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ABSTRACT

The Seri Indians of coastal Sonora Mexico presently 
occupy only a small fraction of their aboriginal territory. 
In order to demonstrate the progressive reduction of Seri 
range and residence, this study traces the distribution of 
the Seri from the beginning of European contact to the 
present. The history of Seri distribution has been divided 
into four periods: sixteenth century Spanish entradas
(1536-1616), Jesuit advance and Seri range (1617-1767), 
military persecution of the Seri (1768-1904), and Seri 
participation in Mexico's economy (1905-Present). In each 
period discussion of Seri range and residence is based on 
recorded historical observations. Where information is 
available and personal observation possible, an attempt 
has been made to explain Seri distribution in terms of 
their physical environment and their conflict with the 
encroaching Spaniards and Mexicans. These conditions have 
resulted in the present concentration of the Seri in the 
fish camps of Desemboque, Punta Chueca, and Viboras.

viii



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Seri Indians of coastal Sonora Mexico have long 
held a fascination for scientific investigators. The 
reports of these investigators, however, have been handi
capped because of the many complexities involved in 
explaining the location of the Seri. Most historical 
accounts of the Seri are obscure and imaginative. In fact, 
not until the McGee expedition in 1894 and 1895 (1898) was 
there any attempt to describe the Seri and their way of 
life thoroughly. Even the report of this expedition is 
full of erroneous suppositions. Until the twentieth century 
most of the explanations concerning Seri distribution were 
superficial, because of the great difficulty of acquiring 
an understanding of the Seri and of Spanish-Seri contact. 
Gaining this understanding has been particularly difficult 
because the Seri have a culture that is entirely different 
from that of the Mexican and American, and they have had a 
different perception of their relationship with the land 
and of Spanish-Mexican encroachment.

The primary purpose of this thesis is to chart and 
explain the general distribution of the Seri-speaking 
peoples from the beginning of European contacts to the

1
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present, and, in so doing, to describe the physical 
environment of the Seri, to establish a Seri chronology, 
and to note, wherever information is available the 
economic and social conditions which have led to the modern 
fusion and concentration of these people. For the most 
part, Seri distributions, in this thesis are based on 
recorded historical observations at different localities 
in what is presently the state of Sonora, Mexico.

The Seri Indians are presently located along the 
coast of Sonora, Mexico, between Punta Chueca and Puerto 
Libertad (Figure l). They are traditionally a coastal 
people who were found inland only when they were on forays, 
trading expeditions, or when forcibly settled at various 
mission centers in central Sonora. Though their pre- 
Columbian range is unknown, their historical territory was 
along the Sonoran coast between Cabo Tepoca and the Rio 
Matape, including the adjacent islands of Tiburdn (Figure 
2), San Esteban, Patos, and Alcatraz (Figure 1).

Today there are approximately 300 Seri who refer to 
themselves as Kongkaak (the people). Surprisingly enough, 
their numbers are increasing, probably the result of Seri 
incorporation into Mexico's economy through their partici
pation in commercial fishing, and the introduction of 
modem medicine.

The Seri environment is extremely arid; but not a 
desert in the ordinary sense of the word. The land is rich
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in plants and the coastal waters support an abundant sea 
life. However, both the European colonizers and the 
agriculturally oriented aborigines before them considered 
the Seri territory inhospitable and preferred to settle in 
the fertile Sonoran river valleys. Consequently, most of 
the Seri territory remained unclaimed by the Spaniards and 
Mexicans for nearly three and one-half centuries, a condi
tion which has served to preserve an unusual degree of Seri 
ethnic integrity.

The Seri belong to the Yuman-Seri subdivision of 
the Hokan linguistic family and are linguistically related 
to the Yuman and Cochimi peoples (Kroeber 1931, p. 31).
Since all the other Sonoran tribes are Uto-Aztecan speaking, 
and since the Cochimi and some of the Yumans were non- 
agricultural, there is good reason to suspect that the Seri 
were originally peninsular Yumans who ventured across the 
Gulf of California from Baja California by way of the 
island, stepping-stones of San Lorenzo, San Esteban, and 
TiburiDn (Figure 1). This is conceivable because there are 
no stretches of open water more than fifteen miles across, 
and the Seri could have navigated to and from Baja California 
on their traditional balsas or carrizo reed boats (Kroeber 
1931, p. 5).

Physically, the Seri are slender people in compari
son to the other Sonoran aborigines. Their skin coloration 
is dark. Their hair is black and was worn long by both
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sexes until recently when the males were encouraged by the 
missionaries to cut their hair. Aboriginally, the Seri 
either wore nothing or covered themselves with kilts made 
of animal and pelican skins. The Seri women of today, wear 
full length skirts and blouses with high necklines and long 
sleeves, and sometimes wear shawls over their heads. The 
men dress in commercially available trousers and shirts, 
but some add cloth kilts which are worn over the pants 
(Figure 3).

The Seri live in two types of houses, their tradi
tional ramada and the recently introduced "wattle and daub" 
hut. The ramada consists of a framework of ocotillo poles 
bent to form a shape somewhat like a longitudinal half of a 
cylinder resting on its flat surface which is then covered 
with brush, turtle shells, or whatever else is available. 
These structures are usually used as sleeping quarters. In 
Desemboque the "wattle and daub" type of house is found. A 
Mexican introduction which the Seri have accepted, this 
rectangular enclosure is usually made of mesquite and 
ocotillo poles and plastered with mud (Figure 6).

Presently, commercial fishing, including turtle 
fishing, and handi-craft sales represent the bulk of the 
Seri cash earning activities. While they were traditionally 
semi-nomadic hunters, fishers, and gatherers, a good many 
Seri subsistence pursuits have been curtailed as a result of 
the advent of commercial fishing and of intensive Mexican



Figure 2. Looking Across the Straits of 
Infiernillo at the Sierra Kunkaak 

on Tiburon Island

Figure 3. Traditional Seri Man
Notice this man’s long hair and red kilt. He is 

one of the few Seri who knows how to repair nets.
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encroachment upon their land. In times of stress, however, 
when either the fishing is bad or the market demand for 
fish is low, the Seri resort to their old hunting and 
gathering ways in order to supplement their diet. Today, 
the stores of the Mexican fish-buyers have become the 
focal point of Seri livelihood. The Seri are dependent on 
the fish-buyers. They sell their fish to them and buy 
their food, gas, and other supplies from them. These 
stores have concentrated the once seminomadic Seri at 
Punta Chueca and Desemboque, the only two permanently 
inhabited Seri camps (Figure 1). All their fishing before 
Spanish contact was done with harpoons, as the Seri 
apparently had no concept of nets and fish hooks until the 
arrival of the Europeans. For hunting they used the bow 
and arrow, until the introduction of the rifle.

The Seri diet consists largely of fish heads, 
gurry, fish tails (the rest of the fish is sold), various 
rodents, large game animals, cactus fruits and seeds, 
turtles, and almost anything else that can be hunted, 
fished, or gathered (Figures 4 and 5). This diet is 
supplemented with sugar, flour, coffee, beans, lard, etc., 
bought from the Mexican stores.

The primary means of modern Seri transportation is 
by outboard motor boats. These boats look somewhat like 
New England dorys, but have no transoms. They may have 
been copied from boats used by the New England whalers and



Figure 4. Seri Boys Eating Rock Oysters 
and Choila Fruit

Figure 5. Mullet and Green Sea Turtle for Dinner
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sealers who hunted off the coasts of Northwest Mexico as 
early as a hundred years ago (Figure 6). Their traditional 
boat, the balsa, consisted of three bundles of carrizo reed 
and was propelled by one man using a double-bladed paddle. 
The balsa, however, was replaced by the more durable plank 
boat many years ago and is no longer made except for 
collectors or as a curiosity (Figure 7). Another boat 
which the Seri have utilized is the dugout. Soon after the 
Seri fishing cooperative was established in 1938, dugout 
canoes were imported from southern Mexico for the Seri, but 
they proved impractical because there was no way to repair 
them. The last one went out of use in 1948.

In order to understand the distribution of the 
Seri, it is necessary to examine their physical environment, 
which in turn facilitates an understanding of their 
culture, their nomadic subsistence patterns, and their 
isolation. This environment will be examined in the next 
chapter. The succeeding chapter will deal with the question 
of the existence of Seri tribal subdivisions and their 
locations. The remaining chapters are concerned with the 
historically recorded locations and observations of the 
Seri and with mapping and explaining their distribution.



Figure 6. Modern Seri Boat and "Wattle and Daub" Hut

Figure 7. Traditional Seri Balsa
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CHAPTER II

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

The physical environment of the Seri has been an 
important factor contributing to their geographic and 
cultural isolation. Their arid coastal desert has been 
undesirable to the intruding Spaniards and Mexicans whose 
agriculturally oriented technology was poorly adapted for 
utilization of the area. The Seri with their primitive 
technology and seminomadic subsistence economy, however, 
were able to utilize the resources of their environment in 
spite of its forbidding aspects.

Rugged Coast of Seriland 
As will be substantiated in subsequent chapters, 

the native habitat of the Seri-speaking peoples originally 
extended along the Sonoran coast from the Rio Matape, in 
the south, to Cabo Tepoca in the north, and included the 
adjacent islands of Tiburdn, San Esteban, Patos, and 
Alcatraz (Figure 8). North from the Rio Matape to Estero 
Tastiota, the shoreline is a series of cliffs and rugged 
ranges with few beaches and embayments (Figure 8). From 
Estero Tastiota to Cerro San Nicolas (1200'), a volcanic 
peak, is a broad alluvial basin, called the Llanuras de San 
Juan Bautista, which dips gently northwestward into the

11
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sea. This coastline consists of a series of sand dunes and 
beaches with estuaries at Tastiota and Punta Baja (Figure 
8). North of Cerro San Nicolas lies Kino Bay and the 
deltaic area of the Sonora River, including Laguna de las 
Cruces. The Sonora River, along with the shorter San 
Ignacio River farther north, both intermittent streams, are 
the only major drainage systems which empty into the Gulf 
of California between Guaymas and Cabo Tepoca. Extending 
from Kino Bay to Cabo Tepopa (1500'), another volcanic 
peak, is a narrow coastal plain of scattered beaches, 
mudflats, estuaries, and rocky points, which is defined by 
the Straits of Infiemillo on the west and the alluvial 
fans of the Sierra Seri on the east (Figure 8). The 
Sierra Seri is a rugged and deeply eroded volcanic range 
and its highest peak, Johnson's Peak, is approximately 
3000' in elevation. Between Cabo Tepopa and the San 
Ignacio River delta (Figure 9), the coast is sandy with 
occasional dunes. North of the San Ignacio delta stands 
the Sierra de los Cirios, also known as the Sierra Cardinal, 
a group of low, rugged mountains which parallel the coast 
as far as Puerto Libertad (Figure 8). From the delta to 
Puerto Libertad, the shoreline consists largely of cliffs, 
alluvial fans, and talus slopes descending into the sea.
From Puerto Libertad to Cabo Tepoca, the northernmost extent 
of the Seri, the coastal zone is narrow and sandy with
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intermittent rocky points, and is bound on the east by the 
gently sloping fans of the Sierra Colorado (Figure 8).

Tiburon and San Esteban Islands have been occupied 
by the Seri, and at one time or another the adjacent waters 
of these and other islands have served as Seri fishing 
grounds. Tiburon Island, the traditional stronghold of the 
Seri, is separated from the mainland of Sonora by the 
Straits of Infiemillo (Little Hell). This strait, noted 
for its unpredictable currents, is shallow and approxi
mately fifteen miles long and two to four miles wide 
(Figures 2 and 8). Tiburon, the largest island in the Gulf 
of California, is approximately thirty miles long, twelve 
to twenty miles wide, and has a total area of more than 
five hundred square miles. Tiburon has two major mountain 
ranges: the Sierra Kunkaak (3200') on the east side and
the Sierra Menor (1800') on the west side. In the middle 
of the island is a large valley which dips north towards 
Bahia Agua Dulce. The terrain of the island is extremely 
rough and broken, and a series of cliffs rise directly from 
the sea on its west side (Figure 10). The other island 
which was definitely inhabited by the Seri is San Esteban 
(1772'). Isla San Esteban is a barren rocky island lying 
seven and three-quarters miles southwest of Willard's Point 
on Tiburon Island, and is four miles long and three miles 
wide. North of Tiburon, six miles from Tecomate and six 
miles from Cabo Tepopa, is Patos Island (274'), a guano



Figure 9. San Ignacio River Delta
Notice Cabo Tepopa in the background and Tiburon 

Island off to the right.

Figure 10. Cliffed Shoreline on the West 
Side of Tiburdn Island
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rock. Off the southeast comer of Tiburdh Island is 
Turner's Island or Isla Datil (5501) which is small, barren 
and about one and one-quarter miles long by one-half mile 
wide. Isla Cholludo, or Seal Rock (150'), lies between 
Tiburon and Isla Datil, one-half mile off Punta Monumenta. 
Isla Alcatraz (Tassne or Pelicanos) is a rugged, butte like 
island at the mouth of Kino Bay (Figure 8).

Physiographically, Seriland is a western portion of 
the northwest-southeast trending Sonoran Desert Physio
graphic Province--a landform division which slopes into the 
Gulf of California from the western edges of the Sierra 
Madre Occidental. This physiographic province is a southern 
subdivision of the more extensive Basin and Range Province 
of western North America. The Sonoran Desert Province 
extends southward from southern Arizona to the Yaqui 
River. Characteristic aspects of this region are extensive 
alluvial plains interrupted by deeply eroded mountains of 
diverse rock types. The ranges are essentially parallel 
and trend northwest-southeast. Most of the mountains are 
in a more advanced stage of erosion than those of the 
northern subdivisions of the Basin and Range Province of 
western North America and are surrounded by rock plains, 
terraces, and pediments (Ordotlez 1936, p. 1283).

The mountains are much higher in the eastern part 
of the Sonoran Desert Province than in the western, and, as 
the mountains become smaller to the west, the valleys
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become broader. Few of the basins in the region are places 
of interior drainage (Ordonez 1936, p. 1282), an exception 
being the evaporitic salt lake at Play a Noriega.

