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Tower Ruin in Horse Canyon 

Panorama of Needles for mations as approached from the west 
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Angel Arch - In side canyon of Salt Creek 
Note figures beneath arch 

Dead Horse Point in background - From Chesler Park 



Chesler Park and Needles Formation 
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GEOLOGIC RESUME• OF THE NEEDLES SALT CREEK AREA * 
(Prepared by Richard Q. Lewis, Sr . , U; S. Geological Survey.) 

The exposed sedimentary rocks in the Needles ·area are the 

Rico formation. and·. the Cedar Mesa Sandstone member of the Cutler 

forma.tion, both of Permian age. They overlie the Hermosa formation 

of Pennsylvanian age, which is exposed along the Colorado River in 

Cataract Canyon, immediately to the west of the area. The rocks once 

overlying the Cedar Mesa sandstone were completely stripped away 

during the Tertiary ; and the main drainages - i.e., Butler Wash, Cross· 

Canyon and Gypsum Canyon were cut into the Cedar Mesa sandstone . 

During the Late Tertiary and early Quaternary the Colorado 

River cut a deep canyon to the west of the Needles removing a large 

part of the overburden from the Paradox member of the Hermosa formation. 

The release of pressure resulted 1n the uplift and extrusion of salt 

and gypsum along the river. The disequilibrium caused the salt and 

gypsum to flow from beneath the Needles area toward the river. The 

removal of material allowed extensive collapsing of t he overlying rocks. 

The overlying rocks were faulted and displaced along pre-existing Joints. 

The faults form a series of closely spaced overlapping grabens, 

which are oriented to form a large arc along the east side of the 

Colorado River. The grabens are a complex structural system of merging 

and braided normal faults that Baker (1933. p. 73, Geology and oil 

possibilities of the Moab district, Grand and San Juan Counties, Utah) 

called 11 ribbon fault 1ng11 • Displacement on individual faults generally 

ranges from a few feet to about 100 feet, and displacement 1s generally 
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greatest along faults closest to Cataract c&nJon, where some faults have 

a displacement of mmuch as '00 feet, The doW!l-dropped blocks in the 

~abens commonly tor~ valleys and basins, par1;ly tilled with soil, 

alluvium, and small dunes. Travel through the area is restricted to 

routes along ~he interconnected valleys, 

The faults are Quaternary in age, possibly recent; they have 

disrupted a well-developed drainage pattern on the Cedar Mesa' sandstone. 

Segments or the pre-existing drain$ge can be observed on the blocks 

between the grabens. only two drainages now cross the area, Cross 

Canyon to the south and Butler Canyon to the north. · During seasonal 

storms and heavy runoff most ot the water flows into the structural 

basins from hanging valleys on the scarps and into "sink holes" devel­

oped along buried faults under the valley fill. 

Hearsay information from cowboys familiar with the area in­

dicates that movement has occurred along some of the faults within the 

memory ot some ot the older residents ot San Juan County. 

Pault line sinks in the valley fill ot many of the graben 

valleys look as it they may have been formed by the physical separa­

tion ot the rocks along the fault rather than by solution or erosion. 

In some places these nsinks" resemble crevasses 1n glaciers with sheer 

walls as much as 30 teet high and 7 or 8 feet apart. In many places 

the "crevasses" are bridged by unconsolidated surticial deposits 1n a 

manner resembling snow bridges across glacial crevasses, 

10 
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BIOLOGY OF THE NEEDLES AREA 

Introduction 

The Needles· Area 1n physiography as well as climate is a 

desert and the biota is typical ot that found in similar arid regions 

ot the southwest. 

Elevations in the area proper range trom 5,000 to 6,500 feet 

resulting 1n a general uniformity ot climate and biotic composition. 

However, 1t the surrounding region is considered, there is a tremendous 

diversity ot plants and animals reflecting such climatic extreJ)les as 

the sub-arctic slopes ot the La Sal and Abajo Mountains to the semi­

desert depths ot precipitous canyons. Although beyond the Needles Area 

proper, these features are an important part of the surroundings. The1 

contribute to the general impression one receives and exert a consider-

able influence upon the biology ot the Needles count17. 

