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ABSTRACT 

This overview describes known facts about the social and economic 

history of Joshua Tree National Monument from the period of Indian-

European contact to the present. I summarize the archeological reports 

and various other written materials pertinent to the monument area, and 

discuss the strengths and limitations of the different source materials. 

Major social and economic developments are traced in chapters document­

ing Indian occupation and acculturation, mining, livestock raising, and 

the development of modern communities. These historical chapters serve 

as a basis for identifying types of historic properties and predicting 

their distributions within and across environmental zones. Included in 

the conclusions are a discussion of the anthropological research poten­

tial offered by various types of historic property, and general recom­

mendations for the protection of such properties and the information 

they contain. 

VI 



INTRODUCTION 

This study represents the second phase of a coordinated effort to 

identify the major kinds of archeological resources known or suspected 

to be present in Joshua Tree National Monument. These resources repre­

sent periods ranging from the earliest prehistoric occupation of the 

monument through the development of contemporary communities in the sur­

rounding area. Archeological resources from prehistoric periods were 

discussed in Fifty Years of Archeology in the California Desert: An 

Archeological Overview of Joshua Tree National Monument (King 1975). 

This paper will deal with archeological resources from historic periods. 

As was King's, this overview is designed primarily as a tool for 

use in future research at the monument or in comparable places. The 

overview has the following objectives: 

1. To critically review previous local historical analyses and 

compilations; 

2. To synthesize the published and unpublished material concerning 

the past two centuries at Joshua Tree (at least that which 

could be collected given the constraints of time and funds); 

3. To suggest the kinds of historic archeological resources that 

may be present in the monument and its environs, based on the 

synthesis of historical material; and 

4. To suggest how the information contained in the archeological 

and ethnohistorical record may be applied to problems of 

anthropological concern. 

King reviewed archeological studies at sites from the prehistoric 

period. It is not possible to do the same for historic sites. Although 

background studies have been done at a few historic sites (e.g., R. 

Levy's work at Lost Horse Mine and my own at Keys' Ranch), there has been 

virtually no historic archeological literature to review, except for 

occasional notes that historic artifacts have emerged during surveys and 

excavations oriented toward prehistory. 

Without archeological reports, what remains for discussion is a 

wide range of documents concerning local history. These can be analyzed 

both to predict the locations of historic sites and to project the kinds 
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of sites that could occur. Part I discusses these sources. I have 

classified them as primary and secondary sources and further distin­

guished types of sources, such as government records, autobiographical 

material, personal accounts, and so on. This classification reflects, 

in part, my concern with how close each writer was to his information. 

"Closeness" is reflected in the evidence authors used to support their 

assertions: Did the assertion arise from direct observation? Is it a 

generalization based on local tradition? Is it representative of a par­

ticular point of view in the community? Dealing with such variables is 

required if one is to interpret what actually happened and to identify 

meaningful distinctions among what different individuals and interest 

groups have said happened. Part I also notes the existence of maps, 

tapes, possible informants, and continuing programs for the collection 

of local history. 

A scientifically sound regional history covering 200 years to com­

plex social and economic development is necessarily complicated, 

detailed, and heavily referenced. Nothing less could serve as an ade­

quate basis for predicting the nature of historic resources in the 

region. Unfortunately, such detailed treatment can be confusing and 

extremely tedious to the reader who wants the overview promised by the 

title. I have approached this problem by presenting a concise, but gen­

eral, history of the social and economic developments of the Joshua Tree 

region in Part II, including as appendices some of the documents 

(unedited and in toto) upon which the general history is based. 

A personal prediction of future trends in ethnohistory has also 

guided my selection of data. Some of the material in the overview has 

been selected not necessarily because it was so, but rather because 

someone said it was so. When someone says something has happened, the 

fact that such a statement has been made represents information of his­

torical value, regardless of whether the described event actually took 

place. The fact that someone thought that something happened, or at 

least considered it to be in his interest to behave as if it had hap­

pened, is part of the historical context of a particular time and place. 

My bias is that all first-hand accounts, as conflicting, illogical, and 

disorderly as they may seem, will be of use to future scholars. This 

point is developed in Part IV. 
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Although the overview does not deal specifically with the intrica­

cies of managing cultural resources, one reason for its preparation is 

to provide planners and administrators with an outline of the kinds of 

historic sites that may have been produced by the activities of the past 

200 years. I attempted to provide this outline by drawing up a table 

showing types of historic sites known or expected to be present in the 

monument, based on my synthesis of historic records. The table pre­

sented in Part III is organized by a major social or economic activity, 

such as mining, cattle ranching, subsistence, or homesteading. Sites 

within each category are organized chronologically, so that mining sites 

of the 1870s for instance, are discussed separately from mining sites of 

the 1930s. Within each chronological period different types of sites 

are suggested, such as temporary or permanent occupation sites and vari­

ous specific use sites. 

