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From 1990 to the present, archaeologists at Western Wyoming Col-
lege have conducted excavations at several Chinese communities in
southwestern Wyoming. The majority of the work took place at Ev-
anston and Rock Springs, while test excavations explored the Aspen
and Hampton railroad section camps. Ten years of excavations in Ev-
anston and recent work at Aspen have provided an extensive collec-
tion of materials and data, which have enabled archaeologists to begin
offering tentative generalizations about the differences in the lifestyle
and diet of the Chinese people in the area, depending on the size and
location of their communities.

Chinese immigrants first entered Wyoming Territory in the 1850s,
but their numbers were not significant until 1869. In that year, the
Chinese began arriving to work in numerous frontier communities
strung along the newly completed transcontinental railroad. Most
who labored in these towns along the Union Pacific Railroad line
worked in the service industry, but that situation soon changed. By
1870, the number of Chinese in Wyoming stood at 139.' The majority
of these new immigrants worked as railroad laborers, and by 1874
they had entered the coal mines—most of which belonged to the Un-

I, Manuscript Population Schedule, Wyoming, in U.S., Department of Commerce, Bu-
reau of the Census, Ninth Census of the United States, iSjo, National Archives Microfilm Pub-
lication M 593, roll 1748. Census records often contain conflicting figures. Tfiere can be a dif-
ference between the total given in the census summary and the number of names listed on
the pages of the census record itself For example, in 1870, the total has been listed in at least
one source as 143, while a page-by-page analysis totals 139.
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ion Pacific Railroad Company. By 1880, there were 914 Chinese living
in Wyoming, with roughly two-thirds of them working in the coal
mines near Rock Springs and Evanston.^ After peaking in the early
1880S, The numbers of Chinese began to fall. By 1890, the census re-
corded 465 people from China living in the newly formed state.? Ten
years later the number had declined slightly to 461, meaning that
nearly half of the total Chinese population had left the state by the
turn of the century.t At least two factors contributed to the dwindling
numbers. First, after the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, fewer Chi-
nese men could enter the United States. Second, at the end of the
nineteenth century, the Union Pacific Railroad and Coal Company,
the largest single employer of Chinese laborers, began to recruit and
hire other nationalities to work in Wyoming.

The Chinese who lived in southwestern Wyoming from 1869 to
1900 left behind a distinct archaeological signature whose decipher-
ing requires an understanding of both the American experience and
the cultural preferences the Chinese brought with them to the "New
World." In general, most of the immigrants who came to this region
were from six counties, or xian, near the town of Canton (Guang-
zhou), in the southern province of Guangdong in China. The majority
emigrated from Taishan, and most of them came from farming com-
munities and lived in villages near the land they cultivated.s

In southwestern Wyoming, Chinese communities evolved into

2. Manuscript Population Schedule, Wyoming, in Tenth Census of the United States, 1880,
National Archives Microfilm Publication T9, roll 1454. In tliis instance, the total comes from
the census tally page. A page-by-page analysis yielded 860, but that process may be unrelia-
ble for this record. Apparently, the original census was literally taken apart in 1885 to provide
a list of Chinese residents in Rock Springs to officials investigating the Chinese Massacre. A
result ofthis dismantling of the original census may be lost pages.

3. U.S.. Bureau of the Census, Ekventh Gensus of Population. i8go, vol. i. Report on the Popu-
lation of the United States (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1895), and Gom-
pendium of the Eleventh Gensus, 1S90, 3 vois. (Washington, D.C: Government Printing OfHce,
1892).

4. Manuscript Population Schedule, Wyoming, in Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900,
National Archives Microfilm Publication T623, roll 1826, 1827. This figure is the enumer-
ator tally.

5. A. Dudley Gardner, "Two Paths, One Destiny: A Comparison of Chinese Households
and Communities in Alberta, British Columbia, Montana, and Wyoming" (Ph.D. diss.. Uni-
versity of New Mexico, 2000).
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"cores" and "peripheries." The two core communities were centered
in Evanston and Rock Springs, where their size dictated that they
would become service, ceremonial, and communal centers for Chi-
nese immigrants living in railroad section camps and small mining
camps stretching from Utah to south-central Wyoming. These cores,
which had populations of more than one hundred Chinese inhab-
itants, including at least a few women, served as distribution centers
from which food went by rail to workers in small settlements scat-
tered along the Union Pacific Railroad, Along this two-hundred-fifîy-
mile stretch, Chinese workers lived in the peripheral communities,
which included at least twenty-six small villages set at six-mile inter-
vals, with between three and thirty men and only rarely a woman,
Archaeologically, the signatures ofthe two community types are pro-
nounced. More variety in Chinese ceramics, clothing fasteners, gam-
ing pieces, and leisure items can be found in the Chinatowns of the
core communities. In section camps, gaming pieces and Chinese
porcelains are present, but the number and variety are less consistent.
Perhaps the most pronounced difference between the core and pe-
ripheral communities can be seen in the diets of the inhabitants.
While the diets in both appear to have been rich and varied, the great-
est variety, perhaps not surprisingly, seems to have existed in the core
communities.

