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The Amah-Mutsun territory  
The Amah-Mutsun were originally 
called the “Mutsun” and took on a new 
name as they began to revive their 
culture in the late 20th century. 
 
Amah-Mutsun means “the Mutsun 
people.” 
 
Their territory once encompassed 
Hollister and part of Gilroy. 
 
They were also in the Quiroste Valley 
and Indian Canyon. 



 
The Amah-Mutsun were like many other Native American nations and were collectivistic
—that is, they thought about the needs of the group first before that of the individual. 
 
They encouraged personality and personal interests, but instilled obedience and loyalty 
from a young age.    
 

The Nation 



The Amah-Mutsun believed in animism, the belief that everything has a spirit. 
 
They gave nature and animals great respect. They took what they needed but they 
didn’t waste anything.  
 
They had a use for every part of an animal and plant.   

Spirituality   



          The Gods  
The Amah-Mutsun believed in two specific gods who were 
represented by the animals in the surrounding area. 
 
Hummingbird, a cultural hero, brought them fire. 
 
Coyote, was a trickster god who appeared in mythology 
throughout the North American nations. 



The Amah-Mutsun were careful of the environment and the resources within it. This led 
them to become master botanists. 
 
They came to rely on acorns and roots for their main diet, along with small game. If 
necessary they would also fall back on other vegetation such as buckeye, hazelnuts, 
and wild blackberries. 

Plant resources  

                                 
Buckeye                                                          Hazelnuts                                 Wild Blackberries  



Burn Method 
They used effective controlled burnings to clear land. 
 
This allowed many plants to thrive and killed diseased bugs, plants, and rats. 
 
The burnings fertilized the ground with ashes and gave the next harvest 
richer soil. 



The Amah-Mutsun migrated throughout the year for seasonal food so they wouldn't 
use up all their resources in one place. 
 
They shared large harvests, such as the acorn harvest, with surrounding grops 
because certain trees were a common dietary staple. 
 
 

Harvests  



Difference native groups would store acorns in different ways. Usually food was 
stored in a basket of some kind. 
 
Some groups had to deal with stormy weather and would use thatch as a top to their 
granaries to keep the seeds and acorns dry. 
 
To keep the acorns from getting moist in the fog they would elevate the baskets, 
either using poles or trees. 

Acorn Storage 



 The Amah-Mutsun constantly connected to a water source.They would rely on any 
source of fresh water they could find, including rivers, ponds, and small marshes. 
 
 

Water sources  



Water travel  
The Amah-Mutsun fished in rivers and ponds. 
 
They used small rafts called “Rush rafts” which were made of tule reeds to travel 
across bodies of water. 
 



Clothing 
The Amah-Mutsun, like many Ohlone, wore 
very little if anything at all during the year. 
 
The women could be seen wearing aprons of 
furs. During winter they might also wear a 
cape or shawl of furs. 
 
Men and children were mostly nude. 
 
In the winter months men might wear a kilt of 
tule reed or put mud on their bodies to keep 
warm. 



After a baby was born he or she was washed and put in woven cradle with a small 
fur for warmth.  
 
The baby was carried in this cradle for several months, but would be taken out and 
washed throughout the day. This would keep the baby clean and accustom him or to 
water.  

Child rearing: Infants 
  



Infant and Mother 

From this portable cradle, the baby would observe the daily activities of the group. 
Babies learned everything from the interactions around them, including how people 
of the group were to act. 
 
The babies would also see the chores their mothers carried out every day as they 
grew. 



As the baby grew he or she spent more time in water, slowly developing strong leg 
muscles. 
 
It's said that most of the babies could swim before they could walk.  
 

Child rearing: 1-3 years old 



Food introduction 

At around 18 months to 2 years old, mothers would begin weaning their children. 
  
They began to introduce solid foods such as warm acorn mush, a oatmeal-like 
substance.  
 



Child rearing: 3-7 years old 
As children begin to walk they followed their mothers throughout the day and watched 
how the village worked. 
 
This was the age at which  they had few responsibilities and were able to play with 
others.  
 
When not with their mother’s, children were watched by their grandparents. Here they 
would learn stories, traditions, and other aspects of belonging to their people. 



Basketry  
By staying with their mothers in the beginning, children would often learn how to 
weave baskets. 
 
Girls and boys alike learned the basic skills of bastektry. 
 
 



Storage baskets  
The Amah-Mutsun, like many Ohlone, used baskets for everything. 
 
They stored food in them and used them to carry water.  
 
They used pitch from trees to waterproof the bottoms of baskets.  



Cooking baskets  

The Amah-Mutsun used baskets to cook their food. 
 
They would place a hot stone in the bottom of a filled basket, letting the stone cook the 
food. 
 
 



Basketry for girls:7-9 years old 
When a girl reached 7 years old she no longer just 
played-- she began her work. 
 
She learned basket-weaving because it was a key skill of 
for this group. 
 
She would learn how to make waterproof cooking baskets 
by putting pitch in the bottom to keep in liquids.  
 
She would also learn how to make granaries and smaller 
storage baskets. 
 
 



Special Baskets : Dream designs 
Some baskets would be made from designs a girl came up with in her dreams. 
 