This table is meant simply to suggest the range of archeological 

resources from the histori.c period that may be present in the monument. 

Its organization into social or economic categories should in no way 

obscure the fact that miners interacted with ranchers, ranchers inter­

acted with homesteaders and miners, and so on. Any historic site should 

be interpreted in terms of the larger social system of which it was a 

part. One task of ethnohistorians and archeologists is to discover what 

sorts of social and economic interactions took place and how they were 

important to general patterns of regional or national development. 

It must be stressed that the table is based almost entirely on doc­

umentary records and oral testimony, rather than on archeological sur­

veys or excavations. Library synthesis is prerequisite to adequate and 

meaningful interpretation of a historic site, but library research is 

no substitute for systematic archeological survey or other fieldwork. 

One way that the written record is limited as a predictor of historic 

site distributions is discussed in Part II, Chapter 2, "The Setting." 

In the history of Joshua Tree, loci of intense and frequent social 

interaction are richly described and precisely located, while other 

kinds of sites are not. We know, for example, that much activity in the 

region was characterized by men working and living alone as prospectors, 

explorers, hunters, and cowboys, but sites representing such individual 

activities are rarely described in detail. People simply did not write 
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about all the things they did, so that it is impossible to establish 

site types or site distributions, solely on the basis of written evi­

dence. 

King's study ended with a look at the conventional anthropological 

abstraction called the "ethnographic present," a term referring to a 

hypothetical time when preliterate peoples are first observed by others, 

who then describe them as if they were unaffected by the presence of 

foreigners armed with pen and paper. Indians living in the California 

desert were probably contacted by the late eighteenth century, and 

certainly by the early nineteenth. Ethnographers, however, have tradi­

tionally presented their data, collected, say, in 1919, as if almost two 

centuries of contact had not occurred. This convention is an artifact 

of the history of anthropology, the merits of which need not concern us 

here. Ethnohistorians, who try to integrate historical data with an­

thropological theory, are often concerned with the phenomena of culture 

change and interaction that early California ethnographers left out. 

The ethnohistorical approach taken in this overview, therefore, has been 

to gather data that will help us learn how social interaction systems 

change under specificable conditions. Ethnohistorians and archeologists 

who work at Joshua Tree in the future will be concerned with general 

problems, such as determining the role that long-term indirect contact 

played in indigenous culture change and identifying the processes by 

which new strategies developed in response to changes in the social and 

natural environment of the region. 

The Joshua Tree region has long been a meeting place for peoples 

from different cultures or from different segments of the same culture. 

The aboriginal inhabitants of the monument during the mid-nineteenth to 

early twentieth centuries were Serranos, Chemehuevis, and Paiutes. 

These groups were linked by trade, alliances, and, sometimes, kinship to 

a larger social network covering most of southern California. Interre­

lations among local groups within this larger network were profoundly 

affected by contact with the Spanish, Mexicans, and Americans. 

The Indians left Joshua Tree in the early twentieth century, but 

the region continued to be a meeting ground for very different popula­

tions. The influx of homesteaders in the 1920s, for example, was repre­

sentative of social classes, background, and beliefs that were quite 
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different from those belonging to the settlers and miners who preceded 

them. Interactions between existing communities and newcomers are a 

persistent theme in local history and, therefore, in this overview. 

Patterns of social interactions at Joshua Tree can be related to 

general problems in current anthropological research. Ways in which the 

information present or presumed to be present in the history of Joshua 

Tree could be applied to future anthropological research is discussed in 

Part IV. 

Method 

Data collection and analysis for this report occupied more than a 

year. Contracts were awarded to King and myself in October 1974 and 

King began his research in November of that year. He interviewed sev­

eral persons knowledgeable in the prehistory and history of the region 

and made this material available to me prior to my first trip to the 

monument in January 1975. I also reviewed readily available material 

before that visit. 

