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Introduction
San Diego, often called the “Birthplace of California,” stands as a city deeply shaped
by its geography, cultural mosaic, and the passage of time. Nestled on the Pacific
coast and separated from Mexico only by a muscular border fence, San Diego’s history
begins thousands of years before European contact, shaped by tides, canyons, and the
enduring traditions of its indigenous peoples. Long before its skyline rose and its
population swelled into the millions, this region witnessed the continuous adaptation,
creativity, and resilience of communities whose stories still echo in its landscapes.

The city’s journey from ancient human habitation to modern metropolis is a stirring
tale of change and continuity. The earliest residents, the San Dieguito and La Jolla
people, left behind traces in shell middens and stone tools. Later, the Kumeyaay built
lasting villages, devised sustainable ways to live off the land, and forged a culture that
persists and adapts amid ongoing challenges. San Diego County today is home to
more Native American reservations than any other in the United States—a powerful
testament to the region’s deep indigenous roots.

European exploration and colonial ambitions brought dramatic transformations. When
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo sailed into the natural harbor in 1542, he set in motion
centuries of external influence that would forever alter the landscape and its societies.
Spanish colonization, marked by the founding of Mission San Diego de Alcalá and the
military presence at the Presidio, fundamentally changed the area. Native peoples
experienced both profound upheaval and moments of determined resistance, shaping
the contours of San Diego’s early colonial era.

Mexican independence in the early nineteenth century ushered in new land policies
and social dynamics, with the Rancho era leaving lasting marks on property and
identity, even as the population remained small and remote from the centers of
Mexican power. The Mexican-American War and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
radically redefined San Diego’s political and cultural allegiances, setting the stage for
incorporation into the United States and a new era of growth and reinvention.

As San Diego entered the American era, it transformed from a quiet pueblo into a
burgeoning city, fueled by waves of immigration, economic booms, and ambitious
visionaries like Alonzo Horton. The advent of the railroad, real estate speculation,
world’s fairs, and the rise of the Navy and tourism industries propelled San Diego
forward. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the city has become an emblem of
Southern California living—dynamic, diverse, and continually evolving, while honoring
its complex and multi-layered past.
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This book invites readers to journey through the long arc of San Diego’s history,
exploring the peoples and events that shaped its coastline, canyons, and
communities. From ancient village sites to the vibrant multiethnic neighborhoods of
today, the story of San Diego is one of resilience, ambition, and the interplay of
cultures—a story that continues to unfold on the edge of the Pacific.
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CHAPTER ONE: Deep History: The Earliest
Inhabitants of San Diego
San Diego’s story doesn't begin with the unfurling of a European sail or the planting of
a cross. To truly understand the region's past, one must journey back much further,
across vast stretches of time that dwarf the mere centuries of recorded history. Long
before any explorer charted its coastline, or any mission bell rang out, the land that
would become San Diego was home to people who lived, adapted, and thrived in this
diverse coastal environment. Their history is measured in millennia, not just years.

This deep history, stretching back into the Pleistocene epoch, paints a picture of
human resilience and ingenuity. While the precise timing of the very first human
footsteps in the region is a subject of ongoing scientific inquiry and debate,
archaeological evidence firmly establishes a human presence dating back at least
12,000 years. Some findings even suggest possibilities of habitation much earlier,
potentially pushing that timeline back towards 20,000 years ago, hinting at a truly
ancient connection between people and this place.

Imagine a landscape subtly different from today, shaped by cooler climates and
different sea levels. Yet, the fundamental elements were there: the ocean with its
bounty, coastal plains, canyons, and inland mountains, offering varied resources to
those who understood how to find and utilize them. These earliest inhabitants were
nomadic, following the availability of food and water across the terrain. Their lives
were intimately connected to the rhythms of nature, dictated by seasons and the
movements of animals and plants.

Over these thousands of years, different cultural patterns emerged and evolved
among the peoples of the San Diego region. While archaeologists categorize these
changes into distinct periods based on tool technology and settlement patterns, it is
important to remember that these represent continuous threads of human activity and
adaptation, not necessarily abrupt replacements of one group by another. The
transitions were gradual, reflecting changing environments, technologies, and social
structures.

One of the earliest recognized cultural complexes in the area is known as the San
Dieguito. Evidence of this culture has been found at various sites, particularly in the
western parts of the county. Dating back to approximately 7500 BC, these people left
behind distinctive stone tools, primarily flakes and scrapers, suggesting a focus on
hunting and processing animal hides. Their artifacts speak of a people skillfully
interacting with their environment, making use of the lithic resources available to craft
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the implements necessary for survival in their world.

Following the San Dieguito in the archaeological record came the people associated
with the La Jolla complex, also sometimes referred to as the Shell Midden people. This
cultural period spans a vast timeframe, from roughly 8000 BCE to 1000 CE, indicating
a long and stable adaptation to the coastal environment. Their presence is marked by
large accumulations of seashells, known as middens, left behind from generations of
harvesting marine life. These middens are essentially ancient trash heaps, but to
archaeologists, they are invaluable windows into the diet, technology, and daily lives
of these coastal dwellers.

