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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The Cosumnes River College (CRC) campus and surrounding region are within the traditional lands of two 

indigenous California groups, the Nisenan, and the Miwok (specifically the Plains Miwok) (Figure 1, 

Figure 2).  Although unaffiliated cultural groups appear to have occupied their homeland in the distant 

prehistoric past, the Nisenan and Miwok were present at the time of initial Euro-American contact starting 

in the late 18th century.  The stories of the Nisenan and Miwok are in some respects comparable to those of 

other indigenous peoples elsewhere in California. Based on genetic, archaeological, and linguistic 

evidence, culture groups effectively came and went on the landscape with groups emigrating from the 

Great Basin and other regions into the Central Valley over thousands of years. Spurred by climatic 

changes, consequent shifts in resources distribution, and political pressures ultimately led to the cultural 

diversity seen in California’s native populations today.  This report seeks to provide the reader with a brief 

summary of the current state of knowledge concerning the prehistoric setting of the CRC campus, and the 

late prehistoric/early historic-era (ethnographic) context of the indigenous peoples who still reside in the 

area today.  References provided within the sections below not only relate the origins of the data contained 

herein, but also serve as a reading list for those seeking more detailed information on the origins, lifeways, 

and world view of the Nisenan and Miwok people.    

Cover Photo – 1851: The oldest known photograph of Nisenan people, with federal treaty commissioners (left to 
right) George W. Barbour, Oliver Meredith Wozencraft, and Redick McKee 
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2.0 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

The Central Valley (the Valley), within which the CRC is located and where diverse Native American 

cultures reside, is divided into two major physiographic provinces separated by the Sacramento/San 

Joaquin Rivers Delta (the Delta). To the north lies the Sacramento Valley, drained by the southward-

flowing Sacramento River, and to the south lies the San Joaquin Valley, drained by the north trending 

San Joaquin River. Near the central outlet, these principal waterways merge with the Mokelumne and 

Cosumnes Rivers outflows.  Around this confluence, the vast marshes and sloughs of the Delta developed 

over the past 7,000 years in response to worldwide sea level rises (Atwater 1980; Goman and Wells 2000; 

Shlemon and Begg 1975). The extreme southern end of the Central Valley is separated from the northern 

outlet by prominent Late Pleistocene alluvial fans formed by the Kings River and Los Gatos Creek 

(Atwater et al. 1986). South of this divide, all drainages empty into the shallow basins formed by 

ancient Tulare, Buena Vista, and Kern Lakes. In the past, these now dry lake basins frequently 

overflowed northward, feeding the San Joaquin River (Rosenthal et al. 2007). 

 

Central Valley habitats include riparian (river/creek adjacent) forests, marshes, alkali basins, oak 

savannas, and foothill woodland communities. Because the Valley is narrow along its entire length, and 

vegetation communities are arranged longitudinally along soil, elevational, and hydrological variants, at 

least some of each habitat is accessible within a day’s walk from anywhere in the Valley. In the 

Sacramento and northern San Joaquin Valleys, wide swaths of multi-tiered riparian forest lined the deep 

floodplain soils along major waterways (Burcham 1957; Kuchler 1977). In the central Sacramento Valley 

and portions of the San Joaquin, extensive seasonal wetlands and alkali basins bound the active 

floodplains.  Prior to the advent of large-scale agriculture and land “reclamation” starting in the mid-19th 

century, Delta marshlands covered more than 500,000 acres, including open water and dense tule and 

bulrush stands. The Sacramento Valley was dominated by bunch grass prairie and dispersed oaks, and a 

treeless plain with patchy, alkali-tolerant annual flowering plants and grasses characterized the San 

Joaquin Valley (Rosenthal et al. 2007). 

 

3.0 PREHISTORIC ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

After a century and more of research, there is today no single cultural-historical framework for early 

Native American prehistory that accommodates the entire archaeological record of the Central Valley 

(Rosenthal et al. 2007). Detailed cultural chronologies exist for some portions of the valley (e.g., the lower 

Sacramento Delta region), while the timing and nature of cultural shifts in other regions remain poorly 

defined (e.g., the northern Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys). In many cases, local sequences were built 

on few (if any) radiocarbon dates (Kowta 1988; Olsen and Payen 1969; Sundahl 1992; Warren and 

McKusick 1959), relying instead on the cross-dating of stylistically distinct artifact types and other 

cultural patterns (e.g., burial modes). To the present day, however, there have been few attempts to 

update and evaluate the relevance of these chronologies, although the ages of many diagnostic artifacts 

have been significantly refined (Bennyhoff and Hughes 1987; Groza 2002). 

 

The most referenced sequence is found in Moratto’s (1984) synthesis of Central Valley archaeology 

which relied heavily on the taxonomic framework developed in a series of mostly unpublished papers by 

James Bennyhoff and David Fredrickson (Elsasser 1978; Fredrickson 1973, 1974a). While the 

comparative framework established by Bennyhoff and Fredrickson (1994) and Fredrickson (1973, 1974a) 

was designed to incorporate a wide range of local and regional traditions, it has not been systematically 

applied outside the Sacramento Valley.  Fredrickson (1973, 1974a) proposed three basic periods for 

Central Valley prehistory: the Paleo-Indian, Archaic, and Emergent. New radiocarbon determinations 

(Groza 2002; Lajeunesse and Pryor 1996; Meyer and Rosenthal 1997) were used by Rosenthal et al. 

(2007), and are presented in this report as the following general divisions: Paleo-Indian (13,550 to 10,550 

years before the present day [BP]), Lower Archaic (10,550 to 7,550 BP), Middle Archaic (7,550 to 2,550 BP), 

Upper Archaic (2,550 to 900 BP), and Emergent (900 BP to Historic period). 
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Evidence for Terminal Pleistocene and Early Holocene Occupations  

The Central Valley may have been inhabited by people at least as early as 10,000 years ago, but most 

evidence for early human occupation is likely buried by deep sediments that accumulated rapidly during 

the late Holocene Epoch. Although rare, archaeological remains of this early period allegedly have been 

identified in the vicinity of the Sacramento area (Ann S. Peak & Associates 1981; Johnson 1967; Treganza 

and Heizer 1953). Johnson (1967) for example, presents evidence for occupation along the Mokelumne 

River, specifically where Camanche Reservoir is today, during the late Pleistocene. Archaeologists 

working at Camanche Reservoir found a number of stone cores and flakes that were reported to have been 

found within Pleistocene-age gravels. These finds have been grouped into what is called the Farmington 

Complex, which is characterized by large core tools and re-worked percussion flakes (Treganza and Heizer 

1953).  

