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The Society for Historical Archaeology’s (SHA) 
2023 J. C. Harrington Medal in Historical Archaeol-
ogy was presented to Julia Garvin Costello (Fig. 1) by 
SHA President Julie Schablitsky at the annual meet-
ing, held in Lisbon, Portugal. The awards banquet 
took place in the rococo-style former ballroom of the 
17th-century Alverca Palace, now known as the Casa 
do Alentejo, which formed a wonderful backdrop to 
the ceremony.

Born in New Haven, Connecticut, just after the 
close of World War II, Julia Garvin Costello was the 
daughter of spirited parents who married in North 
Africa during WWII while serving in the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS). Robert Costello was a 
“code-cracker and cyphers man,” and Julia’s mother, 
Mary Eddy, was the daughter of Colonel William 
Eddy, who was director of OSS operations in North 
Africa and the Near East. Eddy was born in Sidon, 
Lebanon, to missionary parents and developed a 
knowledge of Arabic while growing up. Following 
the divorce of her parents, Julia’s mother remarried. 
Her new stepfather, Robert Furman, was a notable 
character in his own right, being tasked with rounding 
up German nuclear scientists and supplies of uranium 
at the war’s end. Thus, Julia came by her own adven-
turous nature quite honestly.

Julia was raised in Maryland and New York. 
For college, she went to St. Lawrence University in 
upstate New York, graduating with a B.A. in sociol-
ogy in 1968. While still in college, Julia made a trip 
to Colorado, where she was introduced to skydiving. 
Over time she managed to get in over 200 jumps, 
including time as an instructor back at St. Lawrence. 
Following graduation, she traveled extensively in 
Europe and the Middle East. This included time spent 
in Lebanon, where her resident grandmother exposed 
her to the local archaeology, including an introduc-
tion to biblical archaeologist Dr. James B. Pritchard, 
a connection that came to have a large influence on 
her subsequent professional career. After a ski season 
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Fig. 1   Julia Costello at home in Mokelumne Hill, 2022. 
(Photo by Will Mosgrove.)
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working in Vail, Colorado, Julia returned to academia 
in the anthropology program at the University of Den-
ver. She received her M.A. in 1972, with her thesis on 
a computer analysis of projectile points.

Following up on an earlier invitation from Dr. 
Pritchard of the University of Pennsylvania Museum, 
Julia joined a variety of excavation projects in Leba-
non in the early 1970s, where she was able to parlay 
her skills in computer-data input and artifact analysis 
to enhance her value to the teams she joined. Pro-
jects included the Phoenician port of Sarafand for Dr. 
Pritchard, Bronze Age Tell el Ghassil in the Bekah 
Valley for the American University of Beirut, and a 
Roman port in Tripoli for the Lebanese Department 
of Antiquities. During these projects she made deeply 
personal, lifelong connections with individuals who 
later became leaders in the archaeology of the region.

The outbreak of hostilities in Lebanon in 1974 shut 
down all archaeology projects, and so Julia returned 
to the United States. She followed up on a friend’s 
invitation to come out to California to visit. Whereas 
she had hoped that things would blow over soon in 
the Middle East and that she could return there, the 
unsettled conditions dragged on. Julia decided that 
she needed to move on with her career. This led her 
to enter the doctoral program at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara (UCSB). Like all of the 
UC universities of the time, prehistoric archaeology 
dominated the scene. Julia entered as a student of 
Albert Spaulding, famous for his focus on analytical 
techniques in archaeology, which made Julia’s back-
ground in analysis and computer applications particu-
larly appealing.

As it happened, Julia got the opportunity to direct 
several projects related to the early Spanish-era his-
tory of California, both at the Presidio of Santa Bar-
bara (Arthur et al. 1975; Costello and Walker 1987) 
and then at the first site of Mission La Purísima 
Concepción in Lompoc (Costello 1975, 1994a). 
Spanish settlement of Alta California utilized tech-
nologies perfected by Roman colonizers and were 
not so different from the sites she was used to in 
Lebanon (Costello 1977, 1997a, 1997b). At Mis-
sion San Antonio (Costello 1994b) she partnered 
with Professor Robert Hoover and coauthored an 
important book on the archaeology of the site (Hoo-
ver and Costello 1985). Her focus on Spanish colo-
nial archaeology (Barker and Costello 1991; Barker, 
Allen et al. 1995; Costello 2014) moved her into the 

