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FOREWORD

 When, in 2004, the voters of Pima County approved funding to construct a new courthouse in downtown Tucson, 
Arizona, no one could foresee that the project would result in one of the largest historical-period cemetery excavations 
ever conducted in the United States. The Joint Courts Complex Archaeological Project undertaken at the nineteenth-
century Alameda-Stone Cemetery is an excellent example of success built upon the development of exemplary rela-
tionships with descendant groups combined with the application of innovative technological advances in both the field 
and laboratory. 

Because the project had local County funding, was situated on land owned by local government, and required no fed-
eral permits, all of the consultations, repatriations, and reburials were conducted under Arizona State law. Fortunately, 
this provided substantially greater flexibility in relationship building and working with descendant groups than under 
federal law, which tends to give greater import to the rights and concerns of Indian tribes. For the Joint Courts Complex 
Archaeological Project, all descendant groups, Indian and non-Indian, had an equal stake in the process.

Far too often, the removal of a historical-period cemetery becomes a vortex of disputes. Developers routinely start 
construction, encounter burials, exclaim that they had no idea the cemetery was there, and then demand that the cem-
etery be removed as quickly as possible to avoid construction delays. Descendant groups fight back, citing disrespect 
for their ancestors. Archaeologists get caught in the middle and try to satisfy all parties involved in the disputes. Media 
attention focuses on the acrimony, further stoking the seething resentment. 

From the outset, Pima County wished to avoid the pitfalls of many previous projects involving the removal of his-
torical-period cemeteries and insisted on doing the right thing. Prior to the excavation of the first shovelful of dirt, 
the County conducted 2 full years of background studies and consultations with descendant groups. Throughout, one 
principle was paramount: the process was to be transparent, open, and inclusive. Consultations, coordinated through 
Arizona State Museum as required under state law, were not always amicable. They were, however, honest. The tribes 
made it clear that they wanted the cemetery left in place, to be disturbed no further. Los Descendientes del Presidio de 
Tucsón, on the other hand, made clear that they preferred their ancestors finally be removed from beneath the streets, 
offices, parking lots, and other urban amenities after more than a century of residential and commercial urban develop-
ment atop the abandoned cemetery. Los Descendientes also wanted their ancestors to be given the dignity of reburial 
in a modern cemetery where they would remain undisturbed in the future. The chasm between these positions was 
not trivial. The planning team from the County met with the descendant groups to discuss the logistics of the courts 
system in downtown Tucson, the requirements of the courts, and the need for this location as the new courts building. 
Descendant groups’ concerns caused the County to fully reassess its need for this particular 4-acre project area. Even 
so, it became clear that this was the only viable location for the new building. Not all descendant groups were satisfied 
with this outcome, but they knew their concerns had been heard and had been seriously considered through an open 
and transparent process in which they had a meaningful role. The burial agreements that resulted from this process 
included statements about cultural affinity and the conditions for the repatriation and reburial of all those who would 
be disinterred during archaeological excavations. In essence, the agreements provided the basic rules and procedures 
regarding the Alameda-Stone Cemetery excavations and the final disposition of the deceased. 

With the burial agreements in place, the County then approached the media. Meetings were held with the editorial 
boards of local newspapers. Television and radio reporters were contacted. All available information about the cemetery, 
the burial agreements, and the plans for excavation were provided, again in the interest of transparency and openness. 
Questions were asked, and questions were answered. By the time excavations began, everyone with an interest knew 
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what was happening and why it was happening; a common understanding of how the project would be conducted and 
what the possible outcomes would be for the stakeholders had been achieved. 

Participation by the descendant groups, the media, the County, the Arizona State Museum, and others in an open 
and transparent consultation process resulted in a smooth and dispute-free project. The successful excavation of the 
Alameda-Stone Cemetery, the innovative assessment of the cultural affinity of each disinterred individual, and the ful-
fillment of respectful repatriation and reburial provide an excellent example of the power of collaborative planning and 
consultation resulting in a positive and successful community-based project. 

