Message in a basket: Artifacts unearthed near Watsonville show tribes utilized technology

By DONNA JONES 
MediaNews
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WATSONVILLE — From stone pestles picked up by a farmer plowing his fields west of Highway 1 more than half a century ago emerges a story of people's lives and advancing technology. The pestles and other artifacts unearthed by George Silva on his farm near Lee Road are on display at the Freedom Branch Library through Dec. 15. Rob Edwards, a Cabrillo College archeologist before his retirement, and one of the creators of the exhibit, explained the significance of the tools. 

"One is that archeology can look at things and tell a story that isn't immediately apparent," he said. "And two, native people lived here for a very long time and adapted to their environment and changed their technology over time to make it more efficient and easier." The Pajaro Valley has been inhabited for as long as 12,000 years, according to Edwards. By 4,000 years ago, a major food source was the acorn, which had to be ground to a flour and leached before consumption. Stone bowls, or mortars, were fashioned for the grinding. The people now known as the Costanoan/Ohlone arrived in the area about 3,000 years ago, and about 1,000 years ago, they created a bottomless woven basket to serve as the sides of the mortar. Since it could be used on any flat stone, the "hopper" basket mortar had an obvious advantage. Though the baskets used with the pestles found by Silva are long gone, their shape reveals the missing mortar, Edwards said. 

Pestles used with stone mortars have a rounded bottom from the grinding, he explained. Those used with basket mortars are flatter. The exhibit contains a "hopper" basket on loan from a Sacramento museum. Edwards said the hopper-style mortars also give researchers a clue to the age of the sites where they were found. The Silva family farmed near both Struve Slough and Pleasant Valley for several generations. George Silva collected the artifacts in the 1940s and '50s and passed them onto his daughter and granddaughter, Beverly Silva Kelley and Karell Reader, who loaned them to the exhibition. Also included in the display are two large grooved stone balls that archaeologists think are anchors for small tule boats. There's also a mystery artifact, a small concave-shaped stone. Edwards said anyone who inspects the stone and has an idea of its purpose can contact him at rob edwardsaacc@gmail.com. 


If you go · What: Exhibit of American Indian artifacts unearthed on Pajaro Valley farms · When:Through Dec. 15 (Library will be closed through Nov. 26.) · Where: Freedom Branch Library, 2021 Freedom Blvd., Watsonville 


