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ABSTRACT Additions to the archaeological fauna recovered from the former Chinatown section
in El Paso, Texas (late 1800s), include lizard, ringtail, dog, killdeer, domestic goose, badger, do-
mestic cat, jackrabbit, and cottontail. The latter 5 species likely were used for food. Two species
of turtles used as food also are discussed.

RESUMEN Las adiciones a la fauna arqueológica recuperadas en la anterior sección de China-
town en El Paso, Texas (a finales de 1800), incluyen la lagartija, el cacomixtle, el perro, el tildı́o,
el ganso doméstico, el tejón, el gato doméstico, la liebre, y el conejito. Las últimas cinco especies
probablemente fueron usadas como alimento. También se discuten dos especies de tortugas usadas
como alimento.

The Southern Pacific Railroad reached El
Paso, Texas, early in 1881, and in 1883, with
completion of railroad-connected employ-
ment, Chinese laborers were laid off and
stranded in El Paso. This initiated the forma-
tion of a Chinatown section. For some years,
there apparently was little contact with other

Chinese settlements. Eventually, however, the
El Paso colony made contact with Pacific Coast
centers for traditional supplies and established
traditional social relationships within the com-
munity. By about 1915, Chinatown as a distinct
entity was gone (Staski, 1985).

In the early 1980s, the Cultural Resources
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TABLE 1—Distribution of selected taxa within the Cortez archaeological site, El Paso, Texas. Numbers
refer to the number of identified specimens, with the minimum number of individuals given in parentheses
(calculated per level). Only levels pertinent to this study are shown.

Taxon
Trench

2
Trench

10

Feature 15 (7 levels)

3 4 5 6 9 14 16

Chrysemys/Trachemys
Trionyx spiniferus
Sauria
Goose (?Anser)
Charadrius vociferus

2

2 (1)
2 (1)

14 (1)
13 (2)
4 (1)

33 (3) 17 (2)
14 (2)
2 (1)
3 (1)

31 (1)
1 (1)

5 (1)

Canis familiaris
Bassariscus astutus
Taxidea taxus
Felis domesticus 1 (1)

1 (1)

2 (1)
1 (1)

14 (1)

Lepus cf. californicus
Sylvilagus audubonii
cf. Sylvilagus

5 (2)
2 (1)

2 (1)

Management Division of New Mexico State
University, under contract with the city of El
Paso, conducted archaeological excavations at
the Cortez Parking Lot Site. The location in
downtown El Paso lies within the northeastern
part of the old Chinatown area (Staski, 1985).
The recovered archaeological material is de-
posited in the Centennial Museum collections
at the University of Texas at El Paso.

The faunal remains from portions of a sin-
gle, huge trash pit (Feature 3-3/14-14) were
analyzed by McEwan (1985) and, until the cur-
rent study, represented the only bioarchaeo-
logical information available. She reported a
total of some 22 taxa, ranging from a cricetine
rodent to turtles to bear (Ursus); the primary
food base, as determined by estimated bio-
mass, consisted of pork (25.3%), beef (70.7%),
fish (8.6%; many of them marine and appar-
ently shipped from the Pacific Coast), and do-
mestic birds: chicken (2.4%), duck (0.6%),
and turkey (0.1%).

Much of the faunal material that was exca-
vated in 1984 and 1985 remains unstudied. In
2000, a small proportion of the unstudied fau-
nal remains was identified by students as part
of the requirements for a University of Texas
at El Paso course in bioarchaeology. Several of
the taxa identified were not reported by Mc-
Ewan (1985). The purpose of this note is to
record and comment on those taxa and to ex-
pand on the few comments by McEwan (1985)
regarding the turtle remains. The bulk of the

material is of domestic forms and is similar to
that noted by McEwan; it is not addressed fur-
ther here.

Most of the faunal sample examined by the
students came from Feature 15 (Table 1). The
lower parts of this feature represented a privy
filled with trash. The uppermost levels were
concentrations of trash above the privy fill and
thought to be overflow from the same deposit;
however, portions might be a continuation of
Feature 3-3/14-14 (Staski, 1985). Dates likely
are from late in the 1800s rather than repre-
senting earliest inhabitation (Staski, 1985).

The remainder of the faunal material (77 of
1,060 items) was recovered from the upper-
most level of test trenches 2 and 10. These
trenches were excavated by heavy equipment
in 1984 to aid in the research design for the
1985 excavations. Artifacts and faunal remains
were recovered when seen and by a random,
one-shovel-full, screened sample from each ap-
proximately 12 cubic feet of fill. The material
from test trench 2 (29 elements) likely is from
an extension of the feature investigated by
McEwan (1985).

