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Mark H'ylkema (standing center) of the-California_

Department ofiParks and Recreation answers

questions aboutthe “Casa Grande” site from Valentin

Lopez (standing right), chairman, and ‘other/members
-of the Amah Mutsun Ohlone tribe. Rob Cuthrell

(sitting) is presenting gr@phits of the site on his
laptop. Photo by Chuck Striplen.
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archaeology and Indians

records from redwoods), when exam-
ined in conjunction with other kinds of
historical landscape data (photographs,
maps, and sequential aerial imagery),
ethnohistorical sources, and Native nar-
ratives, should provide new insights and
understandings into the study of past
landscape practices.

Our purpose here is to outline some
of the challenges in undertaking stud-
ies of past landscape management
practices in California and to highlight
the current debate about the degree
to which Indian people managed the

not only participant but determina-
tive when it came to the formation and
maintenance of many of California’s
diverse habitats. A number of recent
academic studies emphasize the cru-
cial role that Indians have played in

the management of California habi-
tats. California tribes employed a suite
of methods for enhancing ecosystem
diversity, including tillage, pruning,
seed broadcasting, and weeding, but
the primary management tool was fire.
California Indians employed fire and
other management techniques to cre-

Paul Mondragon, vice-chairman of the Amah Mutsun Ohlone tribe, contemplates the view at
Quiroste Valley. Photo by Chuck Striplen.

environment. Subsequent articles in
forthcoming issues of News from Native
California will detail our eco-archaeo-
logical approach in Quiroste Valley and
the implications that this collaborative
research program could have for the
revitalization of Amah Mutsun Ohlone
cultural practices and for rethinking
how we manage wildlands in Afio
Nuevo State Reserve.

LANDSCAPE MANAGEMENT
PRACTICES: SOME ISSUES
California tribal peoples have long
maintained that their ancestors were

32 v NEWS FROM NATIVE CALIFORNIA

ate rich mosaics of habitats across local
regions. High biodiversity, in turn, pro-
vided local communities with a cor-
nucopia of foods, medicines, and

raw materials for clothing, baskets,
houses, dance regalia, and other cul-
tural objects. Contemporary scien-

tific studies of burned areas document "
post-fire explosions in the growth and
diversity of many plants used by Cali-
fornia Indians, including roots, tubers,
fruits, greens, nuts, and seeds, as well
as a three- to fivefold increase in the
number of birds and mammals that
were traditionally hunted. Native burn-

ing also reduced populations of insects
and pests, destroyed diseased plants,
removed detritus from the ground sur-
face, opened up pathways in forests
and woodlands that facilitated resource
gathering and foot travel, and fertilized
soils with additional nutrients. Fires
also encouraged the growth of young
straight sprouts and other useable raw
materials that could be incorporated
into cordage, baskets, and other house-
hold materials.

But some scholars are skeptical about
the degree to which California Indians
managed the landscape. They argue
that the scale of environmental modi-
fication is being overly exaggerated in
the current literature. Thomas R. Vale,
for example, cautions that anthropol-
ogists are creating a new myth about
Indian people, one in which they modi-
fied and economically enhanced vast
tracts of land. Although Vale and oth-
ers recognize that some level of envi-
ronmental impact was initiated by local
tribes, they argue that only relatively
small areas were typically modified.
More importantly, they believe that sig-
nificant transformations in the compo-
sition and structure of plant communi-
ties attributed to Native Californian fire
management can be best explained by
natural, non-anthropogenic ecological
processes.

There are also those who question
the value of or need to study—much
less reapply—{fire management based
on a Native model. However, valid
arguments for the study of indigenous
methods can be made in terms of the
significant challenges that confront Cal-
ifornians today with respect to changes
in climate, land cover, fuels, air quality,
and so on. Tribes and ecologists alike
would argue that a critical element of
our path toward solutions lies in a more
comprehensive understanding of how
our landscapes function, including the
legacy of human modifications.
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WHY THE CONTROVERSY?