At the monument, Superintendent Homer Rouse was interested in our 

efforts, particularly as they related to management, and helped us 

locate material on mines within the monument. Naturalist Don Black has 

an active interest in the history of the area and has developed a "fact 

file" on the history of the Joshua Tree area. This file was made avail­

able to us. The file is designed to aid park staff in answering visi­

tors' questions. Much of the material has been collected from the monu­

ment's extensive library, but some entries are eclectically drawn from 

miscellaneous articles that have come to the staff's attention. The 

file is unsystematically referenced and thus is of variable use to 

researchers, depending on the entry. Black himself served as an infor­

mant and willingly shared his knowledge with us. Reino Clark, under 

Black's direction, has been conducting taped interviews with local old-

timers. Other park staff have interviewed local residents, and some of 

these tapes proved wery useful. Dan McCarthy has been recording rock 

art sites in the monument. Although his interest generally is in pre­

history, he has also absorbed information on local history. Trips were 

made to historic sites within the monument, with particular attention to 

Keys' Ranch. 
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I also visited the Twentynine Palms Branch of the San Bernardino 

County Public Library. There Cheryl Erickson has been conducting anoth­

er oral history program as part of a larger effort to build a file of 

information on local history. Erickson transcribes the interviews, asks 

her informants to check them for any items they may want to change or 

delete, and files the revised transcripts in the library. She gracious­

ly made these interviews available to me, and they have proven to be an 

invaluable resource. The library's extensive collection of documentary 

material on local history was also inspected. 

The first field trip was followed by research in the National 

Archives in Washington, DC, where I inspected all files on Joshua Tree 

National Monument and collected whatever information I could find relat­

ing to economic and social processes in and around the monument. I also 

inspected Bureau of Indian Affairs documents on the Mission Indian 

Agency and the Maiki Reservation. Limited time and funds prevented me 

from reviewing the map collection there. 

I returned to Washington several months later and spent several 

days in the Library of Congress, where I reviewed everything I could 

find that was pertinent to the monument's history. These sources 

included journals, articles, explorers' accounts, and diaries. 

I later was awarded a contract to write a report (Hickman 1977) 

discussing the anthropological research potential of Keys' Ranch. This 

contract led to another trip to Joshua Tree by King and myself. Al­

though our work was focused on Keys' Ranch, we also collected more data 

pertinent to the overview. At the University of California, Riverside, 

we were assisted by Philip J. Wilke and Harry W. Lawton. Wilke has long 

term research interests in the prehistory of the California desert, and 

Lawton is a historian noted for Willie Boy, a history of an incident set 

in the Joshua Tree region (Lawton 1960). Lawton provided me with some 

of the materials he collected during his research on Twentynine Palms, 

one locus of the Willie Boy incident. I am particularly indebeted to 

him for a map of the oasis drawn in 1909 (figure 6). 

Since the history of the monument area has not been synthesized, my 

approach has been inductive. I have tried to immerse myself in the 

data, to find out what different people said had happened, and to gener­

alize on the resulting masses of detail. As an anthropologist, I am 
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particularly interested in the social and economic processes that accom­

panied the formation of communities in the area; this interest guided my 

selection of data. I found that Joshua Tree is not a unit unto itself, 

but that the region's development has been associated with processes 

occurring in the Southwest and in the country as a whole. Thus I have 

drawn on historical sources seemingly removed from the monument in an 

attempt to illustrate how the inhabitants of the Joshua Tree region 

responded to larger patterns important in the history of the United 

States. 
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Chapter 1. The Records 
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Chapter 1 

THE RECORDS 

Historical Archeology Within the Monument 

All previous archeological fieldwork within the monument has been 

focused on prehistoric sites and artifacts. My own report on the arche-

ological/anthropological research potential of the historic component of 

Keys' Ranch (Hickman 1977) was a general plan for suggested future re­

search and did not include systematic survey or excavation. Other re­

ports on historic sites, such as Levy's (1969) on Lost Horse Mine or the 

Historic Preservation Team's (1975) report on Keys' Desert Queen Ranch, 

either were directed exclusively toward management problems or toward 

other disciplines, such as history or architecture. In his summary of 

previous archeological work within the monument, King discussed the 

sorts of archeological problems that have interested workers in the past 

(King 1975, Appendix I). 

It is clear that the domain of archeology has been prehistory—the 

older the better--and that the relevant population was Indian. Kritz-

man, for example, did not record caves with blackened interiors as 

archeological sites unless Indian artifacts were also present: 

It is conceivable that many of the blackened ceilings can be 
directly attributed to them (modern campers) or to the pros­
pectors who frequented the area during the 'mining era1 

(Kritzman 1967, p. 15). 

