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Making the Most of
Uncertainties at the Sanderson
Farm
“There is no such uncertainty as a sure thing.”
Robert Burns (Platt 1989)
“The quest for certainty blocks the search for meaning. Uncertainty is the very condition to impel man to
unfold his powers.”
Erich Fromm (1947:45)

Abstract
This article advocates mining uncertainties for interpretive
possibilities in a manner that fosters critical analysis, discovery, and reflexivity. An unexpected assemblage from a
farm near Sutter Creek, California, is used to illustrate that
approach. Several plausible scenarios are explored with a
collaborative process that exposes the entire deliberative
process and leaves conclusions in suspense. The stacked
contingencies present throughout the interpretative process
are first explored before constructing stories that help reveal
underlying assumptions. That approach highlights the complexity and multivocality of the past while offering grounds
for theoretical convergence.

Introduction
The idea for this article sprang from a controversy that arose over the interpretation of an
unusual assemblage recovered from a pit feature at the Sanderson Farm (CA-AMA-364/H)
near Sutter Creek, California. That feature was
encountered under the footprint of a former
dwelling used intermittently by transient male
farm workers from the 1890s until site abandonment in 1917 (Van Bueren 2005). Yet, it
contained a variety of artifacts uncommon in
assemblages associated with male households.
Perhaps most noteworthy were several hard
rubber irrigators, glass fountain syringes, Vaseline jars, and other cosmetic containers.
Many possible explanations for the assemblage
occurred to the researchers or were generously
proffered by colleagues. Some of those scenarios
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are considered here. Others will no doubt
occur to knowledgeable readers. Those diverse
possibilities highlighted the uncertainties and
contingent assumptions present at every step
in the interpretive process. From the location
of the deposit under a building to its period
of deposition, contents, and associations, there
seemed to be many legitimate ways to read
the assemblage, each with profoundly different
implications for interpretation.
Inspired rather than daunted by those ambiguities, this article explores a collaborative, multilinear approach to interpretation—a method that
differs in very fundamental ways from routine
efforts to weigh alternatives and progressively
narrow possibilities. This practice deliberately
avoids a favorite interpretation. The point in
adopting that stance is not to shirk responsibility. It is designed, instead, to facilitate discovery
and conscientiously skeptical consideration of
alternatives while at the same time promoting
a reflexive, multivocal view of the past. The
philosophy and objectives behind this multilinear strategy are briefly discussed before turning to the interpretation of the Sanderson farm
assemblage.
Knowing and Not Knowing
A pivotal question in science and life is
whether there is an absolute truth that can be
objectively known. Observed regularities in the
universe hint at an objective truth, but philosophers have been unable to prove the existence
of an absolute truth. That conundrum is at the
heart of debates in archaeology about how
knowledge is advanced. Peter Kosso (1991)
argues that the processes archaeologists use
to observe, analyze, and build inferences are
actually remarkably similar, despite differences
in theoretical orientation. For example, certain
general principles of inference such as internal
coherence, simplicity, and cross-validation are
widely accepted. What separates the field are the
directions archaeologists take evidence.
Contention focuses on the appropriate role of
comparison and scale. Processualists seek broad
generalizations, while those favoring situated
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interpretation focus on particulars. The underlying problem involves how to determine what
dimensions of behavior are shared and which
differ “because of predicament, temperament,
environment, and ideational factors” (Yentsch
and Beaudry 2005:234). To address that issue
requires negotiating a path within the circular reasoning that confounds arguments at the
objective/subjective extremes (Wylie 2002; Galloway 2006:60). That circularity stems from the
uniformitarian assumptions underlying efforts
to generalize and the contrary notion that all
comparisons are suspect because circumstances
are infinitely varied and unique.
This article explores the implications of
accepting contingency as a way to navigate
between those polarities. That practice is pragmatic for several reasons. In the first place, the
clues archaeologists employ are fragmentary and
subject to a variety of biases. There are, after
all, no perfectly preserved, intrinsically complete
pasts out there waiting to be discovered, nor is
it possible to travel back in time to test theories
or simply watch past events unfold. Materials
and documents are selectively preserved, and
historical evidence is biased by the views and
selective perceptions of the people who created
them. It thus makes sense to focus attention on
plausibility and relevance rather than proof.
Discriminating among plausible, less convincing, and even patently deceptive narratives is
a problematic act that is profoundly influenced
by contextual factors that cannot be resolved
on an a priori basis (Hanson 1958; Kuhn 1970;
Wylie 2002). Subjectivity enters that deliberative
process because “interesting hypotheses invariably overreach the available evidence ... [and]
evidence is itself often ambiguous” (Wylie
2002:11). The cultural and ideational aspects of
human behavior are particularly intractable. They
can only be approached with inductive reasoning (Levin 1976; Nickles 1977; Salmon 1982;
Wylie 2002). Even strictly deductive arguments
are stymied by the lack of foundational facts
that are independent of observation, as famously
argued by the physicist Erwin Schrödinger
(1980) who used the example of the uncertain
condition of a cat concealed in a box.
Acts of observation and narration thus involve
judgments about reality that are unavoidably
grounded in “viewpoint,” meaning unproven
assumptions, beliefs, and expectations that
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comprise the building blocks upon which all
interpretations are built. The influential role
of viewpoint has been effectively exposed in
recent decades by feminist and other subaltern
archaeologies (Wylie 2003). That work has
demonstrated systematic biases in interpretation
resulting from views that are often so deeply
ingrained so as to be regarded as a kind of
common sense until the biases are pointed out
by others. Clifford Geertz (1983:74–75) suggests such received views are often considered
“immediate deliverances of experience, not
deliberated reflections upon it.” The point is that
objective, value-free interpretation is an unrealistic goal. Archaeological practice must therefore
incorporate an abiding reflexivity.
Embracing uncertainty can facilitate the
advancement of knowledge while creating space
for reflexivity and theoretical convergence. The
basic concept sounds deceptively simple and
familiar. After all, there is certainly no question
that all proposed archaeological explanations
remain perpetually open to challenge. But the
proposition can and arguably should involve
more than just entertaining various possibilities
and dominant/subaltern perspectives under the
rubric of theoretical pluralism (Hodder 1992).
It also implies addressing issues of judgment,
authority, and subjectivity in a more transparent
and forthcoming manner.
A central paradox for science is that uncertainty is at odds with the process of forming
the judgments. Scientific exploration and human
curiosity are both driven by mysteries, but those
efforts are designed to reach conclusions. Asking
questions narrows the view by dictating what is
noticed and counted as evidence. Approaching
explanation by simply observing patterns and
trying to explain them also involves a winnowing process. In both cases, that selectivity
has obvious value. But it also obscures broader
insights that may challenge assumptions and
lead to paradigm shifts. Hence, seeing evidence
and interpretations as inherently tenuous is in
fact essential for discovery. Making room for
discovery is crucial for a project as ambitious
as understanding culture.
Several tendencies conspire against keeping
uncertainty in the foreground. First, it is simply
unsettling to live with ambiguity. Some argue
that humans may have evolved to frame understanding and categorize experiences rather than
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live with uncertainty (Goffman 1974; Lakoff and
Johnson 2003). Even if that conclusion has no
genetic foundation, experiences and observations
do induce expectations about how the world
operates. Culture itself is an elaborate explanation that stands as a bulkhead against the great
unknown, providing the comfort of answers and
habits. Hence it is human to categorize experiences, form stereotypes and expectations, and try
to make sense out of imponderables.
Placing uncertainty at center stage also
requires a retreat from intellectual authority
(Voss 2006:111). Doing so is at odds with intellectual training, since scholars are expected to
have opinions. Doubt and uncertainty are often
conflated with ignorance. Those underlying
forces drive scientific practice to progressively
narrow possibilities toward favorite explanations. Some kind of discrimination is of course
necessary to promote understanding and resist
theoretical appropriation by those who would
patently manipulate and misrepresent history for
racist, sexist, imperial, or other similar purposes
(Shanks and Tilley 1987). The question is what
methods can be employed to allow judgment
while retaining “a capacity to challenge our
own expectations about the past and even, on
occasion, to subvert the framing assumptions
that inform the research enterprise as a whole”
(Wiley 2002:19)? Or put differently, how can
archaeologists exercise discernment without
precluding discovery?
This article examines several strategies that
may be useful for approaching that problem.
First, evidence is presented in a way that
encourages readers to form independent opinions. That approach involves constructing several
plausible scenarios, thoroughly examining ambiguities in the available evidence, and leaving
conclusions unresolved. That practice is designed
to shift attention away from intellectual authority, while promoting a view of the past that is
inherently discursive, conditional, open ended,
and engaged. The intent here is not to convince
but, rather, to expose possibilities.
The second important strategy involves the use
of collaboration to facilitate balanced consideration of alternatives. That approach circumvents
the fundamental epistemological dilemma posed
by a single viewpoint. While individuals can
certainly posit competing scenarios, impartial
evaluation of those possibilities is difficult if not
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impossible to achieve as a solitary intellectual
venture. Even the most diligent and reflexive
interpretations are subtly influenced by personal
beliefs, assumptions, and favored theories that
control the selection and manipulation of evidence. We archaeologists are generally good
at exposing those influences in others, but it
is much more difficult to see our own cultural
baggage. Peer review serves a similar purpose,
but that approach lacks the compelling engagement demanded by collaboration.
When colleagues and descendent communities
are given standing in the interpretive process,
they can more effectively expose unexamined
assumptions, biases, and lapses in reasoning.
Inviting those viewpoints into the interpretive process is a particularly useful tactic for
revealing the past as a product of negotiations
among people with varied perspectives. Gender
standpoint is particularly crucial in the collection analyzed here. As Alison Wylie (2003:26)
observes, “those who are subject to structures
of domination that systematically marginalize
and oppress them may, in fact, be epistemically privileged in some crucial respects. They
may know different things, or may know some
things better . . . by virtue of what they typically experience and how they understand their
experience.” Collaboration of that kind presents
challenges, but the return is a more richly textured, complex view of the past.
The third strategy necessary to keep uncertainty at the center of archaeological practice
is thorough and transparent disclosure of the
deliberative process—something that moves well
beyond the comfort zone of carefully situated
interpretation, supporting evidence, and tidy
conclusions. The first step advocated as a way
to move beyond that security is full exposure
of ambiguities, data gaps, evidential biases, and
other factors that call explanations into question.
That activity underscores how all explanations
are built on a cascading series of tenuous judgments heaped one upon another like a house
of cards. It offers a reminder that there are no
facts separate from judgment and that subjective influences mediate between evidence and
interpretation.
That creates an opening for the kind of farreaching disclosure, we as authors consider
necessary to reveal viewpoint and remedy pretenses of impartiality and objectivity. What is
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advocated here is in essence a more holistic
and reflexive approach to the entire process of
archaeological deliberation. Instead of obscuring,
ignoring, or denying the subjective influences
that invariably enter the deliberation process, it
is not only sensible but also necessary to forthrightly expose them. The reasons for making
those admissions are manifold. Revealing foundational beliefs creates a level playing field for
alternate explanations while, at the same time,
diminishing the role of special authority.
Facilitating that kind of holistic deliberation
and transparency is not simple. It broaches the
question: how can archaeologists effectively
interrogate their own agendas? One obvious way
to approach the problem is to exploit discrepancies between their own viewpoints and those of
their subjects as a way to gain insight into what
R. G. Collingwood (1946) calls the “insides of
actions” and Geertz (1973) refers to as “thick
description.” The thornier problem is noticing
when their own views are projected onto others,
assuming incorrectly that similarities exist in
motivations and meanings. Collaboration is
perhaps the best tool to shed light on this latter
issue. But there is really no way to scrutinize
others without also interrogating oneself, and
who is in a better position to expose personal
assumptions? Archaeologists must find effective ways to uncover and control the subjective
influences inherent in the interpretive process.
Developing a more holistic approach to deliberation entails looking at the entire process
of moving from evidence to the construction
of narrative explanations. As Hayen White
(1980:24–27) observes, narratives are in essence
morality tales that establish causality and closure.
In marshalling available evidence, archaeologists
must choose how far they are willing to carry an
explanation. But for readers, the entire story is
implied, even if the narrative stops short of that
destination. Recognizing that, some archaeologists have begun to explore storytelling as a way
to extend insights into regions often regarded
as pure conjecture (Praetzellis and Praetzellis
1998)—a useful tool for exposing aspects of the
deliberative process that typically remain undercover in archaeological discourse.
This article adopts a narrative approach that
departs from other archaeological storytelling
by constructing several divergent tales about the
same assemblage. One goal of that effort is to

