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Background and Abstract 
On November 26, 1966, during an archaeological survey, 
one of us (Bowen) and Stephen D. Hayden discovered a 
circle of stones on Punta Santa Rosa. a prominent point of 
land on the coast of mainland Sonora, Mexico (Figure 1 ). 
This in itself was not remarkable because they had 
encountered other circles previously. What was noteworthy 
was that this particular circle was surrounded by a ring of 
small jumping cholla cacti ( Cylindropuntia .fitlgida var. 
.fi1lgida) that seemed obviously planted (Figure 2). 

Punta Santa Rosa lies within the historic territory of the Seri 
(or Comcaac) Indians, and Bowen and Hayden knew that 
the Seris had used stone circles as part of the traditional 
vision quest. But since the Seris were considered a non
agricultural hunting-gathering-fishing people, the association 
of a presumably Seri circle with cacti that appeared 
intentionally planted seemed incongruous. At that time, 
however, Bowen and Hayden did nothing more with this 
odd feature than photograph it, give it the prosaic designation 
··circle 6", and pass it off in an archaeological report as 
probably just an unusual Seri vision ring (Bowen 1976: 40). 
They did not anticipate that Circle 6 would continue to pose 
an ethnobotanical puzzle and one day provide an object 
Jesson in archaeological interpretation. 

But puzzle it was. In this paper we reexamine Circle 6 in 
light of the known history of Seri planting. We consider 
several hypotheses, some of them proposed by modern Seris, 
about the circle's age, cultural identity, and function. We 
conclude that the original interpretation of Circle 6 as a vision 
ring is incorrect but that the peculiar cholla ring most likely 
docs constitute a case of purposeful Scri planting. 

Seris and Planting 
Designations like "hunter-gatherers" are useful labels, but 
cultures are often more complex than such catchphrases 
imply. Although Seri lands are too arid for agriculture, the 
Seris have almost certainly known about planting since 
prehistoric times. They have always been great travellers, 
and all their indigenous neighbors in Sonora were 
horticulturists. Some of the earliest historic accounts of the 
Seris note that they traded with other Indians for cultivated 
maize (Perez de Ribas 1999: 23; Sheridan 1999: 13, 17: 
Bowen 2000: 4 7-48, 4 79-81 ). Beginning in the late 
seventeenth century, Spaniards and Mexicans made repeated 
attempts to turn the Seris into farmers by relocating them to 
villages in the well-watered interior of Sonora and providing 
them with land, tools. and seeds. The earlier efforts succeeded 
in persuading a sizable minority of Seris to try agricultural 
life. Some Indians adapted reasonably well, but by 1750 
deteriorating Seri-Spanish relations had destroyed any 
chance oflong-term success (Spicer 1962: I 04-08; Sheridan 
1999: 141 ). Nevertheless, sporadic attempts to forcibly 
resettle the Seris and transform them into farmers continued 
as late as 1880 (Bowen 2000: 241-42). These episodes gave 
hundreds of Seris over many generations direct experience 
with planting. Among those who experienced the 1880 
attempt, personal memories of farming may have persisted 
well into the twentieth century. 

Not long after the discovery of Circle 6, Richard Felger and 
Mary Beck Moser learned that Seris had, on occasion, 
planted or transplanted a number of native and non-native 
species within their own territory. During the mid-nineteenth 
century a man named Manuel Molino is said to have planted 
date palms (Phoenix dactylifera) and the mesquite-like 
guamuchil (Pithecellobium dulce), a legume tree with an 
edible pod (Felger and Moser 1985: 334, 351). It is also 
said that century plants (Agave subsimplex) and two cacti, 
the desert prickly-pear ( Opuntia engelmanii var. engelmanii 
= 0. phaeacantha var. discata) and purple prickly-pear (0. 

