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Even at its inception 20 years ago, the Nathan Harrison Historical Archaeology Project was focused on 
2020, as this date marked the 100-year anniversary of Harrison’s passing. Archaeological insights into 
San Diego County’s most prominent African American pioneer grew with each year of research, and we 
scheduled a centennial celebration around the release of a comprehensive monograph, participation in 
extensive professional and public programming, and the opening of a museum exhibit. Due to the pandemic, 
much of the project was put on hold for a year. At the same time, the murder of George Floyd and the social 
unrest that followed regarding pervasive and devastating racial inequities tied directly to central long-
standing themes of the Harrison Project. This article discusses how 2020 altered the Harrison Project and 
why the project’s core historical findings of strategic dual identities in a time of lethal racial turmoil are 
even more relevant in twenty-first century society. 
 
 

At the 2020 Society for Historical Archaeology (SHA) Annual Meeting in Boston a year ago, we 
proudly held a session on the Nathan Harrison Historical Archaeology Project that was intended to be one 
of the primary kickoff events for a year-long celebration of our work into the life and times of San Diego’s 
first permanent1 African American. Born into American slavery in the 1830s, Harrison overcame staggering 
obstacles during his life and became a legend in southern California before his passing on October 10, 1920. 
The year 2020 was the centennial of his passing. The date held poignancy because his lifetime of hard-won 
progress was worth celebrating, but it carried additional significance in that his 1920 passing was marked 
with little fanfare. In fact, Harrison died intestate and was interred in an unmarked grave in the city cemetery 
that would remain anonymous for over half a century. For an individual who survived the horrors of slavery 
in the Antebellum South, endured the mania of the California Gold Rush, and prospered in the rugged chaos 
of the Old West, this centennial offered us a chance to demonstrate how Harrison’s story of perseverance 
was not just an important African-American biography but the quintessential American story (see Figure 
1). We had a series of events and activities planned, each of which endeavored to draw the public into the 
nuanced processes of historical archaeology. Little did we know that the 11 months following the Boston 
SHA meeting would completely transform our abilities, avenues, and opportunities to share the Harrison 
archaeobiography and reshape the entire focus of this project. 

Harrison’s life was a microcosm of the diverse cultural heritages and volatile histories of the 
nineteenth-century United States. The child of Ben and Harriet Harrison, Nathan Harrison was born into 
slavery in the early 1830s. We know little of his childhood. As a teenager, he traveled west as a slave with 
his owner, named Mr. Harrison; they were ‘49ers during the Gold Rush. Nathan Harrison labored as a miner 
in northern California’s mother lode region in the 1850s and early 1860s. Following the death of his owner, 
Harrison migrated southward to Mission San Gabriel in the 1860s, working an assortment of ranching jobs. 
In the 1870s, he was active across San Diego County. It was during this decade that Harrison married an 
indigenous woman with children from a previous union; their marriage was brief, although he stayed close 
to her family. From 1879 to 1882, Harrison patented Rincon land at the base of Palomar Mountain and 
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Figure 1. Nathan Harrison in an undated photograph next to his spring. Right: Nathan Harrison ca. 1910 with his 
dog “Bill Dukes” in the background. Images courtesy of the Nathan Harrison Historical Archaeology Project. 
 
 
adjacent to Pauma Indian territory; this acquisition made him the region’s first African-American homesteader. 
In the late 1880s, Harrison made his home high up the west side of Palomar Mountain, claiming the tract’s 
water in 1892 and homesteading the land the following year. Harrison lived full-time on Palomar Mountain 
from at least the late 1880s through 1919, although he likely had a seasonal residence there decades earlier. 
During his initial years on the mountain, Harrison was deeply involved in many local industries, including 
shepherding, cattle tending, beekeeping, and horticulture. In his later years, he became a popular attraction 
for tourists venturing up the steep terrain. In October 1919, an ailing Harrison was convinced to leave the 
mountain and receive medical attention. Now in his late eighties, he lived for an additional year in the San 
Diego County Hospital before dying in 1920. 

