
5 

The historic record supports the hypothesis that glass beads were items of 

status and wealth along the Lower Columbia in the early 1800s, however, the 

archaeological record at the two study sites does not. The distribution of glass beads 

at the Cathlapotle site (45CL1) is largely random in nature. Some patterning in bead 

distribution at the Meier site (35CO5) is statistically significant but cannot be linked 

unequivocally to rank or status areas within the plankhouse. 

While glass beads do not appear to have been items of value at the two study 

sites in terms of spatial patterning, the bead assemblages as a whole can be used to 

answer questions of occupation and chronology. 
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generally recognized in the archaeological study of the Northwest Coast region as 

symbolizing not only wealth but high status. 

Blue Beads as Primitive Cash 

Sahlins (1965) defines primitive currency as a commodity that can be 

converted from its original form to that of another, for example, shells exchanged for 

slaves. To function as a currency and facilitate inter-regional and inter-tribal trade, a 

commodity must be acceptable on all sides. Therefore, the commodity must be 

equally or nearly equally esteemed by all parties involved in the exchange. Before 

contact, shells, wampum in eastern North America or dentalium or hiaqua in the 

Northwest Coast region, functioned as the primitive "currency". Wampum 

manufactured from bivalve shells was a commodity of exchange among the aboriginal 

peoples ofeastern North America at the time of contact in the late 1500s (Martien 

1996, Steams 1887). Similarly, the tusk-shaped shell ofa deep-water mollusk, genus 

Dentalium Indianorum or Dentalium pretiosum, was widely exchanged on the 

Northwest Coast from Alaska to California, and as far east as the plains (Simeone 

1995). 

One species ofdentalia shells was harvested along the west Coast of 

Vancouver Island. Ames and Maschner (1991) state that this was the primary North 

American source for dentalium. Dentalia shells, once harvested, were subjected to a 

grading process and separated into long, medium and short sizes. Those of longer, 

unbroken shape were the more valued. Dentalia shells were strung on sinew that was 
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often decorated with other species ofmarine or freshwater shell. The measure of the 

string of shells as well as the length of the shells themselves determined the value. 

They were traded either in packets of cedarbark or in fathom strings (Gibson 1992:9). 

F arty high-quality dental shells, that is, long, unblemished and unbroken shells in a 

fathom, made up the standard although that standard was to vary with time, as 

documented in historic records (Gibson 1992, Starns 1887) . 

Euroamericans saw dentalium as a kind of primitive currency. This is clear 

from Stearns (1887) who wrote one ofthe earliest treatises on primitive currency. 

The short, broken and inferior shells are strung together in the same manner 
but in various lengths and represent shillings or pence, as the string is either 
long or short or the shells defective ........The hi-qua (long string ofhigh-
quality, high length shells) represents the sovereign, the highest standard of 
currency, and as a rule, would purchase one male or two female slaves 
(Stearns 1887:316). 

Figure 3 Pacific Coast Dentalium 

With the influx ofEuroamerican trade goods during the first half of the fur­

trade, blue beads became a form of primitive "currency" particularly along the Lower 

Columbia. Along the Lower Columbia in the 1800s, blue beads were described by 

Alexander Henry as "being considered as cash here" (Coues 1897:820). According to 

the ethnohistoric record, the value shift from dentalium to glass beads and 

subsequently to other trade goods was gradual (Hajda 1994, Gibson 1992). Blue 
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beads early on were not as highly valued as dentalium and were not exchanged 

equally. Henry, in 1814, refers to this in his account of the breakage of a dentalia shell 

belonging to a Chinookan "chief' named Concomely. The shell was broken by an 

employee ofthe Pacific Fur Company, Duncan McDougall. Concomely was 

compensated for the breakage ofone dentalia shell with "40 grains oflarge China 

beads, which did not seem to please the chief' (Coues 1897:753). Notably, 

Concomely was not offered blankets or metal, both of which were purported to be 

trade items valued by the people of the area. The appropriate items of recompense for 

the grievous offense were "large China (blue) beads". This suggests some reciprocal 

value between dentalium and blue beads although this was certainly not an equal 

exchange as the reparation in beads "did not seem to please the chief'. This may have 

been because by 1810, large blue "China" or "Canton" beads were falling out of 

fashion in favor of smaller blue Canton beads. 

Franchere (1968) states that blue beads either formed another circulating 

medium by themselves or when strung together with dentalia shells. He writes of the 

Chinook that "their ornaments consist of bracelets of brass, which they wear 

indifferently on wrist and ankles; of strings of beads of different colors (they give a 

great preference to blue) and displayed in great profusion around the neck and on arms 

and legs; and of white shells called Hiaqua, which are their ordinary circulating 

medium" (Franchere 1968:185). Hajda asserts that for Euroamericans blue beads 

••were easy to equate in use with dentalium" (1984:232). Like dentalium, beads were 

usually traded by the string and measured in fathoms. They were also subject to value 
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in terms of size, the larger blue beads being preferred to the smaller before 1812 

( Coues 1897 :231 ). This fluctuation in size preference, however, did not occur with 

dentalium as the larger unblemished shells were always considered the more valuable. 

