COMMUNITY TRADITIONS

Beneath

the Surface

The discovery of thousands of artifacts at the site
of the Agua Caliente Cultural Plaza adds a stunning
new chapter to the Tribe's history.
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FOR THE AGUA CALIENTE
Band of Cahuilla Indians, home is
literally where the hearth is.

Near the intersection of North
Indian Canyon Drive and Tahquitz
Canyon Way in downtown Palm
Springs, California, lies the crux
of Agua Caliente cosmology and
life: an ancient spring that funnels
12,000-year-old water from a
depth of 8,000 feet to the surface.
Historically, the Agua Caliente
Hot Mineral Spring provided the
Agua Caliente people with water
for drinking, cooking, bathing,
and irrigating while also taking
on an intangible presence as a
healing, sentient being known as
Séc-he. Today, the spring remains
an integral part of Agua Caliente
cultural heritage and identity.

Yet other than historical aerials
dating to the 1940s and late
'30s and Tribal oral traditions,

the ethnographic record for this
sacred site has remained sparse,
with archaeclogists able to piece
together only part of the Séc-he
story. They've known, for instance,
that the spring once appeared
as a large pool surrounded by
green foliage, palm trees, birds,
and other small creatures. After
the establishment of the Agua
Caliente Indian Reservation in
1876 and 1877, the Tribe engaged
in a series of land leases at the
site, leading to the development
of several bathhouses over the
years, including the renowned
Spa Hotel in 1963. As a result,
archaeological features or
artifacts at the surface and below
the surface — plus any cultural
context — were believed to have
been demolished.

However, an unexpected
discovery during construction of

the Agua Caliente Cultural Plaza
changed everything known about
the sacred site.

THE DISCOVERY

The Tribe broke ground on

the Cultural Plaza on May 11,
2018. From the beginning

of the construction process,
cultural monitors from the Agua
Caliente Historic Preservation
Office were stationed at the

site to observe construction
activities, recover artifacts and
ensure that, if there were any
remaining cultural resources

that had not been impacted by
previous development, could be
identified, immediately. Anytime
construction activity picked up
and moved dirt, a cultural monitor
examined the freshly turned
ground for anomalies, artifacts —
anything out of the ordinary.

ABOVE: Abalone shell ornaments
recovered during the excavations reveal
evidence of trade. OPPOSITE: A mano
and metate were found as a pair.

On July 3, 2018, a little
less than two months into
construction, a cultural monitor
saw something. Some would
describe it as a darkened stain in
the soil. Others might say it was
more of an ash smear with what
appeared to be stone objects
and bone fragments lining the
inside of freshly uncovered
earth. Regardless, it was an
anomaly. Then Luis Rodriguez,
another cultural monitor
identified a similar feature 20
yards away. Roman Dominguez
and Rodriguez contacted their
supervisor, Hannah Feeney, Agua
Caliente's Cultural Resources
Supervisor.
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