 

Geoarchaeological investigations at archaeological site CA-STA-69 (the 69th site from Stanislaus County 

recorded in the California Historical Resources Information System), however, indicate that the 

Farmington Complex assemblage at the site is contained completely within Holocene-age alluvial terrace 

deposits, not Pleistocene-age glacial outwash. These findings raise the question of whether a 

reconsideration of other Farmington Complex assemblages will reveal later Holocene origins (Rosenthal et 

al. 2007:151).  Regardless of their age, Farmington Complex sites have also generated controversy due to 

their recovery from these alluvial gravels and outwash contexts.  River gravels can be subject to frequent 

episodes of high-energy fluvial tumbling, oftentimes producing wear, abrasion, and flaking mimicking 

purposeful stone tool production and use.  Although located far to the south in the Mojave, the Calico 

Early Man site offers a cautionary tale in the interpretation of naturally fractured stone as purposeful tool 

production (Haynes 1973; Payen 1982a, 1982b; Taylor and Payen 1979). 

 

Farmington Complex locations and other reportedly 

early sites aside, the best-documented evidence for 

the initial human occupation of California can be 

found in the sites and materials associated with the 

Paleo-Indian or Lower Archaic peoples. Currently 

the earliest accepted evidence of human occupation 

in the Central Valley during this time comes from the 

basally thinned and fluted projectile points found at 

scattered surface locations, primarily in the southern 

portion of the Valley. Often compared to Clovis 

points (photo at left), these distinctive projectiles are 

well dated elsewhere in North America to a brief 

interval between about 13,550 and 11,550 years 

before the present day (Fiedel 1999). To date, only 

three localities in the San Joaquin Valley have 

produced early concave base points, including Tracy 

Lake, the Woolfsen Mound (CA-MER-215) (Merced 

County), and the Tulare Lake basin (Heizer 1938; 

Moratto 1984; Peak and Weber 1978). A single 

possible fluted point was reportedly found in the 

Sacramento Valley near Thomes Creek (Dillon and 

Murphy 1994). All of these artifacts were recovered from remnant features of the Pleistocene landscape 

(Rosenthal et al. 2007) and none have been found in buried archaeological deposits retaining stratigraphic 

integrity. 

 

 

 

Chert fluted Clovis-style projectile point recovered 
from the area around Tulare Lake 
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Lower Archaic (10,550 to 7,550 BP) 

As a result of climate changes at the end of the Pleistocene, alluvial fans and floodplains throughout the 

Central Valley saw a lengthy period of sediment deposition beginning at about 11,000 BP. This period of 

landscape evolution likely buried many Late Pleistocene landforms and resulted in a clear stratigraphic 

boundary between sediments of the Late Pleistocene and early Holocene (Rosenthal and Meyer 2004a). 

Another period of climate change at the beginning of the Middle Holocene, around 7,550 BP, triggered a 

second cycle of widespread alluvial fan and floodplain deposition. This latter episode also would have 

buried many of the earliest archaeological deposits in central California (Meyer and Rosenthal 1997; 

Rosenthal and Meyer 2004a, b). Like the Paleo-Indian Period, manifestations of Lower Archaic occupation 

in the Central Valley are represented almost entirely by isolated finds of stemmed points, flaked stone 

crescents, and other typologically distinctive artifacts.  Such artifacts, along with early concave base 

points, are commonly found on the ancient shore of Tulare Lake (once the largest freshwater lake west of 

the Mississippi River before being drained in the latter half of the 19th century) at the southern end of the 

Central Valley (Fenenga 1992; Wallace and Riddell 1991). In the Sacramento Valley, an isolated flaked 

stone crescent was found on an ancient alluvial fan west of Orland (Johnson et al.1984:65). Only one 

Lower Archaic archaeological deposit (KER-116) (Kern County) has been identified in the Central Valley 

proper, associated with a deeply buried soil uncovered on the ancient shoreline of Buena Vista Lake 

(another freshwater lake drained in the 19th century) (Fredrickson and Grossman 1977; Hartzell 1992). 

 

Regardless of their density and distribution across 

the Central Valley, even during this early period of 

Native American occupation, regional interaction 

spheres appear to have been well established.  For 

example, marine shell beads from California are 

found in Early Holocene deposits in the western 

and central Great Basin (Bennyhoff and Hughes 

1987; Fitzgerald et al. 2005), and obsidian from the 

eastern Sierra makes up a large proportion of 

nonlocal flaked stone tools and tool-making debris 

from Lower Archaic sites on both sides of the 

Central Valley (Rosenthal et al. 2007).  

 

Middle Archaic (7,550 to 2,550 BP) 

The start of the Middle Archaic saw rapid and significant changes in climate, with warmer, drier 

conditions prevailing throughout central California. Tulare Lake shrank in size and eventually dried up 

completely, matching similar declines in other western lakes (Benson et al. 2002; Davis 1999a; White et 

al. 2002). At the same time, an important new wetland habitat formed in the Central Valley as rising sea 

levels pushed inland and led to the development of the Sacramento/San Joaquin Delta (Atwater and 

Belknap 1980; Goman and Wells 2000). The wider Central Valley landscape also changed significantly. 

Following an initial period of sediment deposition (about 7,550 BP), alluvial fans and floodplains 

stabilized. This period of relative landscape stability can be seen in Middle Holocene buried soils found in 

alluvial landforms throughout central California (Meyer 1996; Meyer and Rosenthal 1997; Rosenthal and 

Meyer 2004a, b). Many of the best documented Middle Archaic deposits are associated with these buried 

land surfaces (see Atwater et al. 1990; Lajeunesse and Pryor 1996; Meyer 2005; Meyer and Rosenthal 

1998; Moratto and Arguelles 1984; O’Brien 1984; Peak and Crew 1990; Rosenthal and McGuire 2004; 

Rosenthal and Meyer 2004b; White 2003b). 

 

A growing body of evidence indicates there was a distinct settlement/subsistence adaptation operating on 

the Valley floor in central California beginning in the Middle Archaic, (Fredrickson 1994c:102–103; 

Rosenthal and McGuire 2004:161–163). The archaeological record reveals a distinct adaptive pattern 

reflecting an increase in residential stability along the Sacramento and San Joaquin valley river corridors. 

Obsidian cobble from the Napa region 
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This riverine adaptation appears to have been fully in place by perhaps 6,000 years ago; however, the 

origins, spatial extent, and regional variability of the pattern are still not entirely understood. Extended 

residential settlement at these sites is indicated by refined and specialized tool assemblages and features, a 

wide range of non-utilitarian artifacts, abundant trade materials, and plant and animal remains indicative of 

year-round occupation (Moratto 1984; Ragir 1972; Schulz 1970, 1981; White 2003a, b). 