Geologically, these ranges are irregular and 
complex. They are probably fault block in origin and 
consist of diverse rock types elevated along numerous 
northwest-southeast trending dip-slip faults (King 1939, 
p. 1635). Movement along the faults is normal (Ibid.).
The fault blocks, however, have been so dissected and 
covered by debris from advanced erosion that it is diffi
cult to realize that the mountains ever had such an origin 
(Ordonez 1936, p. 1283). The ranges generally consist of 
Paleozoic and Mesozoic sediments, intrusive and extrusive 
volcanic rocks, and various metamorphosed materials (Byrne 
and Emery 1960, p. 985). The granites are so extensive in 
the region as to imply that the whole area is underlain by 
one batholith or a series of coalescing batholiths (King 
1939, p. 1708). Though little is known of materials older 
than the Cretaceous, Mejorado (1956) insists that the area 
is partially covered by early Tertiary intrusive and 
extrusive volcanics, and by Quaternary marine sediments, 
gravels, sands, and limestones. 1

1. Playa Noriega, located in the Encinas Desert, 
is an evaporitic flat named after a man who supposedly 
supplied guides for McGee when he first entered the area in 
1894 to study the Seri (McGee 1898, p. 18).
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The Gulf of California trough, an expression of the 

Gulf Diastrophism, presumably follows the San Andreas Fault 
system. It is an elongated, northwest-southeast trending 
trough, the origin of which cannot be clearly defined from 
the geological data now available. The two sides of the 
Gulf appear to have been displaced one hundred and sixty 
miles, the break in the crust forming the central Gulf with 
its near oceanic depths (Rusnak, Fisher, and Shepard 1964, 
p. 59). The Sonoran side of the Gulf is generally thought 
to be emerging, although there is no doubt concerning 
locally submerged areas. Fault scarps divide the floor of 
the Gulf of California into a succession of closed basins 
separated by ridges (Byrne and Emery 1960, p. 983). Most 
of the islands in the Gulf lie atop these ridges and are 
structurally complicated by faults and folds (Byrne and 
Emery 1960, p. 986). Little has been recorded concerning 
the geology of the islands except for Tiburon, but all are 
assumed to be volcanic in origin (Jaeger 1957, p. 121). 
Tiburon Island is composed principally of volcanic rocks, 
and was elevated at or near the close of the Tertiary 
Period (Jones 1910, p. 270). The types of lava are profuse 
and belong to the effusive class (Ibid.).

Desert Climate
Seriland is one of the driest regions on the earth. 

It occupies a portion of the Sonoran Desert— a west coast
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tropical desert subject to the dryness associated with 
subsiding air on the east side of the North Pacific high 
pressure cell. Although climatic records are scarce, there 
is little doubt that the average annual rainfall is below 
five inches throughout most of the Seri area (Figure 11). 
Moreover, precipitation varies considerably from year to 
year and frequently there is little or no rainfall for 
several years in succession.

Summer temperatures of over 100° F., for as many as 
ninety days a year are not uncommon except along the 
immediate shore which is cooled by onshore winds. The 
highest temperatures occur in July and August; while the 
lowest, some near freezing or below, occur in January. 
Frosts, however, although common at higher elevations, 
seldom if ever occur in the coastal areas. Though the 
desert of Seriland exhibits extremes in radiational heating 
and cooling, the daily range in temperature on the coast is 
generally appreciably less than farther inland.

In spite of the nearness of the Pacific Ocean and 
the intrusion of the Gulf of California, the dominant air 
circulation on the Seri coast is more continental than 
oceanic because of the almost uninterrupted chain of 
mountains on the Baja California peninsula which greatly 
reduce the moderating effect of the Pacific (Roden 1964, 
p. 30).
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Most of the rain falls between July and October, 

though there may be slight amounts of winter precipitation. 
Winter rainfall usually occurs when northern Sonora comes 
under the influence of the westerlies and their associated 
cyclonic storms. These storms, mid-latitude troughs or 
cold fronts, called "nortes" by the Mexicans, move from 
west to east off the Pacific (Wallen 1955, p. 54). Since 
this area is so far south and in the lee of the mountains 
of Baja California, these fronts have very little effect on 
the precipitation in the region. Such precipitation, when 
it occurs, falls gently and steadily for several hours, or 
days, at a time. It is highly effective because of the low 
rates of evaporation, associated with low temperatures, and 
the continuous cloud cover which accompanies these fronts.

The period of heaviest rainfall is in July and
August, with most stations in western Sonora reporting the
greatest amounts in August. These summer storms are
usually concentrated, brief, rather violent, conventional 

2thunderstorms, lasting from a few minutes to several 
hours. They are the result of indrafts of moisture laden 
air from the Gulf of Mexico and from the Pacific around the 
Cape District of Baja California, the latter being a less 
important source. These air masses drift into a thermally 
developed low pressure cell which prevails in the western

2. In Sonora these storms are referred to locally 
as "Chubascos.M
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parts of Sonora and Arizona during the summer, with an 
axis of low pressure running from the Chihuahuan Desert to 
Yuma (Jaeger 1957, p. 29). Generally the barrier formed by 
the southern mountains of Baja California prevents the 
summer Pacific indrafts from extending into the Seri 
domain. Moreover, the source of moist air from the Gulf of 
Mexico is so distant from the Seri coast that indrafts from 
the east bring little rainfall. It is for this reason, 
along with the insignificant increase in the frequency of 
winter fronts northward along the Sonoran coast, that rain
fall decreases north of Guaymas.

An infrequent source of precipitation in Northwest 
Sonora is the west coast tropical hurricane or "Cordonazo 
de San Francisco." Hurricanes may strike the coastal 
areas of the Gulf between late May and early November; they 
are, however, most common in September and October (Roden 
1964, p. 35). These storms originate in either the 
Caribbean or off the south coast of Mexico or Central 
America (Blake 1935, p. 344; Roden 1964, p. 35). They 
generally proceed westward and sometimes curve north, 
directly into the Gulf of California. Though most of them 
are dissipated before they reach the latitudes of the

3. This autumn hurricane is called the "Cordonazo 
de San Francisco" in Sonora and Sinaloa. In Baja California, 
however, the term "Chubasco" is used. "Chubasco" in Sonora 
and Sinaloa refers only to the violent summer thunderstorms 
of localized nature and short duration.
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islands of Tiburon and Angel de la Guarda, those which 
continue northward may bring torrential rains to Northwest 
Sonora.

Land and sea breezes prevail on the Gulf coast, and 
diurnal wind changes are more significant than annual wind 
changes. The sea breeze reaches its greatest velocity in 
the afternoon and calms after sunset. In the Gulf, 
seasonal changes bring northwesterly winds from late 
October to early June, and southeasterly winds the rest of 
the year. In the winter, especially between December and 
February, there are frequent northwest gales which may 
persist continuously for three days or more.

Scarcity of Potable Water
Runoff in the Seri desert country generally travels 

only short distances and disappears into the ground 
rapidly; and since rainfall is so limited, scarcity of 
drinking water has always been a limiting factor to human 
occupation of the Seri region. Water throughout the area 
is scarce. It can be found, both on the mainland and on 
Tiburon Island, in tinajas, impermeable catchments of 
surface water, and in occasional springs or seep deposits. 
Though a few other springs and seep deposits exist, the 
most easily accessible ones are at Tecomate and Puerto 
Libertad (Figure 1). At Puerto Libertad there is a spring 
below tide level directly in front of George Parker1s
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Hotel. This spring is only usable at low tide but affords 
good drinking water. The other major water supply is at 
Tecomate, one of the few yearlong water supplies on Tiburdn 
Island (Figure 12). This spring or seep deposit (bataqui) 
is located approximately one mile east of the point where 
the main drainage system of the island enters the sea. The 
fresh water, being less dense than the salt water, overlays 
the latter and is forced to the surface just a few hundred 
yards from the ocean. The lack of potable water has been 
until recently an obstacle to Mexican encroachment. The 
Seri, however, have managed quite well, not only because 
they rationed their water, but because they have known 
where to obtain it.

Vegetation of Seriland
The Seri domain is part of the Central Gulf Coast 

subdivision of the Sonoran Desert (Shreve 1951). This sub
division embraces the Sonoran coast from the mouth of the 
Rio Concepcion to Guaymas, and in Baja California extends 
from Angel de la Guarda in a thin and broken strip to San 
Jose del Cabo (Figure 13). Along the two facing coastal 
areas, the vegetation is almost identical. The islands of 
the Gulf, however, especially Tiburdn, have plants which 
are common in Baja California but which are not found on 
the Sonoran mainland.



Figure 12. Well at Tecomate on Tibur(m Island
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Fig. 12
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The prevailing vegetation, except in the tidal 

swamps, is comprised of slow growing, stunted, xerophytic 
perennials. Among the plants which are abundant in the 
region are the sarcocaulescent trees which have trunks of 
exaggerated size such as the copal, or elephant trunk tree 
(Bursera sp.) (Figure 14), torote (Jatropha sp.),^ and 
cirio, or boojum tree (Idria columnaris) (Figure 16)
(Shreve 1951, p. 90). Although these trees characterize 
the vegetation region, they are outnumbered by ironwood, or 
palo fierro (Olneya tesota), blue palo verde (Cercidium 
floridum), ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens), mesquite 
(Prosopis juliflora), and other species of palo verde 
(Cercidium sp.). The bean or seed from the mesquite tree 
was ground and eaten by the Seri, while the wood from the 
palo fierro was used to make various hunting implements 
because of its hardness. A few of the rarely occurring 
evergreen shrubs are greasewood, or creosote (Larrea 
diyaricata), and Maytenus phyllanthoides, a fog fed species 
which grows along the Straits of Infiernillo in dense 
hedge-like masses and which was used by the Seri to cover 
their ramadas. Along with the creosote bush, especially

4. The Seri use the torote for the weaving of 
coiled baskets. The fibers are dyed with cosawie, the root 
of the white ratany Krameria sp. A unique feature of these 
baskets is the pattern of weave which rotates in a clock
wise position. This pattern of weaving was utilized by the 
extinct California Indians as opposed to the counter
clockwise direction of Southwestern Indian coiled baskets 
(Figures 15 and 18).



Figure 14. Elephant Trunk Tree, or Copal
Notice the brittle bush (Encelia farinosa) in the 

foreground.

Figure 15. Seri Woman Making Basket
The torote fibers are in the foreground. Also 

notice the bucket of cosawie dye.
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Fig. 15



Figure 16. Boojura Tree, or Cirio
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Fig. 16



around the playas, is burro weed, or bursage (Franseria 
dumosa).

Succulent plants are well represented in this 
region. They include cardon (Pachycereus pringlei), or 
sahueso, as it is called in Sonora (Figure 17), sahuaro 
(Camegiea gigantea), cholla (Opuntia sp.), pitahaya dulce, 
or organ pipe (Lemaireocereus thurberi) (Figure 18), and 
sinita, or cina (Lophocereus schottii) (Figure 18). The 
fruit from the pitahaya dulce, sinita, cholla, and sahuaro 
are used as food by the Seri.

Mangroves occur farther north in the Gulf of 
California than they possibly do anywhere else in the 
world. Their existence, however, is largely confined to 
the shores of the Straits of Infiemillo (Figure 13).
There are two types of mangroves: the red mangrove
(Rhizophora mangle), of which there are many sub-species, 
and the black mangrove or canoa (Ayicennia nitida)^ (Figure 
19). Some authorities have doubted the existence of 
mangroves above Laguna de las Cruces near Kino Bay; how
ever, there is no doubt of their growth as far north as 
Punta Sargento (Figure 13).

Nine miles south of Puerto Libertad, stretching for 
thirty miles along the coast between Punta Cirio and the 
San Ignacio delta, is the only colony of boojum trees, or

5. The canoa wood is used by the Seri in the 
construction of their outboard motor boats (Figure 6).

30



Figure 17. 
Notice the osprey

Cardan, or Sahueso
nest at the top of the cardon.
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Fig. 17



Figure

Figure 19

18. Pjtahaya Dulce, Torote, Ocotillo, 
and Sinita

. Mangroves in the Estero at Santa Rosa
Notice Tiburon Island in the background.
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Fig.18

Fig.19
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cirios, known outside of Baja California (Figures 13 and 
16). However, most authorities erroneously describe the 
extent of the cirios as being only one-half mile south of 
Punta Cirio. These plants are concentrated on the northern 
slopes of the ridges and seldom grow on the southern 
slopes. No one apparently knows the reason for this or 
whether or not the occurrence of cirios at this locality 
in Sonora is due to chance natural introduction or to 
survival from a former wider occurrence.

Two types trees which grow in the arroyos on the 
mainland and on Tiburon Island and which have the same 
local name, palo bianco, are the Acacia Willardiana and the 
Lysiloma canidida. The carrizo reed (Phragamites communis), 
which was used by the Seri in the construction of their 
traditional reed raft, or balsa (Figure 7), occurred near 
Kino Bay at Pozo Carrizal and at two places on Tiburon 
Island (Figure 13). This reed has since been destroyed by 
the Mexicans at Pozo Carrizal. Jojoba or deernut 
(Simmondsia califomica) is found in certain parts of the 
Seri habitat and was apparently used by the Seri for 
medicinal purposes.

The highest density of vegetation in Seriland 
occurs where surface water is available: along streamways,
in depressions, and at the base of alluvial fans. The 
coastal vegetation is generally more dependent on dew than 
on the occurrence of rainfall. There appears to be three



groupings of plants in the region: the mangroves,
Maytenus phyllanthoides, creosote bush, etc., growing in 
or near the sea; the copal, torote, cholla, sinita, 
pitahaya dulce, ironwood, palo verde, etc., on the broad 
outwash plains; and cactus forests, interspersed with 
various sarcocaulescent trees, growing on the slopes of the 
foothills.

34

Soils
Except for the areas of hard rock surfaces in the 

mountains, the surface of the Seri's region is composed 
mainly of lithosols, sand dunes, talus, mud flats, desert 
pavements, and a few areas of river alluvium. Wind 
erosion, sheet wash, high rock temperatures, and the 
solvent effects of rain, have been important factors in 
breaking down the parent material in this region. There 
is, however, neither sufficient rain nor adequate vegeta
tion for the development of mature soils. The soils also 
lack good structure and humus because of the thinness of 
the plant covering and because of the small amounts of 
falling and decaying vegetable matter. The only places 
where expanses of intrazonal (?) soils occur are along the 
flood plains of the San Ignacio and Sonora Rivers. The 
extreme heat in this region removes the nitrogen from the 
soils, dries them, and prevents the downward movement of 
water, causing the accumulation of water soluble salts into
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thin layers of caliche. The most common salts in the soils 
are carbonates, chlorides, and sulphates of calcium, 
magnesium, and sodium (Shreve 1951, p . 24). The lack of 
tillable soils and of sufficient rainfall has impeded 
agricultural encroachment on most of the Seri region and 
has hindered attempts to make farmers out of the Seri.

Sea Resources
The Gulf of California, the largest evaporation 

basin in the Pacific, is characterized by wide annual 
temperature ranges and relatively high salinity (Roden 
1964, p. 30). Although the runoff from the surrounding 
rivers is negligible, the plankton counts are high, 
primarily as a result of upwelling, which is caused by 
winds, surface cooling, and tidal mixing. Northwest winds 
in the winter drive the surface waters southward which 
causes extensive upwelling along the east coast and in the 
lee of Tiburon Island; southeast winds in the summer move 
the surface water northwestward which results in upwelling 
on the Baja California side (ibid.). This upwelling brings 
nutrient bearing water and silica to the surface, per
mitting the diatoms and other phytoplankton to flourish so 
abundantly that they discolor the water (Byrne and Emery 
I960, p. 983). In the northern part of the Gulf the 
cooling of the surface waters may lead to convective over
turning to a depth of one hundred meters near the coast
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(Roden 1964, p. 30). Tidal ranges increase near the head 
of the Gulf of California because it is surrounded by land 
on three sides and because of the lag between ingoing and 
outgoing tides. Tide currents in the narrows between the 
islands of the central Gulf and the coast are particularly 
strong and conducive to mixing.

