
Native American Cultural Overview and Setting

Prehistory – Ethnography – History 



Study Purpose

ü Inform CRC students and staff

ü Greater appreciation for those who came before us

ü Help guide future developments on CRC campus



CRC Campus and surrounding 
region within traditional 
territories of two 
ethnographic period groups – 
Nisenan, and Plains Miwok

Other groups likely came and 
went over thousand of years

Movements spurred by 
climatic changes, economics, 
cultural pressures

CRC



Prehistory

Terminal Pleistocene – Early Holocene 

• Pre-13,000 (+-) years
• Sites in region – very controversial
• Possibly re-deposited or result of natural 

factors (Calico Hills)

Paleo-Indian

• 13,000 – 11,000 years
• Characteristic fluted points
• Big-game hunters?



Lower Archaic

• 10,550 – 7,500 years
• Technological, settlement, land-use 

shifts possibly linked to climate shifts
• Early trade networks established (e.g., 

shell from the coast, obsidian from 
distant sources)

• Few sites – mostly isolated projectile 
points

• Many sites probably buried – period of 
increased sedimentation



Middle Archaic (7,500-2,500)  & 
Upper Archaic (2,500-900) years

• Warmer, drier conditions
• Stabilized landscapes
• Extended residential settlement
• Increased trade with distant groups

• Subsequent shift to cooler/wetter climate
• Return to dynamic landscapes (erosion)
• Increased cultural diversity
• Specialized technologies
• Increased use of acorn as a staple
• One of the best-understood periods in Valley



Emergent 

• 900 to historic period
• Stable climate (with exceptions)
• Extensive archaeological record
• More diverse adaptations
• Bow & arrow appears
• Horticulture
• Increased use of mortars/pestles
• Fishing heavily emphasized 
• Monetized shell beads
• Napa obsidian heavily used
• Early historic-era encounters



Ethnographic/Historic Period

• Seven language groups in Central 
Valley – “Penutian Stock”, shared 
linguistic, technological, economic 
traits

• Penutian peoples entered Central 
Valley late in time

• Nisenan and Plains Miwok 
occupied lands east of 
Sacramento River

• Boundaries likely fluid
• CRC essentially a border area



The establishment of the Spanish mission 
system, the granting of large ranchos to 
Spanish and later Mexican citizens, 
introduced disease, and armed conflict 
decimated Plains Miwok and Nisenan 
populations.

The Gold Rush was the most significant blow 
to the population and lifeways of native 
peoples throughout California

Remnant populations continued to live in the 
region, but they were largely marginalized – 
primarily finding employment in the 
agriculture and ranching industries but 
maintaining many traditional practices.



Present-Day Communities

• Wilton Rancheria – Primarily 
represents the Plains Miwok

• Wilton first established in 1928, 
terminated in 1958, lost Federal 
recognition in 1964 but 
reorganized in 1990s, recognition 
restored in 2009

• Nisenan presently do not have a 
rancheria but today the Nevada 
City Rancheria Nisenan Tribe is 
working towards regaining federal 
recognition 



CRC Campus – Archaeological Sensitivity

• Highly sensitive Riverbank Formation – 
alluvial deposits

• However – historic mapping shows no 
perennial water sources or seasonal 
drainages

• Landscape a dry, grassy, plain
• No documented prehistoric, or 

ethnographic resources
• Heavy development
• Campus retains a very low level of 

archaeological sensitivity 



Q & A