111

explore the internal consistency and plausibility
of each scenario while, at the same time, interrogating the authors’ own assumptions, hunches,
intuitions, and other subjective influences. These
stories are an outgrowth of ambiguities revealed
by analysis of the Sanderson farm assemblage.
While clearly speculative, the stories each have
their foundation in the evidence discussed. Those
connections to the evidence are explained in
endnotes, so they do not detract from the flow
of the narratives.
The choice of narrative perspective has an
important bearing on how readers identify with
historical actors and writers. Ethnographers have
devoted considerable attention to this issue and
its bearing on gaining insight into other cultures
(Geertz 1973; Fabian 1983; Clifford and Marcus
1986). An important dimension of that work is
the choice of narrative voice. First-person narratives engender more empathetic consideration of
historical actors, while use of the third person
connotes reserve, cultural distance, and neutrality/
objectivity. In the context of this article it should
be clear that the actual motivations and feelings
of historical actors are not known. The intention
is not impersonation but, rather, revelation of
how each scenario might have played out. This
method is an attempt to consider the assumptions
behind each possible scenario. The use of third
person is avoided in the narratives in part to
clarify that these stories are not the product of
special authority or privileged perspective.
Emphasizing contingencies need not have a
corrosive effect on archaeological practice. Collaborative, multilinear appraisals that highlight
uncertainties may instead be one of the most
effective ways to promote inferential discernment. Instead of undermining the archaeological endeavor, this practice facilitates a way of
looking at the past that can advance understanding and public awareness in a way that
honors contingency, promotes different viewpoints, and facilitates active engagement. That
engagement is accomplished in part by leaving
conclusions up to readers, forthrightly disclosing subjective influences, and neutralizing the
role of special authority.
Sanderson Farm
This farm is located in the western foothills
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, just two miles

112

HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY 43(2)

west of the town of Sutter Creek (Figure 1). It
encompasses much of the upper Horse Creek
Valley, a relatively level spread of grassland and
scattered oaks with a broad view west across
the Great Central Valley. The attractive setting
is auspiciously situated near the Mother Lode
with its rich gold deposits. While there was a
large local demand for the agricultural products
of this farm, the soils of this foothill region are
not particularly rich, and the only permanent
sources of water on the property were springs.
The history of the farm, the two families that
owned it and lived there from 1848 to 1917,
and the hired hands indicated in the docu-

mentary and archaeological record are briefly
sketched here. A key issue for this analysis is
the attribution of an assemblage found under the
footprint of a small dwelling, presumably used
intermittently by transient hired hands.
The farm investigated as archaeological site
CA-AMA-364/H was established by Dr. James
A. Brown, a medical doctor, in spring 1848.
He preempted the land occupied for more than
3,000 years by the Northern Sierra Miwok and
subject to an 1840 grant by the Mexican government to Teodocio Yerba known as Rancho
Arroyo Seco (Van Bueren 1998). Undeterred
by those prior claims, Brown hired a carpenter
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FIGURE 1. The Brown and Sanderson Farm in its regional context. (Map by Thad M. Van Bueren, 2007.)
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named E. Fitzpatrick to build a house on the
property in May. A modest but comfortable twostory wood-frame structure was completed by 20
June for $519.48 (Fitzpatrick 1848).
Returning to Missouri for his wife, Margaret,
and infant son, John, Brown made it back to
Sutter Creek by ox team in mid-November 1850.
For the next two decades, the family supplied
cattle, grain, potatoes, hay, and dairy products
to the burgeoning local population. Brown also
continued to practice medicine and in addition
served one term as a county supervisor. During
the Brown tenure, the farm was run with substantial assistance from indigenous workers, a
Chinese work gang, and white native-born and
immigrant laborers. An account ledger produced
in 1857 by a Chinese hired hand suggests immigrants from Guangdong Province in China likely
returned seasonally to the farm throughout that
initial decade of farm occupation, sometimes in
groups of up to four individuals (Van Bueren
2008). In the summer of 1860, the federal
manuscript population census lists three hired
hands, which included an Irish immigrant, a
Scandinavian immigrant, and a white native-born
man (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1860). Regular
visits to the farm by indigenous workers are
also indicated through most of its occupation by
archaeological discoveries, although no stories
of those visits were recalled by Northern Sierra
Miwok descendants (Van Bueren 2005).
Brown sold his 320-acre farm to John Sanderson in 1869 for $3,000 (Amador County
Recorder 1869:238–239). It was Sanderson and,
later, his daughter Mary who operated the farm
until it was abandoned in 1917. Sanderson,
described as 6 feet tall with a dark complexion,
gray eyes, and black hair, was a 39-year-old
Irish immigrant who had achieved some modest
success mining gold in the local area by the
time he purchased the farm from Brown. Unlike
most immigrants who fled Ireland in the wake
of the potato famines in the mid-1840s, Sanderson was among the small number in California
who returned to agriculture as an occupation
(Blessing 1977; Fallows 1978).
John married Catherine Hughes, another Irish
immigrant, on 13 February 1863 soon after
arriving in Sutter Creek. The couple had eight
children between 1864 and 1879: Emma (b.
1864), Elizabeth (b. 1866), Anastasia (b. 1868),
Catherine (b. 1870), Mary (b. 1872), Margaret
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(b. 1874), Ella (b. 1876), and a son (b. 1878).
The seven daughters survived into adulthood,
while the couple’s infant son died on Thanksgiving Day 1879 (Mason 1881:319). Sanderson
became a naturalized citizen in 1866 but was
not active in the affairs of the community until
the 1890s. The 1870 census specified that he
could read, and he learned to write by 1900
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1870). He registered
to vote for the first time on 24 March 1896.
In contrast to the market production emphasized by Brown, the Sanderson enterprise was
characterized by subsistence farming with modest
production for the marketplace. In 1870 the
Sandersons cultivated 140 acres and sold a small
amount of fruit from their orchard and 40 tons
of hay for a total of $800 in annual revenue,
according to the manuscript agricultural census
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1870). Four horses,
two milk cows, and two pigs served the growing needs of the family. Payments for labor that
year imply Sanderson hired help that amounted
to roughly six months of work, based on prevailing wages of the day. The Sandersons’ market
production rose marginally to $900 a decade
later (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1880), derived
primarily from sheep, chickens, eggs, grain, and
orchard products. No later production figures
exist, but transient male workers continued to
appear regularly in the documentary record.
Those workers included a Chinese servant named
Sam Woo in the summer of 1880, a native-born
man named Edmund Garfield in July 1890, and
two native-born single men named Peter Findley
and Irwin W. Williams in June 1900.
Sanderson perfected a homestead patent for the
160 acres surrounding his farmstead as well as a
cash-entry patent for the remainder of the farm
in 1880 (Amador County Recorder 1880:35,443;
U.S. Bureau of Land Management 1880). A
bird’s-eye-view sketch published in 1881 offers a
fairly accurate view of the farmstead complex’s
layout, later confirmed during archaeological
investigations (Figure 2). That view shows a
two-story farmhouse, barn, other outbuildings,
an orchard, and fences. According to the census,
the John and Catherine Sanderson still lived on
the farm in 1900 with their single daughters
Anna and Margaret, while their married daughter,
Emma, was apparently visiting (mistakenly listed
with the surname Sanderson, her married name
was in fact Morris) (U.S. Bureau of the Census
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FIGURE 2. The Sanderson farmstead as it looked in 1881 (after Mason 1881).