 

Faunal assemblages recovered from sites in Contra Costa, Colusa, San Joaquin, and Sacramento counties 

for example, indicate a heavy reliance on a developing environmental mosaic of marshes, riparian forests, 

and grasslands in central California. Tule elk, mule deer, and pronghorn have been found in archaeological 

assemblages along with a wide range of fish species, rabbits and hares, waterfowl, terrestrial carnivores, 

raptors, and rodents (Broughton 1994a; Meyer 2005; Meyer and Rosenthal 1997, 1998; Olsen and Wilson 

1964; Ragir 1972:159; Taite 1999; White 2003a, b). Exchange of commodities such as obsidian, and 

marine shell beads and ornaments, as well as perhaps other perishable items, was widespread during the 

Middle Archaic. People living in the Central Valley became important consumers of obsidian quarried on 

the east side of the Sierra Nevada, the North Coast Ranges, and from the southern Cascades (Bouey 1995; 

Ericson 1981; Jackson 1974; Meyer and Rosenthal 1998; Sundahl 1992; White 2003a; Wiberg and Clark 

2004). 

Upper Archaic (2,550 BP to 900 BP) 

The beginning of the Upper Archaic Period corresponds roughly with an abrupt climatic shift to cooler, 

wetter, and more stable conditions. Western lakes that dried up or diminished during later parts of the 

Middle Archaic returned to their highest levels by 2,050 BP (Benson et al. 2002; Sims et al. 1988). 

Decreased salinity and migration of alkaline-adapted plants into San Francisco Bay indicate greater 

freshwater flows in the Sacramento/San Joaquin watershed during this period (Goman and Wells 2000). 

Climatic changes also resulted in renewed sediment deposition on alluvial fans and floodplains in the 

Central Valley with deep Late Holocene alluvium capping Middle Holocene landscapes (Rosenthal and 

Meyer 2004a:29; Waters 2002; White 2003a, b). 

 

The Upper Archaic archaeological record is better 

represented and understood than previous time 

periods. Cultural diversity was more pronounced, and 

this is clearly reflected in a geographically complex 

mosaic of distinct sociopolitical entities marked by 

contrasting burial postures, artifact styles, and other 

elements of material culture (Bennyhoff 1977; 

Bennyhoff and Fredrickson 1994; Kowta 1988; 

Rosenthal 1996; Sundahl 1992). The Upper Archaic 

witnessed the development and proliferation of many 

specialized technologies, including new types of bone 

tools and other bone implements (e.g., wands, tubes, 

ornaments), as well as the widespread distribution of 

manufactured goods like saucer and saddle-shaped 

Olivella beads, abalone shell ornaments (photo at left), 

obsidian tool blanks, and highly refined flaked 

ceremonial blades (Bennyhoff and Fredrickson 1994; 

Fredrickson 1974a; Moratto 1984). Polished and 

ground stone plummets (“charmstones”) are common 

in regions surrounding the rivers and marshlands of 

the delta and southern San Joaquin Valley and are 

occasionally found in arranged caches (Seals 1993;   

Shapiro and Tremaine 1995; Sutton 1996b). 

 

Abalone shell pendant necklace 
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Economies varied regionally, focused on the exploitation of seasonally available resources that could be 

harvested and processed in bulk, such as acorns, salmon, shellfish, rabbits, and deer. In the delta region 

and adjacent portions of the Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys, the abundance of mortars and pestles on 

archaeological sites and a rich archaeobotanical record reflect a heavy reliance on acorns (Basgall 1987; 

Fredrickson 1974a:125; Moratto 1984:209; White 2003a, b; Wohlgemuth 1996, 2004). On the margins of 

the valley, hand stones and milling slabs are dominant in Upper Archaic assemblages (Basgall and 

Hildebrandt 1989; Kowta 1988; Moratto 1972; Siefken 1999; Sundahl 1982, 1992), along with acorn hulls 

and pine nut shells (Wohlgemuth 1996, 2004). 

Emergent Occupation (900 BP to Historic Period) 

The relatively stable climatic patterns that prevailed during the Upper Archaic appear to have continued, in 

general, throughout much of the Emergent Period. However, several flood and drought events have been 

identified during this time in several parts of the Central Valley. These include periods of floodplain 

deposition between roughly 1,350 BP, and 1,150 BP and again at about 650 BP (Meyer and Rosenthal 

1997; Rosenthal and Meyer 2004a, b; White 2003a, b).  A major delta flood also occurred around 600 BP 

(Goman and Wells 2000), and a significant drought in the Sacramento River watershed extended between 

the years of 1585 and 1575 (Meko 2001; Meko et al. 2001).  

 

The Emergent Period archaeological 

record is the most extensive and 

comprehensive of any archaeological 

cultural period in California, and the 

artifact assemblages and 

environmental adaptations are the 

most diverse (Bennyhoff 1977; 

Fredrickson 1974a, Kowta 1988; 

Sundahl 1982, 1992). After 1,000 BP, 

many Archaic Period technologies 

and cultural traditions disappeared 

throughout the Central Valley. Each 

region witnessed the onset of cultural 

traditions similar to those existing at 

the time of European-American 

contact. The Emergent Period is most 

notably marked in the archaeological 

record by the introduction of the bow 

and arrow, which replaced the dart 

and atl-atl (spear-thrower) as the 

favored hunting implement sometime 

between 1,000 BP, and 700 BP 

(Bennyhoff 1994a).  

 

The emphasis of Emergent Period 

economies varied from region to 

region, although fishing and plant 

harvesting appear to have increased 

in importance over time throughout 

the Central Valley. Most residential 

sites dating to the Emergent Period 

include large quantities of fish bone and a diverse assortment of mammal and bird remains evidenced by 

collections from numerous sites (Bouey and Waechter 1992; Broughton 1988; Dondero and Johnson 1988; 

Furlong 2004; Schulz et al. 1976; Siefken 1999; Simons 1978; Soule 1976; Valente 1998a; White 2003a).  

Circa 1850 Daguerreotype of Nisenan man posing with a quiver of 
arrows 
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Throughout the Central Valley, mortars and pestles predominate after 1,000 years ago. Small seeds 

became an increasingly important food source in the lower Sacramento Valley/Delta region while the 

greater size of certain grass seeds may indicate the onset of horticultural practices (Miksicek 1999; 

Wohlgemuth 2004). Acorn, pine nut, and manzanita are abundant throughout the Emergent Period in the 

large village middens of the northern Sacramento Valley (Dondero and Johnson 1988; Wohlgemuth 

2004:104–106), while little is known about plant use in the San Joaquin Valley (Wohlgemuth 2004). 