The high plankton count results in an abundant sea 
life. Lobsters, clams, oysters, sea turtles, sea grasses, 
and many kinds of fish have been among the important sea 
resources available to the Seri in their seminomadic and 
semicommercial subsistence economy. Turtles, called 
cahuamas by the Sonorans, are presently the most important 
commercial fishery. They are represented by five different 
species--the green sea turtle (CheIonia mydas carrinegra) 
being the most important. Commercially, the main fish are 
the totuava (Cynoscion macdonaldi), which is the largest 
member of the croaker family (Sciaenidae), and its related 
species: the cavacuchi, or California white sea bass
(Cynoscion nobilis) (Figure 20), the yellow fin corvina 
(genus sp.), and many other types of sea trout, or corvina 
(genus sp.). The Seri and Mexicans catch shark commercially 
for meat, came machaca, leather, and for liver, which 
provides vitamins and various oils. The waters off the 
west coast of Tiburon (Shark) Island have a large shark 
population, especially during the summer when the water 
temperature rises. Three types of these sharks are known



Figure 20. California White Sea Bass, or Cavacuchi

Figure 21. Striped Fargo
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Fig.21
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maneaters: the hammerhead (Sphymidae sp.)> the mako
(Isums glaucus), and the tiger (Galeocerdo cuvier). Both 
the tiger shark and the leopard shark (Triakis semifas
cia turn) are good eating. Other species of fish of 
commercial.importance are the sierra (Scomberomorus 
sierra), the baya, pinta, cabrilla, and other related 
species of the genera Mycteroperca and Epinephelus, the 
mero, or black sea bass (Stereolepis gigas), the jewfish 
(Pomicrops sp.), the striped pargo (Hoplagagrus guntheri) 
(Figure 21), the Pacific dog snapper, or pargo moreno 
(Lutjanus novemfasciatus), the red snapper, pargo Colorado, 
or huachinango (Lutjanus Colorado), the porgy (Calamus 
taurinus), the Cortez halibut (Paralichthys aestuarium), 
and other members of the flatfish order of Heterosmata.

Coastal Desert Wildlife 
The warm-blooded fauna of the Seri habitat is 

typical of the Sonoran Desert, except for the addition of 
sea mammals and various isolated subspecies of animals on 
the islands. Of the larger sea mammals, only the sea lion 
(Zalophus Califomianus) was hunted by the Seri, though an 
occasional stranded whale was eaten. Three subspecies of 
deer are indigenous to the Seri region: the mule deer or
Mexican buro deer (Odocoileus hemionus eremicus), which is 
erroneously called "burro" deer; the heavily antlered 
Tiburon Island subspecies which is also called buro deer
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(Odocoileus hemionus sheldoni); and the small desert
whitetail deer or cones whitetail (Odocoileus conesi or
Odocoileus virginianus conesi) which is quite rare in the
region. All of the deer are hunted by the Seri. Two other
large land animals which are hunted by the Seri are the

/
javelina, or collared peccary, also called jabali (Pecari 
angulatus sonoriensis), which are relatively scarce, and 
the desert bighorn sheep, cimmaron, or borrego (Ovis 
canadensis), found mainly in the Cabo Lobos area and the 
Sierra Seri.

Coyotes (Canis latrans) are abundant throughout the 
Seri region and there exists a subspecies on Tiburon 
Island, Canis latrans jamesi. Apparently the Straits of 
Infiernillo has been an effective barrier to the coyote and 
a small distinct race has evolved on the Island (Burt 1938, 
p. 31). Other members of the dog family are represented by 
the desert fox, or kit fox, zorra norteha (Vulpes macrotis), 
and the gray fox, or zorra gris (Urocyon cinereoargenteus). 
There are also bobcat, or gato montes (Lynx rufus), ring
tail cat (Bassariscus astutus), which is not a member of 
the cat family, and very rarely mountain lion, or leon 
(Fells concolor) in the area. Rabbits are quite abundant 
and the Seri hunt them year round. The types of rabbits 
are: antelope or whitesided jackrabbit, liebre (Lepus
alien!), blacktail jackrabbit (Lepus californicus), and 
cottontail, or conejo (Sylvilagus audubonii). Some of the
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other land animals indigenous to the Seri region are as 
follows: the badger, or tejon (Taxidea taxus); the raccoon
or mapache (Procyon lotor); the porcupine (Erethizon 
dorsatum), which is very rare; and many different kinds of 
rodents. Most of the islands have many different sub
species of rodents.

San Esteban Island has a unique colony of large 
chuckwallas (Sauromalus varius) and rock iguanas 
(Ctenosaura hemilopha), both of which are eaten by the 
Seri. The desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii), found on 
the mainland and on Tiburon Island, and various kinds of 
snakes are also eaten by the Seri.

The Seri habitat is in the Pacific Flyway and 
abounds in all sorts of migratory birdlife as well as 
various desert and sea avifauna. Some birds are eaten by 
the Seri, especially the pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis 
califomicus). Coolidge (1939, p. 97) recorded a pelican 
kill on Alcatraz Island in which the Seri killed a large 
number of pelicans at night while the birds were nesting.
In the past the skins were used as clothing in the form of 
kilts; today, however, they are processed for sale to 
tourists.

The estuaries abound in ducks of all types; among 
the more noticeable are the Lesser scaup, or blue bill 
(Aythya affinis); red heads (Aythya americana); and
mallards (Anas platyrhynchos). Some of the birds which



are typical of the Sonoran Desert and which abound in the 
Seri region are: whitewinged dove (Melopelia asiatica
mearnsi), mourning dove (Zenaidura macroura marginella), 
gambel's quail (Lophortyx gambelii pembertoni), Cooper's 
hawk (Accipiter cooperii mexicanus), and red-tailed hawk 
(Buteo borealis calurus). Some of the more important shore 
birds found in the area are: sea gulls (Larus sp.), loons
(Gavia sp.), Brandt's cormorants (Phalacrocorax penicil
latus) , great blue herons (Ardea herodias treganzai), snowy 
egrets (Egretta thula brewsteri), surf scoters (Melanitta 
perspicillata), oyster catchers (Chaematopus palliatus 
frazari), sandpipers (Actitis macularia), terns (Thalasseus 
sp.), ospreys (Pandion haliaetus carolinensis). and blue
footed boobys (Sula nebouxii). One bird of special interest 
is the guano-producing Peruvian cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
bougainvillii), which was introduced on Patos Island in 
1945 by a Mexican guano company (Gentry 1949, p. 100).

In conclusion, the arid inhospitality of their 
environment has served the Seri by making their domain 
undesirable to intruders. Also, combined with their primal 
technological level, it has contributed to the development 
of their seminomadic subsistence economy which in turn has 
influenced the course of Seri distribution.
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CHAPTER III

SERI TRIBAL SUBDIVISIONS AND SERI DISTRIBUTION 
AT THE TIME OF INITIAL SPANISH CONTACT

Seri Tribal Subdivisions
There has always been some confusion as to whether 

or not the Seri were a single nation or a group of isolated 
bands or tribes. The aboriginal Seri subdivisions and the 
distribution of these subdivisions are still not clearly 
known and probably never will be. Various authorities on 
the Seri have proposed the existence of up to eleven dif
ferent Seri tribal subdivisions. However, their divisions 
are mutually contradictory; they agree neither on the 
internal organization or location of these subdivisions, 
nor on whether or not these groups are linguistically 
separate. Consequently, the true identifications, 
structures, and distributions of these branches are con
fused and uncertain. The only historically documented 
distinctions that can be made are among what the Spaniards 
referred to as the Guaymas (Guaimas), the Seri (or 
Tiburones), and the Tepocas.

The most recent work concerning Seri tribal sub
divisions is Moser's Seri Bands (1963). Moser, a linguist, 
based this article on information obtained from the Seri, 
who he feels still have a vivid memory of the now

42
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non-existent tribal units. He recognizes six distinct 
bands and three different dialectical groups. Three of 
these bands are divided into clans, one band having as 
many as fifteen clans, all of which he delineates 
geographically: Band I, a group referred to historically
as the Tepoca or Salinero, inhabited an area extending from 
Puerto Lobos in the north to Cabo Tepopa in the south 
(Figure 22); Band II, commonly referred to as the 
Tastiotenos, occupied the coastal areas from Guaymas to 
Bahia Kino (Figure 22); Band III, known as the Seri (or 
Tiburones), was established on the northern and eastern 
coasts of Tiburdn Island; Band IV, which does not have a 
Spanish name, occupied the interior of Tiburon Island;
Band V, which he calls the xnaamotat may have been the 
Upanguaymas, and was established on a strip of land located 
east of Cabo Tepopa (Figure 22); Band VI inhabited San 
Esteban Island and the southern sections of Tiburon (Figure 
22). Moser's article, though it makes poor use of 
historical records, was one of the first to use information 
almost wholly obtained from the Seri.

The other authorities who recorded Seri tribal sub
divisions based their findings, for the most part, on 
historical accounts, and in some cases the authors merely 
reiterated previous mis-information. The following records 
are brief parts of some of the more important accounts of 
Seri tribal subdivisions which illustrate the existing



44

Fig. 22
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incompleteness and confusion. Orozco y Berra (1860, 
p. 42), a mid-nineteenth century Mexican historian and 
linguist, stated that the Seri are known as the Tiburones, 
that the Upanguaymas are a separate nation, and further
more that the Seri (or Tiburones) were divided into the 
Tepocas and Salineros. He located the Salineros close to 
Pimeria Alta, the Tepocas close to Tiburdn Island, and the 
Upanguaymas in the territory which others have assigned to 
the Guaymas (p. 354). McGee (1898), an American ethnog
rapher, stated that there were four groups--Tiburones, 
Guaymas, Upanguaymas, and Tepocas. The American anthro
pologist Kroeber (1931, p. 29), thought that the coastwise 
alignment of the tribes from south to north appeared to 
have been: Guaymas, Upanguaymas, Tastiotenos, Seri (or
Tiburones), Tepocas, and Salineros (Figure 22). Sauer 
(1934, p. 42), an American geographer, states that the 
people dwelling in the northern part of the Seri territory 
and somewhat inland were called the Tepocas; the islanders 
were Tiburones; the opposing mainland Seri were Salineros; 
and the southern band were Guaymas (Figure 22). The 
Mexican historian and demographer, Decorme (1941, p. 445),
places the Tepocas and Seri in the north, the Seri Salineros

/along the coast from Puerto Libertad to the Rio Sonora, the 
Tiburones on the islands, the Upanguaymas on the coast side 
of the Cerro Prieto, and the Guaymas in the southern part 
of the region (Figure 22). Griffen (1955, p. 10), an
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American anthropologist, observes that the Seri still 
remembered five or six divisions of the tribe and that 
some of the original dialects were still being spoken.
These divisions were the Tastiotehos (south of Tiburdn at 
Tastiota), the San Esteban Islanders, the Tepocas, the 
mainland Seri, and the Tiburones (Ibid.). Later Griffen 
(1959, p. 56), stated that tribal traditions recall the 
names of seven bands. .Swanton (1952, p. 640), an American 
anthropologist, mentions the Upanguaymas as a group of Seri 
near Guaymas (Figure 22). Another American anthropologist, 
Spicer (1962, p. 106), located the Tepocas as ranging from 
the San Miguel River to the coast and from the lower Sonora 
River north to the Magdalena River, the Tiburones on the 
island of the same name, the Salineros north of the Tepocas 
to the Rio Concepcion, the Tastiotehos south of the 
Tepocas, and the Guaymas below them (Figure 22).

The accounts of the geographical distribution of 
the internal organization of the Seri-speaking people are 
highly inconsistent. The material is obviously contra
dictory; the authors agree neither on the internal structure 
or locations of these groups, nor on whether or not they 
are dialectically or linguistically separate. None of 
these authors evidences an accurate conception of the true 
distribution of the Seri.

Probably the most conspicuous characteristic of the 
Seri is their geographic and cultural isolation. Their



47
habitat and their belligerent attitude toward the invading 
Europeans, which was certainly justified, undoubtedly 
served as an effective barrier to Spanish-Mexican encroach
ment . So effective was this barrier that the Spanish 
padres did not establish any missions on the coast until 
1772, when Carrizal was founded by the Franciscans. The 
Seri promptly destroyed it. As late as the mid-nineteenth 
century, except for military expeditions, there was little 
encroachment, and little if any nonhostile attention was 
paid to the Seri. It is therefore unlikely that the 
Mexicans or Spaniards had any accurate knowledge or real 
appreciation of the Seri tribal organization.

The Spanish names do not distinguish tribes in most 
cases, but rather native land, locality, residence, or 
rancherias (Sauer 1934, p. 45). The Spaniards named the 
groups according to where they found them with little 
regard to the true tribal identifications and distribu
tions, and the names seemingly do not signify anything more 
than geographically distinct groups. It appears that the 
Tepocas were found around Cabo Tepoca, the Salineros around 
the old salt diggings at Salinas near Laguna de las Cruces, 
the Carrizos possibly around the old mission of Carrizal 
(or the old well of the same name), the Tiburones on the 
island of the same name, the Guaymas in the Guaymas area, 
the Upanguaymas on the old rancho de Opan-guaimas north of 
San Jose de Guaymas, the Tastiotenos around Estero
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Tastiota, and the San Esteban Islanders on the island of 
the same name (Figure 22). It might be hypothesized that, 
the names of the places were taken from the people living 
there and not vice versa, but it can be demonstrated that 
most of these names were not linguistically derived from 
Seri. A great number appear to have Uto-Aztecan or Spanish 
origins. There is no evidence that the Seri knew themselves 
or their groups by the Spanish nomenclature which was 
evidently applied without knowledge of the Seri's organiza
tional structure or actually geographic distribution.
Also, since the Seri have no recorded history, it would be 
difficult to apply the different dialects which Moser 
(1963, p. 14) now recognizes to the historically defined 
Spanish designations.

Moser (1963) has based his work on the memories of 
the Seri who have proven to be unreliable informants. It 
would be difficult for any Seri to define one band, let 
alone divide the band into fifteen clans and to note their 
geographic ranges. The existence of major historical 
tribal divisions has never been demonstrated, and certainly 
no such divisions exist today. Moser (1963) makes no 
reference to periods of time or historical records, nor is 
it known when the subdivisions proposed by him or others 
dissolved or what their structure was when the Spaniards 
arrived. Some of the authorities consistently ignore 
previously proposed groups but give no reasons for their
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deletions. Moser (1963) makes no reference to the Guaymas, 
yet they are probably the most often historically mentioned 
group.

Two factors complicating the determination of the 
existence of sub-tribal groups and their distribution and 
territorial definition are the Seri seminomadic subsistence 
economy and the environmental limitations in their 
territory. It is almost impossible to project the 
territories of the now extinct groups, let alone confine 
to a specific area a hunting, fishing, and gathering 
economy which requires wide expanses of land. These 
nomadic people had no concept of economic and political 
territory as Europeans knew it, and they shared their 
water and food resources (W. N. Smith, Personal Communica
tion). Even today, with the injection into Seri life of a 
semicommercial fishing economy, the Seri are seminomadic, 
their movements dictated by the seasons, the fish, and the 
various plant harvests. It is doubtful, therefore, that 
authorities can accurately project the areas of as many as 
eleven different groups of seminomadic people in such a 
small, narrow, and extremely arid coastal tract. Water may 
not have been available year-round, especially on San 
Esteban Island. Certainly, not enough water was available 
throughout the area to support so many independent groups 
unless they shared resources. Also, it is doubtful that 
the interior of Tiburon Island could support seminomadic
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peoples all year or that a seminomadic people who depended 
on the sea for food would isolate themselves in this rugged 
area.

