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HUTCHING'S CALIFORNIA SCENES.

THE CALIFORNIA INDIANS.

AN INDIAN FANDANGO.

GATHERING ACORNS,

The California Indians are in stature short, but they are well and stoutly formed. Their features are
coarse, broad, and of a dark chocolate color; their hair is black, heavy and matted. In their habits
they are unclean, and indolent. Their huts are built of boughs, bark or old canvass, and are smoky,
small and dirty. The women do the work, the men the eating, grumbling and sleeping. Their dress
consists of any odd and cast-off garments of the whites. Their food is acorns, roots, grasshoppers,
weed and flower seeds, grass, clover, wild greens, rabbits, rats, squirrels and fish; but they prefer
beef, biscuit and whiskey. The following are their methods of providing for their wants:—

GATHERING ACORNS.—A large cone-shaped basket is carried on the backs of the females, fastened
by a band running across their foreheads. The acorns, picked from beneath a tree, are thrown over
their shoulders into the basket; they are then dried and stoned, or ground.

DIGGING ROOTS.—This is accomplished by the females and children driving a pointed stick into the
ground, and forcing out the roots.

GATHERING SEEDS.—This is done by the females beating them with a bush into a cone-shaped
basket.

CATCHING GRASSHOPPERS.—A hole is first dug deep enough to prevent their jumping out after
which a circle is formed of Indians, both old and young, who with a bush beat the insects towards
the hole, into which they fall and are taken prisoners. Sometimes the grass and weeds are set on fire,
by which they are disabled, and afterwards picked up.

GRINDING ACORNS, &c—Acorns, berries and flower seeds are reduced to flour, and grasshoppers
to paste, by the females pounding them upon a rock with an oblong stone, weighing from six to ten
pounds.
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COOKING FOOD.—Bowl-shaped and water-tight baskets, holding from two to four pecks, are filled
with water, into which flour or meal is stirred; hot rocks are then put into the basket, until the water
boils. It is then poured into smaller baskets to cool; when it is about the consistency of paste or
mush, and is eaten from the baskets with the fingers. Rabbits, rats, squirrels, &c., are broiled upon
a stick, or boiled in the basket until they are cooked. Grasshoppers are gathered into sacks and
saturated with salt water; they are then placed in a hot trench and covered with hot rocks for about
fifteen minutes, when they are eaten like shrimps; or, after being ground, are mixed with the soup or
mush.

FANDANGOES.—These are popular and social gatherings of Indians for dancing, eating, laughing,
talking, and learning the traditionary greatness of their noble dead. Any particular tribe, wishing
to give a fandango, send messengers to the chiefs of the surrounding tribes, who receive a small
bundle of reeds or sticks, which show the number of days before it takes place. Preparations
immediately commence upon an extensive scale, by those invited as well as those giving the
invitation. Rabbits are snared, grasshoppers and fish are caught; acorns, roots, weed and
flower seeds, clover, grass, wild greens and onions are provided in suitable quantities. As each
Indian dresses according to his own extravagant notions of paint and feathers, several weeks
are sometimes consumed in making head dresses of different colored feathers, nose and ear
ornaments, and coat decorations, in every ludicrous variety of style and color. When the day arrives,
groups of Indians may be seen wending their way toward the festive scene. In the evening; when
all are assembled, the “band” begins a monotonous “ feau, feau,” with a reed whistle and wooden
castanets—while the dancers keep time by a perpetual “ hi hah! hi hah!” until out of breath when
they seat themselves to hear from the lips of their greatest chief, or patriarch, the heroic deeds of
their warrior ancestors; after which comes the feast. That being over the dancing is renewed, and
generally continued until morning, when they finish the remaining eatables and retire to rest under a
large tree.

BURNING THE DEAD.—The motive which impels the California Indians to burn their dead, arises
from their religious views. They believe in a vast and pleasant camping ground somewhere
westward, where Indians live together in perpetual ease and plenty, and which is presided over by a
great spirit of unspeakable goodness. They believe also in an evil spirit, who is constantly watching
every opportunity to injure them, and who having the power to keep them out of heaven, it is their
duty, by conciliation or stratagem, to thwart. They believe, also that the heart is immortal; that while
the body is burning the heart leaps out, and if by noises or motions they can attract the evil spirit's
attention, the heart escapes to its heaven of rest and is forever safe; but if the body is buried, the
evil one keeps continual guard over the grave, and when the heart would escape, it is made prisoner,
and is thenceforth employed to annoy their living relatives. When an Indian is known to be dying,
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his head is lifted gently upon the lap of some relative, and his eyes softly closed; while those who
are standing around recite in a low monotonous chaunt the virtues of the dying. The moment his
heart has ceased to beat, the sad tidings are conveyed to his relatives, and the low chaunt is changed
to mournful wailing, and beating upon their chests, with streaming eyes, they apostrophize the
spirit of the departed. The corpse is now prepared for burning, the knees being forced toward the
chin upon the breast, and the limbs and body bound firmly together into the smallest possible
compass; it is then wrapped in a blanket and placed upon the back on the ground, with the face
exposed; every sound is hushed, and both men and women sit in silent groups around the corpse
for about twenty minutes, when all simultaneously rise—the women to renew their wailing, the
men to build the funeral pyre. When this is about two feet in height, every sound again ceases, and,
amid a death-like stillness, the men lift the corpse upon the pyre, after which it is completely covered
with additional fire-wood. The oldest and dearest relative then advances with a torch and fires the
pile. When the first curl of smoke is visible, the discordant howlings of the women become almost
appaling. The men stand in sullen and unbroken silence, while the nearest relatives, having poles
in their hands, commence a frantic dance around the burning body, occasionally turning it over
that it may consume more speedily, and give the heart a better chance to escape, while with waving
of cloths and hideous noises, they are attracting the attention of the evil one.—Meanwhile all the
personal property of the deceased is cast into the fire, his relatives frequently adding their own
valuables, even to the scanty garments upon their persons, that he may want nothing in the great
camping ground. When the whole is consumed, the ashes are scraped together, and a rude wreath
of flowers, weeds and brush is placed around them. A portion of the ashes being mixed with some
pitch, is spread over the faces of the relatives, as a badge of mourning, which is allowed to remain till
it wears off which is generally about six months.
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