


372  Section 4: Change in population, subsistence and land use

Physiogmphic and climatic patterning of
.culture in the Intermontane Plateau

"Topography, climate, and drainage have always profoundly effected
the demography and economy of human populations in the
Intermontane Plateau. The heart of this physiographic province is
composed of a broad ramp of Miocene basalt which slopes gently
westward from the foothills of the Rocky mountains to the deeply
incised valley of the Columbia River. Much of this area, usually
referred to as the Columbia Plateau, receives less than 10 in. of rain
per year and in consequence has a seasonally and geographically
restricted supply of surface water. The Columbia Platcau is ringed
with hills and mountains which are bordered by and contain
numerous permanently flowing streams and rivers. Temperatures
decline and precipitation increcases markedly with altitude. This
produces marked zonation of the plant communities and in some
areas it is possible to travel from a semiarid biotic community
subsisting on less than 10 in. of precipitation a year to forests of pine
and fir subsisting on more than 30 in. of rain per year over a distance
of 10 miles or less (Fig. 1). It is this area of transitional biotic
communities, which commonly ranges from 10 to 50 miles in
breadth, which supports the densest populations of game animals
such as deer, elk, mountain sheep, and pronghorn antelope.

Low temperatures and snow severely limit the distribution of
human population during the winter months from October to March.
Though the bulk of the Columbia Plateau lies only between 1000
and 1500 feet above the sea level, winters are nonetheless severe.
Temperatures frequently drop between 10 and 40°F. below freezing
in all but the most sheltered areas. As a result, the human population
is concentrated in the narrow, sheltcred valleys of the major rivers at
the fringes of the Columbia Plateau. Many of the ungulates are driven
into the same_arcas as snow buries their forage at higher elevations.
Palynological evidence (Hansen 1944; 1947; 1955; Heusser 1960)
suggests winter temperatures scvere enough to effect human popula-
tions in this fashion throughout the prehistoric record.

The distribution of important edible plants, such as the tubers of
kouse and camas, is also effected by climate and topography.
Maturation of these plants is linked with altitude and temperature.
Although they mature enough to be eaten early in the spring in the
warmest, most sheltered portions of the Columbia Plateau, they can
still be gathered late in the fall in the surrounding mountains.
Archaeological evidence suggests that successive, geographically
pattemed root harvests must have been an important aspect of the
yearly economic tound for the last 6,000 years of prehistory.

The most stable source of protein for Plateau peoples comes in the
form of salmon whose spawning migrations follow a highly predic-
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from Piper 1906, St. John 1937 and the U.S. National Atlas 1971).
1, semi-arid desert. 2, semi-arid to well-watered grasslands and open forests of
yellow pine. 3, dense forest of fire and white pine, and alpine vegetation at
higher altitudes. Zone 2 contained the greatest biomass usable by hunters and
gathcrers.

table four year cycle; Migratory salmon are typically in the trunk
streams and their stable tributaries from late in the spring to the end
of autumn. Due to the absence of streams in the central portion of
the Columbia Plateau, nearly all the salmon are funnelled into the
surrounding hills and mountains, a pattern which is apt to have been
stable since the end of the Anathermal some 8,000 years ago.

Ethnographic economic patterns

Ethnographic economic patterns in the Columbia-Fraser culture area
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arc rcasonably well known through the work of Ray (1932; 1936;
1939; 1942), Anastasio (1955), Schwede (1966; 1969), Spinden
(1908), Teit (1900; 1906; 1909; 1928; 1930), and others. The
following dcscription, drawn primarily from these authors, is a
generalized summary of features commonly held by groups whose
territories adjoin the arid heartland of the Columbia Plateau.

Two kinds of data are apt to be uscful when attempting to
reconstruct the archacological paramcters of an cthnographically
reported economic pattern: the functional associations of durable
i tools and the economic associations of demographic patterns
' reflected in the remains of archaeological sites. Much is known of
numerous tool categories common throughout the Plateau (e.g. Ray
1942). The majority are perishable or possess a broad spectrum of
! potential uses so that thcy arc of little usc in reconstructing
economic activitics. Implements uscful in such a task are limited to
hopper mortars, pestles, and hammerstones used in the preparation
of kouse and camas, stone and bone handles for digging sticks,
composite harpoon valves, Icister prongs, and the barbs of salmon
spears used in fishing, gages and shuttles used in the manufacture of
nets, and flaked stone and ground bone points used in hunting large
! ' game animals. These tools enter the archacological record and
‘ undergo stylistic modifications in a piece-meal fashion, giving the
prehistory of the area an apparent stability. This has been intcrpreted
by many in terms of gradual change through the accretion of new
artifact types and processes (Daugherty 1962; Butler 1966). A
greater reliance on demographic data can be uscd to generate a more
detailed and dynamic view of prehistoric culture change, as will be
shown hereafter.

Defining the archacological paramcters of an economic organiza-
tion through the use of demographic data is more complex, however,
for it requires a careful consideration of the cffects which the
economic organization imposes on archaeologically identifiable
settlements and their contents. For this purpose, the yearly
economic round can be divided into two major segments: (1) the
winter concentration of families into villages, and (2) the dispersal of
the village band to a succession of temporary camps during the
spring, summer, and fall. These camps were maintained while
obtaining the surpluscs of fish and edible roots necessary to support .
villages during the winter months. These activities were organized as
follows throughout most of the Columbia Plateau.

Winter villages were occupied for about five months and aban-
doned as early in the spring as weather permitted. The cramped,
unhygenic conditions in winter houses are frequently cited as the
reason for this exodus to nearby camps, but the stress which most
| ethnographers place on winter hardships and hunger also makes it
' clear that the consumption of available food supplies was often as

important a factor. The first spring camps were located near the
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