gosseliniana = 0. vio/acea var. gosseliniana) were planted 
long ago by Seris in the Punta Sargento area, some 40 krn 
northwest ofPunta Santa Rosa (Felger and Moser 1985: 225, 
271-73). In the mid-1990s, David Yetman and Alberto 
Burquez discovered a small disjunct population of even-aged 
cardons (Pachycereus pring/ei) in the interior of Sonora that 
they believe may have been introduced (though not 
necessarily intentionally planted) by eighteenth century Seris 
(Yetman and Burquez 1996). Recently, Gary Nabhan has 
suggested that Seris or their ancestors may have engaged in 
widespread transplantation of young cacti and other 
succulents as part of the practice of burying the placentas of 
newborns (Nabhan 2000: 547-50; 2002: 408-11; 2003: 95-
96). Although previous accounts of this practice maintain 
that cacti were simply buried, not transplanted (Moser 1970: 
205; Felger and Moser 1985: 254 ), there is no doubt that the 
Seris have long been familiar with the closely related 
principle of propagation by cuttings. Traditional Seri bmsh 
houses utilize a framework of cut ocotillo (Fouquieria 
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Figure 1. The central coast of Sonora and adjacent islands in the Gulf of California. Traditional Seri territory includes the 
portion of the Sonoran coastline shown here along with Isla Tiburon and Isla San Esteban. 

splendens) stems placed in the ground, and occasionally 
these stems have taken root and grown into new plants 
(Felger and Moser 1985: 114-17, Figs. 17.89-17.90). 
Similarly, Seris would have known about living fences of 
cut ocotillo stems, since these have been common features 
of Sonoran settlements since at least Colonial times. 

Seri planting during most of the twentieth century has been 
limited to a relatively few species. For many years one man, 
now deceased, cultivated marijuana plants (Cannabis sativa) 
for his own use (Felger and Moser 1985: 273). Beginning 
about 1960, many Seris began growing salt cedars (Tamarix 
aphylla) next to their houses for shade. This was usually 
done by placing a cutting in water for a few days and then 
planting it in the ground, a technique learned from Mexican 
neighbors (Felger and Moser 1985: 371; Mary Beck Moser 
2003: pers. comm.). For a time during the 1970s, a man and 
his wife maintained a small garden plot in a locality where 
water was available. In the late 1970s, a few Seri families 
were growing native agaves and cacti in small flower pots 
next to their homes. In the 1990s, as native ironwood ( Olneya 

tesota) that the Seris used for carved figurines was becoming 
scarce, the nut of the tagua palm (Phytelephas macrocarpa) 
was introduced as a possible substitute carving medium. 
Several Seris tried to get the nuts to propagate but, 
predictably, these highly tropical plants did not fare well in 
the desert. In recent years the list of cultivated plants in the 
two Seri communities of Desemboque and Punta Chueca 
has greatly expanded (N abhan 2003: 91-95), although it may 
be that many of these plants are being grown by Mexican 
residents rather than Seris. One Seri, however, currently 
maintains a small cactus garden containing cardons, senitas 
(Pachycereus schottii,= Lophocereus schottii), and possibly 
one or more saguaros (Carnegiea gigantea). 

Considering the extent of the Seris' experience with planting, 
Circle 6, with its apparently planted ring of chollas, may not 
be as incongruous as it seemed in 1966. Nevertheless, since 
there is no record of anything quite like it, we naturally 
wondered whether it constitutes another case ofSeri planting. 
With this question in mind, we thought Circle 6 was worth a 
second look. 
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Circle 6 
We relocated and re-recorded Circle 6 in February 2004. 
The circle is situated on a semi-stabilized sand dune between 
the beach and an arm of Estero Santa Rosa. Jumping cholla 
grows in abundance on the dune and would have provided a 
ready supply of joints ( cladodes) from which to create the 
cholla ring of Circle 6. Other common plants include coastal 
saltbush (A triplex barclayana ), pickleweed (Salicornia 
subterminalis), Frankenia palmeri, and Suaeda nigra(= S. 
moquinii). The adjoining estero is dominated by red, white, 
and black mangrove (Rhyzophora mangle, Laguncularia 
racemosa, and Avicennia germinans) and associated 
halophytes. 

