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ABSTRACT
Northern California archaeology has justly and unjustly been accused of too narrowly focusing
upon culture history to the near exclusion of other research domains. Some recent studies, however,
have adopted alternative approaches to the data, stressing investigations of paleoenvironments,
settlement patterns, and subsistence. One such project is the study of the Yerba Buena site in San
Francisco. This site yielded stone, bone, and shell artifact styles indicative of "late-Middle" to "early-Late"
period occupations. Beyond that, however, associated research reveals a wealth of information including
evidence of climatic change, shifting utilization of San Francisco Bay resources, and settlement patterns.
It is within these other areas of inquiry that the full potential of California's archaeological record can be
realized.

INTRODUCTION
Between 1985 and 1991, the senior au
thor (EMH) relocated from western Nevada
to the San Francisco Bay area where he
worked with Allen Pastron on a variety of
historic and prehistoric archaeological in
vestigations. One project in particular
emphasized the differences in perspectives
between current archaeological research in
the San Francisco Bay area and the Great
Basin. A prehistoric shell midden, the Yer
ba Buena site (SFR-114), was discovered
during construction of the Moscone Center
expansion in San Francisco's "South of Mar
ket (Street)" district. During the course of
our research, we had occasion to reference a
variety of published and unpublished inves
tigations into California prehistory dating
from the early 1900s to the present. Some
of the work spawned in California has con
stituted a genuine contribution to the disci
pline as a whole, and, likewise, some of the
current work is seemingly stuck on para

digms introduced in the 1930s. Precisely
because we are working with California data,
any potential criticisms of California archae
ology are double-edged. We would antic
ipate the question ... "So what have you done
about it?"... by presenting some of the, as
yet, unpublished data from the Yerba Buena
site.

BACKGROUND SURVEY
Many western prehistorians recognize
that Nels Nelson (1907) and Max Uhle
(1907) applied detailed recordation and in
terpretation of site stratigraphy to help an
swer research questions about San Francisco
Bay shellmounds in the fIrst decade of the
20th century. At a time when archaeologists
elsewhere in the U.S. were mining sites for
museum specimens or architectural
features, these archaeologists were address
ing rudimentary questions about estuarine
ecology, lifeways of the sites' inhabitants,
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and site formation, including taphonomy
(Nelson 1907:374~380, 401; Uhle 1907:14
17). The intricacies of Bay shellmound for
mation and its cryptic stratigraphy were,
indeed, a challenge to both Nelson and
Uhle. Their methodological contributions,
however, are more widely recognized from
their American Southwest and South Amer~
ican work (Nelson 1916; Uhle 1903). In the
1920s, Egbert Schenck (1926:168~170, 174;
Schenck and Dawson 1929:323-327) was crit~
ical of the earlier stratigraphic models.
Schenck, possibly influenced by Kroeber
(1925:927), further addressed the complexi
ties of shellmound formation and, though
offering alternative hypotheses, was unable
to adequately test these notions in his own
Bay Area and Delta research. He recognized
that site accretion often occurred as local
ized episodes represented by lenticular de
posits, possibly seasonal, that were spread
out across the mound (Schenck 1926:277~
279). Discrete, continuous layers of planar
cultural deposits were not present at most of
the sites he studied, and, of course, biotur
bation was also a major factor in disturbing
deposits at these and other sites.
Then, beginning in the late 1930s, Cali
fornia archaeology was in line with other re
gions of the country by establishing regional
cultural-historical frameworks (e.g., Lillard
et al. 1939; Heizer and Fenenga 1939). In
central California this has come to be known
as the Central California Taxonomic System
or CCTS (Moratto 1984:181). With its
emphasis on burial practices, shell bead and
ornament styles, and other distinctive arti
fact types, such as charmstones, the CCTS
remains the dominant focus in the presenta
tion of Central California and Bay Area data
for most archaeologists (Beardsley 1954). At
times, the arguments as to placement of a
particular bead style into the late-Middle vs.
early-Late vs. Transitional Middle-Late pe
riod seem trivial to someone (EMH) from
the Great Basin who would, instead, rather
argue about the inane minutiae associated
with projectile point types and ages.
The placement of a cultural component
or even an artifact into a culture-historical
model, however, remains a legitimate re
search goal. Of course the data do not neat
ly fit into a convenient, tripartite system be

