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ABSTRACT 

This overview discusses Joshua Tree National Monument as a physical 
entity and as a cultural entity, delineating the changes in environment 
and land use to which it and adjacent regions of the California Desert 
have been subjected. The author summarizes and evaluates archeological 
investigations into the area's prehistory, beginning with the Campbells' 
pioneer efforts. Survey, concentrated in the northwest-central section 
of the Monument, has dominated research in the overview area, but a few 
excavations have been reported. Much of the work, until recently con­
ducted almost exclusively by individual scholars and their associates, 
has suffered somewhat from inadvertent bias and must be characterized 
as inadequate in terms of modern archeological criteria. With substantial 
data available on only about 2.5% of the Monument, formulation of precise 
research problems would be premature, but some general questions about how 
and why people lived on the desert and about the effects the desert and its 
inhabitants had on one another are presented as guidelines for future 
research. 
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PART I 

A. WHAT IS AN OVERVIEW? 

This study is an "archeological overview" of Joshua Tree National 
Monument, prepared in accordance with standards developed by the Western 
Archeological Center of the National Park Service. In introduction, I 
need to say something about what it is and what it is not. 

The overview is not a comprehensive guidebook to the archeology of the 
Monument. I am responsible for identifying the major kinds of archeo­
logical resources known or suspected to be present and for identifying 
and evaluating the archeological studies that have been done in the 
vicinity, but the overview is not designed to provide specific data on 
each and every known or probable archeological site or site-class. And 
although the overview is to serve as a management tool, it is not designed 
with the technicalities of management in mind. This does not mean that 
I do not appreciate the technical needs of cultural resource management 
or the requirements for archeological information felt by land managers; 
it means simply that the overview, as such, is not the place to deal 
with them. The overview is not designed for use in public interpretation, 
except in a very restricted sense. Again, this does not reflect a lack 
of appreciation for the needs of the interpreter; it simply means that 
the overview is not the instrument to satisfy those needs. 

This overview is concerned only with one portion of the archeological 
record at Joshua Tree National Monument: that which consists of prehistoric 
sites (defined below). Historic archeological resources will be treated 
in a forthcoming companion paper by Patricia P. Hickman. 

An overview is made to facilitate scientific research, as a general 
guide and background source for the research utilization of a Park or 
Monument. Lest this statement be misinterpreted, I will hasten to add 
that I share with the National Park Service the conviction that archeo­
logical resources in National Parks should be PRESERVED, not exploited. 
It follows that research--especially research which involves destructive 
activities, such as excavation--should be firmly controlled and, as a 
rule, discouraged. The overview is not done with the anticipation that 
the Park or Monument will throw open its gates to researchers; it is, 
rather, a tool for the management of archeological resources in the 
interests of future research. Above all else, archeological resources 
are research resources. They may be beautiful or ugly, interesting to 
the public or supremely boring, unique or common, big or little, preserv-
able or inevitably doomed by the forces of nature or man. Each of these 
distinctions provides a potential set of arguments for and against par­
ticular management policies, but the basic justification for managing 
archeological resources at all is that such resources contain information 
of potential value to the human species and that they can be studied in 
order to extract such information and put it at our disposal. The over­
view is aimed at this very elementary level of input to management; it 
is designed to specify, insofar as possible, what the research value (i.e. 
information content) of the Park or Monument is, so that when management 
decisions subsequently are made there will be a basis for evaluating and 
making plans for the particular resources involved in the decisions. 



The level of specificity attainable by the overview naturally is 
controlled by the amount and kinds of data available on the Park or 
Monument's resources. Since the data usually are incomplete, the over­
view must designate the boundaries of reliability within which it is 
written. This activity provides another interface with management; the 
overview should indicate just what sorts of data have been gathered on 
different parts of the Park or Monument, on different historic or pre­
historic periods, on sites or areas representing different segments of a 
settlement system and pertinent to different research questions. These 
indications provide cues to management staff as to the need for special 
studies or other actions in connection with future land uses. Further, 
by stating what needs to be done to gain a satisfactory data base, the 
overview provides managers with a basis for budgeting and allocation of 
funds. 

