Category: wood lined pit
Ethnicity: Chinese
Catalog Entries: 367
Date Found: 09/10/1985

Description: A total of 50 bags of soil were removed from this feature. The feature 
was lined in redwood, with two by four inch, roughcut redwood supports and one 
by 4 and one by 6 inch redwood planks. The pit measured 48 inches east to west, 38 
inches north to south and 46 inches deep. Four major strata were observed. Layer 1 
consisted of soft soil that had been disturbed in the past. A large intrusion of sterile 
sand could be seen at the rear of the feature, indicating a collapse of the redwood 
plank in that area. The sterile sand layer may be an artifact of the 1981 excavation 
by Theodoratus et al., similar to notations for Feature 3. Layer 2 contained a heavy 
concentration of pig bone and large earthenware sherds. The soils are grey fading to 
yellow. A Chinese coin was observed in Layer 2, as well as a porcelain tea cup and a 
piece of embossed copper or brass. Layer 3 contained relatively clean sand and few 
artifacts. Layer 4 contained a large number of brass and glass buttons, glass bottle, 
ceramics, bone, lamp parts, and other artifacts. The soil was extremely organic, con-
tained myriad fish bones, and smelled very strongly. A jade ornament was found at 
the northeast corner of the filled pit.

Comments: Complex stratigraphy, excavated by layer.
Roop 1993, p 9 (3001-RPT-009)

Laffey, Glory Anne, (1994). Lot Histories for the Block 1 Chinatown San Jose, Cali-
fornia for Basin Research Associates. Document # 3004-RPT

Features 10, 12, and 34, Chinese trash lens or pits, and Feature 13, a wood lined pit, 
were located in pre-1887 open space within Wood Chinatown. These three features 
were located near the Bernal adobe but may not be necessarily associated with the 
adobe occupants. Depending on the date of deposit, these materials could be de-
posits of trash made during the Chinatown period or post-1887 fire demolition 
deposits.

Laffey 1994, p 15 (3004-RPT-015)
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5. Stanford Documentation (2002 and later)
7001-STR Student Paper Ishimaru

7004-STR Student Paper Williams

7008-STR Student Paper Camp

7010-STR Student Paper Simmons

7015-STR Journal Article Williams

7026-STR Student Paper Engmann

6. Summary of Stanford Work on Feature
Prior Stanford research on this feature has been limited to the analysis of specific 
artifacts as related to topical student research papers.

7001-STR Student Paper Ishimaru Medicine bottles

7004-STR Student Paper Williams Opium pipe tops

7008-STR Student Paper Camp Gaming pieces

7010-STR Student Paper Simmons Drinking cups

7015-STR Journal Article Williams Opium pipe tops

7026-STR Student Paper Engmann Ceramic dolls and 
figurines

7. Other relevant observations or information
None

8. Images of feature
None
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