Preliminary identifications were made by
class members and were later checked by the
author. Items were identified by direct com-
parison with faunal materials in the Laboratory
for Environmental Biology (LEB) collections at
the University of Texas at El Paso. The identi-
fied faunal materials are deposited under 711
catalogue numbers in the LEB Paleobiology
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FIG. 1 Dorsal (bottom) and ventral views of the domestic cat scapula from archaeological sample, El
Paso, Texas. Cuts shaping the recovered piece are clearly visible, as are cuts on the ventral surface.
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collection under site number 278, cross-refer-
enced to Centennial Museum numbers.

Two groups of turtles were well represented,
and a number of elements of both showed
butchering cuts. The Emydidae is represented
by individuals within the Chrysemys/Trachemys
complex, most likely Chrysemys picta (painted
turtle), Trachemys gaigeae (Big Bend slider), or
both. The rear margin of the carapace, said to
allow differentiation between these 2 species
(Degenhardt et al., 1996), is not represented
in the material. The Trionychidae is represent-
ed by numerous elements of Trionyx spiniferus,
the spiny softshell turtle. Although McEwan
(1985) reported the presence of Chrysemys/
Pseudemys and Trionyx, numbers of remains in
the present sample differ strongly from those
within her sample of 6,704 items: 72 emydids
in this study compared to 28, and 136 Trionyx
compared to 20.

An unidentified medium-sized lizard is rep-
resented by a humerus, femur, and innomi-
nate. Recovered from 2 adjacent levels, likely 1
individual is represented.

Although the Anseriformes (waterfowl) was
well represented by ducks of the genus Anas in
the sample reported by McEwan (1985), she
did not record geese. I identified 5 goose ele-
ments, tentatively assigned to Anser; 3 display
butchering marks. The proximal half of a right
humerus and the distal quarter of a left hu-
merus were identified as killdeer (Charadrius
vociferus). Neither shows signs of human usage.

One astragalus of a domestic dog was iden-
tified. The nature of preservation suggests it
had been scavenged and passed through the
digestive tract of another animal. Thirteen el-
ements of a ringtail (Bassariscus astutus) are
present in the sample. Although epiphyses are
missing, M1 and M2 are erupted, suggesting
near-adult status. There is no indication of hu-
man or carnivore usage. The proximal end of
the ulna of a badger (Taxidea taxus) has the tip
of the olecranon process severed and a medial
cut into the bone at the semi-lunar notch; the
bone is broken off at the level of this cut. The
domestic cat is represented by a skull and low-
er jaws, part of a cervical vertebra, and the an-
teroventral portion of a butchered right scap-
ula (Fig. 1).

Distal ends of 2 left femora are from a large
lagomorph, presumably the black-tailed jack-
rabbit (Lepus californicus). One femur has the

joint end cut away; in the other, the distal end
was severed from the shaft by a slanting cut.
Seven elements were identified as cottontail
rabbit and presumably represent the only local
species, the desert cottontail (Sylvilagus audu-
bonii). The proximal and distal ends of a right
tibiofibula had been severed, and a proximal
left tibiofibula had been cut from the diaphy-
sis. The left radius and ulna from the same in-
dividual had the distal ends cut away by a sin-
gle action.

Although remains of the larger animals re-
covered, such as pigs, often display saw-marks
or suggest utilization of a cleaver-like utensil or
hatchet, observed butchering marks on the
taxa treated here are primarily suggestive of
knife use.

Utilization of the domestic forms reported is
not surprising and would be expected among
Chinese and non-Chinese alike. Likewise, lago-
morphs, easily obtained locally, might well
have been used by both. A few Trionyx frag-
ments have been recovered from the nearby,
post-railroad Kohlberg Parking Lot archaeo-
logical site, indicating use by other ethnic
groups (McEwan, 1984). However, use of bad-
ger and domestic cat as food items suggests ei-
ther cultural differences or desperation.

Turtles could have been collected from rel-
atively nearby. The Rio Grande is less than 1.7
miles distant from the site (Staski, 1985), and
an acequia approached to about one-quarter
mile or closer (Staski, 1984). Differences in
numbers from the McEwan (1985) sample
most likely are accidents of deposition. Most
remains from the current study are from up-
per portions of Feature 15 parts that likely
are contemporaneous with 3-3/14-14 and
might be an extension of those deposits (Stas-
ki, 1985).

The recovery of a number of ringtail bones
from a single individual, with both body and
head elements represented, suggests a burial
or discard of an entire individual as a unit rath-
er than utilization for food. Likewise, there is
no evidence to suggest skinning for the pelt.
Its presence suggests activity ranging into the
Franklin Mountains north of the site, because
the location of the site on the Rio Grande
floodplain is not ringtail habitat. Possession as
a pet, such as occasionally occurs today, is a
possibility for its presence.

Badgers are wide ranging in the area,
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though presumably not apt to wander into ur-
ban situations. Butchering marks indicate use
for food, because neither cut would be neces-
sary for skinning. Cats presumably ranged free-
ly within the town and were there for the tak-
ing.
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