 

Sometime during the past 800 years, there was a 

significant change in the nature of obsidian tool 

production in central California. Bifaces were no 

longer commonly manufactured at centralized 

quarry workshops or nearby villages. Instead, raw 

obsidian cobbles and flake blanks were moved out 

of the Napa Valley to consumers in neighboring 

regions. This resulted in substantial changes in 

manufacturing residues at Emergent Period sites 

in the lower Sacramento Valley) and Diablo 

Ranges (Bieling 1996; Bloomer 2005; 

Fredrickson 1968, 1969; Meyer and Rosenthal 

1997).  At the same time, the production of 

marine shell beads (photo at right) shifted and was 

effectively decentralized, and bead blanks and 

manufacturing refuse has been found on sites 

from interior central California sites (Hartzell 

1992; Meyer and Rosenthal 1997; Siefken 1999; 

Wiberg 1996b). Comparably, about 300 years ago, clam shell disk beads became widely used and 

manufacturing waste and bead blanks are found throughout later Emergent sites exclusively in the lower 

Sacramento Valley west of the Sacramento River. This increasingly local tradition of bead manufacture 

may be related to the adoption of a monetized system of exchange (Chagnon 1970; King 1978).  This and 

many other cultural innovations and developments during the Emergent extended into the ethnographic 

period during which time early accounts of peoples of the Miwok and Nisenan descent were recorded. 

4.0 THE ETHNOGRAPHIC RECORD 

Beginning around the year 1770, the native Californian populations of the Central Valley came in contact 

with people of European descent. At first, the contact between these two cultures did not have significant 

effects on the native Californian’s lifeways. However, missionization, sustained exploration and 

settlement, and the final blow of the Gold Rush in 1849 resulted in overwhelming and irreversible changes 

in the lives of indigenous peoples. Exposure to diseases to which they had no natural immunity, forced 

removal from ancestral lands, and violent conflict were the major direct factors that led to a population 

decline that may have reached 90 percent (Cook 1955, 1978). 

The Mission System  

Spanish explorers visited the Central Valley in the last quarter of the 18th century in attempts to locate sites 

suitable for inland missions. Pedro Fages, during an exploration of the “Port of San Francisco,” followed 

the San Francisco Bay shoreline to the San Joaquin River, where he first viewed the Sacramento River, in 

1772. In 1793, Francisco Eliza sailed into the as-yet-unexplored Sacramento River, and in 1806 and 1817, 

a number of other mission site expeditions were conducted. Gabriel Moraga ventured into the area 

repeatedly between 1805 and 1817, during which time he is believed to have reached the American, 

Mokelumne, and Cosumnes rivers. Jose Antonio Sanchez (1811) and Father Narciso Duran (1817) carried 

Typical shell disc beads from the late prehistoric era 
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out additional notable explorations, further expanding Spanish knowledge of the landscape, potential 

resources, and native inhabitants (Beck and Haase 1974; Hoover et al. 1990). 

  

During the early 19th century, many of the Plains Miwok were taken from their homes to the Franciscan 

missions established along the California coast. Although the establishment of the coastal missions did not 

appear to have a direct effect on the Nisenan, it is almost certain that they were affected indirectly by 

whole groups moving to the northeast, away from areas where the missions chose their neophytes, or by 

fleeing neophytes seeking refuge. The Plains Miwok were among the first Native American groups to 

escape the missions and to take up arms against the Spanish government. By the 1830s, the Plains Miwok, 

along with their Yokuts neighbors to the south, posed a serious threat to Mexican settlements along the 

coast (Levy 1978.)  

American Exploration  

The first American known to have traveled through the Sacramento region was Jedediah Strong Smith, in 

the late 1820s. Reporting to Hudson’s Bay Co. on the quantity and quality of furs in California, he 

established the Sacramento Trail. Joseph Walker and Ewing Young, during separate excursions, followed 

his general path in the 1830s (Gudde 1996; Hoover et al. 1990). The trappers who first ventured into the 

Sacramento region in the 1820s, like the first Spanish explorers, had a minimal effect on the indigenous 

population. However, an epidemic believed to be malaria swept through the Sacramento Valley in 1833, 

wiping out entire villages and prompting survivors to evacuate their homes and move into the hills to 

escape the ravages of the ailment. Only 25–50 percent of the pre-epidemic population survived the 

epidemic, and the survivors would soon face a massive migration spurred on by the discovery of gold in 

the Sierra Nevada foothills (Cook 1955).  

The Gold Rush  

The first significant Euro-American settlement in the 

Sacramento Valley was established in present-day 

Sacramento in 1839 by “Captain” John Sutter. News 

of the 1848 discovery of gold at his sawmill in 

Coloma went worldwide and within a year the lure of 

vast riches ripe for the picking led to a rapid and 

uncontrolled migration of would-be miners and 

entrepreneurs to the traditional homelands of the 

Nisenan and Plains Miwok people. The indigenous 

population was already greatly reduced and highly 

stressed at the start of the Gold Rush, and native life 

had practically vanished within 30–50 years of 

European contact (Beals 1933). Environmental 

degradation caused by intensive mining, and the 

cutting of vast timberlands further reduced the 

Nisenan and Plains Miwok to eking out a living at 

the fringes of Euro-American settlements well into 

the 20th century. 

 

The nature of the relations between the indigenous 

people of northern California, specifically the 

Nisenan, was exemplified by the events of the 

summer of 1849 when a small detachment of troops 

was sent to Johnson's Rancho (originally a 22,000-

acre Mexican land grant in present-day Yuba 

County), to establish a post for the purpose of 

The “49ers” were an ethnically diverse group but 
Native Americans were excluded from the diggings 
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preventing conflicts between the native people and the increasing number of settlers at the mines of the 

Yuba and Feather rivers “… for the purpose of putting an end to outrages that were then being committed 

by the whites upon the Indians of that neighborhood." (Derby 1849). The Barbour Treaties, negotiated and 

signed in 1851 and 1852, transferred title away from the tribes and although large reservations were 

promised, none were provided to the Nisenan. 

