CHAPTER 1

The Chumash at a Crossroads

Theoretical Considevations

Ever since we first began meeting with houses laid out like towns,
which was at Santa Catalina de Bononia, the villages have
all been continuing to be this way, and the ones encountered
are much more populous every day, with the inbhabitants living
in veguilnr towns with very good sized grass houses, round like
half oranges, some of which ave so large within that they must be
able to lodge without hindrance sixty persons and move. . . .
They have their own kind of government, two, three, or four
chiefs, and one of these chiefs is the headman, who gives ovders
to everyone.

Cresp on August 20, 1769, in Brown 2001:425

Imagine how impressed Father Juan Cresp and the soldiers that accom-
panied Captain Gaspar de Portol must have been as they marched into
the Santa Barbara Channel region during the rst land expedition to Alta
California, while in search of the harbor of Monterey. They saw large
towns! with houses lined up in rows packed closely together. As they
passed these settlements with house roofs piled high with barbecued sh
(Brown 2001:391), they were entertained and fed by the Chumash. The
Spanish were offered so much sh and other food that they threw some
away (Brown 2001:409). This was only weeks after the expedition had
left San Diego, where they had been on the verge of starvation. Eventu-
ally, the Portol expedition, after experiencing considerable hardships, es-
tablished the rst permanent settlements in California.

This book is about the Chumash that Cresp encountered in 1769. At
the time that Cresp journeyed through the Santa Barbara area, the
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Chumash were thriving, and had reached a level of considerable so-
ciopolitical complexity. They were the nexus of a far-reaching exchange
network that used shell beads as money. They had mastered the art of
building plank boats (tomols) that allowed them to cross the Channel to
the offshore islands safely and swiftly and return laden with large stone
bowls and other trade goods. Canoes enabled shermen to venture into
deep waters to catch sword sh weighing as much as 600 pounds. The
Chumash lived in large houses clustered in towns, some with several chiefs.
They were some of the only hunter-gatherer groups in the world that
had regional chiefs who wielded power beyond the boundaries of their
own settlements. The Chumash buried chiefs and other high-ranking in-
dividuals inside the plank boats, surrounded by thousands of beads to
honor them in their journey to the afterlife. Their cemeteries were sepa-
rated from day-to-day activities and clearly marked with painted poles and
grave markers. The Chumash also had large ceremonial grounds where
they danced, played music, and sang, and where special initiates performed
in sacred enclosures. Chumash men and women dressed difterently from
one another, as did people of different status. According to some of the
earliest historical accounts (e.g., Cresp in Brown 2001:367 369; Fages
in Priestley 1937:320), men usually went naked but painted their bodies,
wore their long hair up wrapped with cords and attached shell beads,
and occasionally wore waist-length fur capes. Some had feather head-
dresses. The chiefs could be distinguished from others by their fur capes
draping to the ankles, and the carved bone pins in their hair some in-
laid with shell beads that were attached to long chert knives. Women
(as well as two-spirits)? wore two deer or otter skins as skirts. Both men
and women adorned themselves with shell beads and ornaments.

The lives of the Chumash who resided in the large mainland settle-
ments are reconstructed in this book on the basis of several collaborative
sources of evidence. Information from ethnohistoric documents, com-
parative ethnography, ecology, archacological investigations, and bio-
logical anthropology are synthesized to create a portrayal of what life
was like for the Chumash Indians in a traditional mainland town before
their existence was changed forever. The era of culture contact provides
a tremendous source of information because of the rich ethnohistoric and
ethnographic record that is available for the region. Moreover, these in-
dependent lines of evidence can be employed in conjunction with ar-
chaeological and biological data to evaluate interpretations using a
comparative approach (e.g., Lightfoot 1995).

At the time of European contact, the mainland population centers
had the highest population densities in the Santa Barbara Channel region;
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the offshore islands, the interior, and the area north of Point Conception
were more sparsely populated. A greater variety and number of shell beads,
which were used both as currency and as status markers, were being pro-
duced. Artifact assemblages included an abundance of prestige goods,
such as nely woven baskets, steatite comals and ollas, huge shaped
pestles, and carefully hewn bowl mortars. The plank canoe, the most ex-
pensive possession that a Chumash owned (Gamble 2002a; Hudson et
al. 1978), was an essential component in the exchange of prestige goods.
Because of the costs involved, the ownership of canoes was highly re-
stricted. Early explorers described the tomol during essentially every ma-
jor excursion to the Santa Barbara Channel region and were clearly
impressed by the watercraft.

