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ABSTRACT

Northwest Mexico, often characterized as a vast gulf (the so-called Chichimec Sea)
between the complex societies associated with the Mesoamerican superarea and the
middle-range societies of the American Southwest, remains poorly understood by both
Mesoamericanists and Southwesternists. This research analyzes funerary remains in order
to reconstruct aspects of social, political, economic and ideological organization of the
Huatabampo/Guasave culture, a prehispanic complex in northern Sinaloa and southern
Sonora, Mexico. The data are primarily derived from Gordon F. Ekholm’s excavation of
a large burial mound situated on an abandoned meander of the Rio Sinaloa, approximately
six kilometers from the modem town of Guasave, Sinaloa. Whereas previous models have
traditionally considered this area as a marginal periphery of both Mesoamerica and the
American Southwest, this study directs attention to the role of indigenous developments
in culture change, inter-regional interaction and integration. The results support the
interpretation of this region as an environmentally, spatially and culturally intermediate

area between West Mexico and the Southwest.
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CHAPTER 1
OF CHICHIMECS AND GEOPOLITICS:
ARCHAEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON NORTHWEST MEXICO

El norte...tan lejos de Dios y tan cerca a los Estados Unidos

Despite early interest in the archaeology of northwest Mexico (Figure 1.1) which
began in the waning years of the 19th century, research has been sporadic particularly in
the years following World War II, and this vast region remains one of the least studied
and, consequently, most poorly understood areas of North America. On the other hand,
it lies between two of the most intensively studied regions--Mesoamerica and the
American Southwest; as a result, archaeological interpretations have promoted
northwestern Mexico as little more than a marginal periphery relative to either northern
or southern perspective. The illustrious Mexican thinker, Miguel Vasconcelos, is said to
have described northern Mexico as the place where civilization ends and carne asada
begins (Braniff 1990:120). Archaeologists have similarly portrayed this region as a vast
hiatus--a “Chichimec Sea”, or "despoblado"--sparsely occupied by small bands of
impoverished hunter-gatherers (chichimecs) who effectively separated the complex polities
of Mesoamerica from the sedentary farming societies of the American Southwest (Brand
1935:288; McGuire et al. 1993:248; Riley and Hedrick 1978; Sanders and Price 1968:50;

Upham 1992:144).



Figure 1.1: Northwest Mexico
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Yet, interregional interaction and integration between Mesoamerica and the
American Southwest has long comprised a key issue in the debate over social, political
and economic transformations of prehispanic Southwestern societies and the
developmentof the northern Mesoamerican frontier. In this regard, northwest Mexico has
been identified as holding “the answer to many important archaeological questions,
including Mesoamerican-Southwestern relationships and the expansion...of Mesoamerican

civilization” (Meighan 1971:754).

PASSING THROUGH THE NETHERWORLD

In the fall of 1937, the late Gordon Ekholm, under the auspices of George Vaillant
and the American Museum of Natural History, embarked upon the ambitious endeavor
of documenting the terra incognita lying between the American Southwest and the
northern limits of what was then known as “Mexican” or Middle American” culture. Over
the course of the next three years Ekholm recorded 175 archaeological sites extending
over 800 linear kilometers between Nogales, Arizona and Culiacdn, Sinaloa (Figure 1.2).
Surface collections were gathered from 113 sites, limited excavations conducted at six
sites, and a burial mound near the town of Guasave, Sinaloa was extensively excavated.
Additional site reconnaissance was also carried out in the vicinities of Mazatlan, Sinaloa,

Ixtlan del Rio, Nayarit, and Guadalajara, Jalisco.
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Excavations at the Guasave burial mound, locally known as “El Ombligo” (the
Umbilicus) due to its prominence on an otherwise featureless plain, revealed an elaborate
material culture, with several pottery types including red wares, red-on-buff, finely incised
wares and sophisticated polychromes, alabaster vases, copper ornaments, shell, pyrite and
turquoise jewelry, cotton textiles, ceramic masks, clay smoking pipes, modelled
spindlewhorls, a cylinder stamp, prismatic obsidian blades, bone daggers and human
trophy skulls. Fronto-lambdoidal cranial deformation was prevalent, and several cases of
dental modification were also observed.

Ekholm proposed that this assemblage indicated the blending of three distinct
cultural traditions: (1) an indigenous Huatabampo culture; (2) an Aztatlin component,
presumably originating in southern Sinaloa (as defined by Kelly 1938, 1945 and Sauer
and Brand 1932); and (3) a Mixteca-Puebla component (Vaillant 1938) represented by the
finest examples of incised and polychrome vessels, the designs of which recalled
Mesoamerican deities depicted in various codices. Based on the dating of the Mixteca-
Puebla tradition in the Basin of Mexico (Vaillant 1938), and allowing for a brief time
lapse for transmission, Ekholm suggested an occupation centered around A.D. 1350.

The Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Project established the Guasave site as the
northernmost terminus of Postclassic (A.D. 900 to Contact) Mesoamerican/West Mexican
expansion, appearing as a tenuous finger reaching up the North Mexican coastal plain
(Figure 1.3). However, the results of fieldwork carried out by Ekholm and others (eg.,

Alvarez and Villalpando 1979; Amsden 1928; Pailes 1972, 1976a, 1976b; Sauer and



Figure [.3: The Northern Mesoamerican Frontier Circa A.D. 1300
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Brand 1931) also demonstrate a continuous distribution of prehispanic settlements
between the Arizona-Sonora border and northern Sinaloa (Figure 1.4). The Huatabampo
culture on the coastal plain and the Rio Sonora culture in the adjacent serrana (foothills)
span the region from the Rio Mayo south into northern and, perhaps, central Sinaloa.
These traditions are generally thought to represent the southernmost prehispanic societies
associated with theAmerican Southwest, with closest parallels drawn to both the Hohokam
and Mogollon (Alvarez 1982; Fish 1989:21; Foster 1988, 1991; Haury 1945, 1950:17;
McGuire and Villalpando 1989:33-34; Pailes 1972, 1976a:145-154). On the other hand,
certain Huatabampo traits such as bi-lobed vessels, modeled spindle whorls, ceramic
earspools and cloisonné-painted gourd vessels, suggest an affinity with the West Mexican
traditions (Alvarez 1990; Braniff 1992).

The Guasave site burial assemblage provides an excellent opportunity to
investigate this relatively unknown region and address questions regarding the nature of
regional and interregional interaction and the scope of intercultural integration in
relationship to the development of social, political and economic organization in coastal
northwest Mexico. The objectives of this research are to (1) provide an analytical and
interpretive framework for these important data; (2) conduct a mortuary analysis of the
El Ombligo burial mound data in order to reconstruct the social, political, and economic
dimensions of its prehispanic occupants; (3) refine the chronological framework through
radiocarbon dating; (4) provide a framework for assessing Mesoamerican-Southwestern

interaction and integration; and (5) incorporate these results within the broader theoretical
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Figure 1.4: Prehispanic Cultures of Northwest Mexico
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framework of the growth and organization of complex social, political, and economic
institutions. Finally, this research seeks to demonstrate the value of conducting analyses
of existing museum collections which have often been gathered at great expense of time,

effort, and money.

THE MYTH OF THE CHICHIMEC SEA
Three principal factors have contributed to the prevailing view of northwest
Mexico as a largely uninhabited region separating the northern limits of Mesoamerica
from the American Southwest. Unquestionably, the paucity of fieldwork conducted within
the modern states of Sonora, Chihuahua, Durango and Sinaloa, an area encompassing over
700,000 square kilometers, represents a significant problem. Moreover, much, if not most,
of this research was carried out prior to the end of the 1930s. The lack of fieldwork is
particularly acute in Sinaloa, where the total published investigations consist of only three
surveys (Alvarez and Villalpando 1979; Ekholm 1939, 1942; Sauer and Brand 1932),
excavation projects in the vicinity of Chametla (Kelly 1938), Culiacin (Kelly 1945),
Guasave (Ekholm 1939, 1942) and the Marismas Nacionales (Feldman 1972; Gill 1971,
1973, 1974, 1984; Scott 1969, 1974, 1992; Shenkel 1971; Snedaker 1971), and two small

salvage projects (Cabrero 1989; Talavera and Manzanilla 1991).
The tangible remains of prehispanic peoples have, nevertheless, been documented
wherever field studies have been conducted. In 1943, Beals (1974:63) observed that “the

supposed spatial gap between the old Southwest and Mesoamerica was a creation of our
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earlier ignorance,” a position most recently upheld by Pailes and Whitecotton (1995). The
available data, however few, indicate that a narrow corridor along the North Mexican
coastal plain and western flanks of the Sierra Madre Occidental was occupied by
prehispanic agriculturalists who provided a continuous link between West Mexico and the
American Southwest. The eastern pediment of the Sierra Madre Occidental between
southern Chihuahua and southern Zacatecas was similarly inhabited by prehispanic
sedentary farmers of the Loma San Gabriel tradition who reflect a geographical and
perhaps a cultural continuum between the Chalchihuites and Malpaso traditions along the
northcentral Mesoamerican frontier and the Mogollon (Brooks 1978; Foster 1982, 1985,
1986a, 1988, 1995; Kelley 1956; Kelley and Kelley 1975; Spence 1978).

Another significant problem in the interpretation of northwest Mexican
archaeology is created by the lack of a historical perspective providing what Braudel
(1980) termed the "longue durée”. Archaeologists, with a few notable exceptions (Di Peso
1974; Reff 1991; Riley 1987; Riley and Winters 1963), have essentially ignored both the
rich documentary legacy of northern New Spain and the ethnographic and ethnological
studies of the numerous historic and contemporary Native Americans occupying
northwestern Mexico. This has created a prehispanic past disembodied from the stream,
or structure, of total history (Braudel 1973, 1977, 1980; Hodder 1986, 1987). McGuire
et al. (1994:248, 265), for example, identify southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa as a
“marked gap” between the Southwest and Mesoamerica. Yet, in 1533, as many as 65,000

Yaqui (cf. Sheridan 1981) were intensively cultivating the floodplain of the Rio Yaqui
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where they lived among some 80 rancherias. These villages likely averaged between 200
and 500 souls, yet were sufficiently integrated to field an army of several thousands
which delivered the first significant defeat of the Spanish conquistadores in the conquest
of Mexico. Once we step back from the immediate past, however, the territory of the
Yaqui and their neighbors becomes an empty space.

Less obvious, but with more significant ramifications for the development of
theoretical models, is the definition and interpretation of the Southwest and Mesoamerica
as culturally and geographically bounded units. Typological thinking based upon the
notion of culture areas serves to promote the marginalization of peripheral regions and
creates a dichotomy at the expense of diversity. As McGuire et al. (1994:240) note,
“Drawing lines emphasizes the edges, where the things we wish to study are in fact the
most indistinct.” This problem is further exacerbated by the rather jaundiced perspective
with which Southwesternists and Mesoamericanists view each other’s domain. In assessing
the state of current frameworks for interregional interaction, Steve Plog (1993:291)
recently observed that:

“One of the problems of the current debate over Mesoamerican-

Southwestern interaction is that few Southwesternists know the

archaeological literature of central and northern Mexico, and few

Mesoamericanists accurately represent the archaeological literature of the

Southwest.”

Mesoamericanists continue to characterize northwest Mexico and the Southwest as an arid

wasteland inhabited by small bands of rock-knockers and bone-biters (while the

etymological origin of the Nahuatl word “chichimec” remains uncertain, Torquemada
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[cited in Powell 1945:319] suggests that this term indeed referred to those who sucked
marrow from bones). Southwesternists, on the other hand, while often sharing a similar
view of northwest Mexico, typically speak of Mesoamerica as if it were a single
homogeneous entity instead of a temporally and spatially diverse set of cultural

trajectories.

NORTHWEST MEXICO: FROM DICHOTOMY TO DIVERSITY

The culture area concept was developed primarily by ethnologists during the latter
part of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century (e.g., Mason
1895; Wissler 1917, 1922, 1923; Kroeber 1931, 1939, 1948, 1954, 1962). The notion of
culture areas, following Kroeber, was couched within natural history, of which
anthropology was considered a subdiscipline (Kroeber 1948:841). As such, culture area
methodology was primarily concerned with the systematic classification of cultures
through examining the relationship between people and their environment, with particular
regard to traits such as food production and technology, and which Kroeber likened to
pre-Darwinian taxonomy (1962:15). According to Kroeber:

The hundreds of tribal cultures in native America segregate themselves

into several dozen provincial areas of reasonably uniform culture—the exact

number being a function of how finely one wishes to discriminate or on

the contrary to effect gross consolidation. These provincial areas tend to

coincide with areas of some degree of environmental uniformity, usually

climatic and vegetational. Beyond that, they in turn segregate themselves
into about ten major culture areas....(1948:785).
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Each culture area was further characterized by one or more climax centers, or core
regions of development, which represented the “type” against which regional variation,
measured through diffusion, could be compared.

The origins of the Southwest as a culture area can be attributed to the early
emphasis upon the Pueblo region of the Colorado Plateaus (McGuire et al. 1994:240). As
investigations proliferated, the definition of Southwestern cultures expanded to include the
Hohokam and Mogollon traditions and, eventually, grew to incorporate the more or less
contiguous distribution of prehispanic agriculturalists who lived in either pithouse or jacal
(wattle-and-daub) villages or in pueblos of stone or puddled adobe within the relatively
arid reaches of the American Southwest and northwest Mexico (Cordell 1983, 1989;
Haury 1986; Jennings 1956; Kidder 1963; Kroeber 1948; Ortiz 1979, 1983; Woodbury
1979).

The degree of socio-political organization reflected by prehispanic Southwestern
groups remains a key issue of debate among archaeologists (cf. McGuire and Saitta 1996;
Paynter 1989). Some view these societies as essentially egalitarian communities of simple
subsistence farmers (Graves et al. 1982; Reid and Whittlesey 1990; Whittlesey 1978,
1984), while others argue for a greater level of hierarchical organization (Feinman and
Neitzel 1984; Lightfoot and Upham 1989; Ravesloot 1988; Riley 1987; Upham 1982;
Upham and Plog 1986; Upham et al. 1989; Wilcox and Shenk 1977). A growing number
of researchers follow Feinman and Neitzel (1984) and Upham (1987a) in describing these

as “middle range” societies in an effort to avoid both strict neoevolutionary typologies
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such as “chiefdoms” (Service 1962), “ranked” or “stratified” (Fried 1967) societies and
their specific modes of political, economic and social organization. In either case, the
Southwestern culture area is implicitly characterized by kin-based levels of socio-political
organization (although never argued explicitly, Di Peso 1974, Riley 1987, and Upham
1982 seemingly imply otherwise).

There is equally little consensus among archaeologists regarding the nature and
extent of the Southwest, and specific cultural characteristics and boundaries vary widely.
This problem is especially evident in the way the southern limits of the Southwest have
been drawn. Erik Reed (1964:175), reflecting a decidedly Puebloan perspective, remarked
that "if the Gadsden purchase had not been made in 1854, all the Hohokam cultural
material south of the Gila River would still be Mexican legally and politically as well as
Mexican in cultural affiliation.” Others have found the international border a convenient
culture boundary, while Cordell (1983) and Erickson and Baugh (1993) carry the southern
limits slightly further south into Chihuahua and Sonora. In contrast, Di Peso (1974)
placed the boundary at the Tropic of Cancer, and Woodbury (1979:22) included most of
Coahuila, Durango, Nueva Leon and Tamaulipas along with Sonora and Chihuahua.
Currently, one of the more popular geographic descriptions of the “Southwest” is that
region from “Las Vegas (New Mexico) to Las Vegas (Nevada) and from Durango
(Colorado) to Durango (Mexico)” (Reed 1964:175; Cordell 1989).

Attempts to ignore political history and integrate the southwestern U.S. and

northern Mexico within a single culture area have led many ethnologists, archaeologists
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and ethnohistorians to employ terms such as “Greater Southwest” (Beals 1944; Kelley
1966; Reed 1964; Riley 1987; Sheridan 1992), “North American Southwest” (Spicer 1962;
Erickson and Baugh 1993), “Greater American Southwest” (Haury 1986), “Greater
Northwest” (Braniff 1992; Phillips 1989), and Gran Chichimeca (Di Peso 1968a, 1974).

The Mesoamerican culture area, in turn, was defined primarily from 16th century
ethnographic data derived from the Maya and Aztec macrotraditions (Kirchhoff 1943;
Kroeber 1948:793-805). Kirchhoff (1943) introduced the term "Mesoamerica” along with
a description of its geographical limits and a comprehensive traitlist that included, among
many other things, the rubber ballgame with patio ballcourts and stone rings, chinampa
agriculture, the cultivation of chia, maguey, and cacao, ceramic labrettes, polished
obsidian objects, pyrite mirrors, stepped pyramids, stucco floors, glyphic writing, codices,
a calendar with 18 months of 20 days plus five, the ritual use of paper and rubber, certain
forms of human sacrifice and autosacrifice, a well-developed pantheon represented by
specific deities such as Tlaloc (the rain god), specialized markets, merchant-spies
(pochteca), wooden clubs with obsidian blades, military orders and wars to obtain
sacrificial victims. These congeries of traits, in turn, reflects the cultural trappings of what
has traditionally been considered “civilized” society: a highly urbanized, state level of
socio-political organization, with a stratified class structure consisting of aristocratic elites,
bureaucrats, artisans, warriors, and laborers/farmers (Adams 1977:12).

Significant cultural and environmental variation within the Mesoamerican culture

area is described in terms of eight to 18 major subareas which reach from central
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Honduras to northern Mexico (Adams 1977:11; Kirchhoff 1943; Sanders and Price 1968;
Weaver 1981). The northern limits of Mesoamerica are invariably drawn from the Rio
Sinaloa on the west to the Rio Soto la Marina on the Guif Coast, with the central portion
between the Sierra Madre Occidental and Sierra Madre Oriental marked by a pronounced
dip to the south in excluding the arid deserts of Nueva Leon, Coahuila, Durango and
Zacatecas (Adams 1977:14-15; Sanders and Price 1968:8; Weaver 1981:11). This
boundary, however, has never been considered to be a static and immutable frontier.
Instead, it is perceived in terms of a large, unstable area which oscillated at the whims
of both environmental fluctuations which expanded and contracted with the zone of viable
temporal (dry farming) agriculture (Armillas 1964, 1969; Braniff 1974, 1993; Palerm and
Wolf 1957, Wolf 1959) and polities which sought to exploit mineral and other resources
of the northern frontiers (Kelley 1956, 1963, 1971, 1974b, 1980b, 1985; Weigand 1978a,
1978b, 1982, 1985a). Although falling beyond the northern boundary, the Chalchihuites
complex of Durango and northern Zacatecas and the closely-related Malpaso tradition of
southern Zacatecas, along with the Loma San Gabriel tradition, are considered to reflect
a Mesoamerican periphery (Ganot and Peschard 1995; Hers 1989, 1992; Jiménez 1989,
1992, 1995; Kelley 1960, 1971, 1974, 1980b; Lazalde 1987; Nelson 1990, 1993; Weaver
1981:381-382).
In emphasizing continuity with the complex societies of central and southern
Mexico, some archaeologists propose subsuming the whole of northern Mexico and the

American Southwest under the aegis of “Greater Mesoamerica”, which for some has also
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come to be synonymous with Di Peso’s concept of the Gran Chichimeca (Braniff 1985,
1990; Kelley 1990a, 1990b; Pailes and Whitecotton 1995; Reyman 1995; Riley 1987).

As early as 1932, Beals, following a comprehensive review of the ethnohistorical
and ethnological data, proposed that northwest Mexico was “so far from homogeneous”
that it ought to be considered independently, and not as an appendage of either the
Southwest or Mesoamerica (1932a:134, 146). Kirchhoff (1954), following Beals, argued
on the basis of climate and subsistence classifications that the concept of the Greater
Southwest be abandoned as it did not represent a single cultural entity, but two: Arid
America, which consisted of hunting and gathering cultures, and Oasis America,
representing the farmers. Commenting on Kirchhoff's proposal, Beals (1954:532-533)
remarked that:

Kirchhoff has come pretty close to crossing out the culture area approach

and has substituted a partially typological approach...with his typological

approach we can bring geography back into consideration by the

anthropologist. We will get away from the relatively sterile approach of

attempting to put a boundary around a series of cultures and calling it an

area. In its place we can set up cultural typologies and analyze these

according to the ecological relations between resources and technology,

and the reciprocal relations between these and organization of societies for

production and consumption.

Steward's (1955) well-known critique of the culture area concept reflects many of
the criticisms levelled from the perspective of northern Mexico. According to Steward
(1955:82-83), culture area typologies are limited by three significant problems: (1) cultural

centers and boundaries have a tendency to shift through time; (2) rapid culture change

within an area may create greater resemblances to cultures in different areas than to either



chronological predecessors or successors; (3) conversely, cultures sharing basic traditio%%
may have radically different structural patterns.

These critiques were readily embraced by the discipline, and most archaeologists
would today agree that the culture area concept has been discarded, along with diffusion
and the historical particularist paradigm, in favor of smaller-scale analyses which
emphasize ecological and technological relationships (cf. McGuire et al. 1994:241), much
as Beals anticipated; current directions in analyses designed to explicate regional
organization and levels of complexity exhibited within, and between, various prehispanic
settlement systems are now mostly subsumed under the rubric of “interaction spheres”
(Braniff 1993; Jiménez 1992, 1995; Kelley 1974; Minnis 1984), “provinces” (Cordell
1989; Riley 1987; Plog 1979), “regional systems” (Crown and Judge 1991; Minnis and
Whalen 1990; Wilcox and Shenk 1977)", or “alliances” (Cordell and Plog 1979; Plog
1984; Upham 1982).

Nevertheless, as Pailes and Whitecotton (1995) argue, the culture area concept is
thoroughly internalized within anthropological thinking, whether it is recognized or not;
many of the criticisms levelled by Beals, Kirchhoff and Steward apply to contemporary
interpretations of northwest Mexico. Although concepts like the Greater Southwest were
explicitly conceived to bring northwest Mexico into the fold, the net effect was largely
one of increasing marginalization. Incorporation inevitably invited comparison with the
climax traditions of the Southwest and Mesoamerica. Northwest Mexico is perceived as

a largely empty space because it neither looks like the core areas of Mesoamerica or the
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Southwest, nor does it provide a well-defined continuum between Mesoamerica and the
American Southwest. It was precisely this view that lead to coining of the phrase
“Chichimec Sea” (Carroll Riley, personal communication, 1996). In defending this
position, an esteemed colleague recently commented that northwest Mexico really is
different as there are no large regional centers comparable to those known for the
American Southwest (Ben Nelson, personal communication 1996). This dichotomy is
perpetuated by textbooks on Southwestern archaeology which virtually ignore northwest
Mexico; Cordell (1983), for instance, limits her discussion of northern Mexico to a brief
paragraph on Paquimé (Casas Grandes), in northwestern Chihuahua, although this site is
recognized as one of the largest and most significant regional centers in the Greater
Southwest.

Similarly viewed from the perspective of “nuclear” Mesoamerica, northwest
Mexico becomes an inhospitable desert of chichimecs biding their time while waiting for
the environmental desiccation that would allow them to reclaim their territories from the
isolated outposts of the Aztatlan, Chalchihuites and Malpaso traditions which defined the
northern frontier (Armillas 1964, 1969; Braniff 1974, 1993; Kelley 1956, 1966, 1971,
1974, 1980b; Wolf 1959; Wolf and Palerm 1957). Discussions of northern Mesoamerica
(Guanajuato, Aguascalientes, Zacatecas and Durango) and West Mexico (Michoacan,
Colima, Jalisco, Nayarit and Sinaloa), with the possible exception of the Late Postclassic
Tarascan region, are given equally short shrift within the principal comprehensive texts

(cf. Adams 1977; Sanders and Price 1968; Weaver 1981). These regions have often been
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characterized as peripheral, “subnuclear” areas (e.g., Kroeber 1948:787) ultimately derived
through diffusion from developments in the core area of Mesoamerica: that is, the
inheritors of the Olmec tradition in the Basin of Mexico. Schéndube (1990:129) describes
this view of West Mexico as the “land of the nos--no monumental architecture, no
writing, no calendrical system, no systematized religion, no urbanism etc.” This
characterization of West Mexico as a Mesoamerican periphery has been mostly abandoned
in favor of one emphasizing localized, independent development (Mountjoy 1992;
Schondube 1990; Scott 1992; Weigand 1992; Williams 1994). The roots of West Mexican
development are now attributed to the Chupicuaro tradition which flourished in the region
centered around southern Guanajuato and northeastern Michoacan between approximately
650 B.C. and A.D. 200 (Braniff 1992; Gorenstein 1985). The Chupicuaro tradition, in
turn, is recognized as reflecting developments originating in the earlier Capacha and El
Openo traditions of Colima and Michoacan (Braniff 1975a, 1975b, 1991, 1992; Kelly
1980). Many of the traits which have served to distinguish the archaeological complexes
of West Mexico from that of traditional Mesoamerica, such as the early emergence of
metalworking, shaft-tomb construction, and elaborate vessel forms are now widely
suggested as evidence that northwestern South American societies may have played a
significant role in their development (Furst 1965; Hosler 1988, 1994; Kelly 1980;
Meighan 1969; Mountjoy 1969). Recognizing both environmental and cultural variability
and the unequal fashion in which it is interpreted, Mexican archaeologists have recently

questioned the concept of a Mesoamerican culture area and prompted the search for
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alternative perspectives (e.g., Guzman and Martinez 1990).

Cultural boundaries are too often drawn on the basis of a few isolated material
traits to the exclusion of other potentially more significant social, political or economic
characteristics. This, in turn, results in obscuring regional variation much in the same way
that Kroeber (1948:806) was led to dismiss the Mogollon as a local variant of the Anasazi
or, perhaps, a “temporary and regional blend of that and Hohokam”. Thus, the
Huatabampo and Rio Sonora traditions are generally compared to Southwestern traditions,
although both Alvarez (1990) and Braniff (1992) have also suggested an ancient
Mesoamerican affiliation on the basis of the West Mexican traits present. Conversely, the
Loma San Gabriel tradition is consistently defined as sub-Mesoamerican (Kelley and
Kelley 1975; Pailes and Whitecotton 1979), although Foster (1982, 1986a, 1988, 1995)
has long proposed continuity with the Mogollon of the northern Sierra Madre (Ascher and
Clune 1960; Cutler 1960; Lister 1958; Zingg 1940).

The use of terms such as “Southwestern-like”, “sub-Mesoamerican”, “peripheral
Mesoamerica”, or “ancient Mesoamerican roots” in describing the prehispanic traditions
of northwest Mexico pointedly draws attention to this region’s status as a “fuzzy
boundary” (cf. McGuire et al. 1994). Southernmost Sonora, Sinaloa and Durango
represent an extensive region where sedentary farmers whose closest affinities were
shared with the American Southwest lived “face to face” over several hundred years with
traditions more closely linked with developments in Mesoamerica (Beals 1974:63). These

various groups reflect cultural diversity that cannot be adequately explained by reference
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to mainstream developments in the heartlands of the American Southwest or
Mesoamerica. Instead, much as Beals proclaimed more than 40 years ago, this region can
be better understood as a complex web of ecological factors and reciprocal relations
between social groups which involved a wide range of interaction and varying degrees

of integration at the regional and interregional scales.

SALESMEN AND SYSTEMS

The northern expansion of Mesoamerica has been variously attributed to migration
from either central Mexico (Ekholm 1940a, 1941, 1942) or West Mexico (Gill 1971,
1974, 1984; Hers 1989), climatic amelioration which extended the northern limits of
temporal farming techniques (Armillas 1964, 1969; Braniff 1974, 1993; Kirchhoff 1943;
Palerm and Wolf 1957; Wolf 1959), astronomical observations (Aveni et al. 1982; Kelly
1976), and the development of long-distance exchange modeled after Aztec pochteca or
incorporating elements of Wallerstein's (1974) world system (Braniff 1992; Di Peso 1974;
Kelley 1986; Kelley and Foster 1992; Pailes and Whitecotton 1979, 1995; Publ 1985,
1990; Wilcox 1986a). Most recently, interpretations have centered around the concept of
an Aztatlin mercantile system, with the Guasave site described as a commercial outpost
(gateway community or entrepot, e.g., Hirth 1978) in a long chain of other such centers
connecting the Mixteca-Puebla capital of Cholulan (Cholula) with the dispersed resources
of northwest Mexico and the American Southwest (Kelley 1986; Kelley and Foster 1992;

Publ 1985, 1990).
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That some degree of interaction and integration existed between Mesoamerica and
the American Southwest was initially suggested, however naively, by the Anglo-American
pioneers of the 19th century who attributed the well-preserved ruins of Arizona and New
Mexico to the peregrination of the Aztecs from their mythical home of Aztldn, currently
evident in placenames like Montezuma’s Castle and Aztec Ruin (McGuire 1980).
Archaeological investigations in the American Southwest subsequently encountered more
tangible remains for a Mesoamerican connection, particularly among the Hohokam in the
Salt and Gila River basins of Arizona, while fieldwork in northwest Mexico traced
Southwestern traditions further south into Chihuahua, Sonora and northern Sinaloa and
extended Mesoamerican traditions into northern Sinaloa and Durango.

The specific sets of Mesoamerican traits present in northwest Mexico and the
American Southwest are thought to be associated with two distinct "waves” of influence.
The first influx of Mesoamerican traits is presumed to be the introduction of maize, beans
and squash along with ceramic technology initially dated to between 300 B.C. and A.D.
250, and followed shortly thereafter by ceremonial architecture, cremation, a marked
increase in shell ornaments and, perhaps, cotton (Dutton 1964; Haury 1976; Riley 1987,
Schroeder 1965). Recent dating of maize at several sites in the Tucson Basin and
elsewhere in the American Southwest indicate that it appeared between 1,500 and 1,000
B.C. (Huckell 1995; Matson 1991).

The second transmission of Mesoamerican traits, beginning sometime after A.D.

600, includes a diverse complement of new ceramic meotifs, iron pyrite mirrors, Strombus
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shell trumpets, copper bells, scarlet macaws, new species of maize, ballcourts, religious
organization and, perhaps, new architectural techniques and site structure (Di Peso 1974;
Haury 1976; Schroeder 1966). These later traits are most often associated with the
intensification of socio-political organization and the development of regional centers.

To date, turquoise is the only known commodity from the Southwest found in
Mesoamerica. Weigand and Harbottle (1993:160-161) estimate that between 500,000 and
1,000,000 pieces of turquoise are presently known from Mesoamerican contexts. Di Peso
(1974), Kelley (1995), Mountjoy (1995) and others have speculated that slaves, peyote,
cotton and agave textiles, salt, fish, molluscs, pearls and marine shell may also have been
important commodities originating in northwestern Mexico. Recently, some
Mesoamericanists have suggested that certain traits such as the stepped-greque motif, red-
on-brown pottery, the turkey (Meleagris galopavo) and Quetzalcoatl may have been
introduced as well from the northwest into the Basin of Mexico (Hers 1989; Juan Yadeun,

personal communication, 1992).

Migration/Diffusion

The earliest models of interaction were based upon the movement of peoples from
one region to the other. The Mixteca-Puebla iconography represented on some of the
pottery at Guasave was interpreted by Ekholm (1942) as evidence for a Late Postclassic
(approximately A.D. 1350) migration from the Basin of Mexico. Gill (1971, 1974)

associates both cultural and biological changes in the Marismas Nacionales along the



41
Nayarit-Sinaloa border around A.D. 1100 or 1200 with an immigrant population from
either further south in Nayarit or elsewhere in West Mexico. Hers (1989, 1992) also
considers the Chalchihuites, Malpaso and Bolaiios traditions of the Jalisco, Zacatecas and
Durango highlands to have resulted from the early colonization of chichimec territory by
populations from Nayarit around the beginning of the Christian era.

It has been argued that the expansion of the northern limits of Mesoamerica was
made possible by changes in precipitation patterns which extended the range of traditional
Mesoamerican dry farming techniques, particularly during the Epiclassic or Early
Postclassic periods (circa A.D. 700-1000) (Armillas 1964, 1969; Braniff 1974, 1993;
Kirchhoff 1943; Palerm and Wolf 1957; Wolf 1959). These interpretations suggest that
the frontier was constantly fluctuating in response to rainfall regimes. Armillas, in
particular, characterized this frontier as a series of feudal castle-towns and military
fortresses which protected the newly conquered lands (1964:69).