There is a thin scatter of shells all along the dune surface but 
we saw no artifacts, charcoal, or animal bones in the 
immediate vicinity of Circle 6. The nearest indigenous 
cultural material is at SON M:4:5, an old shell-gathering 
site 400 m away (the figure published in 1976 was 300m). 
There is, however, a considerable amount of recent trash, 
especially plastic bottles. Much of it is probably beach drift, 
although vehicle tracks 7 m from the circle (which have been 
there since 1966) show that there have been modem visitors. 

Circle 6 is actually an oval rather than a true circle. The 
stone component is 2.25 m long, northeast to southwest, and 
1.85 m wide, northwest to southeast (inside dimensions). 
The source of the stones was obviously the beach,. which in 
1966 was about 50 m from the circle (erosion has now 

brought it to within 15 m ). When Circle 6 was recorded in 
1966, some 41 stones were visible. Nearly all were embedded 
in the sand but none were more than about halfburied. They 
were typically between 1 0 and 20 em long, and many were 
set on edge with the long axis pointing toward the center of 
the circle. Most stones were closely spaced, less than 5 em 
apart or even touching, but several were 20 em to 40 em 
apart. Since it is common for stones in archaeological 
structures to become displaced over time, these larger gaps 
were accorded no special significance at that time. 

In 1966, the cholla ring consisted of at least 30 plants 
completely surrounding the stone circle at a distance of about 
20 em to 50 em (Figure 2). The largest plant was about 50 
em tall, and about eight others were 20 em or more in height. 
Six of the tallest plants were bearing fruit. Although a few 
plants seemed healthy, the vast majority appeared senescent 
and some were probably already dead. 

Circle 6 has undergone major changes since 1966. At that 
time the stone circle was obvious even from a distance. In 
2004 we were almost unable to find it because all but five 
stones were completely buried (Figure 3), having either 
migrated downward into the unconsolidated sand underneath 
or been covered by windblown sand. Probing with a trowel 
determined that the tops of most stones were between 0.5 
em and 4 em below the present surface. We did not excavate 
the circle, but in order to identify and define it we brushed 
sand off the tops of23 of the buried stones (Figure 4). 

Figure 2. Circle 6 in November 1966 looking WSW, showing the stone circle and cholla ring. Regrettably, some small 
plants were removed from the center of the circle to make the feature stand out in the photograph. The north arrow scale 
is 30 em long. 



Circle 6 Bowen et. al. 29 

Figure 3. Circle 6 as we found it in February 2004, looking SW. The buried circle, invisible in this photo, is at the bottom 
center just to the right of the large dark green Frankenia palmeri in the left foreground. The mountains in the background 
are on Isla Tiburon. 

Figure 4. Circle 6 in February 2004, looking S, with the tops of some ofthe stones exposed. The two live chollas at the tar 
right center and the extreme lower right comer are possible legacies of the cholla ring. 
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In 2004 we saw only two live chollas that might have been 
part of the original ring. One plant was about 30 em tall and 
the other was about 20 em tall. We did note several decayed 
skeletons within about 30 em of the stone circle. Although 
these could be remnants of the cholla ring, there are enough 
dead chollas in the immediate vicinity to swamp any hint of 
a circular pattern. Thus the cholla ring that was so distinctive 
in 1966 was essentially gone in 2004. 

Who Made Circle 6? 
If we are to consider Circle 6 as a possible case of Seri 
planting. we need to be reasonably sure it was made by Seris. 
There are three major reasons for thinking it was. First, it is 
located in the very heart of Seri territory. Not only has this 
stretch of coast been inhabited by Seris since the first Spanish 
contacts. but the archaeological record indicates that Seri 
occupation extends well back into prehistoric times (Bowen 
1976: 91-94; Felger and Moser 1985: 378). Secondly, stone 
circles occur elsewhere in Seri territory, including the islands 
of Tiburon and San Esteban, both of which were inhabited 
by Seris. Thirdly, the Seris themselves readily identify other 
stone circles in their territory as theirs, even if they are not 
always certain of their function. 

