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SANTEE GREENS, ONE OF THE BEST KNOWN, UNKNOWN 
PREHISTORIC SITES IN SAN DIEGO COUNTY 

 
STAN BERRYMAN 
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This is a long overdue presentation of data recovered from the Santee Greens (CA-SDI-5669) site, recorded 
in 1977 during one of the first large-scale cultural resource management excavations in San Diego County. 
The site is a Late Holocene village that has been divided into three loci. Locus A, consisting of 29,074 square 
meters, was divided into two quadrants (A and B). Four data collection methods were employed, including 
controlled surface mapping, posthole auguring, mechanical trenches, and finally excavation of 1.5 by 1.5 
meter and 2.5 by 2.5-meter test units. The 1.5-meter test unit size was selected because it nearly mimicked 
what was then the standard 5 feet by 5 feet excavation units. The work of excavation, analysis, and write-up 
continued from 1978 to 1982. Two occupation periods, A.D. 760 to A.D. 1395 and A.D. 1735 to A.D. 1890, 
were identified. Detailed testing and salvage excavation of 480.49 cubic meters screened and analyzed 325 
excavation units and 223,236 artifacts, including 46,753 ceramic sherds, 718 projectile points, stone flakes, 
tools, beads, ritual items, and special studies.  

 
 

SANTEE GREENS ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE 
 

The prehistoric archaeological site recorded as CA-SDI-5669 (Santee Greens; hereafter referred to as 
SDI-5669) is in the City of Santee, San Diego County, California (Figure 1) adjacent to the San Diego River. 
This extensive Late Holocene site was first recorded in 1977 by Berryman (1977) and was subsequently 
excavated between 1978 and 1980 by Archaeological Consulting and Technology, Inc., for the property owner 
A Time for Living, Inc. It is well past time that the data from this site be discussed because of its importance 
in southern California Late Holocene archaeology. The large recovered data base from SDI-5669, along with 
revised analysis, allows for additional interpretation of a site that was excavated 44 years ago. 

So how does the Santee Greens project differ from current CRM projects? In the late 1970s and 1980s 
there were no standards for who could direct field work, conduct analysis, and produce a technical report. 
There were no minimal standards for field or laboratory work techniques, and techniques and research 
designs were developing as the work was being done. Finally, none of the 46 crew members were over 30 
years old. None of the research, field, or laboratory directors had over five years of non-academic field 
experience. The crew consisted of individuals with a range of experience and education, although it was 
the rare individual that had a degree beyond Bachelor of Arts. At that time, few academic archaeologists 
wanted to be involved in this type of excavation because of the CRM context. In addition, two Kumeyaay 
elders were involved as advisors throughout the project.  

The equipment used to excavate Santee Greens included 1/8-inch mesh screens and standard hand 
excavation equipment (Figure 2). Mapping was done with the use of plane tables, theodolites, and aerial 
balloon photography. Standard film photography was used although not to the level photography that is used 
now. Finally, the graphics were produced by hand using Rapidograph pens and Zip-a-tone. Word processing 
was done on an IBM electric typewriter, so if you wanted to correct or add something you were literally doing 
cut and paste. Special studies included radiocarbon dating, palynological studies, geomorphology, floral and 
faunal analysis, and basic lithic analysis. The report had no photographs as those were too expensive and 
either had to be off-set printed or individual photographs had to be glued into each copy of the report. So, 
drawings of the artifacts and maps were included in the report. At the end of field work there was minimal 
funding to complete the analysis and report preparation. Most of the remaining funds were directed to artifact 
and ecofact analysis and preparation of graphics.  

Over the next 20 or so years, the boxes, bags, and tags holding the artifacts were updated every five 
or so years until the artifacts and records were donated to the San Diego Archaeological Center. In 1983, 
the site boundaries were expanded by Thesken (1983) with the identification of a second noncontiguous  
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Figure 1. Santee Greens general location map. 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Standard equipment used for excavation and word processing at Santee Greens. Left to right; 
theodolite, plane table and alidade, backhoe, IBM electric typewriter, TRS 80 Radio Shack computer, Rapido-
graph pen set. 
 
