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ABSTRACT

The Wawona Testing Project evaluated three potential sewage devel-
opment locations and examined some other sites to produce general infor-
mation on Wawona prehistory. Systematic surface collections and/or test
excavations were conducted at five sites. Two of these were relatively
large and important prehistoric sites for the Wawona valley. Most of
the material recovered relates to the late prehistoric occupation, the
Mariposa Complex, or protohistoric Miwok. There is also evidence of
occupation during the Crame Flat Complex, probably before A.D. 500.
Analysis of the obsidian tools and debitage revealed that an important
activity at the Wawona sites was the working of obsidian bifaces, proba-
bly obtained by trade from the Great Basin groups across the Sierra to
the east. This was a longstanding tradition in Wawona prehistory, evi-
denced by the similarity of material at all the sites studied, and from
the latest to the earliest levels. Historic material relating to the
early settlement of Wawona and the development of the Sierran tourist
industry was also analyzed. The intensive analysis of a small amount of
excavated material proved effective in producing new information on

Wawona's past, and in aiding management decisions.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Before describing the Wawona Testing Project, I should say a few
words about why it was done, and the way I have written about it. The
National Park Service, and similar institutions help to preserve a vari-
ety of things, including natural wonders, a diversity of living crea-
tures, and what the jargon of the day chooses to call cultural re-
sources. These last are the works of other humans, and if some of the
essence of humanity is to know ourselves, in the individual and in the
multitude, then the understanding of past lives has a place in our own.
The curiosity in most of us is reflected in the popularity both of parks
like Mesa Verde, and of the ravings of the ancient-spacemen crowd.
Where we can, we have a responsibility to protect and interpret the evi-
dence of past lives.

New sewage treatment facilities are necessary at Wawona to protect
the river; to protect the cultural resources it was necessary to test
and choose between alternate locations. Probably most of the archeolog-
ical work donme on public lands now is similar--a very small amount of
excavation is intended to provide sufficient information not only for
management decisions, but also to answer the questions archeologists and
the interested public would like to ask.

The emphasis in this project has been on an intensive analysis of a
rather small amount of material. The descriptive sections of this re-
port are long, and doubtless laborious to some, for several reasomns. It
is necessary to report fully on small projects like this. There is no
hope of comparing and tying them together into a useful interpretive
whole if only a few items are minimally described. Any excavation re-
moves the artifacts from the context which gives them interpretive val-
ue. The longer the time between excavation and report, the more is for-
gotten. Once artifacts have been analyzed and packed away, there is
little chance that another worker will unpack them and reanalyze them in
light of new ideas unless they are of unusual interest. It is my hope
that if future excavation is done in Wawona the analysis already per-
formed will provide useful comparative data for the next worker, as this

report has relied on information collected by others. Therefore the



descriptions are detailed, and the criteria for interpretations such as
dates and functions of artifacts are laid out so that my conclusions can
be evaluated by others. This is also important if such reports are to
be read by non-archeologists. I have tried to minimize the more obtuse
archeological jargon and explain some of the lines of reasoning so that
this report will be of use to more than a handful of colleagues inter-
ested in the esoterica of prehistoric obsidian tools in the Yosemite
region. In trying to reach this kind of balance, some stumbles are in-
evitable but not, I trust, overwhelming.

A few notes on the presentation of certain standard data are in
order. The numbering system by which the sites are referred to was
adopted by the University of California Archeological Survey in 1948.
The prefix 4 or CA stands for California, the three-letter abbreviation
represents the county, and the numbers are consecutively assigned within
each county. The Wawona sites are in Mariposa County (Mrp), and some
other Yosemite sites are in Tuolummne County (Tuo). Locations that have
not been entered in the California system are labeled with a field num-
ber (e.g., YOSE 80A-2).

Some measurements are given in both English and metric systems. In
such cases, they are given first as measured or cited elsewhere, fol-
lowed by the tramslation in parentheses.

Archeological dates should always be given in terms of BC/AD, to
avoid the confusion of a floating "present" implied by BP in some con-
texts. However, Cl4 dates are usually given in uncorrected form as BP
dates, indicating years before present (arbitrarily set at 1950) accord-
ing to one of several half-lifes for Cl4. The * factor indicates sta-
tistical error within one standard deviation on each side of the date,
so for 1000 * 50 BP there is statistically a 66 percent chance that the
real date is between 950 and 1050 BP. A translation of this date into
AD 950 is considered sufficiently accurate for most discussions. Vari-
ous calibrations can be used to correct Cl4 years in translating them
into real elapsed time, but this was not done to any of the dates cited
in this report.

The maps presented in this report are slightly more vague about

site locations than archeological maps should be. This is one example



of how the modern necessities of preservation are hindering future
research. Sites are being destroyed not only by development and con-
struction, but also by hordes of the ignorant, careless, or greedy, who
knowingly or unknowingly destroy sites by collecting artifacts, thus
removing them from the context which makes them meaningful and allows us
to interpret the sites. The sites at Wawona are not very rich, and
contain no spectacular artifacts, but all have probably been damaged to
some extent already. Thus the site map for the Wawona Valley shows only
sites relevant to the report, and interested scholars will need to
request unpublished information from the Western Archeological and
Conservation Center.