1900). Catherine presumably died sometime
between the 1900 census and the creation of
a statewide death register in 1905, although no
record or headstone has been discovered.
In 1909, Sanderson deeded all of his real and
personal property to his daughter Mary, “for
and in consideration of the love and affection,”
which he bore toward her, and for her “better
maintenance, support, protection and livelihood” (Amador County Recorder 1909:56–57).
The property included the entire farm and its
contents: crops, horses, cattle, sheep, hogs, and
poultry. In the early summer of 1910 when the
census was taken, Mary shared the farmhouse
with her aging father and 13-year-old nephew,
Edwin Morris, (one of her sister Emma’s children) who was visiting (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1910). There were no hired hands boarding with the family at that time. Sanderson was
listed as a widower and died shortly thereafter
on 30 June 1910, according to the records of
the Catholic parish in Sutter Creek (Immaculate
Conception Catholic Church 1910).
In 1916 Mary registered as a Democrat and
voted in her first election. She continued to

reside on the farm until 1917 when she sold it
to the Allen Estate Company for $10 (Amador
County Recorder 1917:184–185). The unusually low price in the deed strongly implies
some outside consideration was involved. A
common practice involved stating a low sale
price to minimize taxes and fees while covertly
compensating the seller in a separate transaction. Although the barn at the Sanderson farm
continued to stand into the 1940s, there is no
archaeological or documentary evidence of occupation after the farm was subsumed within the
extensive holdings of the Allen Estate Company.
It is thus likely other structures were promptly
salvaged or moved to reduce the assessment.
The fact that Mary was living in a house she
owned in 1920 at 206 Amelia Street in Sutter
Creek supports the idea she was compensated
outside of the official title transaction (U.S
Bureau of the Census 1920).
An Unusual Assemblage
The Brown and Sanderson farmstead was
recorded in 1997 as archaeological site CA-
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FIGURE 3. Principal features of the Brown and Sanderson
farm complex. (Map by Thad M. Van Bueren, 2007.)

AMA-364/H during a survey triggered by the
planned realignment of State Route 49 (Van
Bueren et al. 1997). At that time, the farmstead
was marked by a cellar depression, barn foundation, rock walls, and surface scatter of historic
artifacts. The southern portion of the farmstead
compound, encompassing the foundations of a
barn and the remains of a stone corral, was
superimposed on a prehistoric village. Based
on a test excavation program, the site was
determined eligible for the National Register of
Historic Places (Van Bueren 1998). The portion of the site containing the farmstead was
subsequently excavated in 2003 to recover data
threatened by the highway project (Van Bueren
2005). The assemblage that this article focuses
on came from a pit feature located under the
footprint of a former wood-frame dwelling (Feature 4) used from the 1890s until site abandonment in 1917 (Figure 3).
Investigations at CA-AMA-364/H revealed
sequential use of two structures, probably occupied by hired hands at least sporadically. A
semisubterranean structure (Feature 12) located
near the former farmhouse (Feature 1) was
inhabited from the 1850s until the 1880s. A
second worker’s dwelling was constructed farther
behind the farmhouse in the 1890s, after Feature
12 was abandoned. The new dwelling (Feature
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4) was a wood-frame building that remained in
use until 1917, based on the recovery of timesensitive materials. Investigations at Feature 4
revealed limited structural remains, a surface
artifact scatter, and three associated pits filled
with domestic refuse. Two pits (features 16 and
17) were discovered outside the dwelling, while
another was found under the footprint of the
former building (Figure 4). That interior trash
pit produced the unusual assemblage analyzed
here. The following discussion presents evidence
concerning the use of Feature 4 as well as when
the internal pit was deposited, by whom, and
under what circumstances.
The principal structural evidence at Feature
4 consisted of several footing stones, a post
that likely supported the central ridge of a
gabled roof, and a concentration of stones in
one corner of the structure where a wood stove
was apparently located (Figure 5). Numerous
time-sensitive items were recovered from Feature 4 and the three filled pits associated with
it (Figure 6) (Table 1). Materials from that
complex suggest occupation of the structure

FIGURE 4. Detail of investigated portion of CA-AMA-364/H.
(Map by Thad M. Van Bueren, 2007.)
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Legend

FIGURE 5. Plan of the Feature 4 complex. (Map by Thad M. Van Bueren, 2007.)

from the 1890s until site abandonment in 1917.
Disposal in the three associated trash pits span
the last two decades of site occupation. The
termini post quem (TPQ) for features 16, 17,
and the internal pit are 1897, 1901, and 1916,
respectively. Glass and ceramic items recovered
during shallow scrapes of the structure pad
yielded a mean production date of 1894. The
3:1 ratio of wire nails to machine-cut specimens
is compatible with construction of the dwelling
in the 1890s when the newer technology had
not yet eclipsed the older method of production
(Nelson 1968).
While the modest assemblages from features
16 and 17 appear to reflect one-time disposal
events, deposition in the internal pit may reflect
either gradual accretion or a single disposal
event near the time of site abandonment in
1917. The fill of the roughly 30-in.-deep internal
pit consisted of three discrete soil strata in
contrast to the undifferentiated fills present
within the other two external pits (features 16
and 17) associated with the Feature 4 dwelling.
Efforts to discriminate gradual accretion from
a short-term disposal event near the time of

site abandonment are problematic, despite the
recovery of 43 time-sensitive artifacts in the
interior pit fill layers.
Production of the most recent artifact in the
basal fill layer (Context 241) at the bottom of
the pit began in 1908 but continued through
site abandonment, while the middle fill layer
(Context 228) yielded an Illinois Glass Company
mark made after 1916. The mean date for all
glass in the internal pit is 1904. Time lags for
glass containers gradually diminished after the
onset of machine production at the turn of the
century, but that trend was highly variable and
thus offers no help in discriminating gradual
from rapid deposition. One glass canning jar in
the internal pit assemblage was no longer produced after 1905, but it is not a good temporal
marker because of the long useful life for that
kind of artifact.
Portions of two artifacts cross mend between
the two lower fill layers. Mends normally
indicate layers were deposited in rapid succession. The small number of mends, however,
could simply be the result of materials found
along the interface between the layers or later
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FIGURE 6. Date ranges for artifacts from Feature 4 contexts. (Chart by Thad M. Van Bueren.)