Roger Anyon
Pima County Office of Conservation and Sustainability

Foreword
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 Around the world, people identify closely with the 
remains of their ancestors. Descendants can be strongly 
motivated to ensure that the sanctity of those remains is 
preserved and protected. Whether the remains are left in 
place or disinterred within a few generations and moved 
to make way for new burials depends on the historical cir-
cumstances and context. In some times and places, it has 
been expected that a person’s remains will be disinterred 
and moved to a storage facility or other locale within a gen-
eration or two of their burial, in order to make way for new 
burials. In other times and places, such as in parts of North 
America during the historical period and in recent times, 
it is often hoped that burials will remain undisturbed in 
perpetuity. Despite this, cemeteries are routinely abandoned 
and the land containing them repurposed. Such changes 
can result in the disturbance or destruction of a cemetery, 
impacting the burials contained within its bounds and hid-
ing its remains from public view and consciousness. This 
is, in fact, what happened to the Alameda-Stone cemetery 
in the heart of downtown Tucson, Arizona, the cemetery 
excavated during the Joint Courts Complex Archaeological 
Project (Figure 1). 

The Alameda-Stone cemetery was used for burial by the 
community of Tucson for approximately two decades dur-
ing the nineteenth century before it was closed to further 
use. Most of the burials within the abandoned cemetery 
were left in place while the city of Tucson grew around it. 
Residential and commercial buildings and city infrastruc-
ture were built over the cemetery, periodically disturbing 
or destroying the burials left hidden below ground, occa-
sionally in large numbers. By the twenty-first century, the 
land containing the former cemetery had become an ur-
ban environment consisting of buildings, sidewalks, streets, 
and landscaping features, with not a trace of the former 
cemetery to be seen from the surface. When this land was 
recently needed for a new city/county joint courts facil-
ity and no alternative locations were deemed viable, the 

cemetery was excavated and the burials placed in new lo-
cations according to the wishes of descendant groups who 
could claim remains from the cemetery.

Archival information obtained prior to excavations re-
vealed that the cemetery was a public one, used for a rela-
tively brief period by the entire Tucson community. The 
cemetery was divided into a military section and a civilian 
section, which themselves were further subdivided into 
areas used at different times or by different groups. The 
military section was used from 1862 until January 1881, 
and the civilian section was used from sometime in the late 
1850s or early 1860s until it was closed to further burial in 
1875. Because the cemetery was used by the entire, mul-
tiethnic community of Tucson, the approximately 1,800–
2,100 individuals originally buried in the cemetery were ex-
pected to be of diverse cultural and biological backgrounds 
(O’Mack 2005, 2006). Based on the demography of Tucson 
at the time, burials would have included Hispanic indi-
viduals from Mexico, the southwestern United States, 
Spain, and South America; non-Hispanic Euroamericans 
from many parts of the United States, Canada, Europe, 
the Caribbean, and the Middle East; Native Americans, 
including Tohono O’odham, Akimel O’odham, Yaqui, 
and Apache; and a small number of African Americans. 
Religious affiliations varied among the populace as well. 
Many of the Hispanics using the cemetery would have 
likely been buried according to Catholic traditions, whereas 
non-Hispanic Euroamericans would likely have been bur-
ied according to Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish traditions. 
Native Americans and African Americans buried in the 
cemetery may also have been buried according to a variety 
of traditions, including Christian or syncretic Christian 
traditions, given the public nature of the cemetery within 
a largely Christian cultural context. Burials of individu-
als associated with the U.S. military also occurred in the 
cemetery. The diverse cultural and religious backgrounds of 
individuals buried in the cemetery and the requirement to 

C H A P T E R  1

Introduction 
Michael P. Heilen

Uncovering Identity in Mortuary Analysis: Community-Sensitive Methods for Identifying Group Affiliation in Historical Cemeteries, edited by  
Michael P. Heilen, 23–52.  Tucson, AZ: SRI Press. © . All rights reserved.Taylor & Francis 
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Introduction

determine the cultural affinity of burials (discussed below) 
meant that archaeologists had to be prepared to differenti-
ate burials associated with a wide array of burial practices 
and cultural and biological backgrounds. 