It remains to thank many people who contributed to this report.
Two unsung multitudes are the people of the past who unwittingly left us
an interesting puzzle to untangle and an unwritten testament of their
lives, and the scholars, cited and uncited, whose work led to my own.

Keith Anderson and Don Morris of the Western Archeological and
Conservation Center oversaw this project, and Steven Danziger helped in
the field. Malcolm Holser, Jerry Parker, Kevin Parker, and Michael
Ramirez were an interested and hardworking crew. Lisa Huckell, Tom
Origer, Lee Sappington, Faith Duncan, Patrick Vaughn, and George Carter
provided technical analyses. Phil Chase and Brigid Sullivan did the
illustrations. JoAnne Miller and Vonna Lou Mason typed manuscripts.

Les James, Jay Johnson, and Julia Parker of the American Indian
Council of Mariposa County were helpful, and the Council is to be com-
mended for its determination to protect archeological sites in Yosemite.
The National Park Service staff in Yosemite and Wawona provided facili-
ties and information. Many other people helped with information and
comments, including Mike Adams, James Bard, Mark Baumler, Colin Busby,
Scott Carpenter, John Clonts, Lee Fratt, Al Gordon, Kathy Kamp, Roger

Kelly, Julia Parker, Shirley Sargent, and George Teague.






Chapter 2
GENERAL BACKGROUND

Project Rationale

The Wawona Testing Project was part of the planning for construc-
tion of new sewage facilities in the Wawona Valley. The present pond
and spray field is inadequate to handle the increasing tourist and resi-
dential waste, and is envirommentally unsatisfactory as it occasionally
releases waste into the Merced River.

Accordingly, this project was initiated to evalute the cultural
resources in the Wawona Valley, specifically at three potential loca-
tions for sewage plant construction. A major goal was locating and
describing archeological sites on these three locations, evaluating
their significance and potential for research contribution, and suggest-
ing the necessary steps for protection or recovery of significant mate-
rial.

The prehistory of the Wawona Valley was known only through survey
of surface sites (Bennyhoff 1952, 1956; Napton et al. 1974). As a
result of this work, the Wawona Valley Archeological District has been
determined eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic
Places (Hammack and Anderson 1978). An additional goal of this testing
project was to efficiently collect a sample of material which would
allow comparisons with surrounding areas, and provide some general
information on the prehistory of Wawona. To this end, some sites not
directly affected by the proposed development were investigated.

Only a small fraction of each site was sampled in order to minimize
both expense and disturbance of the sites. The analysis of the material
recovered has been stressed. This limited excavation has provided the
necessary information about the extent and nature of these sites, and
intensive analysis of the materials has produced new information on the
cultural activities of the prehistoric inhabitants. This has made pos-
sible a realistic evaluation of the further research potential of these

sites and set directions for future investigations.



Environmental Background

Wawona is an open valley at an elevation of 4,000 feet (1,219
meters) on the south fork of the Merced River, on the southern edge of
Yosemite National Park (Map 1).

The Sierra Nevada mountain range runs north-south for some 360
miles, along the California-Nevada border. It is formed by a tilted
granite block, dissected by glaciation and river canyons. The western
slope into California's central valley is relatively gentle; the eastern
slope drops abruptly into the Great Basin.

Yosemite National Park occupies a wide transect across the moun-
tains, including within it most of the east-west range of environmental
and geological variability. The park includes elevations from 1,800
feet (550 meters) near El Portal to 13,000 feet (3,950 meters) along the
mountain crest. It includes major drainages of the Tuolumne and Merced
Rivers.

The park crosses five life-zones, the Upper Sonoran, Transitional,
Canadian, Hudsonian, and Alpine (Jepson 1925). The Upper Sonoran Life-
Zone at altitudes below 4,000 feet is characterized by plant communities
of oak-grassland and chapparal. For the ethnographic Miwok Indians in
the Yosemite region, this was the most productive and populated life-
zone, but it is represented in Yosemite only by the Merced Canyon around
El Portal. The Transition 'Life-Zone is from about 4,000 feet to 6,000
feet in the Yosemite area. It is characterized by open forests, with
ponderosa or yellow pine the dominant tree. There are also cedar, fir,
and other conifers, and several oaks, including the productive black
oak, a preferred food species. Although less rich than the Upper Sonor-
an Life-Zone, the Transition Life-Zone also contained resources useful
to the Miwok. Most of the major sites recorded in Yosemite are in this
life-zone, and the large valleys such as Yosemite and Wawona have mostly
Transition plants, with some Upper Sonoran species. Riparian and meadow
vegetation is also found in these valleys.