cause of conflicting chronologies and from
prehistoric cultural variation (Elsasser
1978). Yet, despite calls from researchers in
the 1970s and 1980s for California archaeol
ogists to pursue additional research goals,
much of the emphasis for San Francisco Bay
area archaeology still remains on culture
history. Again, we stress that this is not
necessarily bad, except when it forms the fo
cus and end point of project write-up, to the
near virtual exclusion of other productive
avenues of research. Most of the publica
tions that we're critical of are unpublished
and a few published "Cultural Resource
Management" (CRM) reports from the 1980s
to the present. Incidentally, the Great Ba
sin CRM gray literature likewise suffers
from a lack of theoretical underpinnings.
There are, however, exceptions in both re
gions. A few archaeologists or agencies have
assumed the added responsibility to publish
their fmdings and incur expenses in time
and money beyond what is required for basic
compliance with historic preservation legis
lation. One notable California example is
the central coast work at Elkhorn Slough by
Stephen Dietz, William Hildebrandt, and
Terry Jones (Dietz et al. 1988). This pub
lished CRM report stresses human ecology,
absolute dating, settlement patterns, and
other current research domains, while un
derplaying issues related to various cultural
historical models within the CCTS, despite
the presence of distinctive bead types and
burials. We've adopted some of the research
goals from the Elkhorn Slough report in our
analysis of the Yerba Buena site.

OTHER CONTRIBUTIONS
California has made a number of major
contributions to the discipline by developing
or refming investigative technologies with
widespread applications. These include past
and on-going work on radiocarbon dating of
archaeological materials by Rainer Berger;
obsidian studies by Richard A Hughes,
Thomas L. Jackson, Thomas O. Origer, Mat
thew C. Hall, and Jonathon E. Ericson; and
shell midden studies by Nelson, Uhle,
Schenck, Robert Greengo, and more recent
ly Michael A Glassowand Larry R. Wilcoxon
(e.g., Berger 1975; Hughes 1984, 1986; Jack
son and Schulz 1975; Glassow and Wilcoxon

sides of2 human crania were scraped by the
blade of a D-9 Caterpillar bulldozer. An ad
ditional 30 m3 of fill were excavated expos
ing 11 human burials that yielded a total of
about 24,000 artifacts, mostly Olivella sp.
shell beads.

1988).
California haB also spawned some con
troversial research that haB precipitated a
closer look at certain data, techniques, and
models outside the state. Chief among
these are the 19th century discovery of the
CalaveraB skull, Ruth Simpson and Clay
Singer's research at Calico Hills, George
Carter's studies in San Diego, and amino
acid racemization dates by Jeffrey Bada and
James L. Bischoff (e.g., Ayres 1882; Bada et
al. 1974; Bischoff et al. 1976; Carter 1957;
Simpson 1960).

Among the research questions that were
formulated and modifIed during the course
of our investigations were:
(1) When did site occupation occur?

(2) What WaB the site and its environment
like when the site WaB occupied?

One of the more positive aBpects, in re
cent years, is the presence of Coyote Press
in SalinaB. Reprinting clBBsic, out-of-print
publications is most appreciated. Perhaps
more importantly, however, is Coyote Press'
dissemination of CRM reports to a broader
audience beyond the agency, regional clear
inghouse, and the California SHPO. Finally,
we applaud the efforts of Phil Wilke and his
8BSOCiates for maintaining the Journal of
California and Great BaBin Anthropology all
these years. It's a respected regional journal
~th a readership extending beyond the re
gIon.

The Yerba Buena site WaB discovered
during auger testing prior to construction of
the Moscone Center Expansion in the
"South of Market" (Street) district of San
Francisco. During subsurface augering to
locate California Gold Rush era deposits
buried by subsequent urban development,
shell midden and flaked stone tools were en
countered some 3.5 m below the modern
street level.

A variety of carbonaceous materials oc
curred at the site and included charcoal,
peat, bone, and shell. Our preference WaB
toward charcoal occurring in hearths or in
unit-levels with high concentrations of char
coal. Ages conformed well with their rela
tive positions and ranged from about 1000
B.P. near the top of the deposits to 1950
B.P. near the bottom of the deposits. A date
on peat from a ramp-cut adjacent to the site
and some 8 m below it yielded an age of 1910
B.P., while in situ wood also exposed in the
ramp but in cross bedded sands about 3 m
below the site yielded an age of 1040 B.P.
This seemingly anomalous juxtaposition of
contemporary and younger deposits well be
low the site is explained by a landscape,
some 1900 years ago, with the site situated
atop a semi-stabilized sand dune adjacent to
a marsh at the baBe of the dune. Diatom
data from the peat indicate brackish water.
An interduneal marsh channel drained
freshwater from the hills to the north and
emptied into a then expanded Mission Bay
to the south. Site abandonment WaB prob
ably the result of the filling of the marsh by
dune sands drifting into the channel from
the west and burying both drainage channel
and shrubs some 1000 years ago.