Table 1
Mean Dates for Feature 4 Complex

Ceramic

Glass

Other

Combined

Mean Dates

16

1902

1905

1881

1895

6

1897

17

1909

none

1888

1891

7

1901

Interior Pit

1899

1904

1899

1901

43

1916

4 (structure)

1880

1896

1902

1894

16

1911

Feature

No. of
Dated
Items

TPQ

displaced by bioturbation. Since the incidence
of mends is quite low, gradual accretion over
nearly a decade really cannot be ruled out. Both
scenarios are possible: the contents of the internal pit may have been deposited either during
the final decade Feature 4 was occupied or
around the time the structure was razed, moved,
or salvaged around 1917.
The next matter crucial for interpretation of
the internal pit assemblage is finding out who

produced it. Did any women live in or visit that
structure? There are several reasons why it is
likely that Feature 4 was used mainly by hired
hands. First, the owners had their own spacious
two-story house (Feature 1) that was occupied
solely by one or two family members during
the final decade of site occupation. Second,
artifacts associated with Feature 4 are consistent
with residential use, rather than as some other
specialized farm outbuilding. Third, the most
likely occupants were hired hands, based on
the ephemeral nature of the structure and its
location well behind the farmhouse.
Records of transient laborers are by definition
scarce. Snapshots of the composition of the seasonal labor pool at this farm are available for
the years 1857, 1860, 1870, 1880, 1890, and
1900 (Van Bueren 2005, 2008). In every case,
known workers were single men. That trend is
consistent with general agricultural employment
of the period. In California, women comprised
only 0.5% of farm workers in 1890, and their
numbers rose only modestly to 2.6% of the
total farm workforce by 1910 (U. S. Bureau of
the Census 1895, 1903, 1915). Only farms that
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Table 2
Artifacts from Interior Pit at Feature 4*
Category

Animal

Ammunition

Containers

Currency
Drinking Vessels

Fasteners

Furniture

Type

MNI

Count

Category
Firearm

Horseshoe

1

1

Harness buckle

1

1

Bullet

1

1

Cartridges

17

20

Lead

2

2

Percussion caps

0

229

Cap/Lid

13

19

Bottles

4

38

Sewing

Can

1

20

Spectacles

Canning jars

2

Flour tin

1

Indefinite

1

1

Medicine bottles

9

15

Poison bottle

1

1

Type

MNI

Count

Revolver

1

7

Indefinite

3

40

Pulley

0

2

Chimney

1

95

Glass syringes

3

3

Rubber irrigators

7

10

Glass vials

4

8

Pin

1

2

Lenses

3

11

24

Serving bowl

1

5

1

Indefinite

1

2

Plate

1

3

Saucers

4

20

Cosmetic jars

5

5

Indefinite
Lamp
Medical

Tableware

Toiletries

Wine bottle

1

1

Vaseline jars

4

4

Coins

3

3

Axe head

1

1

Goblet

1

12

Cogged gear

1

1

Indefinite

1

1

File

1

1

Buckle

0

2

Harrow tooth

1

1

Buttons

8

20

Marble

1

2

Garter clasp

1

1

Skate wheel

1

1

Grommet

0

1

Trunk

Strap

1

1

Hook

1

1

Watch

Pocket watch

1

1

Rivet

1

2

Window

Blind hardware

1

2

Safety pins

5

8

Writing

Slate pencil

1

1

Tack

1

1

Caster

1

1

127

656

Tools

Toys

Totals

* Items often attributed to women in italics; excludes structural, unknown, ecofacts (faunal/floral), and prehistoric items.

produced certain crops like hops and dried fruit
attracted workers with families because women
and children could also earn wages (Street
2004:364–375).
Evidence for use of Feature 4 by male farm
laborers is strongly implied. Yet, it is difficult
to rule out the possibility that the contents of
the internal pit reflect the disposal of materials
from the Sanderson household at the time
of site abandonment in 1917. The case for
association with hired hands appears strongest,
simply because workers likely occupied the
structure, and refuse from the main farm house

(Feature 1) would be more easily discarded
closer to that structure. But Feature 4 was
almost certainly salvaged or razed at the time
of site abandonment in 1917 and may have been
a magnet for ancillary disposal. Again, datable
materials in the internal pit are not useful for
discriminating the duration of the disposal. In
an effort to uncover likely associations, other
depositional circumstances and the contents of
the deposit should be examined.
The type of floor present in Feature 4 has
a bearing on access to the underlying ground
while the dwelling was in use and whether or
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not surreptitious disposal could be implied. The
presence of a plank floor may have deterred
access to the ground under the building during
its occupation, although it certainly would not
preclude access. Soils within the building’s footprint produced no clear evidence of a compacted
earth floor. There was also no widespread burn
that might be expected if the building was razed
by fire in 1917. The discovery of portions of
at least 379 separate artifacts (excluding structural items and ecofacts) under the building is
ambiguous. A wood floor would restrict such
accumulations, but later salvage of the building
could have caused wide dispersion of artifacts
across the former building footprint. Support
stones for a wood stove suggest a plank floor,
if present, did not extend into that corner of
the dwelling.
Abundant ash and structural fasteners in the
fill of the interior pit may have resulted from
either stove clean-out events or burning residual
scraps when the dwelling was torn down. The
two outdoor trash pits (features 16 and 17) created around the turn of the century when the
building was in use also contained ash mixed
with nails, suggesting occupants routinely heated
the dwelling with lumber scraps with embedded
fasteners. The contents of the three pits associated with Feature 4 strongly resemble each other
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in some other respects, except for the inclusion
of a large number of materials often associated
with women. The scenarios explored in the
rest of this article include the possibilities that
women visited male workers, workers arrived
with families, or the Sanderson household discarded items at the time of site abandonment.
Those scenarios certainly do not exhaust the list
of plausible interpretations.
The gender attribution of the artifacts in the
assemblage from the internal pit is an important
issue that deserves careful consideration. Table 2
summarizes the contents of the internal pit, highlighting artifacts that are often broadly, although
certainly not exclusively, associated with women.
That attribution must be regarded as speculative,
since gender behavior is quite variable, and
the intention here is not to simply perpetuate
stereotypes. The seven hard rubber irrigators
recovered from the basal fill layer (Context 241)
of the interior pit offer a good example of the
problems involved in gender attribution. Only the
two at the far left in Figure 7 are types designed
and marketed specifically for women as vaginal
douches (Israel 1968; Montgomery Ward 1969;
Mirken 1970). While that marketing may have
deterred other uses, it would not preclude them.
Irrigators with smaller nozzle diameters were
used for other hygienic purposes (enemas, for

FIGURE 7. Irrigators from the Interior Pit at Feature 4. (Photo by Tina Pitsenberger.)
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example) by people of all ages and both sexes
(Brodie 1994; Tone 1999).
Nuclear DNA can be used to determine the
number of individuals and the sex of the person
who used a personal item if residues are present (Schablitsky 2006). Chemical testing of all
seven of the hard rubber irrigators from the
internal pit produced no traces of human nuclear
DNA (Gill 2005), so no absolute grounds exist
for gender attribution of the artifacts in the
interior pit at Feature 4.
Absent definitive physical and historical evidence of female donors, the collection must
be examined in a more broadly comparative
manner. The possibility that women contributed
the assemblage might be suggested by the quantity and variability of certain materials such as
the irrigators, syringes, Vaseline jars, cosmetic
containers, safety pins, and a large garter clasp
of the type used for stockings rather than socks.
Only the vaginal douches and stocking garter
clasp are unlikely in a male household, but the
large number of cosmetic containers also seems
unusual. On the other hand, the irrigators could
have been purchased as a set, with some simply
not used. Period mail-order catalogs sold irrigators both individually and in sets (Israel 1968;

Montgomery Ward 1969; Mirken 1970). The
glass fountain syringes also had universal medical applications that were not specific to one
sex. But taken together, these materials seem
unusual for an exclusively male household.
The second consideration that suggests female
donors contributed to the assemblage from the
internal pit involves a comparative approach.
The following analysis compares the contents
of the interior pit to features 16 and 17 as well
as to assemblages from other households of
various types to grapple with the associations
of the internal pit at Feature 4. Using data and
methods developed by Catherine Spude (2005),
Table 3 compares assemblages from Feature 4
with households composed solely of men,
brothels, and deposits associated with traditional
families. This analysis combines drinking and
temperate families and attributes certain artifacts
to male and female donors as a purely speculative exercise. Consistent with Spude’s methods,
garter clasps, safety pins, toiletries, and irrigators are classified as female-specific, while
pants’ rivets, pocket watches, and a pocket knife
are classified as male-specific. While recognizing
the difficulties of gender attribution pointed out
by Janet Brashler (1991), Bernard Knapp (1998),

Table 3
Feature 4 Compared to Assemblages from Several Types of Households*
Feature 4
   Interior
   Pit

Households Analyzed by Spude*

   Features 16
   and 17

    All F4
    deposits

   All Male
   (n=10)

   Brothels
   (n=3)

   Families
   (n=14)

MNI

%

MNI

%

MNI

%

MNI

%

MNI

%

MNI

%

22

17.3

3

3.4

25

11.7

0

0.0

109

10.9

75

3.8

2

1.6

2

2.3

4

1.9

50

5.1

1

0.1

40

2.0

Health

20

15.7

7

8.0

27

12.6

22

2.2

99

9.9

106

5.3

Alcohol

1

0.8

3

3.4

4

1.9

76

7.7

184

18.4

Tobacco

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

61

6.2

15

1.5

11

0.6

Other Personal

10

7.9

15

17.2

25

11.7

366

37.2

110

11.0

189

9.5

Household

44

34.6

43

49.4

87

40.7

176

17.9

423

42.4

Hunting

21

16.5

9

10.3

30

14.0

131

13.3

18

1.8

Type
Female Items
Male Items

Other

7

5.5

5

5.7

12

5.6

103

10.5

29

2.9

Totals

127

100.0

87

100.0

214

100.0

985

100.0

998

100.0

*See Spude (2005:Table 1); MNIs exclude structural, ecofactual, and unknown artifacts.