However, the settlement patterns and tentative dating of the Loma San Gabriel
tradition suggest that the region between southern Zacatecas and northern Durango was
continuously inhabited by sedentary agriculturalists between approximately A.D. 200 and
1450 (Foster 1995, although Hers [personal communication, 1996] believes Loma San
Gabriel to be a late complex postdating the collapse of the Chalchihuites ). Considering
the Tepehuan Indians as the descendants of the Loma San Gabriel extends this pattern to

the present (e.g., Riley and Winters 1963).
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The location of the Chalchihuites site of Alta Vista near the Tropic of Cancer has
also been cited as a stimulus for colonization (Aveni et al. 1982; Kelly 1976). Kelly
suggests that Alta Vista was purposefully established by colonists from Teotihuacan for
astronomical purposes.

Migration from Mesoamerica has also been proposed in explaining cultural
trajectories in the American Southwest. Although Gladwin (1937), following excavations
at Snaketown on the Gila River, initially postulated a possible Southwestern origin for
Hohokam traits such as ballcourts, red-on-buff pottery and ceramic figurines, he
subsequently (1948, 1957) reversed his position, accepting the Hohokam as Mesoamerican
immigrants. Di Peso (1956), Ferdon (1955), Haury (1976), Jennings (1956), Schroeder
(1960, 1965) also considered the Hohokam as Mesoamerican immigrants. Haury
(1976:352) viewed the Hohokam as early (circa 300 B.C.) immigrants from either the
highland regions of Zacatecas, northern Michoacdn, Guanajuato or Aguascalientes, or,
possibly from Sinaloa. Alternatively, Di Peso, Gladwin and others suggested that the
Hohokam arrived sometime between A.D. 700 and 1000, restructuring and dominating the
indigenous Ootam population (Di Peso 1956:259-264, 562-564).

With the rare exception such as Gill's observation of biological characteristics,
migration has proved to be extremely difficult to demonstrate in the archaeological record,
and most archaeologists have abandoned interpretations based on the mass movements of
peoples to various mechanisms of diffusion through interaction and information flow.

Most archaeologists now accept the Hohokam as an indigenous tradition which developed
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in situ from the preceding Archaic period (McGuire 1982). Jiménez (1992, 1995)
similarly attributes the West Mexican influences in Zacatecas to increased interaction with
the coastal areas.

In the most recent contribution to diffusion studies, Wilcox (1986b) contends that
the similarities in ceramic design motifs, and shell and ground stone artifacts noted
between the Chalchihuites and the Hohokam (cf. Johnson 1958; Kelley 1956, 1966, 1971,
Kelley and Abbot 1966; Kelley and Winters 1960) can be explained in terms of down-
the-line material transactions and information flow. According to Wilcox, interaction was
facilitated by speakers of the Tepiman branch of Uto-Aztecan who provided a continuous
link of sedentary villages between the Chalchihuites and Hohokam regions between
approximately A.D. 600 and 1000. Around A.D. 1000, Wilcox proposes this linguistic
continuum was interrupted by the expansion of the Varohio and Tarahumara, linguistically
Taracahitan-speakers, which perhaps led to shifting the interaction sphere from the
Hohokam to one which linked Guasave to Paquimé.

However, as Wilcox (1986b:144) acknowledges, this model presupposes that the
various archaeological traditions comprising this corridor, including the Chalchihuites,
Loma San Gabriel, Rio Sonora and Hohokam, were all speakers of Tepiman languages.
Moreover, his suggestion that an alternative interaction sphere developed with the collapse
of the Tepiman connection implies that unidentified factors other than language were

involved.



Pochteca, Trocadores and Mobile Merchants

Di Peso (1968a, 1968b, 1974, 1976) and others (Foster 1986; Foster and Kelley
1992; Frisbie 1978; Kelley 1966, 1986; Kelley and Kelley 1975; Lister 1978; Reyman
1971, 1978; Riley and Hedrick 1978; Pailes 1980; Publ 1985, 1990; Schroeder 1966;
Weigand, Harbottle and Sayre 1973) argue that the second wave of Mesoamerican traits
was introduced by the direct intrusion of Mesoamerican merchants known as pochteca.
Based upon Bemardino de Sahagun’s ethnohistorical description of the organization and
operation of long-distance traders observed in 16th century Aztec society (Anderson and
Dibble 1950-1955), they perceive the pochteca as a group of professional Mesoamerican
merchant-entrepreneurs, of either Toltec or Mixteca-Puebla origins, specializing in the
long-distance exchange of preciosities, channeling rare and desirable goods from
peripheral areas into the Mesoamerican polities of central Mexico. The pochteca are also
viewed as managerial leaders and, perhaps, priests capable of exercising authority and
reorganizing the social, economic and political structures of the indigenous inhabitants of
peripheral areas.

Adherents of this view argue that various regional centers in northwestern Mexico,
including La Quemada, Alta Vista, Guasave, El Molino, and Paquimé as well as the
Chacoan and Salt-Gila communities in the American Southwest developed as a direct
result of foreign intrusion and institutionalized control as part of an expansionary process
orchestrated by core states in the Basin of Mexico (Di Peso 1974; Kelley 1980a, 1980b,

1986, 1995; Kelley and Foster 1992; Hers 1989, 1992; Weigand 1978a, 1978b). Evidence
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offered in support of this interpretation, in addition to those traits previously mentioned,
also includes the introduction of ideological components, the development of regional
centers as pochteca outposts, and pochteca burials (Ferdon 1955; Frisbie 1978; Kelley
1986, 1995; Kelley and Kelley 1975; Lister 1978; Reyman 1978). At Guasave, the
elaborate Aztatlin pottery, particularly those vessels with Mixteca-Puebla motifs,
prismatic obsidian blades, and the presence of dental mutilation and cranial deformation
are also cited as evidence for a Mesoamerican intrusion (Brooks and Brooks 1980; Kelley
1980, 1986, 1995; Kelley and Foster 1992; Lazalde 1987).

Martin and Plog (1973:337-341) and others (Mathien 1986; McGuire 1980, 1986;
Nelson 1981, 1986; Paynter 1989: Plog, Upham and Weigand 1983, Upham 1986) have
questioned the value of models which rely upon diffusion as a mechanism to explain
culture change in the American Southwest. On a general theoretical level, the pochteca
model reflects extreme diffusionism in suggesting that similarities between Mesoamerica
and northwest Mexico and the American Southwest can be directly attributed to foreign
interference (Paynter 1989:379). Haury (1980:114) argued that exchange relationships
between the Hohokam and Mesoamerica were always casual and without evidence for
institutional organization. Critiques also suggest that the pochteca model is derived from
an inappropriate ethnographic analogy, and question whether institutions similar to the
Aztec pochteca can be suggested for previous periods and other polities within
Mesoamerica. Yet another problem arises from the tautologous argument used in

identifying pochteca burials and mercantile outposts: regional centers are outposts because
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they are regional centers, and elaborately furnished burials are pochteca burials because
they are elaborately furnished burials.

Re-examinations of the evidence at Paquimé, Chaco and the Salt-Gila basin are
unanimous in their refutation of a pochteca intrusion, and instead offer indigenous
explanations for their development as regional centers (Bradley 1993; Mathien 1986,
1994; McGuire 1980; McGuire and Howard 1987; Minnis 1984). Recent excavations at
La Quemada found no indications of a direct foreign intrusion and, alternatively, the
radiocarbon dating supports long-term development of the site with initial construction
antedating the rise of the Toltec state by 400 years or more (Jiménez 1989; Nelson 1990,
1993). Although Kelley (1971, 1976) has reported similar results from excavations at Alta
Vista, in northem Zacatecas, he continues to argue in favor of a pochteca model (though
he now calls them mobile merchants or trocadores) which he and others refer to as the
Aztatlin mercantile system (Kelley 1980a, 1980b, 1986, 1995; Kelley and Foster 1992;

Publ 1985, 1990).

World Systems

In pursuing the nature of Mesoamerican-Southwestern interaction, several
archaeologists have turned to Wallerstein's world system model (B. Nelson 1990; Pailes
and Reff 1980; Pailes and Whitecotton 1979, 1995; Plog et al. 1983; Upham 1986;
Weigand 1978, 1979, 1982; Whitecotton and Pailes 1986; Wilcox 1986a, 1986b). The

world system is a social system composed of several highly integrated subcomponents of
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individual cultures which articulate as a single division of labor (Wallerstein 1974:348
passim). Furthermore, Wallerstein asserts that there are only two classes of world systems:
world empires, like Rome, that are both politically and economically integrated; and
world economies, which lack a single political unity. Following Frank (1967), Wallerstein
bases the spatial distribution of the world system upon a modified corefperiphery, with
competing industrial core states exploiting dependent peripheries for raw materials, with
semi-peripheral areas mediating interaction between the two.

Jiménez (1989) and Nelson (1990, 1992, 1993) have both applied the world
systems theory to the Chalchihuites and Malpaso traditions in Zacatecas and surrounding
regions. Jiménez concludes that this region was symbolically linked through shared design
styles to a Teotihuacan-dominated exchange system. Alternatively, Nelson, emphasizing
the concept of structural underdevelopment, sees the florescence of La Quemada as a
result of its liberation as a periphery from the Teotihuacan core.

The results of the application of the world systems model to the problem of
Mesoamerican-Southwestern interaction, and thus, as an explication of cultural
developments, have been equally ambiguous. A critical issue is the lack of consensus
between these investigators as to what constitutes the core, semi-periphery and periphery
i.e., central Mexico, West Mexico, north Mexico, or even polities within the American
Southwest. Moreover, this model has been employed in support of rather opposite
positions. Plog et al. (1983) and Upham (1982, 1986) employ the world system model to

argue for an attenuated, indirect connection—seemingly another term for long-distance
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exchange based upon a prestige economy--between the American Southwest and
Mesoamerica. Alternatively, Pailes and Whitecotton (1979, 1995; see also Whitecotton
and Pailes 1986) contend that as a periphery, the Greater Southwest was an integrated part
of the Mesoamerican world economy.

Whereas the world system model can be inherently useful as a conceptual tool in
delimiting the articulation of some seemingly disparate cultural entities within a broad
geographical framework (e.g., Wolf 1982), the heuristic adaptations of the model suffer
from several shortcomings. Foremost, it is a model expressly designed for a specific
process of development—the rise of modern European capitalism—and is not intended as
a universal explanation of social stratification for all times and all places. In specific
regard to Mesoamerican-Southwestern relations, the core/periphery concept is employed,
yet there is no evidence to suggest under-development, economic exploitation or political
hegemony by the core—all key elements of the theory. Similarly, the world system model
requires a single division of labor not predicated for northern Mexico and the American
Southwest. Finally, in particular regard to anthropological perspectives, the world system
model focuses upon political boundaries to the exclusion of cultural systems, resulting in
a form of ethnocentrism in over-emphasizing the role Europe played, or in this case,
analogously designated Mesoamerican polities, played in shaping the cultural trajectories

of other regions (McGuire 1986; McGuire et al. 1994; Rowlands 1987:3).
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Prestige-Based Exchange

McGuire (1980, 1986, 1987, 1989), Bradley (1993) and Nelson (1981, 1986)
borrowing from British marxist studies in unequal exchange (cf. Frankenstein and
Rowlands 1978, Gledhill 1978), have argued that elite members of communities gained
and maintained their sociopolitical status through manipulating the exchange of high-value
luxury goods. According to McGuire (1986:251) “In a prestige goods economy
elites...obtain power by controlling the access to goods obtainable only through external
exchange.” The prestige economy is primarily associated with kin modes of production,
but may also provide linkages to societies associated with tributary modes (McGuire
1986:251).

The acquisition of socially valuable goods is considered essential for the
reproduction of the group through their association with social and religious rituals
(McGuire 1986:251). By providing these items, the elite members of a community are
able to extract surplus production and labor from their subordinates. Differential access
to goods may also lead to increasing inequality between competing lineages (McGuire
1986:252). McGuire (1986:252) notes that prestige economies are inherently unstable
institutions which depend upon the uninterrupted flow of elite goods. Disruptions in the
exchange network may bring about significant social transformations through the creation
of alternative exchange systems and new elites, as well as new ideologies (McGuire 1986,

1987).
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Importantly, prestige economies direct attention from colonial models based upon

the exploitation of peripheries by cores and instead emphasize locally driven mechanisms,
including the tensions arising from intrasocietal competition (cf. Cobb 1993:61). Similarly,
the analysis of exchange is shifted from the cultural level to individuals and corporate
groups. However, neither the basis for increasing social differentiation nor the actual
development of prestige exchange systems is addressed. There is also little discussion of
the relationship between status and power; McGuire assumes a direct correspondence
which may or may not be accurate. Another critical issue is the relative economic or
ideological value of prestige goods, or the potentially important role of utilitarian objects

(Cobb 1993:64).

Peer Polity Interaction

The notion of peer polity interaction (Renfrew 1986; Renfrew and Cherry 1986)
has been employed by Minnis (1989) in his reinterpretation of the economic organization
at Paquimé and by Jiménez (1990) at La Quemada. This model directs attention to the
mutual interactions between neighboring autonomous societies of similar levels of
sociopolitical organization. Culture change occurs as a result of information sharing,
competition, warfare, imitation and emulation (Renfrew 1986).

Peer polity interaction reflects an intermediate scale of analysis between
macroregional and intraregional studies. Like prestige economies, it places greater

emphasis upon local responses to interaction and provides an appropriate scale of analysis
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for many aspects of regional interaction. However, peer polity interaction ignores the
question of uneven development (Cobb 1993:65). Moreover, McGuire et al. (1994:242)
note, the peer polity model is of little help in addressing relationships which may extend
beyond the immediate region, and runs the risk of fostering an isolationist perspective.
Minnis (1989), for instance, dismisses the importance of long-distance exchange at
Paquimé. Alternatively, Jiménez (1989), when confronted with the same problem for the
Chalchihuites, ultimately returns to previous ideas regarding the role of Teotihuacan-

controlled exchange systems.

CONTEMPLATING THE NAVEL

The current state of growth trajectories in northwestern Mexico recalls Paynter’s
(1989:386) comment that “Tensions between cores and peripheries, civil and kin groups,
rulers and ruled, merchants and lords, men and women, and producers and extractors
evoke an unwieldy tangle of processes and theories.” The overwhelming majority of these
theories propose models based upon varying degrees of cultural interaction, ranging from
attenuated long-distance exchange between elites to hegemonic domination of hinterlands
by core states.

While discussions of interaction abound, little effort has been expended in
breaking down interaction into its constituent parts; political, economic, social, or
symbolic interaction may be expressed in markedly different degrees within a given

region. This, in combination with a perspective which depicts northern Mexico as an
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empty space, has led to an emphasis upon models which rely upon state-level institutions
as the necessary engines of interaction and social change. Yet, as [ have argued, to
consider this region as marginally Mesoamerican, or even marginally Southwestern,
obscures the indigenous nature of the prehispanic cultures of this region. Instead of
concentrating upon the distribution of a few material traits, this research places the El
Ombligo burial assemblage within a theoretical framework which directs attention to the
dynamics of social differentiation, interaction and integration both in terms of indigenous
developments and as responses to external stimuli and not merely as the passive receptors
of culture change orchestrated by foreign domination.

To accomplish this, I employ a growth model (Yoffee 1979). This model is based
on the simple tenet that, since the end of the Pleistocene, socio-cultural developments can
be characterized by a general tendency towards complexity. According to Yoffee:

...This model differs from that of evolutionism in that it does not deal

exclusively with homeostatic systems, denies that all change is

extrasystemic in its origin, does not classify types so that relations are

fixed within a type, and does not predict a “normal” or "true” trajectory of

types...Whereas typologies of evolutionism leave no room for internal

change and innovation and segregate variables related in a fixed but
unspecified manner within types, growth models attempt to discover what

the relationships are among variables...Explanation will then attempt to

discover these regular, predictable relationships among social as well as

environmental variables and to postulate mechanisms for change and

stability in their values (1979:26).

The means by which an explanation of these relationships is achieved is through

ascertaining the mechanisms of, and reasons for, increasing societal differentiation and

integration (Yoffee 1979:28). Again, according to Yoffee:
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...differentiation refers to the unequal arrangement of goods and services

within and among social groups...Vertical differentiation refers specifically

to the uneven distribution of the conditions of existence, and it results in

stratification that can be measured...within the whole society as well as

within social components...Horizontal, or radial, differentiation refers to the
uneven distribution of people in relation to one another...observed in the
morphology of residence groups within settlements that interact
systematically...Integration can be measured by the scope and strength of

social controls. These controls integrate sections within subsystemic units

as well as the congeries of those units. Such controls are represented by

temples, palaces, public symbols of various sorts (e.g., law codes, stelae,

and other types of cultural propaganda (1979:28).

Runciman (1982) and Yoffee (1985, 1993), ultimately following Weber, argue that
there are only three sources of power influencing the development of complex societies:
economic power, political power and societalfideological power. Economic power is
created through horizontal specialization in subsistence strategies leading to divisions of
labor in production, storage and distribution of goods (cf. Yoffee 1985:43). Political
power pertains to the ability to exercise will and impose force through specialized
administrators. Finally, societal/ideological power refers to the horizontal segmentation
of social structures within a society, as well as the organized interactions between
communities and other societies. Societal power also refers to the creation and
maintenance of meaningful symbols which unite groups beyond kinship bonds and bestow
prestige on those who maintain these symbols (Yoffee 1985:43).

The relationships between these forms of power, as stipulated for the growth

model, can be measured through an examination of social differentiation, regional and

interregional interaction and integration. In this study, these dimensions are addressed
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primarily through the analysis of the El Ombligo burials and their associated funerary
assemblages. The sociopolitical implications of mortuary remains have long formed an
important aspect of archaeological investigation (e.g., Worsaae 1849), though it is only
within the past 25 years that a comprehensive methodological and theoretical framework
has emerged (Binford 1971; Braun 1977, 1979, 1981; Brown 1995; Chapman and
Randsborg 1981; O’'Shea 1984; Peebles 1971; Peebles and Kus 1977; Rathje 1970, 1973;
Saxe 1970; Tainter 1975, 1978; Whittlesey 1978). Although the extent to which these
relationships are reflected is debated (Binford 1971; Carr 1995; Hodder 1982; O’'Shea
1984; Pearson 1982; Ucko 1969; Whittlesey 1984), mortuary data can be expected to
provide a wide range of information on both the individual and societal levels.

Both vertical and horizontal social differentiation may be evident in terms of type
and quantity of grave goods (Howell and Kintigh 1996; McGuire 1992; O’Shea 1984;
Peebles and Kus 1977; Rathje 1970, 1973), spatial distribution of the graves (Goldstein
1976, 1980, 1981), specific mortuary treatments accorded the deceased (Brown 1971;
O’'Shea 1984), energy/labor investment in burial facilities (Tainter 1978), biocultural traits
such as dental mutilation and cranial deformation, and in morphological characteristics
such as stature, which can provide information on diet, health, status, and populational
affinities (Akins 1986; Gill 1971, 1974, 1984; Gill and Case 1983).

The funerary assemblage can also be expected to provide information pertaining
to economic organization evident in the production and consumption of goods accorded

the deceased. On a broader level, regional and interregional interaction can be addressed
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through the relative kinds and quantities of funerary objects present. This analysis
considers the various dimensions of interaction, including social, political, economic and
symbolic aspects reflected in the mortuary behavior. This is especially important if we
are to specify what integration and interaction mean, not only in terms of socio-politico-
economic organization, but in the restructuring of local traditions, and, perhaps, resistance
and conflict.

Critical to the current analyses is the radiocarbon dating of the mortuary remains.
The application of absolute dating techniques is necessary in order to address questions
regarding the relative contemporaneity of the burial assemblage and the potential for
diachronic variability and to establish a regional chronology on the basis of locally
derived dates.

In placing the El Ombligo assemblage within an interpretive framework which
considers the longue durée, the current research requires a comprehensive evaluation of
the significant 16th and 17th century Spanish documents as a means of eliciting
ethnohistorical data for the protohistoric period. Of particular interest are those documents
which pertain to the Cahita-speaking peoples who occupied the coastal plain and adjacent
foothills of the Sierra Madre Occidental from southern Sinaloa to central Sonora.
Ethnographic data pertaining to the Yaqui and Mayo Indians, the only Cdhita-speaking
groups to survive to the present, are also considered. This documentary research provides
a basis for evaluating the reconstruction of socio-politico-economic organization on the

North Mexican coastal plain as well as a comparative database for interpreting the
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archaeological materials from the El Ombligo burial mound.

ORGANIZATION OF THE RESEARCH

Chapter Two describes the environmental setting of Sinaloa and southern Sonora.
Chapter Three sets forth an ethnohistorical reconstruction of the cultural environment of
the coastal plain on the eve of Spanish contact in the 16th century. Chapter Four presents
a discussion of the previous archaeological investigations and the development of
theoretical perspectives. Chapter Five describes the El Ombligo burial assemblage and
exploratory analyses. Chapter Six presents the mortuary analyses of these data. In Chapter
Seven, these results are discussed in placing the Guasave site within a regional cultural
historical context. Lastly, a summary of the conclusions and final thoughts are submitted

in Chapter Eight.
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CHAPTER 2
ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL HISTORY

Esta tierra de Sinaloa fuera del todo inhabitable para hombres y aiin para

brutos animales por su sequedad, si no la atravesaran y repararan los rios

que por ella corren al brazo de mar de California - Pérez de Ribas

The Guasave site is situated at approximately 18 meters above sea level on an
alluvial terrace less than 100 meters west of an abandoned meander of the Rio Sinaloa
which, at the present, lies a little over a kilometer further to the east (Figure 2.1).
Whatever might remain of the site today lies under the southwestern limits of the modem
town of Guasave, Sinaloa. Guasave, derived from the Cahita “guaza ave”, translated by
Gamez (1965:180) as “en la labor” or “among the fields”, was founded in 1595 by the
Jesuit priest, Hernando de Villafafie, who established a mission among the Guasave
Indians on the floodplain of the Rio Sinaloa, some thirty kilometers from where it
debouches into the Sea of Cortés at Boca del Rio (Gamez Garcia 1965:68; Pérez de Ribas
1944 11:140).

Guasave today is a thriving agricultural community of circa 125,000, serving as
the cabecera (administrative center) for the municipio (roughly equivalent to a county in
the U.S.) of the same name. The entire region is under intensive cultivation and, aside
from the occasional sport fisherman or duck hunter, few tourists find their way to
Guasave. Nearby beaches at Boca del Rio and Playa las Glorias are popular only among

the locals. Of late, Guasave has also eamed some notoriety for what our Mexican
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Figure 2.1: The Guasave Site (adapted from Ekholm 1942:36, Fig. 1)
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colleagues describe as certain “socio-economic types”, a polite reference to the
burdgeoning illegal narcotics industry which has become prevalent throughout much of

northwest Mexico (Alvarez et al. 1988:160).

GEOGRAPHY

The alluvial plain of the Rio Sinaloa comprises part of the larger Northwest
Mexican Coastal Plain (Figure 2.2), one of the principal physiographic provinces of
northern Mexico (Rzedowski 1981:25). The coastal plain originates in central Nayarit,
where the transverse volcanic belt, which includes many of Mexico’s prominent volcanoes
such as Pico Orizaba, Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl, reaches to the Pacific. Proceeding
northward, the coastal plain runs parallel to the Sea of Cortés (Gulf of California) to its
uppermost reaches in the region surrounding the lower Colorado River in extreme
southwestern Arizona.

The eastern limits of the coastal plain are defined by the foothills and mountains
of the Sierra Madre Occidental. These mountains, the southern extension of the Rocky
Mountains and the continental divide, present some of the most rugged and spectacular
topography found in North America. Several of the highest peaks reach elevations of 3000
meters or more, and are cross-cut by deep, jagged canyons, or barrancas, which have

have been carved out by the numerous rivers originating in the highlands.



Figure 2.2: The North Mexican Coastal Plain
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Figure 2.2: The North Mexican Coastal Plain
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Whereas the eastern flanks of the Sierra are characterized by a series of front
ranges which rise gently to the uppermost elevations, the western limits are defined by
an abrupt escarpment which rises precipitously above the foothills abutting the coastal
plain. Nowhere is this more pronounced than along the espinazo del diablo, or "devil’s
backbone”, the only paved road within Sinaloa which connects the coastal plain with the
interior plateau to the east. From Mazatldn the road begins an immediate ascent of the
Sierra Madre with a seemingly endless series of switchbacks littered by rockslides and
the lost cargo of overloaded trucks. This route to Victoria del Durango, though only 296
kilometers, requires six or more hours by car.

Thus wedged between the sea and the Sierra, the width of the coastal plain varies
considerably, from but a few kilometers in its southern extreme, to approximately 250
kilometers at its maximum width in north-central Sonora (Perez Bedolla 1985:115). At
Guasave, the coastal plain reaches its greatest width within Sinaloa at approximately 60

kilometers wide.

GEOLOGY AND SOILS
The west coast of Mexico comprises a tectonic zone of subduction where the
Pacific plate is forced beneath the continental North American plate, slowly pushing the
coastal plain upwards at a rate of approximately one foot per thousand years (Shephard
1964). Lateral movement of the plates associated with the San Andres Fracture Zone

during the last 15 million years has wrenched the Baja peninsula from the Mexican
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mainland, creating the Sea of Cortés (Schmidt 1976:24).

Structural antecedents aside, the coastal plain is a relatively young geological
feature, dating primarily to the Quarternary and Cenozoic epochs (Rzedowski 1981:30,
Figure 6; Schmidt 1976:24). Its continuing development is attributed to the deposition of
alluvial sediments carried downward and coastward from the Sierra Madre Occidental,
through massive fluvial processes. This results both in continued widening of the coastal
plain through deltaic formation, and in increasing the depth of aluvial deposits across the
plain. Archaeological evidence indicates that this process remains as a dynamic
geomorphological activity, with alluvial depositions of three meters or more having
accrued in some areas of the coastal plain within the last thousand years (Ekholm
n.d.a:66-67).

The coastal plain has an average elevation of 100 meters above mean sea level
(Perez Bedolla 1985:11S; Schmidt 1976:24). Isolated hills and small mountain ranges,
generally less than 1000 meters in elevation, are widely interspersed throughout the
region. The Sierra Navachiste juts into the Sea of Cortés, forming a peninsula adjacent
to Bahia Ohuira, some 50 kilometers to the west of Guasave. These formations are almost
entirely volcanic in origin, with lava, basalt, rhyolite, andesite, ignumbrite and diorite
predominant, and represent relic orographic features dated to the Tertiary or earlier
periods which have been buried by alluvial detritus.

The Sierra Madre Occidental are similarly capped by Tertiary volcanic extrusives,

particularly rhyolitic and welded tuffs, andesite and, less frequently, basalt (Schmidt
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1976:26). The underlying substrate is composed of undifferentiated metamorphic rocks
dating to the Mesozoic, Paleozoic and Precambrian epochs (Schmidt 1976:29-Figure 14).

Metallic mineral resources found in northern Sinaloa include silver, gold, lead,
copper, zinc and iron, and are predominantly located in the foothills and uplands of the
Sierra Madre in places where the rivers have cut into the older substrate underlying the
younger igneous formations (Heredia Trasvina 1990:186, Schmidt 1976:26)). More
commonly associated with the coastal plain proper are deposits of non-metallic minerals,
such as lime, puzolana, gypsum, talc and salt (Heredia Trasvifia 1990:186).

The soil regimes of the coastal plain vary according to the parent material of the
alluvium, topography and local climate (Perez Bedolla 1985:125). Northern Sinaloa is
characterized by xeresoles luvicos and yermosoles luvicos, which are characteristically
associated with arid environments (Perez Bedolla 1985:125; Schmidt 1976:31-Figure 15).
In central Sinaloa, Kastanozems gleyicos form the predominant soil type, while the
southernmost portion of the coastal plain is dominated by luvisols ferricos and gleysoles
molicos (Schmidt 1976:31-Figure 15).

Abundant arable land comprises a significant resource. The deep alluvial silt
deposits combined with a relatively humid climate regime and a readily available supply
of river water provide for extremely fertile agricultural conditions; farmers in the Guasave
region claim to have the most productive farmlands in Mexico. Presently, the coastal plain
of Sinaloa and Sonora is the single most important agricultural region within Mexico

(Schmidt 1976:56-58). The principal crops cultivated in the vicinity of Guasave include
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sugar cane, wheat, soy, sorghum, safflower, cotton, rice, bean, tomato, and potato

(Heredia Trasviiia 1990:149).

HYDROGRAPHIC FEATURES

All of the principal rivers which flow across the coastal plain, from the Rio Yaqui
south to the Rio Santiago in Nayarit, originate in the Sierra Madre highlands of Sonora,
Chihuahua, Durango or Sinaloa (Figure 2.3). The principal drainage systems are primarily
oriented east/west. Within the Sierra Madre, these rivers have carved out deep canyons,
or barrancas, the most spectacular being the well-known Barranca del Cobre (Copper
Canyon), often described as Mexico’s Grand Canyon. The Rio Aros (Papogochic), a major
tributary of the Rio Yaqui, actually traverses the continental divide, flowing from central
Chihuahua west through the Sierra via a narrow tortuous gorge. The major tributaries, on
the other hand, tend toward a north/south orientation, draining the innumerable side
canyons and several small valleys formed by the front ranges and foothills of the Sierra
Madre Occidental (Sauer and Brand 1932:10).

The Rio Sinaloa rises on the western slope of the Sierra Tarahumara region of the
Sierra Madre Occidental, formed by the confluence of the Rio El Fraile and the Rio San
Francisco, near the Sinaloa-Chihuahua frontier. By the time the river wends its way past
Guasave, it is wide, deep, and slow moving, and is reportedly navigable by large boats
to a point between Estacion Bamoa and Sinaloa de Leyva, about 35 kilometers upriver

from Guasave.
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Figure 2.3: Principal Rivers of Sinaloa and Southern Sonora
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The Rio Sinaloa drains a watershed of some 12,260 km?2, with a mean annual
discharge of 1.46 million acre-feet, making it the third largest river system in Sinaloa,
following the Rio Fuerte and Rio Culiacan (Schmidt 1976:34). From the Rio Sinaloa
south, maximum discharge is predominantly during the late summer months, while the
rivers to the north exhibit a bimodal distribution, reflecting the biseasonal Sonoran Desert
precipitation pattern, with maximum flow occasionally recorded during the late fall

(Schmidt 1976:35, 1978:28).

CLIMATE

The Spanish conquistadores christened the coastal lowlands as the “tierra caliente”,
or "hot lands”, and early descriptions are rife with complaints of the stifling heat. Andrés
Pérez de Ribas, a Jesuit missionary who spent several years in northern Sinaloa during
the early 17th century, claimed the heat to be so excessive that it was due only to sheer
luck that animals didnt fall over dead from their own melting fat (1944 1:122); a
temperature of 56° centigrade (133° F.) has been recorded at Huites, along the Rio Fuerte
in northern Sinaloa (Schmidt1978:6). The median annual temperature for Guasave is 25°
C., with median monthly temperatures ranging from 18.8° C. in January to 31.0° C. in

July (Heredia Trasviiia 1990:89).
The climate in northern Sinaloa, following the Koéppen classification (Figure 2.4),
is transitional between the semi-arid dry-steppe (Bsw) and arid true desert (BWw)

climatic regimes (Rzedowski 1981:35). The southernmost portion of the coastal plain, in
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northern Nayarit and southern Sinaloa, is classified as (Aw), or tropical savanna,
characterized by wet summers followed by extended dry seasons, and is truly a part of
the tropical lowlands of Mexico (Rzedowski 1981:36; Vivo Escoto 1964:212).

Median annual precipitation at Guasave is approximately 350 mm (Heredia
Trasvina 1990:84). Precipitation, in accord with the climatic changes noted above, varies
considerably as one proceeds north-to-south along the coastal plain (Figure 2.5). Sauer
and Brand (1932:7) report short-term records for the southern portion of the coastal plain
as 1200 mm at Acaponeta (Aw), 700 mm at Mazatlin (transitional Aw/Bsw), 500 mm
at Culiacan (Bsw), and 300 mm for the Rio Fuerte (transitional Bsw/BWw). Much of the
Sonoran coastal plain averages less than 200 mm of annual precipitation, with the extreme
northwestern areas receiving less than 50 mm (Rzedowski 1981:47).

South of the Rio Fuerte, summer (May through October) precipitation is
predominant, comprising 80 percent or more of the annual total (Schmidt__ 1978:10). From
the Rio Fuerte north, annual rainfall tends to be more evenly divided between the summer
and winter seasons (Schmidt 1978:28-31).

