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FOREWORD

The following paper presents, in preliminary form, the out-
standing features of the archeology of one restricted region of South-
ern California’s desert area, so far as investigation has revealed them
up to this time.

It also records a notable achievement on the part of Mr. and Mrs.
William H. Campbell of Twenty Nine Palms to whom all honor and
credit are due.

Finding themselves in a virgin archeological field of unusual
richness and interest, they realized its scientific possibilities and the
unfortunate consequences of attempting to work it without technical
instruction and supervision.

For this reason they presented their case to the Southwest Mu-
seum, and submitted their energetic enthusiasm to the guidance of
trained archeologists.

As a result, a remarkably large and varied collection has been
assembled, cleaned, repaired and properly catalogued; the circum-
stances of finding have been duly recorded; the sites mapped and
described. Moreover the collection, in its entirety, has been deeded
by its finders to the Southwest Museum.

Future plans include the continuation of the explorations, the
intensive excavation of certain selected sites, additional publication,
and, finally the erection of a trail-side branch of the Southwest Mu-
seum at Twenty Nine Palms to be known as The Desert Branch, in
which it is hoped to exhibit the Campbell collection, or the greater
part of it, in its original homeland.

The work has already assumed such magnitude that the Camp-
bells can not handle it unaided. This has led to the appointment of
Mr. Edwin F. Walker as curator of this important branch of the
Southwest Museum.

In expressing the gratitude of the Southwest Museum to Mr.
and Mrs. Campbell for their princely gift it should be recorded here
that the Campbells have borne the entire expense of the project, in-
cluding exploration, publication and maintenance, the Museum con-
tributing only the time of various staff members when required.

M. R. HarringTON, Curator in Charge.
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FRASHER PHOTO PLATE 1—Twenty Nine Palms Valley.



INTRODUCTION AND GENERAL DESCRIPTION

By Epwix F. WALKER
Curator of Desert Branch, Southwest Museum, Twenty Nine Palms

In the southeastern part of California, between the Mohave
Desert and the Coachella Valley, lies the oasis of Twenty Nine Palms.
Within approximately twenty-five miles of this oasis are the places
mentioned in this report.

SANTA BARBARA

ANGELE

DINO

5;;EV{ENTYNINE PALMS ‘ .

Pdcific Ocean

MAP shHowing TWENTYNINE PALMS

Perhaps the earliest reference to this locality is the remarkable
guess of Lieutenant R. S. Williamson of the United States Railroad
Survey, who in 1853, reporting to the War Department, wrote: “A
mountain range extends from San Bernardino Mountain in a south-
easterly direction nearly, if not quite, to the Colorado [River]. Be-
tween these mountains and the mountains of the Mohave [Desert]
nothing is known of the country. I have never heard of a white
man who had penetrated it. I am inclined to the belief that it is
barren, mountainous desert composed of a system of basins and
mountain ranges. It would be an exceedingly difficult country to
explore on account of the absence of water and there is no rainy
season of any consequence.”

The early literary explorers of the Colorado Desert to the south
and the Mohave Desert to the north did not reach this intermediate
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district. In 1776 Father Francisco Garcés had skirted the northern
parts of the Mohave Desert to the upper waters of the Mohave River
and Jedediah Smith in his trip of 1826 went over practically the
same route, Brevet Captain John C. Frémont in 1844, returning
from his first trip into Southern California, covered a part of the
same district. Looking out over the unexplored desert stretches he
was impelled to hazard a surmise respecting desert Indians which
reflects the typical frontiersman’s point of view and which he em-
bodied in his report to the War Department thus: “The contents of
this Great Basin are yet to be examined. That it is peopled we know,
but miserably and sparsely. From all that I heard and saw I should
say that humanity here appears in its lowest form and in its most
elemental state. Dispersed in single families; without firearms; eat-
ing seeds and insects; digging roots and hence their name [Digger] ;
such is the condition of the greater part. Interior basins . . . often
sterile, are common enough in Asia: people . . . living in deserts,
with no other occupation than the mere animal search for food, may
still be seen in that ancient quarter of the globe; but in America
such things are new and strange, unknown and unsuspected, and
discredited when related. But I flatter myself that what is discovered,
though not enough to satisfy curiosity is sufficient to excite it and
that subsequent explorations will complete what has been commenced.”