378 18.9

1,000 50.0
68

3.4

133

6.7

2,000 100.0
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Table 4
Correlation between Feature 4 and Spude’s Household Assemblages*
Feature 4	Spude’s Households
Interior Pit

Features 16 & 17

All F. 4 Material

All Male

Brothels

Interior Pit

1.000					

F. 16 & 17

0.827

1.000				

All F4 Material

0.959

0.953

1.000			

Spude’s All Male

0.127

0.487

0.315

1.000		

Spude’s Brothels

0.725

0.868

0.831

0.249

1.000

Spude’s Families

0.684

0.906

0.828

0.301

0.966

Families

1.000

*This analysis is based on the data reported in Table 3.

and Eleanor Casella (2000), among others, it
is still useful to compare collections of known
gender association. Table 4 then considers the
correlation coefficients among the households in
Table 3, with a value of 1 indicating completely
identical assemblages and values approaching
zero indicating increasing difference.
It is interesting that the patterning in features
16 and 17 (both strongly associated with known
occupation of Feature 4 by male hired hands
around the turn of the century) correlate more
strongly with the internal pit than with any of
Spude’s household types, including households
occupied solely by men. That implies a high
degree of similarity and coherence among the
three pit features associated with Feature 4—a
finding that supports consistent use of the dwelling by hired hands and casts some doubt on the
scenario that the deposit in the internal pit was
produced by the Sanderson family. If the Sanderson household produced the assemblage, a more
diverse array of artifacts would be expected. For
example, the internal pit from Feature 4 lacks
any of the tea wares found in other contexts
more directly associated with the owners.
Taking a broader view, Table 4 suggests a
strong correlation between families and brothels,
while male households stand out as distinctly
different. The similarities between the assemblages of families and brothels may be attributed to the fashionable middle-class atmosphere
some prostitutes cultivated for their clients
(Seifert 1990, 1994; Costello 2002). The internal
pit is most strongly correlated with brothels and

families, standing out as quite different from the
male households used in Spude’s analysis. While
there are obvious reasons why the interior pit
differs from other male households, it is much
less clear why the contents of the two outdoor
pits (features 16 and 17) also diverge sharply
from the standard profile for households composed solely of men.
Those latter assemblages meet general expectations for deposits created by transient male farm
laborers around the turn of the century, except
for the presence of three items possibly associated with women. A closer look at the compared
male household assemblages reveals the difficulties inherent in gross correlations. Certain distinct
similarities exist between the various Feature 4
assemblages and Spude’s male households. The
proportion of hunting and other personal artifacts
in the pits associated with Feature 4 are most
like those of other transient male households.
Alcoholic beverages are also rare in assemblages associated with Feature 4, just like the
male households Spude analyzed. That does not
necessarily imply sobriety but, instead, probably
reflects a pattern of drinking elsewhere.
The differences between Spude’s male households and the hired hands associated with the
Feature 4 complex goes deeper than the three
possible female-specific items that were recovered in features 16 and 17. In the first place,
her male households consisted of miners who
likely stayed for longer periods in one place
than did the hired hands at the Sanderson
farm. For example, one man working for the
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Sandersons in 1890 wrote his father that he
only planned to stay for one week because of
the poor quality of the meals (Garfield 1890).
That letter also highlights another crucial difference among the compared male households. On
many farms like the Sandersons’, it was routine
to provide meals to laborers. That practice was
common on farms not only because they were
generally remote but also because board was
deducted from wages and thus reduced cash outlays by farm owners. The limited food remains
and table service elements recovered from the
trash pits associated with the Feature 4 complex
corroborate that practice. Table and serving
wares from each associated pit feature reflect
just one or two place settings, while ecofacts
and food-related artifacts are rare. Meals were
likely supplied to workers in the farmhouse on
workdays, while laborers probably supplied their
own meals on days off.
The provision of board brings the discussion
back full circle to whether families of workers
were present. Workers that brought families
almost certainly would have fixed their own
meals, thus producing more robust assemblages
of food-related artifacts and ecofacts than those
associated with Feature 4. A marble and a
roller-skate part could perhaps imply children
but may simply reflect materials lost by the
Sanderson grandchildren on visits to the farm.
For example, grandson Edwin was enumerated
at the farm in 1910 according to the manuscript
population census. But other evidence casts
doubt on families as the donors responsible for
the internal pit. While it seems likely women
did contribute to the assemblage in question,
items often associated with housekeeping such
as furnishings, tea wares, grooming tools, and
clothing materials are virtually absent.
The scanty evidence of items that might imply
the presence of families may well be an expression of the brevity of the occupation and the
transient working-class lifestyle of the dwelling’s occupants. Only one piece of documentary
evidence sheds light on the annual duration of
employment for workers on the Sanderson farm.
The 1870 agricultural census lists wages paid in
that year of $200. That is equivalent to between
four and six months of hired help in the prevailing wages of the period, taking into account
room and board. Demand for labor was probably
similar after the turn of the century when few
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members of the Sanderson family remained on
the farm and the patriarch was quite aged. While
the family may have lived under greatly reduced
circumstances later in time, it appears likely that
hired help remained essential and was likely
present for more than just a few weeks per year,
even during the final years of farm occupation.
A Closer Look at Victorian Sexuality
Ambiguities in the historical and archaeological
evidence suggest at least three provisional
scenarios for the creation of the internal pit
assemblage. The remainder of this article explores
the possibility that the deposit was produced by
the Sanderson family, workers accompanied
by families, or by visiting prostitutes. Other
scenarios are clearly possible, but there are
strong reasons to suspect women contributed
to the unusual assemblage from the internal
pit. The reasons for accepting that provisional
proposition are tied up with broad historical
trends concerning hygiene, contraception, and
venereal disease in the period before World
War I. As a highly personal matter often treated
with considerable confidentiality, knowledge
about the use of irrigators and syringes is
understandably limited. Both archaeological and
historical information is discussed to establish a
more complete context for the use of items like
irrigators, syringes, and Vaseline jars.
Hard rubber irrigators and douching bags
were typically advertised on the same page with
items oriented towards infant care, such as baby
bottle nipples, nursing bottles, and bottle brushes
(Israel 1968; Montgomery Ward 1969; Mirken
1970). Irrigators were sold both individually and
in sets that often included vaginal and infant
attachments (Figure 8). As previously mentioned,
both irrigators and syringes were used for a
wide variety of therapeutic purposes by both
sexes. A number of factors, including Victorian
mores, religious persuasion, social background,
class identity, and other considerations, may
have influenced the differential adoption of
hygienic and birth control practices by different sectors of the population (Haller and Haller
1995:266).
The number of irrigators and syringes from
the interior pit at Feature 4 exceeds their representation in most other California sites. Only
one irrigator is known from other investigated
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FIGURE 8. Irrigators were sold individually and in sets as shown in this 1897 advertisement in a Sears, Roebuck and
Company catalog.

California farms (Julia Huddleson 2007, pers.
comm.). Assemblages from more than 115 Oakland and San Francisco families of diverse class,
ethnicity, and gender composition produced
only 7 rubber irrigators and 17 glass fountain
syringes dating from the 1880s through the turn
of the century. Irrigators and glass syringes
were encountered together in only one of those
assemblages (Feature 4234), a feature associated with an Irish railroad conductor in West
Oakland (Praetzellis and Stewart 2001:415–440).
That low correlation (0.143) implies the seven
hard rubber irrigators and two glass syringes in
the internal pit at the Sanderson farm are atypical for a deposit produced by a family. In more
general terms, only 20% of the sampled urban
household deposits contained such devices.
The only period assemblages that have comparable concentrations of such devices are associated with brothels (Costello 2002; Meyer et
al. 2005:120). A privy behind a brothel at 327
Aliso Street in Los Angeles produced 6 rubber
irrigators, 12 Vaseline jars, and a substantially
higher proportion of health and grooming
artifacts than deposits associated with other
neighborhood families. That deposit was created
around 1901 and is most directly comparable
to the assemblage from the internal pit at Fea-