Burial agreements between Pima County (which funded 
the entire project) and potential descendant groups re-
quired that all human remains within the project area 
be recovered during excavations, including fragmentary 
remains in secondary deposits. This was to satisfy the 
concerns of descendants that no osteological materials or 
funerary remains be left behind during excavations. As a 
result, the entire 4.3-acre parcel containing the cemetery 
was excavated to culturally sterile soil, and all excavated 
sediments, including vast quantities of overburden, were 
screened for artifacts and osteological materials, result-
ing in exceptionally thorough and complete excavations. 
It was also required that the cultural affinity of burials be 
determined with the greatest degree of certainty possible 
according to a transparent and agreed-upon framework. 
This was so that remains from the cemetery could be re-
patriated to the appropriate groups without unnecessary 
ambiguity, dispute, or controversy. Thus, identity assess-
ments served both to guide the study of the cemetery and 
the burial population and to fulfill the individual needs of 
descendant groups. Restrictions were also placed by some 
descendant groups on the kinds of analyses that could be 
performed and the kinds of information that could be 
reported, requiring an additional level of sensitivity to be 
exercised during on the excavation, analysis, and reporting 
of some burials in the cemetery. 

The Joint Courts Complex Archaeological Project in-
tensively investigated one of the largest and most unique 
cemetery components ever investigated in North America.1 
Excavations conducted from 2006 through 2008 resulted 
in the discovery, documentation, and interpretation of 
1,083 grave-pit features and osteological materials from 
more than 1,300 individuals buried in the cemetery 
(Figure 2). As the only cemetery for a growing and ur-
banizing frontier community of the expanding American 
West, the cemetery contained multiple discrete cemetery 
areas associated with different groups and grave-pit and 
burial features associated with individuals of diverse cul-
tural affinities, religious backgrounds, and life histories. The 
cemetery thus afforded a unique opportunity to investi-
gate variation in social identity, life experience, and burial 
practice among individuals, burial features, and cemetery 
areas according to a wide variety of biological, cultural, and 
behavioral dimensions. 

1 A large residential and commercial urban component postdating 
the cemetery and a small but informative prehistoric component 
dating to the Middle Archaic, Late Archaic/Early Agricultural, 
and Middle Formative periods were also investigated as part of 
the project (see Gray and Swope, eds. 2012; Gray et al. 2012; 
Hall et al. 2012).

Successful completion of the project required thorough 
archival research; the implementation and integration of 
advanced database, cartography, and geographic infor-
mation systems technologies; a broad array of method-
ological advances; and unusually large staffing. Just as 
important, an intensive level of planning, coordination, 
and communication was required to ensure that accurate 
information was distributed to project stakeholders in a 
timely and community-sensitive fashion and that project 
participants were in agreement as to how the project was 
to be conducted. The consultation efforts and identity 
assessments undertaken for this project were innovative, 
forward-thinking, and culturally sensitive approaches that 
could serve as models for future cemetery investigations.2 
Undertaken in the midst of a thriving city, the Joint 
Courts Complex Archaeological project was conducted 
with the utmost respect not for only the individuals 
interred in the Alameda-Stone cemetery, but also for 
those individuals’ possible descendants.

The Joint Courts Complex Archaeological Project rep-
resents a unique contribution to mortuary studies, bioar-
chaeology, historical archaeology, and project planning and 
administration. The investigation of as large a cemetery 
with a majority Hispanic component has never been un-
dertaken in the United States. The vast majority of pre-
vious projects in the United States have investigated the 
cemeteries of non-Hispanic Euroamericans or African 
Americans. The diverse nature of the cemetery—with 
multiple demographic groups—is also unique to cemetery 
investigations, as nearly all other cemeteries have been far 
less diverse and have not represented the burial popula-
tion of an entire multiethnic community. The brief use of 
the cemetery, along with the large sample size, is unusual 
as well, allowing the researchers to amass a substantial 
amount of information about the burial practices, health 
status, organization, and life experience of a community 
during a brief span of time. In doing so, the project was 
able to provide details about the use of a historical-period 
cemetery and the lives and deaths of the people buried 
there, about what happened to the cemetery after it was 
abandoned, about the lives of the people who lived atop 
the cemetery, and about how the land containing the for-
mer cemetery was urbanized during the late-nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. 