 
locus. In 2015, during an archaeological survey of property adjacent to Santee Greens, Campbell et al. (2015) 
identified an unrecorded part of CA-SDI-5669 subsequently referred to as Locus C. SDI-5669 was under three 
separate ownerships and have been referred to as Locus A, B, and C. The portion of the site excavated from 
1978 to 1980 (Locus A) covered 29,074 square meters, with 480.49 cubic meters screened and analyzed. Four 
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data collection methods were employed during the study. These included controlled surface mapping, posthole 
auguring, mechanical trenches, and excavation of 1.5 m by 1.5 m and 2 m by 2 m test units. The 1.5 m unit 
size was selected because it nearly mimicked what was then the standard 5 feet by 5 feet excavation units. 
Because the site had been plowed for nearly 50 years surface collection was carried out in 25 m square 
collection units that covered the entire site. Three hundred eighty-one postholes were mechanically excavated 
across the site to determine the depth of the deposit and possible artifact concentrations. Some 2,842 artifacts 
were collected from these units.  

The third step in the excavation program consisted of four backhoe trenches placed across the site. Two 
followed an east/west axis and two a north/south axis. The purpose of the trenches was to further define the 
internal boundaries of the site and areas of artifact concentrations. Screening stations, 1 m x 1 m in size, were 
established along each trench: 11 such stations at Trench 1 recovered 5,065 artifacts; 12 screening stations at 
Trench 2 recovered 3,816 artifacts; seven screening stations in Trench 3 recovered 1,249 artifacts; and five 
screening stations resulted in no artifacts recovered in Trench 4. Profiles were drawn at specific intervals along 
the trenches.  

Based on the data recovered from the surface collection, posthole, and trench information, the Field 
Director, H. Keith Polan, divided what is now referred to as Locus A into two areas: Quadrants A and B. The 
two quadrants were further defined by natural topographic features, soil depths, types of soils encountered 
and artifact frequencies. Each quadrant was divided into smaller units or clusters. Each cluster represented a 
grouping of individual excavation units. Features were then identified by specific unit designation and by 
cluster area. A natural topographic break was noted between the two quadrants (Figures 3 and 4) and was 
referred to as a Transitional Zone. In this area, little to no surface artifacts were recovered, with the average 
density of the postholes excavated within this area low and trench results indicating a higher stratum of sterile 
red clays.  
 
 
Locus A, Quadrant A 
 

Quadrant A was divided into eight “clusters.” Determination of cluster size and unit designation was 
done strictly by areal distributions. A total of 66 excavation units (both 1.5 x l.5 m and 2.5 x 2.5 m units) 
were placed within Quadrant A. Eleven separate archaeological features or concentrations were identified. 
The features within Quadrant A are summarized in Table 1 and consist of thermal or hearth features, lithic 
reduction areas, and possibly gender specific work areas. Floral and faunal remains were collected during 
excavation and were analyzed during the laboratory phase. The results of these studies are presented in 
Tables 2 and 3. Most of the defined features occurred between 50 and 70 cm; the plow zone was between 
0-40 cm deep. Only two highly dispersed features were located within the plow area.  

Three charcoal radiocarbon dates were recovered from Quadrant A. The dates were calibrated for this 
article using OxCal 4.0, resulting in dates of A.D. 904-A.D. 1395, A.D. 1043-A.D. 1401, and A.D. 636-
A.D. 1021. Artifacts recovered from Quadrant A included 22,732 Tizon Brownware sherds, 23,878 
secondary flakes, 252 manos, 225 miscellaneous groundstone, 252 projectile points, 103 cores, 26 
hammerstones, 186 flaked lithic tools (scrapers), 14 bone tools, 25 beads, and 43 ritual objects (including 
two crystals, seven incised steatite pipe fragments, and one sucking tube). Sixteen species of marine shell 
and 12 faunal species were recovered from Quadrant A during excavation and were analyzed during the 
laboratory phase. Ecofacts included 117.6 grams of marine shell and 15,546 grams of bone.  
 
 
Locus A, Quadrant B 
 

Quadrant B was defined using natural topographic features, soil depths, types of soils encountered and 
results of the postholes, trenches and excavation units. It was divided into 18 clusters. Radiocarbon dates, soil 
studies, floral and fauna studies, and basic artifact frequencies indicated that Quadrant B was intensively 
occupied. Eighteen features were identified in Quadrant B consisting of thermal or hearth areas, milling areas, 
food preparation, workshop, and ritual/inhumation (Table 4).  
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Figure 3. Santee Greens project map (Berryman 1981). 
 
 

 

Figure 4. Balloon aerial photograph of Quadrant A and B. 
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Table 1. Locus A Quadrant A Features. 

