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O U T L O O K

• Assess sociopolitical 
complexity of Coast Salish 
groups through defensive 
sites and practices 

• Aim is to show how 
fortifications materially 
exhibit the tensions of 
Coast Salish sociopolitical 
organization, revealing a 
fluidity and flexibility of 
sociopolitical forms
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C O A S T  S A L I S H  
A R E A  

• LOCATION 

• SW British Columbia, Canada 

• NW Washington State, US 

• PEOPLES 

• Multiple language groups 

• Multiple politically independent bands
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COAST SALISH 
ART STYLES



C O A S T  S A L I S H  S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E

• Not Egalitarian                                                           
[ranked or sometimes stratified] 

• Household as primary sociopolitical unit                        
[autonomous economically; locally hierarchical] 

• Villages as clusters of households                               
[not a coherent polity; decentralized in hierarchy]         

• Affinal alliances with other households                              
[social networks with adjacent or distant households]



• ALLIANCES:  
Households 
intermarry with other 
households; 
potlatches held to 
highlight alliance.  

• EXCHANGE:  Sharing 
of resources & 
practices 

• ALLIES IN DEFENSE:  
Protect shared 
resources and kin

A F F I N A L  
A L L I A N C E S



Category Characterization

Regional Group / Tribe “clusters of villages” 
(Kennedy 2000:3)

Village “house clusters” 
(Barnett 1955:253)

Household Bilateral Kinship options; flexible membership;  
“clusters of families”

Individual “atomistic” (Mitchell 1992); 

strong “individualism” (Suttles 1987; Amoss 1978)

CHARACTERIZATIONS OF COAST SALISH LOCAL GROUP AUTONOMY



Barfield, Thomas J. 
2004  Problems in Establishing Legitimacy in Afghanistan.  
Iranian Studies 37: 263-93.

It is me against my brothers; 
It is my brothers and me against our cousins; 
And it is our cousins, my brothers and me 
against the world.

Afghani Proverb



S U M M A R Y  O F  
S O C I A L  
S T R U C T U R E

• Autonomy: Strong 
emphasis on individual & 
local group independence  

• Heterarchical: 
Decentralized and 
networked relations 

• Bottom-Up Organization: 
anchored in the local

Angelbeck, Bill, and Colin Grier 
2012  Anarchism and the Archaeology of Anarchic Societies: 
Resistance to Centralization in the Coast Salish Region of the Pacific 
Northwest Coast. Current Anthropology 53: 547–587. 



DEFENSIVE 
SITE  

TYPES

• Lookouts 

• Refuge Areas 

• Underground 
Refuges 

• Rock-Wall 
Defenses 

• Trench-
Embankment 
Fortications 

• Stockades



LOOKOUTS



UNDERGROUND  
REFUGES
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Plankhouse
      Outlines

(disturbance by 

   looters)

Area leveled for road

Possible small

 refuge (UH 3)

 behind plankhouse

scale in metres

Midden Berms

tidelineAngelbeck, Bill 
2016  The balance of autonomy and alliance in anarchic societies: 
the organization of defences in the Coast Salish past.  
World Archaeology 48(1):51-69.

“Underground Houses” or Refuges 
  Smelt Bay (EaSf-2), Cortes Island





ROCK-WALL 
FORTIFICATIONS



Schaepe, David 
2016  Rock Fortifications: Archaeological Insights Into Precontact 
Warfare and Sociopolitical Organization Among the Stó:lō of the 
Lower Fraser River Canyon, B.C. American Antiquity 71: 671–705.



TRENCH- 
EMBANKMENT 
FORTIFICATIONS



Artist’s depiction of Indian Fort Site (Site DgRr-5), by 
Don Welsh

Drawing of a Songhees trench-embankment fortification 
near Victoria, BC, by Grant Keddie



Bluff

Rocky Headland Peninsular Spit

Angelbeck, Bill  2016  The balance of autonomy and alliance in anarchic societies: the organization of defences in the 
Coast Salish past. World Archaeology 48(1):51-69.



Trench-embankment:  Rocky Headland setting 
Manor Point,  Vancouver Island (DbRv-13)

Trench-embankment

Double 
trench-embankment 
(reinforced entrance)



Trench-embankment:  Rocky Headland setting 
Manor Point (DbRv-13)

Photo by Darcy Mathews



Trench-embankment:  Bluff setting 
Cardale Point,  Valdes Island (DgRv-1)

Trench-embankment

Double 
trench-embankment 
(reinforced entrance)
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I Dark greyish brown (10YR4/2) 
medium silt loam, 
topped by thin organic surface [ {O} A].

II Dark yellowish brown (10YR3/4) 
fine sandy loam [B1].

III Dark yellowish brown (10YR4/4) 
medium sandy loam
with small & medium gravels (15%) [B2 {C}].

III/II Mixture of Zones II & III
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scale in metres

x = areas disturbed by road construction

Trench-embankment:  Peninsular Spit setting 
  Rebecca Spit, Quadra Island (EaSh-6)



Network of Trench-Embankment Sites



STOCKADES



The Battle at I-eh-nus, by Paul Kane  (1847)



PALISADED VILLAGE 
With TRENCH-EMBANKMENT 
In Upper Skagit territory



Palisaded Residential Villages from 1792 to 1880.



T R A I T LAT E  P E R I O D   
T R E N C H - E M BA N K M E N T  S I T E S

P O S TCON TAC T  
S TO C K A D E D  V I L LAG E S

U S E T E M P O R A RY  R E F U G E R E S I D E N T I A L

M I D D E N  D E P T H T H I N  ( C A . 3 0  C M ) T H I C K  ( >  2 M )

LA N D F O R M S B L U F F - TO P S , R O C K Y  H E A D L A N D S ,  
H I G H  P E N I N S U L A R  S P I T S

B E AC H E S ,  
R I V E R  B A N K S  AT  C O N F L U E N C E S

S I Z E S M A L L  TO  M O D E R AT E M O D E R AT E  TO  L A R G E

H O U S E  F E AT U R E S L E S S  P R O M I N E N T M O R E  P R O M I N E N T

T R E N C H  
F E AT U R E S

S I N G L E  O R  D O U B L E  T R E N C H  
E M B A N K M E N T S L E S S  C O M M O N

Traits of Late Period Trench-Embankment Sites vs. 
Postcontact Stockaded Villages



scale in metres

x = areas disturbed by road construction

STRONGHOLD AS 
DEFENSIVE REFUGE  

sought in times of known threat

PALISADED RESIDENTIAL VILLAGE 
to counter near-constant threats
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The Battle at
COAST SALISH 
ALLIANCE 

• Cowichan 

• Klallam 

• Snuneymuwx 

• Saanich 

• Sechelt 

• Musqueam 

• “Fraser River groups” 

• Twana 

• Lummi 

• Songhees 

• Nisqually 

• Puyallup  

• Duwamish 

• and others . . . .

Hwtl’upnets 

Hwtl’upnets 

Maple Bay

60+ groups

Intercommunity Network for 
Broad Military Coalition

Coast Salish coalition  
vs.  

Kwakwaka’wakw (Kwakiutl)  
Lekwiltok





C O N C L U D I N G  
P O I N T S

• Defensive sites exhibit the flexibility and 
fluidity of Coast Salish sociopolitics 

• Multiple scales of defensive sites  

• underground refuges, T-E forts, 
stockaded villages 

• Multiple scales of defensive networks  

• Intervisibility of rock wall sites, of T-E 
forts, and inter-village military coalitions
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