 

Prior to the lasting effects of sustained Euro-American settlement, resource exploitation, disease, and 

conflict, over 100,000 people, about a third of the likely native population in present-day California, lived 

in the Central Valley when Europeans first ventured into the region (Cook 1955, 1976, 1978; Moratto 

1984:171). These people spoke seven distinct languages of the Penutian stock, five in the Sacramento 

Valley (Wintu, Nomlaki, Konkow, River Patwin, and Nisenan) and two in the San Joaquin Valley (Miwok 

and Yokuts). Common linguistic roots indicate these groups had a related history and regular interaction. 

A shared heritage is also indicated by common technological, economic, ceremonial, and sociopolitical 

characteristics described by early 20th century anthropologists who identified the Central Valley as the core 

of a California Culture Area (Goldschmidt 1951b; Kroeber 1936, 1939).  

 

Both the Nisenan and the Plains Miwok occupied traditional territories primarily east of the Sacramento 

River. However, they each occupied lands west of the Sacramento River, as well and the CRC campus and 

surrounding area were essentially a border region between the two groups (Levy 1978; Wilson and Towne 

1978). The uncertainty regarding the territorial boundaries of the Nisenan and the Plains Miwok derives 

from the fact that ethnographers historically demarcated contact-period tribal boundaries in various and 

conflicting ways (Waechter 1993) and more than likely, boundaries shifted over time prior to them being 

recorded at one particular point in history.  The material culture and settlement/subsistence systems of 

these groups exhibit many similarities, likely because of historical relationships and a shared natural 

environment.  Linguistic, ethnographic, and archaeological data suggest that Penutian speakers entered 

California relatively late in time and had settled nearly half of the state by the time the first Spanish 

explorers ventured into the Central Valley (Moratto 1984; Waechter 1993). 

Valley Nisenan  

What is known of the ethnographic Nisenan, other than limited accounts of early explorers and traders, 

was recorded during the late 19th and early 20th centuries by anthropologists seeking to document what was 

at the time thought to be a vanishing people and their culture.  Ralph Beals (1933), Roland Dixon (1905), 

Paul-Louis Faye (1923), Alfred Kroeber (1925, 1929), and Stephen Powers (1877) devoted significant 

efforts to documenting Nisenan culture based largely on interviews and interactions with tribal members 

and elders then living in or at least having first-hand knowledge of traditional lifeways. In 1874, Alexander 

Chase added to these accounts with a series of photographs he took of Nisenan individuals. These early 

ethnographers focused on technologies, political organizations, spiritual and religious practices, settlement 

and subsistence patterns, and lexicons to document as closely as possible, the pre-contact world of the 

Nisenan.  Later syntheses and analysis of the Nisenan culture can be found in works such as Wilson and 

Towne (1978) which is used today as a standard reference in the cultural resources management field. 

 

The Valley Nisenan is a subdivision of a larger group, the Nisenan, who form the southern linguistic group 

of the Maidu. The Maidu are a subgroup of the California Penutian linguistic family (Kroeber 1925; 

Shipley 1978). Three distinctive dialects, which Alfred Kroeber (early 20th century California 

ethnographer) referred to as tongues, are known among the Maidu. The southern Maidu (the Valley 

Nisenan) call themselves “Nishinam” or “Nisinan” (Kroeber 1925:392). The Valley Nisenan lived in the 

Sacramento Valley from the Feather River north of Marysville to the Sacramento River just south of its 

confluence with the American River. Between these two points, the Valley Nisenan inhabited areas along 

the Bear and Yuba rivers, as well.  
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The Nisenan’s Material World 

Few permanent habitation sites apparently were 

established between the Sacramento River and the 

foothills to the east in this area that was primarily used 

for gathering various natural resources and hunting game 

(Wilson and Towne 1978). Regardless of specific village 

locations and particulars of land use patterns, the 

political organization of the Nisenan extended to 

multiple settlements organized in “tribelets”. Even 

though the leadership system is not well understood, the 

headman served as an adviser to a village. The headman 

of the dominant tribelet village had the authority to call 

upon the aid of neighboring settlements in social and 

political situations. What made one village more 

influential than another is not well-known but in the 

vicinity of the CRC campus, a number of documented 

village sites have been recorded based on 19th and early 

20th century accounts and oral histories. Just to the north 

of the CRC campus in the downtown Sacramento area, 

Pushune, also known as the “Pusune,” was an important 

and influential village situated on the north bank of the 

American River that exchanged labor and trade relations 

with early Euro-American fur traders, trappers, and 

settlers. The settlements of Momol and Sacum’ne (also 

known as Sekumni) were located south of the American 

River near the present-day railyards, and, although they 

were not as influential as Pushune, they also regularly 

interacted with Euro-American populations (Kroeber 

1925; Secrest 2003; Wilson and Towne 1978).    

 

These settlements were typically built on low natural rises along perennial waterways such as the 

Sacramento River. They varied greatly in size with some having as few as five residences, to others 

containing 50 or more. These houses were dome shaped, around 10 to 15 feet in diameter; and covered 

with earth, tule reeds, woven mats, or bunched grasses. Major villages contained a semi-subterranean 

dance house, which was dug three or four feet into the ground; supported with heavy timbers, and covered 

with brush, tule reeds, or earth. (Wilson and Towne 1978.)  

 

The Valley Nisenan’s traditional territory is characterized by oak-studded grasslands, bisected by riverine 

and marsh environments that provided an abundance and variety of resources, many of which were 

available on a seasonal basis. Acorns, various roots and bulbs, wild onions and garlic, a diverse array of 

grasses, herbs, and seeds were available at different times of the year.  Acorns were an especially 

important staple subsistence resource for the Nisenan as they were for all Central Valley and Sierra foothill 

tribes. Virtually all faunal species were hunted for sustenance and/or hides/skins, bones, ligament, feathers, 

and fur including deer, rabbit, a variety of rodent species, nearly any kind of bird. Anadromous fish such as 

salmon and local species were hooked, netted, or otherwise caught along the rivers and creeks and all 

manner of lizards, turtles, and frogs were gathered on a regular basis. Other riverine species caught and 

gathered included sturgeon, clams, and mussels, the remains of which are frequently recovered in 

archaeological contexts. Trade with neighboring and oftentimes distant groups provided other valuable 

resources that were typically were not available in the Valley Nisenan’s territory. These included, to name 

just a few, black acorns, pine nuts, manzanita berries, and bow wood from the Hill Nisenan to their east, 

marine shell from coastal locations, or obsidian from quarries to the north and south (Wilson and Towne 

1978.)  