ture 4. Other studies of households associated
with prostitution have yielded similarly high
numbers of irrigators and syringes that contrast
with assemblages produced by families of the
period (Seifert 1990, 1994; Milne and Crabtree
2001; Spude 2005; Yamin 2005). Glass fountain
syringes are also abundant in deposits associated
with brothels, where they were presumably used
by both sexes to infuse solutions purported to
cure venereal diseases.
Passage of the Comstock laws suppressed
knowledge of reproductive control starting in
1873 (Haller and Haller 1995). Those laws,
variably enforced until the turn of the century,
defined contraceptive information as obscene.
Abortion was also increasingly seen as a crime
and a sin (Brodie 1994). Those forces combined
with period mores suppressed access to information and materials associated with reproductive
control, hygiene, and the treatment of venereal
diseases. The contradiction between those prohibitions and ruthless condemnation for pregnancies outside of wedlock was at the heart of
many private horror stories. Women undoubtedly
shared some information by word of mouth, but
those exchanges were likely covert for reasons
of propriety.
Some of the methods used around the turn
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of the 19th century included douching with
ostensibly spermicidal solutions, use of rubber
condoms and “womb veils” (diaphragms),
withdrawal, scheduling (rhythm), contraceptive
sponges, and abortion (Brodie 1994; Tone 1999).
A survey of well-educated, married women in
the late-19th century listed use of methods controlled by men (e.g., condoms and withdrawal)
and those that required cooperation by men
(e.g., the rhythm method and abstinence) far
more often than those that gave women exclusive control (e.g., douches, diaphragms, and
spermicidal preparations) (Mosher 2000). The
activism of feminists and other progressives,
however, eventually contributed to the repeal
of the Comstock laws around the turn of the
century and gradual empowerment of women to
exercise more control over reproduction (Haller
and Haller 1995).
Vaginal douching was performed with various liquids, some of which were specifically
intended to cure disease, thwart conception,
and facilitate hygiene. One of the most popular
concoctions in turn-of-the-century Los Angeles
brothels was a “salve of Vaseline and boric
acid” according to Julia Costello (2002). While
no prophylactic solutions were identified in the
assemblage from the interior pit at Feature 4,
the Vaseline jars could have been used for such
concoctions. Deposits of irrigators, syringes,
and Vaseline jars are strongly correlated with
prostitution, while they are rarely found in other
household deposits. Vaseline jars occurred in
the same deposits with irrigators and syringes
in only two household deposits from Oakland
and San Francisco previously discussed. That
lubricant had many other uses, however, as
attested by the discovery of Vaseline jars in
assemblages from 18% of the sampled Oakland
and San Francisco households. Alternate uses
included treating sores and chapped skin, fighting congestion, and treating livestock.
Comparable samples for the 1910s are as yet
unknown from other California sites. It is thus
unclear how rapidly the practices and materials common among prostitutes in the late-19th
century spread to the general population. There
is no available information regarding attitudes
of the Sanderson women toward such devices.
As a private activity, period diaries, letters, and
archaeological evidence offer the best prospects for discerning changes in reproductive
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and hygienic practices. But that supposition is
clearly complicated by the fact that irrigators,
syringes, and Vaseline all had other uses. Their
coincidence in the internal pit at Feature 4 is
arguably the strongest factor suggesting a possible association with sexuality and, more tenuously, prostitution.
Several factors cast some doubt on the proposition that prostitutes visited Feature 4. In the
first place, prostitutes generally entertained clients in brothels for convenience, personal safety,
and security. In a brothel environment, associates could look out for each other to reduce
risks of abuse, robbery, and worse. Niches for
“call” girls were generally a feature of urban
life where greater anonymity provided cover for
such transactions. The open terrain surrounding
the Sanderson farm implies covert visitation
would have been difficult, and open visitation
might have threatened ongoing employment of
the hired hands. The 1900 census lists eight
prostitutes in Sutter Creek, just 2 mi. from the
farm. It is difficult to imagine any incentives
that would have drawn prostitutes to service
the poorly paid transient men who occupied
Feature 4. In addition, if they did visit, why
would prostitutes leave personal hygiene equipment behind?
The circumstances that produced the unusual
assemblage at the Sanderson farm are ambiguous. It is unlikely that archaeological evidence
by itself can discriminate acts of prostitution as
paid “work.” How then are the assemblage and
its unusual group of materials best explained?
Did the Sanderson family use the irrigators,
fountain syringes, and Vaseline for medical therapy or personal hygiene, later discarding them
when the farm was abandoned? Is it possible
prostitutes or women that regularly used contraceptive measures visited workers at Feature 4?
Did workers stay in the structure with families
or female companions? Or are there other plausible explanations for the unusual assemblage
from the internal pit? These are the questions
that are explored in the following accounts.
Spinning Yarns
The circumstances that produced the unusual
assemblage from the internal pit at Feature 4
are very unclear—a situation that is not particularly unusual for an archaeological assemblage.
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Those limitations do not reduce the heuristic
value of the collection, however. At the very
least, ambiguities surrounding the assemblage
have shed light on a variety of viewpoints and
interactions that were heretofore poorly known.
Lingering questions about the negotiated relationships among transient workers, an Irish immigrant family with seven daughters, and perhaps
prostitutes are not an indictment but a boon to
future work. This is normally the place where
archaeological discourse would conclude.
Instead, we as authors argue there is value in
trying to speculate further about some of the
more plausible scenarios—not to convince or
establish truth but, rather, to more thoroughly
expose the thought processes involved in efforts
to explain the circumstances that may have created the assemblage. We present several stories
that speculate about the possible motives and
implications of various plausible scenarios.
Other variations will undoubtedly occur to
readers and that is a positive outcome of the
practice articulated here. These tales capture
some of the working assumptions, intuitions,
and other background deliberations employed in
an effort to assess how the actions of different
historical actors might have produced the physical evidence recovered from the site.
The stories that follow are written in the first
person to make the situations personal. They are
not efforts to impersonate real historical actors.
Instead, their aim is to expose the nested frames
of reference and foundational assumptions “that
shape knowledge of the past, thereby obscuring the interested character of our referential
knowledge” (Stahl et al. 2004:84). These are, in
other words, the authors’ projections and conjectures, not the thoughts of past actors. We as
researchers hope the stories reveal not only how
we thought through our hunches but also each
scenario’s plausibility, coherence, and implications. Creating these stories made us appreciate
that every effort to explain the past involves
making assumptions that unavoidably essentialize
and stereotype behavior. From a more positive
perspective, those assumptions are the very
questions that need further interrogation.
“The Confession” explores the possibility that
the woman visiting Feature 4 was one of the
Sanderson daughters. That scenario was suggested in part by the surreptitious character of
the deposit, the strong association of certain
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artifacts with prostitutes in comparative collections, religious conversion of the father around
the turn of the century, and factors that seem
to weigh against visits by town prostitutes.
House calls by town prostitutes seemed unlikely
because hired hands had little money, the visitations would be hard to conceal, and the prostitutes enumerated in Sutter Creek in 1900 lived
within walking distance from the farm (less
than 2 mi.). The central question for this first
scenario is as follows: what would have driven
a daughter to acquire knowledge of birth control
and the inclination to secretly visit hired hands?
Speculation about the reasons young women
became prostitutes draws upon insights by William Sanger (1899), Ann Snitow and others
(1983), and Christine Stansell (2005).
“The Last Days of the Sanderson Farm” and
“Catherine’s Letter” both explore the possibility that the irrigators and other materials in the
internal pit at Feature 4 were produced by the
Sanderson household. A medical use for the irrigators and syringes related to in-home convalescent care is explored in the second story, while
the third suggests the mother of the family was
familiar with hygienic douching and shared that
knowledge with a fictional niece (and presumably her own daughters). Both scenarios assume
materials were later tossed at Feature 4 after the
dwelling was torn down.
The fourth and final tale, “The Laborer’s
Wife,” considers the possibility that the wife of
a farm worker lived in the dwelling investigated
as Feature 4. While documentary clues indicate
only male workers at the Sanderson Farm, those
paltry clues cannot rule out the possibility that
a married couple lived and worked a season or
two on the farm. This scenario has the least
substantiation but provides another explanation
for secretly stored materials related to contraception. The penning of this scenario also allows
exploration of the limited material culture associated with female transient labor and how it
may have differed from the accepted Victorian
ideals of nontransient households.
Pivotal clues and assumptions are exposed
in endnotes to avoid detracting from the flow
of the stories. That approach diverges from
standard archaeological practice, adopting in its
stead a practice common to historical discourse
where “evidence is more often embedded within
narrative” (Stahl et al. 2004:84). Those notes
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reveal the evidential touchstones that inspired
each tale. Recognizing that creating fictional
accounts about real people is replete with ethical challenges, some characters are not named
or have been invented. Those ethical dilemmas
are considered in the conclusions.
The Confession
There are not many opportunities for the
daughter of a poor farmer with six sisters.
It was a hard life. Emma is the only one
who ever married. I left the farm when I
was 17.1 I took a fancy to a hired hand
that worked one summer at our farm. His
name was Cory Ferguson and he was a real
smooth talker. He painted a picture of the
opportunities awaiting us in San Francisco.
How we’d get married and raise a family
there. I guess it’s no surprise to you he
ditched me soon after we got to the city.2
With few possessions and little money, I
was left to live by my wits. I wasn’t wise to
city ways and had no one to turn to. That’s
how I ended up working as a prostitute at
Molly Richard’s brothel. I met one of her
girls at a saloon and she took me in. I
learned the trade from the other girls. We
all looked out for each other. It gave me
money of my own for the first time in my
life, but the work was hard. Sometimes men
were rough and there was always the risk
of pregnancy. I learned ways to take care of
myself, but they don’t always work. It also
made me a little crazy being cooped up in
that place so much. Our servant Yah Kong
did most of the shopping and cooking.
My family did not learn my circumstances for several years. I kept in touch
by letter, inventing a life for myself, but
things took a bad turn in 1897. I lost a
baby and became real sick. Unbeknownst
to me, Molly wrote my family. That’s when
my sister Mary showed up and my shame
became known. She took me home to
convalesce. That was a dark, dark time.
The enormity of my disgrace hit me like
an open wound the moment I set eyes on
mother. Father blamed me when she took to
her bed a short time later.
As I got better, I sought redemption
taking care of mother who was never the