From the Euroamerican standpoint, beads were a preferred trade item in a 

system of unequal exchange. Beads were simple to convert to a "cash" status with 

strings of beads given a certain market value. The fact that beads, like shells, were 

considered by fur traders to be "trifles" or "items of small value" (Meares 1967) was a 

fortunate device in a commercial venture that was based upon the premise of obtaining 

much for little. 

In any discussion of trade items in the Northwest Coast region, it is imperative 

to make a distinction between wealth items and sumptuary items. Sumptuary items 

are those items to which access is restricted by status. Wealth items are those items 

available to any individual who could afford them (Ames and Maschner 1999: 178). 

Sumptuary items are those items considered exotic or alternately those considered to 

be labor intensive. Decorated objects are often considered sumptuary as are ground 

stone implements in conjunction with their labor-intensive production. Wealth items 

may be considered those items to which access was restricted only by the ability to 

accumulate wealth. Researchers (Ames and Maschner 1999, Hajda 1984, Mainfort 

1985, Schulting 1995) have pointed out that social status is generally either ascribed, 

achieved or some combination of both. As discussed in the previous section, inherited 

status, along with the accumulation of wealth, was the basis for the system of social 

stratification practiced by the Chinook peoples of the Lower Columbia and throughout 
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most of the Northwest Coast region. Both dentalium and beads fall into the category 

ofwealth items rather than sumptuary items although this distinction may have been a 

by-product of the fur-trade era. At the time of first contact in the area in 1792, wealth 

items included slaves, dentalium, furs, horses, canoes and fishing and hunting 

equipment (Hajda 1984:250). Ames et al. (1992), Ames and Maschner (1999) and 

Wolf (1994) contend that items oflaborious, time-consuming manufacture such as 

ground-stone implements were also linked to high-status individuals. 

The influx of large numbers of glass beads during the late fur-trade period as 

evidenced by the archaeological record in sites along the Lower Columbia, would 

preclude the adoption of beads as a sumptuary item in any long-term sense. In short, 

glass beads became too commonplace during the approximately 50 years that spanned 

the height of the fur-trade, circumventing their value as status markers. 

As wealth and prestige items, however, glass beads would have functioned 

well. Like dentalium they were often items of personal adornment, worn as earrings, 

necklaces, bracelets and anklets. Beads frequently embellished clothing and 

implements (Franchere 1968, Moulton 1990). In this context, beads functioned as 

wealth and social markers as well as reinforcements of prestige. In addition to 

ornamental statements of wealth, they became expressions ofprestige in conjunction 

with items such as dentalium and copper. Strings ofdentalia shells were sometimes 

decorated with glass and copper beads and dentalia shells are frequently found 

coincidentally with glass and copper beads in mortuary contexts (Mainfort 1985, 

Schulting 1995). 
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The equation of blue beads as "cash" by Eu.roamericans is prevalent in the 

ethnohistoric record. While it was apparent to traders that Indians valued glass beads 

and other trade goods, Eu.roamerican observers did not understand how these "trifles" 

or "gewgaws" were mutated into symbols ofwealth and prestige. 

Sahlins (1972:227) refers to money in primitive societies as "objects ... that have 

token value rather than use value and serve as means of exchange... the exchange use 

is limited to certain categories of things." Hajda (1984:230) also contends that 

"Dentalia (hiaqua) shells had acquired the status of a medium of exchange, at least for 

other valuables" before contact. The implications then, are that valuables were usually 

only exchanged for other valuables. lfwe examine this assertion in terms of"spheres 

of exchange" as Hajda (1984) has done, then we can separate exchange into spheres 

comprising food exchange, valuable exchange etc. This involves assigning goods to 

certain non-overlapping spheres where, for example, goods from the food sphere were 

rarely exchanged for those from the valuables sphere at least prior to direct Indian and 

White contact. Hajda (1984:248) actually recognizes only two exchange spheres. The 

first contains the food and raw materials sphere. These things are acquired easily and 

at little energy cost. This sphere contains those items that are abundant at a given 

locality. The food/raw material sphere for the Lower Columbia region included 

wapato, certain kinds of fish, boiled berries and beargrass as well as other local goods. 

The second sphere, the valuables sphere, included dentaliu.rn, slaves, furs, skins, 

canoes and exotics. These things were acquired through long-distance trade and often 

https://dentaliu.rn
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at considerable risk. Later, after contact, the valuables sphere expanded to include 

European trade items. 