Signi cance of Research

Although considerable research has been carried out on Chumash soci-
ety, no one has focused on the mainland population centers at the time
of historic contact. The relative lack of publications on the mainland settle-
ments at their peak of complexity has left scholars with only a partial under-
standing of economic transactions, political power, and social interactions
throughout the Chumash region. This book is intended to 1l that void.
The emphasis will be placed on settlements that were centrally located
within the Chumash region, and on how the leaders in those centers man-
aged and retained power. Sources of power are discussed in the context
of socioeconomic interactions, and the role of leaders in the centers is con-
trasted with that of leaders in peripheral areas. Wealth nance, status dif-
ferentiation, technological innovations such as the plank canoe, warfare,
feasting, and other dynamics of social organization are considered and
linked to theoretical discussions on the nature of power.

The period between the rst documented European interaction with
the Chumash in 1542 and the Portol overland expedition in 1769 is known
as the protohistoric period (Erlandson and Bartoy 1995). The Portol ex-
pedition of 1769 initiated Spanish settlement in the region and began the
period that witnessed the most drastic changes to Chumash lifeways.
The year 1769 is considered the beginning of the historic period, because
prior to this date contact was only sporadic. Jon Erlandson and Kevin Bar-
toy (1995), as well as others (Erlandson et al. 2001; Preston 1996; Walker
and Hudson 1993; Walker and Johnson 1992, 1994; Walker et al. 2005),
have suggested that the Chumash may have been exposed to Old World
diseases between 1542 and 1769; these diseases could have reduced their
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population signi cantly. Nevertheless, conclusive evidence for devastat-
ing diseases during this period has not yet been identi ed. Although it is
not the focus of this research, the consequences of European coloniza-
tion on Chumash society will be addressed. The primary intent of this
book, however, is to use independent lines of evidence to reconstruct Chu-
mash society at the height of its sociopolitical complexity and address
the question of the political strategies that probably existed in the large
mainland centers.

The greatest population density in the Chumash region involved sev-
eral settlements clustered around the Goleta Slough, which contained
close to 2000 inhabitants. One of these towns, situated on Mescalitan Is-
land in the middle of the slough, was the historic settlement of Helo’ (CA-
SBA-46). I focus on Helo’ in this volume because of its prominence at
the time of contact, and because various excavations at the site have re-
vealed important information on Chumash household activities (Gam-
ble 1990, 1991) and mortuary customs (Olson 1930; Putnam et al. 1879).
House oors, storage pits, and hearths at Helo” have been meticulously
excavated, processed, and analyzed. Floors, rarely identi ed on the main-
land, had previously never been excavated and analyzed using modern
techniques. Ethnobotanical studies were carried out for macro and mi-
cro remains from these features. These studies and other analyses have
furthered our understanding of household organization and production
during the historic period.

Early archaeological investigations on the mainland primarily focused
on the excavation of cemeteries, in an attempt to collect museum-quality
objects. These data supplement more recent information on domestic ac-
tivities. H. C. Yarrow led an 1875 Smithsonian Institution expedition that
excavated a portion of the historic cemetery on Mescalitan Island, where
an abundance of nely crafted burial goods was discovered (Putnam et
al. 1879:35). Approximately so years later, a different portion of the his-
toric cemetery was excavated by a team of archaeologists from UC Berke-
ley led by Ronald Olson (1930). Information from both projects is
signi cant because the cemetery was one of the largest in the region dat-
ing to the historic period. Data on status differentiation, sociopolitical or-
ganization, and household activities at Helo’ provide the reader a glimpse
of what life was like at a major mainland center at the time of contact.