The La Jolla people demonstrated a deep understanding of the coastal ecosystem.
Their middens contain remains of various shellfish, fish, and marine mammals,
alongside terrestrial animal bones and plant remains. Their toolkits expanded to
include grinding stones, suggesting an increased reliance on processing plant foods
like seeds and nuts, in addition to their extensive use of marine resources. This period
reflects a successful and sustained adaptation to the rich bounty offered by the Pacific
coast and its immediate hinterlands.

Around 1000 CE, further migrations and cultural shifts occurred in the region. Groups
speaking Yuman languages began to move into the area, eventually becoming the
direct ancestors of the people known today as the Kumeyaay. This marked another
significant transition in the long human history of San Diego. While building upon the
knowledge of the land accumulated by previous inhabitants, these new groups
brought their own distinct cultural practices, languages, and social structures.

The arrival of Yuman-speaking peoples didn't necessarily mean the disappearance of
all previous inhabitants, but rather a complex process of interaction, assimilation, and
displacement over time. The archaeological record shows a change in material culture,
reflecting new technologies and ways of organizing life. The focus remained tied to the
land and sea, but the specific methods of resource acquisition and social organization
evolved.

By the time Europeans arrived in the 16th century, the Kumeyaay people were the
established inhabitants of the San Diego region. They had developed sophisticated
ways of life, finely tuned to the varied microclimates and resources available from the
coast inland to the mountains. Their presence was the culmination of thousands of
years of continuous human adaptation and cultural development in this specific
geographical setting.

Understanding this deep history is crucial because it provides context for everything
that followed. The land that the Spanish claimed, the resources they sought to control,
and the people they encountered were not some untouched wilderness or transient
population. They were part of a long and continuous human story, with established
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communities, territories, and ways of life that had been shaped over countless
generations. The arrival of Europeans was not a beginning, but an interruption in a
narrative that had already unfolded for thousands of years.

The archaeological sites scattered across San Diego County – from the coast to the
desert edges – serve as tangible links to this ancient past. Each stone tool, each shell
fragment, each trace of a hearth tells a piece of the story of these earliest inhabitants.
They are reminders that the foundations of human presence here were laid not in the
relatively recent past, but in a deep and complex antiquity that commands respect
and study.

The scientific work to uncover and interpret this deep history continues.
Archaeologists use a variety of techniques, from meticulous excavation to carbon
dating, to piece together the lives of people who left no written records. It is a slow
and painstaking process, but one that continually adds new layers to our
understanding of who was here, when they were here, and how they lived in this
challenging and beautiful environment.

Consider the vastness of the timescale. The roughly 500 years since European contact
represent barely a blip when compared to the 12,000 years, or potentially more, of
human habitation that preceded it. For 95% or more of its human history, San Diego
was exclusively an indigenous land, shaped by indigenous hands and minds. This
perspective fundamentally alters how we should view the subsequent periods of
Spanish, Mexican, and American influence.

The peoples of the San Dieguito and La Jolla complexes, and later the ancestors of the
Kumeyaay, navigated environmental changes, adapted to resource availability, and
developed complex social structures and technologies without any external models.
They were true pioneers, intimately connected to their surroundings in ways that are
difficult for modern people to fully grasp. Their knowledge of the land – its plants,
animals, water sources, and hidden dangers – was encyclopedic and passed down
through generations.

While the details of daily life for the very earliest inhabitants remain somewhat
speculative, based on the limited material evidence, we know they were successful.
They survived and their cultures persisted for millennia. This is a testament to their
adaptability and their deep understanding of the local ecosystems. They weren't just
living on the land; they were living with it, as an integral part of the natural world.

The shift from the San Dieguito focus on hunting and flaked tools to the La Jolla
reliance on coastal resources and the use of grinding stones illustrates a key theme:
adaptation. As environments changed and populations grew, the methods of survival
evolved. This flexibility was essential for long-term human success in any region, and
the early peoples of San Diego demonstrated it masterfully.
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The archaeological record, while invaluable, only provides fragments of this history. It
tells us what tools were used and what foods were eaten, but it doesn't capture the
full richness of their lives – their languages, their spiritual beliefs, their social
ceremonies, their stories, and their relationships with one another. These aspects of
their cultures, particularly for the earlier periods, are largely lost to time, though the
later Kumeyaay history, discussed in subsequent chapters, provides some insight into
the depth of indigenous culture in the region.

The presence of shell middens, often massive in size, speaks volumes about the
importance of marine resources to the La Jolla people and the sheer duration of their
presence in certain coastal locations. These weren't temporary campsites; they were
often long-term or repeatedly visited settlements where generations of people
gathered and processed food from the ocean. Walking along certain parts of the San
Diego coast today, one might unknowingly be treading upon the remnants of these
ancient feasts.