Ethnographically, the valuables sphere in the Lower Columbia region during 

the first part of the 1800s consisted of dentalium, slaves, furs, blue glass beads and 

other Euroamerican trade items (Coues 1897, Drucker 1965, Franchere 1968, Hajda 

1984, Simeone 1995, Moulton 1990). Blue glass beads were exchanged and 

disseminated through gambling, the acquisition of slaves, often in a direct exchange 

and in marriage payments. Glass beads were rarely items of food exchange among 

Indians according to Hajda (1984). 

The ability to limit access to beads and other trade goods while accumulating 

the same possibly allowed vertical movement within Chinookan social structure. An 

individual might accumulate wealth in the form of trade goods which would in turn, 

increase his prestige and status within his household, his village and even regionally. 

This vertical mobility in the Chinook social realm was likely limited to the commoner 

sphere; slaves would have been precluded from amassing wealth, and elite rank was 

hereditary. The accumulation of wealth by higher status individuals was probably 

more easily achieved than for commoners. Elites possessed the basic wealth along 

with local and regional sociopolitical ties that may have facilitated access to high-cost 

prestige items. 

During the early 1800s, Euroamericans, particularly those involved in the fur 

trade, saw blue glass beads as a form of currency along the Lower Columbia River. 

Blue glass beads may have gradually replaced dentalia shells as wealth items among 

the native peoples in the area. However, I suggest that the popularity of glass beads 
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and their use as currency and wealth items was eventually effected by their 

unrestricted availability in the l 830- l 840s. As their scarcity declined, so did their 

popularity and prestige value among Native Americans along the Lower Columbia. 

I begin the section of ethnographic accounts by briefly summarizing the history 

of the fur trade on the Northwest Coast. This is followed by ethnographic accounts of 

the early fur trade on the Northwest coast and into the interior along the Lower 

Columbia River. At first contact, metal was more sought after than glass beads. As 

the fur trade began to enter the interior, the function of glass beads as wealth and 

status markers became more apparent. 

The Fur Trade in the Northwest Coast Region 

Early contact between Euroamericans and Native peoples in the Lower 

Columbia region is first documented in 1792. However, this postdates contact in 

Alaska and British Columbia. Native peoples along the Northwest Coast may have 

been introduced to foreign goods by Asian and European shipwrecks as early as 1600 

(Plummer 1991). 

By 1741, Vitus Bering had discovered Alaska under the auspices ofRussia. 

By 1805, the Russian American Company had established its base ofoperations in 

New Archangel, now Sitka, Alaska. According to Meares, who explored that region 

in 1788-1789, the "Russians anchored the (fur) trade from Unalaska to Prince William 

Sound" (Meares 1967:96). 
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The lure of commercial wealth to be made in the fur trade with China soon 

drew other nations to the region. Before Meares's expedition, Captain James Cook 

explored the area in 1776-1779 followed by Vancouver in the 1790s. By this juncture, 

the enormous potential of the fur trade had already been realized and English, 

Canadian and American concerns rushed to establish fur trade posts in the region. In 

1810, the Montreal based Northwest Company established Spokane House on the 

Spokane River. For a time, the Northwest Company controlled the fur trade with a 

license from the British East India Company that allowed them to export furs directly 

to Canton, China (Mackie 1997:18). John Jacob Astor's Pacific Fur Company, formed 

in 1809, established a prime location in Astoria when its first ship the Tonquin 

reached the mouth of the Columbia River in March of 1811. However, location and 

business acumen were not enough to ensure success and the disgruntled and ill­

provisioned employees of the Pacific Fur Company sold the company and its supplies 

to the Northwest Company in 1813 for the sum of $80,000 (Mackie 1997:16). The 

Northwest Company fully used their advantageous position on the Columbia River, 

establishing Spokane House, and controlling the fur trade in the area for the next ten 

years. The company was absorbed, employees and goods, by the Hudson's Bay 

Company in 1821. The Hudson's Bay Company virtually monopolized the fur trade 

in the region well into the mid 19th century until the ultimate demise of the region's fur 

trade circa 1850. 
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Ethnographic Accounts from the Maritime Fur Trade: Early Contact 1790-1800: 
Metal as a Prestige Item 

During the earliest episodes of European-Native contact, beads were not a 

highly desired trade item. Captain Cook, arriving in Nootka Sound on the west coast 

of Vancouver Island in 1778, observed "beads they were not fond of and cloth of all 

kinds they rejected" (Beaglehole 1967:297). Iron and various kinds of metal were the 

most prized items of trade by the natives ofNootka Sound. For iron, the natives 

would part with their furs. If natives and Europeans could not come to an agreeable 

exchange, the natives would often take what they desired most. Cook and his crew 

found that the Nootka peoples "had a very great genius and a passion for stealing" 

(Beaglehole 1967:298). 

Alexander Walker preceded Cook into Nootka in 1785-1786. At Nootka, 

Walker found iron and copper to be the staple trade goods. "A bit of Copper six 

inches long and one broad, was preferred to the best Tool in our possession, but large 

pieces of Iron, Hatchets and Chisels were nevertheless prized" (Walker 1982: 108-

109). 