The Chinese in Wyoming, as elsewhere in the West, tended to live,
work, and eat together. As they labored to improve their lives and, ul-
timately, the lives of their families back home in China, sharing meals
was an integral part of their lifestyle. Historian Jack Chen describes
the scene at mealtime for Chinese workers at one western railroad
camp in 1865: "They marched up in self formed gangs of twelve to
twenty men with their own supplies and cooks for each mess. They
ate a meal of rice and dried cuttlefish."*^ According to archaeologist
Robert F. G. Spier, the overall diet ofthe Chinese laborer in the Sierra
Nevada Mountains was balanced and relatively cost effective,? Al-
though the Asian laborers dressed poorly and lived in simple dwell-

6. Jack Chen, The Chinese of America (New York: Harper Collins, 1981), pp. 67-68.
7. Spier. "Food Habits of Nineteenth Century California Chinese," California Historical So-

ciety Quarterly, 37, nos. i & 2 (1958): 130.
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ings to save money so they could return as soon as possible to their
homes and families in China, they usually ate well. Chen notes, for
example, that they consumed a fairly sophisticated diet of rice and
noodles, "garnished with meats and vegetables, fish, dried oysters,
cuttlefish, bacon and pork, and chicken on holidays, abalone, meat,
five kinds of dried vegetables, bamboo shoots, seaweed, salted cab-
bage, and mushrooms, four kinds of dried fruit, and peanut oil and
tea."**

This diversity of food, combined with the type of merchandise Chi-
nese merchants sold, shows that an elaborate supply system followed
Chinese laborers. As rail-line construction moved forward, a Chinese
merchant contractor followed the workers in a railway car. From this
merchant, laborers could buy pipes, bowls, chopsticks, tobacco, Chi-
nese-style shoes, and ready-made clothing imported from China.9
Thus, the Chinese workers who moved into the interior West carried
their culture and cultural preferences with them relatively intact, from
the food they ate to the clothing they wore.

The Evanston Chinatown grew up because of the need to maintain
the railroad and gradually expanded as a service center that provided
food and merchandise for Chinese residents in the area. At Evanston,
the Bear River, fed by runoff from the Uinta Mountains to the south,
literally flowed around Chinatown. Situated on a bench that jutted out
into the river, the north, south, and east sides of town had boundaries
marked by water. Chinese boys fished and swam in the river; women
and girls washed their clothes in its waters. Using bamboo poles with
wire nooses, the children in Chinatown added to the food supply by
catching fish. Meanwhile, men hauled water to wash tubs in the com-
mercial laundries they owned and operated.'^ Clearly, for the Chinese,

8. Chen, Chinese of America, p. 68.
9. Daily Alta California, 16 Nov. 1868; U.S., Senate, Report of the Joint Special Committee to

Investigate Chinese Immigration (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1877), pp.
669-70: Chen, Chinese ofAmeiica. p, 68,

10. A. D. Gardner, oral interview of Lilac Wing, Celia Wing, and Li Wing, 8 |uly 1996,
field notes, Evanston Chinatown Excavation, p, i. Archeological Services of Western Wyo-
ming Community College, Rock Springs ¡hereafter cited ASWWCC): Sanborn Fire Insur-
ance map, Evanston. Wyoming, May 1895. City Hall, Evanston, Wyo. For a discussion of the
various roles Chinese women played in the American West, see Annette White-Parks, "Be-
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Evanston Chinatown, ca, 1890

the Bear River provided several basics of life. To the west lay the rail-
road and the town of Evanston. With the Chinese community literally
lying on "the other side of the tracks," segregation proved to be the
norm.