Site studies occurred in 2 phaBes. In
PhaBe 1 about 40 m 3 of fill WaB hand exca
vated and yielded about 400 artifacts.
PhaBe 2 consisted of monitoring the removal
ofa 6 m wide balk supporting Howard Street
after structural sheeting had been installed.
During the fIrst day of site monitoring the

Terrestrial pollen data from Pearson's
Pond on the southern end of the San Fran
cisco Peninsula were provided by the re
search of Dave Adam (1975) and reworked to
provide a climatic reconstruction for the oc
cupation interval. These data indicate that
initial site occupation occurred during an in

Now, we'd like to briefly present the
viewpoint that we are following in our analy
sis and write-up for the Yerba Buena site.
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(3) Why inhabit that locale?

r
terval of lowering temperatures and re
duced effective precipitation following a
significant mesic period. The earliest site
occupation is dated to 1950 B.P. from a liv
ing surface with a central flre hearth. This
occupation coincided with the blossoming of
the Coyote Hills sites and expansion of
nearby, south San Francisco Bay oyster beds
from about 2300 B.P. At the Yerba Buena
site, initial occupation was limited in intens
ity and in areal extent to the northern por
tion of the site. Site use may have lasted
less than 200 years.
The major occupation of the site began
after a minor drought and during an interval
of increasing effective precipitation and
cooler temperatures from about 1600 B.P.
Six dates from near the bottom of the site
range between 1600 and 1450 B.P. The ce
metery probably dates from the beginning of
this interval and marks a different kind of
use for the site. The culture represented by
the burials was probably using the site as a
seasonal residential base. Freshwater was
probably a limiting factor for occupying this
site during the summer and early fall. The
economy most likely involved participation
in a trade network. All of the graves, includ
ing that of an infant, contained several cate
gories of exotic grave goods. Among the of
ferings from the 11 graves are over 5 lbs of
perforated mica plates, over 17,500 Olivella
sp. sequins, 160 Olivella sp. spire lopped
beads, 90 Haliotis sp. ornaments, 35 bird and
mamma] bone tubes and whistles (deer,
wolf, condor, albatross, and eagle), and 16
quartz cobbles and crystals. Utilitarian ob
jects from the graves were uncommon and
consisted of 2 obsidian bifaces, an elk-scapu
la strigil, a pressure flaker, an awl, and a net
weight or crude charmstone. As for what
these people could trade in return for these
exotic items, the dominant anima] from
throughout site occupation was sea otter.
Although the evidence for skinning marks
on the sea otter bones is equivocal, sea otter
pelts are a different and desirable mammal
fur because of the hairs' soft texture, high
loft, and high density per square cm.
The lifeway for the remainder of site oc
cupation appears to have been oriented to
ward using the site on an even more limited,
seasonal basis and oriented toward collecting

bay resources including sea otters, small
mammals, and shellflsh. Only 5 ground
stone tools or tool fragments (1.25% of non
grave artifacts) were mortar and pestles or
mano and metates, possible plant processing
tools. Quantities of shell were analyzed for
a single column from the central part of the
site with a basal age of about 1450 B.P. and
an upper date of about 1000 B.P. The 2
principal mollusc species are bent-nose clam
(Macoma nasuta) and bay mussel (Mytilis
edulis). Mussel frequencies exhibited a dis
tinct increase largely at the expense of
oyster (Ostrea lurida) and frilled dogwinkle
(Nucella lamellosa). Mussels may have in
creased in numbers as sea otter populations
declined from predation. The predatory
dogwinkle is never present in large
numbers, and populations of this shellflsh
would be sensitive to predation by humans.
The Rincon Point and Mission Bay areas,
where the site is located, were not favorable
oyster habitat. Any stress on their small
population could result in noticeable popula
tion decline.
Although sea otter continued in impor
tance there is little evidence for wealth or
status in the few additional artifacts recov
ered from the midden deposits. The sparse
artifact yield from the later occupations was
typical for Bay Area shell mounds. Debitage
analysis indicates that local cherts were re
duced from cores to produce flakes as im
plements and were rarely fashioned into bi
facial tools. Parallel oblique flaked obsidian
bifaces made from Napa and Annadel glass
were imported as completed tools, and then
resharpened by the site's residents who
were apparently more familiar with working
tougher, less brittle tool-stones. The debit
age from their attempts at resharpening
these obsidian bifaces is characterized by
steep angled flakes exhibiting faceted plat
forms and minimal carry toward the mid
line. The resharpened obsidian bifaces are
crude with steep edge angles, uneven, ran
dom collateral flake scars, and very small
size.
Only 1 other human remain was recov
ered from elsewhere in the site. A fragment
of a mandible was found at the bottom of a
trash filled, lined well dating from the late
1850s. The dental wear and discoloration of
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the bone indicate that it was probably pre
historic and associated with the Yerba Bue
na site occupations.