Frémont refers to desert Indians with long bows, small trans-

lucent arrow-points, gourd canteens and long crooked sticks for
catching rodents.

Indians were living in the Twenty Nine Palms district when
the early whites arrived, though none since 1913.

The known history of this section dates back about seventy-five
years, soon after the coming of the prospectors. Perhaps the Forty-
Niners themselves did not get in here during the first gold rush but
certainly their kind did arrive a few years later. Then followed, at
intervals, several mining booms with gold mines opened and hundreds
of people in the mining camps. After each boom operations ceased
and most of the mining camps were entirely deserted.

In 1855 the first survey was made here by Col. Henry Wash-
ington. He it was, according to tradition, who gave the name of
Twenty Nine Palms to the oasis of Mara, as the Indians called it.
From his field notes we glean the first reference to the oasis: “On
the south boundary of Section thirty-three—an Indian wigwam near
a spring of good water, supposed to be permanent, and a small cluster
of cabbage palmetto.”

In the following year, A. P. Greene, deputy surveyor, says under
his General Description: “In Section Thirty-three there are a num-
ber of fine springs. There are some large palm trees from which the
springs take their name. . . . Near the springs the land has the appear-
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ance of having been cultivated by the Indians. There are Indian
huts in Section Thirty-three. The Indians use the leaf of the palm
tree for making baskets, hats, etc. Around the springs there is a
growth of cane of which the Indians make arrows for their bows.
There is some mesquite and a considerable quantity of greasewood
bush in this township. The mesquite . . . is said by the Indians to
be always a good indication for water, which generally can be ob-
;aine,d in a pure state by digging a short distance, say four to twelve
eet.”

Following the era of the mines came the period of the cattle-
men. Galleta grass made this a practical range, the problem of water
being largely solved by the construction of small dams of rock and
cement in the canyons or rock formations. These dams remain a
witness to that period.

In 1925 when Mr. and Mrs. Wm. H. Campbell pitched their
tent in the oasis of Twenty Nine Palms there were only two people
living within half-a-dozen miles. One was a prospector, Mr. Wm.
McHaney, who had been in the district since 1879. On acquaintance
he proved to have most thorough knowledge of the country and to
be an authority on the last of the Indians who had lived hereabouts.
With them he had camped, hunted and traveled their trails from
water-hole to water-hole. He had intimately observed their habits,
customs, migrations and ways of wresting a good living from a desert
in which a white man might easily have starved to death. Blessed
with a most retentive memory as well as being a close observer, he
proved a veritable mine of information regarding the customs of the
Indians he had known. No Indian report from this district would be
complete without a tribute to his generosity in supplying facts. Some
of his statements could be verified from other sources which have
unfailingly proved his accuracy. And consequently much informa-
tion will be quoted as coming from him.

Mr. McHaney aroused in Mr. and Mrs. Campbell a deep interest
in local archeology, so that the beginning of their collection dated
from his Indian talks. From the small start of a few worked flints,
they have increased the collection to a point where it illustrates many
phases of Indian life. They felt it should be available to the public
and therefore presented it to the Southwest Museum. It is the hope
of the Museum to have the collection remain in Twenty Nine Palms
as a trailside museum.

Meanwhile collecting continues most energetically under Federal
permit. Mr. and Mrs. Campbell are still devoting many days of every
month to scouring various sections of the district. This means explor-
ing every cave, searching every nook and cranny, and studying any
features of the country that might have a bearing on Indian life.

And what are these features?
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The basins or valleys to which Lieutenant Williamson refers
have an area of several square miles and are at altitudes ranging
from two thousand to four thousand five hundred feet. The sur-
rounding mountain ranges are composed of dark rocks which look
absolutely bare and desolate until the sunset paints them flaming
colors that would drive an artist to distraction.

As seen from a distance, some of the mountains appear vol-
canic, much like those on the Mohave Desert, but they are mostly of
a dark granitic formation with some areas of lighter colored rock,
known in Southern California as decomposed granite. Evidently
what has happened is that as the rock has eroded it has left the
more solid portions in vast jumbles of boulders, many of them of
great size, some as large as a house. Under these rock piles are count-
less small caves, some of them used by Indians.