Tropical cyclonic storms are a frequent and occasionally formidable component
of the regional climate. Hurricanes form in the Pacific Ocean off of southern Oaxaca, near
the Gulf of Tehuantepec (Perez-Bedolla 1985:113). This pattern usually begins developing
in July and, through the course of the season, the storm pattern shifts northward,
potentially reaching the Northwest Mexican coastal plain from August through October.

A total of 19 hurricanes was recorded in Sinaloa between 1964 and 1986 (Heredia
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Trasvina 1990:86).

Violent flooding frequently accompanies the tropical cyclones. When Hurricane
Naomi moved ashore near Mazatldn in early September of 1968, 320 mm (12.6 inches)
of rain fell at Siqueros, Sinaloa in a 24 hour period, with 516 mm (22.1 inches) recorded
at Panuco, in the Sinaloan sierra during the same period (Schmidt 1978:27). On
September 20, 1530, a tropical storm nearly brought an end to Nufio de Guzmadn's
conquest of Sinaloa, when flooding along the Rio Acaponeta resulted in the drowning of
several Spaniards and an estimated 8,000 Indian auxiliaries, along with most of their
livestock (Relacion de Garcia del Pilar 1955:186-187). In September of 1995, a hurricane
came ashore near Los Mochis, creating both swelling seas and extensive flooding in the
Rio Sinaloa and Rio Fuerte basins, and resulted in more than 60 deaths.

Although occasionally devastating, these storms are also beneficial to agriculture
and ranching. Vivo Escoto observed that

During the years of frequent tropical cyclonic disturbances reservoirs are

refilled, the crops yield abundantly, and grazing flourishes. In contrast,

during years of few hurricanes severe autumn drought frequently harms

agriculture and stockraising in Mexico and southwestern United States
(1964:195).

FLORA
The vegetation, like the climate, is directly related to elevation. In addition, plant
communities associated with the Pacific coastal plain are also influenced by both latitude

and climate (Figure 2.4). Along the northern coast of Nayarit and southern Sinaloa, at the
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extreme southern end of the coastal plain, the vegetation is characterized as predominantly
aquatic or subaquatic (Mapa Esquematica de la Vegetacion de México, in Rzedowski
1981). From approximately Mazatldn south, tropical and subtropical cumatophytes such
as Chaetomorpha antennina, C. aerea, Dermonema frappieri, Grateloupia filicina and G.
versicolor, Gymnogongrus johnstonii, Tayloriella dictyurus and Sargassum horridum
predominate, and occasionally occur along with Enteromorpha intestinalis, Caulerpa
sertularioides, Colpomenia sinuosa and Padina durvillaei (Rzedowski 1981:338-339).

From Mazatlan north to Guaymas, the coastal plain is dominated by "bosque
espinoso”, or Sinaloan Thomscrub (cf. Brown 1994), also known as “thorn forest” or
“arborescent desert” (cf. Gentry 1942; Shreve 1951:78-90). At Guaymas, the thorn forest
shifts inland, continuing along the foothills of the Sierra Madre to within approximately
100 kilometers of the international border, near Santa Ana (Brown and Lowe 1994).

Between Culiacdn and the Rio Mayo the bosque espinoso is characteristically
mesophyllic (Rzedowski 1981:209). Acacia (A. cymbispina) predominates the coastal plain
(Shreve 1937), forming both open and dense woodlands. Other plants associated with the
acacia woodland include Tree Momingglory (IJpomoea aborescens), pitahaya
(Stenoocereus thurberi, senita (Lophocereus schotti), hecho (Pachycereus pecten-
aborignum), agaves (Agave schotti and A. ocahui), ironwood (Olneya tesota), torote
(Bursera sp.), cassias (Cassia atomaria and C. emarginata), greythorn (Ziziphus
sonorensis), Sonoran ebony (Pithecellobium sonorae), Palo Colorado (Caesalpinia

platyloba), Lonchocarpus megalanthus, copalillo (Jatropha cordata), palo verde
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(Cercidium torreyanum), mesquite (Prosopis sp.), mauto (Lysiloma divaricata) and Palo
Blanco (Piscidia mollis)(Brown 1994:101-104; Rzedowski 1981:210).

Riparian vegetation associated with the Sinaloan thornscrub includes cottonwood
(Populus dimorpha), sycamore (Platanus sp.), mesquite (Prosopis juliflora), figs (Ficus
sp.), Desert Hackberry (Celtis pallida), Bald Cypress (Taxodium mucronatum), desert
willow (Chilopsis linearis), and willow (Salix goodingii) (Brown 1994:339).

Along the coast, mangroves of Rhizophora mangle and associated species such as
black mangrove (Avicennia germinans), white mangrove (Laguncalaria racemosa), sweet
mangrove (Maytenus phyllanthoides) and Conocarpus erecta can be found in the brackish
estuary environments where fresh and salt waters meet (Perez Bedolla 1985:146;
Rzedowski 1981:342; Schmidt 1976:32). Although generally considered a tropical plant,
mangroves extend as far north as the 29th parallel with A. germinans reaching near the
31st (Rzedowski 1981:342). Halophytic shrubs and grasses such as saladito (Frankenia
palmeri), sosa (Suaeda ramosissima), salt grass (Monanthochloe littoralis) and alkali grass
(Sporabolus airoides) are commonly found among the dunes and surrounding estuaries
(Brown 1994:340; Perez Bedolla 1985:146).

The foothills and highlands of the Sierra Madre Occidental support forests of
varying plant communities. The lowermost limits of the foothills between approximately
300 and 1000 meters, are associated with the short-tree forest, or Sinaloan deciduous
forest (Brown 1994:72). Here, several species of deciduous trees, including various figs

(Ficus spp.), bursera (Bursera confusa and B. inopinnata), pochote (Ceiba acuminata),
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tepeguage (Lysiloma watsoni), cypress (Taxodium mucronatum), and sycamores (Platanus
racemosa) intermingle with the columnar cactus and small trees and shrubs associated
with the thornscrub biotic community. Numerous shrubs, vines, orchids and other
epiphytes are also common.

Oak woodlands, or encinal, dominate the foothills above 1000 meters. The highest
elevations, between approximately 2000 and 3000 meters, support diverse stands of pine
(typically Pinus arizonica, P. engelmannii, P. ponderosa, P. chihuahuana in the north,
and P. durangensis, P. cooperi, P. leiophylla, P. ayacahuite, P. lumholtzii in the southern
portion), with Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) widespread throughout the high sierra
(Rzedowski 1981:297).

There is currently some debate regarding the southern limits of the Sonoran Desert
proper. On the basis of climatic data, the southern boundary of the Sonoran Desert is
often drawn to include northern Sinaloa (Soto and Jauregui 1965). Heredia Trasviiia
(1990:95) considers the Sonoran biotic province to predominate in northern Sinaloa,
reaching a maximum southern limit near Navolato, approximately 100 kilometers to the
southeast of Guasave. Dunbier (1968:4) similarly includes the arid Sinaloan littoral to as
far south as Culiacan within the Sonoran desert. Schmidt (1976:16), following Ives’
(1949) definition of the Sonoran desert based on a de Martonne index value (derived by
dividing total millimeters of precipitation by degrees Celsius + 10) of 7.5, notes that only

the Topolobampo region in extreme northwestern Sinaloa reflects a true desert climate.
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In considering floristic characteristics, however, Turner and Brown (1994:189,
Figure 113), Shreve (1964) and Hastings er al. (1972) place the southern limits of the
Sonoran desert along the Mexican mainland much further to the north, between the Rio
Mayo and the Rio Yaqui. Others (e.g., Fish 1976: 107-119; Nabhan 1987:81,86, and
Schmidt 1978:280) view the region between the Rio Mayo and the Rio Sinaloa as a
transitional zone, drawing attention to the intermingling of botanical species associated

with both the Sonoran Desert and the bosque espinoso.

FAUNA

The Sinaloan coastal plain supports a variety of animal life (Table 2.1). Today,
many of these, especially the larger carnivores, have been greatly reduced in numbers and
are now largely restricted to the Sierra. The coastal plain is also an integral part of the
Pacific flyway, with the numerous estuaries and riparian habitats providing a seasonal
home to many species of migratory birds. Among the most important natural resources
associated with the coastal plain are the abundant marine life available along the Pacific
littoral, particularly in estuarine environments. The combination of several factors,
including prevailing winds, highly variable water temperatures, tidal characteristics, sea-
floor relief, fluvially and alluviallyderived detritus all provide for an extremely high mass
of phytoplankton, which in turn makes the Sea of Cortés one of the richest marine
ecosystems in the world (Brusca 1976:85-93; Perez Bedolla 1985:171). Important marine

species include shrimp, oyster, lobster, clam, sardine, tuna, snapper, mullet and haddock.
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Common Name Species Common Name Species
Black Bear Ursus americanus Audobon Cottontail Sybvilagus audubonii
Bobcat Lynx rufus Mexican Cottontail Sylvilagus cunicularius
Coati Nasua narica White-sided Jackrabbit  Lepus alleni
Coyote Canis latrans Apache Squirrel Sciurius nayaritensis
Gray Fox Urocyon inereoargenteu Sinaloan Gray Squitrel ~ Sciurius sinaloensis
Hog-nosed Skunk  Conepatus mesoleucus Sonoran Gray Squirrel  Sciurius colliaei
Hooded Skunk Mephites macroura Blue-Rumped Parrot Forpus cyanopygius
Jaguar Felis onca Chachalaca Ortalis poliocephala
Jaguarundi Felis yagouaruoundi Crested Guan Penelope purpurascens
Margay Felis wiedii Coppery-Tailed trogan  Trogan elagans
Mountain Lion Felis concolor Douglas Quail Laphortyx douglasii
Ocelot Felis pardalis Gambel Quail Laphortyx gambelii
Pygmy Spt. Skunk Spilogale pygmaea Gila Woodpecker Melanerpes uropygialis
Raccoon Procyon lotor Green Parakeet Aratinga holchora
Ringtail Bassariscus astutas Lilac-Crowned Parrot ~ Amazonia finschi
River Otter Lontra annectens Marpie Jay Calocitta formosa
Weasel Mustela frenata Military Macaw Arca militaris
Wolf Canis lupus Montezuma Quail Cyrtonyx montesumae
Mule Deer Odocoileus hemionus Sinaloa Wren Theyothours sinaloa
White-tailed Deer  Odocoileus virginianus Wild Turkey Meleagris gallopavo
Collared peccary Dicotyles tajacu
Oppossum Didelphis virginianus
Armmadillo Dasypus novemcinctus

Adapted from Brown (1994) and Schmidt (1976)
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SUMMARY

The coastal plain of Sinaloa can be characterized as reflecting a largely transitional
environment between the humid tropical lowlands of West Mexico and the arid Sonoran
Desert of Sonora and southwestern Arizona. Despite Perez de Ribas’ rather disparaging
comments quoted at the beginning of this chapter, this region provided its indigenous
occupants with abundant natural resources critical to successful human exploitation.
Several different environmental zones, ranging from the coastal littoral to the Sierra
Madre uplands were readily accessible by the inhabitants of the coastal plain, and
provided numerous plant, animal, and mineral resources. Moreover, the combination of
climate, fertile alluvial soils and several large, meandering rivers make this region one of
the most agriculturally productive in Mexico. The relationship between culture and
environment on the North Mexican coastal plain is explored further in the discussion of

the ethnohistoric data presented in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

INDIGENOUS CULTURES OF SINALOA AND SOUTHERN SONORA

All historical work is concerned with breaking down time past, choosing

among its chronological realities according to more or less conscious

preferences and exclusions (Fernand Braudel 1980:27)

The history of contact and conquest in coastal northwest Mexico is particularly
tragic in the degree of violence and bloodshed wrought by the Spanish conquistadores.
No region of Mexico was so thoroughly and rapidly decimated as was the coastal plain
of Nayarit and Sinaloa. These events, in turn, have left less than the usual documentary
information regarding the native peoples of this region. As Sauer and Brand (1932:41)
lament, had the Spanish entrada into northwestern Mexico been delayed by a generation,
the primary motive of complete and utter destruction would have been replaced by one
of exploitation, and we likely would have been left with more numerous and more
detailed records of the indigenous population.

The ranks of those surviving the violent onslaught of conquest were further
decimated by the ravages of diseases introduced by the Europeans for which the Native
Americans had no immunity (Crosby 1972; Dobyns 1966, 1976, 1983; Reff 1991).
Although the extent of this epidemiological impact is debated (Hinton 1959:12; Hu-deHart
1981:51; Pennington 1963:24), there is no question that infectious diseases contributed
to declining Native American populations and brought about rapid and profound changes

in aboriginal cultures.
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Reff (1991) has documented numerous epidemics which swept through the
aboriginal populations of northwest Mexico. These epidemics, which included small pox,
scarlet fever, typhus, measles, malaria and influenza, led to the annihilation of some
groups, and played a significant role in the depopulation of virtually all others. The
mortality figures for northwest Mexico may have reached 50 percent within the first
decade of contact, and 90 percent within 60 years (Reff 1991:194 et passim). The
cumulative effects of these disease episodes

...undermined productive strategies and long-established work, trade, and

marriage alliances. Without surpluses, craft production and trade declined

along with the power of native elites, who had been empowered by

differential access to and control of surpluses and exchange. Similarly, the

power and influence of native priests and shamans were undermined by

their inability to adequately explain and halt the unprecedented suffering

caused by disease (Reff 1991:277).

In some cases, the indigenous groups may already have suffered the consequences
of virulent diseases prior to contact with Europeans. Some scholars have suggested that
the smallpox pandemic which decimated central Mexico between 1518 and 1525 may
have spread as far as the American Southwest, either as an airborne pathogen (Upham
1986:40) or through protohistoric trade networks (Dobyns 1983:12-13). Although Reff
(1991:102) considers this possibility unlikely, there is evidence indicating that epidemic
diseases accompanied the Spanish conquistadores onto the coastal plain in 1530. As a
result, European descriptions of the coastal plain and the Sierra Madre Occidental at

initial contact may not characterize pristine societies, but those already in the throws of

epidemiological upheaval.
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The following account of the Spanish conquest and the indigenous cultures of the
North Mexican coastal plain on the eve of contact is derived from several sources. The
most significant primary sources for Sinaloa and southern Sonora are the various
anonymous testimonies presented in the trial of Nufio Beltran de Guzman, the narrative
of Diego de Guzman (Carrera Stampa 1955; Garcia Icazbalceta 1866; Heredia 1960),
Baltasar de Obregdn’s (1988) and Antonio Ruiz’'s (Nakayama 1974) chronicles of the
Francisco Ibarra expedition, the account of Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca (1944) and his
companions, and Andrés Pérez de Ribas’ (1944) Triunfos de nuestra santa Fe entre gentes
las mds bdrbarbas y fieras del Nuevo Orbe. Additional primary sources include the
accounts of Fray Marcos de Niza (1865) and Vasquez de Coronado (Hammond and Rey
1940), Alonso de la Mota y Escobar (1940), and the various annual reports (Anuas) of
the Jesuit missionaries.

Among secondary sources, Fray Antonio Tello’s Cronica Miscelanea de la Sancta
Provincia de Xalisco remains the most comprehensive and widely referenced historical
description of the region. Subsequent works, such as Matias Mota Padilla’s Historia del
Reino de Nueva Galicia en la América Septentrional and Miguel Lopez-Portillo y Weber’s
Congquista de la Nueva Galicia draw heavily upon Tello's version. Tello, however, arrived
from Spain in 1619, nearly a century after the events he records, and his work is full of
misinformation, erroneous dates and unreconcilable contradictions (Brand 1971:651-653).
Bancroft (1884, 1886), Beals (1933, 1943a, 1945), Brand (1971), Di Peso (1974), Reff

(1991), Sauer (1932, 1934, 1935) and Sauer and Brand (1932) are the principal English-
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language sources for reconstructing events of the Spanish conquest and the 16th century

indigenous population of the North Mexican coastal plain of Sinaloa and southern Sonora.

SPANISH CONQUEST OF THE NORTH MEXICAN COASTAL PLAIN
Spanish exploration of the Pacific coast was initially stimulated by the search for
the northwest route to Asia (Sauer 1932:3). Immediately after the fall of Tenochtitlan,
Cortés embarked upon the conquest of coastal Oaxaca and, proceeding north along the
coast, had, by 1523, established an outpost at the villa of Colima (Sauer 1932:3). Here,
the quest for Asia was further enhanced by Tarascan rumors of Amazon women with vast
riches of pearls and gold. In 1524, Cortés wrote the King of Spain, Carlos V, relating that
...the province of Ceguatan, where, it is strongly affirmed there is an island
inhabited by women without a single man...and that many people from
here have gone there and have seen it. They tell me as well that it is very
rich in pearls and gold (Cartas de Cortés 1866:288-289, cited in Sauer and
Brand 1932:42).
Ciguatdn ("land of women” in Nahuatl) was rumored to be but a ten-day march to the
north of Colima (Sauer 1932:3-4). Cortés, however, was preoccupied with the treasonous
conquistador Olid, among other problems, and dispatched his close relative, Francisco
Cortés de Buenaventura, to continue in his stead. The younger Cortés carried the search
northwards to Tepic, at the edge of the highlands in central Nayarit. Don Francisco
Pantécatl, whose father was a Nayarita cacique from near Tepic at the time of the Spanish

entrada, related to Tello (1968:38, 53) that Cortés sent his “ambassadors” from Tepic into

the tierra caliente as far as Acaponeta, where they were received by the cacique,
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Xonacatl, before turning homeward.

The Pacific coastal plain fell to Beltran Nufio de Guzman and his cohorts. While
Cortés was away in Spain defending himself against charges of malfeasance brought by
his enemies, Nuiio de Guzman, the Governor of Panuco and Cortés’ principal rival, was
appointed as president of the first audiencia of Mexico. Guzman, having quickly alienated
all but his most ardent supporters through a series of poorly conceived reforms (Bancroft
1884:320-328; Lopez-Portillo y Weber 1975:86-102), found his new political position to
be most tentative. Upon notice of Cortés’ vindication and impending return, Guzman
resolved to gain control of the north so as to enable himself to continue the search for the
northwest passage to Asia, the lost island of the Amazons and the Seven Cities of Cibola
in an effort to restore his rapidly diminishing standing with the King (Bancroft 1884:40-
55; Carrera Stampa 1955:12-31; Lopez-Portillo y Weber 1975:87-102; Primera Relacion
Andnima 1955:157).

Guzman's conquest of the northwest began in 1529 at the Tarascan (Purépecha)
capital of Tzintzuntzan, Michoacan, where he took the Caltzontzin, Tangaxoan, hostage.
Failing in his attempt to extort gold and other riches, Guzman had Tangaxoan dragged
by horse and then burned alive at the stake (Bancroft 1884:343-346; Cuarta Relacion
Andnima 1955:93-100; Garcia del Pilar 1955:177-181; Guzman 1955:63-65; Tello
1968:95-98). This event horrified many Spaniards who considered Tangaxoan, who had
accepted baptism as Don Francisco, to be a peaceful, Christian ally. Moreover, it firmly

established Nuiio de Guzman's reputation as a ruthless conqueror and presaged the
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brutality that was to follow.

With a military force composed of three to four hundred well-armed Spaniards,
and some 7000 Tlaxcaltecan and Aztec allies, along with an additional 8000 Tarascans
who had been forcibly conscripted, and commandeering some 10,000 pigs and sheep
(Carrera Stampa 1955:64; Nuiio de Guzman 1955:64; Lopez-Portillo y Weber 1975:140-
141), Guzman waged his campaign from Michoacdn through the highlands of Jalisco to
Tepic, Nayarit, then up the coastal plain as far as the Rio Tamazula, in central Sinaloa.
Guzmian incorporated this vast region, which included substantial territory previously
claimed by Francisco Cortés, as the province of Castilla de la Mayor Espaiia, and
established himself as Governor. The King, however, took exception to this grandiose
designation, and the province was subsequently renamed Nueva Galicia (Bancroft
1884:357,365; Tello 1968:93). At its maximum extent, Nueva Galicia incorporated all of
Colima, Jalisco, Nayarit, Aguascalientes and Sinaloa, as well as parts of Zacatecas,
Durango, Querétaro and San Luis Potosi (Carrera Stampa 1955:39).

The indigenous peoples of the coastal plain were no match for the overwhelming
might of the conquistadores. Native forces were routed in major battles at the pueblo of
Atecomatldn on the Rio del Espiritu Santo (Rio Santiago), in the province of Sentispac;
along the Rio Acaponeta, within the province of Aztatldn; along the Rio Baluarte at the
pueblo of Chametla, in the province of Chametla; and at Culiacan, in the province of
Culiacdn (Lopez-Portillo y Weber 1975:220-310). Garcia del Pilar (1955), a Mexica who

accompanied Guzman, testified to countless cruelties and the indiscriminate killing of
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thousands. In Sauer’s (1932:7) wry assessment:

"By a single entrada, in 1530-1531, Nufio de Guzman ruined the native

scene. The conquest was cheaply won. Mostly he met no resistance, often

he was received with open arms. Behind he left a trail of smoking ruins

and shambles. Survivors were driven out in gangs and sold as slaves; in

a few years the lowlands of Sinaloa and Nayarit became almost a

wilderness.”

From the villa established at San Miguel de Culiacan, Diego de Guzman (Nufio
de Guzman's nephew according to Bolton [1949:11]) carried the slave raiding forays north
to the Rio Yaqui (Heredia 1960). Here, in 1533, for the first time, the Spanish
encountered significant resistance which effectively albeit temporarily quenched the desire
for further conflicts and checked their advance. According to legend (Pérez de Ribas 1944
1:64-65), the Yaqui drew a line in the sand cautioning the Spaniards not to cross this
symbolic boundary. Guzman immediately responded with an attack and, although the
Yaqui forces were eventually dispersed into the surrounding hills, severe casualties were
inflicted upon the Spaniards and their Indian auxiliaries.

In 1536, Alvar Nifiez Cabeza de Vaca and his three companions (Alonso del
Castillo Maldonado, Andrés Dorantes de Carranza, and the black slave, Esteban), the sole
survivors of the ill-fated Narvaez expedition to colonize Florida in 1528, having made
their way westward, crossed over the Sierra Madre and descended onto the coastal plain.
After eight years, the journey ended in March, when they encountered a slaving party led

by Diego de Alcaraz somewhere between the Rio Sinaloa and Rio Mocorito (Di Peso

1974 TV:68-69; Sauer 1932:20). This reunion had been anticipated ever since arriving in
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the region of the Rio Mayo, where they saw iron implements and heard rumors of their
fellow countrymen from the locals. As the group proceeded southward, more tangible
signs of the Spanish presence were observed. Cabeza de Vaca, witnessing firsthand the
devastating results of the Guzman's campaign in northern Sinaloa, recounted that:

Anduvimos mucha tierra, y toda la hallamos despoblada, porque los
moradores de ella andaban huyendo por las sierras, sin osar tener casas
ni labrar, por miedo de los cristianos. Fué cosa de que tuvimos muy gran
ldstima, viendo la tierra muy fértil, y muy hermosa y muy llena de aguas
y de rios, y ver los lugares despoblados y quemados, y la gente tan flaca
y enferma, huida y escondida toda; y como no sembraban, con tanta
hambre, se mantenian con cortezas de drboles y raices. De esta hambre
a nosotros alcanzaba parte en todo este camino, porque mal nos podian
ellos proveer estando tan desventurados, que parescia que se querian
morir. Trujéronnos mantas de las que habian escondido por los cristianos,
y di€ronnoslas, y aun contdronnos codmo otras veces habian entrado los
cristianos por la tierra, y habian destruido y quemado los pueblos, y
llevado la mitad de los hombres y todas las mujeres y muchachos, y que
los que de sus manos se habian podido escapar andaban huyendo. Como
los viamos tan atemorizados, sin osar parar en ninguna parte, y que ni
querian ni podian sembrar ni labrar la tierra, antes estaban determinados
de dejarse morir, y que esto tenian por mejor, que esperar Ser tratados
con tanta crueldad....

[We passed through much territory and found it entirely abandoned, as the
inhabitants wandered fleeing for the mountains, without daring to build
houses or tend their fields for fear of the Christians. This brought us great
sadness, seeing the lands so fertile, beautiful and full of springs and rivers,
and to see the settlements abandoned and bumed, the people so thin and
sickly, all fleeing and hiding; and as they did not plant, with great hunger,
they maintained themselves with the bark of trees and roots. We shared
this hunger the entire way, as they could ill afford to provide for us,
themselves so misfortunate, that they appeared eager to die. They brought
shawls which they had hidden from the Christians, and gave them to us,
and they related how the Christians had at other times entered their lands,
destroying and burning the towns, and carrying away half of the men and
all of the women and children, and that those who were able to escape
wandered aimlessly in flight. We found them so frightened that they
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remained nowhere, and they neither would nor could cultivate the land,
having determined it better to die than to await being treated with such
cruelty....](1944:64).

These poignant observations, coupled with the brutal execution of the Tangaxoan,
contributed to the charges of excessive cruelty brought against Guzman, who was returned
to Spain where he spent his final years under house arrest, and ultimately brought about
the significant reforms in Spanish-Indian policy associated with Fray Bartolomé de las
Casas.

Cabeza de Vaca's account also served to stimulate interest in the northern frontier,
and further fueled dreams of the Seven Cities of Cibola and other lands equal to that of
central Mexico. The villa of San Miguel de Culiacdn served as the starting point from
which the Marcos de Niza (in 1539) and Coronado (in 1540) expeditions embarked.

In the wake of the conquest, the coastal plain was divided into encomiendas, large
tracts of land parceled out to the Spanish soldiers as a reward for their military service.
Encomiendas were similar to Roman larifundii, but included rights to the labor of the
indigenous occupants as well (Gibson 1964:58 et passim). Although the second Audiencia
of 1530 sought to replace the encomienda system with the corrigimiento system, which
ostensibly limited the opportunity to develop personal wealth and power by channeling
resources directly to the crown, the encomienda system continued to thrive, surreptitiously
or otherwise, in the northwestern fringe of New Spain. By 1536, encomiendas had been
established at la Villa del Espiritu Santo de Chiametla, Escuinapa, San Miguel de

Culiacan, Piaxtla, Elota, Conitaca, Zoquititan, Cosald, Quild, Navolato, Altata, Baimena
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and Bamoa, and by the end of the 16th century also included Mazatldn, Villa de San Juan
de Carapoa, Pinuco, Copald, Villas de San Sebastidn, Tepuxtla, Amole, Quelite,
Mocorito, Capirato, Bacubirito, Ocoroni, Opochi, Nio, Tamazula, Guasave, Yecorato and
the Villa de San Felipe y Santiago de Sinaloa (Zavala Duarte 1971:57-60).

Frequent insurrections, largely as a result of abuse at the hands of encomenderos,
kept the Spanish hold on the coastal plain somewhat precarious. In 1539-1540, Vasquez
de Coronado, as the newly appointed Governor of Nueva Galicia, put down several Tahue
revolts while awaiting de Niza’s return from Cibola and his own impending departure.
Twenty-five years later, Francisco de Ibarra was compelled to postpone his mineral
exploration of the northern Sierra Madre, and returned from the Rio Fuerte region in order
to quell uprisings by the Totorame in the Chametla region, which resulted in shifting
political control of much of the coastal plain from Nueva Galicia to that of Nueva
Vizcaya. The Relacion of Antonio Ruiz (Nakayama 1974), who as a boy accompanied
his father on Ibarra’s expedition to Paquimé, indicates that the years from 1565 to the
close of the 16th century were marked by continual conflicts between the native peoples
and the Spaniards. Punitive Spanish militias were soundly defeated on more than one
occasion, and some settlements, such as San Juan de Carapoa on the Rio Fuerte, were
abandoned.

Jesuit missionaries entered Sinaloa shortly before the end of the 16th century.
Although initial attempts occasionally ended in martyrdom (as, for example, Padre

Gonzalo de Tapia, who was dismembered by the jealous Ocoroni shaman, Nacaveba, in
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1594), the priests were mostly well-received by the various groups who occupied the
coastal plain. With the exception of the Yaqui region, where periodic conflicts with the
Spanish and Mexicans persisted into the 1920s, the southern half of the coastal plain had

been permanently pacified by the early years of the 17th century.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF SINALOA AND SOUTHERN SONORA

The paucity of historical documentation pertaining to the early years of Spanish
contact is particularly unfortunate and frustrating as the coastal plain had been densely
occupied by numerous groups whose cultural and linguistic affinities were quickly
obscured, if not obliterated, in the course of conquest and reduction. Taking into
consideration the western slopes of the Sierra Madre, the region between central Nayarit
and the Rio Yaqui was home to some thirty groups as distinguished by the Spanish
(Figure 3.1). These coastal peoples were further grouped within several provincias
identified by the Spaniards as Sentispac, Aztatlin, Quezald, Piaxtla, Culiacan, and

Petatlan/Cinaloa (Figure 3.2).

The Totorame

The southernmost limits of the coastal plain, from central Nayarit north to between
the Rio Baluarte and the Rio Piaxtla, were inhabited by the Totorame (known also as
Pinome or Pinonuquia). Totorame was probably a lowland dialect of Cora (Miller

1983a:121, 1983b:331; Sauer 1934:14). Cora, along with Huichol, comprises the Corachol
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Figure 3.2: Native Provincias of Coastal Northwest Mexico
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branch of Uto-Aztecan, and is considered to be the southernmost of the Sonoran branch
of Uto-Aztecan dialects (Miller 1983:121). Similarities between Corachol and Nahuatl
also indicate the closest known linguistic link between these two branches of Uto-Aztecan
(Miller 1983:121).

The region occupied by the Totorame corresponds with the indigenous provincias
identified during the Guzmin entrada as Sentispac, Aztatlin and Chametla. These
provinces were described as densely populated, with settlements lining the major rivers
between the piedmont and the coast (Cuarta Relacion Andnima 1955:108; Tercera
Relacion Andnima 1955:137; Pantécatl, in Tello 1968:174; Sauer and Brand 1932:43).
Sauer (1935:5) estimated the aboriginal Totorame population at 100,000, with a
population density of 10 people per square kilometer. Reff (1991:194-195), alternatively,
suggests that the Totorame population likely exceeded 200,000.

Ocelotl, the cacique of Omitlan, in the province of Sentispac, was said to have had
two hundred porters and a hundred servants in his personal service, and dominion over
20,000 souls (Sauer and Brand 1932:43; Pantécatl, in Tello 1968:142). Some forty or
more pueblos were reported to be under his direct administration (Tercera Relacion
Andnima 1955:137), with tribute of gold, silver, fish, cotton, and honey reportedly exacted
from the neighboring groups, including the Tepehuan and Cora (Tello 1968:142).

Much has been made of the ability of Guzman's considerable forces to sustain
themselves on Totorame foodstuffs for one and a half months while encamped at Omitldn

(Tercera Relacion Anonima 1955:137; Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:153; Sauer and
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Brand 1932:43). The cultivation of corn, beans, squash, chile and cotton, along with the
domestication of honey bees has been attributed to the Totorame (Sauer and Brand
1932:51-53; Tello 1968:144).

Although Guzman's forces remained in the Aztatlan region for five months, little
information was recorded. The Aztatldn province does not appear to have been dominated
by a single pueblo, but contained many small pueblos, most of which seem to have been
concentrated along the Rio Acaponeta (Sauer and Brand 1932:45). According to Tello
(1968:161), the Spaniards were met by over 10,000 warriors greatly adorned with feathers
at a pueblo named Comitl.

On September 20, 1530 a tropical storm brought a torrential downpour flooding
the Rio Acaponeta, drowning many of the Indian allies and most of Guzman's stock
animals (Cuarta Relacion Anénima 1955:108-109; Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:153-
154, Tercera Relacion Anénima 1955:139; Relacién de Garcia Pilar 1955:185).
Following the flood, the first evidence of epidemic disease in the coastal region is
mentioned. According to Garcia Pilar (1955:185), more than 8,000 Indian allies died as
a result. The symptoms, which included fever, chills, and bloody stools are indicative of
either dysentary, typhoid and/or malaria (Reff 1991:104).