FEATURE 

NO. 
FEATURE 

DEPTH (CM) 
AREA DEFINITION 

2 20-65 hearth area, cooking area 
3 40-70 hearth scatter 
27 40-60 localized hearth area 

3A-1 20-50 unknown 
3A-2 50-80 hearth area 

9 50-70 dispersed hearth area 
24 50-70 earth area 

51 50-70 
hearth area; lithic reduction area, 
possible male/female work areas 

4 50-70 lithic workshop, hearth area 
7 60-70 lithic reduction 
5 50-60 unknown 

 
 

Table 2. Marine Shell Species Identified in Locus A, Quadrant A. 

IDENTIFIED SHELL SPECIES COMMON NAME 

Chione californiensis California venus 
Chione fluetifraga Smooth California venus 
Chione undatella Frilled California venus 

Aequipecten aequisulcatus Speckled scallop 
Laevicardium elatum Giant egg cockle 

Laevicardium substriatum Little egg cockle 
Pecten circulars Circular scallop 

Trachycardium quadragenarium Giant Pacific cockle 
Haliotis cracherodi Spiny cockle 

Halliotis fulgens Black abalone 
Haliotis rufescens Green abalone 

Mytilus californianus California mussel 
Tivella stultorum Pismo clam 
Olivella biplicata Purple Olivella 

Donax qouldii Little bean clam 
Tegula gallina Speckled top shell 

 
 

Table 3. Faunal Species Identified in Locus A, Quadrant A. 

SPECIES COMMON NAME 

Thomomys bottae pocket gopher 
Dipodomys sp. kangaroo rat 

Neotoma fuscipes wood rat 
Peromyscus californicus california mouse 

Otospermophilus beecheyi ground squirrel 
Sylvilagus sp. cottontail rabbit 

Lepus californica black-tailed jackrabbit 
Speotyto cunicularia burrowing owl 

Tyto alba barn owl 
Aquila chrysaetos golden eagle 

Buteo sp. hawk 
Lophortyx sp. quail 
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Thirty-two species of marine shell and 17 faunal species were recovered from Quadrant B during 
excavation and were analyzed during the laboratory phase (Tables 5 and 6). Ecofacts include 783.1 grams 
of marine shell and 101,015 grams of bone.   

Thirteen clusters were defined for Locus A, Quadrant B. A total of 141 units, with two major block 
exposures (Feature 53, Cluster 16, and Feature 50/Block Bl) were excavated within this quadrant. These 
units were mainly 1.5 m x 1.5 m in size, with Block B (Feature 50) containing several larger (2.5 m x 2.5 
m) and irregularly shaped units. Most of the defined features within Quadrant B occurred between 40 and 
70 cm with the deepest extending 80-110 cm deep. Three radiocarbon dates were obtained from Locus A, 
Quadrant B on charcoal and were recently calibrated using OxCal 4.0. These calibrated dates are A.D. 
1025-A.D. 1275, A.D. 1651-present, and A.D. 1681-A.D. 1936.  

Large numbers of artifacts were recovered from Locus A, Quadrant B including: 44,201 Tizon 
Brownware sherds, 56,314 secondary flakes, 2,508 primary flakes, 32 metate fragments, 360 manos, 345 
unidentified groundstone pieces, 430 projectile points, 36 knife blades, 189 cores/hammerstones, 334 flaked 
lithic tools (scrapers), 64 bone tools, 25 beads, and ritual objects including two crystals, 136 steatite pipe 
fragments, and one sucking tube. Examples of artifacts recovered from both quadrants are presented in 
Figures 5 through 11. These graphics are drawn from the original report (Berryman 1981). 

The faunal study does not suggest a dramatic shift in animal exploitation for the two areas. Analysis 
of the shell found within Locus A, Quadrants A and B would indicate that a wider range of shellfish was 
exploited during the latter occupation of Locus A, Quadrant B. 
 
 
Locus B 

 
A second noncontiguous locus west of Cottonwood Avenue was identified in 1983 (Thesken 1983). 

Lithic debris and manos were noted on the surface (Campbell et al. 2017:20). No formal studies beyond 
site recording have taken place within this locus.  

Table 4. Locus A, Quadrant B Features. 