This predilection by the Nootka peoples for metal can be attributed to likely 

factors such as the relative lack ofmetal in the prehistoric period. Non-historic 

sources ofmetal include meteorites and other natural sources. Native sources of metal 

were often from pure veins gathered from the surface of the earth. Copper from 

Alaska was traded great distances. An alternate source of metal was probably drift 

metals from shipwrecks. A Klatsop oral tradition contains a narrative of first contact 

at the mouth of the Columbia River where three survivors from a wrecked ship came 
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ashore at Point Adams (Klatsop Point) sometime during the 1720's. An Indian 

woman who had recently lost her child was mourning that loss on the beach and 

... saw a large object lying on the beach and while looking at it in wonder, 
the seamen came ashore and approached, holding a bright kettle and motioning 
her to bring water. The Klatsop Indians sent for others on the river, who came in great 
numbers. Astonished at the value of their prize and, hoping to get the whole of the 
metals which it contained, they set fire to the wreck, by which means they 
lost all. There were copper kettles on the vessel and pieces of money, having a 
square hole in the center. The two surviving seamen remained as slaves to the Klatsop 
until it was found that one was a worker in iron, ofwhich the Indians began to see the 
value, when they made him chief (Gibbs 1877:236-237). 

At Port Stewart on Prince ofWales Island in Southeast Alaska in 1791, 

Vancouver's crew "entered into a brisk trade with blue cloth, files and tin kettles, 

which they preferred next to firearms in exchange for their sea otter skins, but their 

fish and other less valuable articles were readily parted with for pewter spoon, looking 

glasses, beads and other trinkets" (Vancouver 1994:1042). At Gray's Harbor, 

Washington in 1792, Vancouver again noted that the natives demanded principally 

iron and copper for furs but "for their less valuable commodities they were partial to 

blue beads" (Vancouver 1994:775). 

The ensuing surplus ofEuropean goods along the Northwest Coast trade routes 

resulted in fluctuations in the value of certain trade goods. At Johnstone Straits in 

1792, Vancouver was able to purchase 200 sea otter skins in a single day but "at least 

a hundred percent dearer" than in former visits to the same coast. "Iron became a 

mere drudge" and even firearms were refused. Nothing but ''large sheets of copper 

and blue woolen cloth" were accepted for sea otter skins (Vancouver 1994:627). In 
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1793, while anchoring at some small islands near the Queen Charlotte Sound in 

British Columbia, Vancouver found the native inhabitants willing to trade sea otter 

and small land mammal skins for copper, blue cloth and blankets. However he found 

that copper"... seemed highest in their estimation" (Vancouver 1994:963). 

The shift in preference from iron to copper may have resulted from the 

increased availability of some prestige goods, in this case trade iron. Before contact, 

both iron and copper had to be traded for via complex trade networks. High-status 

individuals would have had differential access to these trade sources. 

With the advent of the maritime fur trade, prestige items whose procurement 

was previously limited to high-ranking individuals became more plentiful. As 

previously stated, Europeans tended to trade with those individuals they perceived to 

be high-status or chiefs. Those individuals perceived as chiefs by Europeans were 

often presented with extra presents or "badges of office" in an effort to gather allies 

and stimulate trade with the people as a whole (Mainfort 1985:559). With prestige 

goods becoming more available to the masses regardless of rank, high-status 

individuals had to resort to either the removal of prestige items through destruction or 

burial, or adopt less plentiful items as prestige goods (Schulting 1995: 15). 

Alaskan copper was a prestige item before European contact. The availability 

of trade sheet copper from which ornaments could be made probably lessened the 

value of copper as a prestige item. The maritime fur traders' complaints about the 

fickleness of the Indian trade were likely a consequence of flooding the coast with 

European trade goods. As early as 1788 at Prince George Sound, Meares commented 
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that "at one time, copper was their favorite object, at another, iron was the only 

commodity in estimation among them; beads would also have their turn of preference" 

(Meares 1967:121). 

Glass Beads: the Emissaries of the Fur Trade 

The popularity of glass beads as trade items took longer to develop than did 

the popularity of metal. According to Gibson, the use of glass beads as trade items 

was started by the Russians. 

At first-in the last half of the 1780s-the Indians demanded principally iron, 
copper and colored glass beads, although beads, like all trinkets, were accepted 
mainly as introductory and conciliatory gifts. The use of beads as trade goods 
seems to have been limited to Cook Inlet and Prince William Sound where 
they were popularized by the Russians and where five blue beads obtained one 
Sea-otter pelt in 1786 (Gibson 1992:217). 

According to the majority of ethnographic accounts from this period, glass 

beads were often used as an opening gift to induce trade. Presents of beads were 

frequently sent first to solicit visits from natives (Beaglehole 1967, Meares 1967, 

Vancouver 1994). 

As Captain Cook moved northward up the coast towards Alaska in 1789-1790, 

he found that beads became a more favored and even indispensable trade item. 