realm of historical archaeology (Costello 1992b, 
1993). Spaulding was not interested in working 
with an historical archaeologist, and so their profes-
sor–student connection was unilaterally terminated. 
Fortunately, Professor Michael Glassow at UCSB 
was willing to develop a new arrangement for Julia 
to pursue her degree with more of an historical per-
spective. At that time Dr. James Deetz was teaching 
at UC Berkeley and agreed to be on her dissertation 
committee (Costello 1990). Another valuable mem-
ber of her committee was physical anthropologist 
Dr. Philip Walker.

In 1978 an enormous cultural-resources project 
related to the construction of the New Melones 
Dam and Reservoir in the Gold Country of Cali-
fornia came online, and Julia was hired to lead the 
research into the historical archaeology, work-
ing together with prehistorian Dr. Harvey Crew. 
This high-pressure (both in scope and limited time 
available) project brought her into contact with a 
large number of archaeologists working in Califor-
nia. A major plus of the project was that it intro-
duced Julia to life in the small towns of Calaveras 
and Tuolumne counties, with which she fell in love 
and where she has made her home up to the pre-
sent. Fitting right in with the California lifestyle, 
Julia could be seen cruising to various parts of 
the state in her treasured VW van, decorated with 
flames on the sides and nicknamed “El Fuego.” 
In 1977 she and her sister, Serena, drove it to 
Mexico and Guatemala for a year’s sojourn in the 
halcyon days prior to the dangerous times of the 
narco-traffickers.

When the New Melones project came to an end, 
Julia entered into a partnership with Judith Marvin, 
an historian and county archivist with whom she had 
been working for several years. Their CRM company, 
Foothill Resources, filled a much-needed niche for 
the study of historical sites, especially in California. 
Julia also developed an eclectic interest in various 
ethnic sites, particularly Chinese, but also Italian, and 
worked on projects throughout the state: Los Angeles, 
the Owens Valley, Mission Santa Inés, the Channel 
Islands, the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, the Sierra 
Nevada (Fuller and Costello 1990a, 1990b, 1900c), 
and many more (Costello 1981, 1989b, 1989d, 1991a, 
1991b, 1992a; Costello and Thorpe 2010; Mikkelsen 
et al. 2014). Julia has worked closely with historians 
over the years, including, of course, Judith Marvin, 
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but also with the firm JRP Associates and with Edna 
Kimbro and Charlene Duval.

Simultaneously, her renown as an historical 
archaeologist brought an invitation to serve on the 
California State Historic Resources Commission, 
on which she served for six years (1979–1984), 
serving as chairperson in 1981. This experience 
broadened her perspectives and led to a greater 
understanding and appreciation of the built envi-
ronment and the wide range of historical buildings 
and structures found throughout California. Knox 
Mellon was the state historic preservation officer at 
the time and had made a point of selecting Julia as 
the first person to represent historical archaeology 
on the board.

Julia was also an active participant in a number 
of professional societies. She served on the board of 
the Society for Historical Archaeology from 1985 
to 1993, including a term as president. She also was 
an associate editor for the SHA’s journal, Historical 
Archaeology. Soon after doing her tour of duty at 
SHA, Julia was approached by the Society for Cali-
fornia Archaeology (SCA) to run for president of 
that organization. She served as president from 1994 
to 1995 and was on the board from 1993 to 1996. 
Recently, Julia received the Frederickson Award for 
Lifetime Achievement in California Archaeology. In 
addition to these organizations, Julia has been very 
active in the California Missions Studies Association, 
on whose board she also served. She was presented 
with the prestigious Kimbro Award in appreciation of 
her contributions and scholarship. Such willingness 
to contribute to various organizations is still alive and 
well, as she now serves on the Calaveras Heritage 
Commission and is archivist for the Mokelumne Hill 
History Society.