This said, we cannot categorically rule out the possibility 
that Circle 6 is the work of non-Seris. First, it is apparently 
unique - we know of no other circle in Seri territory 
surrounded by a ring of chollas. Secondly, Seris do not have 
a monopoly on stone circles, for they are known 
archaeologically throughout much of the western United 
States and northwestern Mexico. Thirdly, peoples other than 
Seris have been to Punta Santa Rosa. Historically, these 
visitors have included Spaniards, Mexicans, Americans, and 
both Pima and Tohono O'odham Indians. 

The main reason outsiders have gone to Punta Santa Rosa is 
its proximity to Isla Tiburon. Because the channel there is 
less than 2 km wide, non-Seris have sometimes used this 
location as a jumping-off place for expeditions to the island. 
One such expedition was the Spanish military invasion of 
Tiburon in 1750. Though led by Spanish soldiers, the small 
European contingent was reinforced by several hundred Pima 
Indian auxiliaries. This force assembled on the mainland, 
most likely at Punta Santa Rosa, before crossing en masse 
to the island (Pimentel 1999: Note 98~ Bowen 2000: 86-87). 

In I X95. Punta Santa Rosa served as a staging area for WJ 
McGee's polyglot anthropological expedition to Tiburon, 
which consisted of Americans, Mexicans, and Tohono 
O'odham Indians (McGee 2000: RO-X4). During the 
twentieth century. the area has often been visited by tourists, 
especially kayakers bound for Isla Tiburon. Other non-Seris 
have almost certainly used this locality as a point of departure 
f(>r Tihun·m since Colonial times, but most have left only 
vague records of their passage or none at all. However many 
crossings there might have been, these non-Seri visits to 
Punta Santa Rosa would have been sporadic and brief, 

whereas the Seris and their ancestors have continuously 
inhabited the region for hundreds. if not thousands, of years. 
Despite occasional outsiders on Punta Santa Rosa, odds are 
that Circle 6 is Seri. 

Age 
Although it is impossible to be certain, the fact that the stone 
circle and the cholla ring are congruent argues strongly that 
they were created at approximately the same time. The 
question is, how long ago were they built? 

Archaeological evidence suggests that stone circles have a 
long history throughout the Desert West. Stone circles may 
have first appeared thousands of years ago (Hayden 1967: 
337; 1976: 285-86; Tuohy 1984: 44), although the current 
consensus is that most circles probably date from late 
prehistoric times (Hartmann and Thurtle 2001: 502-03). In 
the Seri area, some circles may be much more recent. 
According to the modem Seris, stone circles that they or 
their ancestors made for use in the vision quest can be ''very 
old", but they also note that such circles were made until 
about the tum of the twentieth century (Bowen 1976: 92). 
The Seris say that game circles, which are still used today in 
conjunction with the girls' puberty fiesta and other 
celebrations, were also sometimes made of stones, and at 
least two stone game circles were observed as late as the 
mid-1950s (Griffen 1959: 14; Mary Beck Moser 2004: pers. 
comm.). 

There is no reliable way of dating the stone component of 
Circle 6 directly, but one physical process that might provide 
a hint is the burial rate of the stones. Since it took just under 
40 years for the stones that were half buried in 1966 to 
become completely buried, it might also have taken about 
that long for the stones to become half buried from the time 
they were initially laid on the surface, assuming, of course, 
that the burial rate was constant. By this logic, the stone 
circle would be a recent feature, built sometime around the 
1920s. It is possible that Circle 6 is even more recent than 
that because the stones, having been placed on soft sand, 
might have been partly buried to begin with. 

The cholla ring is more easily datable within certain limits, 
based on the known longevity of jumping chollas. Forrest 
Shreve (1935: 68) estimated that jumping chollas in the 
Tucson area live about 60 to 80 years. Tschirley and Wagle 
( 1964: 70-71) found the life span to be only around 40 years 
for plants at relatively high elevations but possibly longer 
for plants in lower and more arid environments. Since most 
of the plants in Circle 6 were dead or dying in 1966, they 
could not have been more than a maximum of 60 to 80 years 
old at that time. In fact, they may have been younger, having 
died prematurely from being too closely spaced for healthy 
growth. Whatever the cause of death, these plants would not 
have been more than a few decades old in 1966. If, as we 
think most likely, the stone and cholla components are more 
or less contemporaneous, Circle 6 cannot be older than its 
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youngest component. This means that Circle 6 is probably a 
twentieth century feature. 

