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NOTES ON ~ COLLECTION OF CALIFORNIAN SHELL BEADS FROMTHE HUMBOLDTSINK~ NEVADA

By Donald R. Tuohy

", The Humboldt Sink of ~;re8tern NeYetc.!.'ha s J ong been known ,35 an ar'che o-
lo~'i:cel~~are~ of outstanding s ign Lf icance , Excava ted cave s i r e s in the Hum=
tb!dt'~lnk have provided many f~ndamental fac~G fo~ interpreting thousands., . ..•. ~,
of years of western Great ~3sin prehisto~y. Such famous caves as Lovelock
Cave (Loud and Har r Ing t on 1929)9 the Le onar c Rockshelter site (He i ze r 1951),
and,'Humbo1dt Cave (Helzer and Kr ie ge r 1956) have pr ov ide d innumerable ariswe r s
to bas l c questions concerning abor ig inaI G~eat Bas in Li f eway s (He i ze r: and
Napton 1969).

,', Among the facts c Ie ar Ly dernons t r a t-ed for pr-eh i s t or ic Humboldt Sink
ct\ltui-es"~s one out s t and ing one; spe cLf ic ':rad2 re:;'ac'lonships between
Ceptr~l Ceipfornia cultures and those of the Humbold';: SInk existed through=
out: six' to seven mi Ll e n ia , The mut-e e'v-:dence [or this trade is in the form
of Peci{ic Oce an species of shell be ad s ::ound in the western Great Basin.

~ "j",

I An~xcelient paper by, Bennyhoff ::l<lj H<?i'!..:ec (1.958~ 60=92) r arhe r thor «

ouglt~y exami ne d the pos s ibH it i.os of c r os s-vda t ing we.;teril G:r-eat Bas in sites
by~us~ng Ca i t f or n ian shell bead t ypo s , Tt.e pc pe r conc l us Ive l y demons t r a t e d
the'ya1ue;'oLshell artifacts in the de te rrn inar Ion of t ime synchr on i sms
betwe,en a~Original Ca l i f or-n ia and the W~2':e~n Great Ba s in , During the past
twe.lve ' years" however, new data on she Ll. beau type concur-re nce s , w~th few
exctpt:i:o~1;'}(06Connell and Ambro 1968~ ::3~; Cowan and. Cie~,Ti.ow 1968~ 200;
Tlls>hy ~<1j~tein 1969)~ have been &inlOGt 1;'O:1=cx~stentQ

\.~ .
For'th'is reason, as 'W3l< as [or ot no rs , ~hC2 f o l Lowl ng notes on a

c o'l Lec tLon of Californian shell bead aria c.:-nament r ype s f r om the Humbo l o ;
Si'i,k are presented.. The colleci::ion 0: 76 shell be adz and ornaments L; but
a small Rart of mor-a than two tr.ou.:::ardar::lf.::c:-s recently doneted to the

, If

Ne'YJ.da>·St~te Museum. The co Li.ec t ion ",•.13, made by M::,. and Mrs. Trioma s Derby
who ranched and farmed the bottom land of t:hc Humbo ldt; Sink dur ing the
1940's 'and 195Q~so

!•

At. ~e3Sl: seven s pec l e s of P£'d.~ic OG0an rnar l ne Mol.Lus cs; are rept'e3E:ntE:d
in',tb~,samplc" and among vchem &:;'-E:~ Ha Ll cc i s rUf'2SC'2nS, Ha Li ot i s cracheru';i~
Oliv.ella biplicat,s, P<=r.t~}ull! .l2.-re!~~m-;-~~lt!.{JlTIUS sp., a sir;g:; ~nideE-
shell, and a s ing Ie Tur r l dao she l l , Tne ae Hol:'''':5(;,S, r:ogethE:t' w:':h three IJ
g I as s .tr.ade i beads and a s t ng ;e fragment tot' .3ea=;Jr\.~hin .she Ll Lf'Lgur e 1; row
7A-D)~ aie illustrated in Figure l.

