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are “safety deposit boxes” that facilitate monitoring of per-
sonal goods, including food, by making it more difficult to
access them. He argues that the facilities are associated
with large slave quarters in which people had no control
over household membership. Neiman’s model is intrigu-
ing. The GLCR had high numbers of slaves in the early
19th century (Donald 1997; Hajda 2005.) and perhaps be-
fore contact (Ames in press). Thus, non-elite household
members might have had little control over houschold
membership. In the southern slave quarters, however, the
pits were separate from each other, requiring separate ac-
cess. In the GLCR, there was access along their full length.
The pathway at Meier made the entire facility accessible be-
neath the house floor.

Why were pits used, given the overall storage potential
of the GLCR structures (Ames 1996)? It is clear from the
documentary evidence (Sobel 2004) that large volumes of
stores could be suspended in the spaces below the house
rooves. Illustrations of other Northwest Coast houses
show boxes and baskets stacked on the sleeping platforms.
The Columbia River flooded regularly with high water in
late spring and early summer. GLCR sites were at or just
above the mean annual flood level (O’Rourke 2005). The
Meier site was not regularly inundated because it was some
distance from the Columbia River, but Cathlapotle was
tflooded regularly. Other major Chinookan towns in the
Wapato Valley would also have suffered flooding. The stor-
age facilities and their contents must have often been wet
if not actually inundated. Despite this, the houses were
built and rebuilt with these facilities over at least two mil-
lennia. One possible answer is that the pits represent an ef-
tort to conceal how much was stored. A more prosaic pos-
sibility is that some essential resources, such as wapato,
kept better underground.

Conclusions

The GLCR pit complexes are significant for at least four
reasons: their size, their interior location, their spatial or-
ganization, and their association with the kind of subsis-
tence economy Smith (2001) terms “low-level produc-
tion” The pit complexes are very large and add significant-
ly to the storage potential of the houses containing them.
The complexes could have begun as open trenches covered
by flooring, but may sometimes have resulted from the
regular digging of pits over long periods of time. The very
standard spatial organization coupled with the fact that
they are interior pits suggests that the pits and their con-
tents were controlled by households or household elites,
rather than by individual families or communities. The fea-
tures are currently known only from permanent houses
(Hajda 1994) in the central and eastern portions of the

GLCR. They are absent in temporary structures. They ap-
pear to have been basic features of permanent houses in
this region for ca. 2000 years and reflect a considerable ef-
fort in initial construction, maintenance, and management.
The pits have no clear parallels in their scale and spatial or-
ganization on the Northwest Coast or in western North
America. While large-scale storage facilities are known for
some hunter-gatherer groups, they are unusual and lack the
rigid spatial organization found here. There are a number
of possible reasons for this relative rarity. They may be un-
usual in part because hunter-gatherer storage facilities tend
to have low archacological visibility as a consequence of
their construction (e.g., exterior racks or stands indicated
only by ambiguous posthole patterns) or their distribution
across the landscape (remote caches). They may be unusu-
al because, as Warren DeBoer (1988) suspects, many stor-
age pits have been “ignominiously” labeled rubbish pits
and therefore not reported. It may also be because even
when identified as storage pits, pits are often poorly de-
scribed. We found it difficult to find pit numbers, dimen-
sions, or spatial distributions reported consistently or even
at all. One of our hopes for this publication is that it will
encourage other researchers to send us references or com-
parable data. Finally, large-scale facilities like these may ac-
tually be relatively rare among hunter-gatherers or low lev-
el food producers (Smith 2001) because they seldom pro-
duced and managed stores at the scale indicated by the Wa-
pato Valley facilities. We believe these production levels
were not at all unusual, although demonstrating that is
well beyond the scope of this paper. What may be unusual
about the Wapato Valley is how stores were controlled and
used within large, long-lived households.

In any case, the scale of these features and the invest-
ment in them suggest sustained levels of surplus produc-
tion equivalent to at least some agriculturalists. If our on-
going studies confirm this inference, it has important im-
plications for our understanding of what constitutes “low-
level food production” and for the relationships between
surplus production and the evolution of social complexity.
Our evidence indicates low-level food producers can pro-
duce and manage a considerable amount of stored food.
The presence/absence of domesticates is central to Bruce
Smith’s distinctions among food procurement, low-level
tood production, and agriculture (Smith 2001). Our point
here is not at all to quibble with Smith; rather to argue that
domesticates are not required for sustained production of
large volumes of stores. Rather, the key issues are the scale
of production and its relationship to the political economy.
We raise this point not because it is new to us—it is not—
but because the long-standing intellectual linkage between
agriculture and social complexity remains quite strong.




Scholars continue to be startled at evidence for high levels
of production and social complexity in the absence of farm-
ing or domesticates.

We noted in the introduction that the direct causal link-
ages among storage, social inequality, and complexity have
been decoupled although it is generally accepted that “sur-
plus” production is necessary. That leaves unaddressed
questions about how complexity is actually financed and
sustained by these economies. What levels of sustained
production are necessary for complex social systems to per-
sist, and are there forms of productive organization that are
more likely to last than others? The visibility, scale, and spa-
tial organization of the Wapato Valley pit features draw at-
tention to these issues.
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