The designs from these dreams would lead the girl to create elaborate patterned 
baskets with shells or feathers. 



Basketry for Boys: 7-9 years old  
At 7 years old boys will learn basketry too, but for different purposes. 
 
Boys would begin their training to become hunters and would learn to make decoys for 
hunting birds such as ducks, near the water. 
 



Basketry for boys : fishing traps  
Fish were an important source of food. 
 
The Boys would also learn how to make fishing trap baskets for rivers and ponds. 
 



Division of occupations: Girls 8-10 years old 

Around 8-10 years old girls learned how to prepare meals with a pestle and mortar. 
 
They would grind acorns in the pestle and mortar before using them in meals. 
 
 
   



The girls would learn how to find roots, prepare them, and store them. 
 
They would find these roots by digging with a sharp stick. 

Root collecting  



Home management  
The girls would learn how to keep the home in working order, a more demanding 
role than they once had had as children. 
 



Boys occupations: 8-10 years old 
 

Boys were separated from the girls because their female counterparts were learning 
different skills and the young boys followed the older teens around. 
 
They watched the older boys and learned new skills through observation and 
experience. 



The sweat lodge  
The sweat lodge is a common fixture in Native American culture. 
 
The men would sit in it for spiritual purposes. They would sit in the heat until they 
would reach a trance-like state or become purified in scent and intention. 
 
The boys would gradually join them as they developed a resistance to the heat. 
 



Boys stone work 
Stone work was taught to boys so they could make tools and arrowheads using 
obsidian. 
 
Stone work also included making shells into beads for baskets. 
 
Stone work was a way to develop skills and passed them on through the 
generations. 



Adulthood: Girls become women. 
A girl became a woman when she began menstruating. 
 
Upon her first bleeding she would be secluded in a special house and educated by the 
older women about what was happening with her body. It was thought to be an 
important spiritual time because young women could now give birth,  making them 
givers of life. 
 
The customs varied but there was always a big  
celebration that ended with a feast as the  
newly-proclaimed woman exited her special house.  
                                    
                                                         



Traditions of Womanhood  

The actual traditions varied between groups. Some had dances or long ceremonies 
that surrounded the young woman's home.  
 
Some had facial tattoos given to them by older women of the tribe, signifying they were 
a woman of a certain lineage.  
                                      
                           Chin stripes 



Adulthood: Boys become men. 
The journey to manhood took longer for boys because their initiations called for 
different activities. 
 
As the boys continued to hone their hunting skills and spend more time in the sweat 
lodge, they would also take part in more of the ceremonial duties such as singing and 
dancing. 
 
In many nations across North America the men were the ones who sang and danced                 
                                                          during most ceremonies with women usually in                                                                           
                                                          the chorus depending on the event.                                                                        
                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

The more the young men participated in these 
dances the more likely that young women would 
notice them. This gave them possible love 
matches to pursue, and earned praise from their 
elders.  



Hunting  
Another important part of manhood initiation would be hunting. 
 
Boys would hunt small animals like mice and frogs throughout their childhood, gaining 
them praise for being on the road to becoming good hunters. 
 
When a boy hunted he would share the kill with others as a way to honor them but 
wouldn’t take any for himself.  He was proving himself as a hunter and providing for the 
group. 
                                      



Hunting Practices 
When a boy was finally ready to make his first kill he would don a deer skin head and 
paint himself to blend in with the herd.  
 
He would leave with two others to find a herd of deer. When he came upon them he 
pretended to be a deer and should he succeed the herd would accept him. 
 
When he finally struck he was among the deer and had little chance of missing his 
shot. 



Childhood's end and rebirth: marriage  
Childhood ended when each child reached his or her initiation. Each generation took it 
upon themselves to give birth to and raise the next one.  
 
The young men and women of the Amah-Mutsun would find suitable matches within 
their own group or among nearby groups.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



Marital matches 
The matches between young men and women varied based on eligibility. A match 
might have been arranged if an alliance was needed between groups. 
 
Some matches could not happen because of lineage. This kept the people from 
mixing within their own group and sometimes forced young men to look outside their 
own groups for a wives. 
 
In some cases a lack of skill in basketry or hunting might stop a match from 
happening.  



Courtship  
If a young man wanted to be with a specific girl then he would send a relative to 
speak with her and her family.                         
 
If she accepted, then the boy’s family would give gifts such as baskets and furs 
 
 The two families would also hold a feast in celebration.                                                                                                                                              
                                                                              
If the match didn't work out then they would split up and return to their families.     



Families  
The matches who did marry would live together and have children. 
 
This began the cycle again and so a child would likely be born every 3-4 years based 
on the customs. 
 
The Amah Mutsun would live on with each new generation. 
   



Legacy of the Mutsun Tribe 
The Mustun live on through their descendants here in the Bay 
area. 
  
They have come together in an effort to be recognized as a 
tribe by the government. 
 
Their hope is to reclaim their ancestral lands from the 
government.  
 
There have been agreements between the government and 
universities such as UC Berkley to experiment with their burn 
methods for archaeological studies. 
 
The people of the Mutsun tribe are alive today and are working 
to revive their culture within the community. 
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