Entering Prince William Sound in May of 1778, he encountered a Native "clothed in 

dress made of sea beaver skin and on his head such a cap as is worn by the people of 

King George's Sound, ornamented with sky blue glass beads about the size of a large 

pea. These he seemed to set ten times more value upon than our white glass beads 
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which they probably thought was only crystal which they have among them. They 

however esteemed (sic) beads of all sorts and gave whatever they had in exchange for 

them, even their fine sea beaver skins" (Beaglehole 1967). Cook had only clear beads 

with him in his trade stock. He surmised that the Russians had not been physically 

present at Prince William Sound. He based this assumption on the abundance of furs 

and skins possessed by the natives for, he concluded, ''the Russians would find some 

means or another to get them all from them" (Beaglehole 1967:371). 

When Meares explored the Russian Islands in upper Alaska in 1788-1789, he 

noted that iron and other European commodities "were scarce with them" but 

concluded that the Indians had been trading those articles to peoples further down the 

coast (Meares 1967:vii). At King George Sound, he wrote that the inhabitants were 

"totally destitute of European articles: for all of the iron, copper, beads, etc. which 

they must have received in return for their furs, not a particle of them was now to be 

seen" (Meares 1967: 120). 

At Breaker's Point in 1788, Meares and his crew presented glass beads and 

earrings to high-status women (Meares 1967:141). At Prince Williams Sound in the 

same year, he writes that he purchased "sixty-five fine sea otter skins" for a moderate 

quantity of spike nails (iron). Then to "conciliate their friendship, the principal men 

amongst them were presented with beads ofvarious colours, and they promised to 

bring us skins as fast at they could" (Meares 1967:xv). 

While the item ofhighest esteem for the most part was still metal, Meares 

found that "green glass beads were much sought after, and at times those which were 



43 

red and blue" (Meares 1967:xxxiv). At King George Sound in 1789, Meares 

persuaded the native inhabitants to build a house for his men. The Indians were to 

supply all the labor and materials. In return for this, they were given a certain 

proportion of beads or iron at the end of the workday (Meares 1967:115). 

Green glass beads appeared to have been steadily increasing in desirability 

along the Northwest Coast. A letter from another British captain, Nathaniel Portman, 

who was also sailing in the region, asked Meares if he could spare some trade articles, 

specifically "beads ofdifferent kinds, particularly the small green and yellow sort and 

of them as much as possible ...." (Meares 1967:xxvi). 

Glass beads became more frequently accepted as a trade item rather than 

introductory gift along the coast during the late 1700s. However, they do not seem to 

have reached the status ofa prestige or wealth item until the fur trade was firmly 

established in the Lower Columbia region in the early 1800s. The next section 

summarizes accounts of beads and trade along the Lower Columbia and at Fort 

Astoria and Fort Vancouver during the early to mid 1800s. 
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Accounts of Beads along the Lower Columbia River, 1805-1824 

The first explorers and traders along the Lower Columbia noted the appearance 

of the people that they encountered. Some of the most extensive accounts of the 

region come from Lewis and Clark who explored the area in 1805-1806. The first 

account in which beads are included appears in their description of the Chinookan 

peoples of the Lower Columbia. Lewis and Clark noted not only the appearance of 

these peoples, but also kept notes and journals on aboriginal society and commerce. 

The favorite ornament of both sexes are the common coarse blue and white 
beads which the men wear tightly wound around their wrists and ankles many 
times until they obtain the width of three or more inches. They also wear them 
in large rolls loosely around the neck or pendulous from the cartelage or the 
nose or rims of the ears which are purforated for the purpose. The women 
wear them in a similar manner except the nose which they never purforate 
(Moulton 1990 [6]:490). 

During an encounter with the Chinook peoples at Chinook Point, Lewis and 

Clark again noted the propensity for blue beads. They describe the decoration of 

Chinook women writing that "many have blue beads threaded and hung from different 

part of their ears and about their neck and around their wrist.. .. " (Moulton 1990 

[6]:472). 

They found that along the Lower Columbia River the most desired colors of 

beads were blue and white and not necessarily beads that were expensive or well­

made. 
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the natives are extravagantly fond of the most common cheap blue and white 
beads ofmoderate size, or such that from 50-70 will weigh one pennyweight. 
The blue is usually preferred to the white. These beads constitute the principle 
circulating medium with all the Indian tribes on this river; for these beads they 
will dispose of any article they possess. The beads are strung on strands of a 
fathom in length and in that manner sold by the breadth or yard 
(Moulton 1990 [6]:492n). 

By the early 1800s, blue and white beads had already become a standard of 

exchange on the Lower Columbia. Closer to the mouth of the Columbia at Fort 

Clatsop, Lewis and Clark were visited by a party of Clatsop Indians wishing to trade. 

The chief, Comwool, wears three sea otter skins which Lewis and Clark badly want. 