The Chametla province was said to contain 22 pueblos within its dominion
(Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:139). The cacique of Chametla reportedly met Guzmdn
at the edge of the pueblo of Chametla with more than 5000 warriors adorned with caiman

skins and multicolored feather shields (Tello 1968:173). The cacique was also
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accompanied by a young tigrillo (ocelot?) with a shell collar from which hung a copper
bell (Tello 1968:173). This province was dominated by a beautiful river (the Rio Baluarte)
and numerous large mangrove estuaries, with abundant fish, fowl, fruit and cotton

(Tercera Relacion Anénima 1955:140).

The Tahue (Southern Cahita)

The Tahue occupied the coastal plain between the Rio Piaxtla and the Rio
Mocorito, in what the Spanish regarded as the native provinces of Quezala, Piaxtla and
Culiacan. The Tahue represent the southernmost speakers of a Cahita dialect (Kroeber
1934; Miller 1983:122; Moctezuma Zamarron 1991:132, 135; Sauer and Brand 1932:58;
Spicer 1980:8), although Beals (1943a:73) regards this identification as inconclusive.

The marked linguistic shift between the Totorame and the Tahue was noted by the
author of the Tercera Relacion Andnima, who remarked that the Spaniards were delayed
for eight or nine days upon arriving in the Quezala province while trying to secure a
translator (1955:140-141). Quezala, which incorporated the territory lying between the Rio
Baluarte and Rio Piaxtla, was apparently less densely inhabited, with smaller, more
dispersed settlements; only one pueblo, called los Frisoles for the large quantity of beans
observed there, is mentioned in the texts (Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:141).

The province of Piaxtla was apparently more densely occupied, with more
numerous pueblos than were observed in the Quezala province. At least four pueblos,

Piaxtla, Pochotla, Rinconada and Bayla, are named, although the latter may properly have
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been within the Culiacdn province (Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:142). The houses of
the caciques were surrounded by tall palisades, which also enclosed the plaza and several
other houses, apparently as a result of persistent conflicts with their neighbors (Primera
Relacion Anonima 1955:155). Curiously, some 35 years later, Ibarra considered the pueblo
of Piaxtla to fall within the limits of the Chametla province (Obregon 1988:102).

The principal river within this province was named the Rio de Sal (presentday Rio
Piaxtla) for a large pile of salt observed by the Spaniards (Primera Relacién Andnima
1955:155). Abundant foodstuffs, including great quantities of fish, ciruelas, pulque made
from fermented agave, and cages with gallinas, parrots and falcons were observed
(Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:142). The author of the Primera Relacién Anénima
(1955:155) also noted that cotton clothing was abundant throughout the province.

The Culiacan province was initially thought to be the Ciguatdn of Amazon lore.
The Spaniards believed they had indeed found the land of the Amazons, as they
encountered a settlement along the Rio San Lorenzo occupied primarily by women and
children; only later was it discovered that the men had fled to the hills in order to regroup
and mount a military campaign against the intruders (Cuarta Relacion Anénima 1955:116-
117). According to the author of the Primera Relacion Andnima, the Culiacan valley was

...la tierra mas bien poblada que hay en Indias se ha visto; por este valle

de Culiacdn pasa un rio muy bueno, mayor que ninguno de los pasados.

Habrd desde la mar hasta el principio de las sierras nueve leguas de

tierra llana. Todas estas nueve leguas iban cuajadas de pueblos del un

cabo € del otro del rio, d tres cuartos é d media legua, que cada uno tenia
quinientas, seiscientas casas.
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[the most populated land that I have seen in the Indies; a very good river

passes through the Culiacdn Valley, larger than any of the previous ones.

Between the sea and the foothills are nine leagues of level land. The entire

nine leagues was covered with pueblos along both banks of the river, about

three-quarters or one-half league apart, each one with five hundred, six

hundred houses (1955:156).

The Spaniards mention numercus communities, and several are referred to by
name; these include Quila, Aquinola, las Flechas, Leon, Humaya, Mejia, Colombo,
Jarillas, la Pescaderia, and Cinco Barrios (also referred to as Cuatro Barrios or Seis
Barrios e.g., Carrera Stampa 1955:117, footnote 94; Cuarta Relacién Anénima 1955:117)
(Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:143-146). Particular attention was given to Tahue
settlement patterns and domestic architecture, reflected in the following descriptions from

the Guzman entrada:

Tienen buenas casas grandes con unas ramadas grandes delante donde
tejen las mujeres su ropa.

[They have good, big houses with large porches where the women weave
their clothing] (Cuarta Relacion Andnima 1955:125).

Son los pueblos de Piaztla adelante las casas muy juntas y buenas; son de
paja las techumbres

[From Piaztla on, the houses are very close together and well-made; the
roofs constructed of thatch] (Tercera Relacion Anonima 1955:142).

...tan juntas las casas como estas de México... Hay por alli mucha suma de
pueblos pequerios, y todas las casas juntas.

[the houses are as close together as in Mexico...There are a great many
small pueblos, and all with the houses set together] (Tercera Relacién
Andnima 1955:143).
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Eran las casas muy largas € muy bien hechas, € cobiertas de paja por muy
gran arte.

[The houses were very large and extremely well-made, with the eaves
covered with great artwork] (Primera Relacion Anénima 1955:156).

Writing some 70 years later, de la Mota y Escobar was less effusive in his
description of Tahue houses, which he noted were made of open cane walls in order to
allow the breezes to circulate, and more closely resembled cages than domiciles
(1940:105).

The Culiacan province was even more abundant than the Totorame region in the
cultivation of corn, beans, and squash, as well as cotton, peppers, eggplant, guavas, black
zapotes, guamuchiles (a fruit produced by a species of acacia) and ciruelas (Sauer and
Brand 1932:52; Tercera Relacion Anénima 1955:140). Hunting of deer, rabbit and fox
was also reported (Cuarta Relacion Anénima 1955:125).

Tahue men were described as highly tattooed and the women considered to be the
most beautiful encountered along the coast (Cuarta Relacion Andnimo 1955:125). The
wife of the cacique of Culiacan was dressed in a blouse of many colors, with several
strands of shells and pearls, with the wives of nobles carrying strands made from the
feathers of parrots, grackles, pheasant, quail and many other species of birds which they
presented to the Spaniards (Tello 1968:180).

Sauer (1935:5) suggests that Tahue-speakers numbered 70,000 at contact, with a
population density of approximately 5.2 persons per square kilometer. Again, Reff

(1991:194-195) would raise this figure closer to 200,000.
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The Mocorito, who occupied what is today the Rio Mocorito valley on the
northern Tahue frontier, have also been included as residents of the Culiacdn province
(Sauer 1932:10). Culturally, they appear to have been related to the Tahue, but reflected
at least some linguistic distinction (Sauer 1935:24). The pueblo of Guamochiles (modemn
Guamiichil), named for the abundant acacia fruit, was probably within Mocorito territory
(Tercera Relacion Andnima 1955:148). In 1563, the Mocorito supplied the Ibarra
expedition with 200 well-armed warriors to guide them to the Rio Sinaloa (Obregén

1988:69). A contact period population of 5,000 has been proposed by Sauer (1935:5).

The Northern Cahita

From the Rio Mocorito north to the Rio Yaqui, the coastal plain and western sierra
was occupied by numerous sedentary agriculturalists who spoke various dialects of
Cahita and were, thus, linguistically related to the Tahue and Mocorito. These groups
minimally included the Ahome, Baciroa, Guasave, Chinipa, Comanito, Conicari, Huites,
Macoyahui, Mayo, Nio, Ocoroni, Sinaloa, Tehueco, Topichiz, Yaqui, Zoe and Zuaque.

The region occupied by the northern Cahita-speakers comprised the province of
Sinaloa. According to the author of the Tercera Relacion Anonima (1955:147):

Maravilldronse de ver tan nueva manera de casas, y gente tan bestal,

porque las casas son como carretas entolodadas de las de la Mancha de

Aragon en Espana, y la gente vestida de cuero.

[They marveled to see such a new type of house, the people so brutal, for

the houses are like the covered carts of 1a Mancha de Aragon in Spain, and
the people dressed in skins].
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In Sauer’s estimation, these comments mark the Spanish introduction to “Céhita culture”
(1932:11). Clearly, Sauer drew a distinction between Cahita culture and Cahita-speaking
peoples, in which he included the Tahue. By Cahita “culture”, Sauer apparently implies
that typified by the northern Cahita groups, in part reflected by the surviving Yaqui and
Mayo peoples of southern Sonora and extreme northern Sinaloa, which could be
contrasted with their seemingly more advanced neighbors to the south (cf. Sauer 1935:15).
The houses of the northern Cdhita were predominantly constructed of woven cane

mats. Pérez de Ribas provides a detailed description of their construction:

Estas hacian, unas de varas de monte hincadas en tierra, entretejidas y
atadas con bejucos, que son unas ramas como de zarzaparrilla, muy
fuertes y que duran mucho tiempo. Las paredes que hacian con esa
varazon las afortaban con una torta de barro, para que no las penetrarse
el sol, ni los vientos, cubriendo la casa con madera y encima tierra o
barro, con que hacian azotea y con eso se contentaban. Otros hacian sus
casas de petates, que es un género de esteras tejidas de cana rajada, y
éstas cosidas unas con otras sirven de pared y cubierta, que es tumbada
sobre arcos de varas hincadas en tierra, y sobre ella corre el agua sin
peligro de goterzas, y quedan al modo de los carros cubiertas de Espaia.
Delante de sus casas levantan unas ramadas que les sirven de portal,
sobre que guardan los frutos de sus sementeras, y debajo de él es su
vivienda entre dia y les sirve de sombra. Alli duermen de noche en tiempo
de calores, teniendo por colchdn y cama una estera de cana de las dichas

[These were made stripped branches of brush stuck in the soil, woven and
tied with flexible branches, such as zarzaparrilla, they are very strong and
last a long time. The walls they made with large branches reinforced with
a sandwich of clay, so that the sun does not penetrate, nor the winds,
covering the house with wood and above earth or clay, of which they
made the roof and were content. Others made their houses of woven mats,
which is a variety of woven reed canes, and these sewn together serve as
both wall and roof, draped over arched branches wedged in the ground,
above which the water runs without fear of leaks, and look like the
covered carts of Spain. In front of their houses they raise ramadas which
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serve as an entryway, upon which they store the fruits of their fields, and

beneath it is their living space during the day as it provides them shade.

Here they sleep at night in hot weather, having for mattress and bed a

platform of the aforementioned canes] (1944:126).
The Nahuatl term for woven mat, petate, led the Spaniards to refer the region surrounding
the Rio Sinaloa as “Petatldn”, or "place of the woven mats” (Segunda Relacion Andnima
1955:165). Unfortunately, the accounts of Guzman (Heredia 1960) and the author of the
Segunda Relacion Anénima (1955) make it impossible to reconstruct the contact-period
geography of the region with any great degree of certainty. Most previous reconstructions
of the itinerary, including those by Bancroft (1884:55-58), Sauer (1932:11), Hedrick and
Riley (1976:34-37) and Reff (1991:31), place the Petatldn province on the Rio Sinaloa,
while Di Peso (1974 IV:40), and Heredia (1960:139-140) consider all references to
Petatlan prior to Ibarra’s expedition, in 1564, to indicate the Mocorito Valley. The vague
nature of the information requires numerous assumptions by adherents of both
perspectives, and neither can be accepted or discounted solely on the basis of the
documentary record. However, by the end of the latter part of the 16th century, Petatlan
had become permanently associated with the Rio Sinaloa basin.

The author of the Segunda Relacion Ancnima (1955:166), who accompanied Diego
de Guzman in 1533, remarked that the Rio Tamachola (either the Rio Sinaloa or Rio
Fuerte) was populated by “buenos pueblos € mucha gente”, with cultivated fields of maize

and bean throughout the region. Several of the Indians in this area had in their possession

items of Spanish origin, including ship-making tools, sword belts, knives and a piece of
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blue handkerchief (Segunda Relacién Andnima 1955:166-167; Heredia 1960:132).
According to several informants, these items had been taken from several Christians who
had arrived in a house that floated on water (Heredia 1960:132-133). These Spaniards
were subsequently killed, and their ship destroyed, by the people of Crumeme, a pueblo
of eight houses near the coast (Heredia 1960:132-133). This, then, was the apparent fate
of the expedition of Captain Hurtado and his men, who had been sent by Hernan Cortés
to look for the northwest passage to Asia the previous year.
The Guasave were settled along the Rio Sinaloa from the coast to approximately
50 kilometers upstream. Although Sauer (1934:28-29, 1935:50) considers the Guasave to
have been hunter-fisher-gatherers, the documents clearly indicate the presence of several
small pueblos with fields of bean and maize; the villages of Sisinicari, Ure, Pojui, and
Tamazula were located downriver from Guasave (Sauer 1934:29). Moreover, as noted in
the preceding chapter, the term “Guasave” implies cultivated fields. Guasave was
reportedly not an aboriginal settlement, but was established by the Jesuit Villafane for the
various Guasave who had been congregated there for the mission; in its first year,
contained 600 households (Sauer 1935:20). Allowing for four or five individuals per
household would indicate a population of 2,400 to 3,000. Sauer (1935:5) proposed a total
population of some 10,000, but this figure also included the Ahome and the coastal
fisherfolk.
The Nio occupied a small area in the middle of the coastal plain a few kilometers

upstream from the Guasave. Diego de Guzman (Heredia 1960:124) gives the name of two
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villages in what may be the Nio region as “Cinulme” and “Moretio”, described as small
settlements of seventy and eighty ranchos respectively (Heredia 1960:124-125). The men
were described as wearing little more than cotton breechclouts, with the women draped
in tanned deerskins (Segunda Relacion Andnima 1955:165).

Obregén (1988:70) described the warriors along the Rio Sinaloa armed with
shields, bows, arrows, clubs and lances, and adorned with rich plumage, floral wreaths,
beads, and various types of shells. Ibarra’s group was welcomed with open arms in “good
ramadas and houses”, and provided with all their needs; maize, bean, squash and cotton
were cultivated (Obregon 1988:70-71).

The Ocoroni, bitter enemies of the Guasave and Nio, were located 12 leagues
north of Petatldn, along a tributary of the Rio Sinaloa (Obregén 1988:73). The principal
pueblo, also known as Ocoroni, consisted of 400 houses and was governed by the female
cacica, Luisa (Obregon 1988:74). According to Obregon, Luisa was a Tahue born in the
Culiacan valley, and after having been captured by various groups on five different
occasions, eventually became the wife of the Ocoroni cacique, and widely acknowledged
as the de facto leader (1988:74; Nakayama 1975:45-49). The cacica was persuaded to join
the Ibarra expedition, serving as interpreter for the entire journey to Paquimé and back
(Nakayama 1975:45-49). During the 1580s, Ruiz (Nakayama 1974:59-60) recounted
continual conflicts with the Ocoroni, which resulted in the anhilation of a militia under
the command of Gonzalo Martinez, who was subsequently ritually cannibalized on

account of his tremendous valor in the battle. The combined population of the Ocoroni
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and Sinaloa river valleys is given as 15,000 (Sauer 1935:5).

The Comanito and their neighbors, including the Bacapa, Cahuameto, Chicorato,
and Bacubirito are also presumed to be Cahita-speakers who inhabited the foothills and
sierra above the Mocorito. Their combined numbers are estimated at 15,000 (Sauer
1935:21).

Approximately 1,000 Ahome families occupied the lowermost portion of the Rio
Fuerte (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:278). The Ahome recognized both biological and linguistic
affinities with the Guasave, and claimed that they had migrated from the north with their
friends, the Zoe (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I:281). The Ahome were described by Pérez de
Ribas as peaceful hunters and gatherers of either maritime or monte resources and who
practiced no agriculture whatsoever (1944 1:278). Paradoxically, the Jesuit also stated that
the Ahome women wove skirts of cotton, mentioned agricultural fields and the gifting of
tortillas and tamales (1944 1:281-283). It is possible that the discrepancies in Pérez de
Ribas’ statements refer to the precontact period, with agriculture having been introduced
by the Spaniards. However, almost a half-century earlier, Obregén described the entire
lower Rio Fuerte reaching to the sea, as planted in maize, beans and squash, and also
noted that the Ahome were great fishermen and hunters, and made good pottery
(1988:90). As there was no significant Spanish presence in this region during the years
between the Diego de Guzman and Ibarra entradas, this possibility seems unlikely.

Obregon (1988:90) mentions pueblo of Urique, which was located somewhere

along the margins of the Rio Fuerte, among either the Ahome, Zuaque or Tehueco. Here
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the Spaniards were presented with “gifts of maize, bean, squash, cooked fish, venison,
hare, rabbit and quail in great quantity.”

The Zuaque occupied three pueblos along the margins of the Rio Fuerte upstream
from the Ahome. Mochicaui (modern Mochicahui “cerro de la tortuga”), the principal
pueblo of the Zuaque was situated on the alluvial plain, and was reported to have a
population of 500 (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:234). The Zuaque were also governed by a
cacica known as Luisa (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:234-239; Nakayama 1974:48). The Zuaque
pueblos were said to lie within the most fertile valley of all Sinaloa (Pérez de Ribas 1944
I:301).

The Tehueco occupied three pueblos within the territory beginning approximately
four leagues up-river from the last Zuaque pueblo, and extending along the Rio Fuerte for
a distance of seven leagues (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:310-311). Three, four or five wives
were reported, many dances and much drinking, gifts of cotton (1944 I:311). Cacique said
to have five wives, of whom two were sisters (1944 [:313). According to Pérez de Ribas,
the Tehueco were capable of putting 1500 archers in the field (1944 1:278).

The Sinaloa pueblos began six leagues above the fort established by Hurdaide at
Montesclaros (modem-day El Fuerte) (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:342). In 1533, there were
said to be 20 or 25 pueblos of 100, 200 and 300 petate houses belonging to the Sinaloa
(Segunda Relacion Anonima 1955:167). The Spaniards were sufficiently impressed with
a show of arms by more than 20,000 warriors with bows and arrows, that no slave-raiding

was undertaken, and immediate attempts to make peace with the caciques were made



102
(Segunda Relacion Anonima 1955:168). Thirty years later, Obregon (1988:77) described
the Cinaro (Sinaloa) pueblo of Ciguini as being fortified by a "wall of thick wood in the
manner of “forreones”, an apparent reference to palisades (although Reff [1991:37]
identifies this pueblo with the Ocoroni, Obregdn’s use of Cimaro is almost certainly a
variant of “Sinaloa”, and its location on the Rio Fuerte seemingly confirms this
association). At Tepulco, the most populous of the Sinaloan pueblos, Ibarra’s expedition
was met by 1000 warriors divided into four squadrons with feathered shields, lances,
bows, arrows and clubs, all adorned with much plumage of parrots and sea birds, sea
shells, and dressed in small cotton breechclouts tied about the waist, with shells,
ommaments and stones from the sea strung around their ankles (Obregén 1988:77-78).
Throughout Sinaloa territory, extensive fields surrounded the Rio Fuerte, with abundant
maize, beans, squash and cotton (Obregon 1988:79).

The combined population figures for the Zuaque, Tehueco, and Sinaloa are
estimated at 40,000 (Sauer 1935:5). Based upon the documentary evidence, the Sinaloa
probably comprised more than half of this total.

The Zoe occupied the mountain region above the Sinaloa, and claimed to have
migrated, along with the Ahome, from the north (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:281). The
population of their principal pueblo, Choiz, was estimated at more than 500 souls (Pérez
de Ribas 1944 1:352), with the remaining Zoe distributed among dispersed rancherias
(Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:354). Houses of adobe oriented around a plaza were also described

by Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:354), although it is not clear whether this was as result of
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earlier Spanish influence. Sauer suggests a Zoe population of no more than 3,000
(1935:5).

The Huite (“archers” in Cahita) included some 300 families living in rancherias
dispersed among caves and rockshelters, no more than seven leagues from the Sinaloa
(Pérez de Ribas 1944 I:355). According to Pérez de Ribas (1944 I:355), the Huite were
notorious cannibals, with the skulls of enemies hung above doors or caves. Sauer
proposed a total population of 2,000 (1935:5).

Approximately 4,000 Chinipa occupied the rugged sierra country above the Huite,
in what is today southwestern Chihuahua (Sauer 1935:5). Although Spicer (1980:8) and
Sauer (1935:33) include the Chinipa among Cdhita-speakers, most scholars consider the
Chinipa to be Tarahumaran (cf. Miller 1983a, 1983b; Moctezuma Zamarrén 1991).
However, Ruiz (Nakayama 1974:70) remarked that their Ocoroni guide (Maria,
presumably the daughter of the cacica Luisa) could converse with the Chinipa, and Pérez
de Ribas gives the name of their cacique as Cobameai, which is proper Cahita meaning
something akin to “Headkiller”, thus supporting a Cdhita affiliation. Cobameai was
described by Pérez de Ribas as

Era indio de grande cuerpo y robusto, y aunque bien proporcionado, de

fiero rostro y horrendo en el mirar y de edad de cincuenta afos. Llego

vestido de manta de color azul, larga hasta los pies, las orejas cercadas

de los zarcillos que ellos usan, adornados de conchas de ndcar labradas

y ensartadas en hilos azules y cercan toda la oreja.

[He was a robust Indian of great bodysize, although well-proportioned,

with an iron countenance horrendous to behold and an age of fifty years.
He arrived dressed in a blue cotton robe reaching to his feet, his ears
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draped with the ornaments that they use, adorned with shaped nacreous
shells strung on blue thread covering the entire ear](1944 1:372).

When Ruiz visited the Chinipa valley, in either 1589 or 1590, the Spaniards were received
with great jubilation by both men and women who were “loaded with tamales, raw and
cooked beans, much dry pinole and batido in ollas, maize and dried squash, and much
tobacco in little canes” (Nakayama 1974:70).

According to Pérez de Ribas (1944 [1:10), the Mayo were similar to the other
Cdhita-speaking groups of northern Sinaloa in terms of their customs, subsistence, houses,
weapons, dancing and drinking, and polygamy. Pérez de Ribas remarked that the Mayo
could field 8,000 or 10,000 warriors, with a total population of 30,000 who lived in
rancherias distributed along the river bank (1944 II:10). Sauer has estimated their
population at 25,000 (Sauer 1935:5). However, Ruiz (Nakayama 1974:53), who visited
the Mayo some 40 years prior to Pérez de Ribas, estimated 24,000 households along the
lower Rio Mayo, which both Sheridan (1981:76) and Reff (1991:215) suggest would
indicate a population in excess of 60,000. Sauer acknowledged Ruiz’ figures, suggesting
that he had erred in his manuscript, intending to record people instead of households
(1935:17). Ruiz, however, consistently referred to populations by numbers of households
throughout his relacion, and did not likely alter his methodology in this one case (cf.
Sheridan 1981:76). These estimates provide a population density ranging from

approximately 4.3 to 8.0 persons per square kilometer.
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A number of small groups for which little or no information exists occupied the
serrana region surrounding the Rio Mayo and its principal tributary, the Rio Cedros. The
Conicari inhabited a single pueblo along the Rio Cedros not far from its confluence with
the Rio Mayo (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:29). A population figure of 1,000 is given by Sauer
(1935:5). The Tepague pueblo was situated further up the Rio Cedros valley. Here, Pérez
de Ribas noted that they exploited the agaves abandoned by their enemies, and booby-
trapped trails with poison-tipped spikes (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:327-328). The Tepague
were bitter enemies of the Mayo (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:28). The contact-period Tepague
population is estimated at 3,000 (Sauer 1935:5). The Macoyahui inhabited the Rio Mayo
above the Conicari. The Baciroa and Topichiz lived to the south of the Conicari. Sauer
(1935:5) estimates a combined population of 3,000.
The Yaqui are the northernmost of the coastal Cdhita. They were considered by
Pérez de Ribas to be the most populous nation in the province of Sinaloa, with an
estimated 30,000 people distributed among 80 rancherias concentrated along the last 12
leagues of the Rio Yaqui Valley, comprising an area of approximately 900 square miles
(Pérez de Ribas 1944 11:64; Spicer 1980:5). Sauer suggested a slightly higher figure of
35,000 for the contact period Yaqui (1935:5). Again, both Sheridan (1981:76) and Reff
(1991:215) regard these figures as overly conservative and, in considering the effects of
epidemic diseases prior to Spanish missionization, suggests a population approaching
65,000. Depending upon which population figures are accepted, the population density for

the Yaqui region ranges from approximately 33 to more than 60 persons per square
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kilometer (cf. Spicer 1980:5).

Aside from being much more bellicose, the Yaqui were said to be like other
Cahita in their “drunkenness, barbarous dances with the severed heads of enemies, use of
many women, witchcraft and shamans in great numbers” (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:65). The
Yaqui were noticeably taller than the other coastal peoples (Pérez de Ribas 1944 II:65).
Men generally went naked, except for the principales, who wore robes of deerskin,
mountain lion, ocelot or cotton (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:65-66); the women, noted as great
weavers, wore skirts of yerba reaching to the knees, while the consorts of principales
wore long robes of cotton. Both sexes used blue cotton strings, occasionally tied with
precious stones in their ears, with men also occasionally using similar nose ornaments
(Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:66). Both men and women were tattooed with black ink around
the lips and chin, in the style of Moorish women (Segunda Relacion Andnima 1955:174).

Today, the Mayo and Yaqui are the only indigenous peoples remaining on the
coastal plain between the Cora of Nayarit and the Seri of central Sonora, a distance of
approximately 750 kilometers. Both population data and an apparent southward shift in
settlement suggest that many of the smaller Cdhita-speaking groups of the Rio Fuerte, Rio
Mayo and Rio Cedros tegions were subsequently assimilated by the Mayo (Sauer

1935:37).
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The Barranca Peoples

To the east of the coastal plain were several little known groups of less certain
linguistic and cultural affinities who occupied the western foothills and mountains of the
Sierra Madre Occidental. Among these were the Acaxee, Xixime, Hume, Tepaca, Pacaxe,
and Sabaibo. According to Beals (1933:4), these groups could be distinguished primarily
on the basis of slight dialectical differences. Some have suggested that these groups were
related to the Nahuatl branch of Uto-Aztecan (Orozco y Berra 1864; Thomas and
Swanton 1911), though the majority support an affiliation with the Sonoran branch (Beals
1933; Kroeber 1934; Miller 1983; Sauer 1934). Sauer (1934:21), tentatively supported by
Beals (1933:4), Kroeber (1934:14) and Miller (1983b:330-331) further proposes a
linguistic relationship between the Acaxee and Tahue, thus establishing a Cahita
affiliation.

The Acaxee were scattered among the canyons and peaks in rancherias and
“pueblos pequenos”, of which Topia was the principal settlement (Pérez de Ribas 1944
[TI:17; Obregon 1988:50-64). Bows and arrows, shields, clubs, lances and rocks were used
by the defenders, who were arrayed in much “plumage, beads, shells, colorful floral
wreaths, and staffs of brazilwood with banners” (Obregén 1988:58).

Pérez de Ribas (1944 ITI:17) suggests an Acaxee population ranging from 10,000
to 16,000, whereas Sauer estimates their numbers at approximately 30,000 within an area
of 15,000 square kilometers, giving a population density of 2.0 persons per square

kilometer (1935:5). Clothing of agave fiber was more common than cotton (Pérez de
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Ribas 1944 III:17). Strands of white marine shells acquired from coastal groups were
greatly esteemed; ornaments were worn upon the arms, ears and nasal cartilage which
were pierced in childhood (Pérez de Ribas 1944 III:17).

The Xixime occupied 635 rancherias, excluding remote homesteads, and five “good
pueblos” with five or six thousand people; the two principal pueblos were Xocotilma and
Guapijuxe (Pérez de Ribas 1944 III:90 et passim). At Xocotilma, the missionaries were
met by 150 warriors, some armed with lances and shields, others with bows and quivers
full of arrows, and still others with clubs, axes and knives (Pérez de Ribas 1944 III:90).
Sauer (1935:5) also provides a population figure of 30,000 for the Xixime, who inhabited
a region totalling 19,800 square kilometers, with an estimated population density of 1.5
persons per square kilometer (1935:5).

The upland peoples are described as having been far more barbarous than the
lowlanders; both the Acaxee and Xixime were considered to be notorious cannibals (Beals
1933:16-18; Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:132, I:18, 86-87). The Xixime were said to have
hunted the Acaxee in order to stuff their ollas with meat, leaving the bones and skulls
hanging from the walls and doors of their houses (Pérez de Ribas 1944 III:86-87).
Obregon (1988:106) claimed that over 2,000 skulls were found in a single house in the
small pueblo of Jaramoa, and a group of missionaries reportedly counted 1,724 skulls in
another village (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1I:19).

These various groups lived in scattered rancherias primarily located within the

isolated valleys of the sierra which permitted the restricted cultivation of maize, beans,
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squash, chile and cotton (Obregon 1988:58,61; Pérez de Ribas 1944 II1:17). Wild
foodstuffs that were gathered in the barrancas included agave, prickly pear fruits, zapote
(Achras sapota), guamuchil, and honey (Beals 1933:9). Hunting of deer and fishing with
weirs and poison made from the ground leaves of trees was also practiced (Beals
1933:11).

In general, houses in the sierra were constructed of either jacal (wattle-and-daub),
timber and mud, or stone, and some may have enclosed interior courtyards (Beals
1933:6). Fuertes, or “strong houses” were associated with the Acaxee. At the village of
Topia there was a strong house three stories high with a stone staircase and notches in
the walls for loosing arrows, and around which were planted prickly pears and agaves

(Obregon 1988:58).

The Coastal Peoples

Along the Pacific littoral were various groups identified as hunter-fisher-gatherers
eking out a meager living in the shadow of their more sophisticated neighbors. These
coastal groups generally include the Achire, Ahome, Batucari (Vacoregue), Comopori and
Guasave (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:287 et passim; Sauer 1934:29, 1935:20). Over time, these
groups came to be collectively known as “Guasave”. However, as discussed previously,
the Guasave and Ahome were, at least in part, sedentary agriculturalists.

The Achire occupied the coastal region adjacent to the Tahue. Here, among the

dunes and dense monte, they made their living gathering plants and mollusks, fishing and
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hunting (Mota y Escobar 1940:106-107).

The Batucari inhabited a lagoon in the Rio Fuerte delta, four leagues from the
pueblo of Ahome. According to Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:287-289), the Batucari settlement
was entirely without houses although they had their own cacique, exploited a variety of
maritime resources which they occasionally traded with the Ahome for cultivated
foodstuffs, and at least some planted in fields given them by the Ahome. The missionary
eventually succeeded in relocating the Batucari within the pueblo of Ahome, which he
notes grew to 500 souls, which suggests the Batucari numbered between 100 and 200
persons.

The Comopori also occupied the lagoons and estuaries surrounding the mouth of
the Rio Fuerte. They were probably linguistically related to the Ahome, who considered
them as enemies. Pérez de Ribas states that the Comopori were far more savage and
bellicose than their Ahome neighbors, noting that they had neither pueblo nor houses, but
that their cacique, Cohari, was famed as a warrior in conflicts with the Ahome and
Zuaque (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:290).

The linguistic affiliation of these various coastal groups is uncertain. Sauer
(1934:30) tentatively identified the Guasave as Cdhita speakers, but cautioned that
considering these hunter/fisher/gatherers under a single larger cultural affinity may have
obscured linguistic variability. Beals (1943:73-74), based upon the limited lexicon of
surviving Guasave personal and place names, argues for an unquestionable Cihita

affiliation. The Batucari and Comopori also appear to have been Cahita-speakers closely
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related to Ahome. Both Miller (1983b) and Moctezuma (1991), on the other hand,
propose a possible Hokan affiliation, and suggest that these groups may have been related
to the Seri (Comca'ac) of the central coast of Sonora. However, in both cases, this
interpretation is based solely upon similarities in subsistence strategies, and not upon
linguistic data.

A combined population estimate of 10,000 is provided by Sauer (1935:5) for these
various coastal peoples, whom he suggests occupied a territory of some 8,000 square
kilometers. These figures give a population density of 1.2 persons per square kilometer

(Sauer 1935:5).

INDIGENOUS CULTURE AT CONTACT

The rapid decimation of indigenous peoples inhabiting the coastal plain of Sinaloa
and southern Sonora necessarily places a greater emphasis on the use of historical
documents in “telling the story of people without history” (Sheridan 1988). Yet, as Farriss
(1984:400) cautions, the Spaniards observed but a small part of Native American society,
and understood even less. The chronicles of conquest and contact for northwest Mexico
are rife with inconsistencies, misinformation, omissions, and subjective interpretations
concerning indigenous culture and behavior. For example, both the great degree of
linguistic variability and the high mortality associated with epidemic diseases were
interpreted as a measure of sinfulness among the Cdhita (Pérez de Ribas 1944 II:25).

