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INITIAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS AT A PREHISTORIC SITE ALONG BAHÍA SAN LUIS 
GONZAGA/ENSENADA DE SAN FRANCISQUITO, BAJA CALIFORNIA 

ERIC W. RITTER 
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 

The first formal archaeological excavations at a pre-Colonial site along the vast reaches of Baja 
California’s Bahía San Luis Gonzaga/Ensenada de San Francisquito were completed in 2011. The 
prehistoric deposit along the western shore of the Gulf of California is situated on a spit yielding 
information on late prehistoric maritime-focused residents/visitors. Near-shore marine foods formed the 
principal subsistence focus with a simplified non-perishable toolkit evident. There are questions raised 
from the small excavation sample and data gathered from surface observations at nearby sites on whether 
the earlier defined more southerly central peninsula Comondú assemblage or constructed culture period is 
applicable in this locality. 

BACKGROUND 

During an informal visit by the author to greater Bahía San Luis Gonzaga along Baja California’s 
inner sea in 2005, an intermittent band of cultural materials over a kilometer long was noted. This ribbon 
of heritage resources occurs on the Alfonsina Spit along the bay’s western shore. This stretch includes 
shellfish beds and dark soil-sediment constituting aboriginal midden deposits. One locus or site 70 meters 
long and over 50 meters wide in places was noteworthy. During the formal 2011 University of California 
expedition, this site, Gonzaga 3, was documented and test-excavated as part of the Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia approved work through the University of California (Figure 1). 

A review of Bale and Minch (1971:Map XIV) shows a complex interplay of coastal landforms in 
the bay region. The volcanic and intrusive hills and mountains that border this bay in places give way to 
alluvial fans, marine terraces, tidal and salt flats, and dunes along with the spit upon which the subject site 
is located. This spit has been heavily developed from roads, an airstrip, vacation homes, and a resort known 
as Alfonsina’s. At low tide, the spit connects by a tombolo with Isla San Luis Gonzaga and to the west of 
the north-south trending spit is Estero San Luis Gonzaga. The spit includes Ensenada de San Francisquito 
on its eastern side and Bahía San Luis Gonzaga on its westerly side, the greater inlet area generally referred 
to as Bahía San Luis Gonzaga. 

A single test unit 1 x 1 meter in size was placed in what appeared to be an undisturbed area of spit 
midden at Gonzaga 3. As seen on the site map, this location is between a road/airstrip and housing units 
(Figure 2). The unit (Unit 1) was placed oriented according to the true cardinal directions. The unit was 
coordinated with the site datum located on a small sand hummock stabilized by pickleweed (Salicornia sp.) 
bushes that dominate—with other halophytes—the estuary side of the spit. 

The excavation proceeded in arbitrary 10-centimeter levels by ground contours proceeding to 70 
centimeters. It is likely the cultural deposit exceeds 70 centimeters, although there was a diminishing 
amount of cultural evidence at this level. Excavation was by pointed trowel, whiskbroom, and bucket using 
3-millimeter (1/8-inch) mesh shaker screens for recovery (Figure 3). 

SOIL/SEDIMENTS 

The soil/sediments of this unit was a loose, soft sand except for a thin light sandy surface crust 
(dusky red—Munsell 2.5YR 3/2), likely a sterile post-occupation sand sheet. From this point to 
approximately 40 centimeters the deposit was midden-like with a dry soil color gray (5YR 6/1) to very dark 
gray (10YR 3/1). The deposit was mottled with charcoal flecks scattered throughout including one  
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Figure 1. General Project Location; Image from USGS Landstat Program. 
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Figure 2. Site Map. 
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Figure 3. View of Excavations looking northeast. 

concentration in the 20–30-centimeter level and a thin, small ash lens in the 10–20-centimeter level. Pebbles 
of pumice occur throughout all levels. By 30–40 centimeters the soil/sediment color changed to very pale 
brown (10YR 7/3) to grayish brown when moist (10YR 5/2) to a dry dark reddish gray (10YR 4/1) by 60–
70 centimeters. The boundary is diffuse and irregular between these two strata (Figure 4). A generalized 
profile was illustrated in the field (Figure 5) and photo documentation undertaken. 

