CHAW’SE:  Indian Grinding Rock SHP  #373 

In the Miwok language, Chaw’se refers to the grinding holes where acorns, seeds, and other items were processed.  In the 1980’s, Chaw’se was designated to interpret the Sierra Region that includes Northern, Central, and Southern Miwok, Maidu, Konkow, Monache, Nisenan, Tubatulabal, Washo and Foothill Yokuts California Indian cultures.
Declaration of Purpose

06/1983 – General Plan 

It is the purpose of Indian Grinding Rock State Historic Park to make available to the public for their enlightenment and enjoyment the cultural resources, and their natural setting, of this historical unit, through preservation and contemporary Native American activities and reconstruction, as appropriate, and by interpretation.

It is the function of the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) to protect, manage, and develop, as appropriate, this unit as a part of a long-term and ongoing commitment to cooperate with the local Native American community.  In addition, with the cooperation of this community, the department may develop an interpretive, regional Native American museum, as long as the local Miwok culture is preserved and interpreted as the primary emphasis of the state historic park.  Preservation and interpretation may include, but are not limited to: teaching the Miwok culture, carrying the culture to future generations, and showing the Miwok culture as constantly evolving.

The Collection
The Chaw’se museum collections and interpretive exhibits include “both past and present-day objects used by Miwok people.”  Examples of regional basketry types and styles were acquired from private donors, other units in the Calaveras District, and the Department’s central storage facility for interpretive exhibits.  Rare and fragile pieces, including documented baskets from early modern times, feather dance regalia, stone tools, and other items that represent the material cultural of the Sierra Miwok and neighboring California Indian tribal groups comprise the permanent collection.  As of the year 2002, museum objects stored or exhibited at Chaw’se include 1,500 items in three categories: 1) a permanent collection, 2) loaned items and 3) a hands-on collection.  The Staff of the museum plans to work with the State Museum Resource Center in West Sacramento to establish rotating exhibits of Miwok baskets and material. A proposed interactive table will provide children an opportunity to participate in some of the activities shown in the exhibits such as the process of making acorn mush.

Facility

In June 1957, State Assembly Bill 96 appropriated money for acquisition of the property surrounding the grinding rock near Chaw’se.  The property was purchased in 1962, and was dedicated and classified as a state historic park in 1969.  Since the dedication at Chaw’se in 1969, the 135-acre park has become a focal point for California Indian activities. This includes 23 campsites, each with paved parking, fire rings, tables, food lockers, running water and restroom facilities.  

The presence of the ancient bedrock mortars gives the site a special significance for present-day peoples.  The creation of the state historic park helped ignite local interest in reviving and rebuilding traditional Miwok culture.  The structures at Chaw’se evolved out of this interest.  Most of the structures were built by members of the local Miwok community. The ceremonial roundhouse, the first built in the park, was begun by volunteers and completed by a crew working under the federally funded Greenthumb Program and leadership of the late Miwok leader Bill Franklin. The Chaw’se roundhouse is 60 feet in diameter, making it the largest existant ceremonial structure built by and for Native Californians.  The roundhouse was completed during the summer of 1974, and was dedicated with a Big Time in September 1974.  The structures at Chaw’se were built for use by the Miwok and other Native American peoples as part of their continuing cultural life.  In this sense, Chaw’se is not a historic museum, but a vital, ongoing part of Miwok tradition. 
Staff

As of January 2003, there are two full-time staff, an interpreter and a maintenance worker.  There are two part-time museum park aides and one part-time seasonal tour guide.  There is also one seasonal part-time maintenance worker.  Three employees with Indian heritage, work at the museum.

Volunteers

Twenty to twenty-five volunteers are active throughout the year.  Approximately one-third are docents that lead tours.  One-third of the volunteers are cultural demonstrators, work in the plant garden, build trails, and do clerical work in the office. The last third and most active volunteers are the Chaw’se Citizen Advisory Committee.  This committee meets quarterly to advise DPR staff concerning local Miwok traditions. 

Programs

 There are primarily two types of visitors that need to be taken into account when planning programs and exhibits at Chaw’se. One group is the local Miwok people, whose culture is a resource around which the park is developed. The second is the general public.

The interpretive programs are targeted to schoolchildren in the third and fourth grades as part of the California history curriculum.  The Chaw’se Regional Indian Museum is a popular visit for schools as far away as Stockton and Sacramento.  The Weekend Camp Fire Program features “Who is coyote?” in which coyote myths and the natural history of coyotes are shared around a campfire.  This is followed by a story in the roundhouse, concluding with a story under the stars, Coyote Dances with the Stars. On selected weekends during the summer, programs like soapstone carving, clamshell disk making and creating pine nut necklaces are offered. 

There is a self-guided Junior Ranger Program, which the above-mentioned programs compliment.  Local Miwok basketweavers from the Ione Village demonstrate basketweaving at the museum every second Saturday of the month throughout the year. 

Events

Chaw’se hosts a Big Time Gathering every September, which is the Park’s most popular event.  There is Indian dancing, crafts, demonstrations, games, and a chance for the Miwok people to meet and visit other Indian people. Indian people are encouraged to sell articles they have crafted. Visitors are given the opportunity to observe Indian people demonstrating different skills such as basket making, preparing acorn mush or playing a hand game. 

For the last two-years, the California Indian Basketweavers Association (CIBA) held its statewide annual meeting at Chaw’se. The basketweavers “show case” their baskets, demonstrate acorn cooking and cultural dancing. 

The Sierra Native American Council (SNAC), established by the Miwok people, supports the Traditional Indian Health Conference held at Chaw’se.  SNAC also co-hosts the Big Time held in September.  SNAC basket weavers demonstrate basket making every second Saturday at Chaw’se. 
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