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ABSTRACT
State Park archaeologists excavated in Old Town San Diego in 1995 to recover information needed to
reconstruct a large residence built in 1869 by James McCoy, a well-to-do Irish immigrant who served as
San Diego's sheriff and state senator. Field work also exposed foundations of earlier adobe buildings and
artifacts dating to the 1830s-40s. Although earty ownership is unclear, prior to 1851 the property
belonged to Maria Eugenia Silvas, descendant of a Spanish Colonial soldier who came to Alta California in
the 1770s. The presence of archaeological resources representing 2 distinct periods and communities
precipitated a public controversy regarding the appropriateness of reconstructing the McCoy House,
rather than earlier buildings associated with Mexican-California occupants. We describe results of
archaeological work and discuss some of the issues involved in the controversy.

Park plans call for use of the McCoy House as
a visitors center and focal point of the new
entrance to Old Town .
This large, 2-story 
residence was built in 1869 by James McCoy, a
we ll-to-do Old Town resident who served as the
town 's sheriff and later as a state senator. Earlier
uses of the site are less well known , although
historical records indicate the property was owned
by Maria Eugenia Silvas, the descendant of a
Spanish Colonial soldier who came to Alta
California in the 1770s (Bevil 1995; Silvas and
Needham 1996). There we re 3 small buildings 0 n
the property when she sold ~ in 1851 (Davis,
Felton and Mills 1997:22-27).

INT RO DUCTI O NS
Old Town San Diego State Historic Park is
situated on an ancient terrace of the San Diego
River. The area may have been used as a
temporary campsite by the Portola expedition in
1769, although they soon established the first
Spanish presidio and mission in Alta California on a
nearby hillside. Little is known about the activities
on th e terrace for the next 50 years, although it
was probably used for agriculture. By the early
1820s, retired presidio soldiers and their families
began bui lding houses there, in what soon
became the Pueblo of San Diego (Pourade
1963: 12) .

ARCHAEOLOGI CAL

San Diego's light rail system was recently
extended to Old Town (Figu re 1).
Related
developments include the construction of new
tracks, a depot and passenger parking lots and the
realignment of streets and utilities in the vicinity of
Old Town San Diego. This has changed visitor
flow into the park. Most visitors will now enter at
the northwest side of the park, throug h an area of
parki ng lots and run-down 20th-ce ntu ry buildings.
The light rail project, along with state and fede ral
grants, has provided funds to improve this area by
recreating historic streets and landscaping, as well
as reconstructing the McCoy House, which is
situated near the new light rail depot (Helmich and
Milis 1996; Baranowski 1995).

INVEST IGAT IO NS

Archaeological tests in 1992 suggested that
evidence of the McCoy House, in th e form of
mortared brick foundations, had survived under
the parking lot that capped the site (Wheeler and
Felton 1992). Artifacts representing previous
occupations were also present, although no
clearly identifiable remains of earl ier buildings were
noted. In 1995, more extensive excavations were
undertake n to provide architects with th e
information needed to design the McCoy House
reconstruction , as well as to recover data likely to
be impacted by construction (Felton 1995). As
soon as pavement was removed , foundations of
the McCoy House began to appear, as did the
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foundations of an ear1ier adobe building, which
may have belonged to Maria Eugenia Silvas.

variety of lighter blues as well as the reds, greens,
purples and other colors expected after about
1830.
There are also a variety of painted
Staffordshire wares, as well as smaller quantities of
annular ware, edge decorated ware, sponged
wares,
yellowwares,
and
undecorated
earthenwares.

The locations of the 22 by 29 foot adobe
foundations, as well as those of the McCoy
House, are shown in Figure 2. The foundations of
the McCoy House overlap the ear1ier feature,
clear1y showing the 2 buildings occupied the site
at different times. Instead of the more commonly
used river cobbles, the adobe footings are made
of kiln wasters, which are large, pumice-like
chunks of over-fired floor and roof tiles,
presumably discarded at an unknown kiln location.
Portions of at least 2 other kiln waster footings
were also found elsewhere on the site, although
they had been disturbed by later construction.

Chinese porcelain is represented as well.
Several patterns, including Canton and Fitzhugh,
are common in collections from the Eastern United
States and Europe, reflecting established trade
routes and market tastes.
However, other
patterns found at the site are much less well
known in Euro-American spheres, but are widely
reported from Southeast Asia to the east coast of
Africa
(ct.
Willets
and
Lim1981:1-16;
McClure-Mudge
1986:185-189;
Christie's
Amsterdam B.V. 1995). In recent years, we have
found that these same patterns, including Sino
Islamic, Peach and Fungus, and Om, are also
widely distributed in ear1y California sites. Our
impression is that they are most frequent in 1830s
deposits, and may become useful horizon markers
for that period.