The three higher life-zones contain mostly conifer forests passing
to alpine meadows above tree line. These zones were less productive of
plant foods, and would have been occupied mostly in the course of hunt-

ing and trading.
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The Wawona Valley is open, lacking the steep glaciated cliffs of
Yosemite Valley. It is also smaller and narrower. The south fork of
the Merced River runs generally east to west through the valley, and
there is an extensive meadow. This has partly been kept open by its use
as pasture, and it is difficult to say how much of the valley floor was
forested in prehistoric times. Where the valley is narrow, the forest
extends from the slopes to the river edge.

The bedrock is granite, which outcrops frequently on slopes and

along the river.

Methods

The personnel for the Wawona Testing Project consisted of myself
and four local crew members. None of the crew was experienced in arche-
ology, but the archeology was simple and the project small, so I was
able to supervise all aspects of the work. Steve Danziger, the archeo-
logical circuit rider for Yosemite, was able to assist us part of the
time.

The general procedure at each site was as follows: the entire crew
walked over the site, examining the surface to get a general idea of the
site's extent and density. Using this information, and the boundaries
set in 1974 (Napton et al. 1974), the area to be dealt with was chosen.
The site was mapped either by transit and stadia rod, or by compass and
tape. Major topographic and cultural features were mapped, and a sur-
face sampling scheme chosen. On sites where the preliminary walk-over
indicated few artifacts, no surface sample was made. At 4-Mrp-343 and
4-Mrp-8, where there was substantial surface material, the sites were
gridded in 10 x 10-meter units and a random sample of approximately 20
percent of these was collected.

Excavation units (labeled EU in the following text) were selective-
ly located to give information on the extent and content of cultural de-
posits. Our purpose was to examine a variety of areas within each site,
and to test areas where no cultural material was evident on the surface.
All excavation units were 1 meter wide by 2 meters long, excavated with
shovel and trowel into sterile soil. Units where little cultural mate-

rial was expected were excavated in 1l0-centimeter levels; units dug in



midden or other contexts likely to have artifacts were excavated in
arbitrary 5-centimeter levels, using one corner of the unit as a datum,
or in natural stratigraphic wunits where visible. All soil from all
excavation units was screened through 1/8-inch mesh to recover small
artifacts.

Samples for flotation and pollen analysis were collected from each
5-centimeter level of one midden unit at 4-Mrp-170, 4-Mrp-343, and
4-Mrp-8. Samples from each level of EU 5 at 4-Mrp-170 and EU 15 at
4-Mrp-343 were washed through 1/16-inch mesh in the river to test the
value of wet-screening for recovering very small artifacts. This proved
not very informative, and no wet-screening was done at 4-Mrp-8.

Following the fieldwork, all material was processed at the Western
Archeological and Conservation Center. At the request of the American
Indian Council of Mariposa County, all artifacts will be packed, sorted
by context, and returned to the Yosemite Museum for curation. The field
notes, maps, photographs, and artifact data sheets will be kept at the

Western Archeological and Conservation Center.
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Chapter 3
THE SITES: DESCRIPTION AND OPERATIONS

4=Mrp-170

Site 4-Mrp-170 was recorded by Bennyhoff (1952) and relocated by
Napton in 1974 (Napton et al. 1974). Bennyhoff recorded as the site
only a small area 70 x 100 feet (21 x 30 meters) where some midden sur-
vives. Napton greatly expanded the site boundaries, to an area some 61
meters by 305 meters, apparently because obsidian flakes were found in
this additional area. I chose to follow Napton's boundaries in testing
the site, and included the historic material in the slaughterhouse area
as well as the prehistoric midden.

The site runs along the south bank of the South Fork of the Merced
River (Maps 2 and 3). The midden area is directly on the bank. The en-
tire site area has been greatly disturbed. The Wawona meadow served as
a pasture for the Wawona Hotel farms from the mid-19th century until the
1930's (Sargent 1979). The slaughterhouse area was associated with the
production of meat for the hotel. The present structure was built in
1929, and the foundation of an earlier structure was recorded during
this project. There were fences and tracks associated with this area.
The present golf course was opened in 1918, and overlaps some of the
site area. The present sewage pond was built to the west of the site in
1971, and a tank and fence in 1976. The midden area has been disturbed
by an access road across its southern portion, and a pumphouse to the
east. The slaughterhouse area has been used as a dump and a borrow pit.
Nevertheless, a portion of midden some 15 by 20 meters in area survives,
as well as the old slaughterhouse foundations and some of the associated
bone dump deposits.

The natural vegetation of the site has been much altered. There
are remnants of mature pine forest, with a few large oaks along the
river bank. There is tall grass in the slaughterhouse area, and golf-
course turf covers the southeastern part of the site.

It was originally planned to collect a sample of approximately 20
percent of the site surface. After a few 10 by 10-meter units had been

collected, surface collection was ended, as most of the site was under
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Map 2. Wawona Valley and site locations.
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