Captain Tom from the Auburn area.  Photo 
by Alexander Chase, 1874 
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To obtain, process, and ultimately use the resources found 

throughout their lands, the Nisenan employed a diverse 

array of implements. Wood digging sticks, often fire-

hardened, acorn harvesting poles, and baskets of primarily 

willow and redbud were used to gather the nuts, roots, and 

bulbs mostly available on a seasonal basis. Portable and 

bedrock mortars and pestles, most commonly associated 

with the grinding of acorns, were used to process any 

number of seeds.  As fired pottery was never developed by 

the Nisenan, or even necessary, water-tight baskets, heated 

stones, and wooden stirring sticks were used for cooking. 

Imported fine-grained basalt and obsidian, and other locally 

available stone was used for producing projectile points, 

knives, scrapers, and drills, while sandstone, granite, shale, 

and other materials were used to make pestles, small bowls, 

grinders, arrow shaft straighteners, and other tools to 

support daily life.  Several tree species, such as oak, and 

elderberry were suitable for making bows which were 

backed with sinew for added strength and flexibility 

(Wilson and Towne 1978).  

 

The Spiritual Realm 

Ethnographers such as Kroeber, Beals, and Powers also devoted significant effort to documenting much 

more than simply the material cultural of the Valley Nisenan.  One of the more detailed accounts of the 

Nisenan’s spiritual world was provided by Beals in 1933 who based his research on interviews with many 

tribal elders.  These included William Joseph of Amador County who was 75 years old in the early 1930s, 

Sam Kessler from El Dorado County (60 years old), Dick Jaime from Nevada City (80 years old), and Jane 

Lewis of Auburn, noted by Beals as being “…difficult informant because of deafness…gave some 

valuable information on ceremonials having been a deer dancer since youth”.  Although these and many 

other informants provided ethnographers with a wealth of information on Nisenan material lifeways, social 

and political structures, religious practices, and spiritual worldviews, Beals noted that there was a 

noticeable lack of uniformity in the accounts of individual informants from a wide geographic range.  This 

variability may have been the result simply of regional variability, individual interpretations, or just as 

likely, the disrupted nature of Nisenan cultural in the historic era.   

 

The Nisenan world was one of shamans of many kinds, ghosts of the deceased, and spiritual entities 

interacting with the natural world and the living on a regular basis.  Beals noted that “…the Nisenan world 

is a place every object is endowed with potential supernatural powers.  These powers could sometimes be 

taken advantage of or propitiated (by individuals) to bring luck, or the possession of medicines… which 

amounts to giving him more than natural powers in certain pursuits”.  Beals related that one of his 

informants provided a very specific example: “It looks to me like that tree could kill us, the wind could kill 

us, if it wanted to.”  What Beals was not able to discern, however, was whether the tree was seen in and of 

itself as a sentient being or if the Nisenan tradition (or at least that of Beal’s informant) proposed a larger 

view of supernatural forces.  Regardless, Nisenan daily life was accompanied by a large number of 

supernatural beings and ghosts which could manifest themselves in natural phenomenon such as wind, 

thunder, and lightning.   

 

To most Nisenan interviewed by Beals, Kroeber, and others, ghosts were the spirits of the deceased, and 

several distinct ideas of an afterlife were expressed.  One indicates the existence of a “sky land” inhabited 

by the spirits of the deceased along with supernatural and mythical beings who led lives similar to the 

living Nisenan on earth.  The most common idea was that the spirits of the dead stayed around the area 

where they resided in life, but informants seemed to be unclear as to whether those ghosts were considered 

Captain Tom’s wife with a string of over 
1,000 shell beads. Alexander Chase, 1874 
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benevolent or not.  Either way, they all stated they preferred not to see these ghosts although they also 

acknowledged that some were reincarnated as commonly encountered animals.  That particular belief 

appears to have been widespread among the Nisenan, but the specifics of the reincarnation differed 

significantly among the informants.  Another belief, generally comparable to the notions of a “sky land”, 

and reincarnation, was that the dead “go away to the west”.  Various iterations of this belief stated that 

those who had many children and were fond of them, stayed where they lived but others went away to the 

west.  Others said that four days after an individual’s passing, they arose, and jumped into a nearby body 

of water after which they headed west after crossing a large river.  If their spirits were afraid of the river, 

they returned home and turned into coyotes.  No matter the version of heading west, all of Beal’s 

informants (for example) agreed that ghosts tended to go away to a land in the west – a terrestrial place, 

and not one in the sky. 

 

One of the more notable spiritual practices from a historical perspective, was the rise of the Kuksu cult 

particularly in the Sierra foothills just to the east of Sacramento.  The Kuksu’i appears to have been a kind 

of nature spirit that lived among the rocks.  In the foothills, the Kuksu cult grew around this spirit and 

developed sometime long after initial Euro-American contact suggesting it may have been part of an 

attempt at a spiritual revival in the midst of pronounced and deadly suppression of native culture 

throughout the region. Regardless, the Kuksu’i spirit was supposed to manifest itself in the living dancer 

who represented it.  Seeing an actual Kuksu’i spirit and not just the representative dancer could cause 

unconsciousness and profuse bleeding out of the mouth, ears and/or nose.  One of Beal’s elder informants, 

Elmer Faunee of Auburn, claimed to have seen one quite recently (1930s), went unconscious, and upon 

waking was bleeding at his mouth and ears.  This incident shows how persistent traditional Nisenan beliefs 

were and how un-affected traditional lifeways could be just outside of living memory today.         

 

Plains Miwok 

Miwok Language and Traditional Lands 

The traditional Plains Miwok language, one of the main characteristics differentiating them from their 

immediate Nisenan neighbors, was generally restricted to an area bounded by the eastern side of the 

Sacramento River from near Sacramento in the north to Rio Vista in the south and eastward to the Sierra 

foothills. The Plains Miwok are part of the larger Eastern Miwok group who form one of the two  

major divisions of the Miwokan subgroup of Utian speakers.  In pre-contact times, there were an estimated 

19,500 speakers of Plains Miwok, Saclan, and Central, Northern, and Southern Sierra Miwok together 

(Levy 1978). Unfortunately, in the 21st century, there are no first-language speakers of Plains Miwok with 

the last fluent individual having passed away in the late 1990s (Golla 2007). However, tribal members and 

language activists have been pursuing language revitalization and reclamation. 

 

As with all native peoples with homelands in the Central Valley (and throughout California for that 

matter), the Plains Miwok adapted their land-use and settlement patterns in response to the seasons and 

attendant changes in resource availability. Barrett (1908:336) summarized this pattern as such: 
 

The almost limitless and varied supply of vegetable foods naturally attracted the Indians  

from the lower altitudes to the higher mountains during the summer months. Game was 

also abundant. Many species of animals and birds, such as deer, elk, and quail, wintered  

in the plains and foothills but moved to higher mountains during the heat of summer.  