One reason that most research-oriented archaeology in recent years has
been focused on the northern Santa Barbara Channel Islands instead of
on the mainland is that bulldozers, gophers, and other cultural and nat-
ural sources of disturbance have seriously impacted the mainland coastal
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strip between Point Conception and Malibu. In comparison, the offshore
islands are relatively pristine, with very little development and no bur-
rowing rodents. Numerous features on the islands are intact, and house
depressions can still be seen on the surface. Many publications on the
Chumash over the last thirty years re ect this unbalanced pattern of ar-
chaeological research (Arnold 1987, 1990, 1992a, 2001a, 2001b; Colten
1995; Colten and Arnold 1998; Erlandson 1991a; Erlandson and Rick
2002a; Erlandson et al. 1996, 1999; Kennett 2005; Kennett and Kennett
2000; Rick 2007). Similarly, the most up-to-date scholarly book on the
prehistory of the Chumash is focused on Santa Cruz Island (Arnold 2001a,
2001b). However, the few exceptions are worth noting. John Johnson
(1988, 2000), using mission documents and ethnohistoric sources, has re-
constructed population gures for both the mainland and the islands
and has used this information to examine sociopolitical and economic
complexity. Michael Glassow (1996) published a book on Chumash pre-
history and maritime adaptations in the Vandenberg region on the main-
land north of Point Conception. Other books (Erlandson 1994; King
1990a) on the Chumash have discussed mainland sites, but have not con-
centrated on the historic period. One of the best known volumes on the
Chumash (although from a much earlier era) is David Banks Rogers s
(1929) Prehistoric Man of the Santa Barbara Coast, a classic guide to pre-
historic sites over a 10,000-year period on the mainland and islands. Al-
though Rogers provided important information on mainland Chumash
sites, he did not systematically collect data, did not synthesize his data,
nor did he address the nature of sociopolitical complexity in the region.
In addition, Rogers did not have the wealth of comparative data that ex-
ists today that would have allowed for a regional synthesis. Archaeolo-
gists have continued to excavate mainland Chumash sites since Rogers s
era, especially since the advent of environmental regulations and con-
tract archaeology. Nevertheless, no one has synthesized information on
the mainland coast in order to address the nature of Chumash political
and economic complexity at the time of historic contact.

Despite the obstacles that have affected the preservation of sites on
the mainland coast, a considerable body of information on this signi -
cant region does exist. During European exploration of southern Cali-
fornia, extensive accounts were written by priests, soldiers, and others
looking for areas to settle and colonize. These invaluable ethnohistoric
sources, combined with data gleaned from archaeological and ethno-
graphic investigations over the past 100 years, provide an impressive body
of literature on the Chumash during this period.
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Overview of the Chumash

The Chumash occupied the region from Topanga Canyon in the south
to the Monterey County line in the north, and eastward to the San Joaquin
Valley. In addition to this large mainland area, the Chumash lived on the
northern Santa Barbara Channel Islands of Santa Cruz, Santa Rosa, San
Miguel, and Anacapa. Relatively recent cultural and linguistic research,
as well as DNA evidence, suggest that the Chumash probably had an an-
cient presence in the Santa Barbara Channel area, and that they were not
a series of separate groups that entered the region and replaced or blended
with the previous inhabitants (Erlandson 1994; Johnson and Lorenz 2006;
King 1990a). A number of common chronologies are used in the Santa
Barbara Channel region, most of which are variations of Chester King s
1990a chronology (table 1). In 1992, Jeanne Arnold introduced the con-
cept of a Middle-Late Transitional period based on the emergence of
greater sociopolitical complexity between AD 1150 and AD 1300. Jon Er-
landson and Roger Colten (1991) proposed a shift in King s chronology
after calibrating the radiocarbon dates for the region. Since that time,
Doug Kennett (2005) has further re ned the chronology based on cali-
brated dates. Kennett (2005:82) points out that King s Middle period,
phase s, correlates reasonably well with Arnold s Middle-Late Transitional
period when the dates are calibrated.

The coastal Chumash were hunter-gatherers who subsisted primarily
on marine products (including sh, shell sh, and sea mammals) and wild
plant foods such as acorns. They also utilized terrestrial mammals and
birds, but to a lesser extent. As did many other California Indians, the
Chumash relied heavily on stored goods, especially during the winter
months when many foods were less abundant. Acorns could be stored for
several years. Other important foods that were stored by the Chumash
included Islay (Wild Cherry), small seeds such as Chia (Sage), dried and
smoked sh, and dried meat from deer and other mammals (King
2000:39 40). Storage allowed the Chumash to have a reliable source of
food throughout the year, even in years when harvests proved unreli-
able. Without the storage of important resources, the population densi-
ties of the Chumash would not have been as great as they were.

The population of the Chumash at historic contact has been estimated
to have been between 18,000 and 20,000 people (Cook 1976:37 38; John-
son1998:1). Population gures for this period are rough estimates because
of the dif culty in measuring the impact that European diseases had on
population sizes during the contact era. During the protohistoric period,
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