The findings presented in this book and in the proj-
ect report series (Gray and Swope 2012; Hall et al. 2012; 
Heilen and Gray, eds. 2012; Heilen, et al., eds. 2012) rep-
resent a tremendous amount of work performed by many 

2 It was especially fortunate that the technical representative for 
SRI’s contract with the County, Roger Anyon, and a peer reviewer 
for the project, Lynne Goldstein, together have an extraordinary 
depth of experience and knowledge about repatriation and re-
burial efforts. Their expert insight and tireless efforts were of 
primary importance in ensuring the success of these aspects of 
the project.
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Map of the Joint Courts Complex project area, showing grave features.Figure 2. 
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Introduction

dedicated professionals over the course of several years, 
as well as an unprecedented level of project planning and 
coordination. A project of this size requires a substantial 
commitment by personnel to see it through to the end. 
Large projects such as this are also subject to the frequent 
turnover of staff, which happened multiple times during 
the course of the project, requiring that management focus 
on project structure and redundancy of staff positions to 
make sure that the project moved forward without prob-
lems and according to schedule. Many people participated 
in the project, including researchers, descendant groups, 
and government officials, and many steps were taken to 
ensure the success of the project from beginning to end. 
Efforts encompassed not only the investigation of the ar-
chaeology and history of the project area, but, importantly, 
the repatriation of individuals to descendant groups and 
the reburial of individuals in new burial spaces where they 
can now be honored and memorialized and protected from 
further disturbance. Given the success of the project along 
these lines, planning organizations might use the project 
as a model for how to conduct similar excavations in the 
future. Furthermore, methods developed for the project 
should contribute to the advancement of methods for ex-
cavating, documenting, and analyzing historical-period 
cemeteries and urban contexts.

The methods and findings presented in this book under-
score some of the differences between academic and cul-
tural resource management (CRM) approaches to conduct-
ing big projects (see, for example, Altschul 1998). Large 
academic projects are often funded by grant organizations 
and are conducted over long periods of time by faculty and 
students who generally can devote only a portion of their 
time toward a particular project. Research goals and cor-
responding investigative methods and contexts are selec-
tively identified in academic projects in order to address 
the particular interests of researchers and to pursue issues 
considered most salient in current discussions of theory and 
method. Reporting for academic projects is often achieved 
through the publication of articles in peer-reviewed jour-
nals, as well as in theses and dissertations by students work-
ing with project materials. The results of such projects can 
be distributed widely but not always comprehensively or 
at the same time.

CRM projects are dictated more than academic proj-
ects by development and legal requirements and, increas-
ingly, by the interests of identity groups with a stake in a 
project’s outcome. Large CRM projects tend to involve 
the mitigation of resources that will be impacted by 
development and thus place a heavy emphasis on thor-
oughly documenting and interpreting resources that will 
be destroyed rather than tailoring a project to address 
the goals of a specific research program. The resources 
to be investigated, as well as some of the issues consid-
ered most salient to documentation and interpretation, 
are typically not chosen by investigators but are chosen 
for them by factors outside of their control. Large CRM 

projects enjoy a much greater level of funding than most 
academic projects, but also must be accomplished faster 
and under contract by professionals paid a wage to work 
on CRM projects full-time. Completing final reports is 
generally not an option but rather a contractual require-
ment on which the future of the contracting organiza-
tion depends. Unfortunately, CRM reports often have 
limited distribution and are not widely accessible, being 
confined to the “gray literature.” Thus, the relevance of 
a CRM project’s findings to larger research issues can 
be difficult to assess without combing through the large 
body of gray literature developed over many decades of 
CRM research (Altschul 1998). 

Development interests and legal requirements, of course, 
played a major role in determining the course of the Joint 
Courts Archaeological Project, but the project also had to 
be sensitive to a wide range of topics having to do with the 
interests of planning organizations, the community, and de-
scendant groups. Furthermore, the large scale of the project 
and time constraints placed upon it necessitated a project 
structure and methods that could accomplish the project 
objectives within a short period of time. The project was a 
success on multiple levels but also resulted in a variety of 
lessons learned about how to conduct large projects, includ-
ing managing project tasks and personnel, implementing 
and integrating diverse technologies, preparing materials 
for curation and repatriation, and organizing, analyzing, 
and curating the large volume of data developed during 
the investigation. At the same time, the project was able 
to conduct research within a CRM context that is of broad 
methodological and theoretical interest. 

Volume Organization:  
A Road Map

This book is based on the first volume of a four-volume 
report series completed for the Joint Courts Complex 
Archaeological Project (Heilen and Gray, eds. 2012; 
Heilen. Hefner, and Keur 2012; Gray and Swope 2012; 
Hall et al. 2012). The book focuses on the cemetery com-
ponent of the project, but it should be noted that substan-
tial efforts were also made in documenting and interpret-
ing prehistoric finds within the project area and a large 
urban component that postdated the use of the cemetery 
(Gray and Swope 2012). This book deals only with a por-
tion of the finds resulting from the project and restricts 
discussions mostly to those issues considered most rele-
vant to understanding the cemetery component and how 
it was investigated.