The climatic pattern is typical ot the high desert country 

ot much ot the northern southwest - oold winters with some snow, hot 

summers with sporadic thunder showers 1n July and August. Records trom 

the general area indicate an average annual precipitation of about 9 

inches a year. Average annual temperature is about 50-55 degrees and 

may range from summer highs ot 110 to lows ot 15 to 20 degrees below 

zero. Such extreme variations in climate with the seasons and the 

rears has produced specialized plants and animals adapted to harsh 

conditions or lite. 

As 1n all arid regions, water is the key to the composition 

and distribution of plant communities which in turn influence the 

animal population. '!'here are no dep~ndably permanent streams 1n the 
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N~edles country and but tew permanent sources ot water at springs and 

naturJl catchment basins. In the spring some.of the major drainages 

have water in their upper reaches which usually disappears into the 

stream bed leaving the lower portions as dry expanses ot sand. 

Following summer storms the tributary canyons carry rushing streams 

to the large washes which are transformed to surging torrents drain­

ing to the Colorado. During such periods literally hundreds ot 

waterfalls spout from the tops ot spectacular cliffs. 

Penneman includes the Needles Area in the Canyon Lands Section 

ot the Colorado Plateau Province.· Biologically the area has been in­

cluded in the Navahonian Biotic Province by Dice~ The Biotic Provinces 

ot North America. However, the biotic province concept is so broad as 

to be ot little value 1n describing the ecology ot a localized area 

such as the Needles. The lite zone concept, while ot value when 

applied to areas ot great ditterences 1n elevation and latitude, is ot 

little use in characterizing the biology ot the Needles country since 

the entire area would tall within a single lite zone - the Upper 

Sonoran. 

Vega tat ion 

The influence ot topography, soil and moisture has produced 

tour quit~ distinctive vegetational types as tollows: 

1. Pirion-Juniper Woodland 

2. Northern Desert Shrub 

3. Streamside and Floodplain Community 

4. Marshy-Poolside Community 

12 
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In general, the pili'on-Juniper woodland occupies the highest 

elevat-ion, desert shrub the intermedia~e and the floodplain association 

the lowest. There are, ot course, exceptions to this orderly arrange­

ment resulting fro~ such factors as soil conditions, exposure, grazing, 

etc.· 

The low rocky hills and areas ot shallow soil frequently 

surrounding the so-called "parks'' support a ptiion-juniper woodland 

character1st1~ ot the high, cool deserts of the southwest. Interspersed 

in this pypy forest are such shrubs as barberry, rabbitbrush, mountain 

mahogany and serviceberry. 

The desert shrub association is characterized principally by 

big sage (Artemisia tridentata), blackbrush (Coleogyne ramosissima) and 

various species ot grass. Other prominent species include snakeweek, 

tour-wing saltbrush, shadscale, narrow-leaf yucca, prickly pear, cactus 

and aormon tea. This association is commonly tound on the valleys, 

slopes and low hills with deep sandy soils. It is particularly dis­

tinctive of the parks such as Cbf!sler Park and Ruin Park. These parks 

are typically broad, flat, sandy areas surrounded by low roeky hills, 

as 1n the case of Ruin Park, or by spectacular sheer cliffs and 

pinnacles as at Chesler Park. Although ecological factors appear to 

be similar, some parke have big sage as the dominant plant species and 

others blackbrusb. 

The streamside vegetation is readily divided into two distinct 

types depending upon whether growing along the wide, sandy washes such 

as Salt Creek or in narrow cleft canyons. The major drainages commonlJ 

are bordered by a dense growth ot tamarisk and willow with occasional 
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groves ot cottonwood. Alkaline tolerant species such as greasewood 

are locally abundant. Most ot the larger, broader canyons such as 

Lavender Canyon have bordering benches ot alluvial till frequently 

covered by dense thickets of scrub oak and masses ot rabbitbrush 

and tour-wing .saltbrush • 

The vegetation in the narrow canyons, such as the one 

leading to Druid Arch, is quite ditterent - perhaps sutt1c1ently so 

to qualify as a distinct community. No single species attains any-

degree of dominance. Rather there is a mixture ot such species as 

singleleat ash, squawbush, piiion pine, juniper, mountain mahogan7, 

aerv1ceberry, willow, tendler bush, hackberry, dogbane, and hop horn­

beam. A tew Douglas-fir are to be tound at the base ot shaded C&llJ'On 

walls where moisture and exposure conditions are suitable. 