same after my return to the farm. Father
acquired an evangelical fervor soon after
my return.3 Never one for attending services
while a Catholic, he now tormented me with
his new faith. As a founding member of the
Free Methodist Church in Sutter Creek, he
ranted at me over my moral depravity. My
only consolations were the solace provided
by performing simple tasks. Eventually we
reached a wretched truce.
By the time mother passed away in 1904,
only father, Mary, and I remained on the
farm.4 Our only regular company consisted
of the men that came looking for work. It
was a lonely time with few prospects or hope
for the future. We were desperately poor with
little way to keep the farm running. I sometimes visited the hired men secretly just to
help make ends meet. But it was always a
risky business. I knew how father felt and
would only dare visit the bunkhouse when he
went to town or fell asleep at night.
One day father discovered evidence of my
indiscretions and confronted me. He was in a
terrible rage and scared me to death, throwing things around the bunkhouse and screaming at me. When he finally spent himself and
stomped out, the place was in shambles and
I was hurt. I knew I must depart before he
came back, though I had no place to go. I
dressed my wounds and swept up the spent
evidence of my father’s rage, burying the
douches and syringes that had so angered
him under the loose floorboards. I gathered
a few belongings in a satchel and walked
into town, knowing I would never return.
When I got to Sutter Creek I threw
myself on the mercy of the Catholic priest,
begging for asylum. And for more than
three decades now I have been Father
Finnegan’s servant and housekeeper, following him in his ministries in the Nevada
mines and California.5 Through my faithful
service and prayers, I have sought penance.
It is only now, at death’s door, that I can
bear to unburden my heart of this terrible
secret, carried inside me like a poison.
Last Days on the Sanderson Farm
I can’t believe the quiet of this place
now—as if the house is a breathing thing
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and can anticipate I’m leaving—selling her.
But there is no reason to stay. The Allens
have given me a fair price, and I dream
daily of my small house in town with its
tiny yard. This place, alone, has been too
much for me of late.
The quiet is not the same as after Emma
and her children have been here—nor is
it the quiet that came following mother’s
death. Nor the peace that came after father
went a few years later. It is about an
expectation, as if the house dreams of the
next family in the way I dream of a new
home.6 I haven’t the heart to say aloud that
no one will ever live in her again, that her
value lies only in the land she sits upon.
The Allens are a ranching family, and soon
this home will have only cows for companionship. I do not want to think about it and
turn myself to the task at hand.
I am cleaning my parents’ room, and
even though father died seven years ago,
it has remained their room. The biggest in
the house, and I never did want to move
into it, so no one did. I gave their clothes
away to charity shortly after father died in
1910, and by then mother’s best dresses,
that he refused to part with, were hopelessly
outdated. Things that were personal or had
a monetary value I gave away after the
funeral. The things that are left I haven’t
wanted to deal with.
I grab the brass handle and pull open
the bureau drawer—the one my mother
loved with the mirror—and in it are lost
things, useless things. I pull out some
half-used jars of Vaseline, a set of black
irrigators, and I can’t help but feel the
tension and nausea of caring for father as
he wasted away, unable to move, his body
seizing up and his mind failing. I can only
hope that the end of my life will not be
filled with enemas and diapers—at least
he did not know what was happening to
him.7 I scoop up a handful of safety pins,
buttons, a few coins, and now I feel foolish
for not cleaning this space out long ago.
I handle the old gun with care, it seized
up years ago, like my father. I pull out
rags, papers, lost photos—one of him on
that nervous bay mare in Jackson before
he was ill.
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When father moved the family here in
1869, Emma was only four or five, and
mother must have been so young and
healthy, the land giving. As I grew up, I
thought the home so big, but in an inviting way, not frightening. Then Lizzie came
along, and Annie, and by the time our
brother was born in 1878, mother was
weary with birthing her eighth child, and
our home filled to the brim. If father was
disappointed with only girls, even after our
baby brother died, he never showed it, and
he worked us on occasion as if he thought
we were men—as capable and strong.
But now everything must go. The Allens
will take possession within a week. I throw
everything into the waste bucket, and
when it is full, I’ll haul it downstairs and
bury it out back, where the old bunkhouse
was torn down. I will keep some of the
furniture, but Emma can have mother’s
bedroom set. Her heart is set on that, and
she is welcome to it since it reminds me
of father’s death.
Catherine’s Letter
April 14th, 1895
My Dearest Aileen,8
Your visit here was most welcome.
Now that your beautiful little girl is fast
approaching womanhood, let me expand
upon the subject we discussed briefly during
your stay. Seeing as I’ve raised seven young
women myself, I think that I am in a vantage to discuss such matters, and seeing as
they should be discussed, then it should be
done frankly. I have ever been an advocate
for the most modern concepts in feminine
cleanliness and comfort and have encouraged all my girls, to be quite frank, to
practice the art of douching on a regular
basis. I have taken the liberty of copying
out sage advice on the matter from the
trusted Dr. Chase. It is as follows:
6.) INJECTION FOR, CHRONIC
FEMALE COMPLAINTS.—White vitriol and sugar of lead, of each 1/8
oz.; common salt, loaf sugar, and
pulverized alum, of each 1/2 dr; soft
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water 1 pt. Simmer all over a slow
fire for 10 or 15 minutes, when cool
strain and bottle for use, keeping well
corked. Inject as mentioned (here Mr.
Chase says to “have a female syringe
sufficiently large to fill the vagina”),
holding the syringe in place for a
minute or two at least.9
This information can be found under his
section on “Female Debilities & Irregularities” in which he does also write “that the
finer the work, and the more complicated
a piece of machinery, the more liable it is
to become deranged,” which I find a silly
and outdated description for our monthly
courses but trust his recipe. After years of
work on this farm, I feel no more complicated a piece of machinery than John, or
my horse for that matter.
When I was growing up, as your own
dear mother would tell you if she still
walked God’s green earth, we did not
have the same access to modern aides as
our daughters do. I am a firm believer in
cleanliness during that time of the month.
Catalogs make access to these particular
items quite simple and discreet. I have taken
the liberty of including an example of a
product line from Sears & Roebuck. When
my daughters came of age, I gave them each
a personal irrigator set. I think store-bought
recipes are also available, but I continue to
rely on my treasured Dr. Chase.
The girls will all be home for Christmas and are very much looking forward
to seeing you and your lovely children. We
have news here on the subject of marriage,
as it looks that our own lovely Emma will
soon wed Mr. Joshua Morris come Christmas Day. We are all so excited here.
Most affectionately yours,
Aunt Catherine
The Laborer’s Wife
Summer 1909. We are at it again, the
wandering life of a farm laborer and his
wife. At least the Sanderson’s place is nicer
than most. The little frame house they built
for the hired hands is comfortable, and
since Mr. Sanderson and Mary only needed