Dry washes or water-courses, a mile or more in width and five
to fifteen miles in length, connect the higher basins with those that
are lower. From the latter there is no apparent outlet as they are
enclosed by high mountain ranges. These basins are the sinks for
the surrounding territory and at their very lowest level there are
great playas known as dry lakes.

Mary Austin, following the Indian custom, would call this desert
country a land of little rain. Actually there are some rains, a few
in winter, usually more in summer, when, as if to make up for
lost time, they may arrive in cloudbursts. Then the water rushes
down the mountains in foaming waterfalls to make raging torrents
that carry away everything movable. Soon the water is gone, sunk
out of sight down to bed rock.

With the exception of the oasis, where there are open springs,
this is seemingly a land without any water. One could travel many
terrifying miles in any direction from the oasis without finding a drop
of moisture. However there are, besides springs, various natural
reservoirs and some canyons in which water runs a short distance. In
some places there is a substitute for water in the barrel cactus, which,
when crushed inside the stalk, produces a liquid that will allay thirst.

The present homesteaders have reached water in their wells in
some places as shallow as twelve feet, but there is no evidence as yet
that the Indians of this district sank wells to any such depth, although
the Cahuillas to the south did have wells of a sort.

According to McHaney the Indians knew the locations of all
the available water in the district and had many quarrels among them-
selves over these water-holes. The history of desert people the world
over!

Usually the Indians were most secretive as to the whereabouts
of their gravel-covered reservoirs, or “blind tanks.” Consequently
there is no telling how many of them have been lost to the white man,
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FRASHER PHOTO PLATE 2—Palms at the Oasis of Twenty Nine Palms.
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but often the proximity of water is indicated by old Indian camp sites.

Casual observation of this desert country gives no indication of
the extent of its animal life. Trappers still procure an incredible
number of wolves, coyotes, foxes, swifts, racoons, skunks, badgers,
lynx and wildcats. Animal tracks and droppings are much in evi-
dence but the animals are wary and are almost never seen.

Carefully protected by the game warden, there are still a great
many big-horn sheep of the light-colored desert variety, although the
average tourist would never dream of their existence so near at hand.

McHaney states that fifty years ago the prong-horn antelope
dotted the basins. In the western part of this district a few deer
come down from the San Bernardino Mountains and once in a while
a mountain lion. There was much small animal life that might have
been available for food—for the far from squeamish Indians—such
as rattlesnakes, horned toads, chuckawallas and other lizards, tor-
toises, packrats, gophers, ground - squirrels, antelope chipmunks,
kangaroo rats and other rodents, ducks and geese when the lakes had
water, quail and doves, jackrabbits and cottontails, crickets and grass-
hoppers.

Barring the absence of water it is hard for any one to associate
this arid land with the traditional idea of a desert: a plain of bare,
shifting sands. True, there are sand dunes where the groves of green
mesquite trees line the shores of the dry lakes; and there are many
stretches of sandy hummocks where galleta grass grows, but most of
the district is floored with a coarse soil containing much gravel and
having a firm surface as the result of the infrequent but heavy rains.
There are miles of creosote bushes, commonly called greasewood, in
the more level spaces, which, when seen from a distance, appear an
almost solid mass of green—olive drab in winter, emerald in spring.

The fan palms, the native Washingtonia filifera, rise majestically
from the desert at the oasis and are hidden far from sight up the
canyon of Forty Nine Palms.

The basins that are in the higher altitudes contain thousands of
the giant yuccas known as Joshua trees, which from a distance appear
as skeleton forests. These weird trees assume shapes well described
as “giants in agony.”

In the washes are smoke trees, wild olives, desert willows, blad-
der-pods and catclaws. Scattered here and there in the mountains
are some junipers, manzanitas, piflons and live oaks, grasses, sage
brush, various cacti and many kinds of bushes.

When observed close-by it is seen that the individual growths are
separated from their neighbors by a considerable space of bare
ground. There seems to be a finality about this, as if the desert had
long ago decided that it could support just so much life and no more.
But every so often there is a series of heavy rains following which
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the desert blooms profusely for a short period. Then spaces that
were bare are carpeted with a mass of wild flowers that baffle descrip-
tion. At such times grass comes up in certain places as continuously
as in a meadow, and the mountain-sides are green with vines and
plants. Then the dry lakes are filled with water and teem with ducks,
geese, snipe and plover.

