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1.0  INTRODUCTION   
 

Ten soil samples were selected from a collection of 145 soil samples recovered during 

archaeological salvage excavations of the Market Street Chinatown in downtown San 

Jose, California, from 1985-1988. These ten soil samples were analyzed for pollen, 

starches, parasites, phytoliths, and macrofloral remains as part of a pilot study in the 

“Archaeology of the Urban Environment in 19
th

 Century San Jose.” Excavations revealed 

features such as trash pits, wood-lined cesspools, wells, and open-air dumps. Most of 

the features date to the Chinatown period (1862-1887), with a few dating to the 

Spanish-colonial/Mexican (1776-1848), early statehood (1849-1861), and turn-of-the 

century (1887-1920) periods (Voss 2011). The ten samples submitted for analysis 

represent two wood-lined trash pits or possible privies, three unlined trash pits, a 

wood-lined cistern, and an unlined pit containing pig bones (Map 1). Pollen, starch, 

phytolith, and macrofloral analyses provide information concerning plant resources 

utilized by the Market Street Chinatown occupants, as well as trash deposited in the 

features and plants growing in the area during the time period represented. Of 

particular interest for this project is the degree to which the Chinese immigrants relied 

on Asian imports or adapted diet and medicinal practices to incorporate locally-available 

resources. Did the Chinese introduce Asian species to the San Jose region, and what 

were the environmental consequences? Were edible and medicinal plants grown in the 

urban neighborhood, or were resources obtained from external sources? Parasite 

analysis provides some insight into the intestinal health of the Chinatown residents. 

The Market Street Chinatown is located in Block 1 of downtown San Jose at the 

southern end of the San Francisco Bay. The Chinatown had its inception in 1866, but 

was destroyed by an accidental fire in 1870. The Chinese tenants began rebuilding 

almost immediately following the fire, and the second Market Street Chinatown grew to 

include most of the block. Internally, the Market Street Chinatown was subdivided into 

the Brick Chinatown on the north extent of the block, and the Wood Chinatown in the 

central and south parts of the block. At the height of its existence, the Market Street 

Chinatown was the largest Chinese community anywhere in the United States, outside 

of San Francisco. It was destroyed by a fire of “suspicious origin” in 1887 (Roop 1988:3). 

The burned out areas were leveled and cleared to make way for construction of the new 

San Jose city hall building in the plaza adjacent to Block 1. A post office and other 

businesses were built on the lots of Block 1 in subsequent years (Kane 2011). 

Archaeological excavations of Block 1 were conducted by Archaeological Resources 

Service (ARS) during a major urban renewal project in downtown San Jose during 1985, 

1986, and 1988. These excavations revealed 63 features including wood-lined trash pits, 

unlined trash pits, bone pits, three cisterns, two structures, and two segments of a 

drainage ditch (acequia). Ten soil samples representing two wood-lined trash pits or 

privies, three unlined trash pits, a wood-lined cistern, and an unlined pit with pig bones 
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were selected for analysis. Pollen, starch, parasite, phytolith, and macrofloral analyses 

were conducted on each of the ten samples (Map 1, Table 1). 