This chapter introduces the cemetery and the project in 
terms of their unique significance, presenting information 
on the growth and abandonment of the cemetery, project 
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planning, the study of identity in archaeology and in 
mortuary contexts, and project methods. The chapter also 
places the project findings within a broad theoretical and 
comparative context. Chapter 2 provides a historic con-
text for Tucson prior to and during the establishment, use, 
and abandonment of the cemetery and an overview of the 
archaeology and history of the cemetery. The design and 
results of identity assessments conducted for the project 
are presented in Chapter 3. These assessments not only 
facilitated analysis of excavation results but also greatly 
facilitated repatriation and reburial, serving as a model for 
future cemetery investigations. Historical, contextual, and 
osteological evidence for diet, nutrition, disease, trauma, 
medical intervention, and demography are considered in 
Chapter 4, revealing a burial population that was rela-
tively healthy in terms of diet and nutrition but heavily 
affected by disease and trauma, with little consistent access 
to healthcare and high mortality rates for some segments 
of the community.

In light of the multiethnic and diverse use of the cem-
etery, Chapter 5 provides a context for understanding the 
deathways practiced by different segments of the commu-
nity in Tucson. Emphasis is placed on Hispanic Catholic 
deathways and Euroamerican deathways, with a focus on 
the effects of cemetery reform and the Civil War on mor-
tuary behavior in Tucson. Information on military and 
fraternal funerals, as well as the deathways of O’odham, 
Yaqui, and Apache groups, is also discussed, including dis-
cussion of aboriginal practices not observed in the cem-
etery. Chapter 6 synthesizes the mortuary data developed 
for the project, integrating historical, contextual, and os-
teological findings.

In Chapter 7, all the findings from the cemetery context 
are summarized and compared to the results of investiga-
tions of other, contemporaneous cemeteries, exploring the 
ways in which the cemetery investigation, and the cem-
etery itself, are unique. In Chapter 8, the final chapter, the 
repatriation and reburial of remains is discussed. Like the 
identity assessments, these efforts represent a new ap-
proach that could serve as a model for other projects. In 
addition, the chapter highlights the contrasting ways in 
which different groups from the cemetery were memori-
alized and reburied.

The Growth and 
Abandonment of an  
Urban Cemetery

In order to understand how the cemetery was investi-
gated and why, it is worth discussing how and when the 
cemetery was used and by whom. At the time that the 

Alameda-Stone cemetery was in use, Tucson had evolved 
into a growing multicultural community in the midst of the 
Sonoran desert. Although once isolated and sparsely inhab-
ited, Tucson had become home to Hispanic settlers; native 
Yaqui, O’odham, and Apache individuals; U.S. military per-
sonnel; and Euroamerican migrants. The town prospered 
despite resistance by native peoples, a reputation for law-
lessness, and a rugged environment that presents many 
challenges to human occupants even today (see Chapter 
Two). Burials in the cemetery testify to the multiethnic 
nature of the cemetery as well as the complex makeup of a 
community that grew as a result of economic opportunity, 
military action, and missionary efforts (the enduring influ-
ence of these efforts is evident in various artifacts found in 
the Alameda-Stone cemetery; Figures 3–5). 

As noted previously, the remains of perhaps two thou-
sand people of all ages from a wide variety of cultural and 

Examples of medallions and religious Figure 3. 
pendants from the Alameda-Stone cemetery.
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economic backgrounds were buried in the cemetery, which 
was used by the entire community of Tucson. The cemetery 
was established near the edge of town so that people could 
bury their dead at a distance that kept them relatively safe 
from Apache raids, which represented a major threat to 
the town’s inhabitants while the cemetery was in use. The 
cemetery was divided into a large civilian section and a 
smaller military section, which were further subdivided into 
sections likely representing different social groups. The first 
burials placed in the military section of the Alameda-Stone 
cemetery were placed shortly after the arrival of the U.S. 
military in 1862. Whether civilian burials had already been 
placed in the cemetery by this point is not clear, but it is 
suspected that the civilian section was first used around this 
time or perhaps several years earlier. With the arrival of the 
U.S. military and the influx of immigrants from many parts 
of the United States, Mexico, and diverse other countries, 
Tucson was transformed culturally and economically into 
an American settlement on the southwestern frontier of 
the American West. By 1870, at a time when the Alameda-
Stone cemetery had become the resting place of hundreds 
of the town’s former inhabitants, Tucson’s population stood 
at over 3,000 people (Mabry et al. 1994), many of them 
recent arrivals to the town. 