Others, such as de Niza, have been accused of outright prevarication (McGuire and
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Villalpando 1989:170; Sauer 1932:29; Thomas Sheridan, personal communication, 1995);
a bitter and disenchanted Coronado, following a year and a half’s journey in search of
Cibola and the fabled wealth of the Gran Quivira, wrote the King from the pueblo of
Tiguex (New Mexico) that

...desde que llegué d la provincia de Cibola, d donde el Visorey de la

Nueva Espaia me envic en nombre de V. M., visto que no habia ninguna

cosa de las que Fr. Marcos dijo....

[...ever since I arrived in the province of Cibola, to where the Viceroy sent

me in the name of your Majesty, I see that there was nothing of what Fray

Marcos said...]}(Coronado 1865:368).
Thus, as Sheridan (1988:186) reminds us, “historical documents, like archaeological

artifacts or ethnographic observations, are not self-evident repositories of ‘facts’...they are

texts, nothing more, nothing less.”

Socio-Political Organization

The terminology used by the 16th century Spanish to describe indigenous socio-
political organization in northwestern Mexico is extremely varied and inconsistent (cf.
Griffen 1969, 1979). Spanish terms such as seriorio, reino, provincias, naciones, or
cacicazgo have been variably interpreted as autonomous villages, chiefdoms, paramount
chiefdoms, provinces, city states, statelets, states, and kingdoms (Beals 1932:117; Brand
1971:646-647; Doolittle 1988; Meighan 1971:795; Publ 1985:181-182, 1990:235-236;

Reff 1991; Riley 1982; Sauer 1935:9).
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Both Sauer (1935) and Publ (1985, 1990) equate the various coastal provincias
with “states”. Yet, it seems that in most cases the Spanish use of this term clearly
designated either geographical regions or regions of shared cultural or linguistic
characteristics, and was not based upon a presumed level of socio-political complexity.
The Petatlan province, for example, referred to the Rio Sinaloa valley, which was
inhabited by two autonomous groups, the Guasave and Nio, and may also have
encompassed both sedentary farmers and predominantly hunter-gatherers. The subsequent
use of Sinaloa to describe the larger region between the Rio Mocorito and the Rio Yaqui
circumscribed the distribution of the various Cahita-speaking peoples found to the north
of the Tahue. These were clearly autonomous groups which did not comprise part of a
larger inter-tribal or supra-regional sociopolitical system.
In contrast, the provincia of Culiacdn was equivalent to the territorial limits of the
Tahue. Mota y Escobar (1940:98) claimed that communities as far south as Chametla
were subject to the cacique of Culiacdn at the time of the entrada. This comment,
however, was written in the early years of the 17th century, some 75 years after the
entrada, and Mota y Escobar neglected to cite a source for his information. Given the
Spaniards’ propensity for identifying important caciques by name, it seems likely that the
most powerful cacique of the largest and most populated provincia would have been
mentioned. Altematively, the provincias of Piaxtla and Quezala which were quickly
subsumed under the aegis of Culiacan, can likely be attributed to the Spaniard’s

recognition of their ethnic similarity, and not political unity.
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In regard to the Totorame provincias of Sentispac, Aztatlin and Chametla, the
implication is less clear. The author of the Tercera Relacién Andnima (1955:137) clearly
states that the principal pueblo of the provincia of Sentispac was also named Sentispac,
and not Omitlan. This suggests that Ocelotl was either one among other autonomous
caciques within the provincia, or was a subordinate cacique in a supraregional system
integrating the entire provincia. Lopez-Portillo y Weber (1975:230), however, asserts that
Omitldn and Sentispac were different names for the same pueblo, and Pantécatl related
that Ocelotl was cacique of Sentispac (Tello 1968:142). This latter case may lend support
to the interpretation of Ocelotl as the paramount ruler of Sentispac.

There is no documentary evidence suggesting that the conquistadores recognized
either Aztatlan or Chametla as autonomous political regions; in both cases, these regions
appear to be defined by higher concentrations of peoples associated with the Acaponeta
and Baluarte drainage basins, and likely separated by the intervening and relatively
uninhabited monte.

The Spanish use of the term "nacion” is less equivocal. Pérez de Ribas (1944
1:126) explicitly states that his use of the term “naciones” should neither be confused with
nor compared to the European concept of a nation. Instead, he explains that this term
refers to groups who reflect similarities in language and customs, and who recognize
political differences with their neighbors. This is much the same as current usage among
Native Americans in the United States, who refer to themselves as nations (eg., Navajo

Nation, Tohono O’odham Nation, etc.) in preference to “tribe”.
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The frequent mention of caciques in the historical accounts may also be construed
to mean ranked or stratified societies most commonly identified as chiefdoms. Although
the Spanish terms cacique/cacicazgo are most commonly employed as the equivalent of
chief/chiefdom in contemporary anthropological jargon, the 16th century chroniclers
consistently used cacique to identify any individual occupying a position of recognized
authority, irrespective of socio-politico complexity. For example, the various leaders of
the coastal peoples as well as the more obvious political leaders such as Ocelotl were
equally described as “caciques”.
In summarizing political authority among the Cdhita of northern Sinaloa, Pérez de
Ribas observed that:

Es verdad que reconocian algunos caciques principales, que eran como
cabezas y capitanes de familias o rancherias, cuya autoridad sélo consistia
en determinar alguna guerra, o acometiendo contra enemigos, 0 en
asentar paces con otra nacion: y por ningun caso se determinaban
semejantes facciones sin la voluntad de los dichos caciques, que para tales
efectos no dehaban de tener muy grande autoridad. En casa de éstos se
celebran las borracheras célebres de guerra, y tambien a éstos les
ayudaban sus sibditos a hacer sus sementeras, que eran lo ordinario
mayores que las de los demds. Esta tal autoridad alcanzaban dichos
caciques, no tanto por herencia, cuanto por valentia en la guerra, o
amplitud de familia de hijos, nietos y otros parientes, y tal vez por ser muy
habladores y predicadores suyos.

[It is true that they recognized some principal chiefs, who were like heads
and captains of families or communities, whose authority consisted only
in determining war, or attacking enemies, or in making peace with another
nation: and in no case were decisions made without the will of the chiefs,
who wielded very great authority. In their houses they celebrate the
drunken festivities of war, and they also help them to tend their fields,
which were ordinarily larger than those of others. The authority granted
these chiefs was not so much based on heredity, but for valor in war, or
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the size of the family and numbers of children, grandchildren or other
relatives, and occasionally, for their oratory skills] (1944 [:133).

These observations suggest that Cdhita social organization was based primarily on kinship
ties and the control of corporate resources (cf. Sheridan 1981:85). This passage also
indicates that caciques controlled a greater share of the agricultural resources, and could
exact labor from the community in order to work them.

Caciques were generally male, although female cacicas, as in the cases noted for
the Zuaque and Ocoroni, were also known, and may have contributed to the legend of the
Amazons. Among the Cahita, caciques also functioned in a military capacity. The
mobilization and organization of large military forces, particularly evident among the
Sinaloa, Tehueco, Zuaque and Yaqui, is suggestive of a centralized, supralocal
organization which integrated the many rancherias at the tribal level (cf. Beals 1943a:57,
Sheridan 1981). In Sheridan’s (1981:84-85) assessment, organized warfare served as a
significant integrative factor in Yaqui society, and contributed to the development of “a
special class of leaders with greater wealth than their followers and some ability to extract
labor as well as obedience during battle.”

Other persons of apparent social importance, described as “principales” are also
frequently mentioned. These probably included war captains and the leaders of various
religious sodalities, as well as members of lineages or corporate groups (Beals 1943a:56-
57). Today, although greatly influenced by missionary doctrine, these societies remain an

important aspect of contemporary Yaqui and Mayo cultures (Beals 1945; Crumrine 1977,
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Spicer 1962, 1980). The willingness of some members of the Topia community to aid the
Spaniards is suggestive of inter-community factionalism, and may indicate competition
between lineages and/or sodalities (Obregon 1988:62).

Class distinctions were marked both by dress and by jewelry throughout the
sedentary peoples of the coastal plain (Beals 1943a:25). Whereas the general populace
was most often described as being either nude, or dressed in simple breechcloths, the
caciques, war captains, principales and their consorts wore more elaborate clothing,
including capes of blue cotton and animal skins, often elaborately embroidered with shell
and stones. In the Culiacdn region, principales were said to wear much turquoise; the men
around their hands and the women around their legs and arms (Primera Relacién Anénima
1955:157).

Polygamy, often including same-family polygamy (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:15), was
apparently a priviledge reserved for the caciques and principales (Beals 1943a:52; Pérez
de Ribas 1944 [:132). Multiple wives would lead to the birth of more children,
strengthening the power base of the ruling lineage or corporate group (Reff 1991). Inter-
tribal marriage alliances may have also been an important means of building and
maintaining social power; Pérez de Ribas (1944 [:359) noted that the Sinaloan cacique
Don Bautista was married to a Huite woman.

A few vague references may indicate specialized architecture in the Tahue and
Totorame regions. In the vicinity of the Rio de Sal, the houses of the caciques were

surrounded by palisades as a result of persistent warfare (Primera Relacion Andnima
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1955:155). Sauer and Brand (1932:44) suggested that Spanish terms such as monton de
tiempo, arcabuco, monton de tierra, or promontorio pequeiio may indicate the
construction of artificial mounds in the Totorame region. However, these terms were
widely used to describe what were unquestionably natural geomorphic features (cf. Pérez
de Ribas 1944 1:122; Obregdn 1988:70) throughout the coastal region, so it is difficult to
evaluate their possible identification as architectural constructions.

Aside from caciques, principales and their kin, social differentiation appears to
have been based primarily upon age and gender. Among the Ahome and various others,
marital status was signified by unmarried women who wore necklaces of shell which were
removed and given to the husband upon marriage (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:132, 282).

Bilateral inheritance with a “patrilineal bias” and patrilocal residence can be
tentatively suggested for the contact period populations, with households probably formed
by the extended family (Beals 1943a:52). There is some evidence indicating that the
Cahita practiced rancheria exogamy (Beals 1943a:52).

Berdache were said to be prevalent among the Totorame and Tahue (Primera
Relacion Anonima 1955:156), less so among the Cdhita of northern Sinaloa, where some
men "dressed as women, and none carried bow and arrow” (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:132).
Casterieda, a member of the Coronado expedition, commented on the “abundant
sodomites” in Petatlin (Hammond and Rey 1940:250). In the Culiacan region,

homosexual acts were depicted under the eaves of the Tahue houses:
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...tenian encima de los caballetes de los tejados sus inviciones como acd

en Castilla, de barro muy pintadas, especialmente tenian hombres y

mujeres que se juntaban unos con otros.

[...above the eaves in their thatch they had their devices here as in Castille,

made of painted clay, particularly depicting men and women together one

with another] (Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:156).
The veracity of statements regarding homosexuality made in the various anonymous
testimonies of the Guzman entrada has been challenged (albeit without explanation) by
Carrera Stampa (1955:156--footnote 215, 175--footnote 270). In this regard, at least one
case, the administering of alcoholic enemas was interpreted as overtly homosexual
behavior (Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:162). Nevertheless, consistent mention by
varied sources suggests that homosexuality was widespread throughout the coastal plain.

These data, though few, suggest that all of the sedentary agricultural groups
occupying the coastal plain reflect some level of hierarchical organization composed of
caciques, principales or sefiores, and the general populace. Although rulership was not
generally based upon heredity, kinship and descent groups likely formed the basis for
social differentiation and integration. It seems probable that caciques and specialized
positions such as war captains, hechiceros, and perhaps the leaders of sodalities, were
drawn from the ranks of the lineages controlling the greatest percentage of resources.
These lineages exhibited priviledges of position denoted by specialized dress, ornaments,
and access to exotic commodities.

In reviewing the political geography of West Mexico, Brand (1971:647-648)

concludes that, aside from the Tarascan state, government was at the village level, perhaps
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with some rancherias subordinate to a larger village. This conclusion seemingly holds for
northern Nayarit and Sinaloa as well. Among the lowland peoples, the Tahue and
Totorame indicate the greatest level of socio-political integration, perhaps reflecting
supralocal political systems which may have incorporated from 20 to 200 settlements.
However, only in the case of Sentispac does it seem possible to suggest a paramount ruler
and what may be described as a tributary mode of production based, at least in part, on
the subjugation of neighboring tribes (cf. Wolf 1982). Still, the differences between socio-
political organizations found throughout the sedentary peoples of the coastal plain appear
to be more of degree than of kind (Beals 1932:117). The degree of sociopolitical
differentiation and integration among these various groups is consistent with kin-based
levels of organization which have traditionally been characterized as “tribes” or
"chiefdoms” (Service 1962) or “ranked societies” (Fried 1967), and which others (Feinman
and Neitzel 1984; Upham 1987a) have referred to as "middle-range” societies. The
interpretation of a state level of socio-political organization cannot be sustained on the

basis of the ethnohistoric data.

Population and Settlement Patterns

Sauer (1935) believed that the early 20th century population of approximately
225,000 in lowland Sinaloa was only just beginning to approach that of the contact
period. According to Sauer’s estimates, the population density of the coastal plain of

Sinaloa and southern Sonora ranged from 10 persons per square kilometer among the
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Totorame, to 1.2 persons per square kilometer for the Guasave (that is, including all of
the various coastal peoples), with an average population density of approximately 5.2
persons per square kilometer (1935:5). Alternatively, Reff (1991:28) accepts a combined
Totorame-Tahue population of approximately 700,000. This figure would substantially
raise the estimated population density to around 30 persons per square kilometer for the
Totorame, and 15 persons per square kilometer for the Tahue.

The combined population figures for the lowland Cahita is given as 115,000 in an
area of 27,100 square kilometers, providing a population density of 4.3 (Sauer 1935:5).
Somewhat higher population estimates have been suggested (cf. Sheridan 1981), which
would increase the average population density to circa 5.5 persons per square kilometer,
with densities approaching 8.0 persons per square kilometer among the Mayo and Yaqui.
However, as Beals (1943b) notes, the lowland Cahita actually inhabited only the margins
of the principal rivers, utilizing the surrounding monte for hunting and gathering; it was
devoid of settlements. When this non-riverine territory is eliminated, the population
density approaches 35 persons per square kilometer (Beals 1943b:487).

Whereas the reconstruction of a relatively high population density for the coastal
plain seems reasonable, the manner in which people were distributed across the landscape
is less clear. Again, confusion is created by the Spaniards’ use of a myriad of terms such
as pueblo, poblado, poblezuelo, poblacion, rancho, rancheria, aldea, estancia, and
estanzuela which were variably employed in describing indigenous communities. The

largest settlements mentioned by the Spanish contained 500 or 600 houses (Primera
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Relacion Anonima 1955:156).

More typically, the documents refer to dispersed, though relatively continuous
settlements along the margins of the major rivers between the foothills and the sea. In
describing Cdhita settlement patterns, Pérez de Ribas observed that

Las poblaciones de esas naciones son ordinariamente a las orillas y

riberas de los rios...Las habitaciones, en su gentilidad, eran aldeas o

rancherias, no muy distantas unas de otras, aunque en partes a dos y tres

leguas, conforme hallaban la comodidad de puestos y tierras para

sementeras, que ordinariamente las procuraban tener cerca de sus casas

[The peoples of these nations are ordinarily along the edges and banks of

the rivers...The houses, in their heathendom, were villages or dispersed

settlements, one not very distant from the other, although in places two

and three leagues, depending upon the suitability for sites and lands for

fields, which ordinarily they preferred to have close to their houses]

(1944:126).

Both the descriptions of house types and their spatial distribution are consistent
with a rancheria settlement pattern. This settlement type is particularly well-suited to
extensive temporal and floodwater farming strategies, where communities comprised of
dispersed household compounds of extended families in association with the availability
of arable lands. Based upon the Spanish estimates of SO0 or 600 houses, and allowing for
approximately 5.0 persons per household, the largest of these communities may have
supported populations of 2,500 or 3,000, while the majority likely averaged 250 people
or fewer (Spicer 1980:292).

There is no ethnohistoric information indicating the size of community territories

in lowland northwest Mexico. The approximate sizes of community territories can only
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be suggested for those regions where total numbers of communities were provided by the
Spaniards; these are restricted to the Yaqui, Tehueco and Chametla areas.

Dividing the Yaqui region of approximately 10,000 square kilometers by an
estimated 80 rancherias occupied at contact produces an average of 125 square kilometers
per community. This figure, of course, subsumes all of the surrounding monte contained
within the territory controlled by the Yaqui. If the territory is restricted to a 20-kilometer-
wide strip along the Rio Yaqui, this figure is reduced to about 12.5 square kilometers per
community. According to Spicer (1954:11), the Potam community, one of the eight
traditional pueblos to which the Yaqui were reduced through missionization, comprised
a swath of land approximately 13 kilometers wide and 40 kilometers long (520 square
kilometers).

The three Tehueco pueblos encompassed an area of perhaps 1000 square
kilometers, or 333 square kilometers per community. Eliminating the marginal monte
regions would reduce this figure to around 250 square kilometers.

Accepting the total of 22 pueblos for the province of Chametla, with an estimated
territory of 7,500 square kilometers, provides an average of approximately 341 square
kilometers per community. Again, reducing the territorial extent to a 20 kilometer strip
along the margins of the four principal rivers produces an average of approximately 225
square kilometers per community.

These figures, albeit based upon the rather scant data extant, suggest that

rancheria communities in coastal northwest Mexico may have exercised territorial rights
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over resources ranging in area from a minimum of approximately 12.5 kilometers to a
maximum of approximately 500 square kilometers; an average territory of 240 square

kilometers may not be an unreasonable estimate.

Economic Organization

Subsistence

Most of the Native Americans encountered by the Spanish on the coastal plain and
adjacent uplands were sedentary farmers. The contradictory data given for the coastal
hunter/fisher/gatherers also suggests that at least some may also have been part-time
agriculturalists or, alternatively, agriculturalists who also extensively exploited maritime
Tesources.

The Tahue apparently represented the northern boundary for cultigens typically
associated with Mesoamerica/West Mexico, such as chile, zapote, and guavas. From the
Rio Mocorito north, maize, beans, squash and cotton are consistently described (Obregon
1988:71; Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:127). The use of tobacco was widespread among the
several different groups along the coastal plain, although it is uncertain whether these
were cultivated varieties.

Irrigation is mentioned in only a few instances. In the serrana region of southern
Sonora, in what was either Mayo or Nebome territory, the use of reservoirs and canals
was described as being equal to that of the Spanish (Pérez de Ribas 1944, II:14). Marcos

de Niza (1865:332) remarked on the abundant food due to irrigation at the town of
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Vacapa, which has been variably located between the Rio Fuerte and the Rio Magdalena,
in northern Sonora (Di Peso 1974 IV:78; Reff 1991:72; Sauer 1932:26). De Niza
(1865:337) further mentions a temperate, irrigated pueblo (“un pueblo fresco, de
regadio”), which again has been disparately placed near the Rio Mayo (Di Peso 1974
IV:81), in the Opata region southeast of present-day Hermosillo (Sauer 1932), or near the
confluence of the San Pedro and Gila Rivers near Winkelman, Arizona (Reff 1991:74).
Pantécatl (in Tello 1968:216-217) provides a meticulous description of temporal,

or slash and burn, dry-farming practices:

...en el tiempo de su gentillidad, no tenian otra manera de sembrar mds
que hacer algunas rozas en algunos puestos montuossos, y en estando seco
lo que habian cortado, le pegaban fuego y a su tiempo, que era la entrada
de aguas, hacian unos hoyos en que echando el grano de maiz o algodon,
lo tapaban con tierra, y por ser humidissima y hacer siempre neblinas,
salia, y creciendo, daba copiosissimamente mucho fructo de poca cantidad,
y es tanto esto verdad, que después se han hecho experiencias, y de una
fanega de maiz de sembradura, se han cogido ducientas y tal vez tre
cientas fanegas, por ser toda esta tierra caliente fertilissima....

[...in their heathendom, they had no other manner of planting other than
to make some clearings in some hilly places, which during the dry season
they had cleared, putting fire to the fields at planting time, which was at
the beginning of the rainy season, made some holes in which to place the
grains of maize or cotton, covered with earth, and for the great humidity
due to persistent fog, emerged, and growing, produced copiously great
amounts from sparse quantities, and this is true, that it has happened, from
a bushel of seed corn, they have harvested two hundred and sometimes
three hundred bushels, as a result of these hot lands being so fertile....]

Rainfall-dependent agriculture requires a minimum of 300mm of annual
precipitation, and may require considerably more, depending upon a number of local

factors, including rainfall intensity, periodicity, annual variability, geomorphology, and
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specific crop requirements (Bruins et al. 1986:20-21). Although the 300mm isohyet falis
near the Rio Fuerte (Schmidt 1978:15), there is no documentary evidence indicating that
temporal farming was practiced north of the Totorame region. Beals (1943:7) observed
that dry farming was possible in the Sinaloa and Mocorito valleys.

To the north of Culiacan, floodplain inundation agriculture was practiced along the
major rivers and their tributaries. In describing Yaqui agriculture, Pérez de Ribas observed
that:

El Rio Hiaqui, que es de los mayores que corren por la provincia de
Sinaloa...Desde que sale de las serranias, corre por llanadas y entre
algunas lomas, por espacio de treinta leguas, hasta desembarcar en el
brazo de Californias. En las doce ultimas, a la mar, estd poblada la
famosa nacion de Hiaquis, que goza de muchos valles, alamedas y tierras
de sementeras, las cuales cuando el rio trae sus avenidas y crecientes, que
son ordinarias casi cada ano, las deja regadas y humedecidas para
poderse sembrar de verano, sin que tengan necesidad de lluvias para
sazonarse y gozarse sus abundantes frutos. De suerte que antes que entran
las aguas, que suelen comenzar a principio de julio, ya han alzado sus
semillas los indios y esta es su principal cosecha; no obstante que por
tiempo de aguas suelen algunos volver a sembrar, aunque de esta cosecha
poco caso hacen, porque su principal sustento les da la de verano, que
ordinario es abundante de maiz, frijol, calabaza, algodon.

[The Yaqui River, which is one of the principal rivers which flow through
the province of Sinaloa...From where it leaves the foothills, flowing across
the plains and between some hills, for a distance of thirty leagues, until in
empties into the arm of the Califomias. For the last twelve, to the sea, it
is populated by the famous nation of Yaquis, who enjoy many valleys,
stands of trees and cultivated lands, which, when the river rises and
overflows its banks, which is usually every year, it leaves them irrigated
and moist for summer planting, without the need for rain in order to ripen
and enjoy their abundant fruits. As luck would have it, before the rains
arrive, which begin in early July, the Indians have sown their seeds and
this serves as their principal harvest; not withstanding that when the rains
come some occasionally sow another crop, although they pay less attention
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to this harvest, because they take their principal sustenance in the summer,
which is ordinarily abundant in maize, beans, squash, cotton](1944 I1:64).

Relatively high humidity combined with seasonal overbank flooding may have
allowed for two harvests as far north as the Rio Yaqui, with three harvests occasionally
obtained from the Culiacdn region south (Beals 1943a:11; Sauer and Brand 1932:51).
Land ownership was probably communal, with use-rights recognized once it was brought
under cultivation, and perhaps only after soliciting permission from the cacique (Beals
1943a:12).

The exploitation of various species of agave was widespread. According to Pérez
de Ribas (1944 1:127), agave was primarily utilized as a food source, and he provides a
detailed description of its preparation in a roasting pit:

Porque cuando estd de sazon la cortan con el tronco, y éste asado entre

piedras, que abrazadas en fuego y echadas en una hoya que hacen en

tierra, las cubren con ramas de drboles y sobre ellas tierra, y a calor

manso se ablandan esos troncos con parte de sus pencas, y son para ellos

como cajetas de conserva, porque asi asada esta planta es muy dulce.

[When it is ready it is cut at the base, and this is roasted among rocks,

embraced in fire and placed in a hole that they make in the earth, they

cover with branches from trees and above this soil, and these hearts with

parts of the leaves are with great heat made soft, it is for them like

conserves, for roasted thusly this plant is very sweet].

Agave was also used to make various drinks (the unfermented juice known as agua miel,
vinegar, and fermented pulque); the leaves were used to produce various qualities of

fibers for textiles, with the thorny tips used as needles. Agaves were apparently planted

around the houses, but with little other care given to their cultivation (Pérez de Ribas
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1944 1:127).

Wild plant utilization was also important among the Cahita. Mesquite seeds were
ground to make a sweet drink (arole) which Pérez de Ribas compared to chocolate (1944
[:127). Prickly pear and pitahaya fruits were also widely gathered (Pérez de Ribas
1944:127); the name "Sinaloa” is said to be derived from the Cahita "sina” (Lophocereus
schottii, or hecho, a variety of pitahaya) and “Iébala” (something round), meaning “round
pitahaya” (Buelna 1983:103). Roots, ironwood seeds, the jito nut, guamuchil pods, various
greens and water plants were also gathered (Beals 1943a:13). Alcoholic beverages were
made from agave, cactus fruit, mesquite and honey (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:130).

Domestic animals included dogs, birds, honeybees, iguanas, and gallinas, or
chickens (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:134-135, II:15; Tercera Relacion Andnima
1955:140,147). The chicken was not indigenous to the Americas, so these frequent
references remain somewhat enigmatic. The author of the Tercera Relacion Andnima
(1955:147) described the gallinas of the Petatlan province as being the size of goats,
suggesting that these may have been turkeys (Meleagris galopavo). Although Beals
(1943:12) states that turkey was definitely not domesticated by the Cadhita, Sauer and
Brand (1932:52) support the interpretation of gallinas as turkeys, and also suggest the
possibility that the currasow and chachalaca may have been domesticated as well. The
corrua, a small species of boa, and other non-venomous snakes (possibly cornsnakes,
Pityophis deppeis, cf. Carrera Stampa 1955:155-footnote 210) were kept in Cihita

households and granaries as a means of controlling rodents and other vermin.
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Jaguars, mountain lions, wolves and foxes were hunted primarily for skins, while
deer, dove, peccary, rabbits, badgers, raccoons, quail and iguanas were hunted for food
(Beals 1943a:13; Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:134-135). Hunting was carried out either
individually or as large intercommunity efforts. Hunting techniques included the use of
bow and poisoned-tip arrow, burning the monte, and rope snares. Deer continue to play
an important role in contemporary Cahita society, both as a food source, and in myth and
ritual performances (Beals 1943, 1945; Holden 1936; Spicer 1962, 1980).

Exploitation of aquatic resources was also extremely important. Fishing was
carried out with nets and, in shallower waters, with bow and arrow and with stupefying
poison (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:123). Among the Tahue, weirs made of cane were used in
the Rio Culiacdn close to where it entered the estuary (Segunda Relacion Andnima
1955:174-175). According to Pérez de Ribas (1944 I:123), mullet and haddock were the
most common species caught by the Ahome in the Rio Fuerte estuary, and he reports that
within two hours some 50 arrobas (1,250 pounds) could be caught. Fish could be utilized
fresh, dried or salted (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:128). Oysters, clams, shrimp and other
shellfish were also important foodstuffs (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:123).

Little indication of craft specialization is suggested by either the ethnohistoric or
ethnographic data. In general, the production of material goods was at the household
level. Agave and cotton textiles, baskets and petates were woven by women (Pérez de
Ribas 1944 I: 133). Historically, pottery produced by the Cahita is most commonly either

a plain brown ware or a polished red ware, less commonly a black ware, with bowls and
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ollas the predominant vessel form. Eccentrics, such as lifeforms, are also known (Beals
1945:40). Construction technique appears to be entirely coil-and-scrape, with either fine
sand or dung temper (Beals 1943a:31, 1945:39). Among the Mayo, one or two women
generally produced all of the pottery utilized within each community (Beals 1945:41).

Exchange

The Spaniards observed a significant amount of commodities, including turquoise,
copper, shell, cotton textiles, feathers, maize, hides and slaves, moving up and down
coastal west Mexico (Beals 1943:40; Di Peso 1974 8:192; Obregdn 1988; Pérez de Ribas
1944; Riley 1976; Sauer 1932:2). Salt, feathers, cotton textiles and foodstuffs were
occasionally offered as gifts to the Spaniards and, along with shell and probably slaves,
represent locally available resources which were part of the regional or inter-regional
exchange system.

The majority of these items reflect prestige goods associated with high status
individuals. Some exotic items may have also been important for ritual activities. Among
the Yaqui, a parrot-feather dance is performed by the Military Society (Spicer 1980:182).

Rock salt was gathered by the Cahita from evaporative basins along the coast and
traded for cloth and other necessities (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I:124). The large mounds of
salt noted along the Rio de Sal in the vicinity of Culiacdn likely indicate its importance
as an exchange commodity (Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:155). Seventy-five years
later, Mota y Escobar (1940:86) noted the importance of salt production at Chametla. Salt

production continued to be an important economy among the Yaqui until the 20th century,
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and was the cause of at least one conflict with local Mexicans who sought to control
production (Beals 1943a:40).

The maritime peoples occasionally traded fish for maize with their agricultural
neighbors (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:128). Mountjoy (1995:66-74) has also suggested that
mollusk meat may have been an important medium of exchange. Nacreous shell was also
readily observed, most often in the form of ornaments worn by high-status individuals.
Pearls and dye from various species of Ostrea may have also been exchanged (Mountjoy
1995:75-77).

The Cahita term for “slave” in the plural is synonymous with “riches”, suggesting
that slaves were important not only as captives, but as economically exploited labor, and
indicative of the owner’s social position (Beals 1943a:40). That slaving was carried out
prior to contact is apparent in the various stories associated with the Ocoroni cacica
Luisa.

Little information pertaining to the mechanisms of exchange was recorded.
Tianguis, or open-air markets, were noted only for the Tahue at Culiacan, where cotton
clothing, fish, fruit and other foodstuffs were obtained (Cuarta Relacién Andnima
1955:125; Primera Relacion Anonima 1955:156). The author of the Primera Relacicn
Andnima (1955:156) described the various merchants as being “one abutting the other,
with fish, clothing and fruit and all the other retail goods as in Mexico.”

Transportation of goods was by yoke, with the cargo balanced at each end of a

long pole carried over the shoulders (Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:154). This method
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was apparently unknown further to the south. According to Carrera Stampa (1955:154-
footnote 205), Guzman did not understand the local custom and forced the local bearers
to adopt the burden-baskets and tumplines used by his Central Mexican tamemes, which
resulted in severe back injuries.

Di Peso (1974), Kelley (1980), Publ (1985), Riley (1976) and Sauer (1932), among
others, have long argued that the routes taken by the congquistadores followed well-
established trade networks which extended along the coastal plain north into the American
Southwest. Riley (1976:43) further suggests that there may have been a standardized

medium of exchange, with turquoise and/or shell serving as a form of primitive currency.

Ideological/Ritual Organization

Shaman, or hechiceros, are frequently mentioned in the texts, particularly so
among the northern Cdhita. The following passage by Pérez de Ribas, which notes that
the position of hechicero was ordinarily filled by principales or the cacique, also suggests
that they held positions of authority in decision making in warfare as well as in ritual
activities.

...porque uno de los oficios de los hechiceros, de quienes he hablado, era
el de predicar y hacer célebres sermones y pldticas a los pueblos, y ser
materia a la religion falsa o verdadera: Escribiré aqui los usos y
costumbres que tenian acerca de ésta. Muy usado fue entre todas estas
naciones el haber predicadores que ejercitaban este oficio. Estos, lo mds
ordinario, eran sus principales y caciques, y mds cuando eran hechiceros,
cuyo oficio remedaban en algo al de sacerdotes de idolos de la gentilidad.
El tiempo y ocasion mds sefialada para predicar estos sermones era
cuando se convocaba para alguna empresa de guerra, o para asentar las
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paces con alguna nacion o con los esparioles, o de celebrar alguna
victoria que hubiesen alcanzado, o cabezas de enemigos que hubiesen
cortado. En tales ocasiones se juntan en la casa, o ramada del cacique los
principales viejos y hechiceros. Encendiase una candelada y alrededor se
sentaban: Luego seguia el encenderse algunas cahitas de tabaco que
tenian preparadas y con ellas se convidaban a chupar esos brindis.