FEATURE 

NUMBER 
FEATURE 

DEPTH (CM) 
FEATURE TYPE 

13B-l 50-80 cm hearth 
15B-1 40-60 cm hearth 
15B-2 60-80 cm hearth 
15B-3 30-60 cm hearth 
16B-1 50-80 cm extramural 
16B-2 40-65 cm hearth 
16B-3 40-65 cm hearth 
16B-4 60-70 cm ritual 
6B-5 40-70 cm hearth 

16B-6 40-70 cm hearth 
26 50-70 cm hearth/milling 
54 -- workshop 

Feat 53 40-90 cm 
food prep workshop 

earth ovens 

17B-1 50-60 cm thermal features 
17B-2 40-50 cm thermal features 
18B-1 80-110 cm ritual/inhumation 
18B-2 80-110 cm hearth 
Feat 55 80-100 cm hearth 
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Table 5. Marine Shell Species Identified in Locus A, Quadrant B. 

IDENTIFIED SHELL SPECIES COMMON NAME 

Ventricolaria fordii Ford’s venus 
Tivella stultorum Pismo clam 

Saxidomus nuttalli Washington clam 
Protothaca staminea Pacific littleneck clam 
Chione californiensis California venus 

Chione fluctifraga Smooth California venus 
Chione undatella Frilled California venus 
Amiantis callosa White venus 

Haliotis cracherodii Black abalone 
Haliotis rufescens Red abalone 
Haliotis fulgens Green abalone 

Haliotis sp. Unidentified 
Ischnochiton conspicuus Chiton 
Clinocardium nuttallii Nuttall’s cockle 
Laevicardium elatum Giant egg cockle 

Laevicardium substriatum Little egg cockle 
Trachycardium quadragenarium Giant Pacific cockle 

Megathura crenulata Giant keyhole limpet 
Megatebennus bimaculatus Two-spotted keyhole limpet 
Aequipecten aequisulcatus Speckled scallop 

Hinnites multirugosus Giant rock scallop 
Pecten circularis Circular scallop 

Astrea undosa Wavy turban 
Cerithidea californica California horn snail 

Donax gouldii Bean clam 
Modiolus capax Fat horse mussel 

Mytilus californianus California mussel 
Olivella biplicata Purple Olivella 

Tegula gallina Speckled top shell 
Semele decisa Black semele 

Melampus olivaceus Salt marsh snail 
Ostrea lurida California oyster 

Table 6. Faunal Species Identified in Locus A, Quadrant B. 

SPECIES COMMON NAME 

Thomomys bottae pocket gopher 
Dipodomys sp. kangaroo rat 

Neotoma fuscipes wood rat 
Peromyscus californicus California mouse 

Otospermophilus beecheyi ground squirrel 
Eutamia sp. chipmunk 

Sylvilagus sp. cottontail rabbits 
Lepus californica black-tailed jackrabbits 

Speotyto cunicularia burrowing owl 
Tyto alba barn owl 

Aquila chrysaetos golden eagle 
Buteo sp. hawk 

Lophortyx sp. quail 
Felis concolor mountain lion 

Felis rufus bobcat 
Felis domesticus domestic cat 

Ursus sp. bear 
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Figure 5. Steatite sucking tube, Quadrant A. 

 
 

 

Figure 6. Tizon Brownware bow pipe, Quadrant A. 
 
 

Locus C 
 
Locus C designates that portion of SDI-5669 that was excavated by Rincon Consultants, Inc., in 2017 

(Campbell et al. 2017). It measures 160 m by 135 m. Evaluation and excavation of this locus was carried 
out as a cultural resource management project in support of the development of a vacant portion of the 
Santee Greens Site. The study at this portion of the site consisted of a Phase 1 surface survey; a Phase 2 
evaluation consisting of 33 shovel test pits and one 1 m test unit (TU), and collection of diagnostic surface 
artifacts; and a Phase 3 data recovery of 45 1 x 0.5 m TUs and 40 1 x 1 m TUs. Multiple radiocarbon dates  
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Figure 7. Engraved steatite shaft straightener, Quadrant B. 
 
 

 

Figure 8. Bone awls, Quadrant A. 
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Figure 9. Drilled abalone shell, Quadrant B. 
 
 

 

Figure 10. Tizon Brownware decorated olla, Quadrant B. 
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Figure 11. Projectile point specimens from Santee Greens: (a-c) Western Triangular 
Cluster/Cottonwood Triangular (Justice 2002:263); (d) Dos Cabasas variant; (e) Pueblo 
side-notch (Justice 2002:289-319; (f-g) Temporal (Justice 2002:255-257); (h) Pueblo 
side-notch basal notch variant. Points a, b, c, g, and h came from Quadrant B; points d, f, 
and e came from Quadrant A. 