There were one or two fist-sized fire affected or cracked rocks per level. Shellfish remains compose 
approximately 40% of the deposit until about 40 centimeters when they drop off by half or more, and a fish 
bone concentration was uncovered in one level. Fish and other animal bones were also retrieved in 
abundance in all levels. A bulk marine shellfish and bone sample 20 x 10 x 10 centimeters in dimensions 
was removed from each level. The unit was backfilled following excavation. 

DEBITAGE 

Both flakes and stone fragments are considered in this debitage category. Flakes and stone residue 
less than 3 millimeters in size are not included in the tabulation. All stone is non-obsidian, being derived 
from locally available rock including water-worn beach cobbles, with a total recovery of 163 items. 

The most common debitage rock is basalt, with flakes ranging from less than 1 centimeter in size 
up to nearly 8 centimeters in length (Table 1). Next in frequency are quartz flakes and pieces of quartz, 
including several quartz crystal flakes. All size ranges (other than rare flakes less than 3 millimeters in  
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Figure 4. Unit 1 at 40 centimeters. 

length based on visual examination) are represented in the 35 samples, but no examples exceed 5 
centimeters in length. Included in the count are presumed hammerstone fragments. Relatively coarse-
grained volcanic rock (such as andesite) fragments number 21 with some pieces apparently derived from 
stone battering. One specimen appears to be ignimbrite, possibly an abrader piece. Finally, there are 24 
felsite flakes smaller than about 5 centimeters across. All of the debitage is hard hammer percussion with 
the exception of one felsite flake that may be a pressure flake. 

The stone flakes must be considered a complement to the flaked shell component of this site. 
Interestingly, none of the flakes outwardly appears to have obvious edge modification from use nor were 
the edges shaped by further flaking. Some flakes were apparently derived from reduction of cobbles into 
flake or core tools; some are likely tools in their own right for light duty cutting, scraping, and undertaking 
tasks such as opening bivalves. 

Taken as a whole, the stone debris seems related to the marine food exploitation so evident at this 
site in the faunal remains, these items forming residue from, or part of the toolkit that was relatively simple, 
largely expedient, but certainly functional. An unmodified sharp stone edge can function adequately in a 
vast array of slicing, scraping, and gouging activities, especially when large flaked clamshells can also do 
many scraping and cutting undertakings. This small sample when extrapolated to the deposit as whole 
suggests there are thousands and thousands of such artifacts and stone tool working debris present here in 
this one location from these industrious fisher-folk, and likely hundreds of thousands at the numerous sites 
or loci that occur along the spit. 
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Figure 5. Unit Profile. 
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Table 1. Flake and Cobble Fragments Unit 1. 

LEVEL MATERIAL ≤ 1 CM 1–2 CM 2–4 CM ≥ 4 CM COMMENTS 

0–10 cm Quartz - - 6 - Hammerstone breakage 

0–10 cm Felsitic 6 7 7 1 Siliceous volcanic 

0–10 cm Basalt - 7 6 5 Largest 6.7 cm across, from beach cobbles 
(some from hammerstone use?) 

0–10 cm Phaneritic 
volcanic 

- - 3 - 3–5.5 cm long, hammerstone fragments? 