[...one of the duties of the shaman, of whom I speak, was to preach and
make celebrated sermons and speeches to the pueblos, and to evaluate true
or false religion; I will write here the uses and customs that they had in
this regard. It was extremely common among all these nations for the
persons holding this office to make speeches. These, most often, were their
principales and caciques, more so when shaman, whose position was like
priests of the idols of the pagans. The time and occasion most indicated to
preach these sermons was when meeting for the task of war, or to make
peace with another nation or with the Spaniards, or to celebrate some
victory achieved, or the heads of enemies that they have cut off. In these
occasions, the principales, elders and shaman gather in the house, or
ramada, of the cacique. They lit a torch around which they sat: Later, the
lighting of some canes of tobacco that they had prepared followed, and
with these they shared in smoking (1944 I:140).

Pérez de Ribas indicated that the ordinary function of the hechicero was as
curandero (1944 1:139). Medicine kits, zealously guarded by their owners, were made
from the small skins of animals similar to a weasel, and contained colored and transparent
stones (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:140); the contents of a Sinaloa hechicero’s medicine bag
included “bones, hair, skins, seeds, stones of different shapes” (1944 1:345). Curing was
generally by blowing or sucking the affected area to remove the pain or sickness, often
physically represented by small sticks, spines, and small stones (Pérez de Ribas 1944
I:139). Hechiceros were employed to bring rain among the Tehueco (Pérez de Ribas 1944

[:337-338).
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Use of tobacco was by adult men; women and young males were apparently
excluded. The ritual consumption of alcoholic beverages was also widespread throughout
the coastal plain; this Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:129-130) proclaimed the greatest of Cahita
vices. Again, women and subadults were prohibited from drinking, except for victory
celebrations, when women also drank. Ritual celebrations invariably involved both
drinking and dancing, accompanied by drums. Pérez de Ribas noted that some dances
were performed solely by males, while women participated in others (1944 1:130).
Non-venomous snakes may have been worshiped as household deities (Primera
Relacion Andnima 1955:155). Sun worship was reported for the Cahita of the Petatlan
region (Segunda Relacion Anénima 1955:165-166). According to Pérez de Ribas (1944
[:333) the Tehueco offered the deity of warfare and revenge bows, arrows and leather
shields; to the deity of carnal delights were offered feathers, cotton mantas, and other soft
things. Other supernatural beings mentioned by the Tehueco include the god of rain, the
god of abundant crops, the gods of life and death, and the god of “the mid-day light”,
responsible for finding lost things. Many of these deities were represented by images
carved in wood and stone (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:333). Idols and fetishes were widely
reported throughout the coastal plain and mountain regions. Following the battle for
Topia, numerous idols were confiscated from the Acaxee, and buried underneath the plaza
(Obregdn 1988:62). An idol “of stone a yard high, in the figure of a pyramid with certain
characters sculptured on it” was worshipped by the Guasave to ensure health, good

harvests and favorable outcomes in war (Memorias, pp. 96, 98-cited in Beals 1943a:82).
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The Nio maintained an idol dedicated to the pitahaya, around which rituals were
performed, and another, a human effigy, was hung from a tree and adorned with
“paintings, arches of flowers, and fragrant herbs” (Anua of 1595, in Memorias, pp. 81-82-
-cited in Beals 1943a:82).

Ancestor worship comprises an important aspect of Yaqui and Mayo ritual
observation, and is unquestionably of pre-contact origins (Beals 1943, 1945; Crumrine
1977; Figueroa 1994; Spicer 1954, 1980, 1983). Today, dia de los muertos (All Souls
Day--November 2) constitutes one of the principal ritual observances, and Spicer
(1983:260) states that rituals honoring the dead were associated with almost every other
ceremonial activity.

The Cdhita constructed temporary ceremonial structures which were used, among
other purposes, for what Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:166-168) interpreted as an adoption
ceremony, but which was likely a young man's initiation into the kingroup (Beals
1943:66-68), or ritual kinship (cf. Spicer 1983:254). Pérez de Ribas also frequently
mentions arches of greenery used to greet him in numerous Cahita villages. The Yaqui
still construct cane arches, said to be symbolic rainbows, for household fiestas and the
Pahko ceremony (Spicer 1980:173).

Various ballgames were played by the Cahita and their neighbors. According to
Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:136-137), the most common form involved two squads of four,
six, or eight players, played on a flat court which had been swept clean. A solid rubber

ball was played off the hips and chest, and could not be touched with the hands or arms.
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Among the Acaxee, both intravillage and intervillage games were played, accompanied
by much preparatory pomp and wagering on the outcome (Pérez de Ribas 1944 111:21-22).
According to Pérez de Ribas, the Acaxee game was like that of the lowland Cahita, with

...la plaza para este juego la tenian estos acaxees muy bien dispuesta,
limpia y cercada con sus ballados a modo de tapias, y eran muchos los
desafios a este juego de unas rancherias a otras, enviando al pueblo que
desafiaba la apuesta de su desafio, a que correspondia con otra del mismo
valor el desafiado; y las apuestas eran de las de mds estima que
poseian... Tambien era particular celebridad de este juego en los serranos,
que por tres noches antes del dia que se habia sefalado para su desafio
se juntaban todos los del pueblo que desafio, y juntos a fuer de guerra,
después llegaba tropa de mujeres del pueblo y todos juntos bailaban por
dos o tres horas cada noche en la misma plaza del batey, cantando
juntamente y celebrando a grandes voces su dnimo y ligereza en jugar,
alentado a los combatientes en el juego con las razones de alegria y honra
que se les seguiria de ganar en él. La vispera, las mujeres se ocupaban en
preparar una grande comida para banquetear a los del pueblo que venia
desfiado a jugar, en caso se perdiesen; porque cuando ganaban no les
daban de comer bocado y el convite se quedaba para los del mismo
pueblo que habia perdido. El nimero de combatientes que jugaban era
ordinariamente de seis u ocho escogidos del pueblo que desafiaba....

[the Acaxee had the court for this game well prepared, clean and
surounded by their fences of sticks, and many were the challenges to this
game of rancherias against others, the challenging pueblo sending the
wager and the challenged pueblo matching the wager; the things wagered
were that which were their most esteemed possessions...There was also a
particular celebration in the hills that started three nights in advance of the
contest. All of the participating pueblos gathered together and they danced
for two or three hours every night in the same place where the ballgame
is played; they sang together and celebrated their enthusiasm for the game
with loud voices, cheering for the combatants in the game as if they had
already won. Immediately before the game, the women busied themselves
in preparing much food for a banquet for all of the pueblos challenged to
play in case they lost; because when they won they didn't get a bite to eat
and the feast was reserved for the losing pueblo. The number of
combatants that played was usually of six or eight members selected by
the pueblo that challenged](1944 I11:21-22).
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Pérez de Ribas also reported that a missionary, arriving in a pueblo where a game was
in progress, observed at one end of the ballcourt an idol in the figure of a man and, at the
other end, a peyote root (1944 M1:33). A variant of this game has survived to the present,
and is currently played by mestizos in the Rio Sinaloa communities of Guasave, Nio,

Bamoa, Guamuchil, Mocorito and Tamazula (Beals 1943a:36-37; Leyenaar 1992).

Mortuary Customs

Descriptions of mortuary behavior are not well-represented in either the historic
documents or the available ethnographies. Pérez de Ribas was distressed by what he
considered as the Ahome's “greatly excessive and almost intolerable” wailing for the dead,
which was performed in various tones in the early morning and again in the evening over
the course of a year (1944 I[:282). The venerable Sinaloa cacique, Don Bautista, was
interred in a tumulus, accompanied by music and many tears from the multitude in
attendance, which also included caciques from neighboring settlements (Pérez de Ribas
1944 1:365).

Differential treatment regarding circumstances of death was noted for a Tepague
warrior who died after being wounded with a poison-tipped arrow and was cremated by
his relatives as “the enemies had not triumphed with his head nor bones” (Pérez de Ribas
1944 1:330).

Both Holden's (1936:55-66) descriptions of Yaqui funerals at Torin in March of

1934 and Beals' (1943, 1945) observations of Mayo and Yaqui funerals indicate that these
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remained largely uninfluenced by Hispanic culture. Among both groups, the social
position of the deceased is reflected in the degree and duration of the funeral rites, which
may last from a few hours to more than two days and nights. The most elaborate
ceremonies involve the entire community, including the military society, clown society,
and the various religious sodalities, and are accompanied by much music, dancing and
feasting.

Mayo children under the age of six received special treatment (Beals 1945:67).
When a child died, the body was placed on a bier under the house ramada or beneath a
ramada especially constructed for the occasion, and accompanied by a fiesta beginning
at sundown and continuing until dawn, replete with pascola dancers.

Ordinary adults were not given a fiesta, but were buried in their best clothes, or
new clothing purchased for the funeral (Beals 1945:68). An agave-fiber belt and
breechclout was worn over the clothing, with five agave-fiber “flowers” placed between
the legs (Beals 1945:68).

Beals (1943:54, 1945:71) notes that the traditional Mayo practice was to wrap the
deceased in a petate, and place them upon a platform made of split cane bound together
by mesquite bark. These platforms were not buried with the dead, but were collected in
a pile in the cemetery to be burned on the Day of the Dead (November 2). Graves were
dug as deep as the deceased was tall, with a prevalent orientation to the north (Beals

1943a:53). Close relatives might sometimes be buried in the same grave (Beals 1945:71).
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Funerary offerings include beads, ornaments, and miniatures of objects used in life.
Among the Chicorato and Cahuameto, water-filled stoppered canes were buried with the
dead (Beals 1943a:54). Intimate personal belongings were buried with the deceased or
burned alongside the grave (Beals 1943a:54). Members of the clown society were buried
in masks and ritual paraphernalia (Beals 1943a:54), and matachines were buried wearing
their crown, feather wand and gourd rattle (Beals 1945:71). Pascola and deer dancers, on
the other hand, did not wear their ritual paraphernalia, which was placed in the grave at
their sides (Beals 1945:71).

Among the Yaqui, members of the deceased’s sodality participate in the funeral.
In some cases, ritual paraphernalia is not buried with the individual but is burned at a
later occasion (Beals 1945:78). As in the Tepague case noted previously, Yaqui warriors
who died in the mountains were also cremated, while those killed near the village were
buried where they fell (Beals 1945:80). At the community of Pitahaya, Beals noted
several dog or coyote skulls placed upon the graves (1945:81).

The following account from the Anua of 1593 probably relates to the southern
Cdhita-speaking groups:

Cuando alguno muere en su gentilidad lo suelen quemar, aunque algunas

veces lo entierran junto a un drbol con todas sus mantas, plumeria y

sartales, arco y carcaj de flechas, y mucha comida y una calabaza grande

de agua, pareciéndoles que serd aquello menester para el camino largo

que tienen que andar. Con esta ocasidn solemnizan sus borracheras y

derraman cantidad de vino sobre la sepultura, matan los perros y los

demds animales del difunto, de suerte que cosa suya no quede viva. Y al

tiempo que se va muriendo le suelen embijar y engalanar, como cuando
se aderezaba para ir a la guerra.



140

[When someone died, in the time of their paganism, they might burn him,

but sometimes they buried him next to a tree with all his robes, feathers,

omaments, bow and quiver of arrows, much food and a large gourd of

water, believing that these would be necessary for the long road they must

travel. Upon this occasion they celebrated with drunkenness, spilling

quantities of liquor over the grave. They killed the dogs and the other

animals of the deceased, so that nothing of his remained alive. At the time

he was dying they painted and decorated him, as when he arrayed himself

to go to war] (Gonzdlez Rodriguez 1993:205).

Among the Acaxee, the body was flexed into a ball with the knees drawn to the
head prior to the onset of rigor mortis, and then placed in a cave or rockshelter, without
a covering of earth; food for the spirits journey, and bow and arrow were included as
offerings before sealing the opening (Pérez de Ribas 1944 III:32).

Yaqui cemeteries are today viewed as an important community symbol and, along
with the church, signify the ritual center of the community (Spicer 1962, 1980). Some of
these cemeteries, such as the one at Potam, may have been in continuous use for more
than 300 years (Spicer 1980:170). Generally, the church and cemetery are conspicuously
placed on elevated ground as a means of enhancing their prominence. Even when
communities are relocated at some distance, use of the traditional cemetery persists, and

it remains as a focal point of the community (José Luis Moctezuma, personal

communication, 1995).

Warfare
Intertribal warfare was endemic throughout much of northwestern Mexico in the

16th Century. Pérez de Ribas noted conflicts between the Yaqui and Mayo, Yaqui and



141
Nebome, Zuaque and Tehuecos, Zuaque and Ahome, Totorame and Xixime, Totorame
and Acaxee, Totorame and Tepehuan, Tahue and Acaxee, and the Acaxee and the
Xixime. The causes for these conflicts were most often attributed to trespass or revenge.
Political or military alliances were reported between the Zuaque and Sinaloa (Pérez de
Ribas 1944 1:234), Ahome and Zoe (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I:283), and Tepague and
Tehueco (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:322).
The Cadhita in general, and the Yaqui in particular, were noted for their fierceness
in battle. Regarding Cahita warfare, Pérez de Ribas (1944 1:130-131) observed that:

El otro vicio muy anexo a éste y que mucho reinaba en estas naciones era
el traer guerra continuas entre si, y matarse unas con otras, las vecinas
con sus vecinas ya en campo abierto, ya en asaltos en sus sementeras y
ddndose albazos (este nombre tienen en tierra de guerra de las Indias, los
asaltos que se dan de madrugada) y en ellos no perdonan a edad ni sexo:
antes a veces hacian blasén y tomaban por nombre en su lengua, el que
matd a mujeres o nifios, el que mato en el monte o en la sementera; y
como si fuesen grandes estas tales victorias o fierezas, las celebraban,
siendo raras las veces que se contentaban con sélo sujetar por esclavos
los que cogian.

[The other vice which was very vexing and common among these nations
was the carrying on of continuous warfare among themselves, killing one
another, neighbor against neighbor in open terrain, and assaults in open
terrain, and in assaults in fields and with surprise attacks at dawn (this
word they have in war-torn lands of the Indians for attacking in the early
morning hours) sparing neither for age nor sex: in earlier times they
sometimes taking honored titles in their language, "he-who-killed women
or children”, “he-who-killed in the brush or in the fields”, and as if these
were great victories or bloodbaths, they celebrated, and rare were the times
when they were satisfied with just taking slaves).

The taking of trophy heads, which were displayed in the ceremonial dances which

followed conflicts, was also widespread among the Cahita (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [1:41).
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Warriors are described with highly painted faces and bodies, with head and hair
adorned with feathers (Pérez de Ribas 1944 [:131). Captains wore capes of blue cotton
decorated with iridescent shell, and with other onaments around the neck (Pérez de Ribas
1944 1:131). Having crossed the Rio Yaqui and passed through a small settlement, the
Spaniards were confronted by a large group of Yaqui warriors who made a grand show
of throwing fistfuls of dirt in the air and shaking their bows (Segunda Relacion Andnima
1955:171). The Yaqui leader, identified by his unique dress, which included a black
scapular sewn with ornately worked shells and pearls fashioned in the form of dogs, birds
and elk, stepped forward and drew a line in the sand with his bow, cautioning the
Spaniards not to cross this symbolic boundary (Pérez de Ribas 1944 I1:64-65; Segunda
Relacion Andnima 1955:171).

Weapons include bow and arrow, small spears or lances, and war clubs (Obregon
1988:70; Pérez de Ribas 1944 I:131; Segunda Relacion Andnima 1965:171). Among the
Cabhita, the bow and arrow was the preferred weapon. According to Pérez de Ribas (1944
I1:67), the Yaqui were capable of putting 8000 archers in the field. The use of poison-
tipped arrows were especially fearsome to the Spanish (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:130).
Projectile points of chert (pedernal) was used by the Sinaloa (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:243).
Shields and wrist guards were made of either caiman skins (Pérez de Ribas 1944 1:130)
or wicker (Primera Relacion Andnima 1955:154).

Military formations comprising multiple squadrons, were observed by the

Spaniards throughout the coastal region. Obregén (1988) reported that one thousand
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Sinaloa warriors were divided among four squadrons, four or five hundred Ocoroni
warriors in three squadrons, and with squadrons in military formation also noted for the
Totorame at Chametla. Obregdn also noted the use of smoke signals to gather for war
along the Rio Cedros, in what was probably Mayo or Tehueco territory (1988:141).
Population pressure, territorial instability and competition for resources have been
suggested as the primary factors contributing to chronic warfare among the Yaqui
(Sheridan 1981:72). The ability to mobilize large forces suggests that military operations

cross-cut community-level organizations.

Language

The aboriginal populations of northwest Mexico were predominantly speakers of
the Southern, or Sonoran, branch of Uto-Aztecan (Figure 3.3). The Uto-Aztecan language
stock is thought to have originated between 5,000 and 6,000 years ago, with the location
of the ancestral hearthland ranging from the Great Basin (Hopkins 1965; Goss 1977),
northern California or the Columbia Plateau (Nichols 1981), the southern California desert
(Miller 1994), and the mixed woodland region of the northern Sierra Madre and the Basin
and Range province of southwestern New Mexico and eastern Arizona (Fowler 1983;
Romney 1957). Based upon comparisons of the modern distributions of flora and fauna
shared by the reconstructed proto-language, the latter region appears to be the most likely

candidate at the present time.
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The diversification of the Sonoran branch of Uto-Aztecan (Figure 3.4) began
approximately 4,000 years ago in the foothill region surrounding the Sierra Madre
Occidental of southern Sonora and Chihuahua (Fowler 1983; Hill 1996). From here, the
Tepimans moved both north and west into the Sonoran desert (Pimans) and south into
Durango and Nayarit (Tepehuan); the Taracahitan-speakers remained more or less in
place; the Corachol (Cora and Huichol) went south into Nayarit and Zacatecas; and the
Aztecans moved further south into the Basin of Mexico and extending as far as
Nicaragua. Based upon the cultural repertoire of the Southern Uto-Aztecan groups, and
particularly the lexical evidence for the domestication of maize, Hill (1996) dates this
diaspora to sometime after the domestication of maize and before the emergence of
pottery production, between approximately 1,000 B.C. and A.D. 100.

Sixteenth century chroniclers identified more than 20 groups occupying the coastal
plain, foothills and sierra of northern Mexico which are today recognized as Cahita-
speakers (Miller 1983a, 1983b, 1994; Moctezuma 1991). Relying primarily on
glottochronological data, Cdhita is most commonly grouped with Opata, Eudeve, Guarijio
and Tarahumara within the Taracahitan sub-branch of Sonoran Uto-Aztecan (Miller
1983a:122). However, recent classificatory schemes which emphasize lexicostatistical
evidence suggest linking the Cahita dialects with Opata/Eudeve/Jova as either a separate
Opa-Cahita branch, or simply Cdhita, with Tarahumara and Guarijio comprising a separate
Tarahumaran subdivision (Cortina-Borja and Valinas 1989; Wick Miller, personal

communication, 1994; Moctezuma 1991; David Shaul, personal communication, 1993).
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The Cahita have traditionally been considered as relative late-comers to the coastal
plain, descending from the Sierra Madre and displacing presumably Tepiman-speaking
peoples (Beals 1932:145; Braniff 1992:217; Kelly 1945:160; Sauer 1934:82; Wilcox
1986b). This interpretation, however, seems to have been based solely on geographical
appearances, and Miller (1983b:333) argues that the Cahita may have been established on
the coastal plain near the beginning of the Christian era, if not earlier. In tum, the
Tepimans may likely represent a late (circa 12th century) intrusion, perhaps from the
north (Fowler 1980; Miller 1983a, 1983b, 1994). On the other hand, the proposed
continuity between the prehistoric Loma San Gabriel culture and the historic Tepehuan
(e.g., Riley and Winters 1963) would place Tepiman-speakers in Durango no later than
circa A.D. 200, and imply movement from the southern highlands to the northern
lowlands.

Long-term in situ development for the lowland Cahita is also supported by the
ethnographic data. The numerous socio-political divisions evident among the Cabhita, their
relatively high population density, extensive agricultural production, and well-developed
maritime exploitation of both estuarine and deep water resources all support a greater time
depth for adaptation to the coastal plain of Sinaloa and southern Sonora.

In contrast, the Lower Pimans are often described in contact period documents as
occupying largely marginal lands, practicing little or no agriculture and with little
exploitation of coastal resources (Thomas Sheridan, personal communication, 1993).

These characteristics strongly suggest that it was the Pimans who were the more recent
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arrivals, perhaps displaced from their home in the foothills and sierra as a result of
pressure from an expanding Opata population (Sheridan 1981).

Based on the foregoing discussion, the Cahita-speaking groups are suggested as
long-term residents who occupied a linear distribution stretching almost 700 kilometers
along the coastal plain and adjacent foothills, from the Rio Piaxtla in southern Sinaloa
north to the Rio Yaqui. If the Opata are acknowledged as members of the broader Opa-
Cahita stock, the northern limits are extended as far north as the Arizona border. The
Tahue, southernmost of the Cdhita, are considered to be fully Mesoamerican (cf. Beals
1932:145; Sauer 1932; Sauer and Brand 1932), whereas the Opata, northernmost of the
Cahita, are regarded as “Southwestern”. Today, the only surviving members of this
language group, the Yaqui (Yoeme) and Mayo (Yoreme), are also considered as
“Southwestern” (Ortiz 1983; Spicer 1962).

Considerable confusion has arisen with regard to the use of Nahuatl terms and
placenames in northwest Mexico. Several historians, including Buelna (1983) and Lopez-
Portillo y Weber (1974:28-41), cite the presence of Nahuatl placenames in identifying
Sinaloa with Aztldn (variably transcribed as Aztatldn or Azcatitlan—Nahuatl for “place of
the herons”), the mythological home of the Mexica (Aztecs). According to the Mexica
origin myth, their ancient homeland lay in a vague land surrounded by waters, perhaps
an island, far to the northwest of the Basin of Mexico (Kirchhoff 1985:339). The region
adjoining Aztlin was known as Culhuacan, and is considered by some to indicate

Culiacan, Sinaloa (e.g., Buelna 1983; Lopez-Portillo y Weber 1974). Alternatively, others
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have placed Aztlin in such far-flung regions as Puget Sound and among the Ohio
moundbuilders, or as close as the Toltec capital of Tula (ancient Tollan), in the
northwesternmost corner of the Basin of Mexico (Kirchhoff 1985; Seller 1985).

Nahuatl placenames are found along the coastal plain as far north as the Rio
Fuerte, at San Miguel Zapotitldn, and which was certainly well within Cahita-speaking
territory. On the other hand, relatively few Cahita placenames are found south of the Rio
Sinaloa, despite the fact that Tahue territory extended some 200 kilometers further south
to the Rio Piaxtla. Presently, the southernmost placename of Cahita origin is Huiapa,
which is located near the Rio Piaxtla in the municipio of San Ignacio (Buelna 1983:78).

Contra Lopez-Portillo y Weber, Buelna and others, the widespread use of Nahuatl
placenames in Sinaloa cannot be attributed to an indigenous population of Nahuatl-
speakers. Brand (1971:648,655), in tracing the replacement of indigenous terms by
Nahuatl translations throughout western Mexico, concluded that, from Guerrero north, the
use of Nahuatl postdated the conquest. This is especially clear in the case of “Petatlan”,
whose occupants were unquestionably speakers of a Cdhita dialect. Alternatively, these
terms reflect translations of indigenous names which may be attributed to the several

thousand Nahuatl-speaking Mexica and Tlaxcaltecans who accompanied Guzman.
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SUMMARY

Far from reflecting a sparsely occupied despoblado, the coastal plain from central
Nayarit to southcentral Sonora was densely inhabited by numerous groups at the
beginning of the 16th century. Estimates suggest that the indigenous population of Sinaloa
ranged from 250,000 to 700,000 or more at the moment of Spanish contact. With the
possible exception of some of the coastal peoples, all of the various groups were
apparently speakers of the Sonoran branch of Uto-Aztecan. From the Rio Piaxtla north
to the Rio Yaqui, the coastal plain and adjacent Sierra Madre were occupied by speakers
of various dialects of Cahita.

The linguistic data, taken together with the high population estimates, extensive
regional distribution and well-developed subsistence strategies all suggest that the peoples
encountered on the coastal plain by the Spaniards at the beginning of the 16th century
reflect indigenous developments which extend well back into the prehistoric period and
do not support the interpretation of the Cahita as recent immigrants who replaced either
Tepiman-speaking peoples or previous immigrants from the Basin of Mexico.

The documentary relations offer a wealth of information regarding settlement
patterns, architecture, material culture, subsistence strategies, and intra- and intergroup
interaction, including slavery, warfare, mate selection and exchange, as well as providing
insights into socialfideological and political organization. Given the paucity of
archaeological work yet conducted in the region, this information can provide an

invaluable cultural baseline against which the material remains of the archaeological
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record can be compared.

However, as both Farris and Sheridan caution, these historical records must be
read as texts which require critical evaluation. This research, for example, questions
previous interpretations of a state level of socio-political complexity on the basis of
Spanish terminology employed by the 16th and 17th century chroniclers. Careful reading
of these texts indicate that the Spaniard’s usage of terms such as nacidn, provincia,
cacique, and pueblo, among others, was highly ambiguous and variably employed in
refering to a wide range of socio-political organizations as well as linguistic, cultural and
geographic entities.

While virtually all of the sedentary farming societies encountered by the Spaniards
reflect some degree of social ranking among communities which ranged from single
autonomous villages to those which incorporated subordinate villages and exacted tribute
from neighboring groups, none appear to fail outside the range of middle-range levels of
social organization. Throughout the coastal plain, settlements were typically small
rancherias situated along the floodplains of the principal rivers, with very few
communities of 500 or more houses reported. The Tarascan state, which held sway over
much of Michoacdn and southern Jalisco, remains the nearest contemporary state level of
organization; as yet, there is no evidence to suggest that Tarascan political power

extended onto the North Mexican coastal plain.
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CHAPTER 4
THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF PREHISPANIC SINALOA
AND SOUTHERN SONORA
Time sucks the meaning from many things, and
the future finds the rind - Wallace Stegner
RESUME OF PREVIOUS INVESTIGATIONS

The initial investigations in northwest Mexico were undertaken by archaeologists
from the United States whose perspective was firmly grounded in the American
Southwest. Pioneering explorations of Bandelier (1890, 1892) and Lumholtz (1902) near
the end of the 19th century indicated that archaeological manifestations similar to those
known for the southwestern United States extended into northern Mexico. Shortly
afterwards, Blackiston (1905, 1906a, 1906b, 1908, 1909) described several cliff-dwellings
and adobe mounds in the Paquimé region, and Hewitt (1908) speculated on the
relationship of prehispanic Chihuahua to the American Southwest and Mesoamerica.
However, the combination of the Mexican revolution, the Yaqui wars and bandidos such
as the infamous “Mapache”, effectively curtailed research during much of the first quarter

of the 20th Century.
Fieldwork commenced again in the late 1920s and, for the next several decades,
research focused on determining both the southern extent of the Southwestern culture area
and the northern limits of Mesoamerica. In 1927, Amsden (1928) conducted an

archaeological survey via horseback along the western flanks of the Sierra Madre
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Occidental in eastern Sonora, including the Rio Bavispe, Rio Sonora and upper Rio Yaqui
basins, describing two archaeological cultures, which he called “inferior Casas Grandes”
and “Rio Sonora”. The following year, Sauer and Brand (1931) defined the Trincheras

tradition, and extended the Rio Sonora culture further south to the middle Rio Yaqui.

Sauer and Brand’s Sinaloa Survey

Sauer and Brand considered the environmental conditions of Sonora and Sinaloa
to be more ideally suited for the development of complex society than were the more arid
regions of the Puebloan or Hohokam areas to the north (1932:1). In 1929-1930, these self-
described "archaeogeographers” conducted an extensive survey of Sinaloa with the
purpose of establishing the presence or absence of a “prehistoric corridor between the
Mexican highland and the Pueblo country of the American Southwest” (1932:1). Sauer
and Brand introduced the term “Aztatlan” for the predominant archaeological complex
which they found extending along the Pacific coastal plain between Acaponeta, Nayarit
and Culiacdn, Sinaloa (1932) (Figure 4.1). This term recalled the colonial provincia and
did not refer to the mythical Aztec homeland (known also as Aztldn)(Sauer and Brand
1932:5).

As defined by Sauer and Brand (1932:3) the principal feature of the Aztatlan
complex was a well-made and highly decorated pottery which did not appear to be
associated with the “puebloan” cultures of the American Southwest, but was firmly rooted

within “Mexican” ceramic traditions. Additional Aztatlan traits included elaborate ceramic
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malacates (spindle whorls), clay smoking pipes, figurines and cylinder seals, three-quarter
grooved axes, prismatic blades of obsidian, extended inhumations and burials in large
funerary urns.

The construction of both ceremonial and house mounds was also noted (1932:31-
36). A large mound near San Felipe de Aztatldn, in the vicinity of Acaponeta, rising
about 35 feet (10.6 meters) high, with a base exceeding 100 feet (33 meters) in diameter,
was described as a “small earth pyramid with a truncated top” (Sauer and Brand 1932:21-
22). A probable ballcourt consisting of a cleared rectangular area about 100 feet (30
meters) long and 75 feet (22 meters) wide with rock walls at each end was found at a site
near Copala, in the foothills to the east of Mazatlan (1932:26).

Settlement locations were identified as flood-plain, piedmont, lagoon, and barranca
site types (Sauer and Brand 1932:15-20). Of these, the flood-plain sites extending along
the banks of the major rivers between the foothills and the Pacific Ocean were both the
largest and most numerous (Sauer and Brand 1932:15). On the basis of the ceramic
assemblages, the Aztatlin complex was further divided into three archaeological
subregions: 1) the Culiacan subregion was defined by the most omate ceramic design
styles, along with a high percentage of incised ware, fluted and tripod vessels; 2) the
Chametla subregion in southernmost Sinaloa and northern Nayarit, which was
characterized by a high percentage of red-on-buff along with elaborate polychromes; and
3) the Tacuichamona subregion, which encompassed the foothills and sierra region to the

east of Culiacdn, was associated with generally smaller sites with a crude black-and-red-
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on-buff polychrome and the prevalent use of punched/textured decoration on plainwares
(Sauer and Brand 1932:40-41).

This preliminary survey was followed by a long-term interdisciplinary project
directed by Kroeber and Sauer. Over the next 15 years, Beals (1932a, 1932b, 1933,
1943a, 1943b, 1945) published ethnohistoric and ethnographic studies of the Yaqui, Mayo
and Acaxee Indians, Kroeber (1934) undertook linguistic issues, Sauer (1932, 1934, 1935)
addressed the Spanish conquest, cultural and linguistic geography and the reconstruction
of contact period populations, and Kelly, in order to establish a ceramic sequence for the
Aztatlan materials, undertook excavations in 1935 at several sites with stratified deposits
surrounding Chametla (Kelly 1938), and some 250 kilometers to the north, in the vicinity

of Culiacan, which was followed by an additional field season in 1939 (Kelly 1945).

The Chametla Region

Excavations at Chametla focused on several small mound groups, presumably trash
mounds reflecting domestic sites with the highest density of surface materials, situated
some eight kilometers along both banks of the Rio Baluarte. Based upon the seriation of
pottery types, Kelly ordered the Chametla occupation into four chronological sequences:
Early Chametla, Middle Chametla, Aztatlan/Red-rimmed (also referred to as Late
Chametla I), and El Taste/Mazatlan (or Late Chametla II) (1938:39--Table 3).

Kelly was similarly struck by the excellent quality of the pottery for such a

marginal location with respect to Mesoamerica, and that was seemingly unaccompanied
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by other cultural manifestations, such as elaborate architecture (1938:2). Kelly defined
twenty-six pottery types, of which red-rimmed and black-rimmed buffwares were
predominant throughout the sequence. The majority of the pottery types identified by
Kelly represent minor variations in red-on-buff, black-on-buff, black wares, red wares and
polychromes. The polychrome ceramics, which were present in the earliest stratigraphic
levels, were often both engraved and decorated with geometric design elements (triangles,
diagonals, frets and keys) executed in red, white and black on a tan-to-orange slip.