one man this year, Ethan and I were welcome to it. Sometimes Mary employs one or
two single men, and though she boards at
the house, most everyone prefers the privacy
of this cottage, and truth be told, they don’t
have much of a reputation for good food.10
This is the third season that we have come
to the Sandersons, helping with the harvest.
Mary’s not so bad and doesn’t complain
about having me here. I help out with the
chores of feeding and milking, and when
she is over-busy, I give her a hand with the
laundry and mending. I think she likes the
company of a woman, having grown up in
a home with seven sisters.
On some mornings, I walk out with
Ethan while he herds the sheep to the
pasture above Horse Creek. There are
certain days when the view of the valley
stills the heart, then everything seems
good and hopeful. On other days, old
Mr. Sanderson reminds me otherwise, so I
mostly try to avoid him. He changed his
moral creed and now with death creeping
closer, he’s more offended by me. I can’t
see why—I am married, decorous, and tidy.
I could read and write when I was only
eight, long before Mr. Sanderson could
from Mary’s telling. He has become a Free
Methodist, perhaps in a last minute effort to
get into God’s good graces.11 What Ethan
and I wouldn’t do with a spread like this
one. Have children again for one thing.
How angry Ethan would be if he knew
that I was not barren but secretly keep the
children from coming. After the loss of our
daughter Margaret, he was so sad. She was
barely three and ripe as a peach one day,
then dead from fever within a week. But it
is the way we live that killed her—so little
money, moving so often. I don’t blame my
husband for Margaret’s death. Ethan’s a
good man and works very hard, but luck
hasn’t been with us. George Allen said he’d
hire him permanently at his lumber yard in
Sutter Creek, but we’ve not heard from him
since. Though we own little, Ethan cares for
me as best he can and when he has a bit of
extra money, he spends some on me for little
niceties such as perfumes and creams.12
Until life settles down, I will keep up
with my treatments—even if Ethan discovers
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my irrigator. I wonder if he would even
know what it was for. Mrs. Futter didn’t
blink an eye when I bought the irrigator
set, boric acid, and Vaseline at her store
on Main Street. But then she is a modern
woman and runs her business well.13 I just
held up my head, looked her straight in
the eye, and bought it as if it had been a
yard of cotton print. Annabelle lent me a
pamphlet on contraception. I read it and
gave it right back to her in the space of a
day. What if Ethan had seen that? I think
what I have done is very likely grounds for
divorce. I should have married a man who
can’t read. But I refuse; I absolutely refuse,
when there is the recipe to keep from having
a child, to bring one into this world.
We barely survive, us two adults. How
would we even feed a baby again? How
appealing would we look to the Sandersons,
or the fruit packers in Stockton, if I were
toting a young one? We spent a whole winter
living in that bitterly cold apartment in
Stockton because Ethan could get no work,
and after Margaret died, we were able to
travel more easily and get work again. If I
were to get with child again, I would not go
so far as Annabelle and try to stop a life
already growing; but how can I judge her, or
any woman, given such limited choices? So I
cook and mend and clean in modesty, hoping
one day for something better than this life I
now have. Perhaps Ethan will get hired at
the mill, and I can leave all this behind us.
Thoughts for Archaeological Practice
This article has explored a collaborative,
multilinear approach to archaeological practice
that embraces uncertainty to produce certain
benefits. That strategy involves examining
several plausible scenarios, transparently exposing ambiguities and layered contingencies, and
constructing narratives that imagine how each
scenario might have played out. The purpose is
not to produce answers but, instead, to facilitate
discovery, produce more holistic disclosure of
the entire deliberative process, and promote a
nuanced, multivocal engagement with the past
that advances understanding.
Efforts to advance archaeological knowledge
must squarely face the dilemma that judgments
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about plausibility are unavoidably influenced
by subjective factors. That does not necessarily imply archaeology is hopelessly mired in
relativity. On the contrary, accepting uncertainty
may in fact be the best way to progressively
refine understanding by systematically interrogating assumptions. The challenge is how to
expose the process of forming judgments in
a way that facilitates the diverse perspectives
essential for ongoing discovery and refinement
of knowledge.
Collaboration is the most effective way to
expose subjective influences and facilitate
respectful disagreements. Peer review also serves
an important role but does not imply the same
level of engagement. Collaboration implies that
narrative interpretations ultimately must satisfy
all participants. That process fosters an abiding
appreciation for uncertainties, keeping the door
open to more than one explanation. It is much
harder to avoid a favorite scenario when the
effort is a solitary venture. Bringing the views
of descendent communities and other nonexperts
into the center of archaeological practice is
part of this same cloth. Sometimes knowledge
may blind perception in ways that naiveté can
expose. It is all good food for thought. Involving others also ensures the results are more
accessible and relevant.
Acknowledging more than one legitimate scenario is in harmony with the notion that there
are many legitimate perspectives about the past.
This assumption is consistent with archaeology’s
special ability to expose various subaltern viewpoints that are poorly represented in historical
texts. Multilinear interpretations are also highly
appropriate because most archaeological deposits
were created by diverse donors, each with a
different take on their situation. Exposing those
different viewpoints requires a more complex
rendering of the past as a process of continuous
negotiation. While researchers cannot know the
meanings and motivations of others, it is useful
to interrogate historical and archaeological evidence in ways that challenge received views and
promote dynamic public engagement with the
way history is understood. To create that kind
of opening requires a shift from explaining the
past to questioning it more deeply.
Jessamyn West (1979) observed, “the past is
really almost as much a work of the imagination
as the future.” Archaeology needs to reclaim
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that territory of imagination, which plays a crucial role in navigating from evidence to narrative interpretation. Yet, narrative is downplayed
in academic discourse because it goes out on
a limb and threatens the mantle of dispassionate scientific neutrality. Every narrative implies
a larger story, whether or not scholars dare or
even consider it wise to go there. Stories will
never supplant careful evaluation of evidence,
but they are a valuable tool for achieving more
honest and transparent disclosure of background
assumptions and subjective influences. They also
usefully highlight the vital role imagination
plays in exploration and discovery.
Putting researchers in the shoes of past actors
has benefits and risks. On the positive side,
it is a good way to flesh out hunches, expose
consequences and contingencies, and reveal
personal agendas and assumptions. Intuitions
drawn from personal experiences can be explored
in ways otherwise inadmissible in scholarly
discourse. There are clues like John Sanderson’s
sudden conversion to Free Methodism that may
have broader significance. Acts of imagination
provide a way to deepen conversations with and
have empathy for the people of the past. Granted,
scholars are doing all the talking. But that
merely underscores that their efforts are as much
about themselves as they are about past actors.
Interpretation involves actively renegotiating
relationships with the past, and it is crucial to
continually challenge the assumptions researchers
bring to that endeavor.
As the prostitution scenario reveals, there are
serious risks and ethical challenges to be faced.
It is important to ask, for example, whether
unfavorable possibilities should be suppressed
to protect the reputations of subjects. In a
strictly legal sense, defamation encompasses
both spoken statements (slander) and written or
broadcast material (libel). Statements reflecting
badly on dead persons rarely have legal standing, unless the defamation harms decedents (Partridge 1981). Legal defenses include the factual
basis of the statements and the lack of malicious intent. Is it enough to conceal or change
names when exploring such matters? What are
the limits of ethical interpretation? In broader
terms, archaeologists also must consider what
stories and viewpoints merit interpretation.
In the final analysis, embracing uncertainty
may offer grounds for meaningful convergence
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between generalizing (processual) and hermeneutic (contextual) approaches. When all proposals are accepted as contingent, it is possible
to move beyond polarized stances to develop
iterative, multiscalar approaches that play patterned regularities against situated particulars in
an effort to gradually improve understandings
of social processes, human diversity, and how
people make sense of their worlds. That effort
requires ongoing interrogation and disclosure of
the subjective assumptions brought to the interpretive endeavor in order to avoid essentializing
the complexity and multivocaility of the past.
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Endnotes
1. A letter written by Emma Sanderson on 22
March 1894 suggests three daughters no longer lived
in the household by that time (Sanderson 1894). Their
whereabouts could not be determined.
2. According to Christine Stansell (2005:7), “rural
courtship often played a part in urban prostitution.
Courtship was a gamble; elopement, the possibility of
rape, and male mobility made it all the more treacherous.
Country girls were especially vulnerable to the process
whereby desertion led to prostitution. Dr. William W.
Sanger found that 440 of his subjects were farmers’
daughters. Left alone in the city, often without friends to
help them, country girls sometimes had no choice but to
turn to the streets for their bread. The sanctions of rural
communities gave some protection to young women, but
once they isolated themselves from neighbors, family,
and other women, they could find themselves caught in
an escalating series of circumstances in which intercourse,
voluntary or involuntary, led to prostitution.”
3. John Sanderson was one of the five men who
founded a Free Methodist Church in Sutter Creek in the
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fall of 1897 (Sanderson et al. 1897). His limited interest
in the Catholic Church in prior years is suggested
by the fact that only two out of eight children were
ever baptized. The Free Methodists were evangelicals
with a strong belief in Wesleyan principles and literal
interpretation of the Bible. This seems to reflect a major
moral upheaval in the life of the Sanderson family at a
time when John was quite advanced in age and, arguably,
set in his ways.
4. Catherine Sanderson presumably died sometime
between 1900 and 1905, although no record of her death
has ever been located. She is listed at home in the 1900
census but fails to appear in a statewide Death Index
initiated by 1905. Her death does not appear in Amador
County records, lists of cemetery inmates, or the records
of the Sutter Creek Catholic Parish. The date of death
was thus invented.
5. This portion of the story was inspired by the fact
that one unmarried Sanderson daughter shows up in the
1910, 1920, and 1930 census records as a servant in the
household of a Catholic priest. While the authors do
not want to imply her story bears any resemblance to
the fictional account developed here, many prostitutes
ended up in reformist institutions like the Magdalen
Society (De Cunzo 1995, 2006). This element of the
story seemed to fit with the moral upheaval in the family
implied in endnote 3 above on purely intuitive grounds.
6. By 1920, Mary was living at 206 Amelia Street
in Sutter Creek according to the manuscript population
census. She bought that house on 23 October 1918 from
Belle C. Simmons (Amador County Recorder 1918).
Interestingly, this property was later bequeathed to the
Catholic Church, which is located next door on the
same street.
7. There is no indication of the condition of John
Sanderson when he died at the age of 80 in 1910. It is
as equally likely that he died in robust health one day or
in a condition that would warrant being bedridden and
needing therapeutic enemas. That he left his entire estate
to daughter Mary may be some sign of a higher level of
care she may have administered in his older age.
8. Aileen is a fictional niece of Catherine Sanderson,
the mother of the family. Although the subject of feminine
hygiene was not common in period correspondence,
information concerning menstruation and “recipes”
for health were sometimes exchanged. In that context,
euphemisms often replaced more direct language. Lydia
Pinkham’s alcoholic compound was used to treat a number
of “feminine symptoms,” and Pinkham published letters
sent by satisfied customers <http://ocp.hul.harvard.edu/
ww/people_pinkham>.
9. From Dr. Chase’s Recipes or Information for
Everybody: An Invaluable Collection of About Eight
Hundred Practical Recipes by A. W. Chase (1867).
10. A letter home from Edmund Garfield to his father
on 20 July 1890 revealed that the Sandersons boarded
laborers in their home. Apparently, the cooking was none
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too popular, as “it was just all I could do to force myself
to eat” (Garfield 1890:9).
11. See endnote 3 above.
12. As the deposits associated with Feature 4 suggest,
transient workers left modest assemblages because of the
brevity of their occupations, their modest circumstances,
and the need to move frequently. While few sites
occupied by farm workers have been sampled in the
West, other work camps may be good sources for future
comparisons (Van Bueren 2002).
13. The Futter Mercantile was a real business along
Main Street in Sutter Creek at the turn-of-the-century,
but there is no way to be certain the store carried these
supplies. Irrigators were also widely available in period
mail-order catalogs, where they could be purchased
discretely.
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