10–20 cm Quartz - - 11 - 1.2–3.9 cm long; includes possible 
hammerstone fragments 

10–20 cm Felsitic - 2 - - - 

10–20 cm Basalt 8 - - 6 Maximum flake size 7.1 cm long; beach 
cobble cortex on some 

10–20 cm Phaneritic 
volcanic 

- - - - Cobble fragment 

10–20 cm Ignimbrite - - - - Fragment – abrader-like 

20–30 cm Quartz/quartzite - - - 6 1.14–4.7 cm long; beach cobble reduction 
– cortex on several 

20–30 cm Basalt - 9 7 3 – up to 
7.1 cm long 

N4-medium dark gray; beach cobble use 

20–30 cm Phaneritic 
volcanic 

- - - 3 Hammerstone shatter? 1.7–4.7 cm long 

30–40 cm, ¼ unit Quartz 1 2 - - One crystal 

30–40 cm, ¼ unit Basalt 7 5 3 6 Largest 7.8 cm long 

30–40 cm, ¼ unit Phaneritic 
volcanic 

- - - 6 Spalls and fragment 3.0–4.6 cm long 

30–40 cm, ¼ unit Non-obsidian 
volcanic 

- - - - Nine not measured, one is pressure 

40–50 cm, ¼ unit Quartz - 1 - - - 

40–50 cm, ¼ unit Basalt - - - - No cortex 

40–50 cm, ¼ unit Felsitic - 1 - - No cortex 

50–60 cm, ¼ unit Quartz 3 1 - - One is quartz crystal, others hammerstone 
fragments? 

50–60 cm, ¼ unit Basalt 2 1 1 - All interior 

50–60 cm, ¼ unit Felsitic 1 - - - Pressure? 

60–70 cm, ¼ unit Quartz 3 1 - - One is quartz crystal, one a hammerstone 
fragment? 

60–70 cm, ¼ unit Basalt 2 1 3 - - 

 
  



  

SCA Proceedings, Volume 32 (2018)  Ritter, pg. 85 

CORES 

Five cores were recovered in the unit, three in the 0–10-centimeter level, one in the 10–20 
centimeter level, and one in the 30–40 centimeter level. Attributes are listed in Table 2. These cores are 
basalt, and in one case, silicified tuff or felsite. These are artifacts of local material probably found on the 
nearby beaches. They are not particularly large or heavy, ranging from about 4.5 and 7.5 centimeters in 
length and 33 to 128 grams in weight (Figure 6). The three smaller examples could be labeled core nuclei, 
or exhausted or nearly exhausted cores. In one case damage or micro flaking and abrasion on a concave 
edge suggests the artifact could have been utilized in a scraping function. These cores mirror the debitage 
rock types found in the unit, and it would seem highly probable that there are hundreds of cores in this one 
midden. Similar cores are found at other sites, big and small, all along this bay. 

FLAKE TOOL 

A large basalt flake that measures 77.55 millimeters long, 35/37 millimeters wide, 21.95 
millimeters thick, and weighing 76.4 grams exhibits purposeful edge modification (Figure 7). There is no 
cortex on this interior flake and this concave bifacially edged tool was likely used in various cutting-
scraping activities. 

SHELL TOOLS 

The pioneering work of Rosenthal (1977) in identifying utilitarian flaked shell artifacts at sites near 
the Gulf of California has enabled other researchers at Gulf sites to realize that what appears to be ordinary 
shellfish food refuse can be more revealing. Such was the case with work undertaken by this author in the 
1990s along the coast of Bahía de los Ángeles and Bahía las Animas (Ritter 1997) and as reported by Tyree 
(1998). Here in test excavations, Dosinia ponderosa tools and flaked shell debris were recovered. Two main 
categories were determined (Tyree 1998:47–48). Category 1 consists of valves retaining their umbo region 
with the ventral margin flaked to various levels unifacially, or bifacially, to produce pieces of the valve 
margin for use and/or to form a cutting-scraping-gouging tool in its own right. These can be labeled shell 
cores or core tools. Category 2 artifacts represent shell pieces and/or flakes that lack the umbo. They are 
for the most part smaller than Category 1 artifacts and more heavily worked. 