One might think that it should be fairly
straightforward to evaluate the magni-
tude and complexity of environmental
management practices employed by
California Indians. But this is not always
the case. For many areas of California,
our understanding of the specific details
involved in prescribed burning going
back beyond the last two centuries is
rather limited. In other areas, however,
this knowledge is quite intact and being
actively researched and substantiated.

An important factor that complicates
the study of past landscape manage-
ment practices, especially in the most
densely populated areas of the state,
is European colonialism. Not only did
the European invasion unleash a mul-
titude of now-omnipresent plants and
animals that have modified local fire
conditions in California since at least
1769, but colonial administrators put a
stop to Indian pyrodiversity practices
beginning in 1793 with Spanish pro-
hibitions of Indian fires. Government
policies restricting the burning of wild-
lands accelerated under the United
States; by 1891 fire suppression regimes
were enacted in Yosemite and Sequoia
National Parks by the U.S. Army, and in
forest reserves (now known as National
Forests) in the late 1800s and early
1900s. As Scott Stephens and Neil Sugi-
hara have recently written, federal fire
suppression policies really took off with
the establishment of the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice in 1905 under the direction of its
first chief, Gifford Pinchot.

Fire suppression policies have had a
direct bearing on Indian people in Cali-
fornia who, with a few recent excep-
tions, have been unable to practice tra-
dition-based pyrodiversity practices
for more than a century. This prevents
access to resources, which affects diet,
ceremony, and ultimately cultural pres-
ervation. Early fire suppression led to
fewer and fewer firsthand accounts
about traditional Indian burning in the
anthropological literature, as well as a

decline of collective knowledge about
such practices within tribal communi-
ties. Tribal burning had been greatly
curtailed by the time that early ethnog-
raghers, such as Alfred Kroeber and
John P. Harrington, initiated their field-
work in the early twentieth century.
These scholars were unable to make
comprehensive eyewitness studies of
Native firing practices; what they had
to work with were memories of past
fire uses based on interviews with tribal
elders or earlier accounts of Indian
burning observed by Spanish and Rus-
sian colonists. Those scholars that did
study Native applications of fire, such
as Omer Stewart, were discouraged
from publishing that information. As
a consequence, our understanding of
many details of prescribed burning ini-
tiated by past Indian people in different
regions of California—such as seasonal-
ity, fire intervals, intensity, and extent of
traditional burns employed in specific
kinds of plant communities—remains
fuzzy, as does our full comprehension
of those landscapes shaped by fire.
What is needed in the study of past
landscape management practices in
California are more comprehensive,
inter-disciplinary research programs
developed specifically to address ques-
tions about the frequency, scale, and
severity of Native burning and other
practices. These kinds of holistic pro-
grams, which synthesize and critically
evaluate relationships between ecologi-
cal, archaeological, historical, and eth-
nographic sources of data, are rare in
California. A common current practice
is for fire ecologists to work indepen-
dently in documenting past fire regimes
using pollen, charcoal, and firescar den-
droecology, while the Native uses of
fire are gleaned separately from ethno-
graphic and ethnohistorical observa-
tions. In areas of California where cul-
tural management practices are more
widely known and accepted, the issue
becomes one of scientific credibility
and defensibility. Modern resource

management policies are guided by
the best available science. Archaeologi-
cal data, with a few notable exceptions,
have not been incorporated systemati-
cally into studies of past fire regimes
or Native burning practices in Cali-
fornia. Nor have Indian perspectives
been the driving inquisitive motivation
behind archaeological studies of Native
burning.

A primary goal of our research
at Quiroste Valley is to develop this
kind of integrated eco-archaeological
approach for the study of past Indian
fire management practices, with the
design, outcomes, and benefits of such
research fully shared by the tribes and
the citizenry of California. We believe
that collaborative research programs
involving tribal scholars, archaeologists,
ecologists, and land managers provide
an ideal opportunity to examine the
relationship between Indian manage-
ment practices and changing patterns
of fire regimes over the past 10,000
years, and will lend important perspec-
tives to efforts to sustain our collective
landscapes for future generations. v
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