A fourth, and quite spec1al1Zed plant community, is found 

1n a tew semi-marshy.areas, around natural catchments and 1n the form 

of so-called banging gardens along seeps on canyon walls. Somewhat 

marshy places are found at several locations along Salt Creek and 1ta 

tributaries. Alkaline conditions appear to be indicated by a salt­

like crust through which rushes, aaltgrass, horsetails and sedges 

grow. Natural pools, some with permanent water, are tound in the 

narrow canyons where they collect run-ott following rains. One such 

pool, perhaps 50 feet in diameter and 15 teet deep, is located at the 

base ot a waterfall in the canyon leading to Druid Arch, A dense 

. growth ot reeds and other plants adapted to hydric conditions surrounded 

the pool. Hanging gardens ot maidenhair tern, columbine, monkey flower 

and algae are occasionally seen at seeps or springs. 

14 
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Animals 

The animal population ot the.Needles· is not particularly 

spectacular, although several mule deer, a number ot ground-dwelling 

rodents, nume~ous ;L1Zards and a representative sampling ot bird life 

was seen. However, in such arid regions, mere numbers ot animals 

cannot be regarded ·as an index ot their importance. What is important 

are the interesting relationships ot desert plant and animal associa­

tions - the manner 1n which living things have been able to adapt and 

survive. 

Durrant includes the Needles country 1n the San Juan Subcenter 

ot the Colorado Plateau Faunal Area. This taunal area consists generallJ 

ot the lowland drainage of the Colorado River in Utah. The San Juan 

Subcenter is bordered on the west by the Colorado River, on the south 

by the San Juan and by the Utah-Colorado border on the east. Species 

limited 1n Utah to this area are the Zuni Prairie Dog (C. gunnisoni) 

and the Black-tooted rerret (Mustela nigripes). Endemic subspecies in­

clude a ground squirrel, a wood rat and a kangaroo rat. Dw;trant states 

that 11 
••• no area 1n Utah is more distinctive, as concerns mammals, than 

that east ot the C9lorado River". 

Perhaps the most significant biological $tory ot the Needles 

area would be the adaptation ot l1v1ng thi·ngs to a harsh enviromnent. 

Another significant story is the influence ot topography, spec1t1call1 

the c_anyon ot the Colorado River, on the distribution and speciation ot 

many torms ot animal life. 
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The mountain sheep is probably the most interesting ot the 

larger mammals in the Needles. While no speciinens were seen, the1 

ar~ known to be present in the rugged canyon country bordering the 

Colorado River. There was abundant sign ot a large population ot 

Rocky Mounta~ Mule Deer, particularly 1n Lavender Canyon. 

Since no detailed observations were made ot the animals, no 

attempt will be made to 11at the various species 1n the area. Such 

. information, generally applicable t9 the Needles, is given 1n several 

ot the references listed 1n the bibliography. 

Conclusions 

Ho definitive evaluation of the biological values of the 

Needles can be made without considerably more detailed studies. How­

ever, on the basis ot observations during the area investigation, it 

can be safely said that the biotic features are of considerable interest 

and are representative ot this arid portion ot the Colorado River basin. 

The plants and animals ot the Needles are certainly a major feature 

supplementing the prime scenic.and geologic values. 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES 0, 'I'HE NEEDLES AREA 

by - Lloyd M •. Pierson 

The archaeology ot this area.is neither unique to the Southwest 

no~ to the National Park Service, but .it is unique 1n its setting, its 

remoteness, its ~spoiled treshness, the feeling ot discove~J present, 

and the particular interplay ot cultures that took place there. The 

various ruined villages are plentiful, some ot tair size, most well pre­

served and with their virtues intact. There .are also a great many oamp­

ai tes and pictograph panels scattered throughout the region. Coupled 

with the scenic grandeur the prehistoric works add the little touch ot 

spice necessary to make the whole a travel gourmets delight. 