Most of the area inside the footprint of the
McCoy House was excavated in 1995.
The
McCoy House had preserved earlier strata that are
probably contemporary with the adobe. These
relatively
thin
depOSits
were
excavated
stratigraphically, and proved to be rich in artifacts,
some of which are described be/ow.
Near the bottom of the depOSit, we also
discovered
another
group
of
intriguing
archaeological features. These are a series of
small post holes which could be attributed to
several kinds of structures, from simple racks or
covered ramadas, to fully enclosed jaca/ buildings
(see Figure 2). Such construction methods were
commonly used to erect buildings quickly at new
. mission and presidio sites, as well as for temporary
buildings elsewhere. Although we have recorded
over 20 of these features to date, we have not
been able to trace the outline of a specific
building, or establish with certainty that the post
holes are contemporary with the adobe
foundations.

Commerce with Mexico is also demonstrated
in the ceramic collection. although Mexican
Majolicas and lead glazed wares occur in much
smaller numbers than either British or Chinese
ceramics. The scarcity of Majolica at this site is in
keeping with deposition during the 1830s and
1840s, as importation appears to have dropped
off sharply after the Mexican War of Independence
from 1810 to 1821 (May 1972:30; Barnes
1972:4). A number of common Majolica styles are
present (cf. Cohen-Williams 1992). but the sherds
are generally small, making exact identification of
the patterns difficult.

ARTIFACTS
While most of the artifacts associated with the
McCoy occupation are architectural remains, the
ear1ier deposits proved to be rich in domestic
artifacts.
British earthenwares currently provide our
best tools for
dating
these
deposits.
Manufacturers' marks, as well as the overall stylistic
makeup of the assemblage argue strongly for an
1830s and 1840s deposition of the deepest
depOSits. The ceramic styles represented are the
classics for this period.
The bulk of the
earthenwares are transfer prints, including a

52

There are· several possible explanations for
the presence of Majolicas in our assemblage. We
know that Majolicas are abundant in the
archaeological depOSits at the presidio (Williams
1995). The Silvas-McCoy Site sherds might
represent heirloom pieces retained by the families
who moved down from the presidio to the river
terrace in the 1820s and 1830s.
Another
possibility is that the tiny Majolica sherds were
introduced to the site through reuse of building
materials from the presidio or elsewhere. Artifacts
are often incorporated into adobe bricks. the
diSintegration of which could introduce these
older objects into more recent depOSits.

o

u

a

A
1:

P
11

.,

01

di

01
~

ra

ec

'~JJ

bel
f'fIii
111

.,'"

.

...'*
Ca

SOt

Na

Am
hoi

lfI

.aco.
.

....
HG

8ftl

fir

Southern California (or Tizon) brownware
occurs in considerable quantities. These are
unglazed wares, presumably of local manufacture,
and are similar to those produced by Native
Americans prior to Spanish colonization (cf. May
1978; Griset 1990).
Vessels seem to be
predominately aI/as, although a few pieces may be
from comales, or griddles. Many have heavy soot
deposits on the exteriors, indicating use as
cooking vessels.
These wares are widely
distributed in the historic deposits of Old Town,
convincing us that they were in widespread use
during the historic period. Their large volume
raises interesting questions regarding the
economics of their manufacture and distribution.
The presence of Native Americans in the San
Diego pueblo during the historic period is also
by
significant
suggested
archaeologically
quantities of flaked and ground stone artifacts in
the earlier deposits. Most are simple flakes and
cores, although there are also some pieces of
flaked glass, including a small Side-notched
projectile point and what may be a drill. Several
fragments of a carefully made steatite bowl and a
large steatite bead were also recovered.
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Some of these Native American artifacts might
be interpreted as remnants of a prehistoric site
mixed with later deposits. We did recently record a
late prehistoric site nearby. although no intact
prehistoric deposits have been found on the
Silvas-McCoy property. The small glass projectile
point, however. is certainly .!1Q1 pre-contact. It is
more likely that these artifacts reflect the
continuing presence of Native Americans in the
Californio households of San Diego. We do know
some Spanish soldiers married or lived with local
Native American women, and that Native
Americans served as cooks and laborers in many
households (Mason 1978:413; Farris 1996: 14
19).
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