Function 
Archaeologists often refer to stone circles as "sleeping 
circles" (Ahlstrom and Roberts 2001: 1 ). They are typically 
found in rock-strewn landscapes, and the standard 
interpretation is that the stones that defme the circle were 
removed from the interior to create a comfortable place to 
sleep. While this makes good sense for circles on rocky 
terrain, Circle 6 is on loose sand, which happens to be the 
sleeping surface traditionally preferred by the Seris (Bowen 
1976: 23). Not only did the rocks have to be brought from 
the beach to build the circle, but no sane person would plant 
chollas in a place intended for sleeping. Circle 6 is clearly 
not a sleeping circle. 

Between the 1960s and early 1980s, many Seris were asked 
what the stone circles in their territory might have been used 
for. Their response was almost always the same -they were 
made for use in the vision quest. To become a shaman, a 
man or woman needed to make direct contact with the spirit 
world. The aspiring shaman would prepare by fasting in 
isolation for four days and four nights. On the final night he 
or she would go to a sacred cave or build a circle of stones 
in a location known for its spirit power and sit inside to await 
the appearance of the spirits (Griffen 1959: 50-51; Bowen 
1976: 40; Felger and Moser 1985: 103-04). Separation from 
ordinary life and society was essential, so vision seekers 
would not make circles near currently or formerly inhabited 
camps. Conversely, people would not camp in the immediate 
vicinity of a known vision ring. 

The stone component of Circle 6 corresponds well with the 
idealized Seri conception of a vision ring in size, shape, and 
isolation. Although it is situated just 400 m from a shell 
gathering site, the archaeological remains at that site indicate 
that it has not been occupied in a long time, so a vision seeker 
constructing Circle 6 might not have known it was there. 
The problem is that the Seris know of no reason why a vision 
seeker would have surrounded his or her stone circle with 
chollas. 

In fact, many stone circles have proved baffling to the Seris. 
The circles on Isla San Esteban are the right size and shape 
to be vision rings, but in nearly all cases the stones were 
placed on soil infused with charcoal and ash. Every Seri 
who has been asked about these charcoal-laden circles has 
been thoroughly perplexed because they say that vision 
seekers would never build a fire in conjunction with a vision 
ring. They also say that the San Esteban people, who were 
culturally distinct from other Seris, sought visions at sea, 
not in caves or circles, and that the Tiburon and mainland 
Seris who did use circles did not go to San Esteban to seek 
visions. From an archaeological perspective, the most 
plausible explanation for these charcoal-infused circles is 
that they had nothing to do with the vision quest, but instead 

mark the locations where the San Esteban people baked 
agave hearts for food (Bowen 2000: 330-33). 

The Seris also baked certain chollas for food, which raises 
the obvious question of whether the stones in Circle 6 might 
mark a cholla-baking oven, and whether loose joints might 
have taken root to form the encircling ring. The answer, 
however, is almost certainly not. Although the stems of some 
cholla species were baked and eaten, only the fruits of 
jumping chollas were consumed. Moreover~ these fruits were 
usually eaten fresh; only occasionally were they baked 
(Felger and Moser 1985: 268). There is, furthermore, no 
record of Seris marking cholla ovens with circles of stones, 
nor is there any evidence of fire at Circle 6. 

