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—~ CHAPTER 14

Late Holocene in the

San Francisco Bay Area

Temporal Trends in the Use and Abandonment
of Shell Mounds in the East Bay

KeNT G. LIGHTFOOT AND EDWARD M. LUBY

ative peoples produced a diverse range of archaeo-

logical remains along the bay shore and interior

valleys of the greater San Francisco Bay Area dur-
ing the Late Holocene. The Bay Area supported a sizeable
population of Costanoan (Ohlone), Coast Miwok, Bay
Miwok, Plains Miwok, Patwin, and Wappo speaking peoples
who were dispersed within a number of small communities
at the time of early contact with Spanish explorers and mis-
sionaries (see Milliken 1995:13-30). Archaeological research
undertaken over the last 90 years has focused primarily on
the great shell mounds along the bay shore that consisted of
extensive complexes of artificial mounds constructed of many
cubic meters of sediments, marine shell, ash, and rocks. As
summarized elsewhere (Moratto 1984:218-238; Nelson 1909),
these mounded sites measured from 9 to 183 m in basal di-
ameter and rose 1 to 9 m above the ground surface.

The creation of the earliest known mounds began about
5000 to 4000 years ago, but the apogee of mound construc-
tion took place during the Late Holocene when hundreds of
these impressive features once dotted the late prehistoric
cultural landscape. Distributed along the shoreline where
streams emptied into the bay, they tend to be found in dis-
crete mound clusters composed of four to six separate sites
(for example, Banks and Orlins 1985:113—114; Heizer and
Baumhoff 1956:37; Nelson 1909:328—-329), Most mounds were
produced over many hundreds of years by accretion; conse-
quently, the long-term growth of these sites has entombed
diverse artifactual and faunal assemblages, architectural fea-
tures, and in some cases, hundreds or even thousands of
human burials representing many generations of Native
peoples.

Since the days of the earliest archaeological practitio-
ners in the Bay Area, scholars have wondered about the
motives and meanings of the peoples who built, used, and

abandoned these impressive mounds. Why did local mari-
time hunter-gatherers create them? What were they used
for? When and why were they abandoned? In a recent over-
view of shell mound research, Lightfoot (1997) noted that
considerable variation existed in the size, internal composi-
tion, function, and occupational history of bay shore sites
that have been subsumed under the overarching category of
“shell mound.” Recognizing that the specific histories and
functions of mounded sites varied somewhat across both
space and time, he also recognized a common trend. Most of
the large and deeply stratified bay shore sites, such as
Emeryville (ALA-309), West Berkeley (ALA-307), and Ellis
Landing (CCO-295), appear to have been used repeatedly
over hundreds or even thousands of years as ceremonial
places, long-term repositories for the dead, and residential
spaces. Although Leventhal (1993) and Meighan (1987) ar-
gued persuasively that some archaeological places in the San
Francisco Bay and Sacramento Delta areas may have func-
tioned as specialized cemeteries, Lightfoot (1997) concluded
that most of these massive raised sites were mounded vil-
lages, where a diverse range of sacred and domestic activities
took place.

The early formation of the great mounds in the terminal
Middle Holocene occurred when the rate of sea level rise
declined, and extensive mud flats and tidal marshes first
became well established across the bay. Lightfoot (1997) ar-
gued that the intentional construction of mounded space
along the emerging bay shore would have kept coastal resi-
dences above water during wet winter months and would
have provided ideal locations for exploiting nearby open bay
water and shoreline resources. Furthermore, over many gen-
erations of use and deposition, the mounds would have
become highly visible cultural features on the flat bay shore
landscape. These salient cultural features may have become