The test excavation at Gonzaga 3 revealed six Category 1 artifacts (Figure 8) and 39 Category 2 
artifacts (Figure 9) with little clear differentiation by depth except that most were in the top 40 centimeters 
before unit size was lessened due to sidewall shoring issues and time constraints (Table 3). It is likely that 
not all shell tool manufacturing and use detritus was found due to identification problems of natural 
breakage, breakage from meat extraction, and tool manufacturing and use. However, considering the single 
unit excavation and site size, this is a major industry at this site and likely at other camps along the coast in 
this locality and along the shores of the Gulf of California where hunters-foragers-fisher folk were living. 

Table 3 has been produced to display the various shell artifact attributes. What is clear is the 
impressive variability in artifact attributes that demonstrate differential uses for these artifacts, although 
there is a tendency because of the edge sharpness to assume that many were involved in cutting activities 
such as in fish butchering. 

In comparing the Dosinia assemblage from Gonzaga 3 with Dosinia artifacts from the greater Bahía 
de los Ángeles locality to the south there is an overall similarity in size but with the core/core tools and 
valve tools at Gonzaga having more acute edge angles than those from Bahía de los Ángeles. The tools at 
Bahía de los Ángeles are also more bifacial. Some of these differences may be due to difficulty in 
determining the edge angles. The difference in edge flaking may be a sample issue and whether an edge 
has bifacial or unifacial flaking may have made little difference in the cutting-scraping activities. 
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Figure 6. Basalt Cores; scale in millimeters. 

 
Figure 7. Edge-Modified Basalt Flake; scale in millimeters. 



  

SCA Proceedings, Volume 32 (2018)  Ritter, pg. 87 

  
Figure 8. Category 1 Dosinia Shell Artifacts—Front and Back Sides Shown; scale in centimeters. 

  
Figure 9. Category 2 Dosinia Shell Artifacts; scale in centimeters. 

 
Table 2. Cores. 

DEPTH (CM) 
LENGTH 

(MM) 
WIDTH 
(MM) 

THICKNESS 
(MM) 

WEIGHT 
(G) MATERIAL COMMENTS 

0–10  66.35 54.34 32.63 127.9 Basalt Five flake scars, 20% cortex, 
multi-directional, rock slab 

0–10  74.93 45.37 24.71 92.8 Basalt Five flake scars, bifacial 

0–10  45.55 31.45 19.05 38.5 Basalt Six flake scars, nucleus, one edge 
used for scraping? 

10–20 52.88 44.23 24.6 41.3 Basalt Five flake scars, nucleus 

30–40 50.44 41.54 20.93 33.2 Silicified tuff 5YR 6/1, light brownish gray, 
nucleus 

Mean 58.03 43.39 24.38 66.74 - - 

Standard deviation 12.19 7.35 5.2 41.8 - - 
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Table 3. Dosinia ponderosa Cores/Core Tools (Category 1) and Valve Section Tools (Category 2). 