clusion is that incentives to produce worth
while contributions to the discipline are
lacking. Agency review, a captive audience
at best, appears geared toward criticism of
minor details, with no mechanisms to re
ward exceptional work. Furthermore, most
CRM archaeology is conducted by business
es whose primary objective is to support
employees. Only a handful of these firms or
departments make the commitment to pub
lish fmdings in a form useful to peers or to
the public.

In summary, the Yerba Buena site was
occupied between about 1950 and 1000 years
B.P. during a period marked by climatic var
iation (Figure 1). Initial site occupation may
have been brief and influenced by some
major shifts in the availability of estuarine
resources in San Francisco Bay. The princi
pal site occupation probably dates from
about 1600 B.P. and lasted until increasing
aridity and subsequent burial ofthe fresh
water channel below the site forced aban
donment of that location. Although the ma
terial culture exhibited relatively little
change through time, site utilization un
derwent some significant changes exempli
fied by the occupation associated with the 11
burials.

1. This paper is a modified version of A
Sojourner's View of California Archaeology,
presented by Eugene M. Hattori at the 26th
Annual Meeting of the Society for California
Archaeology, Pasadena.

CONCLUSIONS

REFERENCES

Finally, we conclude by mentioning 1
California prehistorian who has greatly in
fluenced the direction of current archaeolo
gy on a national level; this individual is
Thomas F. King. For better or for worse,
depending upon whom you ask, Tom King
has forged policies that have channeled our
efforts, as archaeologists, on paths totally
undreamt of beginning some 26 years ago.
Largely though his efforts, government
agencies and, indirectly, corporations have
legal responsibilities to consider the effects
of undertakings on historic properties. The
details of these responsibilities are spelled
out in the National Historic Preservation
Act (NHPA) of 1966, as amended, and its
regulations (36 CFR part 800). The archaeo
logical sub-discipline of "cultural resource
management" (a.k.a. CRM and contract ar
chaeology) developed in response to agency
obligations to the law. We believe that Tom
was instrumental in putting the ball in our
court, because, through this legislation, we
have been presented with a vehicle to con
duct applied archaeology. And just where
have we gone with this opportunity?

Adam, David P.
1975 A Late Holocene Pollen Record from
Pearson's Pond, Weeks Creek Landslide,
San Francisco Peninsula, California.
U.S.G.S. Journal of Research 3(6):721
731.

NOTE

Ayres, W.O.
1882 The Ancient Man of Calaveras.
American Naturalist 16:845-854.
Bada, Jeffrey, Roy A. Schroeder, and George
F. Carter
1974 New Evidence for the Antiquity of
Man in North America Deduced from
Aspartic Acid Racemization. Science
184:791-793.
Beardsley, Robert K.
1954 Temporal and Areal Relationships in
Central California Archaeology. Uni
versity of California Archaeological Sur
vey Reports Nos. 24 and 25. Berkeley.
Berger, Rainer
1975 Advances and Results in Radiocarbon
Dating: Early Man in America. World
Archaeology 7(2): 174-184.

In our survey of the Bay Area gray litera
ture and, especially, in Hattori's current po
sition in the Nevada SHPO office, our con
19

14C

DATING

POLLEN RATIOS
TCT

Pearson sPond Verba Buena
Time Line
Dates

o

Depth

m.
0.0

Cheno-oms

TCT+Quercus Cheno-ams+Grominae

0.5

I. 0

0.0

0.8

500

1000

2000

1

2500

3000
3400

2.1

~armt cool

Figure 1. Yerba Buena site dates plotted against pollen ratios and time line for Pearson's
Pond, California. All ages expressed in uncalibrated 14C years B.P. Pollen data adapted
from Adam (1975).
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