is

The 1995 excavations produced the
archaeological evidence that architects needed to
accurately design the reconstruction of the McCoy
House (Felton 1995:8-19). More exciting from an
archaeological perspective, however, were the
earlier finds (ibid.: 19-31). and the level of
community involvement that they generated.
State park docents. students from several schools
and universities, and members of the San Diego
County Archaeological Society put in thousands
of volunteer hours under the able supervision of
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Dr. Therese Muranaka. A team of National Civilian
Community Corps members, many previously
trained by Dr. Jack Williams at the San Diego
Presidio, worked with us for two months. This was
a rewarding experience for everyone involved,
and made us staunch advocates for the federal
AmeriCorps program which sponsored them
(National Civilian Community Corps 1995).
We were particularly pleased, however. to
have descendants of the Silvas family, especially
Abel Silvas and David Martinez, take an active
interest in the project. They and other family
members visited frequently, sharing information
on the family's history. occasionally helping
excavate, and taking part in ongoing efforts to
interpret our findings. While we are accustomed
with
other
to sharing
our excitement
archaeologists and park visitors, it was particularly
gratifying to find a constituency with such a deep
personal interest and stake in our work.
PUBLIC CONTROVERSY
The discovery of foundations and artifacts
representing early uses of the property eventually
stimulated public controversy as well as
community interest. The Silvas family's ties to the
site led them to question the rationale for
reconstructing the McCoy House rather than the
earlier buildings (Silvas and Needham 1996), and
the issue soon became a topiC of interest beyond
the Silvas family.
A number of archaeologists, historians and
others joined Silvas family members to form
"Protectors of Historic Sites," an advocacy group
that is trying to persuade the Department of Parks
and Recreation to revise Old Town development
and interpretive plans.
They contend the
Department has long neglected the Mexican
Republic era in its interpretive efforts in Old Town,
and suggest that the McCoy House be built off its
original site to allow for eventual reconstruction of
the earlier buildings (e.g. Protectors of Historic
Sites 1996; Williams and Newlands 1996).
The Department of Parks and Recreation is
still pursuing the original development plan
(California Department of Parks and Recreation
1997). The Department believes the McCoy
House is historically significant in its own right, and
will better meet park operational needs than would
the smaller, earlier buildings. The Department also
contends that there is inadequate information on

the ear1y buildings to design an
reconstruction with minimal conjecture.

accurate

or destroy, largely depend on forces
beyond our control, often beyond
conscious awareness.
But current
feelings about the past largely determine
what becomes of its residues (Lowenthal
1985:363).

At the heart of the issue is the fact that it was
the McCoy House, and not the earlier buildings,
that was identified for reconstruction in the Old
Town San Diego General Plan, approved in
1977 (Califomia Department of Parks and
Recreation 1977). A General Plan is the policy
document that sets guidelines for development in
a state park. Although no archaeological work had
yet been conducted on the site in 1977, the
General Plan preparers were obviously aware of
both the McCoy and earlier Silvas buildings from
historical records. They chose the McCoy House
for reconstruction, based on their assumptions at
that time about historical significance and park
needs.

The belief that each generation legitimately re
interprets its history leads logically to the
conclusion that General Plans do not have an
indefinite shelf life, but must be re-evaluated
frequently if they are to reflect current community
needs and sentiments.
The problem with
attaining that goal is that the general planning
process is complex, expensive and time
consuming, and there is still a serious backlog of
state parks that have no General Plans. It is not
currently feasible to re-open this process every
time there are conflicting opinions about
appropriate treatments for historic properties in
state parks that already have approved General
Plans.

Critics of the McCoy House reconstruction
point out that the General Plan is 20 years old,
and argue that its conclusions no longer reflect
the needs of the communities they represent.
Many, including the authors of this paper, believe
that the study of history is in part a continual
process of re-evaluating our common heritage to
meet a variety of modern community needs.
Subsequent generations re-assess those needs,
and make decisions about the appropriate
treatment of historical properties based on current
perceptions:

The public controversy over appropriate
treatment of the Silvas-McCoy Site has not yet
been resolved. We suggest that the long term
challenge to park management is not so much
how this specific dispute is remedied, but whether
methods can be devised to make General
Plans more responsive to evolving community
needs and perceptions.
We believe that
General Plans should provide a mechanism
whereby changing perceptions of history and
modern community needs can be given
meaningful consideration as opportunities for
future development and interpretation become
available.

Every generation disposes its own legacy,
choosing what to discard, ignore, tolerate,
or treasure, and how to treat what is kept.
Such choices are not unconstrained:
decisions to remember or forget, preserve
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Figure 2. Excavation plan, showing foundations of McCoy
House and earlier adobe foundations and post holes.
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