CATEGORY 1  RANGE  MEAN STANDARD DEV. NUMBER 

Length 40.6–92.8 mm 60.6 mm 19.1 mm 6 

Width 43.3–112.7 67.1 27.4 6 

Thickness 11.0–27.6 18.65 6.0 6 

Edge Angle 10°-40° 25° 14.4° 6 

Weight 16.1–172.2 g 73.1 g 66.2 g 6 

% Shell Removed 20–70% 53.3% 19.7% 6 

% Edge Modified  20–80% 48.3% 24.0% 6 

Unifacial - - - 4 

Bifacial - - - 2 

CATEGORY 2 RANGE  MEAN STANDARD DEV. NUMBER 

Length 29.9–78.5 51.9 13.5 39 

Width 20.3–61.9 35.3 9.4 39 

Thickness 3.2–10.6 6.5 1.9 39 

Edge Angle 5°–40° 16.4° 7.2° 39 

Weight 3.9–32.7g 14.5 g 8.7 g 39 

% Edge Worked 25–100% 74.1% 23.1% 39 

Unifacial - - - 29 

Bifacial - - - 6 

Unifacial/Bifacial - - - 4 

Edge Shape Straight - - - 5 

Convex-Straight - - - 8 

Straight-Irregular - - - 5 

Convex - - - 6 

Irregular - - - 8 

Convex-Irregular - - - 5 

Convex-Concave - - - 2 

SHELLFISH REMAINS 

The archaeological site was rich with faunal remains, especially shellfish remnants that composed 
up to about 40% of the excavated matrix. Detailed shellfish studies at this site in the future are warranted. 
Presence/absence by level based on the small sample is presented in the accompanying table. There were 
24 genera found (Table 4). The predominate genera were the small to mid-sized clams (Chione, 
Megapiteria, Protothaca) and several larger gastropods including Strombus and Murex, species generally 
common along the Gulf coast to this day (Table 5). Overall, it is understandable that the Indians at this site 
were exploiting the abundant, local shellfish readily available in the beach and lagoon flats close by. They 
were also venturing to the rocks on nearby shores within easy walking distance as evident by the oyster 
remains as one example. A number of small gastropods are natural introductions to the deposit as well as 
at least one fossil sand dollar fragment. The relative abundance of individual species differs  
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Table 4. Presence of Shellfish and Crab Remnants by Level, Unit 1. 

NAME 0–10 CM 10–20 CM 20–30 CM 30–40 CM 40–50 CM 50–60 CM 60–70 CM COMMENTS 

Megapitaria sp. + - - - + - + - 

Strombus gracilior + + + + + + + - 

Ostrea sp. + + + - - - - - 

Laevicardium elatum - - - + - - - - 

Murex or Hexaplex sp. + + + + + - + - 

Dosinia sp. + + - - - - + - 

Crucibulum sp. + - - - - - - - 

Crucibulum monticulus - + + + - - - - 

Crucibulum umbrella - + - - - - - - 

Conus sp. + + - + - - - - 

Cantharus sp.? + - + + - - - - 

Pyramidella sp. +1.63 cm 
long 

+2.4 cm 
long 

+2.3 cm 
long 

+2.0 cm 
long 

- +1.7 cm 
long 

+1.7 cm 
long 

Likely natural 

Chione californiensis + + + + + + + Most abundant 

Protothaca sp. - - - - + - - - 

Anadara sp. + - + - - - - - 

Natica sp. + + - - - - - - 

Glycymeris sp. + + - + - - - - 

Barnacle (unident.) + - + - - - - - 

Chama sp.? + - - - - - - Fragment 

Pecten sp. + + - - - - - - 

Cardita affinis - + + - - + - - 

Mytella sp. - - + + - - - - 

Fusinus sp. - - - + - - - - 

Trachycardium sp. - - - - - - + - 

Olivella dama - - - + - - - Unworked, color 
present 

Sand dollar - - - + - - - Fossil 

Gastropod operculum + - - - - - - - 

Crab remains - - - - - - + Claw remnants 

 
significantly from those discussed by Celis-Hernández (2015:64) from Cano’s Cave farther north along the 
Gulf coast just below Puertocitos. Here the dominant species were chitons, Collisella dalliana, and Tegula 
rugose. Protothaca grata was one species common to both locations. A partial explanation other than 
purposeful selection would be the presence nearer Puertocitos of greater rocky shoreline diversity and meat 
transport back to the cave whereby the shell was discarded elsewhere. 
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Table 5. Select Shell Measurements, Unit 1, 40–50 centimeter Level. 

SPECIES 
HEIGHT 

CM 
LENGTH 

CM SIDE COMMENTS 

Chione californiensis 4.0 4.25 Right - 

“ 3.42 3.86 Left - 

“ 3.09 3.47 Left - 

“ 3.1 3.43 Right Does not fit with previous valve 

“ 3.41 3.81 Right - 

“ 2.9 3.06 Right - 

“ ? 4.24 Right Broken 

“ 3.98 4.55 Left - 

Protothaca sp. 3.78 3.93 Right - 

“ 3.55 3.74 Right - 

Strombus gracilior 3.84 width 7.34 - - 

- - - - 120 g total weight 

CRAB REMAINS 

The deposit contained unidentified crab shells scattered throughout, although only one is listed on 
Table 4 since it was found with packaged shellfish remains, the remainder in sample bags yet to be analyzed. 
These were likely procured from the lagoon flats adjoining the site where they are abundant even today. 