 
 

were run for this locus; the 2 sigma dates are A.D. 1450 to 1640; cal A.D. 1280 to 1320; A.D. 1345 to 1395; 
A.D. 1175 to 1445. These dates are later than Locus A, Quadrant A and earlier than Locus A, Quadrant B 
(Table 7). These data point to shifting occupation of this large site over a period of 1,000 years.  

At Locus C, prehistoric ceramics make up over 13 percent of the artifact assemblage. They were 
recovered from 0-110 cmbd and were found in every excavated unit. The greatest density of artifacts was 
from 30-40 cmbd. 

Phase I and II findings at Locus C resulted in the recovery of 2,012 lithic artifacts, 1,472 Tizon 
Brownware sherds, 78 milling stone tools, 467 faunal fragments, and seven beads from surface and subsurface 
contexts. The majority of artifacts are lithics (49.28 percent) and Tizon Brownware sherds (36.05 percent), 
followed by faunal remains (11.44 percent), groundstone (1.91 percent), shell (1.15 percent) and beads (0.17 
percent) including one steatite bead and two Olivella shell beads (Campbell et al. 2017:26) These findings 
indicated a significant subsurface component at Locus C resulting in a data recovery action. Table 8 
summarizes the total artifact and ecofact recovery from test and data recovery from Locus C. 
 
 
Remarks 
 

In many ways, Santee Greens is the site that continues to give. Not only is there a great deal of 
information to be gained from the artifacts, ecofacts, and notes recovered over 40 years ago, much newer 
excavations are resulting in a continuing data stream. The information from these different excavations is 
providing a great deal of comparative data. The radiocarbon dates show an occupation of the site from the 
end of the great droughts at A.D. 1210-1305 (Stine 1994; Grissino-Mayer et al. 1997) through the wetter 
late Holocene and into the recent historic period. It may well show a population aggregation as proposed 
for this Late Holocene time period by Berryman (2018). Recently Richard Carrico proposed that Santee 
Greens is the ethnohistoric village of Micheagua (R. Carrico, personal communication 2019). Further  
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Table 7. Radiocarbon Dates from Loci A and C. 

LOCUS A, QUADRANT A LOCUS A, QUADRANT B LOCUS C 

A.D. 636-1021 A.D. 1025-1275 A.D. 1450-1640 

A.D. 904-1395 A.D. 1651-present A.D. 1280-1320 

A.D. 1043-1401 A.D. 1681-1936 A.D. 1345-1395 

-- -- A.D. 1175-1445 

 
 

Table 8. Material Totals for Locus C. 

MATERIAL COUNT 

debitage 197 

projectile points and fragments 73 

bifaces and fragments 115 

core 12 

ceramics 9,965 

groundstone and fragments 197 

ornaments (beads and pendants) 15 

shaft straightener 1 

bone tools 24 

historic 103 

faunal remains 25,731 

shell 1,533 

 

comparative studies not just internal to Santee Greens but between Santee Greens and other Late Holocene 
sites, such as Ystagua and Pa'mu in Kumeyaay territory, and between Topomai, Huisme, and Panhe in 
Lusieno and Juaneno territory may provide information about Late Holocene village development and 
population aggregation in southern California. In addition, the variety of projectile point styles (Figure 11) 
and the decorated ceramics (Figure 10) show connections to the greater American Southwest that definitely 
requires more study. It is reasonable to ask what evidence there is of connections in trade items, tools, and 
village organization going from the Pacific Ocean to the Chihuahua Desert. 

So, what does the future hold for Santee Greens (SDI-5669), Micheagua? We hope to entice students 
to look at the data from this site for possible papers and/or theses or use the site for comparative studies of 
the Late Holocene. We are hoping to conduct additional special studies including more radiocarbon dates 
especially since the existing calibrated dates point to multiple continuing uses of the site. If intact soil 
samples are present, it may be possible to conduct more macrobotanical studies to provide for an even more 
robust data base regarding subsistence. Reevaluation of the artifacts may be useful to better understanding 
relationships between coastal and foothill regions of southern California and the greater Southwest. All of 
this is with an eye towards expanding the reporting on CA-SDI-5669 through articles and reports.  
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