Other specific statements are subject to doubt. 
Moser's Band V, the xnaamotat (1963), may possibly have 
been the result of an old myth fragment (Smith, Personal 
Communication). It should be added that there are no 
historical references to the group called Tastiotenos, 
mentioned by most of the recent authors, though the Seri 
refer to themselves by this name.

The only historically documented distinctions that 
can be made are among what the Spaniards referred to as the 
Guaymas, the Seri (or Tiburones), and the Tepocas. These 
distinctions are based on diversity of habitat, because 
their internal structures or linguistic differences, if 
they existed at all, are unknown. I would not venture to 
affirm the accuracy of any delimitation of the Tastiotenos, 
Salineros, Upanguaymas, Carrizos, or the others; the 
evidence supporting the existence of some of these groups 
as well as their geographical distributions is too con
flicting.

The Guaymas probably inhabited an area around the 
present city of Guaymas and farther north (Orozco y Berra 
1860, p. 345; McGee 1898, p. 70; Kroeber 1931, p. 29; Sauer 
1934, p. 42; Decorme 1941, p. 445; Bolton 1919, Vol. II, 
p. 92; Pfefferkom 1949, p. 255; Nentvig 1951, pp. 53-4;
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Spicer 1962, p. 106; and others). The Tepocas, on the 
other hand, probably occupied the area between Cabo Tepoca 
and Cabo Tepopa (one can not be sure which cape was 
designated originally as Cabo Tepoca, for the present Cabo 
Tepopa may have been designated Cabo Tepoca in the past) 
(Hardy 1829, p. 293; Kroeber 1931, p. 29; Sauer 1934, 
p. 45; Become 1941, p. 445; Manje 1954, p. 222; Griffen 
1955, p. 10; Spicer 1962, p. 106; Moser 1963, p. 14; and 
others) (Figure 22). The last group, the Seri (or 
Tiburones), inhabited Tiburon Island and the coastal 
mainland directly opposite (McGee 1898, p. 70; Kroeber 
1931, p. 29; Manje 1954, p. 222; Spicer 1962, p. 106;
Moser 1963, p. 16) (Figure 22).

Ultimately, through conflicts with the advancing 
Spaniards and Mexicans, these divisions were reduced to a 
single group known today as the Seri. Military actions 
against the various groups by army units and ranchers 
resulted in the near destruction of the Seri-speaking 
people as a whole, but it is impossible to date the decline 
of these groups or to know if they existed on the scale 
proposed by the various authorities because there is simply 
not enough information available.

Sixteenth Century Spanish Entradas (1536-1616)
The records concerning initial Seri-Spanish 

contacts are vague and controversial. They relay little
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information about the aboriginal or sixteenth century 
distribution of the Seri. At best, these accounts only 
established the existence of a coastal group of Indians who 
inhabited a large island and its adjacent coastal area in 
middle Sonora west of Corazones (presently Ures or Batuc) 
(Figure 22).

There is a good deal of uncertainty about who the 
first European explorer to note the existence of the Seri 
was, but all evidence seems to point to Cabeza de Vaca. 
Apparently, when he passed through Corazones in 1536, he 
heard of a "timid and dejected people" living on the coast 
who "ate the powder of rush and straw" (Bandolier 1905, 
p. 160). Hodge (1907, p. 108) believes that these people 
were definitely Seri. There is good evidence that these 
people were Seri because the Seri presumably inhabited the 
coast west of Corazones and the powder of rush was really 
the powder derived from the drying and threshing of eel 
grass (Ruppia maritima), which is found in abundance along 
the Straits of Infiernillo (Smith, Personal Communication). 
However, eel grass is found further south along the coast 
and was utilized also by other Indians.

The first explorer to make contact with the Seri 
was probably the Italian Friar, Marcos de Niza, in 1539. 
Though many historians question Niza's records, he appears 
to have actually encountered the Seri. This encounter 
supposedly took place when some of his messengers returned
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from the coast to the Sonora River Valley with a group of 
people who inhabited a large island, probably Tiburon 
(Bandolier 1890, Vol. 5, pp. 125-6; Sandomingo 1953, 
p. 107).

In 1540 Viceroy Mendoza sent Captain-General 
Francisco Vasquez Coronado by land and Hernando de Alarcon 
by sea to search for the Seven Cities of Cibola. Alarcon 
was to equip Coronado's land expedition (Clavigero 1937, 
p. 20). From Corazones, one of Coronado's lieutenants, Don 
Rodrigo Maldonado, was sent to intercept Alarcon at the sea 
coast (Bandelier 1893, p. 189; Hodge 1907, p. 301). There 
is some uncertainty as to whether or not he saw Seri 
Indians, but he reported seeing tall Indians on the coast 
and brought one back (Hodge 1907, p. 301). Alarcdn is 
credited with discovering that what Ulloa thought was a 
peninsula a year earlier was really an island. Alarcon 
named it Tiburon because of the many sharks he saw. How
ever, he evidently did not record any inhabitants on 
Tiburon (Wagner 1929, p. 19; Clavigeros 1937, p. 20).

From 1540 until the arrival of the Jesuits and 
Perez de Ribas, there is a deficiency of records except for 
the expedition of Ibarra which may have penetrated Seri 
territory in 1565 (Hrdlicka 1904, p. 52).

The period of Spanish entradas north along the 
Sonoran river valleys was characterized by limited Spanish- 
Seri contacts because the Spaniards avoided the coastal



desert areas. Since accounts during this period do little 
to establish Seri distribution, the boundaries and limits 
of Seri territory proposed below will be based on historical 
evidence explained in succeeding chapters. Though there is 
little archaeological evidence to support aboriginal Seri 
distribution at the time of the initial Spanish entradas, 
early Jesuit records provided an adequate basis for specula
tion.

The aforementioned accounts all agree that the Seri 
were primarily a coastal people; and there is little 
evidence indicating that they lived inland. Aboriginally, 
they inhabited narrow coastal areas from the Rio Matape in 
the south to Cabo Tepoca in the north (Figure 22). It 
would be difficult to define their eastern extent since 
they likely shared hunting areas east of the coast with the 
Pima. Because the Seri were hunters, gatherers, and 
fishers, they probably resided no farther inland than where 
the succulent cactus desert, their main plant harvest area, 
gives way to the less productive mesquite grasslands, 
approximately thirty miles from the coast (Kroeber 1931, 
p. 5). There is also some doubt about the northern limit 
of the Seri, since there is presently no archaeological 
evidence for Seri habitation in the vicinity of the mouth 
of the Rio Concepcion. In the west the Seri inhabited the 
islands of San Esteban and Tiburon, and they visited Patos, 
San Pedro Martir, and San Lorenzo. According to Sauer's
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map (1934), the Seri were surrounded by the Papagos on the 
north, the Pima Alto and Pima Bajo on the east, and the 
Yaqui on the south. The Pima Alto and Pima Bajo are one 
people, but due to mission advances in different periods, 
they were distinguished as different peoples. These 
political divisions were affected by European advances, and 
may not represent the true ethnic boundaries. Also, there 
is a difference between Seri range and Seri residence. The 
residence of the Seri was on the coast and the adjacent 
islands, while their range extended to wherever they 
traveled to trade, hunt, or raid, and far exceeded in area 
that of residence (Figure 22).
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CHAPTER IV

JESUIT ADVANCE AND SERI RANGE (1617-1767)

Jesuit attempts to reduce the Seri began in the 
seventeenth century and ended in 1767 when the religious 
order was expelled from Mexico. It was during this period 
that the widest range of the Seri was recorded. They were 
observed north along the Magdalena River, east along the 
Sonora River, and south along the Yaqui River. In order to 
illustrate the distribution of the Seri during this period, 
this chapter will present a chronological account of 
relevant Spanish-Seri contacts between 1617 and 1767, and 
will concentrate primarily on historically recorded 
observations.

Observations of the Seri During 
the Jesuit Period

The Jesuit period in the history of Spanish-Seri 
contacts was characterized by: initial Seri contacts
with the missions on the Yaqui and Sonora Rivers; the 
construction of a mission, Nuestra Sehora del Populo, for 
the Seri; attempts to forcibly reduce the Seri to mission 
life; the exploration of Seri*territory by Kino, Manje, 
Salvatierra, Ugarte, and others; rebellion by most of 
the Indians of Northwest Mexico during the Pima Revolt
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in 1751; warfare between the Seri and the Spaniards; and 
the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767.

Seri encounters with the Jesuit mission chain were 
first recorded around 1617, when Perez de Ribas, who had 
helped to establish the mission of Nuestra Sehora de la 
Asuncion de Rahum near the Lower Yaqui River (Figure 23), 
wrote about a large and extremely wild nation called 
"Heris” (forty leagues north of the mouth of the Yaqui 
River) (Perez 1944, Vol. II, p. 149; Bandelier 1890,
Vol. Ill, Part I, p. 74). Obviously, the Seri were living 
in the vicinity of the Yaqui River at this time because two 
years later, Alegre (1958, Vol. II, p. 316) reported the 
killing of a Guaymas woman, a Yaqui chief's wife, at Rahum. 
Further evidence for Seri habitation in the area comes from 
the 1628 Carta Anua of the partido of San Ignacio which 
states that the Guaymas were reduced along with the Nebome, 
a Pima Bajo group, and were given lands on the Yaqui River 
under the direction of Padre Mendez (Varley 1628, as cited 
by Griffen 1961, p. 14). The occurrence of Guaymas in the 
vicinity of the Yaqui River at Rahum represents the southern 
most extent of the Seri range (Figure 23).

Meanwhile, Seri were observed on Tiburdn Island by 
Admiral Pedro Portel when he visited the Island in 1648. 
Portel had instructions to explore the Gulf of California 
and was supposed to find a place where a fort could be
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established (Sandomingo 1953, p . 109). This account, how
ever, was the last mention of the island Seri until the 
late seventeenth century.

Probably, the Seri were visiting the Sonora River 
missions long before the dates given in the surviving 
recorded observations. The first account states that a 
party of Spaniards fought with a group of Seri of unknown 
size somewhere west of Ures in the 1660's (Figure 23). The 
Spaniards killed all the adults and distributed the children 
among the mission pueblos of the middle Sonora and San 
Miguel Rivers (Bannon 1955, p. 128). The cause of these 
hostilities is unspecified, but the fact that they occurred 
probably indicates that the Seri visited these towns at 
some earlier dates. Later accounts in the 1680's report 
that the Seri visited the towns or pueblos of San Pedro de 
Aconchi (Aconchi) and La Purisima Concepcion de Baviacora 
(Baviacora), both founded in 1639 (Almonacir 1685; Ortiz 
1678, as cited by Griffen 1961, p. 16), and that both the 
partidos of Ures and Nacameri (Rayon) were having dif
ficulty with the Seri (Pantoxa 1646, as cited by Griffen 
1961, p. 15). In 1678 some Seri and Pima were reported to 
have gone to the partido de Guepaca, which included the 
pueblos of Ignacio de Sinoquipe (Sinoquipe), Nuestra Senora 
de los Remedies de Banamitzi (Banamichi), and San Lorenzo 
de Guepaca (Huepac) (Ortiz 1678, as cited in Griffen 1961, 
p. 16) (Figure 23).
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In the same year, 1678, the newly founded mission 

of Nuestra Senora de Belen was reported to consist of 
members of the Guaymas nation (Ortiz 1678, as cited in 
Griffen 1961, p. 15) (Figure 23). This mission at Belen 
was supposedly founded because the Guaymas had been 
visiting the partido of Nuestra Senora de la Asuncion de 
Rahum for several years and had requested a missionary.

During the inspection tour of Visitador Padre Juan 
Ortiz Zapata in 1678, several Seri requested baptism, 
asking that a missionary be sent to minister to them. Soon 
after, land was assigned to the partido of San Miguel de 
Ores for the construction of a visita or satellite parish 
to be called Nuestra Senora del Populo. This parish was 
placed under the administration of Padre Juan Fernandez 
(Di Peso and Matson 1965, p. 42). In 1679, the mission of. 
Nuestra Senora del Populo was constructed on the confluence 
of the San Miguel and the Sonora Rivers, some nine leagues 
south of Nacameri (Rayon) (Nentvig 1951, p. 124) (Figure 
23). As a result of the urgings of Padre Fernandez, the 
Seri gathered at Populo in late 1679 (Bannon 1955, p. 129). 
For four years the Seri lived at the mission and accepted 
mission life, but when Fernandez was transferred to another 
mission in 1683, the Seri left Populo and returned to their 
old way of life (Di Peso and Matson 1965, p. 42). The 
mission then appears to have been temporarily abandoned.
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One of the first explorers of Seri territory during 

this period was Padre Eusebio Francisco Kino, who visited 
the Seri area after the failure of his mission in Lower 
California. He encountered the Seri, with Captain Bias de 
Guzman on June 19, 1685, when their boat, the Capitana, was 
forced into Bahia San Juan Bautista (presently Bahia Kino) 
(Bolton 1936, pp. 202-5) (Figure 23). Guzman left Kino 
with the Capitana and sailed five leagues west that night 
in another boat and camped on Tiburon Island which he 
called "Punta Tiburones." Evidently, he erroneously 
regarded Tiburon Island as a peninsula, as had Ulloa 145 
years earlier. Thereafter, he traveled back to Kino and 
the Capitana, and they sailed into Laguna de Santa Cruz 
(the present Laguna de las Cruces) (Figure 23) where they 
found numbers of Seri rancherias along the shore (Bolton 
1936, p. 204). While the boat was waiting for favorable 
winds, Kino made good use of his time visiting the Seri in 
their homes (Bolton 1936, p. 205). The Seri were induced, 
by a small box of goods, to bring water from their camps a 
league and a half from the beach to the Capitana (Ibid.). 
The Seri urged Kino to stay with them; so Kino returned to 
Mexico City where he obtained an income in perpetuity from 
the Viceroy for a permanent missionary who would remain 
with the Seri (ibid.). Kino, however, was assigned to the 
Upper Pima, and Padre Adamo Gilg was ordered by the Padre 
Provincial to reestablish the mission of Nuestra Senora del
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Populo on March 11, 1688 (Bolton 1936, pp. 261-2). In 
1691, Gilg reported that he had established two villages 
among the Tepocas; one at St. Eustachius, which was 
destroyed by the Pima Cocomacaques the evening of the day 
it was completed, and the other at St. Thaddeus (this 
village may have been close to the later Santa Magdalena 
de los Tepocas) (Figure 23) (Di Peso and Matson 1965, 
p. 46). Gilg persuaded some Tepoca families to accompany 
him to Cucurpe to settle in the village of St. Thaddeus.
On the whole, he found the Seri unreceptive to him and the 
life he represented. In 1692, however, Gilg reported that 
there were several hundred Seri at Populo. In this same 
year Gilg also made a trip to the Sonoran coast to visit 
the Seri (Di Peso and Matson 1965, p. 47).