Fish were also abundant in the streams at this season. All these circumstances, combined  

with the excessive summer heat of the lower foothill (and Central Valley) region, tended to  

induce the Indians to move to the higher altitudes wherever possible. 

 

Anthropologists are in general agreement, but differ in the details, about the origin of “Miwok” as a  

designation for the people and their language(s). Three possible origins have been proposed:  
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• “Miwok” was not originally a tribal name, but rather is the native word for “people,” being the 

plural of miwü, “person” (Kroeber 1925:443).  
 

• “Me-Wuk is the pluralized word originally denoting only the people of the Central Sierra region 

(singular: me-wa or mu-wah; information given by Me-Wuk leader William Fuller to Merriam 

[n.d., 1898-1938])” (Davis-King 2003:5).  
 

• “The name ‘Miwok’…or ‘Miwuk’…, from the Sierra Miwok miwwïk ‘people, Indians’ was 

applied by Powers only to the Plains and Sierra Miwok people and language (1877:346-347)” 

(Golla 2011:162).  

 

Prior to the mid-19th century, 

the eastern division of the 

Miwok consisted of four 

closely related but territorially 

discrete groups—namely the 

Plains, Northern Sierra, 

Central Sierra, and Southern 

Sierra Miwok—of which all 

but the Plains Miwok occupied 

watersheds in the foothills and 

mountains, collectively from 

the Cosumnes River on the 

north to the Fresno on the 

south (Barrett 1908a:335; 

Kroeber 1925:442). Although 

Curtis Merriam (1907) thought 

that the Eastern Miwok once 

claimed not only the 

mountains and foothills but 

also the adjacent plains all the 

way to the San Joaquin River, 

Alfred Kroeber (1908), after 

reviewing the available evidence, concluded that “the whole valley east of the San Joaquin and south of the 

Calaveras was Yokuts, and that the Miwok habitat on the plains was confined to the region north of the 

Calaveras”.  In the vicinity of the CRC campus, a number of ethnographic sites likely associated with the 

Plains Miwok have been documented along the Sacramento River to the west and southwest.  These 

include from north to south along the river, Wa’la-k at present-day Freeport (Kroeber 1929:257), Nasune 

(Bennyhoff 1977), Hulpumne (Bennyhoff 1977) (Hulpoomne [Merriam 1907], or Hulpu-mni [Kroeber 

1925]), Gualacomne (Bennyhoff 1977; Kroeber 1929) just south of Clarksburg, Ylamne, referred to by 

Spanish explorer Narciso Duran in 1817 as a tribelet center [Bennyhoff 1977]) on Elkhorn Slough, and 

Chupumne, at present-day Hood and also reported by Duran as a tribelet center (Bennyhoff 1977; Cook 

1960; Schenck 1926).  

Social Organization 

The organization of Plains Miwok society reflected two major considerations: totemic affiliation and 

patrilineal descent. Society was divided into two categories, and from birth every individual belonged to 

one or the other of these divisions. Kroeber (1925:446) observed that the “organization of society on the 

plan of two “moieties”—a water side and land side—were totemic and inherited along the father’s side. 

Although the system was more prominent among the Southern and Central Miwok than the Northern 

Sierra Me-wuk. All living things and much else belonged to one side or the other. As examples,  

the bear, fox, eagle, blue jay, sugar pine, tobacco, stars, night, and fire were assigned to the land side, 

while associates of the water side included deer, beaver, meadowlark, quail, salamander, ant, shells and 

A Miwok roundhouse on the Cosumnes River, 1904 
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shell money, Jimsonweed, clouds, rain, lakes, and rocks (Kroeber 1925:453-455). In addition to their 

function in exogamy, the moieties “compete with each other in games and they assist each other at 

funerals, mourning anniversaries, adolescence observances, and the like” (Kroeber 1925:457). 

Cosmology 

Several compilations of Miwok folklore and mythology have been published, notably: S. A. Barrett’s 

(1919) study of Southern Sierra Miwok myths; Gifford and Block’s (1930) California Indian Nights, an 

anthology that presents seven Sierra Miwok myths together with dozens of others from throughout the 

state; and C. Hart Merriam’s (1910) Dawn of the World, an essential mythology of the Eastern and 

Western Miwok.  By way of introducing “Mewan” mythology, Merriam observes that the stories: “abound 

in magic, and many of them suggest a moral”, tell of the activities of the First People; and explain the 

origins of natural phenomena. Some of the basic features of these myths are:  

 

• The existence of First People who, before the creation of Indians, were transformed into  

animals, trees, rocks, stars, and other entities in the natural world, 
 

• The preexistence of Coyote-man, the Creator, 
 

• The possession of supernatural powers by Coyote-man and other divinities, 
 

• The prevalence of universal darkness which, after persisting for a very long time, was partly  

overcome by heat/light or fire, 
 

• The existence of Rock Giants who dwelt in caves and carried off and devoured people; and 
 

• The creation of real people, the ancestors of Indians, by the transformation of feathers, sticks, 

or clay.  

 

The affinities the Miwok had with the Nisenan are to be found not simply in technologies, and subsistence 

and settlement patterns, but also in the spiritual and cosmological realm.  The myths noted above (and 

many others) are, in one form or another, shared by the Miwok and the Nisenan and the same occurred 

with some of the most significant practices such as the Kuksu cult.  Bates (1982), Gifford (1955, 1982), 

and Kroeber (1925) have all summarized the Kuksu religion among the Miwok, including ceremonies, 

dances, and spirit impersonation. Kroeber (1925:449) states, “Thus, there is the Kuksuyu, an exceptionally 

sacred performance, analogous to the Hesi of the Patwin and Maidu and the Guksu of the Pomo.”  

5.0  PRESENT-DAY NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES 

Today, the descendants of the Plains Miwok are primarily represented 

by Wilton Rancheria (the Tribe) whose current-day origins date to a 

period between March 1851 and January 1852, three U.S. 

commissioners (George W. Barbour, Oliver Meredith Wozencraft, and 

Redick McKee) negotiated 18 treaties (the so-called “Barbour 

Treaties”) with representatives of some of the indigenous population in 

California. The ancestors of the Tribe were party to a treaty signed at 

the Forks of the Cosumnes. The Treaty of the Forks of the Cosumnes 

River ceded the lands on which the Wilton Rancheria in Sacramento 

County was later established, but promised to establish a rancheria 

beginning at the Cosumnes River, “commencing at a point on the 

Cosumnes river, on the western line of the county, running south on 

and by said line to its terminus, running east on said line twenty-five miles, thence north to the middle fork 

of the Cosumnes river, down said stream to the place of beginning; to have and to hold the said district of 

country for the sole use and occupancy of said Tribe forever.”  However, little was done to live up to the 

provisions of the treaty until July of 1928 when a 38.77-acre tract of land in Wilton, Sacramento County, 

California was purchased from the Cosumnes Company which formally established the Wilton Rancheria.  
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In 1958, the United States Congress enacted the Rancheria Act, authorizing the termination of federal trust 

responsibilities to 41 California Indian Tribes including Wilton Rancheria. As a result, the Tribe lost its 

federal recognition in 1964.  