The Seris may be predisposed to viewing stone circles as 
vision rings, but they also acknowledge that circles 
sometimes served other functions. They say that stone circles 
that occasionally occur at camps may be game circles used 
during the girls' puberty fiesta and other celebratory 
occasions. Betting games are an integral part of these four
day events, and one is called the "circle game" ( cam6iilcoj). 
The players are women and children who cast dice and bet 
small items while seated around a circle laid out on the 
ground (Figures 5 and 6). Normally, this circle is made of 
cut segments of organ pipe cactus stems (Stenocereus 
thurberi) which are set on edge and point inward toward the 
center of the circle. If organ pipe stems are not available, 
stones are used instead. The cactus stems or stones are laid 
out in sets of five with a small space between each stem or 
stone and a larger space between the sets. The number of 
sets depends on the size of the circle, which in turn depends 
on the number of players. Eight to ten sets is typical, and a 
circle with eight sets might be 3 m to 4 m in diameter. The 
cactus stems were discarded at the end of the game (Griffen 
1959: 14; Felger and Moser 1985: 160). 

Though not obvious in 1966, it is clear in hindsight that Circle 
6 closely matches the essential characteristics of Seri game 
circles. The fact that Circle 6 consists of stones instead of 
cactus stem segments is easily explained by the absence of 
organ pipe cactus in the immediate vicinity. Like game circles 
made of cactus segments, the stones of Circle 6 are set on 
edge and point inward. Most importantly, the gaps between 
certain stones noted in 1966 may not be from stones 
randomly missing, but may be there by intent. Close 
inspection of the 1966 photograph reveals that the circle is 
composed of nine sets of stones with spaces between the 
sets. Moving clockwise from the east, the number of stones 
in the sets appears to be 5, 3, 5, 5, 5, 5, 4, 4, and 3. The sets 
that seem to have fewer than five stones may actually have 
additional members that are not visible in the photo. It is 
also possible that some stones had become displaced by 
1966, perhaps explaining the "extra" stones that do not seem 
to belong to any set. But if Circle 6 is a game circle, we are 
still left with two thorny questions. First, why is it not 
associated with a recognizable camp? More importantly, 
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Figure 5. Seri game circle of cut segments of organ pipe cactus stems at Saps camp, about 40 km north of Punta Santa 
Rosa, March 1981. The occasion for this fiesta was the capture of a leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea ), which 
lies under the shade ramada behind the circle (see Felger and Moser, 1985: 42-45). (M.B. Moser) 

Figure 6. Seris playing the circle game ( camoiilcoj) during the leatherback turtle fiesta at Saps camp, March 1981. The 
players are seated around the circle of organ pipe cactus stem segments, which are grouped into sets of five. (M.B. Moser) 
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why are there chollas where the players would have been 
sitting? 

In April 2004 we showed the 1966 photograph to several 
Seris. Every person who saw the photograph identified the 
stones as a game circle and agreed that it was very old. In 
fact, nearly everyone agreed that the circle was so old that it 
was built not by the Seris but by the Giants (Xica Coosyatoj 
'Things Singers') who lived on the Sonoran coast before the 
Seris appeared. This ancient game was simply called hast 
hamoiij 'rock circle'. Like the modem circle game, bets were 
involved, but the Giants played for much higher stakes. One 
tale tells of a particular Giant who was especially good at 
the game, and every challenger who took him on not only 
lost the game but lost his life as well. 

There is ample evidence that the Seris invoke the Giants as 
a metaphorical device to refer to past things and events that 
lie beyond living memory (Bowen 1976: 103-07; 2000: 404-
05; Felger and Moser 1985: 9-10). In the case of Circle 6, 
this transformation has evidently taken place in less than 
100 years if we assume, based on the longevity of jumping 
chollas, that the circle was built sometime in the first half of 
the twentieth century. The Seris see nothing incongruous 
about attributing things to the Giants and at the same time 
describing them in ordinary Seri terms. Thus while most of 
the people we talked to ascribed Circle 6 to the Giants, they 
also said that in the old days Seris used stones for game 
circles but that now they make them with sections of organ 
pipe cactus stems, implying that Circle 6 is an archaic version 
of the modem Seri game circle. 