The next explorations of Seri country took place in 
1694 and 1695 when Captain Manje accompanied Padre Kino on 
two exploratory trips to the Seri area. The first expedi
tion in February 1694, was to the mouth of the Rio 
Concepcion (Manje 1954, pp. 13-14) (Figure 23). On 
February 15, 1694, in the last high pass toward the Gulf 
of California, either the Sierra Alamo, or as McGee (1898, 
p. 58) believed, the Cerro Nazareno, they saw the Gulf of 
California (Manje 1954, pp. 13-14). "To the southwest was 
the island of the Seri Indians to which place the Indians 
take refuge when pursued by troops because of their 
thievery raids" (Manje 1954, p. 14). This is mistaken--!!
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is impossible to see Tiburon Island from there. They 
probably saw Angel de la Guarda, as Tiburon Island would be 
southeast (Figure 23). What this statement does indicate 
is that the Seri were thought of as thieving raiders who 
ranged far from their home base on Tiburon.

Manje made a second trip with Kino from March 16, 
to April 4, 1694 (Manje 1954, p. 33). On this trip, Manje 
left Kino in the vicinity of Caborca and traveled ten 
leagues alone in a southwesterly direction from the Rio 
Concepcion to what he called Santa Sabina (Figure 23).
Here he saw Seri (Bolton 1936, p. 280; Manje 1954, p. 33). 
There seems to be some discrepancy here, for he surely had 
not traveled as far as what later historical accounts 
refer to as Puerto Santa Sabina in the vicinity of the 
present Cabo Tepoca (Figure 23).

Late in 1699, Padre Melchior Bartiromo, who was in 
charge at the missions of Cucurpe and Taupe on the upper 
San Miguel River, received an order to establish a mission 
among the Tepocas. This mission was Santa Magdalena de los 
Tepocas (Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, p. 274), the location of 
which is presently unknown (Figure 23). In this year the 
Tepocas, many of whom had already been reduced to mission 
life at Populo, along with the Seri Salineros, began 
plundering Taupe, Cucurpe, and Magdalena, stealing horses 
and food (Manje 1954, p. 146). Padre Bartiromo immediately 
requested aid from General Don Domingo Jironza (Ibid.). In
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January, 1700, Sergeant Juan Bautista de Escalante and 
fifteen soldiers arrived at Magdalena de los Tepocas 
(Ibid.). Escalante caught and killed a few Seri; most 
escaped to Tiburon Island (Ibid.).

In February, Escalante went on a second expedition, 
this time with Padre Gilg. They found a port and an island 
(either Tepoca Bay and Tiburon Island, or Bahia Kino and 
Alcatraz Island) where the Seri fled from them on balsas 
(Manje 1954, p. 147) (Figure 23). On February 28, 1700, 
Escalante decided to attack the Seri at their island 
stronghold, Tiburon. Evidently, he and some of his men 
crossed the Straits of Infiemillo to Tiburon in captured 
Seri balsas. On the Island they killed nine Seri and sent 
the captives to Gilg at Populo (Manje 1954, pp. 147-8).

On January 19, 1706, Padre Kino and Padre Geronimo 
Minutuli, after having installed Padre Crescoli at Caborca, 
set out southwest to the Gulf of California. They also 
reported seeing Seri and Tepocas at Dolores (Bolton 1936, 
p. 545) (Figure 23). Two days later Kino and Minutuli 
discovered what they designated Santa Ines Island (Bolton 
1936, pp. 546-7). Evidently, this was Tiburon Island which 
Kino had seen from the south twenty-one years earlier with 
Bias de Guzman. Kino may have been interested in making 
this expedition because he had received a letter in 1703 
which erroneously stated that the Indians at the missions 
of Tepocas and Cucurpe had heard that the Tepocas and



Sobas, a Pima Alto group, were planning to attack the 
Spaniards at the nearby mines of Nuestra Senora de la 
Soledad and the pueblos of Cucurpe and Taupe (Figure 23).
The Seri were supposedly out to avenge the murders committed 
by the soldiers eight years before (Bolton 1919, Vol. II, 
p. 32). Although Kino reported about 1500 people living in 
the area north of the Sonora River between the San Miguel 
River and the coast, many of the Indians were Pima. How
ever, the heaviest populations he encountered were on the 
coast opposite Tiburon Island (Spicer 1962, p. 107).

In September, 1709, the launch San Javier, which 
served the mission at Loreto, was sent across to the 
missions on the Yaqui River with 3000 scudi to buy provi
sions. A storm caught the vessel and blew it far north of 
its destination (probably to the Tastiota area) where it 
ran aground (Clavigero 1937, p. 217) (Figure 23). Since 
the Seri in the area were considered warlike, the ship
wrecked men buried the scudi and made their way to the 
Yaqui River. Salvatierra, who had been to Sonora many 
times before and who had traveled with Kino, embarked from 
Loreto for Sonora soon after, to see what could be done 
about the stranded craft. Landing at Guaymas, he and a 
small party walked up the coast over an inland route to the 
San Javier. Arriving at the place where the launch was 
stranded, the rescuers found-that- the Seri had stolen the 
rudder and had extracted the nails from the hull.
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Moreover, they had made off with the three thousand scudi 
and other goods buried by the Spanish. Two months were 
required to refit the mission craft and get it off the 
sands. Salvatierra, meanwhile, made contact with the Seri, 
completely won their sympathy, baptised some, and recovered 
all the stolen goods (Clavigero 1937, p. 217).

The next noteworthy visitor to the land of the Seri 
was Padre Juan de Ugarte who, at the insistence of 
Salvatierra and Kino, undertook an exploration of the Gulf 
of California. In May, 1721, Ugarte1s party touched land 
at a cove called Puerto Santa Sabina, exactly north of 
Tiburon Island where they found Seri (Clavigero 1937, 
p. 247) (Figure 23). Salvatierra had convinced the Seri 
years before that men with crosses were friendly, and the 
party was well received (Ibid.). The Seri liked Ugarte and 
took him across to Tiburon Island with them. Even though 
Ugarte was suffering from rheumatism, he made a success of 
the trip and baptised some forty children. This occasion 
was the first and perhaps the last that a sacrament was 
delivered on Tiburon Island (Dunne 1952, p. 210).

While Salvatierra, Kino, Ugarte, and Minutuli were 
investigating the coast, the inland missionaries were busy 
among the Seri. The missions of Populo (Seri), Nacameri 
(Pima), and Los Angeles (Pima) were well established and 
new ones were being built (Figure 23). By the 1730's the 
Seri were being attracted in larger numbers to the missions
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where they stole cattle and food. Most of the Seri 
remained uninterested in taking up the mission life, 
especially since forceful measures to bring them in were 
not continued. However, they continued to travel inland 
from the coast to steal livestock. They stole cattle from 
Opodepe in 1725 (Almada 1952, p. 738) (Figure 23). A few 
years later Guiteras stated that the Seri had eaten more 
than 4000 mules and horses from the ranches around Pitic 
(near present day Hermosillo) (Sandomingo 1953, p. 113) 
(Figure 23).

In 1741, Don Augustin Vildosola became governor of 
Sonora and Sinaloa and decided that a presidio should be 
built at Pitic to hold the Yaquis, Pima, Seri, and Tepocas 
in check (Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, p. 528). The Church kept 
pace with the military and the mission of San Pedro de la 
Conquista de los Seris was founded by Padre Dominguez near 
the new fort, and Indians from Populo were moved to popu
late the new mission (Eckhart 1960, p. 40) (Figure 23).

During 1748, Visitador General Jose Rafael 
Rodriguez Gallardo called attention to the necessity of 
reducing the Seri, Guaymas, Upanguaymas, and Pima Bajo, and 
of exploring Cerro Prieto and Tiburon Island (Bancroft 
1886, Vol. XV, p. 532). Soon after, the presidio of Pitic 
was moved into the vicinity of Horcasitas (Figure 23).
This angered the missionized Seri and Pima at Populo because 
their land was distributed among the residents of the
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presidio. Governor Ortiz Parilla promptly met the protests 
of these missionized peoples by arresting some eighty 
families, both Seri and Pima, at Populo, Cucurpe, Los 
Angeles, and Opodepe, and by sending the women all over 
parts of New Spain and Guatemala (Nentvig 1951, p. 81).
This action caused widespread disturbance, and, by the end 
of 1748, the Seri were waging full scale war, although they 
warned the padres so they might escape (Pfefferkom 1949, 
p. 152). According to McGee (1898, p. 73), the Seri raided 
northward into Caborca, northwestward into Santa Ana and 
Cucurpe, and westward into the San Miguel River Valley 
(Figure 23).

Then, in 1750, Parilla, in accordance with 
Visitador General Gallardo's instructions, began his war 
of extermination with 78 Spanish soldiers and 443 Pima.
They traversed the whole Seri area and crossed over to 
Tiburon Island. The result, however, differed from the 
proposed annihilation. Parilla failed completely. The 
Spaniards killed a mere handful of Seri men and captured 
28 women and children (Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, p. 536; 
Sandomingo 1953, p. 114).

In 1751, the Pima Revolt broke out under the Pima 
chief Luis at Saric (Figure 23). Meanwhile, the Seri and 
some disaffected Pima from Populo united with the Pima in 
the north and took refuge in the Cerro Prieto mountains. 
Around 1753, in the middle of the Pima Revolt, the Seri
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attacked the new mission of San Jose' de Guaymas, recently 
reestablished by Padre Ignacio Lizazoin, killing eight 
converts and scattering the hundreds of families of the 
pueblo (Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, p. 554) (Figure 23). In 
1753, Governor Barilla was superceded by Governor Pablo de 
Arce y Arroyo who ruled about a year and one-half. During 
his term of office the Seri made overtures for peace and 
were pacified by a promise of the Spaniards to grant their 
demands as soon as possible. These demands were: the
return of their women; the restoration of the mission lands 
that were granted them at Populo and Los Angeles; the 
return of the presidio near Horcasitas to Pitic; and the 
reappointment of Nicolas Perera as their missionary 
(Nentvig 1951, p. 81). Evidently, the conditions were 
impossible to meet, especially the one concerning the 
women, and hostilities resumed.

In 1755, Juan de Mendoza became governor and began 
at once to wage war with the Seri. After a year the Seri 
were so hard pressed that they sued for peace, suspended 
hostilities, and asked for time to collect their scattered 
families. The time being granted, the Seri retired with 
all their property to the Cerro Prieto, a complicated 
network of mountains and barrancas providing extraordinary 
facilities for defense (Pfefferkom 1949, pp. 152-3)
(Figure 23). Besides the Cerro Prieto, which was the 
Seri's principal retreat, they occupied the Bacoatzis,
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about 16 leagues northwest of Horcasitas, and the Las 
Espuelas, a few leagues past the Bacoatzis in the same 
direction. They also retired into the coastal ranges 
called Picu southwest of Caborca (the west side of this 
range has an abundant supply of water) and the islands of 
Tiburon and San Juan Bautista (San Esteban) (Nentvig 1951, 
p. 84) (Figure 23).

From 1755 to November 25, 1760, Mendoza led many 
expeditions against the Cerro Prieto stronghold, but an 
occasional killing was all that was achieved. Finally, on 
November 25, 1760, Mendoza was killed by the dying Seri 
leader Becerro when the governor, with a hundred men, had 
succeeded in cornering a band of nineteen Seri near 
Sacarachi (either a mine near the present Sacarachi, or a 
canyon in the Cerro Prieto) (Alegre 1960, Vol. IV, p. 440). 
Mendoza was succeeded by Governor Jose' Tienda de Cuervo.
In 1761, Cuervo led an expedition of 421 men to the Cerro 
Prieto where a battle was fought. The Seri, however, 
managed to escape to San Juan Bautista (the coast around 
Bahia Kino) (Alegre 1960, Vol. IV, p. 441).

In 1763, Don Juan Pineda became governor; he 
obtained the cooperation of a government force under 
Colonel Domingo Elizondo, who immediately commenced war 
against the Seri (McGee 1898, p. 75). In April, 1766, 
according to Bancroft (1886, Vol. XV, p. 559), the governor 
ordered a suspension of all campaigns against the Apaches
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who were sporadically attacking the northern mission 
frontier outposts in Sonora because of the withdrawal of 
troops used against the Seri. At this point, the Apaches, 
Seri, Pima Bajo, Pima Sobas, Sobaipuras, and Papagos were 
causing disturbances on the frontier (Figure 23). Joseph 
Och (1965, p. 189), who was writing at this time, noted 
that 160 Seri were moving on Belen, and that a similar 
number were moving on Onabas, San Jose de Gracia, and 
Suaqui (Figure 23). He also stated that there were Seri at 
Ures (Och 1965, p. 43).

After the Pima Revolt in 1751, missionary work in 
Sonora was at a standstill. In fact, most of the Jesuit 
establishments in Sonora had only nominal existence. The 
final blow to Jesuit missions in Sonora came in 1767, when 
King Charles III of Spain ordered the Jesuits expelled.

Seri Distribution During the Jesuit Period
During the Jesuit period, the area over which the 

Seri ranged was at its greatest recorded extent. Seri were 
observed north along the Altar, Magdalena, and Concepcidn 
Rivers, east along the Sonora, Moctezuma, and upper Yaqui 
Rivers, south at the missions of Nuestra Senora de la 
Asuncion de Rahum and Nuestra Senora de Belen, and west 
along the Sonoran coast and on Tiburon Island (Figure 23).

The Jesuit mission system for the most part by
passed the Seri. Their mission chain, on reaching the
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Yaqui River, avoided the desert coast of the Seri to the 
north and took an inland route up the fertile Sonora and 
San Miguel River Valleys, gathering up the sedentary 
agricultural peoples in the area. Few of the Seri, except 
for the Guaymas, were persuaded to take up mission life, 
and the Jesuit program for missionizing the Seri was nearly 
a complete failure. This is understandable because the 
Seri were a non-agricultural, seminomadic, hunting, fishing, 
and gathering people who evidenced a great distaste for the 
confinement of mission life and Spanish methods of forceful 
reduction.

Though the mission program failed, the missions 
represented trading areas for the Seri, especially during 
the winter when the turtle fishing or other subsistence 
activities were poor, or during harvest time when the Seri 
bartered salt and animal pelts for com. After the 
establishment of the missions, the Seri ranged far inland. 
This inland penetration probably resulted from trading 
opportunities, and possibly also from the Pima being brought 
together into the mission establishments. The latter 
development may have caused the Seri to range from their 
island and coastal habitat into the interior of Sonora 
because of the lack of Pima resistance (Sauer 1934, p. 43). 
However, even in aboriginal times, the Seri undoubtedly had 
inland contact with the Pima and possibly ranged far 
inland.



Considering the Indians aversion to the 
repartimiento, the forceful reduction to mission life, and 
the confiscation of mission lands by the Spaniards, it is 
not surprising that Sonora was involved in a series of 
Indian wars which were to continue well into the nineteenth 
century. No one seems to understand the origin of Seri- 
Spanish hostilities or the complexities involved, but most 
of the recorded Seri-Spanish contacts from the early 
eighteenth century on were of a military nature, except 
for the work of Kino, Salvatierra, and Ugarte. It is also 
noteworthy that the Seri hostilities were aimed toward the 
Spaniards and not the Jesuits. They allowed most of the 
padres to escape.

The military expeditions influenced the distribu
tion of the Seri-speaking peoples, forcing them to consoli
date for protection. During this period the Bacoatzis, the 
Cerro Prieto, and the Sierra Picu served as refuges from 
which the Seri could raid and plunder the various mission 
establishments. Except for the various military expedi
tions the majority of the Seri remained undisturbed in 
their coastal and island territories.