It was during the senior author’s job interview at San Diego State University (SDSU) for an assistant 
professorship in Anthropology in February 2001 that the intention to attempt to locate and examine Nathan 
Harrison’s original homestead home was first conceived. At the time, much of what was allegedly known 
of Harrison we now know was, in fact, untrue. His popular biography brimmed with enticing exaggerations 
and far-fetched fabrications, which sent us chasing more than a few false leads. Nonetheless, the project 
slowly took shape after an initial visit to the privately owned property in 2003 and the initial survey and 
field school in 2004. The first five years of annual summer digging (2004-2008) resulted in the discovery 
of the buried cabin and over 20,000 artifacts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, in addition 
to a wealth of insight about different activity areas at the site (Figures 2 and 3). These years also presented 
numerous challenges, including a wildfire that ravaged the western face of the mountain and the site itself, 
and the sale of the property to new landowners. Digging resumed in 2017 and gained great momentum through 
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Figure 2. An aerial photograph of the Harrison site during excavation in the summer 
of 2017, with the cabin on the right, the patio in the center, and the midden on the left. 
Image courtesy of the Nathan Harrison Historical Archaeology Project. 

 
spring and summer field schools, the discovery of an additional 
30,000 artifacts, and plans for a momentous 2020 centennial 
celebration.  

It is worth acknowledging that the senior author’s previous 
position as Site Supervisor at the Jamestown Rediscovery project 
taught him much about the importance of anniversaries in public 
archaeology projects. The same discoveries and insights that 
garnered marginal attention in 2006 at Jamestown Island were met 
with astounding attention and the presence of the Queen of 
England and the U.S. president the following year for the 400-year 
anniversary in 2007 of the first permanent English settlement in 
the Americas. Mallios began planning the 2020 celebration of 
Nathan Harrison the moment he was offered the SDSU job. 

In the last few years leading up to 2020, we set in motion the 
final stages of our multi-pronged plan for the Harrison centennial 
that included the publishing of a final technical report; a full-length 
book (Mallios 2020a); four articles in a summer issue of the 
Journal of San Diego History (Mallios 2020b; Mallios and Lennox 

2020; Mallios and Anderson 2020; Mallios et al. 2020); an agreement with Balboa Park’s San Diego History 
Center for a signature interactive exhibit in the museum’s largest gallery that involved an exclusive live feed 
of the dig from the annual summer field school to the center; joint conference abstracts by undergraduates, 
graduate students, and professional collaborators for the 2020 SHA meeting, 2020 SCA meeting, 2020 World 

Figure 3. SDSU student Monse Meza 
screens midden dirt through 1/8” mesh. 
Image courtesy of the Nathan Harrison 
Historical Archaeology Project. 
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Archaeological Congress, and 2020 New Directions in the Humanities Conference; a community open house 
at the site on Juneteenth; and a public memorial at the Harrison gravesite on October 10.  

Almost immediately following the initial book release party and the 2020 SHA meeting, it became 
clear that our plans might be jeopardized by the emerging pandemic. One by one, the different conferences 
were postponed, the exhibit was delayed indefinitely, and every summer school endeavor at the university – 
including the field school – was given the ultimatum of going virtual or not happening at all. Instead of the 
dig culminating with a public celebration on June 19’s Emancipation Day, there was no field school. Even 
the journal issue was delayed. 

We felt helpless to figure out the massive impact of COVID-19 on our personal and professional 
lives. Furthermore, historical archaeology and the Harrison project vanished from our priority lists when 
confronted with such widespread suffering. Our museum plans were frozen as the History Center was 
closed, and the hands-on interactive exhibits were especially inappropriate for individuals trying to social 
distance and avoid touching common objects. Fundraising for this endeavor was also made more 
challenging as the economy tanked. 

We believe that the tragic murder of George Floyd, Jr., on May 25, 2020, had an equally profound 
effect on American society as COVID-19. Cornel West’s poignant observation that “George Floyd’s public 
lynching pulled the cover off who we really are,” helped explain how and why the Black Lives Matter 
movement, which was founded in 2013, swelled to be perhaps the largest social movement in U.S. history 
by June 19, 2020. Floyd’s death was the latest in a long list of racially motivated police brutality against 
African Americans. Suddenly, race-based structural, systemic, and institutional inequities became the 
foremost social issues in the country. Furthermore, many discussions about these current events drew on 
insights from history, especially considering that many of the greatest inequalities were the direct result of 
hundreds of years of structural racism. 

This discussion was always part of the planned Harrison exhibit because it was essential to 
understanding why he maintained a secret dual identity that was hidden by his public minstrelsy. Harrison 
went to great lengths to mask any progress he achieved by playing the self-deprecating fool. He feigned 
illiteracy as he registered to vote and claimed water and land; went to great lengths to cloak his self-
armament; and was clandestine about his deep ties to the many non-white populations in San Diego County 
that were often in violent conflict with the expanding and exploitative U.S. presence. 