OTHER FAUNAL REMAINS 

A detailed study of the osseous remains from the unit has not been completed. The preservation of 
bone was excellent and there was an abundance of remains evident, more so in the upper levels of the unit. 
A subjective observation in sorting through the remains was that the vestiges were almost entirely those of 
fish and not large fish that would weigh over 5–10 kilos, but generally much smaller. The otoliths found 
appear to be mainly those from the family Sciaenidae, with at least the Shortfin Corvina (Cynoscion 
parvipinnis) and Gulf Corvina (Cynoscion othonopterus) represented. This recovery, if proven correct with 
a detailed analysis, would be similar to several of the species recovered by Celis-Hernández (2011, 2015) 
from sites farther up the Gulf coast, with the Gulf Corvina being predominate from a number of sites 
excavated there. 

The Gonzaga results suggest close-in fishing along the coast, at least during late prehistoric times 
in this section of the bay. What was not observed in the informal analysis of the bone remains were bones 
from sea mammals, turtles, and birds. In any case, the unit sample contained few, if any, elements of these 
animals and we must await a formal study for a more accurate appraisal. 

PROJECTILE POINT 

A broken obsidian Comondú Triangular projectile point (Ritter 1979:177) was found in the 30–40-
centimeter level of the excavation unit (Figure 10). The specimen is 1.5 centimeters wide and 0.22 
centimeters thick, with an estimated length of 1.9 centimeters and an estimated weight of 0.4 grams. This 
arrow-size point appears to have been broken during use with the hafted base returned to camp and discarded. 
Hyland (1997:298–299) found these to be the most common projectile point in his central peninsula study  
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Figure 10. Comondú Series Obsidian Projectile Point, Unit 1, 30–40 centimeters; scale in centimeters. 

area dating from approximately AD 1000 to the historic period. During Francisco de Ulloa’s explorations 
of the Gulf of California in 1539 at Bahía San Luis Gonzaga, they observed a small group of Indian men 
and boys at a presumed fishing camp within the bay with one man with a bow and arrow prepared to defend 
the group (Moriarty 1965). So, while the locality sample site survey yielded no surface projectile points 
(amateur collecting issues aside), such implements were part of the European observed contact assemblage 
in the bay vicinity. 

QUARTZ CRYSTAL FLAKE TOOL OR BIFACE FRAGMENT 

This small broken quartz crystal item from the 30–40-centimeter level of Unit 1 is 22.02+ 
millimeters long, 16.5 millimeters wide, and 6.13 millimeters thick weighing 2.3 grams as found (Figure 
11). It has an edge angle of 55°. The very hard nature of this stone suggests rather heavy-duty cutting 
activities, perhaps as a small, hafted biface that broke, and it was discarded in camp. It is also possible this 
was a manufacturing reject after breakage during reduction. Furthermore, it may have been used as a 
scraping-cutting tool after breakage, eventually being discarded, or lost in the cultural deposit. 

BONE TOOL FRAGMENT (AWL?) 

A possible bone awl fragment was recovered from the 50–60-centimeter level of the unit (Figure 
12). This worked piece of bone appears to be derived from the long bone of a medium to large mammal. It 
is concave-convex in cross-section representing the wall of the bone, and it is 0.75 centimeters wide. 
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Figure 11. Quartz Crystal Biface (Broken) or Tool, Unit 1, 30–40 centimeters; scale in millimeters. 

  
Figure 12. Bone Artifact Fragment—Front and Back Sides Shown; scale in centimeters. 
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RADIOCARBON DATE 

A mixed sample of shellfish remains, presumably food refuse, from the 30–40-centimeter level of 
Unit 1 was submitted to International Chemical Analysis, Inc. for standard radiocarbon dating. The sample 
included gastropod and bivalve remains. The result (ICA 16S/0301) yielded a calibrated age of AD 1440–
1560 taking into account the local reservoir adjustment. 