This still does not account for the cholla ring. The Seris who 
identified Circle 6 as a Giants' game circle did so solely on 
the basis of the stones, not the plants. When asked specifically 
about the cholla ring, they simply conjectured that the circle 
must also have been marked by cholla stems laid around the 
stones. As they explained, the Giants would have left 
everything in place at the end of the game, so the joints must 
have taken root and grown into new plants. 

This explanation shows, of course, that the Seris fully 
understand vegetative propagation in jumping chollas, and 
it suggests how the cholla ring might have been 
unintentionally "planted". But it also indicates that cholla 
rings are not something they normally associate with stone 
circles. In fact, those who provided interpretations of Circle 
6 quickly began referring to the cactus in the photograph as 
''pitahaya" (organ pipe) rather than cholla, even though they 
were all well aware of the difference. Thus they seemed to 
be recasting the facts into terms that inherently made more 
sense to them, and their explanations of the cholla ring seem 
based more on the logic of the situation than on traditional 
knowledge. 

Two Seris, Maria Luisa Astorga and her husband Efrain 
Estrella, offered a slightly different interpretation that 

provides a plausible explanation of the cholla ring. Rather 
than attributing Circle 6 to the Giants, they simply assumed 
it was an old Seri game circle left over from a fiesta. They 
said that after the fiesta ended, people might have strewn 
cactus around the circle to mark the location so they could 
continue to see where the game was played. The implication, 
apparently, is that the stones would eventually become buried 
but the cactus would take root and grow into new plants that 
would serve as a long-term reminder of the fiesta. According 
to this scenario, the cholla ring would have been intentionally, 
if somewhat haphazardly, planted. 

Compelling as the game circle interpretation is, a few other 
possibilities remain. Seris have sometimes said that circles 
at camps could be nothing more than the result of children's 
play (Bowen 1976: 41). Unfortunately, we have no specific 
information about what these play circles might look like. 
Although the Seris apparently think of them as domestic 
structures, Seri children are no doubt capable of wandering 
a long way from camp. Children are also the ones most likely 
to regard playing with chollas as fun. 

Alternatively, one might suppose that Circle 6 is a Seri grave 
marker. Several observers over the past century have noted 
that Seris often piled brush or rocks on graves to thwart 
coyotes from digging up the body. In 1898 WJ McGee stated 
that graves near pebbly beaches were marked by piles of 
fist-sized rocks that formed a mound ("cairn") three to four 
feet long and a foot or so high. Graves away from the shore 
were marked with: 

heaps of cholla stems and branches, rudely 
thatched with miscellaneous brambles 
roughly pinned together by okatilla 
stems ... (McGee 1898: 288-89). 

A few decades later Edward H. Davis described in detail the 
burial of Seri "chief' Juan Tomas, which took place during 
the mid-1930s, noting that: 

the grave was partially filled, and then a 
heavy layer of cholla cactus spread over. 
The grave was then filled and mounded 
up and covered with chollas, mesquite, 
shells, and thorny growths, and also a five 
gallon can. The cactus spines were to 
discourage coyotes (Quinn and Quinn 
1965: 211). 

According to William Griffen (1959: 29) and Mary Beck 
Moser (1968: pers. comm.) brush and rocks were still 
sometimes piled on graves as late as the 1950s. 

Although these descriptions clearly link Seri burials with 
rocks and chollas, they do not account for Circle 6. Heaping 
rocks or cholla stems on a grave is not the same as arranging 
them in a tidy circle. This is graphically illustrated in a 1924 
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photograph by Edward H. Davis which shows a large mound 
of cholla stems on a Seri child's grave (Felger and Moser 
1985: Fig. 17.58). Cholla stems heaped on a grave in this 
manner might take root and establish themselves as new 
plants. but the result would be an amorphous clump rather 
than a well-defined ring. The Seris. pragmatic people that 
they are. have embraced an unusually wide array of burial 
practices (Bowen 1976: 46-51 ). but there is no evidence that 
they ever marked graves with well-made circles of stones or 
chollas (Mary Beck Moser 2003: pers. comm.). 

Nor is Circle 6 likely to be a Mexican grave. The Mexican 
graves we have observed on Isla Tiburon and in other remote 
locations are mounded and marked with makeshift crosses. 