One historically recorded subdivision of the Seri
speaking peoples, the Guaymas, was observed to be undergoing 
assimilation with the Yaqui and Nebome at Nuestra Senora de 
Belen (Nentvig 1951, pp. 53-4). Spanish references to the 
other subdivisions are muddled and unclear.
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From the existing material it would be exceedingly 

difficult to conceive of the existing Seri land use and 
culture at this time, let alone the cultural effects of 
contact with the Jesuits and other Spaniards. Apparently, 
the Seri added stolen food and cattle to their subsistence 
activities. The trading of salt and animal pelts at the 
missions was probably not a new kind of commerce with the 
Seri, who were trading these goods with the Pima in 
aboriginal times.

Whether or not the Seri occupied the aforementioned 
area aboriginally, or expanded their range to include it 
because of the conditions resulting from the advent of the 
Jesuits, is impossible to determine. The only firm conclu
sion which can be reached is that, during the Jesuit 
period, the Seri range was recorded to be greater than it 
had been recorded to be at any other time (Figure 23).



CHAPTER V

MILITARY PERSECUTION OF THE SERI (1768-1904)

The period from the expulsion of the Jesuits, in 
1767, to the expedition of Governor Izabal, in 1904, was 
characterized by repeated Spanish and Mexican military 
activity against the Seri. The Spaniards and Mexicans 
considered the Seri a hindrance to the economic development 
of Sonora. They decided to eliminate this Seri hindrance 
by the forceful incorporation of the Seri into Mexico's 
economic system by various agricultural schemes, and/or by 
extermination. Since the Seri resisted reduction to 
sedentary agriculture and Spanish-Mexican exploitation, 
extermination was settled upon. Consequently, by the 
beginning of the twentieth century the Seri had been forced 
into the more inaccessible parts of their territory, 
chiefly Tiburon Island and the adjacent Sonoran coast. In 
order to illustrate the reduction of Seri range and the 
distribution of the Seri during this period, it will be 
necessary to present a chronological account of relevant 
Spanish and Mexican contacts with the Seri between 1768 and 
1904, and to summarize and explain the significance of 
those contacts.
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Observations of the Seri During the Period 
ot Military Persecution

This period in the history of Spanish and Mexican 
contact with the Seri was characterized by sporadic, 
generally small scale, warfare over a long period of time, 
chronologically divided by the secularization of mission 
lands, the Franciscan attempt to build a mission in Seri 
territory, the Mexican War of Independence, complete chaos 
in Sonora, Mexican encroachment on Seri territory, and the 
eventual defeat and near extermination of the Seri people.

After the Jesuits were expelled in 1767, all 
mission properties were confiscated by the Spaniards on the 
assertion that the land had belonged to the Jesuits rather 
than the Indians. Officials known as "Royal Commissioners" 
were designated to take temporary charge of the confiscated 
mission lands until the Franciscans arrived. The Francis
cans , however, who were called in as curates, did not 
receive any appreciable amount of land for the Indians in 
Sonora other than the church effects proper (Mosk 1939, 
pp. 341-5). Most of the mission properties were secularized. 
The Indians who remained at the missions, or who were 
captured, were forced to work for the Spanish settlers 
(ibid.). This labor was generally not compensated, and, 
at most, the natives were provided with food while they 
worked (Ibid.). The Spanish merchants purchased grain from 
the Indians and sold the Indians cloth and other things at
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exorbitant prices, while the Indians were forbidden by law 
to receive anymore than a certain set price for their 
grain (Ibid.)* According to Mosk (1939, p. 344), however, 
discriminatory legislation against the Indians was foreign 
to the Spanish colonial system, and, though the Spanish 
merchants were subject to restrictions, they ignored them.

Sonora was also plagued by the problem of compul
sory Indian labor, the repartimiento. Groups of Indians 
were organized by the local Spanish officials to perform 
both public and private work, sometimes at the neglect of 
their own crops (Ibid.). The extent of Seri involvement 
in the confiscation of lands by the "Royal Commissioners" 
after the Jesuits left, or in the repartimiento, is 
obscure, but the entire situation contributed to the 
atmosphere which led to the Indian wars which were to 
plague Sonora into the late nineteenth century.

In 1768, Colonel Domingo Elizondo, now under the 
command of Visitador General Galvez, launched a series of 
campaigns against the Seri which were to last until 1771. 
These campaigns were merely a continuation of military 
activities started against the Seri in 1750 by Governor 
Barilla. They were concluded when Elizondo, having failed 
to reduce the Seri by vigorous warfare, appeased them with 
a policy of negotiation and gifts (Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, 
pp. 695-700). Finally, in May, 1770, after many bungled 
expeditions by Elizondo, one small party of Seri after
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another came down out of the Cerro Prieto and surrendered 
(Arricivita 1792, Part II, p. 415; Bancroft 1886, Vol. XV, 
p. 700) (Figure 24). Food was getting scarce and the 
people were getting tired of the recurrent state of siege 
(Spicer 1962, p. 108). Elizondo and his troops remained in 
the Cerro Prieto area until 1771 (Arricivita 1792, Part II, 
p. 415).

Enough Seri were reported living on the coast 
opposite Tiburon Island at this time for the Franciscans 
to decide to establish a mission there, and, in November, 
1772, Padre Gil de Bemave set out for the Sonoran coast to 
establish that mission. On November 26, 1772, he founded 
Mission Carrizal near the present location of Pozo Carrizal 
northeast of Kino Bay (Figure 24). Four months later, on 
March 6, 1773, the Seri stoned Padre Gil to death and 
destroyed the mission (Arricivita 1792, Part II, pp. 426- 
431, 521). His death, for all practical purposes, ended 
the Catholic Church's attempts to convert the Seri by large 
scale mission operations. However, in Hermosillo, the 
Catholic Church at San Pedro de la Conquista de los Seris 
continued to work with the few Seri living there (Figure 
24).

The peace concluded by Elizondo in 1770 was short
lived, and, in 1776, the Seri started raiding again. In 
November, 1776, forty Seri, Pima Plato, and Apache fell 
upon the missions at Magdalena and Saric, killing eleven
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persons at the latter place (Arricivita 1792, Part II, 
pp. 457-8, 527-9) (Figure 24). From this point on, Spanish 
history is rather muddled until the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, though Velasco (1850, p. 124) noted 
the beginning of the Cimarrones-Migue1etes War in 1780, 
which involved the Seri. In 1786, Galvez implied that the 
Seri were still hostile in their old haunts (Cerro Prieto) 
(Bancroft 1886 Vol. XV, p. 716). Many of the Seri, how
ever, were reported to be living peacefully across the 
river from Pitic at Villa de Seris, the old San Pedro de la 
Conquista de los Seris (Spicer 1962, p. 110) (Figure 24).

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the 
population of Sonora had increased; and Pitic, renamed 
Hermosillo, grew into a city of 8000 inhabitants (Bancroft 
1889, Vol. XVI, p. 650). The Seri were still staging 
extensive raids in Sonora; and on more than one occasion, 
mainly in 1802 and 1807, military expeditions were launched 
against the Seri, but they were frustrated by circumstances 
arising out of the war between Spain and her European 
neighbors England and France (Velasco 1850, p. 132).
Moreover, the Mexican War of Independence in the early 
nineteenth century accentuated the disorganization of the 
Mexicans in Sonora and in turn, freed the Seri from military 
pressure and allowed them to intensify widespread raiding.

In August, 1825, Lieutenant R. W. H. Hardy, R. N., 
who was commissioned by the "General Pearl and Coral
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Fishery Association of London” to investigate the pearl 
fisheries of the Gulf of California, visited Tiburon Island 
where he observed the Seri and investigated the possibility 
of pearl fishing in the area. Hardy (1829, p. 235) 
observed that the Seri spent the greater part of the year 
on the mainland opposite Tiburon Island and that none of 
the Seri inhabited the island year-round. When he visited 
Cabo Tepopa (referred to in the past as Cabo Tepoca), Hardy 
(1829, pp. 292-3) expressed doubts that Padre Kino had ever 
reached what was noted on his map as Cabo Tepoca, for there 
was no fresh water in the area, no trace of Indians, and 
from what he could ascertain, the Indians (Seri) lived 
further up the coast (Figure 24).

However, when Hardy visited Tepopa Bay (then 
referred to as Tepoca Bay), he found evidence of “washer 
tanks" and shell fragments, but found little more to prove 
the existence of pearl-oyster beds in the Straits of 
Infiemillo (Hardy 1829, p. 235) (Figure 24). Presently, 
there is little evidence to support the existence of any 
sort of a pearl fishing operation in the vicinity of 
Tiburon Island, although according to Nentvig (1951, p. 84) 
and McGee (1898, p. 17) there were pearling operations 
conducted by the Spaniards at Punta Perlas, or Placer de 
Perlas near Tepopa Bay (Figure 24).

At the end of 1825, some Seri may have joined the 
rebellious Yaquis, although Mexican-Seri relations at this
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time are not clear (Forbes 1957, p. 348). In 1832,
Banderas, who had led a Yaqui revolt earlier in 1825, led 
the Yaquis again in resumed hostilities with the Mexicans; 
however, the Yaquis now had Opata and Pima allies 
(Bancroft 1889, Vol. XVI, p. 625). After Banderas's defeat, 
some of the Yaqui and rebellious Seri joined together and 
fought the Sonorans successfully for another year before 
peace was restored (Bancroft 1889, Vol. XVI, p. 653).

As the anarchy which marked the struggle for 
Mexican Independence ended, the government of Sonora was 
able to devote more attention to the problem of marauding 
Indians. By 1844, the Mexicans began to stiffen their 
opposition to both the Seri and Apache. Soon after,
Captain Victor Araiza's forces killed eleven Seri at Punta 
Carrizal (information on this location is unavailable), 
mostly women and children. Araiza took four young children 
to Hermosillo as captives (Velasco 1850, p. 125). The 
acting governor, General Francisco Ponce de Leon, dis
approved of such inhumane conduct on Araiza's part and 
devised a plan for removing all the Seri from Tiburon 
Island and relocating them at Pueblo de Seris in Hermosillo 
(Villa de Seris) (Velasco 1850, p. 125). In August, 1844, 
two expeditions were sent out, one from Hermosillo, headed 
by Colonel Francis Andrade, and the other from Guaymas, 
headed by Captain Don Tomas Espence (Velasco 1850, p. 126). 
They systematically traversed the island as well as the
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adjoining coast, capturing 104 Seri families (ibid.).
About 384 men, women, and children were brought back to 
Hermosillo (Velasco 1850, p. 127). The children were 
distributed among the Mexican families of Sonora. However, 
in a few months the children escaped, and the Seri returned 
to Tiburon Island (Ibid.). The Seri soon resumed hos
tilities and continued making depredations on Mexican 
cattle herds, which ranchers had begun to move closer to 
the coast (ibid.). At this time Villa de Seris was 
abandoned by the Seri, and their mission lands were dis
tributed among the Mexicans (McGee 1898, p. 93).

The Seri groups frequently attacked parties 
traveling on the Guaymas road, stole horses and provisions, 
but seldom killed anyone. In one such attack at La Palmita 
in 1854, the daughter of a prominent Guaymas family,
Dolores (Lola) Casanova, was persuaded by the Seri leader 
Coyote Iguana, to remain with him (Villa 1937, p. 58) 
(Figure 24). This occurrence has since become a Sonoran 
legend.

Sporadic fighting with the Mexicans continued until 
1880, when the Seri situation became so tense that the 
governor of Sonora organized yet another military campaign 
to the Sonoran coast where 150 Seri were captured and 
brought back to Hermosillo. This time the Mexicans made a 
determined effort to contain the Seri. The majority of the 
Seri, however, soon escaped, and only a few remained to
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be absorbed into the Mexican population (Spicer 1962, 
p. 113).

One of the first ranchers to settle what had been 
Seri territory was Pascual Encinas, who established Rancho 
San Francisco de Costa Rica in the Bacoache drainage in 
1844 (McGee 1898, p. 109) (Figure 24). Encinas was inter
ested in extending cattle-raising and agriculture west 
toward the coast (Ibid.). At the same time, he wanted to 
better relations with the Seri through a judicious combina
tion of ”industrial11 and educational agencies; and he 
obtained two priests for the Seri (Ibid.). Rancho de Costa 
Rica, by its mere existence, encouraged other Mexican 
ranchers to move into the area bordering the coast. Before 
long, however, the Seri started killing cattle. Encinas 
tried to put a stop to this, was unsuccessful, and a series 
of conflicts broke out called the "Encinas Wars." The 
first series of conflicts began ca. 1856 and lasted until 
1866; the second began ca. 1880 and lasted until 1895 
(McGee 1898, p. 112). Encinas1s ranch apparently cut off 
Seri forays eastward toward Hermosillo and Horcasitas and 
reduced Seri sallies southeastward toward Guaymas and 
northwestward toward Bacuachito and Caborca (McGee 1898, 
p. 110) (Figure 24). At the close of the first war,
Encinas received land concessions in recognition for his 
action in the Seri wars and founded the ranches of Santa 
Ana and Libertad (McGee 1898, p. 113) (Figure 24). In the
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late 1870's, however, Encinas1s energies began to wane, and 
the Seri began raiding near Guaymas and on the ranches 
southwest of Caborca (Ibid.) (Figure 24). In 1880, Rancho 
Libertad was abandoned, and a condition of armed neutrality 
existed at Costa Rica and Santa Ana (McGee 1898, p. 114). 
The ranchers declared war on the Seri, and the second 
series of "Encinas Wars" began. Both of these "wars" 
consisted of little more than sporadic, small scale 
fighting, lasting up to the close of the century. Roaming 
over less than half of their earlier recorded territory, 
occasional small parties of Seri traded in Guaymas and 
Hermosillo, or at Rancho Serna. The Seri also made a few 
raids on the ranches near Cienguilla and Caborca (McGee 
1898, p. 115) (Figure 24).

As a result of their fighting the Seri provided 
news copy for imaginative writers, especially after they 
killed two American newspapermen, Robinson and Logan on 
Tiburon, in 1894 (McGee 1898, pp. 117-9). In the same 
place two years later, two sight-seeing visitors, George 
Porter and John Johnson, were killed (McGee 1898, p. 121). 
This was the beginning of a series of murders which 
continued up until 1911, and which made the Seri news 
copy. In all probability, the Seri thought these "gringos" 
were Mexican and therefore killed them. The Seri had 
probably become so embittered and frightened by the
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attrition of so much of their tribe that they were hostile 
to any whitemen.

By the opening of the twentieth century, the Seri 
were a miserable and defeated people. Due to years of 
disease and warfare, in which half their numbers may have 
died, the Seri were weak; they no longer were able to 
impede Mexican encroachment on their habitat. Consequently, 
most of the Seri were concentrated on Tiburon Island and 
the adjacent coast, though a few continued to live as 
beggars at Costa Rica and other ranches.

What could be considered as the last military 
expedition against the Seri, occurred on December 21, 1904, 
when Governor Iz^bal led an expedition to Tiburon Island 
in order to apprehend some disaffected Yaquis who sup
posedly, with a few Seri, had attacked a small Papago 
village (Davis 1933, p . 21). Iz^bal secured boats from 
Guaymas and crossed to Tiburon Island with 242 men (Ibid.). 
He soon cornered the Seri and demanded that the Yaqui be 
brought to him. The Seri, however, misinterpreted his 
orders and killed the Yaquis, only returning their hats 
and dismembered hands (Ibid.).