Not: shown in the t l.Lus t r ati on 'is a por t ion ef a Hal.i.o.D..s rULescens
ornament, possibly a K2blI type in the Giffol'd (1947) Classification, The
otrhs r two shell .or'name nt s in the De r by co i l.e ct. Ion ar<2 illustrated as F'igu r e
1J',row.1~ and~. The or namer.t; shown 8P, ll~! is a whole Dent a l t um she l l , or 3.

type B2 ornament, while the one i l l us tr-e+e d as lB i s a type 01eIII abalone
shell; Haliotis cracherodii, o':"namGnto Dentallu; shell ornaments in the
Central Cal Lf or n ia aeque nce have beer. rc:-i~,tedt~ the uppe r half of Ph ':I se
I of th~' Late Horizon (A.,Do 700 to A. DQ :;5(0), but they apparently OCC.lr

"
.' ,

,
,1\... "",

r~



5.

in·'Lassen County at least two centuries before Christ (O'Conne!.l and Arnbro
1968~ 132)0 They continued to be impor~ed into the Great Basin during
'ethnographic times (Bennyhoff and He izer 1958: 62). The type OlaIII
Haliotis ornament: is one of the d iagnos t Lc types of Phase 2 of the Late
Horizon (cao A.De 1600 to A.Do 1800) in Centr~l Californiao

Shell beads (73)

Type 3a2 split and punched Olivella beads comprise the most numerous
gr-oup in the collection. They are illustrated as Figure 1, rows 4, 5, and
60' There are 31 beads in all, and the largest is 20.2 mm. long and 12.8 mm.
wide. Type 3a2 Olivella beads have a wide distribution in the San Joaquin
Valley, and according to Bennyhoff and Heizer (1958: 66) they achieve
their highest frequency in Central Cal:fornia during the first half of
Phase .1-9f the Late Horizon (AoD. 700 to AoD. 1500).

'Tha .next most numerous group is composed of 17'thick and thin rectan=
gular Olivella beads with central or end perforations. All perforations
were dr Ll Led , There are eight thick rectangular beads with end perforations
(Figure 1, raw IH, row 2D, and row 2G=L); seven thin rectangular O'liveLla
beads wfth centr;l perfo;ations (Fig~r; 1, row lE, l=M, Q); one thin--
rectangular Olivella bead with an end perforation (Figure 1, row IQ); and
one thiqk rectangular Olivella bead with a central perforation (Figure 1,
row IN). The rectangular Olivellas with end perforations find equivalents
in Cent r-aI California during the latter half of Phase I of the Late
Hor i zon (AaD. 700 to AoD. 1500) 0 Thin rect angu Lar beads with central. per=
forations,' according to Bennyhoff and Heizer (1958:' 67) are diagnostic of

-the earlier portion of Phase I in Central California, especially when not
as soc Latad with two other types of OH ve Has. The thick rectangular bead
with the central perforation mcty relate to the Central California "Early"
period (ca. 5000 to 2000 B.C.)o Gerow (1968: 54)noted the intergradation
between.jsma ll.er and larger r-ectangu Lar Olivellas at the University V:llage
Complex, an Early Horizon cdmplex dated at 1500 to 1000 B.Co

Oval 01ivella beads comprise the next most numerous group. There
are 16 beads .In all, six of which have been drilled, and ten of which have
been punchedo The drilled specimens are shown as Figure 1, row 2E; F; row
3~,.Q,~, Q. The punched specimens are illustrated as Figure 1, ;ow-2~, ~j

C,.N, and row 3B, C, F, H, I, Je Bennyhoff and Heizer (1958: 70) ind~cate
tiJ'l'ttheoval Olivella-is-to-;; simple a form to have a single or ig Ln s vand
that it mcty be referable to the California Middle Horizon (2000 B.Co to
A.D. 300)0 Thirteen oval Olivella beads recently found in a shaman'~
gr,av~at Pyramid Lake, Nevada have been dated at 1820+ 180 years BoP., or
A.D. 130 (1=2846) (Tuohy and Stein 1969)0 -

The balance of shell bead specimens in the Derby collection is made up
of.-twospire=lopped, type lb, Olivell~ beads (Figure 1, row 7!:!..f1); two
Saxidomus spG clam disc beads (type VlaIII)~ a single type 3e cup=l:ke
Olive lla bead (Figure 1, row le); an OU ve lla scoop bead (Figure 1, row
2M)...;..·.and· one fragment each of :;-Turbi~e shell (Figure 1, row 7E), a
T~rr:idae shell (Figure 1, row 7F), and an Olivella shell (Figure-I, row
7Q)c Spire-lopped Olivella beads appear throughout the culture sequence
in Central Californiao Saxidomus Spe clam disc beads relate to Phase 2
of the Late Horizon in Central California (ca. A.Do 1600 to A.D. 1800),
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