The information needs of archeological research vary, however, and our 
ability to extract data from archeological sites constantly is changing 
and improving. The overview must be specific about the kinds of research 
considered by the authors. It is not enough to say, "The resources of 
Joshua Tree National Monument are of great scientific value;" one must 
answer the question, "Of value to what?" by developing a set of general 
research problems for the area. These problems not only may provide 
guidance to future researchers, they also will indicate the boundaries 
which the authors have placed on their thinking, enabling future researchers 
to transcend them. Overview should be updated from time to time as research 
goals change in the archeological discipline and as new techniques are 
developed, permitting extraction of previously unimagined kinds of data. 

An overview, then, is first a systematic analysis of the archeological 
studies that have been done as of the date of the overview in and around 
a given Park or Monument in order to specify the kinds of information 
available and the kinds of resources that are known or suspected to be 
present. Secondly, it is a consideration of the kinds of useful research 
questions the authors can imagine on the basis of those resources. Third, 
it is a statement of opinion about the kinds of operations which should 
be undertaken to facilitate the evaluation of particular resources, 
relative to the general questions. 
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B. ASSUMPTIONS AND DEFINITIONS 

On the pages that follow, I will have occasion to evaluate the work 
of previous students of Joshua Tree National Monument's past. I wish to 
make it clear at the outset that such evaluations are not to be taken as 
critical of the competence, thoughtfulness or professionalism of the indi­
viduals or institutions involved. In fact, quite the opposite is the 
case; archeological studies at the Monument have been characterized by 
quite high standards throughout. They are subject to criticism not 
because the archeologists have done substandard work, but because the 
standards of the times in which the studies were done no longer are 
regarded as adequate and/or because the goals for the work set by the 
National Park Service (and, in some cases, the funding provided for the 
work) were so limited that the results have limited value. When I say 
that Campbell's sites often cannot be located on modern maps, it must be 
understood that maps as detailed as those available today were nonexis­
tent for the area when Campbell was doing her work; she had only road 
maps to go by. Similarly, when I say that Wallace at Sheep Pass in the 
early 1960s did not adequately describe survey methods, it is with the 
full realization that no other archeologists working at the time, includ­
ing the author, were doing much better. When I note that Kritzman and 
Desautels at Indian Cove did not inspect the rocky cove walls, I recog­
nize that they were already working for free, beyond the funding provisions 
of their contract, when they surveyed the cove floor. In other words, I 
am trying to evaluate the work that has been done against the standards 
of today and the possible data needs of the future; I am not asserting 
that what was done was inadequate in context. 
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C. METHODS OF STUDY 

The overview was requested by Dr. Keith Anderson of the Western 
Archeological Center and was authorized under terms of purchase order 
PX810050065. The Center provided copies of all manuscripts resulting from 
contract archeological fieldwork at the Monument, plus file data on the 
area's archeology and most directly pertinent publications. An initial 
visit was made to the Monument in November of 1974; here additional data 
were obtained and conferences held with Superintendent Homer Rouse, Park 
Naturalist Don Black, Archeologist Daniel McCarthy and Mr. and Mrs. John 
Kelly, who are working with the Campbell collection. Visits also were 
made to previous investigators in the area and to other students of local 
archeology and ethnography, including George T. Jefferson, Dennis and 
Mary O'Neil, P.J. Wilke, Ike Eastvold, Francis and Patricia Johnston and 
Harry Lawton. William J. Wallace was not visited, but was contacted by 
mail. The files and reference libraries at the University of California 
at Riverside, Riverside Municipal Library and the Bureau of Land Manage­
ment Riverside District Office also were consulted. Patrick Barker at 
the UCR Archeological Research Unit and Herrick Hanks and Alan Garfinkle 
at the BLM provided access and assistance. The History Preservation 
Section of the California State Department of Parks and Recreation was 
contacted about properties on or nominated to the National Register of 
Historic Places and about state landmarks. That office confirmed that 
while several historic sites and structures have been nominated to the 
Register, no prehistoric sites have been nominated or listed. 

All reports of fieldwork in the Monument, both written and verbal, 
were described and evaluated in terms of a standard format developed by 
the Center, insofar as this was applicable. The descriptions and eval­
uations were then sent to Jefferson, the Johnstons, the Kellys, McCarthy, 
the O'Neils and Wallace, as well as to the Center, for review and comment. 
Most correspondents replied with helpful comments and criticisms, which 
are incorporated into the final descriptions and evaluations in Appendix I. 

