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@ CHAPTER 13

Tidal Marsh, Oak Woodlands, and

Cultural Florescence in the Southern
San Francisco Bay Region

Mark G. HYLkEMA

he landscape of the southern San Francisco Bay

area, a scene of dynamic change during the Early

and Middle Holocene, achieved a measure of equi-
librium at the onset of the Late Holocene, about 1500 BC.
This relative environmental stability allowed for dramatic
cultural developments by Native peoples, culminating after
AD 700 in a trend toward more complex social organization.
This date marks the beginning of a period of cultural transi-
tion when earlier artifact assemblages were replaced by new
ones, many of which served as markers of wealth and spe-

cialized societal membership. While archaeological findings

suggest that a cultural florescence transpired among the
people of the southern San Francisco Bay, neighboring people
of the Peninsula Coast maintained an older adaptive pat-
tern that did not change until after AD 1200.

PRECURSORS TO LATE HOLOCENE
PREHISTORY

Paleoenvironment

The palecenvironmental history of San Francisco Bay and
adjoining regions has been summarized in detail by Atwater
et al. (1977, 1979), Bickel (1978), Erlandson (1997a:1-10),
and Moratto (1984), among others. Sediment profiles from
deep borings in the South Bay indicate that between 17,000
and 7000 years ago, post-Pleistocene warming caused a rapid
rise in sea level as glacial ice melted (Atwater, Helley, and
Hedel 1977; Atwater et al. 1979), By 10,000 years ago, the
progressively rising seas began to encroach up through the
deeper stream channels of what was to become San Fran-
cisco Bay. The gentle slope of the valley floors within the
future bay and the level coastal terrace terrain that once
extended considerably farther offshore were progressively
submerged until sea level reached its present height by
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Middle Holocene times, some 6000 years ago (Bickel 1978;
J. Brown 1978).

" With the stabilization of sea level, tidal marsh habitats
formed around the bay margins, creating a diversified re-
gional ecology. Within the delta region, where numerous
drainages feed into San Francisco Bay, tidal marshlands be-
came established as early as 6000 years ago, but similar
habitats did not develop in the central region of the bay
until the Late Holocene when the accumulated sediments
exceeded the sea level around 3000 years ago, and as recently
as 2000 years ago along the shoreline of southern San Fran-
cisco Bay (Bickel 1978).

Archaeological Patterns: Early and Middle Holocene
The earliest archaeological manifestations in the region show
an expression of the California Milling Stone culture as rep-
resented at sites SCL-65 (Fitzgerald 1993; Fitzgerald and Jones
1999) (figure 13.1) and SCL-178 (Hildebrandt 1983) in the
Santa Clara Valley, which produced substantial numbers of
milling slabs, hand stones, core, and flake tools. During the
Middle Holocene, stone mortars and pestles appear, suggest-
ing that acorns increased in importance as a dietary staple,
augmenting an earlier reliance on hard seeds. Access to pro-
ductive grasslands and oak woodlands seems to have been a
critical factor in the subsistence economy of both Early and
Middle Holocene populations.

On the Peninsula Coast of Santa Cruz County, the Sand
Hill Bluff shellmound, SCR-7, is one of the larger Middle
Holocene archaeological deposits. Samples from various
portions of the site have produced six radiocarbon dates,
ranging from 4100 to 1400 BC (Jones and Hildebrandt 1990;
Smith and Breschini 1987). The site assemblage includes
cobble choppers, bi-pitted stones, handstones, and large
corner- and side-notched projectile points (Hylkema