Her interest in the history of California before the 
Gold Rush during Spanish and Mexican rule contin-
ued beyond her early work at the Presidio of Santa 
Barbara, Mission La Purísima Vieja, and Mission 
San Antonio (Costello and Hornbeck 1989; Costello 
and Johnson 2015). She conducted a major excava-
tion at Mission Santa Inés (Costello 1989b) and later 
collaborated with historian Edna Kimbro in prepar-
ing a National Historic Landmark document for the 
mission. When Edna came down with cancer that 
resulted in her premature death, she had been in the 
midst of writing a study for the Getty Conservation 
Institute: The California Missions: History, Art, and 

Preservation. Julia supplied the missing chapters and 
carried the manuscript through to publication (Kim-
bro and Costello 2009), where it won the Interna-
tional Book Awards 2010 Grand Prize for nonfiction. 
She has continued a close working and personal rela-
tionship with Edna’s friend and colleague, historian 
Charlene Duval.

Leading up to the Columbian Quincentenary 
(1992), David Hurst Thomas organized a three-vol-
ume study titled Columbian Consequences and asked 
Julia to coordinate the California contributions (Cos-
tello 1989c; Costello and Hornbeck 1989). She has 
also collaborated on a great many other publications. 
One classic work, coauthored with Mary Maniery, is 
Rice Bowls in the Delta, which featured a major col-
lection of Chinese and Japanese ceramics excavated 
in a town site in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 
(Maniery and Costello 1986; Costello and Maniery 
1988). This work was especially important because 
little study had previously been done on Japanese 
ceramics found on California work sites. Julia has 
continued her interest in Chinese sites in many parts 
of the state (Costello 2020, 2021; Costello, Hallaran 
et al. 2008). Living and working in the Gold Country, 
it was only natural that Julia would become involved 
with the study of the extensive mining operations that 
are ubiquitous in the area. Not only did she school 
herself on the business of extracting valuable ores 
from the earth of the foothills (Fuller, Cunningham 
et  al. 1990; Costello, Herbert et  al. 2008), but she 
also became interested in the various ethnic groups 
and personalities who made their living in the min-
ing communities (Costello, 1997a, 1997b, 1998). One 
of her coauthored publications, Madame Felix’s Gold, 
highlighted the long mining history of a portion of 
the Mother Lode in Calaveras County (Fuller, Marvin 
et al. 1996).

Finding better ways to return the results of archae-
ological labors to the public has been a key interest 
for Julia. Early on the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 
published her Melones: A Story of a Stanislaus River 
Town, based on the extensive work at the New Mel-
ones Project (Costello 1983); it has been reprinted 
numerous times over the years. She also developed 
dramatizations of historical, transcribed dialogues 
of real people to complement features and artifacts 
found on sites. These were presented at SHA and 
SCA conferences, where she enlisted the talents of 
Judy Tordoff and Adrian Praetzellis to read roles in 
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the script. These voices were frequently of over-
looked populations: Italian farmers, urban prostitutes 
(Costello 2000, 2003; Meyer et  al. 2005), or, in one 
case, testimony by Paiute people who had been forced 
off their land in the Owens Valley in the early 20th 
century.

Keeping in touch with her archaeological 
friends in the Middle East, especially Dr. Leila 
Badre and Dr. Patricia Bikai, has led to several 
opportunities to return to Lebanon, Syria, and 
Jordan to work on various projects, including a 
Phoenician temple in Tyre, a Bronze Age tell near 
Latakia, and Mamluk-period mosque in Jordan 
(Bikai et al. 2020). Julia was called on to organize 
a National Register program for Jordan (Costello 
1995), funded by the U.S. Information Agency.

Other activities in her “retirement” have involved 
recording sites in the Gold Country, where she lives. 
Working on Chinese sites in Mokelumne Hill has 
been very rewarding, as she recently completed a suc-
cessful National Register nomination of the town’s 
Chinatown Gardens, the only site of its kind in Cali-
fornia. Julia also volunteered on a program using 
trained dogs to locate cremains left behind in homes 
destroyed by recent massive fires in California. It was 
gratifying to see the appreciation on the faces of fam-
ily members when the ashes of their loved ones, that 
they had feared to be irretrievably lost in the destruc-
tion of their homes, were found and returned to them.

Julia has always shown a remarkable capacity for 
befriending others, whether it be colleagues in her 
chosen profession or neighbors in her town in the 
foothills. I feel fortunate to be one of that happy band.
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