OBSIDIAN X-RAY FLUORESCENSE 

The obsidian projectile point was sent to Dr. Lee Panich of Santa Clara University who has been 
working with INAH on sourcing obsidian from geologic and archaeological sources within the northeast 
part of Baja California. Using a portable XRF machine, Dr. Panich (personal communication 2011) found 
this specimen matches obsidian artifacts found between Puertocitos and Bahía San Luis Gonzaga just to 
the north ascribed to the Puerto el Parral source (see Table 6 and Figure 13). As such, there is not a great 
distance between the recovery site and the source, less than 60 kilometers. 

CONCLUSIONS 

It is interpretably difficult to read too much into the data garnered from a single test unit in a 
relatively large series of prehistoric middens scattered along the Alfonsina spit, let alone the entire bay 
system. While this geomorphologic landform and adjoining estuary are likely late prehistoric in age, marine 
fossil beds occur beneath the site and on the northern shoreline of Ensenada de San Francisquito. It seems 
likely the shoreline of Bahía San Luis Gonzaga has been stable, relatively speaking, for a few thousand 
years or more owing to the peninsula being generally in isostatic adjustment. 

There is enough midden present at the study site to suggest group activities for many years, possibly 
hundreds, corresponding to Spanish accounts of several rancherias or settlements present in the bay with 
scores of inhabitants at the time of local missionization (Coronado 1994:252–254). The Jesuit priest 
Fernando Consag on visiting the bay in 1746 noted (Lazcano and Pericic 2001:175) the large estuaries with 
abundant fish that were visited frequently by the nearby Indian rancherias. Aschmann (1959:226) records 
that the burial register at Misiôn San Fernando de Velicatá where Indians from at and near the neighboring 
mountain mission of Santa María were sent or focused for apostolic reasons “show that a rancheria of some 
size continued at the port of San Luis Gonzaga until after 1805. The Indians who stayed at or near Santa 
María must have continued to seek their food in the aboriginal fashion.” 

The occupants of Gonzaga 3 were obviously maritime focused with an abundance of aquatic foods 
easily gathered from the near-shore. The projectile point and radiocarbon date match a late prehistoric site 
use with no indication of European contact. Most of the artifacts recovered are expedient, manufactured 
from local rock, shell, and bone. These artifacts indicate considerable activities at the site were focused on 
processing marine products (possibly excluding sea mammals and sea turtles), and likely other tasks not 
directly evident. Hunting for terrestrial animals is apparently poorly or not represented in the remains. In 
addition, there is no evidence of milling. However, other nearby coastal sites exhibit millingstones. Fresh 
water sources were apparently distant (kilometers away in the nearby canyons) with the exception of 
possible batequis or beach wells of brackish water. 

When this site is placed within the context of the large adjoining estuary, there is a near continuous 
ribbon of midden for hundreds of meters obviously representing numerous groups exploiting the bay 
environments for foods. How this estuarine environment changed over time and affected local populations 
is another avenue of future study. 
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What was found in the regional random site survey were small ephemeral maritime resource 
extraction and processing locations, a stone tool workshops, a trail, and a large likely residential base 
focused on marine resources. The intuitive examination elsewhere along the coast or nearby also yielded 
other site types representing historic and prehistoric activities. What is apparent, not surprisingly, is that the 
entire coast of these Gonzaga bays exhibits evidence of prehistoric use with only a few minor gaps in 
archaeological evidence along these shores. Interior sites and site relationships remain to be explored. 

While there is no doubt that Native American Indian use of this bay was extensive, one can only 
wonder if more permanent or extensive use occurred for a time after the Spanish dug one or more wells. It is 
noteworthy that both Ulloa and Consag’s fall and summer observations, respectively, did not notice villages 
of any magnitude. This may be a factor of chance, seasonality of use, water availability, or other reasons. 