During the brief period of its use, the cemetery came 
to be surrounded by development as Tucson grew from a 
remote Mexican village to a modernizing American city. 
As a result of this growth, the cemetery came to be located 
in the bustling center of town and eventually came to be 
viewed as a danger and a nuisance. Criminal activities tak-
ing place within and around the cemetery and the cem-
etery’s dilapidated and deteriorated condition were seen 
as disrespectful to the dead. The solution adopted at the 
time was to close the cemetery, advise citizens and the U.S. 
military to remove burials from it, open a new cemetery 
outside of the city center, and transfer ownership of the 
former cemetery land to those who would develop it.

Rosary from the grave of an older adult male of Hispanic cultural affinity.Figure 4. 

Example of a crucifix from the Alameda- Figure 5. 
Stone cemetery.
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The civilian section of the Alameda-Stone cemetery 
was officially closed by the Village Council on May 31, 
1875, and the Court Street Cemetery was opened the 
following day on the far northern edge of town (Arizona 
Citizen 1875). Just 5 years later, the Southern Pacific 
Railroad completed its connection to Tucson, bringing 
to the city new immigrants, easy and inexpensive access 
to mass-produced commodities and world markets, and, 
perhaps most importantly, a changing political economy. 
The railroad began to transform a small hinterland com-
munity into one of the hubs of commerce and culture in 
the Southwest (Luckingham 1982; Mabry et al. 1994). 
The military section of the Alameda-Stone cemetery 
continued to be used until 1881, when the commanding 
officer of Fort Lowell was notified by the City Council 
that the military cemetery was not available for further 
burials (Arizona Weekly Citizen 20 February 1881:4) and 
was to be closed by the City (Callender 1998; Faust and 
Randall 2002; O’Mack 2005, 2006). 

The last known burial—that of Corporal John Lyons—
was placed in the military section of the Alameda-Stone 
cemetery on January 23, 1881 (Arizona Weekly Star 1881). 
A month later, the southwestern corner of the Alameda-
Stone cemetery was deeded to the school trustees, with the 
stipulation that they would be responsible for removing 
all bodies from that parcel. Some burials were removed 
from the cemetery in 1882 in response to a notification 
from the City Council that burials in the cemetery must 
be exhumed within 60 days and reburied in the new Court 
Street cemetery (Arizona Daily Star 1882). In local news-
papers, undertaker E. J. Smith advertised his services—in 
Spanish and English—to assist with the removal of buri-
als from the nonmilitary portion of the cemetery (O’Mack 
2006:44). By January 1883, a wall demarcating the cem-
etery had been demolished (Arizona Weekly Citizen 1883; 
Arizona Weekly Star 1883).

In June, 1884, the burials from the military section of the 
Alameda-Stone cemetery were moved to a new cemetery 
associated with Fort Lowell, 7 miles away (Arizona Weekly 
Citizen 1884). These exhumations, however, were incom-
plete, missing some burials and leaving behind burial-as-
sociated objects as well as skeletal material (Figures 6 and 
7). With the closing of the civilian and military sections, 
the dismantling of the cemetery was soon underway. In a 
special session in April of 1884, the City Council began 
discussions concerning the selling of lots in the former cem-
etery (Arizona Daily Citizen 1884), and by April 1889, 
the old cemetery grounds were divided into lots and 
sold at auction (Arizona Daily Citizen 15 April 
1889:4) (Figure 8). Shortly after their sale, 
lots were graded, removing all surface 
evidence of the former cemetery. 