The text of the report was then written and selected portions were 
reviewed and criticized by P.J. Wilke, T. Jackson King and Robert 
Bettinger. The entire manuscript was reviewed by Keith Anderson and 
Patricia Hickman. I have tried to attend to the comments of all reviewers 
in preparing the final text. Responsibility for errors and omissions, 
of course, is my own. 
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Bias: My central bias, in this and in other studies, is toward the idea 
that archeology is not an empirical gathering of facts which ultimately 
form by themselves into a truthful pattern. Archeology is a search for 
regularities—truths--in human behavior. It utilizes material remains 
and their contextual relationships as its evidence. The search is an 
exercise of the mind. Archeology consists of setting up trial regu­
larities, derived from data, hunches, guesses or dreams, and comparing 
their expected results among material remains with those that actually 
exist. It involves a constant interplay between thinking and data and 
a wrong guess can be as useful as a right one if it leads to valuable 
ways of looking at data. One function of an overview is to make guesses. 
Another is to look at the guesses that others have made in the past, 
critique their reasonableness, see where they have led and rephrase the 
ones that appear useful in terms that will facilitate their reuse. 

One thing that follows from this bias is that I do not believe there 
is an inclusive and exclusive theory-base for archeology. Archeology 
must have theory to make its questioning of the past efficient; it is a 
lot more practical to frame questions and to look for answers than to 
expect answers to unasked questions to creep up and seize one about the 
legs. Efficiency also demands that archeological questioning proceed in 
a systematic, step-by-step fashion from the currently answerable toward 
the presently unanswerable. It is more efficient, for example, to seek 
terrestrial reasons for the intaglios scraped into the California Desert 
pavement than to set out to test the proposition that they are guideposts 
for prehistoric spaceships; this is not because they could not be guide-
posts, but because we have no way of finding out at present and because 
there are plenty of terrestrial explanations to consider first. These 
are issues of practicality; they have nothing to do with truth. The 
number of theoretical approaches potentially applicable to archeological 
data presumably is infinite and I do not propose to restrict myself here 
to any particular theoretical frame. In evaluating the work of previous 
scholars I find myself expressing biases against those who have avoided 
asking explicit questions and against those who seem not to have thought 
through the bases for their assertions, while favoring those who ask 
about things and think about potential answers. Thus, I like E.W.C. 
Campbell because she is curious and tries to specify connections between 
her curious questions and her data. I like Daniel McCarthy for much 
the same reasons, even though I am relatively at a loss to say much about 
what to do with the esoteric, psychological nature of his data-base. I 
admit a bias against many of the contract workers in the Monument, who 
simply have not specified what they hoped to find or how they hoped to 
find it, in spite of the technical rigor with which they engaged in its 
pursuit. 

My bias, in short, is toward asking and attempting efficiently to 
answer questions about human behavior through a study of the past. I am 
not particular about the theory behind specific questions and answers and 
though I like to see the connections among theory, data and operations 
thought through, I probably am guilty of glossing over a good deal of 
methodological sloppiness on the part of people who ask things and try 
to answer them. In spite of deliberate efforts to be fair and objective, 
this bias probably is evident through this study. 
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Definitions: The following terms either might not be familiar to some 
readers or are subject to various interpretation. They are defined here 
as I use them. 

Anthropology: 

Archeology: 

B. P.: 

Budding: 

C14 or 
Radiocarbon: 

A social science, having as its general object the 
understanding of why human beings, generally social 
groups of human beings, behave, think, perceive, 
evolve and change as they do. 

The study of the behavior--generally the social 
behavior--of human groups that have become extinct 
or of the past behavior of living groups through 
the systematic interpretation of material remains. 
In America, archeology normally is a subdiscipline 
of anthropology. 

"Before the Present." Conventionally, years B.P. 
are calculated from a standard "present" of 1950 
A.D., but for general shorthand purposes the "present" 
is conceived of as 2000 A.D.; in other words, Jesus 
Christ was born about 2000 years B.P. 

When a given population grows to a point at which a 
portion of it (often a particular lineage or family) 
leaves and takes up residence someplace else, that 
population has budded. 