At this point in their journey, they are short of trade stock and especially short of blue 

beads. A bargaining session ensues in which items other than beads are offered for 

trade, 

but he would not dispose of them for any other consideration but blue 
beads...nor would a knife or an equivalent in beads of any other colour answer 
his purposes. These coarse blue beads are their favorite merchandise, and they 
are called by them...chiefs beads. The best wampum is not so much esteemed 
by them as the most inferior beads (Moulton 1990 [6]:470). 

Here "wampum" may refer to small seed or embroidery beads 

(Mainfort:1985:561) but most likely refers to shell beads such as dentalium and 

olivella. This may suggest that blue glass beads, the "tia comshuk" or chiefs beads, 

are being equated with prestige goods such as dentalium. Also implied is that blue 

beads are considered appropriate payment for sea otter skins which are documented 

prestige items and historically worn by persons of high status (Thompson 1994:362-

363). 
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Again, at Chinook Point in 1805, Lewis and Clark attempted to trade with a 

Clatsop Indian for sea otter skins. The Clatsop offered to trade two sea otter skins for 

blue beads "at such high prices" that the skins could not be afforded. 

Merely to try the Indian I offered him my watch, handkerchief, a bunch of 
red beads and a dollar of American coin, all of which he refused and demanded 
tia comshuk, which is Chiefs Beads, and the most common blue beads 
but few of which we happen to have at this time (Moulton 1990 [6]:472n) 

It is clear that from as early as 1805, blue beads were an established 

commodity of trade along the Lower Columbia River. It can be further stated that 

blue beads were reaching the status ofa prestige item. The name "chiefs bead" 

implies that these beads were wealth items simultaneously conferring some measure of 

prestige upon the possessor. Hajda states that valued objects serve as standards or 

measures of value but also as symbolic social values. The exchange of items that 

symbolize rank and prestige as well as wealth, is also a transfer of symbolic social 

values. "A change in the relative numbers of valuables held by an individual, 

therefore would signal that his prestige had risen or fallen ... " (Hajda 1984:258). 

Despite inferences that equate beads with rank, there are relatively few specific 

references to this in the historic record. A more pointed reference to beads and social 

value comes from Gabriel Franchere in 1811. On the Lower Columbia River, he 

witnesses the last instructions of a dying native man. He (the dying man) "caused to 

be brought to him whatever he had that was most precious-his bracelets of copper, his 

bead necklace, his bows and arrows and quiver, his nets, his lines, his spear, his 

pipe...he distributed the whole to his most intimate friends" (Franchere 1968:97). The 
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"intimate friends" were more likely relatives and while Franchere does not implicitly 

state that the dying man was of high rank, the scene was observed while "passing the 

night in a chiefs lodge". Later, when commenting on slavery among the natives of 

the Columbia River, he writes that they are "acquiring slaves from the neighboring 

tribes in return for beads and furs" (Franchere 1968: 192). This supports Hajda' s 

( 1984) claim that exchange existed in terms of spheres, in which valuables were 

exchanged for other valuables. A further comment on beads as a prestige item comes 

from David Thompson in 1812. Commenting on the appearance of Chinookan chief 

Concomely's wife, he writes that she is "well-dressed with ornaments of beads and 

shells" (Thompson 1994). 

The journal of Alexander Henry in 1814 provides an interesting commentary 

on the changing preference in bead size among the natives of the Lower Columbia. 

He writes that blue beads are the most esteemed in the area but only of certain smaller 

sizes. This is one of the earliest times the term "Canton bead" is used in the historic 

record. The connection between "Canton beads", size and the tia comshuck will be 

discussed further in the next three chapters. Henry writes ofnative people wishing to 

trade that "these people ... seem to care but little about anything except for a few blue 

beads" (Coues 1897:662). At this time, the amount of beads traded to the Indians for 

skins was reduced because of shortages in trade stock. Henry notes that the Indians 

"do not like this". The Indians want "as usual one fathom of small Canton beads for a 

skin" (Coues 1897:719). The reduced price per skin is now 2/3 ofa fathom. Henry 

notes that the small Canton beads "are the only bead now in fashion amongst them. 
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The 1st and 2nd size they will not take" (Coues 1897:719). The historic size of blue 

Canton beads is speculative but it appears from historic documents that they ran in 

order of size from largest to smallest and were referred to as the I st to 4th sizes. It is 

possible that the shortage of blue trade beads referred to by Henry is actually a paucity 

of only the 3rd and 4th sizes which would correspond to the smaller beads. The I st and 

2nd size blue Canton beads might still have been in stock in number, however the 

refusal of the native peoples to accept them rendered them worthless as trade items. 

The fluctuations in size preference for the Canton bead and how those fluctuations 

appear in the archaeological record, will be discussed in depth in Chapter 4. 