The transition to the period dominated by the ancestors of the Kumeyaay marked
another stage in the region's deep history. These groups brought different linguistic
traditions and likely new social organization, but they continued the long tradition of
adapting to the specific conditions of the San Diego landscape. They occupied many of
the same prime locations near water sources and resource-rich areas that had been
favored by previous inhabitants, indicating a continuity in understanding the best
places to live.

This deep history is not just a preamble to the "main" story of European arrival; it is
the main story for the vast majority of the human timeline in San Diego. It is a story of
indigenous peoples who were the original custodians and architects of the human
landscape here. Their legacy is imprinted on the land itself, in the archaeological sites
that remain and in the enduring presence of their descendants.

Acknowledging and understanding this profound antiquity is fundamental to a
complete history of San Diego. It shifts the perspective from a narrative centered on
post-European development to one that recognizes the thousands of years of human
activity that shaped the region long before it was ever called "California" or "San
Diego." The people who were here first laid the groundwork for all that followed, their
lives a testament to the deep human connection to this specific corner of the world.

The archaeological sites that hold clues to this deep past are fragile and irreplaceable.
They are like pages of a book that cannot be rewritten. Preservation efforts are crucial
to ensure that future generations have the opportunity to learn about these earliest
chapters of San Diego's human story and to understand the incredible length and
complexity of its indigenous history.
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The tools, the hearths, the refuse heaps left behind by the San Dieguito and La Jolla
people, and the evidence of early Kumeyaay presence all speak of a remarkable ability
to adapt to changing environments. Whether it was fluctuations in climate, shifts in
resource availability, or the need to develop new technologies, these early inhabitants
met the challenges and continued to make this region their home for an astonishingly
long time.

Their movements across the landscape followed patterns dictated by the availability of
different resources throughout the year. Coastal areas were productive during certain
seasons, while inland valleys and mountains offered other food sources at different
times. This seasonal round was a complex system of land use that required intimate
knowledge of the environment and careful planning.

While we categorize these early peoples into cultural complexes for study, it is likely
that within these broad groupings existed diverse bands and communities, each with
its own subtle variations in tradition and practice. The archaeological record provides
glimpses, but the full tapestry of their social and cultural lives remains largely in the
realm of informed inference.

The long period of the La Jolla complex, spanning nearly 9,000 years, is particularly
striking. It suggests a remarkable degree of stability and successful adaptation to the
coastal environment. Developing technologies to exploit marine resources on a large
scale allowed for sustained populations in areas rich in shellfish and fish. These coastal
dwellers were experts in their domain, navigating the tides and understanding the life
cycles of ocean creatures.

The arrival of Yuman speakers around 1000 CE, leading to the eventual dominance of
the Kumeyaay in the region by the time of European contact, represents the most
recent major shift in indigenous populations before 1542. This transition, while
marking a change in cultural and linguistic traditions, continued the pattern of human
habitation that stretched back into the mists of deep time.

This initial chapter serves as an overture, setting the stage for the detailed exploration
of these early cultures and peoples that will follow. It establishes the fundamental
truth that San Diego's human story is one of immense depth and indigenous
continuity, a history that began not in the 16th century, but countless generations
earlier, shaped by the land and the enduring presence of its first inhabitants. The
journey into San Diego's past begins not with ships and missions, but with the quiet,
persistent steps of people who walked this land when the world was much younger.

Their story is etched into the very ground beneath the city, a silent testament to a
history that predates all recorded accounts. From the ancient tools found in river
valleys to the layers of shells on the coast, the evidence is clear: the San Diego region
has been a human home for an extraordinary length of time. This profound depth of
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history is the essential starting point for understanding everything that has unfolded
here since.

The environments these early peoples inhabited were dynamic. Coastlines changed
with fluctuating sea levels, climates shifted, and the availability of certain plant and
animal resources varied over time. The ability of successive cultures to adapt to these
changes speaks to a deep knowledge base and a flexible social structure that allowed
them to persist through millennia.

While the San Dieguito culture appears to have been more focused on inland areas
and hunting, the La Jolla complex clearly demonstrates a mastery of coastal and
marine environments. This shift in focus reflects not just cultural preference but likely
a response to changing environmental conditions and resource availability over time.

The presence of grinding stones among La Jolla artifacts is particularly significant as it
indicates a greater reliance on processing hard seeds and nuts, which became an
increasingly important food source across California. This technological innovation
opened up new possibilities for resource exploitation and supported larger or more
settled populations in certain areas.

The ancestors of the Kumeyaay, arriving later, further refined and adapted these
subsistence strategies, developing complex systems for managing resources like
acorns, which were a staple food. Their detailed knowledge of plant cycles, animal
behavior, and water sources allowed them to thrive in the diverse San Diego
landscape.

This chapter has provided a high-level view of the vast timescale of San Diego's
human history and introduced the main cultural periods that archaeologists have
identified. In the chapters that follow, we will delve deeper into the specifics of these
early peoples, exploring the evidence they left behind and gaining a fuller
understanding of their lives before the dramatic changes brought by European
contact. The deep history of San Diego is a foundation upon which all subsequent
layers of its past are built, a story of continuity, adaptation, and the enduring human
connection to this remarkable place.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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