Day laborers working for the Union Pacific Railroad built the Ev-
anston Chinatown that emerged from 1869 to 1873, ^^* ^^^ "^^"
made a fortune working as laborers on the railroad. Yet, if one worked
hard and managed well, he could earn a living and save a little money
for the future. By 1873, six "Chinamen" lived and worked in Hvanston
proper. By 1879, twenty-two men in the Evanston Chinatown had ac-
crued $4,750 in personal property. The wealthiest man, a Mr. Wah
Chin, had seven hundred fifiy dollars in personal property, while the
poorest man. Ah Yuk, had fifty dollars. In addition. Ah Yuk had assets:
fourteen hogs valued at one hundred dollars." Owning a swine herd

yond the Stereotypes; Chinese Pioneer Women," in Writing the Range: Race, Class, and Cul-
ture in the Women's West, ed. Elizabeth Jameson and Susan Annitage (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1997), pp. 258-73.

II. Uinta County, Wyoming, Assessment Rolls, 1873, 1879, Wyoming State Archives,
Cheyenne.
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in a Chinese community was one path to success, for pork was one of
the principal foods in a Chinese immigrant's diet.

Overall, Evanston Chinese entrepreneurs were involved in diverse
activities. Restaurants, laundries, and vegetable stands marked the
small town. Signposts in Evanston advertised, in Chinese, that cooked
chicken and oysters were available.'^ The smell of fish and oysters
mingled with the sounds of fresh vegetables being cut on chopping
blocks. By the early 1880s, other shops appeared. One Chinese mer-
chant, Chung Lee, built a "neat new store near the depot" in town,
where he proposed to keep a stock of "Japanese goods" and, it was re-
ported, "spring chickens."'' Wealthy enough to hire a contractor. Lee
had crossed the tracks to establish his business in a part of town that
European or American-bom merchants traditionally occupied. By
moving across the tracks to establish his store, the merchant helped to
integrate the business district of Evanston. An advertisement in the
Uinta County Chieftain announcing the enterprise read: "City Laundry
II, Chung Lee, Dealer in Chinese and Japanese Goods and Oriental
Curiosities, New House near Railway Depot, Evanston Wyoming."'4

Most of Evanston's Chinese, however, remained in its Chinatown,
which in 1880 numbered 105 individuals, with eighty of the men, or
nearly 80 percent, working as laborers for the railroad. Among the
other occupations listed were druggists, clerks, and "superintendents
of Chinese laborers." Evanston's Chinatown also had houses of "ill re-
pute," which included gaming houses and two "houses of prostitu-
tion." Fifteen of the territory's eighteen Chinese females lived in Ev-
anston, where four worked as prostitutes, three as housekeepers, and
one as a servant. The other females were children.'5

12, "The White Pole from the Chinese Vegetable Stand" (typescript), Manusaipt Collec-
tion, Uinta County Museum, Evanston, Wyo. Written in Chinese, the inscription on this
sign pole has been translated by Yan Zaoxiang, Henan University, Kaifeng, Henan Province.
Yan notes that it advertised cooked chicken and oysters sold in a nearby restaurant.

13, Uinta County Chieftain, 21 Mar. 1885.
14, Ibid., 28 Mar. 1885.
15, Manuscript Population Schedule, Wyoming, in Tenth Census of the United States, 1880,

roll 1454. These figures were derived from the enumerator's tally and compared with the
census lists.
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According to historian Jade Snow Wong, "Food, family, and endur-
ance . . . characterize the Chinese consciousness." These three ele-
ments shaped life.'^ For Chinese men living in households through-
out the West, the need for "proper" preparation of food led to forming
households around cooks. For instance, in Rock Springs, cooks
headed the households of coal miners.^7 For men who worked and
lived in a foreign land, such households became home. Enduring
prejudice, the environment, and economic downturns, these house-
hold units persevered as the core of the Chinese communities.

The archaeological excavations at Evanston have provided the rich-
est evidence of Chinese food consumption. At the end of the century,
eggs, pork, beef, chickens, oysters, shellfish, and sea bass made up the
Chinese diet in the Wyoming community. A restaurant that served

16. Wong, in Fifth Chinese Daughter (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1990), p.
viii, provides examples of household structures. See also Ben Fong-Torres, The Rice Room:
Growing Up Ghinese-American, Jrom Number Two Son to Rock 'N' Roll (New York: Penguin
Books, 1995}, pp. 3-7.