The fact that jumping cholla propagates vegetatively from 
joints suggests yet another explanation for Circle 6. An old 
Tucson trick for keeping dogs from digging in one's garden 
is to place cholla stems around the edge. One encounter with 
the cholla is enough to keep a dog from repeating its 
transgression. Seris have not traditionally tended gardens. 
but they certainly have had dogs. and the technique might 
have been used to protect other things. Thus somebody might 
have buried a valuable item in the location of Circle 6, 
marked the spot with a circle of stones. and then placed cholla 
stems around the stones to thwart dogs (or coyotes). This 
arrangement of cactus would have the advantage of allowing 
the person to later enter the circle by simply stepping over 
the cholla ring. In time. some of the joints might have taken 
root and produced the ring of plants we saw in 1966. 
Although the cholla ring would not have been intentionally 
planted. it would certainly have been the result of human 
activity. 

While this scenario accounts for the cholla ring. it leaves 
other things unexplained. Perhaps the most obvious is that 
the stone circle seems redundant since the cholla branches 
alone should be sufficient to mark the spot. The stone circle 
makes sense only if the place needed to be periodically 
relocated in order to continue protecting the buried contents 
by replacing decayed cholla stems with fresh ones. This in 
turn raises the question of what sort of item might need to be 
buried for an extended period, be easily retrievable. would 
not need to be concealed from other people. but would need 
protection from marauding dogs. Excavation of Circle 6 
might reveal the answer (assuming the buried item was never 
retrieved). but we do not wish to destroy the circle to find out. 

Conclusion 
Circle 6 may not correspond exactly to any known type of 
Seri structure. but we would invoke Occam's Razor and 
suggest that it is almost certainly Seri, that the stone circle 
and cholla ring together comprise a single entity. that they 
were created at approximately the same time. and that that 
time almost certainly falls within the first half of the twentieth 
century. Going a step further. we would point to the 
organization of the stones into sets as a highly diagnostic 

feature and suggest that Circle 6 is most likely a game circle. 
If so. the simplest explanation for the cholla ring is probably 
the one proposed by Maria Luisa Astorga and Efrain Estrella. 
that the plants grew from the joints of cholla stems that had 
been placed around the stones. If this outcome was intended 
by those who laid out the stems. as Astorga and Estrella 
implied. then Circle 6 would be a clear case of purposeful 
Seri planting. 

Although we have stressed the ethnobotanical aspect of 
Circle 6. we close by noting that this modest feature bears 
implications for archaeology as well. Our experience with 
Circle 6 underscores the fact that in archaeology. as in most 
endeavors. one tends to see what one expects to see. In 1966, 
Bowen and Hayden knew about vision rings but not game 
circles. and consequently they perceived the gaps between 
stones in Circle 6 as a disruption of a simple pattern rather 
than as an essential component of a complex pattern. It is 
also clear from our experience that timing can be a critical 
factor in archaeology. Had we not discovered Circle 6 until 
2004 we would have had no reason to suspect that there had 
once been a ring of chollas. But of course. had we not already 
known about Circle 6 in 2004. ~e would never have 
discovered it at all. With only five stones showing on the 
surface we would have had no reason to suspect a circle of 
stones lay buried below. For all practical purposes, Circle 6 
had completely vanished in the 38 years between 1966 and 
2004. Finally. we suggest the possibility that Circle 6 might 
not be unique after all. The transience of the cholla ring raises 
the inescapable question of how many other stone circles in 
Seri territory. or the Desert West, were originally surrounded 
by similar rings that disappeared before any archaeologist 
arrived to record them. It is hard not to wonder whether Circle 
6 is the exception or the rule. 
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Upland Vegetation: Shrub mesquite grassland with scattered junipers. Cajon Bonito, Sonora Mexico. May 2004. (W. 
Anderson) · 

Canyon riparian: sycamore, cottonwood, willow. Cajon Bonito, Sonora, Mexico. May 2004. (W. Anderson) 