An isotope of carbon which disintegrates at a more 
or less fixed and measureable rate of speed. The 
relative amount of C14 remaining in a piece of 
archeological organic material,is, within limits, 
a function of the material's age. The C14 or 
radiocarbon method is the technical means of 
approximate age determination by measuring C14 
content. 

Contact: 

Cross-cousin: 

Generally, culture contact. In this study I have 
reference to the contact between Indian societies 
and the society of the invading whites. The period 
when this took place is referred to as the "contact 
period." 

Your mother's brother's child or your father's 
sister's child. Your mother's sister's child and 
your father's brother's child are your parallel 
cousins. 

Culture: Broadly, the system of behavior, beliefs, insti­
tutions and objects that human social groups use to 
cope with the environment. 
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Culture history: 

Ethnography: 

Exogamy: 

Facility: 

The attempt to put together archeological data to 
form a historical sequence for an area. The culture 
historian seeks to reconstruct the sequence of 
cultures or of cultural changes in his area of study. 

The study and description of living human groups or 
of groups that have lived recently enough that 
living people retain transmittable memories of 
them. Ethnography is a method of anthropology. 

Marrying outside of a social unit. If one cannot 
marry someone who is a member of one's own group, 
the society is said to be exogamous. 

A construction or semi-construction used for per­
forming some task: a hearth, a storage pit, a 
cache cave, etc. 

Historic: 

Holocene: 

Hypothesis: 

Historic sites, of course, are those sites which 
reflect human activities that occurred after the 
advent of written records in the area, up until 
roughly the present. 

The period since the end of the Pleistocene, roughly 
the last 10,000 years. 

An hypothesis is a specific proposed explanation for 
a particular phenomenon, derived from some general 
body of theory. The words "proposition" or "pre­
diction" sometimes are substituted. 

Lineage: 

Mano: 

Metate: 

A smaller group, the subset of a sib if sibs are 
present, generally occupying a single village and 
claiming a shared original ancestor. 

A mano is the hand-sized, loaf-shaped stone used to 
grind seeds on a metate. 

A metate is a flat stone slab upon which hard seeds 
(eg. those of sage) were ground. 

Midden: Midden is decomposed garbage or other discarded 
material that has usually become darkened or other­
wise discolored soil, often with bone fragments or 
other debris. Midden is a common element of pre­
historic sites. 

Moiety: When a society regards itself as being divided into 
two parts, each of which has obligations of some 
kind to the other, each part is called a "moiety." 
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Mortar: 

Normative: 

Patrilateral: 

Patrilineal: 

Patrilocal: 

Pestle: 

Pleistocene: 

Point or 
Projectile Point: 

Pothunter: 

Precambrian, 
Paleozoic, etc.: 

A mortar is a stone bowl used for grinding softer, 
pulpier plant or animal materials than are readily 
processable with a metate and mano. In the Cali­
fornia Desert, mortars often are ground directly 
into bedrock slabs and are called bedrock mortars. 

Referring to the general state of a phenomenon 
rather than to the variability within it. A 
normative study of an archeological site would 
seek to generalize about the modal nature of the 
phenomena discovered rather than dealing with the 
reasons for variability within the phenomena. 

Marrying into one's father's lineage. The obverse 
is matrilateral. 

Tracing descent and/or inheriting things through 
one's paternal line. The obverse is matrilineal. 

Tending to reside in one's father's village. The 
obverse is matrilocal. 

A pestle is the elongate cobble used to grind things 
in a mortar; sometimes it may be finely finished to 
a cylindrical or conical shape, but in the California 
Desert it usually is simply a long cobble with signs 
of battering and wear on one or more ends. 

The glacial era or "ice age," when the northern 
part of the continent and many mountain ranges were 
glaciated. 

A point is the flaked stone tip of a projectile -
spear, dart, or arrow. 

One who digs up or otherwise damages an archeo­
logical site in order to get objects (for sale, for 
a museum, for oneself) or in order to find out about 
the site without the archeological training to do 
so properly. 

Geological eras during which the mountains and 
valleys of the Monument were formed. Pinto Gneiss 
is derived from the Precambrian era of more than 
600 million years ago, while most of the Monument's 
granites were formed during the Mesozoic (63-230 
million years B.P.) era. 
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