17. Daily Alta California, ¡6 Nov. 1868; William F. G. Shanks, "Chinese Skilled Labor,"
ScHbner's Monthly 5 (Sept. 1871): 496-98; Spier, "Food Habits," p. 130; United States Gensus
iSjo, 1880, Wyoming.

Four Seasons teacup excavated from Evanston Chinatown
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oysters sat inside Chinatown. Other restaurants served pork and vege-
tables. Excavations conducted to date indicate little evidence that the
Chinese residents of Evanston were afflicted by parasites or other pa-
thogens that find their way into humans by food consumption. The
remains of six Chinese men interred in Evanston in the nineteenth
century reveal no indication of malnutrition. In spite of evidence of
tooth decay and arthritis (made worse through heavy labor), the men
seem to have suffered little, if any, dietary deficiencies; in fact, they
were all assessed as "healthy."'** Analysis ofthe tooth wear and decay
on these remains indicated that the diet probably contained soft foods
and likely had high amounts of carbohydrates and sugars. In some
cases, the tooth decay was severe.'9 Interestingly, the only large indus-
trial flour mill in southwest Wyoming was located on the northern
edge of Evanston's Chinatown. Processed fiour can contribute to tooth
decay, and the excavations revealed evidence of its consumption in the
Evanston Chinatown.

Pollen, starch-granule, parasite, protein-residue, and macrofioral
analyses were performed on three sediment samples taken from an
outhouse inside the Evanston Chinatown. A pollen and starch anal-
ysis provided evidence "suggesting that commercial fiour, a member
of the mint family, currants, strawberries, a member of the Prunus
group, and grape were consumed." The macrofloral analysis uncov-
ered "an abundance of uncharred seeds and seed fragments indicat-
ing that several types of fruits and vegetables were eaten, including
squash/pumpkin, fig, strawberry, olive, a member or members ofthe
Rubus group such as raspberry and/or blackberry, grape, peppers, to-
matoes, possibly hawthorn berries, and possibly eggplant." The pres-
ence of eggshells and fish bone suggests that both fish and eggs were
a regular part ofthe diet. Protein-residue analysis ofthe sample was
positive for "human antiserum, reflecting the human fecal material
present, and to trout antiserum, reflecting fish remains discarded in
the privy or possibly fish proteins present in the fecal material due to

18. Rennie Phillips, "A More Complete Picture of Chinese life on the Wyoming Frontier,"
(Plan B paper, Department of Anthropology, University of Wyoming, 1999), pp. 8-r8.

19. Ibid., p. 18.

Copyright © 2003 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



388 ] South Dakota History VOL. 33, NO. 4

consumption of fish."2° The analysis clearly indicates the diversity of
the diet inside the "core" community of Evanston's Chinatown.

At the Aspen Section Camp, a "peripheral" community twenty-four
miles south of Evanston, an initial analysis of the cut bones on the
site's east end has led archaeologists to conclude that beef (bovine)
made up the primary faunal diet of the occupants. However, the
number and variety of hole-in-top cans behind the area indicate that
not only beef but fruits and vegetables also constituted some part of
the occupants' diets. Here, the Chinese diet exhibited as much or
more variability than the Euro-American diet, although it was less var-
ied than the diet of Evanston's Chinatown residents. Evidence of cut-
tlefish, sea bass, trout, oysters, and eggshells was uncovered, as well
as chicken, pig, and cow bones. Preliminary study indicates that pigs
and chickens dominate, yet a high number and variety of fish bones
were also recovered. The number of possible trout species is particu-

20. Linda Scott Cummings, Kathryn Puseman, and Thomas E. Moutoux, "Pollen, Starch,
Parasite, Macrofloral, and Protein Residue Analysis of Sediment from the Evanston China-
town Historic Archaeological Site, 48UT1749, Wyoming," Paleo Research Laboratories.
Denver, Colo., 1998, pp. io- i i .