Izabal, like earlier investigators, found many of 
the Seri on Tiburdn Island. This island residence was 
probably the result of the fighting with the Mexicans which 
had driven the Seri back to this their historical asylum. 
However, there were also other groups of Seri still on the



mainland at this time. Izabal's expedition was the last 
large scale military operation against the Seri.

Distribution of the Seri During the Period 
of Military Persecution

At the beginning of the period 1768 to 1904, the 
Seri ranged from Saric to Guaymas, and from the Sonora 
River to Tiburon Island. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, with the exception of a few who lived around the 
ranches in the Encinas Desert, the Seri had retreated to 
the more remote parts of their territory, particularly 
Tiburdn Island and the adjacent coastal area (Figure 24).

Spanish military operations against the Seri before 
the Mexicans gained their independence had done little to 
curtail Seri activities or to limit Seri range. The 
Spaniards succeeded only in halting Seri forays into the 
San Miguel and Sonora River Valleys and in attacking the 
more formidable Seri refuges--the Bacoatzis, the Sierra 
Picu, and the Cerro Prieto (Figure 24). Meanwhile, the 
vast majority of the Seri remained undisturbed in their 
island and coastal residence.

The major encroachments upon the Seri range and 
residence came after the anarchy, which marked the struggle 
for Mexican independence, had ended. Thereafter, popula
tion increases and technological advances within the 
Mexican culture further separated the Mexicans and Seri. 
Mexican cattlemen and agriculturalists moved into what was
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traditionally Seri territory, the Bacoache drainage, and 
Mexican troops drove the Seri from their old redoubts in 
the Bacoatzis, Sierra Picu, and Cerro Prieto. The ranchers 
considered the Seri an obstacle to the expansion of the 
cattle industry toward the Sonoran coast. When the Seri 
started killing cattle, a series of sporadic conflicts 
called the "Encinas Wars" began. These "wars" resulted in 
the steady reduction of the Seri. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, the Seri, weakened by continuous 
encroachment and fighting, retreated to the more remote 
outposts of their historical territory, Tiburon and the 
adjacent coast where they became merely an aboriginal 
remnant in the dominant Mexican society.

Only the slow economic development of Sonora, the 
Mexicans' lack of economic interest in most of the Seri 
coastal areas, the Mexican view of the area as being 
inhospitable, and the geographic isolation of the Seri, 
permitted these Indians to survive with the degree of 
cultural integrity they have had. Though the Seri were 
exposed to many outside cultural influences, they accepted 
surprisingly few innovations. With the exception of the 
addition of cattle stealing and begging, their primary 
subsistence pursuits were altered little by the continuing 
Mexican encroachment. Indeed, it was probably only this 
combination of conditions which prevented the Seri from 
being exterminated completely.



CHAPTER VI

SERI PARTICIPATION IN MEXICO'S 
ECONOMY (1905-PRESENT)

Participation by the Seri in Mexico's economic 
community after 1905 produced profound changes in Seri 
distribution and culture. Commercial fishing superseded 
many of the traditional Seri subsistence activities and 
brought about the concentration of the Seri in Desemboque 
and other fishing camps where they were placed under the 
direct influence of Mexican culture. During the period 
from 1905 to the present, the Seri undertook commercial 
fishing, including turtle fishing; they participated in a 
cooperative; and they became involved in various community 
development programs. In order to demonstrate these changes, 
it is necessary to discuss each event and its effect on 
Seri distribution.

Various Activities Involving the Seri During Their 
Participation in Mexico's Economy

Kino Bay Club
By 1905 the majority of the Seri were concentrated 

on Tiburon Island and the adjacent coast. After years of 
sporadic fighting and disease, the Seri population had been 
reduced to less than 200 persons. By the 1920's, however,
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active hostilities between the Mexican ranchers and the 
Seri slackened, and the Seri traded occasionally in 
Hermosillo and Guaymas. There were few visitors or expedi
tions which observed the distribution of the Seri during 
the early part of the twentieth century. Thus, little 
information from the years 1910 to 1929 is available; and 
it was not until 1930 that many expeditions and visitors 
began to note Seri distribution.

In January, 1930, A. L. Kroeber (1931, p. 4) made 
some important observations on the distributions and 
numbers of the Seri when he visited Kino Bay with Roberto 
Thomson, the Jefe de Vigilancia who was acting Indian chief 
for the Seri. Both Kroeber and Thomson noted that between 
175 and 200 Seri remained and that they were concentrated 
mainly on Tiburon Island (Ibid.). Kroeber (1931, p. 3) 
reported that the mutual raiding and killing between the 
Mexican ranchers and the Seri which had prevailed since the 
former had moved into the Bacoache drainage some seventy 
years earlier had ceased.

About the time of Kroeber* s visit, probably a few 
years earlier, a group of American sportsmen established 
the Kino Bay Club. The Americans, unlike the Mexicans, 
were friendly to the Seri. They amused themselves by 
giving the Seri food, clothes, and other goods. Soon the 
Seri began to migrate from Tiburon Island to Kino Bay to 
take advantage of the generous gifts of the Americans.
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Dane Coolidge (1936, p. 18), then at Kino Bay, believed 
that the establishment of the Kino Bay Club was one reason 
why the Seri had returned to the area after having avoided 
Kino Bay for many years. Porter Emerson Browne (1931, 
p. 50), another visitor at this time, mentions that the 
Seri were frequent visitors to the Club and had set up 
residence nearby. The Club was shortlived, however, and in 
January 1932, it closed. The concession was taken over by 
a Greek merchant named Corona who employed the few remain
ing Seri in his fishing business (Coolidge 1939, p. 21).

Totuava and Shark Fishing Industries
The advent of the totuava industry in Seri waters 

around 1935, or possibly earlier, and the shark fishing 
industry much later, mark the beginning of a series of 
event which were eventually to have a profound effect on 
Seri distribution. After World War I there was a demand 
for fish from the Gulf of California. Among the fish in 
great demand was the largest member of the croaker family, 
the totuava (Cynoscion macdonaldi). Actually, only the 
female of the species is called totuava, the smaller, 
spotted, male being called the machurro. For years the 
totuava had been prized for its delicate meat, especially 
in Guaymas, but demands for it would never have originated 
had a Chinese merchant not noticed that the dried sound or 
swim bladder of the totuava, called bauche by the Mexicans,
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resembled the highly prized and very expensive product from 
a fish of oriental origin (Huey 1953, p. 9). The bauche, 
which is used in glutinous soups and other dishes by the 
Chinese, retailed for two dollars or more a pound in China 
and other far eastern countries (Craig 1926, p. 167). So 
valuable were these bauches that totuava were caught for 
this product alone and tons of edible flesh were thrown 
away. The totuava industry depleted the waters in the 
Guaymas area shortly after the First World War and the 
fishermen were compelled to search for better fishing 
grounds (Huey 1953, p. 9; Chute 1928, p. 276).

Soon after the depletion of the fishery at Guaymas, 
new totuava fishing grounds were discovered at the head of 
the Gulf of California by six deserters from German sailing 
ships which had been interned at Santa Rosalia during World 
War I. In 1923, the port of San Felipe was founded 
adjacent to the new fishing grounds, and the totuava 
industry began to flourish (Huey 1953, p. 9). Reports on 
the prodigious waste of totuava brought American fish- 
buyers to San Felipe where they were able to buy a hundred 
pound fish for as little as five cents. These buyers 
started a booming business, and soon totuava were being 
shipped to markets in California and Arizona. Consequently, 
with the greater demands on the totuava fishery, the 
fishermen started moving southward from the head of the 
Gulf along the Sonoran coast in search of new fishing



waters. The camps progressed southward from Santa Clara to 
Puerto Penasco, to Puerto Libertad, and finally to Kino Bay 
(Figure 25). Kino Bay, which developed as a totuava 
fishery around 1935, was one of the last camps to begin 
fishing. Though it was the farthest station from the 
winter markets to the north, it rivaled the old camp of 
San Felipe for the quantity shipped. This was largely due 
to the improved highway that the Mexican government was 
building south from Nogales (Huey 1953, p. 11).

In 1938, again an approximate date, the Seri took 
up commercial shark fishing. Prior to 1937, sharks had 
been gathered sporadically for their skins, livers, and 
flesh. It was not, however, until 1937 that shark liver 
was found to contain large amounts of vitamins A and D; 
the industry then flourished (Beyers 1940, p. 22). Also, 
shark fins were much desired for soup by the Chinese, 
Philippines, and other orientals who paid high prices for 
them. Shark liver oil was used for tanning shark leather, 
in waterproofing tarpaulins, in making oilcloths, and in 
the production of low grade paints (Walford 1933, p. 186). 
The sharks were generally shot, netted, or caught on "long 
lines" and hand lines by the Seri. After the vitamins 
derived from shark liver were synthesized in 1941, the 
world market for shark liver declined, but reached its peak 
in Seriland around 1945 and continued until 1948 (Shipp
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mentions a Mexican named Jesus Solorzano who ran the shark 
fishing business at Desemboque in 1947) (1947, p. 45).

In 1937, Japanese trawlers began working the Gulf 
of California and large numbers of Japanese fishermen 
moved into the Seri area. According to Phil Welles 
(Personal Communication), who had been sent to check out 
the possibilities of Japanese espionage in the area during 
World War II, the Japanese avoided the Seri and had no 
influence on Seri distribution.

With the growth of the totuava and shark fishing 
industries the Seri concentrated at Kino Bay and Desemboque 
(Figure 25). According to Huey (1953, p. 113), over a 
hundred Seri were at Kino Bay in 1935. The Seri became 
commercial fishermen, acquired plank boats and learned 
Mexican fishing techniques. They soon established trade 
relations with the Mexican fish-buyers and learned the 
applications of a cash exchange system. Thus, after 1935 
the Seri, for the first time, participated to a significant 
degree in the Mexican economy.

Seri Fishing Cooperative
After the Cardenas regime came to power, it empha

sized the protection and development of the Indians of 
Mexico, and in 1938 established a fishing cooperative for 
the Seri at Desemboque (Figures 25 and 31). The government 
also appointed a part-time Indian agent to handle the
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affairs of the cooperative (Spicer 1962, p. 115).
Evidently, the cooperative was established at Desemboque 
in order to remove the Seri from the hostile Mexican 
influences at Kino Bay (ibid.). However, after the market 
for shark liver declined and the totuava fishery was 
depleted, the Seri fishing cooperative disintegrated. 
Afterward, many of the Seri returned to some of their old 
nomadic ways, following their traditional seasonal migra
tions, and shifting residence between Desemboque, Kino Bay, 
various places on Tiburon Island, and the coast (Figure 
25). The plank boats, the same design as at present but 
driven by sails, possibly gave the Seri more mobility, and 
they ranged further up and down the coast than before in 
less time. The fish-buyers and their stores remained after 
the cooperative began to fail in Desemboque, and their 
business operations became a focal point of Seri liveli
hood.

In 1940, Carlos Basauri (1940, p. 188) recorded 
some pertinent observations regarding the distribution of 
the Seri after the advent of the fishing industry and how 
the Seri adapted commercial fishing to their traditional 
migrational, seasonal subsistence activities. Basauri 
noted that the Seri were still moving with the seasons. In 
the months of November, December, January, and February 
they resided in Kino Bay to fish for totuava; in March, 
April, and May they moved back onto Tiburon Island to
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Tecomate, La Cruz, and El Sauz for turtle fishing. In 
June, July, and August the Seri went to the coast of the 
Sonoran mainland to harvest wild plants, to hunt deer, and 
to trade; and in September and October they returned to the 
Island to hunt turtles again (ibid.) (Figure 25). Basauri 
may not have understood correctly the order of the Seri 
seasonal migrations at this time or the correct economic 
activities at the various places, but he did indicate the 
importance of Seri seasonal movements and their effects on 
Seri distribution.

Turtle and Guano Industries
After the collapse of the shark fishing industry 

and the depletion of the totuava, the Seri resorted to 
commercial turtle fishing. The turtle had always been an 
important constituent of the Seri subsistence economy and 
was a controlling factor in their seasonal migrations.
With the development of winter turtle fishing, the intro
duction of plank boats, and a demand in Sonora for turtle 
meat, the Seri turned to commercial turtle fishing. Five 
different species of sea turtle are caught, some only 
rarely: the large trunkback or leatherback (Dermochelys
coriacea), the hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata), the 
ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea), the loggerhead (Caretta 
caretta), and the green sea turtle (CheIonia mydas
carrinegra) (Figure 26). Of these, the green sea turtle
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is the most important and for a long time has supplied an 
abundant and ready source of food for the Seri.

Present day methods of harpooning turtles differ 
little from the ancient methods used by the Seri, except 
that plank boats have replaced the balsas and metal harpoon 
shafts have replaced the old wood and bone ones. The 
turtles are hunted both day and night in both summer and 
winter, although they are harder to find in the winter 
because they are less active and are usually found in 
deeper water.

During the summer, the Seri generally hunt turtles 
off the west side of Tiburon Island and in some parts of 
the Straits of Infiemillo. During the winter they 
apparently fish the Inf iemillo exclusively. In the summer 
months the turtle are generally hunted at night with the 
aid of lanterns suspended over the bows on the Seri boats. 
The animals are either found in the depths by the trail of 
phosphorescence they leave as they swim, or on top of the 
water. In the winter the turtles are usually discovered as 
they swim or lie on the bottom of the Inf iemillo, or when 
they come up for air. The Seri use short detachable har
poons connected on a long shaft to spear the turtles. The 
harpoon shafts are short and detachable so they penetrate 
only the carapace of the turtle, and do not injure him 
internally, as he has to be kept alive for market (Figure 
27).



Figure 26. Green Sea Turtles 
The red mark is a sign of ownership.

Figure 27. Seri Hunting Sea Turtle in the 
Straits of Infiernillo
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Fig. 26

Fig. 27



Figure 28. Winter Turtle Crawl at Viboras
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The turtles are kept in crawls by the fish 

merchants and are periodically shipped to Hermosillo and 
other Sonoran cities by truck. During the summer the 
turtles are kept in crawls located in the water either in 
the estuaries or on the tidal flats, so that the extreme 
heat will not kill them (Figure 28).

With the advent of outboard motors among the Seri, 
and the relative immobility of the fish merchants, the 
Indians began to operate out of base camps on the Sonoran 
coast. Unlike in the past, they did not have to move their 
camp and families to Tiburdn Island when they wanted to 
hunt turtles. Now, with the faster boats, they can go to 
Tiburdn or their other sea turtle fishing grounds, and 
return to the mainland fishing camps with a load of turtles 
after several days. Obviously, this commercial turtle 
fishing has changed their traditional migration patterns 
because the Seri have to be located near the fish-buyers in 
order to market their catch. Except for a few tradi
tionalists, who maintain many of the old subsistence 
activities and who shy away from Mexican cultural influence, 
most of the Seri today live and operate out of Desemboque 
and Punta Chueca (Figures 29 and 31). Some of the Seri 
groups deal with mobile fish-buyers at Viboras and other 
camps (Figures 25 and 30).

