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Prehistoric Weir Fishing on Recessional Shorelines of Lake Cahuilla,
Salton Basin, Southeastern California

Philip J. Wilke
Department of Anthropology

University of California
Riverside, California 92521

Abstract-—-Abundant evidence of prehistoric weir fishing has been found on
recessional shorelines of extinct Lake Cahuilla in the Salton Basin of south-
eastern California. This lake formed on occasion during Upper Pleistocene and
Holocene times as a result of inflow of the Colorado River for extended periods
of time. The resultant lake, over 175 km long, overflowed at an elevation of
+12.7 m across the Colorado River delta into the Gulf of California. A stable
freshwater lake, with a fish fauna like that of the lLower Colorado River, was
thus maintained. Rerouting of the Colorado River at the head of its delta
about A.D. 1500 brought to an end the most recent stand of Lake Cahuilla, which

dried by evaporation apparently as a single progressive decline, in about 55-60
years.

At a large archaeological site along recessional shorelines on the west
side of Lake Cahuilla, at elevations ranging from -7.8 m to -29.7 m, are some
650 stone fish weirs built in 15 levels representing separate construction
episodes. The difference in elevation from one level of weirs to another is
a little over 1.5 m, slightly less than the measured annual water loss by
evaporation from the surface of nearby Salton Sea. The weirs are U- or V-
shaped stone constructions one to several courses high, with openings about
0.6 m wide at the apexes, which point toward former deep water. The weirs
are structurally similar to weirs of brush used in historic time by tribes of
the Lower Colorado River. The historic weirs were baited with crushed water-

- melon seeds to attract fish, which were then taken with dip nets as they attempt-
ed to escape. The prehistoric weirs at Lake Cahuilla are thought to also have
‘been used in conjunction with dip nets dropped at the openings in the apexes to

' take fish that had entered them while schooling along shore. However, the place-
ment of the weirs in distinct “levels, and the separation of levels by common

“‘elevational increments, indicates that they were built annually, ‘at the same
time each year, and during a very short period of each year. The weirsapparently

" 'were not baited, nor built annually in a'tightly regimented cycle of hunting and
gathering activities, but rather functioned synchronously with some seasonal
environmental phenomenon.

 Excavation of house ruins at the site yielded bones of Xyrauchen texanus
(Abbott) and Gila elegans Baird and Girard, presumably the species taken in the
wuirsr .Apparently the fish entered the quiet water within the weirs while
apawﬁinq, and were taken with dip nets while attempting to escape. = If this
_inthrpratatinn is correct, conatruction*éf the weirs occurred in March and
nprfl The ecological conditiona'thut:ittracto& the fish to the rocky shore "
were crf*lhort seasonal dhration. ‘n:ohnhl :I.dsting- about one to one and ona—hulf
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months each year.

The decline of the fishing industry, as indicated by the decline in weir
construction, is believed linked to the demise of the native fish fauna as a
result of increasing salinity or other unfavorable ecological conditions in the
waters of receding Lake Cahuilla.

Abstracto--Se ha encontrado evidencia abundante acerca del usc prehistbrico
de la paradera en la pesca por las costas desistimientas del extinto Lago
Cahuilla en la Hoya Salton del sureste de California. Este lago se formd
ocasionalmente durante el Pleistoceno Superior y la epdca Post-Pleistocenica
como: resultado del influjo del Rioc Colorado por prolongados periodos. El lago
resultante, mids de 175 km de largo, se inundaba a la elevacidén de +12.7 m
cruzando la delta del Rio Colorado y entrando al Golfo de California. Asi se
conservaba estable un lago de agua dulce con una fauna de pes parecido al del
Rio Colorado Bajo.. El reenrumbar del Rio Colorado en la fuente de la delta
cerca de A.D. 1500 llevd a, termino la permanecencia mas moderna del Lago
Cahuilla, el cual se secé por evaporac16n aparentemente por una inclinacidén
singular v progresiva en unos 55 a 60 aﬁos.

En un extenao.slto arqueolﬁglco-por las costas desistimientas del lado
oeste del Lago Cahuilla, a las elevaciones que se extendienden de -7.8 m a
=29.7 m, se encuentran unas 650 paraderas: para pes hechas de piedra, las cuales
se, construyeron g 1.5, niveles representando epbcas. individuales de construcién.
La difEIEHCIa en la elevacién de un nivel a otro es poco mas de los 1.5 m, un
poco mepos que-la pgpdlda de agua, pqr qyagpra01ﬁp,de la superf;cxe del cercano
mar Saltnn Las paraderas estan . formadadas;de .piedra en forma de las letras U
o V‘de;una o més piedras: de alturaq;conaaberturas de; 0.6 m de anchas por el &pice,
el cual se dirije hacia donde hubo. agua mas: profundo. Estructuxalmente las
paraderas se parecen a 1as:, paraderas jconstruidas ‘dexmaleza utilizadas en tiempos
% histdnipos por tribua.dalxRicﬂpo- adoiBajo.. Las”parada:as.se cebaban con semilla
~ de sandfa molida para atraer‘eq:g,psf peces,; los cua.les se peacabﬁn con redes
: nsado qpe lasfparadhras prehistérlcas
4 las ‘redes smergidas desprendidas
{gem,lap,@bertums ,n;-dlosiaﬁai .para tomar a los peces que ‘habién entrado cuando
mmgﬁﬁq _emmag m in. embar .-‘.;ﬁ;_‘co}.q%ciémege las para.de,ras en
4 n € g&vewm incrementos, comunes de.,,

msqmandu:aqta el mismo tiempo cada
aﬁ,agu%mmm no se cebaban,

: ﬁon; actividades

s0s %el fssswhmz Saxanys
ne que estos especies fueron
s §aa%en ﬂawgﬂgmf a345ro-de
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durande como un mes a un mes y medio cada aho.

La declinacién de la industria de pesca, indicada por la declinacién en la
construcién de las paraderas, esta enlazada con la terminacién de la fauna
pesquera nativa como resultado del aumento en la calidad de salino u otras

condiciones ecoldgicas adversas en los aguas rotrocedientes del Lago Cahuilla.




	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4