Bottle and ceramic vessel and bottle in situ, Aspen Section Camp
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larly interesting, as trout was considered to be one the higher status
foods in the nineteenth century. By comparison, residents of the
larger community of Chinese in Evanston were eating not only pork,
chicken, oysters, and the same varieties of fish, but also mutton,
wheat, potatoes, rice, and the wide variety of fruits and vegetables,
many of them fresh, revealed in the analysis of sediment samples.^'

At Aspen, liquor bottles found in the camp's Chinese section were
somewhat different than the beverage botiles found in the Euro-
American section. Eor example, Adolphus Busch and possible ale-bot-
tle fragments were found near the foreman's home but were not dis-
covered in the excavations of the Chinese section. However, ceramic
fragments from what are considered wine bottles were recovered.
American-manufactured spirit bottles in the form of whiskey-fiask
fragments, champagne-bottie fragments, and wine-bottle pieces also
came from the Chinese occupation horizon, providing the clearest in-
dications of some level of acculturation. Remains of alcoholic-bever-
age bottles manufactured in the United States indicate more than a
casual consumption of goods originating in America. The use of alco-
hol, no matter what the brand or type, may have had less to do with
cultural preferences than the desire for a drink or the inability to dif-
ferentiate between high-quality liquor and bad liquor once a certain

21. Kevin W. Thompson, A. Dudley Gardner, and Russell Tanner, "Archaeological Investi-
gations at the Rock Springs China Town," pp. i- io. Small Report and Article File (1992},
and A. Dudley Gardner, "Results of Excavations at the Evanston Chinatown," pp. 1-5, Small
Report and Article File (1996), ASWWCC; Gardner, field notes, 8 |uly 1996, p. i; A. Dudley
Gardner, "Analysis of Three Chinese Communities in Southwestern Wyoming: The Results
of Excavation of Three Villages in Wyoming" (paper presented at the Thirtieth Conference
on Historical and Underwater Archaeology. Corpus Christi. Tex., 1997). pp. i-ii , and "The
Chinese Laundry at Evanston, Wyoming" (paper presented at the Colorado Council of Pro-
fessional Archaeologists Conference, Glenwood Springs, 1999), pp. 1-9, typescripts on file
at ASWWCC; A. Dudley Gardner and Barbara Clarke, "Final Report for the Aspen Section
Camp. 48UT660," May 2002. typescript on file at Kemmerer Resource Area Office, Bureau
of Land Management, Kemmerer, Wye, and ASWWCC; Cummings, Puseman, and Mou-
toux, "Pollen. Starch, Parasite, and Protein Residue Analysis," pp. 1-9. See also David A-
Singer, "The Use of Fish Remains as a Socio-Economic Measure: An Example from 19th
Century New England," journal of the Society for Historical Archaeology 19, no. 2 (1985):
110-13; David B. Landon, "Patterning and Interpretation of Butchery Marks." journal of the
Society for Historical Archaeology 30, no. i (1996): 58-95.
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level of consumption was reached.̂ '̂  Or, as Neville Ritchie points out,
"many apparent instances of acculturation are probably just a simple
case of non-availability of traditional products . . . compelling the Chi-
nese to buy European wares as substitutes."^'

Unlike the core Chinese communities at Evanston and Rock
Springs, Aspen, as a community on the periphery, seems not to have
had consistent dietary diversity. The same can be said of the railroad
section camps at Monell and Hampton, both sites analyzed as part of
these research efforts.̂ 4 Continuing research, field work, and testing
will likely uncover much more about both the food consumed by the
Chinese who lived in early Wyoming and how location, distance from
a central distribution point, and the living and working conditions of
residents in the core and peripheral communities influenced their
cultural and gastronomical choices.

22. Gardner and Clarke, "Final Report for the Aspen Section Camp 4SUT660," pp,
29-40; George L Miller and Catherine Sullivan, "Machine-made Glass Containers and the
End of Production for Mouth-Blown Bottles," Journal of the Society for Historical Archaeology
18, no. 2 (1984): 83-96; James T. Rock, "Cans in the Countryside," Journal of the Society for
Historical Archaeology iS, no. 2 (1984): 97-111. A few Euro-American earthenware fragments
also came from the excavation units just outside the Chinese structures.

23. Ritchie, "Traces of the Past: Archaeological Insights into New Zealand Chinese Expe-
rience in Southern New Zealand," in Unfolding History, Evolving Identity: The Chinese in New
Zealand, ed, Manying Ip (Auckland, New Zealand: Auckland University Press, 2003), p. 44.

24. A. Dudley Gardner and David Johnson, "Historic Assessment of the Railroad and Sec-
tion Camp at Hampton, 48 UT1520, Southwest Wyoming," Project Number 91WWCC137,
ASWWCC, 1999, pp, 1-59; A. Dudley Gardner and Jennifer Ralston, "The Historic Assess-
ment of the Monell Section Camp," pp. J-22, Small Report and Article File (1999),
ASWWCC.
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