McHaney says he never saw fatter Indians than those living in
this desert. This was probably due to their eating mesquite and mes-
crew beans, which grow profusely in some parts of the district.
There were undoubtedly many more mesquite trees in Indian times
because great numbers of the trees have been cut down in recent
years, particularly during the mining days, when the freighters loaded
their mule teams with firewood on their return trips to Los Angeles.

In the upper parts of the washes are desert willows and catclaws
which have edible beans growing in pods. In the mountain gulches
are piflons with their oily nuts, live-oaks with acorns, and manzanita
bushes with large berries. These latter were evidently a popular food
as it is related in the “Captivity of the Oatman Girls” that the Mo-
haves would go as far as sixty miles to obtain these berries. Small
berries of several varieties are found in large quantities. McHaney
has seen the Indians drying these by the hundreds of pounds. Many
plants, particularly chia, yield nourishing seeds, and several kinds of
cacti produce edible fruit. There are three varieties of yucca whose
blossoms and seed-pods have some food value, but these could not
have been a favorite as they were described by an old desert Indian
as “Fill um up—no taste.”

McHaney noticed that their food-gathering habits compelled the
Indians to lead a migratory existence, changing camp frequently in
order to get mesquite beans, pifion nuts, ducks, mountain-sheep and
so on. Finding it inconvenient to transport all their possessions, they
would leave cooking-pots and ollas near a camp site ready for their
return, particularly if there were suitable caves for storage close by.

Thus it is evident that while the Indians in this district had to
work hard for a living, still by hard work it was possible for them
to live in comfort in the desert which they had mastered.

For them this secluded district must have been an inland empire,
complete in itself. In addition to sufficient water and diverse kinds
of food there were in places brush and trees that could be used for
fuel and shelter ; manzanita and desert willow for bows; arrow-canes
and arrow-weeds for shafts; flints for arrow-points; mesquite gum
for attaching the points; clay for pottery; pifion pitch for mending
the pottery; animals furnishing hides for moccasins, and pelts for
robes and quivers; large slabs of stones for metates and hullers;
smaller stones for manos, hammerstones, arrow-straighteners, knives
and other artifacts; antlers for flakers; bones of large animals for
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awls; grasses and bushes for baskets; yucca fiber for rabbit nets,
carrying nets and cord; Indian hemp for twine; the bark of sage-
brush and the leaves of yucca and palm for sandals; rock-salt for
seasoning ; wild tobacco for the ceremonial pipe; “jimson-weed” for
an intoxicant ; wild buckwheat, senna, Indian tea and many other herbs
for medicinal use; and yucca root for soap if ever that should be
wanted !

With a climate salubrious and mild, camping must have been a
delight. At the oasis, although the summer temperature does reach
a hundred and ten on the hottest afternoons, this intense heat is not
as oppressive as would be a similar temperature near the coast;
because here there is almost no humidity, tests showing the dryness
to exceed that of almost any other spot in the country. During the
summers, camp sites in the upper basins would be ten to twenty
degrees cooler than at the lower levels.

During the winter it is rare for a dawn to be as cold as twenty
degrees above zero, and with sunrise this rapidly changes to comfort.
There is sunshine almost every day in the year, even rain clouds
usually granting the sun some openings.

The early explorers relate that the Indians in nearby districts
followed the custom of wearing almost no clothing except during the
coldest weather, when the garment adopted was a blanket or robe of
rabbit-skin, “a bag-like covering” as Frémont describes it. Moccasins
or sandals would have been some protection against cholla spines and
probably were the one popular article of apparel. McHaney states
that the last Indians clung to moccasins though adopting white men’s
clothes.

George Wharton James in his “Wonders of the Colorado Desert”
relates that Cahuilla women used splints from palm leaves for mak-
ing sandals, with a loop behind and two tie strings in front; and Dr.
David P. Barrows in his Ethnobotany describes Cahuilla women
fashioning that type of sandals from yucca. Indian women are gen-
erally reported as wearing aprons of grass or fibre.

The Indians did not have any permanent location but were camp-
ing in wickiups of brush plastered with mud when McHaney first
saw them.