In 1824, George Simpson established Fort Vancouver on the Lower Columbia 

under the auspices of the Hudson's Bay Company. He comments on the appearance 

of the Chinook people that "eares are perforated all around and Beads and Hyaques 

suspended therefrom in quantity according to rank or taste of the party" (Merk 

1931 :96). This suggests that beads and dentalium are worn in numbers dictated by 

differences in status and rank and the ability to amass those items in quantity. He goes 

on to state that the Chinook have little need for the majority of European goods and 

make little effort to hunt furs for trade. "Cloth blankets and ironworks they rarely 

purchase and they merely take the trouble of looking after a few beaver in order to 

supply themselves with Tobacco, Beads, Guns and Ammunition" (Merk 1931 :94). 

Gambling was a favored activity among the Chinook and Simpson noted that 

glass beads formed one of the gambling stakes along with slaves and Hyaques (Merk 

1931: I 02). The passion for gambling among the Indians was noted by the Europeans 
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especially at the larger Indian trading centers such as The Dalles, the Cascades and 

Willamette Falls (Hajda 1984:229). During the summer months, the peoples of the 

Lower Columbia region gathered at these sites to trade with upriver tribes. Alexander 

Ross (1904) noted that more goods were disseminated through gambling than trade at 

these trading centers. Since slaves, blue beads and dentalia shells were the standard 

gambling stakes, it can be inferred that beads were probably widely distributed 

regionally and beyond through these yearly trading marts. Hajda (1984:23 7) also 

suggests that gambling was yet another method of wealth acquisition for the upwardly 

mobile commoner as all ranks ofpeople, men and women, participated with the 

exception of slaves. 

Summary and Basis for Equating Beads with Status 

It appears that blue glass beads had become a circulating medium along the 

Lower Columbia River in the early 1800s. The influx of wealth in the form of trade 

goods and the presence of permanent white settlements allowed for wealth 

accumulation to become possible for elites of lower prestige and for commoners. 

From the historic record, I infer that the beads of most value in the early 1800s 

throughout the Lower Columbia region were spherical, blue "China" or "Canton" 

beads. The larger sizes of these beads became less popular sometime between 1805 

and 1815. Either this size preference must have changed again sometime after the 

later date or Fort Vancouver was left with a surplus oflarge beads that could not be 

traded as they were "out of fashion". The early Indian Trade Store (1829-1843-44) at 
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Fort Vancouver still retained the larger size Canton beads in their stock (Ross 1975). 

Blue beads of other shapes and sizes would likely have been next in popularity. This 

preference for blue beads was followed by a marked preference for white beads. I 

suggest that the preferred white beads were those beads that measured 3-4 mm in size 

as beads smaller than this would be less visible, thereby defeating their purpose as 

status markers. Glass beads of colors other than blue and white were less desired and 

valued. Beads of other colors may have been traded singly or as additions to fathom 

strings that contained predominately blue and white beads. 
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Chapter 4 

The Glass Bead Study Assemblage 

Typologies are important in the evaluation of recovered archaeological 

materials for two reasons. First, typologies allow and enhance comparisons between 

similar artifact assemblages at different sites. Secondly, typologies and classifications 

based on specifically chosen attributes are necessary for answering specific questions. 

For instance, typologies based on characteristics ofmanufacture can be used to answer 

questions about chronology by defining the frequencies of artifacts ofcertain 

manufacturing techniques since those techniques change over time. The glass bead 

classification used in this study is multidimensional. It is based on a series of 

characteristics and attributes rather than focusing on only one attribute such as 

manufacture or color. The purpose of this form ofclassification is not only to address 

the questions put forth in this study, but also to provide a comprehensive catalog 

description of both bead assemblages. It is hoped that this will provide a basis for 

other researchers to compare bead assemblages from other sites within the region and 

beyond. 

Classification Systems for Glass Beads 

Classification systems for glass trade beads have often provoked more 

questions than they have answered. No two systems are alike and each researcher 

tends to use his or her personal nomenclature. In order to facilitate the analysis ofa 

large glass bead assemblage and allow for inter-assemblage comparison, it is 
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necessary to use some standard system of classification. The classification system 

used here was developed by Lester Ross (1997:179-212) to classify the bead 

assemblage from Native Alaskan Village Site (NA VS) located in Fort Ross, 

California. The system builds upon his previous work with beads from the Fort 

Vancouver National Historic Site (Ross 1990). Ross's system is based on a 

classificatory scheme developed by Kidd and Kidd in 1970 for the general 

classification of glass beads in the field. This system was modified by Karklins ( 1985) 

before Ross's 1990 work. Ross's system uses visual attributes and follows a 

hierarchical scheme based on material, manufacturing techniques, stylistic classes and 

type attributes that include color, diapheneity, shape and the presence or absence of 

decoration. 

Ross's classification system required color values to be standardized. I 

accomplished this by using the Munsell Book of Color vol. 1 and 2 (Munsell 1998). 