The overall locality archaeological evidence (radiocarbon date, projectile point type, ceramic 
occurrence, chacuaco [pumice stone tube], landform association, and absence of patination on stone tools) 
insinuates that much of what was observed in terms of indigenous peoples is Comondú or late prehistoric 
period activities or contact-era. This is a continuation in general of a cultural pattern—with locality 
variations (for instance, mountain and coastal ecological zone adaptations)—that extends throughout the 
central peninsula. The evidence to date suggests a regularized, late prehistoric maritime use here in Bahía 
San Luis Gonzaga, likely with earlier antecedents not recognized so far. 

Finally, a few comments are offered regarding whether the Comondú Complex applies to this area 
as originally defined by Massey (1966) in the peninsula and modified by others and myself (Ritter 1979, 
1997, 2006). Moreover, discussions by Laylander (1987) and Hyland (1997) regarding this complex are 
prime considerations in this contemplation. 

Massey (1966:50–51) saw the south-central and central peninsula Comondú Culture or Complex 
extending “at least as far north as Bahía de los Ángeles” based on a trait list of small triangular projectile 
points, tubular pipes, shallow basin grinding tools, Olivella beads, bone awls, Haliotis ornaments, and a 
series of perishable items. I and other scholars have added other traits such as the Guajademi split-stem 
point, various burial practices, stone enclosures, mobility patterns, etc. Mixco (2006:25, 36–37), based in 
part on earlier linguistic studies, defines a Cochimian language (and culture) homeland extending 
throughout the central peninsula from El Rosario area on the north to the Loreto area on the south. 
Cautiously using the direct historic approach, the proto-Cochimi are assumed the bearers of the Comondú 
Complex or culture that would include the Bahía San Luis Gonzaga locality. 

Hyland (1997:75) has stated that the distribution of material culture and other traits on the peninsula 
should be viewed as clines, not as hermetic culture blocks. He sees culture traits as a reflection of external 
influences through the northern gateway and local innovation and development. 

Based on material culture alone, the Bahía San Luis Gonzaga work to be presented by the author 
in a forthcoming Inform to INAH revealed a Comondú Triangular point (or Cottonwood), a tubular stone 
pipe, and possibly a bone awl fragment. These artifact types, however, are found farther north into Alta 
California. Natural slab or block metates and unshaped cobble manos are present, but at this juncture their 
occurrence throughout the peninsula in various times does not appear to be time sensitive. Burial patterns 
appear congruent with late prehistoric modes farther south in the central peninsula in late prehistoric 
contexts with shelter use away from camps with secondary burial and possibly post-internment burning 
present. Ceramics from a nearby site appear to be mission-period related, and early European explorers to 
this bay observed pottery. This is not a prehistoric trait that extends below Bahía de los Ángeles (Tuohy 
1970). The coastal site distribution pattern, including larger shellmounds and dispersed marine resource 
procurement camps, is likely late prehistoric but not particularly specific to one culture over another. To 
date there are no perishables to discuss, no shell beads and ornaments, no prehistoric stone structures, and 
no rock art. 

At best, there is a suggestion of a late prehistoric Comondú Complex use of this bay. Further, 
intensive, more dispersed archaeological studies for definitions of cultural complexes and for other research 
avenues are clearly justified here. 



  

SCA Proceedings, Volume 32 (2018)  Ritter, pg. 96 

The scientific and public value of this and adjoining sites along the shores of these coastal inlets is 
remarkable, yet the damage and loss of cultural deposits from development is regrettable. Locals and 
visitors should be made aware in a general sense of the patrimony present literally at their doorstep, and 
certain restrictions perhaps imposed on heavy development along the shores around this estuary. As 
commonly expressed, there is little doubt that excavations that are more extensive and multiple avenues of 
scientific analysis would be extremely rewarding in better understanding the prehistoric and protohistoric 
lifeways of these long-gone original inhabitants. 
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