Other ceramic artifacts encountered by Kelly included balls, vase-like drums,
candelarios (incense bumners), footed stools, ear plugs, a cylindrical stamp, effigy whistles
and rattles, several smoking pipes, a wide variety of spindle whorls and several figurines
which she divided among seven styles (red-face crested; bulletheaded; smooth-faced;
high-relief/modeled; white-filleted/plain and painted; Cocoyolitos hollow; and El Taste
slab). The bulletheaded, smooth-faced, and high-relief figurines were associated with the
Early Chametla complex; the clay balls and the red-faced figurines were also primarily
associated with the Early Chametla complex but appeared in diminishing numbers through
the Middle Chametla complex. Candelarios, stools, cylinder stamp, white-filleted and
Cocoyolitos figurines were also attributed to the Middle Chametla complex. The
manufacture of spindle whorls may have begun towards the end of Middle Chametla, but
appeared to be most strongly associated with the following Aztatlin Red-rimmed
complex. Clay pipes, too, may have emerged late in Middle Chametla, but were most

evident in Aztatldn and El Taste contexts. The only other artifact of clear El Taste
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association was the El Taste slab-style figurine.

Non-ceramic artifacts were poorly represented in Kelly’s collections, but included
a single overlapping-end mano, footed metates, a bark beater (used for processing wood
pulp in paper production), three-quarter grooved ground stone axes, and rare prismatic
blades of obsidian.

Of the thirty-two burials encountered, 29 (90%) were secondary olla inhumations
(Kelly 1938:62-64). These consisted of single individuals placed within large, high-
shouldered ollas, over which was placed a heavy bowl of red-rimmed utility ware.
Individuals interred in this manner were all found to be lacking body elements, generally
small bones and vertebrae, which, along with the small diameters of the olla orifices,
indicated secondary burial treatment, with no particular pattern in the placement of the
bones.

The three remaining burials consisted of primary extended inhumations. Of these,
one reflected a multiple burial, with at least three, and possibly four, individuals. Among
the multiple burial group was an individual with a pronounced vaulted skull, which, when
considered with the generally good condition of the bones, suggested the possibility of
a non-Indian, post-conquest interment (Kelly 1938:62).

The two extended inhumations were each associated with a single obsidian blade.
Grave goods were found with 12 of the olla burials. The most frequent offerings were
miniature vessels which Kelly (1938:63) suggested were specifically manufactured as

funerary goods. The most elaborately furnished grave was that of a child buried with two
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effigy rattles, four miniature vessels and a pottery drum (the only other burial with a
pottery drum was also a child). Rattles, figurines, an earplug, ceramic flute, candelario,

and an obsidian knife were also included as offerings.

The Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Project

The Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Project was conceived and directed by George
Vaillant of the American Museum of Natural History with the express purpose of bridging
the terra incognita that lay between the American Southwest and the Mesoamerican
frontier. Gordon F. Ekholm, then a graduate student at Harvard, was appointed as Field
Representative of the AMNH in charge of conducting the fieldwork. Over the course of
three field seasons of approximately six months each between 1937 and 1940, Ekholm
recorded a total of 175 archaeological sites between Nogales, Sonora and Culiacdn,
Sinaloa, approximately 850 linear kilometers south of the border. Site reconnaissance was
also carried out in the vicinities of Mazatldn, Sinaloa, Ixtlan, Nayarit and Guadalajara,
Jalisco.

Surface collections were gathered from 106 archaeological sites, while existing
collections from seven additional sites were purchased. Many of these sites could be
attributed to previously described prehistoric cultural components, including some 20
Trincheras culture sites, 40 Rio Sonora culture sites, and 14 coastal sites attributed to the
Seri. Several other sites were identified as Colonial Spanish or historic Yaqui and Mayo

remains.
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Along the coastal plain Ekholm encountered numerous sites which he ascribed

to an as yet undefined cultural component, which he named the Huatabampo complex

after the nearby modern community (n.d.a, n.d.b., 1939, 1940a, 1942). Distributed along

the abandoned channels of the lower reaches of the Rio Mayo were several prehistoric

sites consisting of dense artifact scatters, but without any evidence of architecture or other

surface features. Test excavations were conducted at the largest of these (Site No. 87) in
March of 1938, followed by more extensive trenching in March of 1939.

This site, situated on a deeply-silted floodplain covered with dense cactus scrub,
consisted of an abundant, though discontinuous, scatter of sherds (n.d.a.:50). The pottery
was characteristically a well-made coil-and-scraped redware in the form of small bi-lobed
jugs, jars and open bowls. A plain brownware was also present. Several ceramic earspools
and at least one modeled spindle whorl were reported (1942:25). Shell remains were also
conspicuous. According to Ekholm, these consisted largely of clam and oyster, but also
included numerous shell bracelets of Glycymeris and the blanks produced by their
production (n.d.a.:51). Fire-cracked rock, reflecting the remains of disarticulated hearths
and roasting features, was also much in evidence. On the other hand, ground stone
implements and chipped stone debitage were relatively uncommon. Among the ground
stone assemblage was a unique mano form, which had overhanging ends, and was
presumably associated with narrow slab metates. Prismatic blades of obsidian were also

found in association with the Huatabampo materials (1942:125).
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The excavations uncovered seven burials, four of which were full-length
inhumations, lying on back with arms to the side and with heads oriented to magnetic
north (n.d.b. 55-56). Among these was of a child approximately six years of age with
pronounced frontal cranial deformation. Another full-length burial with a north orientation
was found extended on the right side. A single burial was also placed in a supine position
with the head oriented to magnetic north, but with the legs tightly flexed (n.d.b.:53). A
secondary burial of partially articulated elements, with the head placed to the south was
also found. No grave goods were found with these burials.

Also uncovered in the course of excavation were several enigmatic “sherd-basin”
features. These were basin-shaped depressions, averaging approximately 60 centimeters
in diameter, formed by concentric rings of sherds which had been placed into the ground
on edge. Interpretation of these features ranged from fire-pits to ball-game markers
(n.d.b.:56-57). Though burnt adobe fragments were occasionally observed, no indications
of houses or other architectural features were encountered.

Based on the presumed antiquity of these sites, inferred from their association
with the relic courses of the Rio Mayo, along with evidence for figurine fragments, stone
palettes, three-quarter grooved axes encountered in surface collections, and the absence
of painted ceramics, Ekholm suggested a possible affiliation with either the Hohokam or
Mogollon (1940a:325-326, 1942:136), although he also noted that it should not be

considered as a Southwestern complex (1942:77).
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In the vicinity of Alamos, in the serrana region of southern Sonora, the Ekholms
found several lithic scatters which appeared to show affinities with Sayles’ (then as yet
unpublished) description of the Cochise Archaic (Ekholm 1940a:327). Several other sites
were also associated with a textured brownware which, although apparently reflecting a
previously undescribed tradition, remained unnamed. Finally, along the coast, from
Guaymas south into Sinaloa, several shell-midden sites, associated with a “crude”
brownware, often associated with a high percentage of projectile points (n.d.a.:60).

Along the Rio Fuerte, Ekholm began to find a few painted sherds among the
surface assemblages, which otherwise appear to have been consistent with the
Huatabampo materials. As in the Rio Mayo area, sites tended to be located along the old
abandoned channels of major drainages.

On the west side of an abandoned ox-bow of the lower Rio Sinaloa approximately
six kilometers southwest of Guasave, Ekholm observed the first evidence for artificial
mound construction. This was a low mound approximately one meter high and 40 meters
in diameter and, as the only vertical relief in an otherwise featureless plain, it had come
to be known locally as “El Ombligo” or, "the umbilicus” (1942:35). According to a local
informant, there had originally been two mounds--the smaller one having recently been
levelled as a result of agricultural improvements--a fate which was then facing the sole
remaining mound as well. This site has generally come to be known as the Guasave site.

Prior to excavation, Ekholm felt that these remains likely reflected a trash midden

(1942:35) or possible housemound (letter to George Vaillant, May 2, 1938). However, the
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initial excavations quickly revealed that the El Ombligo mound was, in fact, a formal
cemetery. Intermittent excavation over the next two field seasons produced 196 burials
with evidence for a varied mortuary program, and an elaborate material culture (1939,
1940a, 1942).

The mortuary practices included extended inhumations with heads oriented to the
north, south and west, secondary bundle burials of disarticulated remains, and secondary
interment in large plainware burial ollas. Also evident were several cases of dental
mutilation represented by notched and filed incisors and canines, and fronto-lambdoidal
cranial deformation. Offerings associated with these graves revealed an elaborate material
culture, with several pottery types including red wares, red-on-buff, finely incised wares
and several types of highly detailed polychrome pottery, alabaster vases, copper
implements including bells and a probable earspool, shell, pyrite and turquoise jewelry,
paint cloisonn€ gourd vessels, cotton textiles, ceramic masks, clay smoking pipes,
modeled spindle whorls, a cylinder stamp, prismatic obsidian blades, food remains, bone
daggers and human trophy skulls.

In addition to excavating the burial mound, Ekholm attempted to locate and
excavate domestic features. Several excavation units were placed around the burial
mound, in likely areas with artifact scatters, in an effort to locate additional features.
These excavations led to the discovery of a possible kiln or roasting feature, although no
evidence of architecture or other domestic features could be discerned. Limited survey

data indicated that prehistoric settlements tended to cluster along the major river drainages
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of the region. Artifact densities suggest that these sites reflect dispersed households
indicative of a rancheria-type settlement pattern.

Three basic ceramic complexes were defined (Ekholm 1942:45). The Guasave Red
wares were clearly associated with the Huatabampo pottery tradition and were presumed
to reflect a tradition indigenous to northern Sinaloa and southern Sonora, which extended
from the Rio Mayo south to the Rio San Lorenzo. Surface collections indicated that
decorated pottery types were apparently restricted to two types, Guasave Red-on-buff and
Navolato Polychrome, and were rarely encountered. The material culture associated with
the polished redware complex suggested affinities with both Mesoamerica and the
southwestern United States. Mesoamerican traits identified by Ekholm included earspools,
modeled-clay spindle whorls, prismatic blades and, perhaps, the overhanging mano form.
On the other hand, the polished redware pottery, along with the worked shell, stone
palettes and figurine fragments were considered to have affinities among the Hohokam
and Mogollon cultures, with particular parallels suggested between the
Guasave/Huatabampo redware complex and San Francisco Red (Ekholm 1942:136).

The red-on-buff and polychrome pottery, on the other hand, were attributed to the
Aztatlan complex. However, many of the Aztatlan ceramics were considered to be of a
much higher quality than those previously described by Kelly (1938) and Sauer and Brand
(1932) for central and southern Sinaloa. The sophisticated design elements, which
included motifs identified through comparison with representations in the Borbonicus,

Borgia, Vaticanus B, and Magliabecchiano codices as Tlahuiscalpantecutli (god of the
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evening star), Xochipilli (flower or fertility goddess), Quetzalcoatl (feathered-serpent god),
Mictlantecutli (god of death), Xicalcoliuhqui (flint knife motif) which, along with the
feather and stepped greque motifs, all suggested to Ekholm clear symbolic and stylistic
relationships with the Mixteca-Puebla (Aztec I and II) tradition of the central Mexican
highlands around Cholula.

This similarity between the Guasave and Mixteca-Puebla pottery motifs led
Ekholm to suggest an occupation that could date no earlier than the stylistic developments
in central Mexico which, following Vaillant (1940), could not have begun before about
A.D. 1100. Vaillant correlated the initial occurrence of Mixteca-Puebla style polychromes
with the beginning of Aztec II, which he dated to A.D. 1299. Allowing for a brief time-
lapse, Ekholm proposed that the Mixteca-Puebla/Aztatlan complex at El Ombligo dated
to circa A.D. 1350 (1942:130).

Ekholm believed that the transmission of the Mixteca-Puebla design style along,
perhaps, with the introduction of fundamental religious concepts, could best be explained
in terms of a migration of peoples from the central highlands, a distance of approximately
1700 kilometers:

"It does not seem to me unwarranted to postulate a migration of this kind.

The Mexican records abound in the accounts of migrations of people over

long distances and into areas occupied by entirely foreign linguistic or

political groups. Presumably, a trek from Central Mexico to northern

Sinaloa would have taken a number of years, and it is not unlikely that

converts would have been picked up along the way, as well as certain

cultural traits such as smoking pipes and perhaps elements of red-on-buff

pottery. The group would possibly avoid any large centers of population.
Having a background of sedentary agricultural life, they would be seeking
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new sites. In this regard it is highly significant that in the state of Sinaloa

the traces of this group are by far the most prominent at the northern

frontier of the more developed peoples who were already resident in

Sinaloa. Migration more logically accounts for this fact than does any

other theory, such as of gradual diffusion through contact from tribe to

tribe.” (1942:128-129).

In proposing migration, Ekholm was still vexed by the seemingly incomplete
transmission of cultural elements. Conspicuously absent among the Guasave assemblage,
for example, was evidence for monumental architecture, stone construction, stone carving,
a complex figurine tradition and vessel forms characteristic of the Mixteca-Puebla region;
Ekholm ultimately resolved that

“Cultural contact is such a complex mechanism, so many conditions and

factors are involved, that it is impossible to make any rules as to what

traits will be accepted, and if there were, our information on the kind of

contact that occurred here is too meager. From an entire complex of traits

a certain group might reject all but one or a few traits” (1942:129).

Ekholm considered the mixing of these three traditions (Guasave-
Huatabampo/Aztatlan/Mixteca-Puebla) to have resulted in what he called “Guasave
Culture”. Though postulating an earlier Huatabampo/Guasave redware horizon, the El
Ombligo materials suggested a relatively contemporaneous assemblage, with an
insufficient time depth to allow for the development of a truly local cultural expression.

Ekholm concluded that very little could be added to the discussion of Mexican-
Southwestern interaction (1942:136). The Guasave site apparently represented the

northernmost extension of Mesoamerican society, and prehispanic Sonora did not appear

to reflect “sufficiently highly civilized cultures...to have been the means of the transfer
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of traits in the normal manner of contact diffusion” (1942:136). According to Ekholm,
“The West Coast corridor does not seem a likely route, unless we are to suppose that such
traits were transferred by travelers or traders who crossed great areas of relatively low
culture.” Instead, he suggested that archaeologists turn their attentions to the cultural
sequences of complex societies of the plateaus of Zacatecas, Durango, Jalisco or
Michoacdn, instead of looking for “missing links” in Sonora or Chihuahua (Ekholm

1942:136).

The Culiacdn Region

Kelly (1945) located 63 sites within and around Culiacdn, and identified four
ceramic complexes which she defined as Early Culiacan II, Early Culiacdn I, Middle
Culiacdn, and Late Culiacan (note: Kelly’s terminology is somewhat counterintuitive, with
Early Culiacan IT preceding Early Culiacdn in time). Early Culiacdn II is characterized by
Aztatldn pottery and, thus, is considered to be contemporary with the Aztatlin/Red-
rimmed complex at Chametla. Similarly, Early Culiacdn I is interpreted as the local
equivalent of the El Taste/Mazatlan complex (1945:119-120). The Middle and Late
Culiacdn complexes have no corresponding southern equivalent, and were considered to
postdate the occupation at Chametla. Lacking chronological data with which to relate the
Culiacan sequence, Kelly tentatively placed Early Culiacdn II immediately post-
Teotihuacan, and proposed that Late Culiacdn was likely associated with the contact

period occupation (1945:12,114). Two of the mounds investigated by Kelly, La Loma and
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La Colorada, were identified as the Culiacdn of initial Spanish contact (1945:159-160).

As at Chametla, the ceramic sequence generally reflects the continuous
development of a uniform tradition, with the Middle and Late Culiacdn ceramics revealing
a "gradual and progressive decadence” (1945:6). However, Kelly also identified a distinct
“Rasped-ware culture” which was represented by six sites along the coast west of
Culiacdn (1945:161-162). These sherds reflected both plain and a reddish-maroon ware
that were deliberately textured by scraping. Obsidian was abundant at these sites, which
also produced the only piece of turquoise found in the Culiacédn region. This complex was
attributed by Kelly to the contact-period Achire.

The Culiacdn assemblage included numerous “pancake head” figurines with coffee
bean eyes, painted and incised clay smoking pipes, numerous conical and biconical
modeled spindle whorls, bone awls, stone beads, polished stone cruciform, full and three-
quarter grooved axes, and overlapping end manos. Shell bracelets, manufactured from
Macrocallista aurantiaca, Chione gnida and Arca grandis, occurred along with numerous
small beads and pendants. Nineteen copper artifacts representing 15 fragments of wire,
one large bell, one miniature bell, a possible pendant and button, were recovered from
Middle and Late Culiacan contexts (1945:121,146 et passim; McLeod 1945). Chametla
artifacts absent from the Culiacdn assemblage included clay balls, footed stools, pottery
drums, two-handled cups, and ear plugs (1945:126).

The numerous small mounds in the Culiacan vicinity were identified as either trash

mounds or house mounds (Kelly 1945:20). The alignment of mounds in parallel rows or,
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more typically, surrounding “plaza” areas, were suggestive of organized settlement
patterns. The only evidence for domestic architecture was found at Las Lomitas, where
an alignment of postholes and a surface of hardpacked silt indicated a rectangular
structure, approximately 4 meters x 1.75 meters, perhaps with an associated ramada
(1945:18-19).

Little evidence pertaining to subsistence was recovered; plant remains were
represented by a few fragments of maize and a squash, tentatively identified as Cucurbita
moschata (1945:156). Unworked shell refuse was scarce, indicating minimal dependence
upon shellfish; Molluscan species present included Chione fluctifraga, Arca grandis,
Ostrea virginica, Tivela planulata and T. byronensis, Cardium elatum, Chione gnida, C.
subrugosa, Pecten cirularis, Donax punctatostriatus, Mactra pallida, Dosinia dunkeri,
Macoma nasuta, Pododesmos macroschisma, Tellina elegans, and Venus fordii.
Gastropods were represented by Agaronia testacea, Cassis abbreviata, Chicoreus regius,
Cymatium wiegmanni, Eupleura muriciformis, Melongena patula, Polinices recluzianus,
Oliva spicata, Turritella goniostoma, T. leucostoma, Euglandina turris, and Oxystyla
princeps (1945:142-143).

A total of 252 skeletons was recovered from the excavations around Culiacdn
(Hulse 1945:187). The majority (190) were secondary olla burials, which comprised 75
percent of the total burial population (1945:188). This total, however, reflects excavations
at five different sites, where actual percentages ranged from 50 percent (Alamitos) to 97

percent (La Loma). Unlike the situation at Chametla and Guasave, the human remains
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from the Culiacan region appear to have been placed within the burial ollas following a
regular pattern:

The flesh was evidently removed before interment, and the smaller bones

of the hand, wrist, ankle, and foot were poured into the braincase through

the foramen magnum. The radiae and ulnae--sometimes the fibulae—were

inserted into the foramen, and the skull set upon them right side up. The

long bones, vertebrae, and the ribs were piled neatly beneath and around

this quadrupedal structure, and the sacrum and the two inominata were

placed on either side of and behind the skull (Hulse 1945:187).

In three cases, urns were placed within “carefully prepared pits cut into hardpan”,
and were typically placed near the surface in cemeteries (in Early II only) or in midden
areas (Hulse 1945:188). Occasionally, an olla contained two individuals (Hulse 1945:189).
[n contrast to Guasave, little in the way of funerary offerings was associated with the
burials at Culiacdn; all but two of the burials with grave goods were associated with olla
burials (Hulse 1945:189). Plain and decorated pottery vessels were the most common
offering, apparently occurring with equal frequency among children and adults (Hulse
1945:191).

Of particular interest were two burials which supported a post-contact component.
Olla burials recovered from the Aguaruto site include one individual identified as
"unquestionably Caucasion” (skeleton 114) and a female (skeleton 69) with a “probable
bullet-hole in the forehead” (Hulse 1945:198).

In summarizing the distribution of Aztatldn or Aztatlan-like ceramics between

Guasave and Jalisco, Kelly concluded that the origins lie somewhere along the coast to

the north of Colima, perhaps in Sinaloa, and does not support more far-flung roots in
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either southern Mexico or the northwestern highlands (1945:10-11).

The Marismas Nacionales

Further work in Sinaloa was not undertaken until 1968, when Scott and associates
began investigations of the paleoecology of the Marismas Nacionales region spanning the
Nayarit-Sinaloa border (Feldman 1974; Gill 1973, 1974, Scott 1969, 1974, 1992; Shenkel
1971, 1974; Snedaker 1971). This area is characterized by an extensive system of
estuaries, lagoons and mangrove swamps fed by the Rio Baluarte, Rio Acaponeta and Rio
San Pedro systems. Here are numerous sites represented by over 500 shell mounds of
either Tivela byronesis (smooth clam) or Ostrea corteziensis (oyster) (Scott 1969:25,
1974:52-53).

The largest of the mounds, known as El Calén, measures 158 meters by 90 meters
at its base, and rises over 23 meters high, providing a vista overlooking the surrounding
mangrove canopy. This mound was mainly constructed of Anadara grandis (Shenkel
1974:64). Its massive size, flattened top, and the fact that many of the shells were
unopened, indicate a purposefully constructed ceremonial structure, and not the result of
discard (Scott 1992:14). Current dating of the El Calén mound is based on an average of
five radiocarbon shell dates of approximately 1750 B.C. (Scott 1992:14).

According to Scott (1992:14) pollen data from areas adjacent to the mound
produced evidence for melon, squash, agave and maize, leading him to tentatively suggest

that its construction couid be attributed to early agriculturalists. However, these results
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are rather enigmatic, as melons were an old world cultigen introduced by the Spanish, and
agave does not generally produce recoverable pollen (Paul Fish, personal communication,
1996). Thus, it seems likely that the pollen samples were either derived from much more
recent (i.e. post Contact period) occupation horizons or, perhaps, misidentified. In either
case, there is an apparent hiatus in the occupation sequence in the Marismas zone, which
was subsequently abandoned around 1100 B.C., and was not reoccupied until sometime
after A.D. 1 (Scott 1992:20).

The ceramic period assemblages associated with the Marismas sites are consistent
with the Chametla complex, and also compared to stylistically-related types at Peiiitas and
Amapa, Nayarit, situated some 125 kilometers to the south (Sweetman 1974:80). The
ceramic sequence was tied to calendrical dates following Kelley and Winter's (1960)
revision of the Sinaloa chronology. Based on radiocarbon dates from contexts with
Sinaloan ceramics from the central highlands of Durango, Kelly’s original four-phase
sequence was divided among five re-named phases: Tierra del Padre (A.D. 250 or 300
to 500) corresponds with Early Chametla; Baluarte (A.D. 500 to 700 or 750), equivalent
to Middle Chametla; Lolandis (A.D. 700 or 750 to 900) denotes the Aztatlin complex;
Acaponeta (A.D. 900 to 1050 or 1100) represents the post-Aztatldn component of Late
Chametla I; and El Taste (A.D. 1050 or 1100 to 1200 or 1250), corresponds with Late
Chametla II.

The remains of 141 individuals were recovered from burials at 10 sites which

reflected an occupation spanning approximately 1000 years (Gill 1971, 1973, 1974). The
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earliest burials appear to be from the Juana Gomez, La Tarea and Rincon de Panal sites,
which were occupied during the Tierra del Padre and Baluarte phases (Sweetman
1974:72). The majority of the burials were exhumed from two sites, Chalpa (n=69) and
Tecualilla (n=49), reflecting occupations beginning in the Lolandis phase and, at Chalpa,
continue through the El Taste phase.

The Marismas burials were found mainly within small mounds which were
occasionally capped by trash deposits. Gill interprets this as evidence of re-use of the
burial mounds, while others (e.g., Scott 1969; Shenkel 1971) propose that the burials were
intrusively placed within trash mounds reflecting the gradual accumulation of midden
deposits. Secondary bundle burials and extended inhumations appear to have been the
prevalent mode of disposal during the earliest periods, although Gill (1974:97) notes that
both semi-flexed and flexed burials were also recovered at La Tarea. At Tecualilla,
extended inhumations with the skull to the south or west were predominant, with semi-
flexed and seated burials frequently observed (Gill 1974:97). Bundle burials persist in
fewer numbers, and at least two olla burials are known. The Chalpa burials, presumably
the most recent occupation among the Marismas sites, are characteristically flexed or
semi-flexed, occasionally in a seated position, with only three extended inhumations and
no olla burials observed (Gill 1974:97).

Grave goods included ceramic vessels, spindle whorls, clay pipes, shell beads,
pendants and pectorals, clay balls, obsidian flakes or blades, projectile points and a

cylinder stamp. Eight dog burials and a raccoon burial were also found as offerings.
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According to Gill (1971;85-86, 1974:103), spindle whorls were associated only with
females, while beads, pendants, and shell pectorals were associated with males only. Of
the five burials with clay pipes, four were found with adult females of advanced age; the
sole pipe associated with a male was from disturbed contexts, and may reflect a spurious
association (Gill 1971:83, 1974:103). The remaining classes of grave goods, including
animal burials, appear to be divided equally among males and females.

The association of grave goods by gender also varied temporally. At Tecualilla,
males were much more frequently associated with grave goods, including polychrome
vessels, animal burials, shell jewelry, and tools or weapons, whereas the occasional
females accorded offerings were restricted to spindle whorls or plain ware vessels. In
contrast, at Chalpa, females were more often associated with more abundant and more
elaborate offerings (Gill 1971:82-83). These differences prompted Gill to suggest that the
Tecualilla burials reflect a patrilineal society, while the Chalpa burials likely represent a
matrilineal organization, with highest status accorded to the eldest females (1971:86).

Dental mutilation was prevalent among both sexes in individuals of 15 years or
older, suggesting a possible association with puberty rites (Gill 1971:236-237). All of the
Marismas examples reflect either notched or pointed incisors and canines on the maxilla
only (1971:226). Tooth staining was also observed among individuals at Tecualilla and
Chalpa. All but one of these cases represent an unidentified black substance applied to
the teeth, possibly postmortem (1971:232). One individual from Tecualilla had a dark

yellow stain which was applied evenly over all teeth, with evidence of wear on the
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occlusal surfaces, indicating a definite premortem application (1971:232).

Some degree of cranial deformation was evident in all but six of the complete or
nearly complete skulls found in the Marismas sites (Gill 1971:238). All of these are of
the tabular erect type of fronto-occipital deformation, of either plano-lambdoidal or
intermediate form, with bi-lobed, psuedocircular or parallelepipied varieties (1971:242-
245). Again, no significant differences between genders could be discerned (1971:248).
Gill observed that the prevalent bi-lobed varieties closely resemble the head shapes on
clay figurines found in northern coastal Nayarit (1971:253-254, Plate 3).

In summarizing the osteological data, Gill suggests that the early Marismas
population reflected a particularly close affinity with both the Culiacdn and Guasave
populations, and more generally, to the Tarahumara and the Puebloans of the American
Southwest (1971:256, see also Gill and Case 1983). Biological traits which appear in the
late Postclassic burials at Tecualilla, and especially Chalpa, include more delicate crania,
large, round, hypsiconch orbits and a straight leptorrhine nose form and are interpreted
as evidence for gene flow (migration) correlated with changes in the ceramics and burial

practices at approximately A.D. 1200 (Gill 1971:267; Gill and Case 1983).

The Rio Sonora Project
After a lapse of more than thirty years, research in southern Sonora resumed when
Pailes (1972, 1976a, 1976b, 1978) carried out an extensive survey and limited test

excavations in the serrana of southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa. As a result, the
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southern limits of the Rio Sonora culture were extended through southern Sonora and into
northern Sinaloa, where Pailes suggested that it graded into the Tacuichamona tradition
(1972:390-391, 1976a:154).

Excavations at a small cave, Cueva de la Colmena, produced two burials. An adult
female was placed in a supine position with the head oriented to the northeast and lacked
any grave goods (Pailes 1972:184-185). The second burial was that of a juvenile placed
in a flexed position on the right side, with the head to the southeast (Pailes 1972:185).
Funerary offerings included three perforated shell pendants representing part of a
necklace, shell ring earrings, a small rectangular stone with two notches at one end, three
one-hand manos and a slab or shallow-basin metate.

A cremation burial placed in a vessel of San Miguel Brown was also found at
Site YE 06-1 in the La Colorada-Isleta locality (1972:369). This pottery type has a dung
temper and is therefore considered to postdate the introduction of livestock by the Jesuit
missionaries.

Faunal remains from Cueva de la Colmena included deer or pronghorn antelope,
turtle, cottontail, squirrel, woodrat, horse, jackrabbit, hawk, cat, miscellaneous rodent and
bird bones, a possible dog and, perhaps, elk (Pailes 1972:187).

The Rio Sonora pottery is characterized by an early plain brown ware horizon,
followed shortly by the appearance of red wares and a predilection for corrugated, incised
and textured types. Other artifacts associated with Rio Sonora sites include modeled

spindle whorls, a cylinder stamp and stone “idol”, ceramic whistles, numerous small stone
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cruciforms, relatively few projectile points and chipped-stone tools, shell ornaments and
manufacturing debris, and abundant ground stone manos and metates. The latter include
several overhanging manos and associated narrow slab metates (Pailes 1972:261-327).
Non-local decorated ceramics, including Lolandis Red-rimmed, Tacuichamona
Polychrome, Guasave Red-on-buff and Navalato Polychrome indicated trade with groups
in Sinaloa.

Architectural remains were indicated by rectangular stone house foundations
(1978:139). In the Venadito locality, site XE 78-2 was associated with four rock wall
terraces, or trincheras (Pailes 1972:367). In general, the Rio Sonora settlements appear
to reflect small rancheria communities of from one to a few extended families (Pailes
1972:364).

The Rio Sonora chronology was constructed on the basis of eight radiocarbon
dates, two obsidian hydration dates and the intrusive Sinaloan ceramics (Pailes 1972:329).
Pailes proposed that the Venadito phase, the earliest plain brown ware ceramic horizon,
began sometime prior to A.D. 200 and persisted until approximately A.D. 500 (Pailes
1976a:142). Venadito Brown is also considered to be identical to Huatabampo Brown, and
generally similar to the Alma series of Mogollon brown wares (Pailes 1972:355-356). The
following Batacosa phase, primarily characterized by Batacosa Red pottery, may have
begun before A.D. 200 as well, and lasted until A.D. 700. At this time, Pailes posits a
division of the Rio Sonora tradition into upper and lower serrana regions. The lower

elevations are characterized by the Cuchijaqui phase, which extends up to Spanish
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contact. In the upper serrana region, the Los Camotes phase (A.D. 700 to circa A.D.
1250 or 1300) and the San Bernardo phase (circa A.D. 1250 or 1300 to Spanish contact)
reflect either a regional variant of the Rio Sonora tradition or a possible intrusion of new
peoples from the north or east (Pailes 1972:362, 408). The continuity of occupation of the
southern serrana suggests a probable association with Taracahitan speakers, and
specifically with the Tehueco or one of their closely related neighbors (Pailes 1972:370-

371, 394).

The Proyecto Huatabampo

The Proyecto Huatabampo was implemented in 1979 by the Instituto Nacional de
Antropologia e Historia-Noroeste in Hermosillo with hopes of further defining the
prehispanic agricultural populations of the coastal plain in northern Sinaloa and southern
Sonora (Alvarez and Villalpando 1979). Following an extensive survey which examined
areas from just north of the Rio Mayo south to the Rio Sinaloa, excavations focused on
the site of Machomoncobe (Son T:1:5), approximately 19 kilometers northwest of
Huatabampo, Sonora. This site was selected because of its relatively undisturbed
subsurface deposits in a region where the majority of archaeological sites have been
destroyed through agricultural activities (Alvarez 1990:13).

Excavations revealed extensive trash deposits, 2 dog burial, and a probable
secondary burial of an adult and infant, represented only by a poorly preserved skull

along with a few digits from an infant (Alvarez 1990:41). No additional features, nor
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evidence of architecture was encountered.

Several anthropomorphic figurine fragments reflect at least five different styles.
These are generally similar to Hohokam types, though Alvarez (1990:51) suggests that
her Type B may be related to Kelly’s (1938:57) “smooth face” style from Chametla and
Grosscup's (1961:398) Type S figurine from Amapa, Nayarit.

Five radiocarbon dates, ranging from 180:+140 B.C. to A.D. 950:140, were
reported for Machomoncobe (Alvarez 1990:93, Figure 8b). Although acknowledging the
difficulty of establishing a chronology on the basis of a few radiocarbon dates from
widely dispersed middens, Alvarez proposes an occupation span equivalent with the
maximum range represented by the reported dates, or approximately 200 B.C. to A.D.
900.