Two branches of the Pueblo culture were extant here; the San 

Juan Anasazi ot Southern Utah and the Fremont ot East Central Utah. Appar-

entl.y this was a zone ot contact where much ot the exchange and selection 

ot cultural traits between these two groups took place. It was a place 

where the ideas flowing from the more complex Anasazi group to the less 

complex Fremont peoples were tempered and filtered. Hence it is an 

important area to the study of man as a locale where the scientists can 

seek unadulterated clues as to the whys of mans choices 1n the selection 

of ideas and material culture items and where the layman can get a bett~r 

understanding ot mankind and his traditions. 

The San Juan .Anasaz·1 group is familiar to most people as the 

builders of the large alitt dwellings ot the Mesa Verde and the huge 

mult1stor1ed apartment houses ot the Chaco Canyon. The Fremont Branch, 
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ttiough developed 1n the general Pueblo tradition, never reached the 

developmental heights ot their cousins turthe~ south. They did maintain 

an :1nd1v1dual1ty expressed by their elaborate figurines, stone balls, 

huge painted pictographs, leather moccasins, pottery types, and hunting­

gathering or1~ntat1on. 

Little is known ot the archaeology ot the Needles Area other 

than through surface surveys and although the Anasazi region further 

south is relatively well known the Fremont culture remains an enigma. 

The survey ot Hunt and Wilson (1952) 1n Horse Canyon and the informa­

tion gathered on this investigation are the sum total of archaeological 

investigations in the Salt Creek drainage and the Needles proper. 

Undoubtedly man has been living 1n the general area tor a 

great length ot time. Both the Folsom and Pinto-Gypsum cultures, early 

hunt and gathering peoples, have been identified in Southeastern Utah, 

although not as yet within the area under discussion. 

The most prominent culture of the area was the two branches ot 

the Pueblos previously mentioned; the prehistoric pottery making agri­

cul tur1sts. They seemingly occupied the area during the 12th century 

1n a rather heavy but possibly seasonal concentration. The region seems 

to have been deserted by these people 1n the 13th century, possibly due 

to a general movement out ot the San Juan country by the Pueblo groups 

further south • 

Salt Creek Canyon, like most of the canyons heading 1n Salt 

Creek Mesa, has an intensive occupation 1n its upper reache_s and sporadic 

prehistoric occupation throughout. Most ot the ruins are the socalled 

18 
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"Maki House" type, either single or multiple small round, sometimes 

square, masonry granaries averaging about seven teet in diameter. 

These are most frequently located 1n small caves or on narrow ledges 

at all elevat~ons .on the canyon walls. Occasionally these may be 

contlguous but this is rare 1n the clitt dwellings, Many ot them are 

almost, it not entirel1, inaccessible. Most are accompanied by painted 

and/or pecked pictographs. 

Above the "Jump" in Salt Creek there is a widening out ot 

the canyon and here one finds .a concentration of clitt and open sites 

worth1 ot comparison with 8ll1' area 1n the Southwest. The cliff dwellings 

are, tor the most part, in the Fremont tradition, while the open sites 

are typical Developmental Pueblo. An example surveyed consisted ot a 

crescent shaped row ot contiguous rooms ten feet wide and forty teet 

long, on a low mound, oriented with the crescent opening to the south­

east and a kiva depression in the center ot the crescent. 

Only one of the clitt dwellings that was visited gave any in-

dication of having a kiva present, This was Tower Ruin in Horse Canyon, 

and what appears to be a cribbed log rooted 11D11 shaped k1va with a 

ventilator 1n the southeast wall is present. Another cliff dwelling 

that may be more 1n the .Anasaz1 trad1~ion is a forty room attair re­

portedly on a ledge in Salt Creek near the head or the canyon, 

The survey conducted by Hunt and Wilson (1952) sh<Jfed Horse 

Canyon, a major tributary ot Salt Creek, to contain 1n its six to eight 

miles of length over 44 sites ranging trom camp sites, caves, pictograph 

panels, and single granaries to eleven room villages. This appears to 
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b' standard tor Salt Creek Canyon, Davia, Lavender, Lost, and Squaw 

Canyons. Only the West Pork ot Salt qreek seems to be devoid ot 

significant human occupation. 