 

Congress reconsidered the termination policy in favor of Indian self-determination in the 1970s. In 1991, 

surviving members of Wilton Rancheria reorganized their tribal government, and in 1999 requested formal 

restoration of federal recognition. Ten years later, the U.S. District Court re-granted Wilton Rancheria 

federal recognition, restoring the Tribe to a Federally Recognized Tribe in 2009. Wilton Rancheria is a 

federally recognized Indian Tribe as listed in the Federal Register as “Wilton Rancheria of Wilton, 

California”.    

 

Unlike their Miwok neighbors, the Valley Nisenan do not yet 

have a rancheria to call their own nor have they been federally 

recognized. This, however, was not always the case.  President 

Woodrow Wilson signed Executive Order No. 1772 giving 

Federal Recognition to the Nevada City Rancheria Nisenan 

Tribe. The Executive Order also took 76 acres of Reservation 

land originally obtained by Chief Charlie Cully on Cement Hill 

in 1887, under Federal Trust. In 1934 the Nevada City 

Rancheria was part of the Indian Reorganization Act where 

they formed a constitution and had an election that was 

overseen by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In 1958, as part of 

the Rancheria Act, Nevada City Rancheria was targeted for 

Termination. In 1964, the Reservation was sold at auction and 

the Nevada City Rancheria was terminated. 

 

Presently, the Nevada City Rancheria Nisenan Tribe is working 

to regain federal recognition through the efforts of dedicated 

tribal members.  Shelly Covert, spokesperson for the Nevada 

City Rancheria and director of the California Heritage 

Indigenous Research Project, follows in the footsteps of her 

mother who also worked towards regaining federal status.  Ms. Covert noted that 45 communities of once-

recognized, but subsequently terminated tribes, and those never recognized by the federal government 

included the Nisenan. Some consider the Nisenan language, and by implication, much of Nisenan culture 

is extinct.  However, according to Covert, who said as a child she didn't understand how it could be extinct 

when her grandmother would tell stories or sing in the Nisenan language.  

 

Today, there are 574 federally recognized American Indian and Alaska Native tribes and villages. This 

status allows a government-to-government relationship with the United States, "with the responsibilities, 

powers, limitations, and obligations attached to that designation, and is eligible for funding and services 

from the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The status also allows federally recognized tribes to access federal 

benefits, services, and protections — that could include funding, educational support, job support, and 

health resources. These benefits, Covert said, are important to tribes, like the Nisenan, in breaking cycles 

of substance abuse, poverty, and education disparities (https://www.cbsnews.com/sacramento/news/ 

nisenan-tribe-exhibit-nevada-city/). 

 

6.0  CRC Campus – Archaeological Sensitivity 

The CRC continues to improve its campus and anticipates future enhancement and maintenance projects 

that have the potential to impact buried and presently undocumented early Native American archaeological 

remains. As a result, an assessment of the archaeological sensitivity of the campus and surrounding area 

will assist the CRC in planning efforts and provide for the ethical treatment of any early Native American  

sites or human interments that might be uncovered.  

Nisenan Chief Charlie Cully, circa 1890 
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Buried archaeological occurrences, specifically prehistoric, are the result of geophysical processes specific 

to particular landforms as well as human behavior (Waters 1992). Consequently, landforms play a 

fundamental role in site preservation and burial, and ultimately the discovery of early Native American 

sites and remains. Put simply, landform (and other affiliated characteristics like soils, geologic substrate, 

and climate) determines to a large degree whether and when an archaeological site is buried. In the Central 

Valley, erosion and soil accumulation are the primary geological processes that interact with 

archaeological deposits resulting in younger occurrences often burying older formations and 

archaeological materials and preventing their detection during surface surveys (see Rosenthal and Meyer 

2004 a, b). 

 

The CRC campus and surrounding area lie in a Quaternary (originating in the past 2 million years), and 

specifically Riverbank Formation alluvial deposits (Wagner et al. 1981).  Although various factors may 

influence this formation’s archaeological sensitivity (e.g., proximity to perennial water, floral resources, 

etc.), in general, the Riverbank Formation is known to be highly sensitive for retaining archaeological 

remains (ICF 2013).  Within and near the CRC campus in general, Quaternary deposits include Holocene 

fluvial and alluvial material derived from surrounding slopes and major waterways. Both banks and 

terraces along natural river courses (e.g., the Sacramento River to the west of the CRC campus, the 

American to the north, and the Cosumnes to the south) are considered likely settings for encountering 

surface and subsurface traces of early Native American habitation and activities. Rosenthal and Meyer 

(2004a) recognized that buried archaeological deposits are not distributed randomly across the landscape, 

but occur in specific geoenvironmental settings. For example, alluvial fans and floodplains consistently 

contain buried archaeological deposits, indicating some relationship between these landforms and past 

settlement activities. Ideally, predictions about where buried archaeological sites are located would take 

into account a number of characteristics related to the past distribution of important subsistence resources 

(e.g., distance to perennial water sources) and other environmental factors (e.g., aspect, ecotone, slope) that 

may have made a specific location more favorable for occupation than another.  

 

Despite the fact that the CRC campus is located on a highly sensitive landform (Riverbank Formation) 

where numerous extensive and highly significant early Native American sites and interments have been 

documented over the past century, the CRC campus appears to retain a very low level of archaeological 

sensitivity.  A review of historic mapping dating to the early 20th century and aerial photographs 

demonstrates that no perennial or even seasonal drainages existed within or near the campus.  Such 

watercourse or wetlands, especially if connected to any one of the nearby major rivers, would have been 

highly attractive to early Native Americans for the reliable water sources, and the diverse array of floral 

and faunal species that would have been present on an otherwise dry, grassy plain in the Central Valley. 

Considered with the lack of documented prehistoric resources in the area per recent studies (e.g. Ludwig 

2023) and the heavy development of the campus and surrounding area, the CRC campus appears to retain a 

very low level of archaeological sensitivity. 
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