Most camp sites are located in the open, among the sand dunes
along the shores of dry lakes, among the mesquites somewhat shel-
tered from the wind, at the sides of washes or frequently in the more
mountainous sections close to the jumbles of boulders. Nearby, in a
very few instances, are caves that were apparently used for living
purposes, marked as they are by soot on the ceiling, groups of fire-
stones, metates in place, and potsherds and chipped flints scattered
all about. From this it is evident that some Indians here did not share
the Paiutes’ prejudice against caves.
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PLATE 4—Mortars in Bedrock.
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Tin dishes and metal cooking utensils are evidence that later
some of the caves were occupied by prospectors, those hardened sour-
doughs of whom tradition relates it was their great indoor sport to
heave a stone at an Indian olla to hear it go “kerplunk.”

Upon the ceiling and walls of a few caves there are pictographs
in red, black and white ; and on some canyon walls and boulders there
are various petroglyphs. Some of these have been illustrated and
described by Julian H. Steward in his “Petroglyphs of California and
Adjoining States.”

At certain camp sites there are deep mortar holes in small
boulders or bed-rock mortars in the main rock formation. In some
instances the mortar holes are surrounded by a number of small
shallow depressions. These curious little depressions are about three
inches across. Sometimes there are ten or eleven of them clustered
about a mortar hole.

Usually, however, the camp sites proclaim their whereabouts
only by a few scattered flakes of flint and some tiny potsherds. These
sites always seem to be within a mile and a half of water, which
apparently was the extreme distance that Indian women were willing
to “pack” water.

Some camps were very near covered water-holes; but in the
case of open water McHaney states that the Indians would always
establish camp back a quarter or a half mile so that the game the
Indians wished to hunt would not be frightened away when coming
to drink.

Most of the camps are small and were possibly occupied by
single families, but a few are large, having many groups of firestones,
an abundance of ashes in the soil, and numerous broken metates and
manos.

Trails connecting these sites can be traced in a few places and
are visible on hillsides to which the ancient people climbed to avoid
heavy boulders in a wash. They used blazes or “ducks” (stones)
as trail markers, many of which remain to this day.

The aged Francisco Potencio, chief of the Cahuillas at Palm
Springs, says it was the custom of the Indians here, as it was among
those to the south and southwest, to cremate the dead and scatter
the ashes and to break up the belongings of the deceased. McHaney
says the early custom was to burn the dead at a camp site where the
ashes were lost with those of the camp fires. He adds that some of
the last Indians were buried in graves at the Palms and that these
later burials were accompanied by a portion of the earlier customs,
some possessions being buried with the body and others broken or
destroyed, including the burning of the home. This was preceded by
a noisy ceremony of driving out devils. A wickiup would burn to
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the ground but an adobe hut was dismantled, all of the wood put in
a pile and burned, and the adobe broken up.

These last Indians had the white-man’s way of planting things
at the oasis of Twenty Nine Palms: willows, alfalfa, grape vines
and peach trees. At the death of the owner all the trees and vines
he had planted were uprooted. Then the rest of the family went
away never to return. There is a pathetic little graveyard remaining
just outside the oasis, one marker being a weathered wooden cross.

The last Indians did not respect the sacredness of possessions
put into caves by their predecessors or buried with their contempo-
raries. McHaney relates how an old Indian, Captain Jim Pine, who
had worried along with a short inferior gun, blossomed out with a
long and very superior one soon after this fine weapon had been
buried with its owner, “Old Mike.” He adds that these last Indians,
with the exception of the Paiutes, appropriated the pottery that had
been put into caves by earlier Indians and though they themselves
did not make any pottery they were well supplied with several pieces
to each family.

It seems that when McHaney arrived there were no Indians
hereabouts, as a pestilence, presumably smallpox, had given them a
prejudice against the place and those who had been living here had
gone away. Those with whom he became acquainted came in during
the year 1890 and were mostly Serranos who claimed this territory,
some Chemehuevis and occasional Paiute visitors. J. Smeaton Chase
in 1918 refers in his Desert Trails to the oasis as “a marshy spot,
formerly the site of a village of Chemehuevi Indians from the Colo-
rado River.” Francisco Potencio states that Indians in this imme-
diate vicinity were Serranos and he emphatically declares that they
were not Cahuillas, his tribe.