The cornerstone elements of the original Harrison exhibit were tied directly to the structural inequities 
of his time. Discussion of the 1850s emphasized that California was, in fact, not a free state when admitted 
to the Union, as the state’s discriminating laws prevented freedom for most of the 2,000 African Americans 
that lived in the state by 1852. Specifically, if enslaved Africans were brought into California by gold-seeking 
whites – as was the case with Harrison – the state denied their freedom claims. Exhibit material about the 
1860s delved into the fact that southern California was a hotbed of secessionist activity during the Civil War, 
which has resulted in numerous confederate memorials that still exist across the local landscape. In fact, this 
bigoted legacy continued for decades as California refused to ratify the 14th and 15th Amendments to the 
U.S. Constitution (which granted citizenship and voting rights for African-Americans) until 1959 and 1962, 
nearly 90 years after they were passed nationally. In addition, displays on the Gilded Age exposed the fact 
that this time was the nadir of American race relations as the country saw a surge of lynching and white 
supremacy. The area in and around Harrison’s homestead was littered with sundown towns, municipalities 
where the use of violence and intimidation was legally sanctioned to forbid non-whites from being in the city 
limits after dark. These trends continued well into the twentieth century; in the 1960s, San Diego was still 
highly segregated and widely known to African Americans as “the Mississippi of the West.” 
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The original exhibit design started with the importance of the centennial and the eye-catching 
discoveries of archaeology. Once visitors were drawn in by those lures, then they were shown the 
institutional racism that Harrison faced at every stage of his life. These inequities were presented as an 
explanation to why Harrison had to be so strategic in how he presented himself to different visitors to his 
property. Although we believed that insights into the identity politics of the Wild West were the most 
profound interpretive discoveries of the Nathan Harrison Historical Archaeology Project, we wanted the 
visitor experience to include the building of an interpretation through the process of historical archaeology 
that culminated with this nuanced understanding. 

Nuance died in 2020. With it, the exhibits were totally transformed, as was our approach to the 
centennial. When they open in the spring of 2021, the visiting public will now start with the issues of the 
structural inequality that Harrison constantly faced. The archaeology is still essential to this project and its 
interpretations, but viewed through the lens of how it provided evidence that was completely overlooked 
by white writers of Harrison’s history. Furthermore, the centennial is now just the start of the discussion; it 
no longer expires with the passing year. 

The Journal of San Diego History followed suit. The journal editors ended the edition dedicated to 
the Harrison project with an introspective look at the invisibility of African Americans in their previous 
volumes. This historiographic review openly acknowledged the shortage of Black histories in the journal. 
In acknowledging this problem, Miller (2020:93) used this moment to challenge its contributors to address 
the following questions: 

 

In what ways has race as a social and historical construction of power, authority, privilege, and 
disadvantage operated in the San Diego region? 

In what ways are the systems of race intersectional with other systems of power, especially class, 
gender, and sexuality? 

What are the continuing legacies and consequences of the history of race in San Diego today? 

In what ways does the history of race, and Black history in particular, celebrate Black people as well 
as affirm their presence, value, and dignity as part of the San Diego community? 

 

In the end, the conferences were rescheduled and the many Harrison-themed presentations occurred. 
Archaeology magazine ran an extensive feature on the project, the San Diego History Center exhibit opened 
in 2021 for a three-year run at the venue, the archaeological field program resumed, and the site hosted a large 
multicultural Juneteenth celebration just as the day became a federal holiday. Though planned for years in 
advance, the focus of each of these endeavors now led with the ideas concerning social justice and identity 
politics instead of mere centennial commemoration. 

It is fascinating to state that for the Harrison project, 2020 made 2020 irrelevant. Specifically, the 
devastating events of the year 2020, namely the pandemic and the unmasking of police brutality against 
African Americans, led us to change the primary public message of our work. COVID-19 canceled nearly 
every event tied to the 2020 centennial, and the Black Lives Matter social movement was directly tied to 
the historical structural racism that influenced nearly every decision Nathan Harrison made throughout his 
life. These events made the premise of celebrating Harrison merely because it was exactly 100 years since 
his passing seem downright trivial. 
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NOTE 
 
1. “Permanence” is an important term in the historical legacy of Nathan Harrison, but its definition is far 

from singular or simple. While the literal definition refers to the fact that Harrison did not leave San 
Diego, this narrow explanation fails to incorporate additional qualities of ubiquity, longevity, and 
communality that are essential to Harrison’s acceptance in the region. Harrison was not the first African 
American in San Diego, but the combination of his long occupation, final resting place, inaugural land 
ownership, and widespread exaltation by multiple groups in the community has led him to be labeled 
as “the first fully accepted person of African descent to live in San Diego” (Mallios 2020a:169; Carlton 
1977:50; Madyun and Malone 1981). 
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