Bead size is a significant attribute and bead sizes were determined by measuring the 

maximum diameter (mm) x length (mm) using digital calipers. The diameter of each 

bead was measured at the maximum point of density from side to side, and the length 

was measured from perforation to perforation. Bead specimens were not included in 

this study unless they could be definitely identified by manufacture and unless there 

was enough ofthe bead present to obtain at least one diameter or length measurement. 

Less than five beads were excluded from the study. This included charred, melted 

glass fragments that are most likely melted beads based on the glass color. The 
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measurement values were entered into the SPSS computer statistical software package. 

The SPSS k-means cluster analysis function identifies homogenous groups of cases 

based on selected characteristics. The k-means analysis also requires that the number 

of clusters be specified. Size measurements were the characteristics selected, and I 

based the number of specified clusters on the count of sizes populations determined 

for the Fort Vancouver bead assemblage (Ross 1990). For example, if a given variety 

of bead from Fort Vancouver had three discrete size populations, I specified three 

clusters for the same variety of bead recovered from Meier and Cathlapotle. Size 

populations are separated by equal to or greater than 4 mm increments in diameter or 

length. Using the k-means cluster analysis, I determined the discrete size populations 

of each bead variety for those varieties that included ten or more specimens. When a 

bead variety had less then ten specimens, a simple determination of the mean 

measurement was used to determine discrete size populations. Perforation size was 

not measured. 

Another characteristic considered in Ross's classification scheme that requires 

some explanation of determination is diaphaneity. Diaphaneity is defined by the 

quality of light that can penetrate a bead. This was determined by placing a pin or 

other long object in the bead perforation and holding the bead up to a light source such 

as an electric bulb. Transparent beads are those that are completely penetrable by 

light. Translucent beads are also penetrable by light but objects viewed through them 

appear diffuse. Opaque beads are penetrable by light only at the thinnest edges 

(Karklins 1985). 
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The classification scheme is based on Kidd and Kidd's system of Roman 

numerals but uses letter code varieties instead. The letter codes are shown in Table 1. 

Using this classification scheme allows beads to be assigned to discrete varieties. 

Each bead belongs to a given variety based on the sum of its attributes. For example, 

an undecorated, drawn, monochrome bead with a cut finish would be classified as D/ 

MCCU. Ross's 1997 classification system was followed for both the Cathlapotle and 

Meier glass bead assemblages with exception ofa "short" or "long" 

Table 1 Cl assifi1caf10n Siystem fior GIass Beads 
Manufacturing Type ofLayering Shape Type ofFinishing Decoration 
Technique 
D/=Drawn M=Monochrome C=Cylindrical C=Cut Dcl=Combed 
W/=Wound P=Polychrome S=Spherical H=Hot-tumbled Loops 
Ws/= Wound and E=Ellipsoidal Df=Faceted 
Shaped O=Ovoidal Ds=Striped 

T=Toroidal Dd=Dotted 
CN=Conical Dfl=Foil 
MS=Multi-sided U=Undecorated 
M2=Molded sides 
and two rows of 
ground facets 
M4=Molded sides 
and four rows of 
ground facets 

designation. These designations are based on an arbitrary division of size and are 

unnecessary and redundant when measurements are provided as they are in this study. 

Similarly, designations such as small, medium and large are avoided. Variety 

numbers are assigned to each bead type. When Meier or Cathlapotle bead varieties 

corresponded to bead varieties present at Fort Vancouver National Historic Site, they 

were given a FOVA pre-fix. Beads that did not correspond to FOVA varieties were 
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given either a CAT or MER pre-fix corresponding to either the Cathlapotle Site 

(45CL1) or the Meier Site (35CO5). 

The bead assemblage from Fort Vancouver is an excellent comparative base 

for the analysis ofbeads recovered from Pacific Northwest sites. The majority of 

Hudson's Bay Company (HBC) stations have tightly defined dates of occupation. 

Fort Vancouver served as an HBC headquarters and redistribution center for goods 

"servicing no fewer then 38 forts, houses and warehouses throughout present-day 

Oregon, Idaho, Washington and British Columbia" (Ross 1990:29). The Hudson's 

Bay Company literally monopolized the fur trade in the region well into the mid 

1800s. Fort Vancouver is located approximately nineteen miles down river from 

Cathlapotle and the ethnohistoric as well as historic records suggest that people at the 

two locations had regular contact and commerce with each other. The Fort Vancouver 

bead assemblage contains well over I 00,000 beads ofmany varieties. While I do not 

claim that all beads at the two study sites were procured from Fort Vancouver, it is 

likely that most of the beads have some link to HBC sources. 

The Cathlapotle Assemblage 

The Cathlapotle Site ( 45CL I) includes the remains ofa plankhouse village and 

is located on the Ridgefield Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington. The beads in 

this study were recovered from excavations ofHouse I and House 4 and their related 

midden and activitiy areas (Ames et al. 1999). The Cathlapotle assemblage consists of 

704 glass beads comprising 68 varieties. There are 33 varieties ofdrawn beads and 35 