The next few decades witnessed 
developments that threatened the 
existence of the cemetery as increas-
ingly urbanized Tucson grew over the 

project area. Homes were built on the lots in the project 
area, with many of them used as rental properties; priv-
ies, trash pits, utility trenches, and landscaping features 
were dug into the former cemetery, often impacting the 
graves below. After a few decades of residential use, the 
land containing the former cemetery was again trans-
formed, now transitioning into a commercial district. 
With the establishment of the Baum and Adamson Tire 
and Automotive Company in 1925, the land containing 
the former cemetery had been gradually transformed into 
a commercial district in the heart of downtown Tucson. 
Construction of commercial buildings and urban facili-
ties continued to disturb the former cemetery. The larg-
est of these, the construction of the Tucson Newspapers 
Building basement within the cemetery in 1940 and con-
struction of an addition in the 1950s (Arizona Daily Star 
1940, 1955) (Figure 9), resulted in the displacement or 
destruction of burials. Archaeologically, the total number 
of burials destroyed by the construction of the Tucson 
Newspapers Building appears to number at least several 
hundred (see Heilen and Hall 2012). 

Historical knowledge of the cemetery persisted, but it 
had become hidden from view, and the city’s demographic 
makeup had become increasingly dominated by residents 
unaffiliated with Tucson’s former inhabitants. As a result, 
the cemetery had for the most part receded from public 
memory until the voters of Pima County approved $76 mil-
lion to construct a city/county courts complex in 2004 
(Figure 10). The archaeologists contracted to excavate 

Workboot refit from the Figure 6. 
grave of an older adult female of 
Hispanic cultural affinity.
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the 4.3 acres of land containing the cemetery faced several 
challenges, not the least of which was how to best approach 
the excavation of a cemetery in a very public downtown 
setting. 

Project Planning

Pima County was aware that the excavation of a histor-
ical-period cemetery had the potential to draw intense 
public controversy and conflict. For instance, excavation 
of the African Burial Ground in lower Manhattan during 
the 1990s—a site where thousands of enslaved Africans 
and African Americans had been buried in colonial New 
York during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—
resulted in intense public outcry and scrutiny. In this earlier 
landmark project, important stakeholders, including the 
African American descendant community and the New 
York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, had not 
been adequately consulted, and an appropriate level of 
project planning and support had not been developed. No 
research design or burial agreements had been emplaced 
even when the excavation commenced, and sufficient in-
formation about the nature and extent of potential remains 
within the New York African Burial Ground had not been 
developed. Construction accidents resulting in destruction 
of burials occurred during excavation as did vandalism and 
theft of remains. Prominent public officials, community 
leaders, celebrities, and concerned citizens spoke out ve-
hemently against the African Burial Ground Project while 
excavation was underway and demanded a voice in how 
the project was to be conducted. Public concern with the 
project prompted two Congressional subcommittee hear-
ings, protests, and numerous scathing commentaries in lo-
cal and national news media. In short, the project erupted 
into a public relations nightmare that required numerous 

interventions and redirections to get back on course, re-
sulting in a much greater expenditure of time and money 
than was originally planned.3 

Given the potential for what could happen with a cem-
etery excavation project, Pima County was determined 
that, if excavation of the Alameda-Stone cemetery was 
to be conducted, all the appropriate steps had been taken 
to ensure a culturally sensitive project approach that took 
into account the needs of the community and was in full 
compliance with all applicable laws. Problems experienced 
in the past with other historical-period cemetery excava-
tions were to be anticipated and minimized. The County’s 
answer to problems that emerged in the past with other 
historical-period cemetery excavations was to do exactly 
what had not been done for those projects: careful and 
comprehensive planning, intensive and transparent infor-
mation gathering and disclosure, and the full involvement 
of descendant groups and other stakeholders throughout 
the project. Central to the County’s approach was the over-
riding concern that the planning and consultation process 
be open, inclusive, and transparent. There were to be no 
surprises (Gray and Anyon 2012). 

As the Joint Courts Complex Archaeological Project 
was funded by the County and would take place on lands 
owned by the County, the project would not be conducted 
under federal law. The County, as a political subdivision 
of the state of Arizona, instead had to comply with sev-
eral Arizona historic preservation statutes, including 
the Arizona Antiquities Act and the Arizona Historic 

3 Struggles over the course of the project ultimately resulted in the 
halting of excavations, scaling down of original building plans, 
transfer of scientific control of the postexcavation phases of the 
project to a new research team with experience in the archaeol-
ogy and history of the African diaspora, construction of an onsite 
memorial and visitors center, and the development of plans for the 
Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and 
Culture in Washington, D.C. (Blakey and Rankin-Hill 2009).

Military uniform buttons from Figure 7. 
the Alameda-Stone cemetery.