There is no apparent evidence for a hiatus in the occupation, and the site is
considered to have been continuously occupied for some 1000 years (Alvarez 1990:75).
According to Alvarez, the prehispanic occupants were sedentary agriculturalists dependant
upon seasonal flooding of the Rio Mayo floodplain to water their crops, which included
"harinoso de ocho" maize, beans (both Phaseolus vulgaris and the tepary bean (P.
acutifolius), with Amaranthus and Chenopodium also present. Curiously, no remains of
Cucurbita were recovered, especially considering that some of the Huatabampo redware
tecomates (restricted-neck “seed jars”) replicate the form of Lagenaria siceraria, which

was cultivated at the time of contact (Alessio Robles 1981:76, cited in Alvarez 1990:67).
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Hunting and gathering of wild foodstuffs were also important for the prehispanic
occupants of Machomoncobe. Faunal remains from the site indicate numerous individuals
of white-tail deer (Odocoileus virginianus), javelina (Dicotyles tajacu), cottontail rabbit
(Sylvylagus audobonii), and jackrabbit (Lepus alleni). Present in lesser amounts were
badger (Taxidea taxus), dove (Leptotila sp.), two species of parrots (Amazona sp. and
Aratinga sp.), rodents (Neotoma and Sigmodon), water fowl including two species of
heron, a possible duck and a cormorant (Phalocrocorax auritus), and aquatic reptiles such
as the fresh water turtle (Kinosternon), sea turtle (Chelonia), and cayman (Crocodylus
acutus).

Fish remains were particularly abundant among the midden deposits. Most of the
fish species present were represented by snapper (Lutjanus), corvina (Cynoscion), and
brage (Arius), with lesser amounts of robalo (Centropomus), cabicucho (Diplectum),
manta (Dasyatis), and shark (Carcharinus). With the exception of cabicucho, all of these
species can be found in the mangrove estuaries along the coast (Alvarez 1990:68).

The importance of the marine environment is reaffirmed by the thirty-three species
of molluscs also recovered from the site. Those species identified as important food
sources include the rock and mangrove oyster (Ostrea corteziensis and O. palmula),
mulefoot (Anadara tuberculata) and the Chinese clam (Chione sp.). Non-food mollusks,
primarily used in the production of shell jewelry, include Glycymeris gigantea,
Trachycardium panamense, Dosinia ponderosa and Laevicardium elatum, and reflect

species found in relatively deep water which would have necessitated diving (Alvarez
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1990:75).

Wild plant resources recovered include mesquite (Prosopis juliflora), pitahaya
(Lemairocereus thurberi), cholla and prickly pear (Opuntia sp.), century plant (Agave sp.),
guamuchil (Pitecollobium sp.), verdolaga (Portulaca oleracia), and, perhaps, chamizo
(Atriplex sp.). Cactus and succulent species are readily available in the surrounding thomn
scrub, while guamuchil and verdolaga are associated with riparian habitats found along
the Rio Mayo, and chamizo, a halophyte, is found surrounding the estuaries.

Alvarez (1990:75-77) suggests that the Huatabampo redware pottery complex is
directly related both to the Guasave redware and Cuchujaqui redware of the southern Rio
Sonora culture. She also affirmed the relationship between Huatabampo Brown and
Venadito Brown as representing a single early brown ware horizon (Alvarez 1982:242).
The shell jewelry production reflects strong relations with the Trincheras and Hohokam
traditions. Shell was apparently an important trade item, which Alvarez suggests may
have been used in exchange for non-local resources such as turquoise, obsidian, olivine,
and vesicular basalt (1990:76). The few prismatic blade fragments indicate that at least
some obsidian was obtained from the south.

The abandonment of the site was correlated with a shift toward a higher
precipitation regime around A.D. 1000 (cf. Martin 1970:64). According to Alvarez, an
increase in effective moisture likely led to more intensive flooding of the Rio Mayo
floodplain, making its occupation and exploitation untenable. She suggests that this

promoted a population shift further to the south, perhaps in search of more stable fluvial
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environments, and which might be correlated with the Huatabampo occupation of the
Guasave region (1985b:252, 1990:77).

Due to the lack of evidence for settlements postdating the proposed A.D. 1000
abandonment, no direct link could be established between the prehistoric occupants of the
Huatabampo region and the Cdhita-speaking Mayo who inhabited the area at the time of
contact. However, the settlement and subsistence patterns are consistent with descriptions
of the contact period Cahita, and Alvarez, like Ekholm, suggests that the Huatabampo

peoples may likely represent the bio-cultural ancestors of the Cahita (1990:77).

Miscellaneous Reports

Subsequent investigations in Sinaloa have been limited to a few surveys, salvage
excavations and the occasional reports of isolated finds. Guevara (1987) reported on
fragments of Paleoindian points from the vicinity of Sinaloa de Leyva. Mendiola (1995)
reported on numerous petroglyph panels found along the Rio Fuerte.

Cabrero (1989) excavated five secondary burials in large semi-conical ollas (two
of which contained skulls only), three primary extended inhumations with heads oriented
to the southwest, east, and north, and one seated flexed interment which were found
during construction of a high school on the first terrace above the Rio Tamazula, within
the Culiacdn city limits. Pronounced tabular-erect cranial deformation was observed in at

least one case.
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Funerary offerings were found only with the primary burials. One individual, a
female with an infant placed under a tecomate resting between her femurs, suggested a
possible cause of death associated with childbirth, was accorded four ceramic vessels, a
spindle whorl and small stone pectoral. Another burial was associated with two fragments
of prismatic obsidian blades and a red quartz pebble, while the seated flexed burial had
a single incised ceramic cylinder (Cabrero 1989:39-40). The olla burials, like those noted
by Hulse (1945), suggest purposeful arrangement of the remains (Cabrero 1989:46).
Also found within the cemetery area was a pavement of small river-worn cobbles
and sherds, with possible evidence of lime stucco, which had been constructed above one
of the extended inhumations (Cabrero 1989:61). The ceramics, primarily red ware and
Aguaruto plain which, following Kelly’s (1945) scheme, suggest an Early Culiacan IT and
Middle Culiacadn association tentatively placed by Cabrero between A.D. 900 and 1350.
Salvage excavations of 15 burials were undertaken at a Huatabampo site in the
town of Mochicahui, on the Rio Fuerte, in 1988 (Talavera and Manzanilla 1991). These
were each primary extended inhumations, with seven oriented to the northeast, six
oriented to north, and two with heads placed to the east. Six burials were associated with
offerings; three contained small rectangular stone palettes, one a broken jar of Guasave
Red, another shell beads, and one with a deer bone awl (Talavera and Manzanilla
1991:25-26).
Other materials recovered included the remains of deer, jackrabbit, quail, frogs ,

fish and rays, along with several species of shell such as Glycymeris sp., Ostrea sp.,
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Laevicardium elatum, Anadara grandis and A. uberculosa and Chama sp. Miscellaneous
artifacts included chipped-stone knives and gravers, ground stone manos, metates, and
three-quarter grooved axes. The pottery was primarily Guasave Red ware, along with
Guasave Red-on-buff, Aztatlin Red-on-buff, and Aztatlan Polychrome. The Guasave Red
ware is presumed to be indicative of a Huatabampo phase (circa A.D. 900 to 1100), while
the decorated wares are assigned to the Guasave phase (A.D. 1100 to 1350).

Most recently, a salvage project in Culiacadn recovered three extended burials with
heads oriented to the west (Margarita Carbajal, personal communication, 1996). Notably,
one individual had a small circular cavity carved in an incisor, suggesting evidence for
dental inlay. Ceramic vessels associated with burials include both decorated Aztatlin
types and Guasave Red.

The Guasave collections have also received additional attention in recent years.
Meighan (1971) reported the results of a single radiocarbon date derived from a charred
basket fragment as 830:130, with a median calibrated date of A.D. 1225. Glascock
(1980) analyzed anthropometric traits of the human remains curated at the American

Museum of Natural History.

INVESTIGATIONS IN PERIPHERAL REGIONS
Following World War II, interest shifted from Sinaloa to the surrounding regions,
particularly to the highlands of Durango, Zacatecas and Jalisco, and the coastal regions

of Nayarit and Jalisco. These investigations revealed that the Aztatlan complex was much
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more widely spread that previously believed.

The Southern Aztatldn Periphery

In central Nayarit, Aztatlan components were identified at Ixtlan del Rio (Gifford
1950), Peititas (Bordaz 1964; von Winning 1956), and at Amapa (Meighan 1976). Amapa,
which lies at the extreme southern end of the North Mexican coastal plain along the Rio
Santiago floodplain, is the largest and most significant of these sites, with over 100
mounds representing, house mounds, trash mounds, and platform mounds, along with an
[-shaped ballcourt (Clune 1976).

The Amapa ceramic sequence is tied to the Aztatlin complex, with regional
variants associated with the previously described Sinaloan wares, particularly Aztatlin
Polychrome and Aguaruto Incised (Grosscup 1976). Overall, the material assemblage
reflects strong ties to West Mexican traditions, with elaborate figurines, prismatic obsidian
blades, polyhedral cores, footed metate styles, and bark beaters. Abundant copper artifacts
led Meighan (1960, 1976:162) to suggest that Amapa was a copper-manufacturing center.

Meighan (1959) also noted several similarities between Amapa and the Hohokam.
These include pit cremation burials, trough metates, three-quarter grooved axes, plummets,
polished stone knives, stone pendants, stone dippers (incensarios), Glycymeris shell
bracelets, and the use of knobbed appliqué decorations on ceramic vessels.

The dating of Amapa has yet to be satisfactorily resolved. On the basis of obsidian

hydration dates, Meighan (1976:60-61) proposes an occupation from circa 350 B.C. to
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1400 A.D. According to Meighan, the earliest Gavilan phase, dates from 350 B.C. to A.D.
200; the Amapa phase to between A.D. 200 and 425; followed by an occupational hiatus;
the Cerritos phase, associated with the Aztatldn component, is dated to between A.D. 600
and 1000; the Ixcuintla phase is placed at A.D. 1000 to 1300; and the terminal Santiago
phase is dated to A.D. 1300 to 1400.

Alternatively, Grosscup's (1964, 1976) cross-dating of the ceramic assemblage led
him to propose an occupation extending from approximately A.D. 250 to 1550. In
Grosscup’s sequence, the Gavilan phase dates from A.D. 250 to 500; the Amapa phase
from A.D. S00 to 750; a Tuxpan phase not recognized by Meighan, dating from A.D.
750 to 900, is correlated with the Lolandis phase at Chametla, and does not reflect
abandonment but a noticeable decline in population; a much-shortened Cerritos phase
between A.D. 900 and 1100; the Ixcuintla phase is placed from A.D. 1100 to 1350; with
the terminal Santiago phase extending from A.D. 1350 to the mid-16th century.

Forty-five burials were recovered within two cemetery areas excavated at Amapa,
and are relegated to the Cerritos phase. Both cemetery areas were located in plazas
defined by the surrounding public/ceremonial architecture. Unfortunately, due to the high
water table, preservation was extremely poor and, in most cases, burials were identified
only by the presence of grave goods, and not by tangible human remains (Meighan
1976:130). From those few cases where bone was sufficiently well-preserved to identify
mortuary treatment, it appears that flexed and seated burials were the normative pattern,

although, as noted, some pit cremations were also reported.
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A single case of tooth-notching (Romero’s type C-4) identical to cases at Tecualilla
was observed (Gill 1976:198-199). Gill similarly notes that the two studiable crania
recovered from Amapa are consistent with the bilobed varieties of tabular-erect
deformation noted among the Marismas Nacionales samples (1976:199). Although
constrained by an extremely small sample, Gill concluded that the Amapa population was
genetically linked to the Marismas populations and, thus, to the ancient widespread
peoples of West Mexico and the American Southwest (1976:200).

Mountjoy’s (1970, 1974) investigations on the coast near San Blas, Nayarit
indicate an early sequence of occupation from approximately 2000 B.C. to 400 B.C. The
Matachen Complex (circa 2000 B.C. to 700 B.C.) is represented by aceramic shell
mounds of Aesquipen ciruclaris and Chione undulata, bird and sea turtle (Chelonia mydas
agassizii) bones. Sites associated with the following San Blas phase (700 B.C. to 400
B.C.) reflect a wider range of food shell middens, adding Cardita laticostata, Thais
biserialis and Ostrea iridescens to the repertoire, along with several species of bird, dog,
dolphin (Delphinus delphis), and abundant green sea turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea).
According to Mountjoy (1974:115-116), the San Blas ceramic assemblage appeared to be
more closely related to the Barra and Ocds phase ceramics of coastal southern Chiapas
and Guatemala than to neighboring traditions in West Mexico.

Further south, in the Rio Tomatlan region along the Pacific coast near Puerto
Vallarta, Jalisco, five archaeological phases spanning the period between approximately

1390 B.C. and A.D. 1525 have been identified, of which two, the Aztatlan and Nahualpa
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phases, reflect an Aztatldn component (Mountjoy 1982, 1985, 1990). Mountjoy initially
proposed a beginning date of circa A.D. 600 for the Aztatlan materials, which seemingly
confirmed an earlier, southern origin. However, recent revisions of this chronology place
the Aztatlan complex entirely within the Nahualpa Phase, which Mountjoy (1990, 1992)

presently dates to between A.D. 1000 and 1525.

The West Mexican Highlands

Stimulated in part by Ekholm’s (1942) suggestion of an interior highland migration
route between Sinaloa and central Mexico, Lister (1949) undertook fieldwork along the
Jalisco-Michoacan frontier. At Cojumatldn, on the southern shore of Lake Chapala, Lister
identified two archaeological phases. The earliest occupation, identified as the Chapala
phase (circa A.D. 1100 to 1300 or 1350), is characterized by red-on-brown decorated
pottery and Mazapan figurines attributed to a Toltecan occupation (Lister 1949:92-94).
The following Cojumatldn phase (A.D. 1300/1350 to 1440), is alternatively characterized
by Mixteca-Puebla traits represented by incised polychromes, animal effigy supports,
design motifs with depictions of Quetzalcoatl, headdresses, and feathers in codex style,
and possibly the introduction of a Tlaloc cult (Lister 1949:97). Lister considered the
pottery, particularly Cojumatlan Polychrome and Cojumatldan Polychrome incised, to show
an affinity with Aguaruto Polychrome, indicating a probable relationship with the Aztatlan

complex.
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Seventeen burials were recovered from Cojumatlan. The normative mortuary
practice was to place the individual in a flexed and seated position facing the west (Lister
1949:86). Grave goods, associated with 12 burials, consist of pottery vessels, shell, stone,
copper and iron beads, a ceramic flute and whistle, and in four instances, turtle carapaces.
One adult shows evidence of both frontal and occipital deformation, and three individuals
reveal dental mutilation consisting of two filed notches in the incisors (Borbolla‘s
{1940:353-354] Type C).

Meighan and Foote (1968) conducted additional excavations on the southern shore
of Lake Chapala at Tizapan el Alto. Though the material assemblage was quite similar
to the Cojumatlan materials, Meighan and Foote identified an additional third Tizapan
phase, which postdated the phase sequence proposed by Lister. On the basis of
radiocarbon dates, Meighan and Foote (1968:36) propose a date of A.D. 600 to 900 for
the Chapala phase, 900 to 1100 for the Cojumatldn phase, and 1100 to 1250 for their
Tizapan phase. Aztatlan traits are considered to appear sometime during the Cojumatldn
phase, and persist well into the Tizapan phase.

Of the 52 burials recovered from Tizapan el Alto, more than 85 percent reflect
flexed-seated interments in shallow pits (Meighan and Foote 1968:43). Orientation of the
burials reflect strong gender patterning, with 86.4 percent of the males facing east and
85.7 percent of the females placed facing to the west (Meighan and Foote 1968:44).
Approximately 77 percent of the burials were accompanied by grave goods. Tripod bowls

and footed dishes were prevalent among offerings, which occasionally included other
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vessel types, two figurine heads, three spindle whorls, a flat stamp, two projectile points,
a ground stone celt, nine bone awls, two bone spatulates, four pieces of shell, and five
objects of copper including a tube, needle, finger ring, fish hook and bell (Meighan and
Foote 1968:49, Table 3).

Occipito-lambdoidal cranial deformation was observed in every case, sometimes
in combination with frontal (tabular-erect) deformation (Meighan and Foote 1968:55-56).
A single example of dental mutilation was associated with a young adult female, who
exhibited filing of the anterior maxillary canines and incisors (identified as Borbolla’s

Type K or Romero's corresponding Type C-6).

The North Mexican Highlands

Beginning in the early 195Q0s, Kelley and his associates commenced work in the
highlands of Zacatecas and Durango at several significant sites, including Navacoyan, La
Fereria, Alta Vista, Weicker, and Canon del Molino. This research resulted in the further
definition of the Loma San Gabriel and Chalchihuites traditions which had initially been
described by Gamio (1910), Mason (1937) and Brand (1939).

The Loma San Gabriel complex presumably reflects an indigenous population of
sedentary agriculturalists who lived in small hamlets, often situated upon hilltops, and
manufactured a brown ware pottery which has most often been compared with the Alma
Plain varieties of the Mogollon (Foster 1982, 1986b, 1995). Additionally supporting a

Mogollon connection is Spence’s (1971, 1978) suggestion that the Loma San Gabriel
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tradition emerged from the San Pedro phase of the Cochise Archaic. Mortuary practices
include primary burials in caves, rockshelters, storage chambers, and niches, and at least
one secondary burial in a plain ware olla (Brooks and Brooks 1978; Spence 1978:170).
Several child burials found in a cave near Zape Chico were wrapped in cloth tied with
twine and covered by petates (Brooks and Brooks 1978:99).

The Loma San Gabriel chronological sequence remains poorly known. Following
Lazalde (1987:40), the sequence is divided into three periods: Period I (Pre-Chalchihuites)
is placed from circa 100 B.C. to A.D. 600, Period II (Chalchihuites) from A.D. 600 to
1450, and Period III (Tepehuan) from A.D. 1450 to the present. Lazalde, along with Riley
and Winters (1963) link the Loma San Gabriel to the Tepehuan Indians who occupied
portions of the Sierra Madre Occidental between southern Chihuahua and northern Nayarit
at Spanish contact.

The Chalchihuites culture, along with the Malpaso (La Quemada) and Bolanos
cultures, is generally attributed to either a Teotihuacan a Toltec intrusion which
subjugated the Loma San Gabriel as a peasant population (Armillas 1964, 1969; Aveni
et al. 1982; Diehl 1976, 1983; Kelley 1960, 1966, 1971, 1976, 1980b; Lazalde 1987,
Weigand 1968, 1978a, 1978b, 1985). Alternatively, Jiménez (1989, 1990) and Nelson
(1990, 1993) argue that recent excavations at La Quemada demonstrate long-term in situ
development which began circa A.D. 500 and do not provide evidence for a foreign

occupation.
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Both Chalchihuites and Malpaso mortuary practices are characterized by multiple
secondary burials in ossuaries, although primary flexed burials also occur (Cabrero 1995;
Kelley 1978; Nelson et al. 1991; Pickering 198S5). These are often found in association
with specialized ceremonial structures, and have been suggested as evidence either for the
processing of enemy corpses or sacrificial victims (Kelley 1978; Pickering 1985) or
charnel activity associated with ancestors or community members (Nelson et al. 1991:24).
The Chalchihuites chronology has undergone considerable revision over the years
(Kelley 1971, 1976, 1983, 1986; Kelley and Winters 1960). The most recent version,
discussed by Foster (1995), is as follows: For the Guadiana (northern Chalchihuites)
branch, the initial Ayala phase is placed at circa A.D. 600 or 650 to 800, the Las Joyas
phase at A.D. 800 to 950, the Rio Tunal phase at A.D. 950 to 1150, the Calera phase at
A.D. 1150 to 1400, and a newly proposed Molino phase at A.D. 1400 to Spanish contact;
the Suchil (Alta Vista or southern branch) places the Canutillo phase from A.D. 200 to
650, a new Vesuvio phase between A.D. 650 and 750, the Alta Vista phase from A.D.
750 to 850, the Calichal phase from A.D. 850 to 950, and the Retofio phase from A.D.
950 to 1050. However, Foster (1995:86) cautions that this Suchil sequence remains
tentative.
A number of Aztatlan traits, including red-rimmed and polychrome pottery,
modeled spindle whorls, copper items and smoking pipes, have been found at
Chalchihuites sites (Ganot and Peschard 1990, 1995; Kelley 1986, 1995; Kelley and

Foster 1992). At Canon del Molino, north of Ciudad Durango, the similarity in pottery
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types was so striking that Kelley suggested the presence of an actual enclave of Aztatlin
potters working together with Chalchihuites potters, ultimately producing hybrid varieties
(1986:91). Olla burials and human remains with tabular erect cranial deformation and
dental mutilation are also cited as evidence for a resident Aztatlin population variously
placed sometime between A.D. 950 and 1400 (Ganot and Peschard 1990:405, 1995:162-

163; Kelley 1986:91; Lazalde 1987:50-51).

THE HUATABAMPO TRADITION

The initial occupation of the North Mexican Coastal Plain occurred sometime prior
to the end of the Pleistocene. For several years, Julian Hayden has argued that the Sierra
Pinacate region of extreme northwestern Sonora was occupied by hunter-gatherers who
preceded the Paleoindian traditions, and has obtained a radiocarbon date of 34,000 B.P.
(personal communication, 1994). Less controversial evidence for Paleoindian traditions
are widespread in Sonora (Di Peso 1955; Montané 1985; Robles 1974; Robles and Manzo
1972). Blick (1938) reported on a human cranium found by Gentry in Pleistocene deposits
at Chinobampo, along a tributary arroyo of the Rio Mayo. This location was subsequently
visited by Sauer and Ekholm (n.d.d.) and Lehmer (1949), confirming the Pleistocene
context of the stratum, but failed to find evidence of additional materials. Guevara (1987)
described isolated finds of both Clovis-like and Folsom-like projectile points from Sinaloa
de Leyva, along the Rio Sinaloa approximately 40 kilometers upriver from Guasave. As

yet, no absolute dates have been obtained from Paleoindian contexts in northwestern
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Mexico; based on radiocarbon dates from similar assemblages in southern Arizona, a
range of approximately 11,500 to 9,000 B.P. can be suggested (Haury et al. 1959; Cordell
1983).

Cochise Archaic (Sayles and Antevs 1941; Sayles 1983) materials appear to be
widespread throughout Sonora, western Chihuahua and northwestern Durango. Chiricahua
phase (circa 3500 to 1500 B.C.) artifacts have been recorded in the vicinity of Hermosillo
(Fay 1955a, 1955b, 1958b) and near the Rio Magdalena at Trincheras and La Playa
(Sanchez et al. n.d.). San Pedro phase (circa 1500 B.C. to A.D. 250) assemblages are
found throughout Sonora, including the Huatabampo and Rio Sonora regions (Ekholm
n.d.a.; Pailes 1972), as well as in western Chihuahua (Roney 1996; Art MacWilliams,
personal communication, 1995) and the western highlands of Durango (Lazalde 1995;
Spence 1971, 1978).

The distribution of San Pedro phase assemblages indicates that the Cochise
Archaic was predominantly a northwést Mexican tradition which extended over the
international border into the southern half of Arizona and New Mexico. This perspective
also suggests that the San Pedro phase may likely correspond with the distribution of the
southern, or Sonoran, branch of Uto-Aztecan.

The Huatabampo complex is here identified as a local tradition emerging from the
preceding San Pedro phase. The initial ceramic horizon, represented by Huatabampo
Brown/Venadito Brown, developed some time between approximately 200 B.C. and A.D.

200, and was followed shortly thereafter by the appearance of red wares. This general
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pattern has been noted throughout the regions where San Pedro phase assemblages occur,
and would include the Rio Sonora and, perhaps, Tacuichamona traditions, along with
Loma San Gabriel, the various Mogollon groups, Trincheras and Hohokam (cf. Foster
1991).

Current evidence suggests that the origins of both the Huatabampo and the
Batacosa and Cuchujaqui phases of the Rio Sonora cultures lie within a single early
brownware tradition (Alvarez 1982, 1990; Pailes 1972, 1976a). Both ceramic traditions
lack painted decorations, and instead reveal a preference for textured surfaces, including
pattern incised, scored, brushed, punctate and, in the case of the southern Rio Sonora,
corrugation. Thus, these ceramics can best be associated with the Sonoran Brownware
pottery tradition which, as Ekholm suggested, is generally considered as part of the
broader Mogollon complex (Alvarez 1990:75; Braniff 1992:105; Ezell 1954:16; Pailes
1976:145-154; McGuire and Villalpando 1991:33-34). The Huatabampo and Rio Sonora
pottery reflect a particularly strong affiliation with the Viejo period pottery of the Casas
Grandes (Paquimé) region in northwestern Chihuahua and northeastern Sonora (Braniff
1992). The ground stone and worked shell artifacts also parallel Trincheras assemblages.

The distribution of Huatabampo/Guasave redwares extends from just north of the
Rio Mayo south along the coastal plain to the Rio San Lorenzo, near Culiacan, although
densities diminish considerably to the south of the Rio Sinaloa (Figure 4.2). Kelly’s
(1945) "Rasped-ware culture” may represent a variant of the Huatabampo/Guasave red

ware tradition, and should probably be considered as a prehispanic component.
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Figure 4.2: Approximate Distribution of the Huatabampo Tradition
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Settlement data, reflected primarily by artifact scatters, indicate a rancheria pattern
characterized by small villages or hamlets of dispersed households along the alluvial
floodplains of the principal rivers. The absence of architectural remains suggests that
domestic structures were constructed of jacal or cane in a similar fashion to those
observed among the 16th century Cahita.

Huatabampo subsistence was based on the cultivation of maize, beans, squash and
cotton. There is presently no evidence to suggest prehispanic canal irrigation. Following
ethnographic data for the region, agricultural production probably depended upon periodic
inundation of the floodplain during the summer months. The hunting of deer and small
mammals, fishing and the gathering of shellfish and various plant resources were also
important subsistence activities.

Based upon the few radiocarbon dates from Machomoncobe, the Huatabampo
phase is suggested as a relatively stable occupation between approximately 200 B.C. and
A.D. 1100. This can likely be attributed to the paucity of archaeological work, and future
investigations will undoubtedly reveal temporally significant differences within this 1300-
year-long sequence. For this reason, the term Huatabampo “period” should be substituted
for "phase”. The subsequent Guasave phase marks the occurrence of Aztatlin traits at
Huatabampo communities. Both Talavera and Manzanilla (1991) and Meighan (1971)
suggest an initial date of circa A.D. 1100, while Ekholm placed the Aztatldn materials at
Guasave to around A.D. 1350, which Talavera and Manzanilla alternatively suggest as the

terminal date for the Guasave phase. The single radiocarbon date reported by Meighan,
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taken from a sample of charred basket provides a one Sigma range of A.D. 1034-1291
with a calibrated median intercept date of A.D. 1218 (Stuiver and Braznius 1993).

The area encompassed by the distribution of Huatabampo traits closely parallels
the region historically occupied by the Cdhita, and both Ekholm (1942) and Alvarez
(1982, 1990) have suggested a probable link between the Huatabampo tradition and the
Céhita. This inference is further supported by both the linguistic and ethnographic data
presented in Chapter Three.

Whereas Pailes infers an affiliation with “Southwestern” traditions linked by the
slender distribution of Rio Sonora culture along the western pediment of the Sierra Madre
Occidental, Alvarez, along with Braniff, cites the bi-lobed vessel forms, ceramic figurines,
modeled spindle whorls, prismatic blade fragments, and possibly the overhanging mano
form, as indicative of an “ancient Mesoamerican root.” These traits, however, with the
exception of the obsidian blades, reflect a widespread distribution throughout the North
Mexican coastal plain, extending from Nayarit into the Papagueria of southwestern
Arizona (Haury 1945, 1950). Reflecting upon this situation, Ekholm, although he
compared the Huatabampo pottery most closely to the Mogollon and Hohokam, echoed
Beals’ (1932a) assessment of northwestern Mexico in general in suggesting that the
Huatabampo culture be considered independent of either Mesoamerican or Southwestern
traditions. According to Ekholm (1942:77):

The Huatabampo culture in not typically Middle American. We

found some crude figurines and some modeled animal heads as lugs on
pottery vessels, but, in general, the pottery is thin, and entirely absent are
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the legs and heavy use of modeled clay characteristic of Middle American
ceramics. On the other hand, it is not a Southwestern complex, although
the general simplicity of vessel form and certain aspects of shell carving
suggest the Southwest. We cannot speculate on the origins of the culture,

but suggest that it is largely a local development with certain traits taken
from both the Middle American and Southwestern areas.

THE AZTATLAN COMPLEX

The earliest evidence for occupation amid the mangrove lagoons in southern
Sinaloa and Nayarit is represented by maritime hunter-fisher-gatherers who exploited
molluscs, birds and sea mammals beginning between approximately 2000 and 1500 B.C.
Scott (1992) suggests that cultigens such as melon, squash, and maize, along with agave,
were cultivated in the Teacapan estuary by 1750 B.C. Foster (1995: Table II) lists the
three corrected radiocarbon determinations from the mound as (SI-1540) as 3235:110,
with a one Sigma range of 1755-1355 B.C., (SI-1541) as 3265+75, with a one Sigma
range of 1788-1488 B.C., and (SI-1542) as 3845+85, with a one Sigma range of 2640-
2090 B.C.

However, Foster’s recalibration does not apparently account for the differential
absorption of carbon by marine shell (Stuiver and Braziunas 1993). Following Stuiver and
Braziunas (1993), the one Sigma range for (SI-1540) is 1247-922 B.C., (SI-1541) provides
a one Sigma range of 1240-1009 B.C., and (SI-1542) results in a one Sigma range of
1938-1719 B.C. Averaging the three radiocarbon values results in a one Sigma range of

1611-1495 B.C. These results place the Cerro el Calén mound slightly later than
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previously reported, although it is still among the oldest pyramidal constructions yet
known in Mexico.

The relationship of the early Marismas folk to the Matachen complex in Nayarit
is uncertain, although both regions reflect relatively similar maritime adaptations which
Mountjoy (1974:117) compares to the Historic period Seri of the central coast of Sonora.
However, the San Blas complex is entirely absent from Sinaloa, and the Teacapan region
was apparently abandoned by circa 1100 B.C. In southern Sinaloa, the initial appearance
of a ceramic tradition around A.D. 250 to 500 follows a presumed hiatus in occupation
of some 1300 years, and postdates the appearance of pottery in coastal Nayarit by
approximately 1000 years.

The archaeological evidence for the Aztatlan complex in Sinaloa is mostly limited
to ceramic descriptions and burial data. The earliest ceramics, found at Chametla and in
the Marismas Nacionales, reflect a fully-developed pottery tradition with plain wares, red-
on-buff, and elaborate polychrome types. The entire Chametla ceramic series is clearly
related to corresponding types at Amapa (Grosscup 1976). Grosscup (1976:267-272)
argues for the long-term in situ development of local ceramic traditions which he, in turn,
relates to broader ceramic developments throughout West Mexico.

Settlement patterns closely reflect that observed during the Guzman entrada, with
communities lining the floodplains of the principal rivers and estuaries. The limited site
descriptions suggest a rancheria pattern of dispersed households. The only evidence for

internal site structure comes from the Culiacdn region, where the distribution of either
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trash mounds or house mounds seemingly indicates defined plaza spaces or individual
residential compounds (Kelly 1945).

Evidence for domestic architecture is relegated to the plastered cobble pavement
reported by Cabrero (1989) in Culiacdn, and the few postholes encountered by Kelly
(1945) at the nearby Las Lomitas site. Again, this likely indicates the construction of reed
and thatch houses such as those described by the Spaniards at contact. The El Calén
mound in the Marismas Nacionales along with the small truncated pyramid and ballcourt
reported by Sauer and Brand and the El Ombligo mound represent the only ceremonial
features thus far identified. Additionally, small low mounds identified as either house or
trash mounds are found between Culiacdn and Nayarit. However, no significantly large
sites which can be identified as central places have been reported.

Subsistence data are equally limited. In addition to the early cultigens noted in the
Marismas Nacionales, maize and squash were recovered from Culiacdn (Kelly 1945:156).
Residue found within pipe bowls at Guasave may indicate the cultivation of tobacco
(Ekholm 1942:85). Spindle whorls appear in the late Middle Chametla phase, and become
ubiquitous during the following Aztatlin Red-rimmed phase, and are undoubtedly
associated with the cultivation of cotton. Gathered resources are largely restricted to
several species of molluscs. Both fish and fly eggs were found as funerary offerings at
Guasave (Ekholm 1942:117).

Within Sinaloa, the normative Aztatlin mortuary practice was to place the

disarticulated remains of the deceased within large plain ware funerary ollas, although