In other reports non-Indian materials are described only if found in 

Indian sites and are considered of interest only if they could have been 

used by Indians. Non-Indian artifacts are sometimes illustrated, but 

only as groups in a single photograph; they are not given the analytical 

treatment usually accorded prehistoric materials. Data pertinent to the 

historic period found in archeological reports on prehistoric sites are 

presented in Appendix A. 

Formal Inventory of Historic Resources 

The limited formal recognition and inventory of historic properties 

within the monument have been biased toward a \/ery restricted repertoire 

of historic sites. Properties within the monument thus far nominated to 
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the National Register of Historic Places are the following: 

William Keys' Desert Queen Ranch: a huge collection of struc­

tures, material, artifacts, machinery, etc., representing 

ranching, mining, desert family life, and a wide variety of 

forms of social interaction. 

Desert Queen Mine: mine shafts with associated roads, struc­

tural remains, and machinery. 

Wall Street Mine: stamp mill with associated structures, 

vehicles, machinery, and artifacts; vitually in operating con­

dition. 

Lost Horse Mine: mine shafts, stamp mill, cyanide tanks, and 

associated structures, machinery, etc. 

Twentynine Palms Oasis: site of Indian occupation, early 

white occupation, milling, cattle watering, homesteading, etc. 

Ryan's Ranch: adobe structures, foundations, garbage areas, 

graves, corral, and well; associated with mining and ranching. 

Cottonwood Spring: watering place for freighters; water 

source for mines and mill site. 

Barker Dam: watering place associated with cattle operations. 

Cow Camp: supposed rustlers' camp and cowboy camp; stone 

chimney, dam, and associated scatters of artifacts. 

Figure 1 shows the locations of these properties and of all other 

known historic sites within the monument whose locations were clearly 

indicated in documents inspected during the course of this study. The 

nominated properties constitute only a small percentage of the known 

historic sites, and represent only a limited sample of the types of 

sites present within the monument. They are well known in local history 

and generally contain some kind of standing or recently collapsed struc­

ture. A wide range of site types (such as roads, smaller mines, mining 

camps, prospector camps, homestead cabins, and tanks) is not repre­

sented. Systematic survey is needed to determine which of these other 

sites might be eligible for inclusion in the National Register. 
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Fig. 1. Approximate Locations, Known Historic Archeologicai Sites. 

From U.S. Department of the Interior,'"Environmental Statement, 

Proposed Wilderness Area, Joshua Tree National Monument," 1973. 
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The Records: General Problems 

It is convenient to divide the records into two broad and conven­

tional categories: primary and secondary. Primary sources are those 

recorded by people who purportedly witnessed the scenes they record; 

secondary accounts are those written by people who did not participate 

directly in all the events they record. Both primary and secondary 

accounts are important to reconstruction of the history of the monument, 

but I have found that certain kinds of primary and secondary sources 

deserve special consideration. 

Recollections. Recollections of Joshua Tree's earliest history are 

particularly problematic. Prospectors, cowboys, and homesteaders often 

have been interviewed by reporters 30 to 50 years after their arrival in 

Joshua Tree. The interval between event and record provides opportunity 

not only for forgetting things, but also for the transformation of 

accounts to fit patterns demanded by popular literature. All percep­

tions are shaped by individual personalities and interests and by the 

general social context in which an account is recorded. As years pass, 

however, social contexts change and what is remembered can be, and often 

is, shaped by what the informant thinks should have happened. 

Oral accounts are molded by listener reactions. Certain aspects of 

an account can be emphasized at the expense of others, elaborations can 

be reinforced, and so forth. At Joshua Tree, the recollections of peo­

ple who have lived in or known the area have been subtly transformed in­

to a kind of folklore. Local history contains elements which are popu­

larly considered with romantic fascination, both nationally and locally. 

It is fun to recall the lofty spirit of community cooperation in the 

days "when we all pulled together in the Depression." Accounts treating 

the Joshua Tree area as part of the Old West are common in such local 

newspapers as the Desert Trail. The same stories are repeated again and 

again in special editions for annual "Pioneer Days" celebrations and in 

historical series like those B. Belden wrote in 1959 for the San Ber­

nardino Sun-Times. 

The printed observations of one elder have been reinforced by 

another. It seems clear that two old settlers, Frank Sabathe and Bill 

McHaney, read accounts of what the other had said in the local papers; 

for example, they gave verbatim descriptions of what used to constitute 
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