Of the Serranos, William Duncan Strong says in his Aboriginal
Society in Southern California: “The central home of the Serrano
was the San Bernardino mountains; to the east their range met that
of the Chemehuevi; to the north that of the Kitanemuk and more
alien Kawatisu; on the west were groups of Gabrielino; and to the
south in the San Gorgonio Pass were clans of the Pass Cahuilla.
Such was their general position but the exact boundaries of their
range have been subject to considerable dispute, especially in regard
to their western and southern extension. In approaching this problem
one important fact must be borne in mind, namely, that the Serrano
do not seem to have ever been a tribe in the sense in which that term
is generally used. Like their neighbors, the political unit of the Ser-
rano was the localized lineage which was nearly always autonomous.
The entire dialectic group was therefore never politically united, nor
do there seem to have been even large portions of it amalgamated.
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The small local groups occupied definite favorable territories but
rarely extended these boundaries very far from the clan locale.”

Barrows, writing of the Cahuillas in 1900, says: “Probably not
less than two centuries ago the ancestors of these Indians entered
the great range of territory still occupied by their descendants. They
came from the deserts north of the San Bernardino range and the
stock to which they belong is a desert people.”

The maps of Dr. A. L. Kroeber in his “Handbook of the Indians
of California” show that the Serranos, Cahuillas, Paiutes and Che-
mehuivis are all within the territory of the Shoshoneans to which
family they belong and of whom he says: “Actually this group is
only part of a larger one—the Uto-Aztekan family. This mass of
allied tribes, which extended from Panama to Idaho and Montana,
is one of the great fundamental families of aboriginal America, of
importance in the origins of civilization, politically predominant at the
time of discovery, and numerically the strongest on the continent to-
day. This association of our Shoshoneans of east and south Cali-
fornia with this aggregate at the centers of native culture opens a
far prospective. The lowly desert tribes . . . are seen in a new light
as kinsmen, however remote, of the famous Aztecs. . . . Of course,
any recent connections are out of the question. It was the ancestors
of the Mexican Nahua and the California Shoshoneans of some thou-
sands of years ago who were associated, not their modern repre-
sentatives; and, as to the former association, no one knows when it
occurred.”
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PART I—FIELD WORK

First of all I wish to acknowledge my very great obligations to
many friends for their interest and assistance in the preparation of
this paper, including Mr. Mark Raymond Harrington who has gen-
erously given me many hours of his time, Dr. James A. B. Scherer
who graciously corrected my manuscript and Miss Laura C. Cooley
of the Los Angeles Public Library. I am deeply indebted to the
members of the staff of the Southwest Museum, especially Mr.
Charles Amsden.

To my husband, William H. Campbell, I wish to express my true
appreciation, for painstakingly collecting most of the artifacts men-
tioned in this report and for his unfailing interest and encourage-
ment.

The archeological explorations described have been conducted
about the desert springs and water-holes within a radius of approxi-
mately twenty-five miles of Twenty Nine Palms, San Bernardino
County, California. The work has been carried on under permits
from the Secretary of the Interior and during the two years or so
that it has continued, thirty-five districts have been visited and more
than three hundred sites have been located. As the Campbell home
is at Twenty Nine Palms, that has been used as a base and outfit-
ting has been done and excursions into Indian territory conducted
from that point.

As all of the country studied is desert in character, the finding of
traces archeological has been simplified to locating all water-holes,
tanks and springs, and then searching in one or two-mile circles
about them. Many of these water-holes appear never to have been
named by white men and as the Indians have all disappeared from
this district long since, we have been forced to name the water supply
by the name of the nearest mine, valley, etc., in order to record our
findings.

Thus we have divided the country surrounding the water-holes,
etc., into “districts,” and for use in description we have named them
all. Many of the springs, etc., were located from county and ranger
maps. Some we were directed to by the older inhabitants of the
country and others we simply stumbled upon on our long miles of
walking back and forth over the desert hills and valleys.
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PLATE 6—Entrance to Cave in Rock Wall.
(See Pl 7 for interior)

PLATE 5—Typical Open Water-hole Among Giant Boulders.