One. cl~t ruin, discovered on the trip, in Horse Canyon is 

worthy ot description. The site is located 500 feet above the canyon 

floor on a narrow eight toot wide ledge almost at the top ot the 

sheer canyQn wall. Access to the site is via a long tongue ot slick 

rock, across a narrow sandstone ridge w1th sheer drops on both sides, 

and then up a short but dangerous incline to the ledge. The site con-

slats ot several square and round storage chambers 1n poor shape and 

tour well defined painted figures. The figures have elaborate face 

masks 1n a geometric design and are ot a tJPe that is peculiar to the 

Needles area and seem to be related to similar types tound in the 

Premont Culture area. 

Also ot special interest was a hearth tound buried deep in 

the side ot an arroyo bank 1n Horse Canyon indicating, perhaps, the 

presence ot earlier peoples. 

In the v1cin1t1 ot Squaw Spring there are chipping areas where 

there must have been large and frequently occupied camp sites, The same 

situation exists at Cave Spring and undoubtedly at any of the permanent 

water sources 1n the region. In ad~ition at Cave Spring there are 

several large caves which show indication of extensive occupation. 

Some ot these have been badly damaged recently. One has an interesting· 

series of bedrock metatea 1n it •. A tew pecked and painted glyphs are 

to be tound also, 

20 
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Within the Needles proper: Chesler Park, Virginia Park, 

Devils- Lane, etc., there seem to be no_ masonry ruins and they have not 

been reported by the various devotees ot the area. There are, however, 

several camps~tes ~d pictograph panels there, Two campsites were 

found in the center ot Chesler Park, one 1n a sandy area, the other in 

a sheltered spot between two large monoliths. The former showed only 

chips and broken stone artifacts ot chipped technique while the latter 

had stone work plus a twelve inch layer ot ash showing some length ot 

occupation. 

There is one packed panel ot pictures on the north side ot 

Chesler Park but these were not visited. In Chesler Canyon there is a 

small cave with a series of painted pictures done tor the most part 1n 

red. Hands with incised palms, a string ot human figures with packs 

on their backs, upside down men (killed?), and mountain sheep make up 

the majority ot the ~a1nt1ngs. Another panel nearby, but not seen, 

reportedly has typical red painted triangular 'il!lthropomorphic figures 

ot the Fremont type on it. 

Two panels ot painted pictographs 1n Devils Lane just north 

ot Chesler Park are also quite striking. The one is under a small 

overhang formed by a block of stone dropping out or the cliff tace. 

It consists ot a series ot red painted negative and positive hands, some 

with incised palms, and a tew anthropomorphic t1gures. The painted 

material was readily available in a se~ at the base of the olitt. The 

second panel is high on the tace _ot the cliff not too tar from the first. 

21 

' .. ·~-. ---,·.-.·-··'·J 
; 

_, 



.:_,_JI 

·. ,~,- JI 
:.·.JI · .. ; I 

JI 
I JI 

~ .. ·:; 

JI 
] 

Ali of the figures on it are 1n red paint from the same source and 

the figures consist ot tour toot high square shouldered triangular 

an~hropomorphic figures ot the Fremont type, ladders , 'dogs and/ or 

mountain sheep •. 

It is known that there are other campsites in the general 

vicinity but human occupation could not have been too extensive 1n 

the Needles proper if the water situation in the. past was as it is 

today. 

Although the sites listed above have been designated as be­

longing to the period of the 12th century pottery making farmers there 

is a good possibility that many ot them, particularly the campsites 

and "Mok1 Houses" were occupied 1n proto-historic and historic times. 

Historical accounts show that Southeastern Utah was occupied by at 

least three groups: Utes, Southern Paiutes, and ~avaJos and it is 

possible that any of these three may have spent time in the area; 

the possibility being in the same relative order as the above listing. 

* * * 
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