An industry involving the Seri habitat, which was 
planned by the Mexican government but which failed, was the
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Fig. 28



Figure 29. Seri Camp at Punta Chueca

Figure 30. Seri Camp at Viboras
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Fig. 29

Fig. 30
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guano trade. Nearly a century ago guano was an important 
industry in the Gulf of California. Both Captain James 
Hobbs, who visited the area in the 1870's, and Commander 
George Dewey, who captained the Narragansett in a boundary 
survey off the west coast of Mexico around the same time, 
made mention of it in their writings. In 1872, Hobbs 
(1872, p. 210) observed that large amounts of guano were 
being shipped from San Pedro Nolasco Island to England 
(Figure 25). Later, in 1874, Dewey (1880, p. 114) reported 
on the guano industry on Isla Raza. He stated that the 
island had been worked by a company for many years, and 
that the company had removed more than 10,000 tons of guano 
which was shipped principally to European ports.

After many years the Mexican government undertook 
the revival of the guano industry. By official decree on 
June 17, 1943, certain areas of the Republic of Mexico from 
the coast of the northern territory of lower California to 
Acapulco were set aside as guano zones. Guano producing 
birds were protected, and their numbers increased. A guano 
development corporation, operating under the protection of 
the Mexican government, was set up to exploit the guano 
(Schaben 1943, p. 241). In late 1943, the corporation 
conducted studies for the consideration of exploiting guano 
from Patos Island, and the guano-producing Peruvian 
cormorant (Phalacrocorax bougainvillii) was introduced to
the island. Today, there is the foundation of a building
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on Patos Island which was supposedly built as the quarters 
for the guano corporation on the island (Figure 25). How
ever, the building foundation is all that remains, and there 
is little information on when the guano operation began, if 
it did, and when it ceased.

The influence on the Seri of the guano exploitation 
in the upper Gulf is uncertain. However, the Seri may have 
had contact with the nineteenth century guano miners, and 
may even have acquired such tools as dorys from them. 
Undoubtedly, some liaison existed between the Seri and the 
employees of the guano enterprise of the 1940's. Further
more, should interest in guano resources in Seri waters be 
revived, another area of participation in the Mexican 
economy might be opened to the Seri.

Community Development and Present Seri Activities
By the end of the 1940's the Seri, through their 

reliance on the Mexican fish merchants, were slowly enter
ing into the realm of Mexican economy and culture. Soon 
Desemboque became the target for many groups which were 
attempting to institute community development projects and 
change Seri life. In late 1949, members of the American 
Friends' Service Committee, while visiting Desemboque, 
decided that the Seri economic base should be broadened and 
that some sort of educational program should be established 
in order to lessen the control over the Seri of a few



105
Mexican fish-buyers. These buyers had taken over 
Desemboque after the collapse of the fishing cooperative 
in the mid-1940's. In 1952, the American and Mexican 
Friends' Service Committee, in cooperation with the 
Mexican government, established a school for the Seri and 
attempted to institute other types of community develop
ment. At the same time representatives of the Wycliff 
Bible Foundation moved in and undertook a study of the Seri 
language. Soon after, a third group, a Mexican Protestant 
Evangelical sect, arrived. By 1956, the Friends' organiza
tion's operations in Desemboque discontinued and only the 
latter two groups remained.

In 1958, the Mexican governmental agency, the 
National Indian Institute of Mexico, embarked on a program 
in the Seri area. Their first project was to revive the 
defunct fishing cooperative, and their second was to start 
an agricultural project on the San Ignacio River. The 
former succeeded, but the agricultural project was a dismal 
failure. That both the Friends and the National Indian 
Institute decided to attempt to broaden the Seri's economic 
base through agricultural projects is curious, considering 
that both the Jesuits and Mexicans had failed long before 
in the same endeavor. Both good farmland and irrigation 
water are scarce, and generally they are not coextensive in 
Seriland. Thus, even modern technology and equipment has 
not made Seri areas potential farmlands, even in view of
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the nearby prosperous Mexican farmers. More important, the 
Seri are not agriculturalists. Woodward (1966, p. 30) best 
summarizes the effect of the various community development 
projects to date in his statement that the development of a 
positive value orientation towards education, and a change 
in the low status values of agriculture failed to materi
alize at Desemboque.

The Wycliff Bible translators and the Protestant 
Evangelical sect still persist today. The latter is most 
definitely a disruptive influence on Seri society, having 
brought about the prohibition of most Seri customs--face- 
painting, long hair, dancing, etc. Both the outsiders who 
romanticize the traditional Seri ways and the religious 
missionaries have little to offer the Seri. Moreover, the 
social disorganization and destruction of old Seri customs 
brought about by the missionaries is not beneficial. How
ever resistant to many changes the Seri may be, their 
traditional ways cannot long withstand important influences 
from the more economically and technologically advanced 
Mexican culture. Most community development programs, 
however, would face a difficult task in trying to teach 
capitalistic concepts of saving and ambition to a semi- 
nomadic subsistence people who live in extended families 
as do the Seri.

Presently, Mexican entrepreneurs are procuring and 
fencing traditional Seri land and in so doing are hindering
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Seri nomadism and undermining the remnants of the Seri's 
traditional economic land base. The Mexican government has 
declared Tiburon Island, the traditional stronghold and 
economic focal point of the Seri, a game refuge, and has 
prohibited the Seri from the important activity of hunting 
deer and other wildlife on the island. Mexican domination 
and encroachment was, is, and will be unavoidable. It is a 
reality to which the Seri must adjust.

Today, the Seri live at various camps between Punta 
Chueca and Desemboque, and at Puerto Libertad (Figures 25, 
29, and 31). They no longer reside on Tiburdh Island, or 
as of present, in the coastal areas between Desemboque and 
Puerto Libertad.

Seri Distribution During the Period of 
Seri Participation in Mexico's 

Economy
Twentieth century Seri participation in Mexico's 

economy through commercial fishing destroyed many of their 
traditional seasonal migration patterns, based on their 
nomadic subsistence economy. It brought about their 
concentration in Desemboque and other fishing camps.

Before the advent of commercial fishing the 
Mexicans had considered the Seri a hindrance to the 
economic development of Sonora. The Mexicans, as well as 
the Spaniards before them, thought that the only way to 
bring about Seri acculturation was to round them up and
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make them sedentary agrarians. They believed that in this 
way they could stabilize and consequently control the Seri. 
When the various agricultural projects failed, spasmodic 
fighting occurred and the Spaniards and Mexicans did their 
best to exterminate the Seri. Even as late as the 1920's 
there was sporadic fighting between the Mexican ranchers 
and the Seri. Apparently, after the 1880's, the Sonoran 
government made little effort to control the fighting 
between the ranchers and the Seri in which the Seri were 
definitely underdogs. Consequently, before the introduc
tion of the fishing industry and the relaxation of Mexican- 
Seri hostilities, the Seri were located in the more remote 
outposts of their habitat on Tiburdn Island and the 
adjacent coast. Nevertheless, they made frequent excur
sions to the ranches in the Bacoache drainage and occasional 
trading trips to Hermosillo and Guaymas (Figure 25).

After the advent of the totuava and shark fishing 
industries, most of the Seri moved to the Sonoran mainland 
where a series of fishing camps were established on some of 
the old sites which had been inhabited by the Seri cen
turies before. The Mexicans named these camps Santa Rosa, 
Punta Chueca (Figure 29), Campo Ona, Viboras (Figure 30), 
Campo Almond, Paredones, Campo Dollar, Las Cuevitas, 
Desemboque (Figure 31), Libertad, and Kino Bay (Figure 25). 
Some of the camps on Tiburdn which have been recently 
occupied by the Seri, but which have not been operating
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bases for the fish merchants are, Tecomate, La Cruz, El 
Sauz, and Palo Fierro (Figure 25). The camps, both on the 
coastal mainland and the island, are but a few of the camps 
which the Seri have historically occupied. Presently, the 
Seri are concentrated in Desemboque, Viboras, and Punta 
Chueca, although groups of Seri occasionally travel to 
Puerto Libertad, Pozo Coyote (Figure 32), and other places. 
Tiburon Island, since it became a Mexican game refuge in 
the fall of 1965, is no longer inhabited by the Seri. 
However, according to the Mexicans, the Seri are allowed 
to follow all their traditional economic activities on the 
island, except hunting. Desemboque and Punta Chueca are 
now the only two camps which are permanently inhabited. 
There seems to be, however, some division between the Seri 
living in Desemboque and the outlying camps. Apparently 
many of the Seri in Punta Chueca and Viboras have spurned 
some of the religious indoctrination propagated in 
Desemboque and have resumed many of their traditional 
ways. Both the fish-buyers and the Seri living in the 
outlying camps are quite mobile and move periodically with 
the seasons and the different kinds of fishing. Today the 
Seri have become more sedentary and are concentrated in 
fewer places. They are no longer able to impede Mexican 
cultural and economic advances, and a good part of their 
traditional way of life, as well as their integrity, has 
been lost.



Figure 31. Seri Camp at Desemboque

Figure 32. Seri Camp at Pozo Coyote
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Because of the development of Kino Bay as a resort 

in the last few years and because of improved access to the 
fish camps and coastal areas, the Seri are no longer an 
isolated aboriginal holdover. Today, they are directly 
confronted by the dominant Mexican culture; they no longer 
have effective control over their territory or over their 
places of residence in the various fish camps. Their 
seminomadic subsistence activities, when they are engaged 
in them, are confined to a few narrow coastal enclaves from 
Punta Ghueca north to Puerto Libertad.

The Seri now reside primarily at Desemboque and 
Punta Ghueca, although they sporadically reestablish camps 
from Kino Bay to Puerto Libertad, and east into the San 
Ignacio River area at Pozo Coyote (Figure 25). Commercial 
fishing and handicraft sales represent the full extent of 
the Seri cash earning activities at present. Only in times 
of stress, when the fishing is poor or the market demand 
for fish is low, do the Seri resort to many of their tradi
tional subsistence activities. The fish-buyers' stores 
have become the centers of the Seri world, both economi
cally and geographically.



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSIONS

The preceding chapters have charted and explained 
the general distribution of the Seri Indians from the 
beginning of European contacts to the present. This 
chapter will summarize briefly the history of Seri distri
bution and the factors resulting in the modern concentra
tion and fusion of these people in the present state of 
Sonora, Mexico (Figure 33).

The Seri appear to have been divided aboriginally 
into a number of separate groups which had distinct local 
associations but overlapping ranges. These groups ranged 
over an area extending from the Rio Matape in the south to 
Cabo Tepoca in the north, and from the Rio Sonora in the 
east to Tiburdh Island, San Esteban, and possibly San 
Lorenzo and Baja California, in the west. They pursued 
their livelihood in this arid coastal environment by means 
of a seminomadic hunting, fishing, and gathering sub
sistence economy. The groups moved with the seasons, 
shared their water and plant resources, and traded with 
the surrounding agricultural peoples.

Not until the advent of the Jesuits in the early 
seventeenth century was there much contact between the
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REDUCTION OF SERI RANGE 
AND RESIDENCE (1536-1966)

Fig. 33
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Spaniards and the Seri. The Jesuits, as had the Spanish 
explorers before them, avoided the arid Seri coast, pre
ferring to travel and settle in the fertile Sonoran river 
valleys east of the Seri domain where the sedentary 
agricultural Pima and Opata were easier to reduce to 
mission life than the seminomadic Seri.

During the Jesuit period, which lasted roughly from 
1617 until their expulsion in 1767, the Seri range was at 
its greatest recorded extent. Seri were observed north 
along the Altar, Magdalena, and Concepcion rivers, and east 
along the Sonora, Moctezuma, and upper Yaqui rivers. In 
the south Seri were found at the missions of Nuestra Sehora 
de Belen and Nuestra Sehora de Asuncion de Rahum, and in 
the west along the Sonoran coast and on Tiburdh Island. 
Whether or not this was the aboriginal range of the Seri 
is a moot question, but most authorities believe that the 
Seri ranged farther inland with the founding of the missions 
because the majority of the Pima had been reduced to mission 
life. This may have weakened the Pima's control of their 
western territories contiguous to those of the Seri.
Another possibility is that the missions may have created 
new trading opportunities for the Seri. The Seri, however, 
appear to have traded the same commodities with the 
missions which they traded with the aborigines before the 
advent of the Jesuits. It is therefore quite possible that



the aboriginal Seri range was much greater than that 
recorded during the Jesuit period.

That the Jesuit program for reducing the Seri to 
mission life was a complete failure is quite understandable 
in light of the seminomadic subsistence economy of the Seri 
and their aversion to agricultural life. When the Jesuit 
program for reducing them to mission life failed, Seri- 
Spanish hostilities ensued. Military activities during 
this period did little to alter Seri range, and the 
majority of the Seri remained undisturbed, in their coastal 
and island territories.

After the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767, a 
period, which might be designated as that of military 
persecution of the Seri, took place. This period lasted 
from 1768 to 1904, and was characterized by continuous 
Spanish and Mexican actions against the Seri. After the 
Jesuit program for reducing the Seri to mission life 
failed, the Spaniards tried different forceful ways to 
incorporate the Seri. When these forceful methods failed 
the Spaniards resorted to a policy of extermination.
Spanish military operations before Mexican independence, 
however, did little to curtail Seri range.

Major intrusions into Seri territory took place in 
the mid-nineteenth century when the anarchy which marked 
the struggle for Mexican independence ended and ranchers 
began moving into traditional Seri territory in the
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Bacoache drainage. Then a series of sporadic wars began 
which nearly exterminated the Seri by the turn of the 
twentieth century. Weakened by continuous war, the Seri 
retreated to the most remote parts of their territory, 
Tiburon Island and the adjacent coastal areas. Only a few 
Seri remained around the ranches in the Bacoache drainage. 
The extent of Seri range during the latter two periods is 
impressive when one realizes that the Seri traveled entirely 
on foot or by boat.

Mexican military hostilities were followed by a 
relaxation of tension and then a change in the course of 
Mexican-Seri history. The nearly extinct Seri became 
participants in Mexico's economy. Although a hundred and 
eighty had survived, the advent of commercial fishing in 
the 19301s brought new dangers to the Seri--absorption, the 
loss of integrity, social disorganization, and other 
problems of assimilation into another culture. Seri 
participation in Mexico's economy through commercial 
fishing destroyed their traditional migration patterns and 
their seminomadic subsistence activities, and brought them 
into direct confrontation with the more technologically 
advanced Mexican society. Commercial fishing made the 
Seri dependent on the fish-buyers and their stores, and 
seriously altered the Seri way of life.

Today, the majority of the Seri are concentrated in 
three camps on the Sonoran mainland--Desemboque, Punta
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/Chueca, and Viboras. Tourist resorts are being established 

at Kino Bay and up the coast, good roads are being built, 
and Seri lands are being confiscated. Their traditional 
island stronghold hunting ground, Tiburon, has been denied 
them by the Mexican government and has been made into a 
game refuge. The Seri are no longer able to avoid Mexican 
cultural and economic advance, and they are losing most of 
their traditional way of life as well as their ethnic 
integrity.

Beginning with the advent of the Jesuits, Seri 
territory has been whittled down to its present extent. 
Twentieth century Seri incorporation into Mexico's economy 
saved them as a race but is now destroying them as a 
culture. Modem Mexico has broken down their subsistence 
economy and their cultural and geographic isolation which 
once protected them. The Seri are now disintegrating as a 
people and soon no longer will exist as a discrete cultural 
entity; they will simply be other Mexicans.
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