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By Derek Cavens
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How did Native Americans live belore
Eurapean sottlers arrived o the Oregon
territory?

University archacologists are attompt-
ing to reconstpuct the fabric of Native
high desert culture by plecing togoethor
the scattered remnants of thousands ol
yoars of prehistoric life

Excavation sitos scoallered across
southeast Oregon’s Fort Rock Basin have
revenled many clues, but resecarch is
complicated by pot-hunters, multiple
habitations by dilferent tribes over long
periods of timo, and massive climactic
and environmental changes that have lo-
tally altered the fuce of the region

What is now a desolate sagebrush area
was until several thousand years ago
covered with many large lakes and
marshos, and populated with great num-
bors of animals such as giant sloths,
mammaths and camels. University Field
School Supervisor Dennis Jenkins, along
with other scientists, is altempling to
put together all of the disparate clues as
to how Native peoples’ lives changed
over the millenia

“Wao are striving 1o understand how
peopie made o living out there, how
their subsistonce changed through
time,"” Jonkins savs. “We want to be able
to understand how people moved
through the region throughout the sea-
sons and how that changed over the
11,000-year period we're studying.”

Central to this investigation Is Boulder
Village, a cluster of 150 house-rings ex-
tending along o wind-swept ridge near
Silver Lake, Ore. The village, discoverod
by University ficld school surveyors in
the summer of 1990, is the largest
known Native village in the Great Basin

an area extending from southeastern
Oregon 1o New Mexico and from the Si-
orra Mountains in California oast to the
Rockies

“The way we discovered this village
was kind of by accident,” remembaors
Terri Mann, a field school teaching as-
sistant at the time. “'1 had a crew of sev-
en people that was surveying the top of
Squaw Butle and we had to go down to
get back to the road. So we just came
straight down the slope, and when we
got down we started 1o see things — a
lot of obsidian flakes. Everyone just got
this feeling that something was there.

“You can't see very far in that area be-
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cause there's a lot of sagebrush and juni-
per trees, so one of my crew jumped up
onto a pile of dirt to get a better view
He didn't know it then, but the dirt was
a back pile where pot-hunters had dug
out a meter and a half into a pit-house
ring of rocks,"she said

“Soon wo started finding more pit-
houses everywhere, It was pretly excit-
ing. Dy the end of the day, we had found
0 and when we returned the next sum-
mer we mapped 150 rings. ™

A University team of 23 students and
four instructors returned to excavate the
village in the summer of 1991. Unfortu-
nately, they discovered that many other
house-sites had already been desecrated
by artifact collectors.

Despite the vandalism, they found
enough undisturbed house-rings to col-
lect about 300 projectile points (arrow-
heads), mortars, pestles, and inscribed
animal-bone tools and [ragments.

Radiocarbon date testing and histori-
cally known styles of artifacts suggest
that the majority of the house-structures
are botween 500 10 1,500 years old. One
stone ool may date back 11,000 years,
and some metal fragments recovered
may be as recent as 120 years.

Although the site is big enough lo
house 500 people, Jenkins believes that
normal village populations were closer
to 30 or 40 people. Typically, five peo-
ile lived in the roughly circular pit-
wuses outlined by large boulders and
covered with brush on lop

“For some reason, they buill new
structures rather than go back to the old
ones,” says Jenkins. “It's possible that
there were taboos against living in struc-
tures where somebody had died, for in-
stance. That would be one cultural in-
stance where you would give up the ef-
fort that you had put into huilfjil"lg that
structure, and voluntarily build another
one even though you were going back to
the same site.”

Jenkins quickly points out that the
University team hasn't uncovered any
human remains at the Boulder Village
sile.

“Certainly somebody must have died
over the long period of time this village
was occupled,” he says. “1 just suspect
that they were disposed of in a way thal
left no remains, and we probably will
never find any remains of people there.

“We don't want to. As archacol
we are not searching for graves. We have
a lot of respect for American Indians,

Univmiry students in the field studies program (lop) work on the excavation of Native American pit houses and artifacts, near the Boulder Village site, by sifting through layers
of dirt and documenting the smallest recovered objects. The bottom of a site — a pit house floor — that has been excavated (below) is dug into grid squares for documentation.

and whenever we do find human re-
mains, we notify the local people — in
this case, either the Paiutes or the Kla-
math.

“They come out and tell us what they
want us do. Il it seems best to remove
the burial or the remains, then we'll
have a physical anthropologist on the
stafl. We remove the remains, study
them and the we turn them over to the
Indians immediately. They re-bury them
wherever they want to."”

The village's upland location, 300 me-

ters above the Fort Rock Basin floor, is a
symptom of the changing climate that
began to transform the region into a de-
sert between 3,000 and 1,500 years ago.

As the region grew increasingly arid,
native staple foods of fish, grass seeds,
and other aquatic plant and animal life
found in the drying lakes and marshes
became increasingly unreliable or disap-
peared completely. Native peoples re-
sponded by moving upland to collect
the more stable root and plant crops
available in the higher regions.
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“The hypothesis that I'm working on
is that this was an early spring loca-
tion,” says Jenkins. “They knew, gener-
ally speaking, that they could go there
and find fresh food available.

“A lot of roots are available there in
the early spring — a time of the year
when people were very hungry, tradi-
tionally. The stores they had put in
the roots, the dried meat and fish, things
they would put up all during late sum-
mer and into the lall — would be giving
out about March and April.

“The Indians could dig these roots up
with digging sticks, apparently a lot of
them, and process and save them for the
next winter by drying them out and stor-
ing them in large cache pits. We found
very large cache pits at the village that
suggests they were keeping something in
great quantity.”

With intensive harvesting of root
crops, as much as 50 percent of a fami-
ly's annua! caloric intake could be re-
covered during a typical 60-day harvest-
ing period. Natives would then have the
rest of the year to collect less-stable
foods such as seeds, fish and game with
which to bolster their root stores.

Still, many questions remain about the
lifestyles of Native Americans. What's
the most perplexing for Jenkins?

“Seasonality,” he answers. “How do
you determine when people were living
where? It's possible that Boulder Village
was occupied only during a short period
of the year, say from February until the

first part of May or June. It's also possi-
ble that it was a year round occupation

“It roquires circumstantial evidonce
What we will have to do is accumulate
evidence from many different environ-
ments, different types of sites and slow
ly fill in that period until we can track
where people were and what they were
doing throughout most of the year
and then try to account for the part
that's missing.”

With the return of summer, Jenkins
and the rest of the field school team
have returned to the field. In addition to
Boulder Village, the team is excavaling
two other sites in the region, one ol
which dates back nearly 5,000 years.
Eventually, aftor many more years of ox-
cavation and analysis, Jenkins and other
University sclentists hope to gain a
much more complete reconstruction of
11,000 yoars of Native American prehis-
!ury

“We cannot learn it all and probably
never will know eve r\lhlng about the ar-
ch.u-nln;,y of the region,” Jenkins sum-
marizes. ‘But working for the eight
woeks of field school in summer and
sponding the rest of the year processing
that data brings up new questions, new
innovations 1o address those questions
and allows us to hit the field next year
with a fresh perspective. | feel like we're
learning something that other people
have not known in the paslt about the
prehistory of this region."”
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