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ABSTRACT 

This report documents information from archeological investigations 

at several previously recorded sites in the El Portal Administrative 

District, Yosemite National Park, California. This work was conducted 

to provide data necessary for proper management within the guidelines of 

National Park Service policy and historic preservation laws for cultural 

resources. 

Material from both surface and subsurface collections at these 

sites spans a considerable time range in the chronology of the Yosemite 

region, from the prehistoric Crane Flat complex (pre-A.D. 500) and pro-

tohistoric Mariposa complex (A.D. 1500-1850) to the ethnohistoric Miwok 

occupation. Cultural deposits exceed 2 m in depth at some of the sites. 

Artifacts recovered include ground stone, worked bone, and shell, in 

addition to a large amount of obsidian tools and debitage. This obsidi­

an was obtained from the Great Basin, probably in the form of biface 

preforms. Small biface thinning flakes and flake fragments make up over 

70 percent of the more than 18,000 pieces of debitage recovered and 

analyzed. 

A relatively large sample of faunal bone was also recovered, in 

addition to a small collection of archeobotanical remains. A few human 

bones were identified, but no intact burials were found. In the upper 

levels of one of the sites, 4-MRP-250, there was an intact house floor 

(including hearth and ash pit), associated with stone tools and historic 

manufactured items, suggesting a late aboriginal settlement around the 

middle of the 19th century. 

Analysis and interpretation of the major data classes (chipped and 

ground stone, bone, botanical remains, pollen, and soils) are presented 

in the report in the form of appendices. The body of the report pro­

vides site specific information and a general discussion of the research 

potential of the prehistoric remains. Although limited in scope, these 

preliminary investigations provide valuable information for evaluating 

the archeology of El Portal and for planning future archeological data 

recovery in the area. 
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Chapter 1 

PROJECT OVERVIEW 

Fieldwork for the 1981 El Portal Archeological Project was conduct­

ed between March 30 and July 1, with a crew of six people under the 

direction of one of the authors (Carpenter). During this three-month 

period, nine recorded archeological sites in El Portal (Figs. 1 and 2) 

were investigated in a preliminary fashion, using procedures ranging 

from surface reconnaissance to limited subsurface testing. Prior to 

this project, all of the data regarding these sites were derived solely 

from surface surveys (Bennyhoff 1952; Napton and Greathouse 1976). The 

goal of the present study was to supplement existing data for these El 

Portal sites with more specific information regarding the nature, 

extent, and significance of archeological materials. This information 

is intended to be used as a second stage of data gathering, with the aim 

of making more informed decisions regarding the management and recovery 

of cultural resources in El Portal. This project is an intermediary 

step between surface survey and planned intensive archeological testing/ 

mitigation in the El Portal area which will occur in the near future 

(see Chapter 2). 

Artifacts and other materials recovered in the El Portal Archeolog­

ical Project were processed and analyzed, for the most part, at the 

Western Archeological and Conservation Center between July 1 and Decem­

ber 15, under the direction of the other author (Baumler). The primary 

purpose of analysis was to determine the range and potential of the 

archeological data base, in order to guide future investigations in El 

Portal. A variety of specialists and analytical techniques were 

employed and results of this research are a large part of this report 

(Appendices A through K). These appendices contain detailed descrip­

tions of the data collected and analyzed during the 1981 El Portal 

Archeological Project, and as such may be of little interest to the 

casual reader or nonarcheological specialist. However, those wishing a 

complete picture and explanation of the interpretations made regarding 

each site should pay special attention to the appendices. The body of 

the report includes a description of the fieldwork conducted at each 

site and an assessment of the character of the archeological deposits 
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Boundary of Yosemite National Park 

State boundary 

• Obsidian sources 

• Modern cities 

Fig. 1. Project location, with places and geographical features men­
tioned in text (after Whittaker 1981). 1. El Portal 2. Crane Flat 
3. Buchanan Reservoir 4. Yosemite Valley 5. Wawona 6. Don Pedro 
Reservoir 7. 4-MAD-448 8. Balsam Meadows a. Casa Diablo 
b. Bodie Hills c. Mt. Hicks d. Queen e. Mono Craters f. Mono 
Glass Mt. 
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Fig. 2. El Portal, showing location of sites investigated. 
Also shown are sites 4-MRP-180 and 181. 
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(Chapter 3). The significance and potential of the archeological 

resources of El Portal as a whole are assessed in Chapter 4, and recom­

mendations are offered for resource management in Chapter 5. 

Given the limited purposes of the 1981 El Portal Archeological 

Project, and the small sample size recovered, we have not attempted to 

reevaluate or resynthesize Central Sierra Nevada prehistory. References 

to the existing regional archeological literature are made when appro­

priate. However, the primary aim of the report is to offer logistical 

information and hypotheses which can serve as a guide for more intensive 

and systematic investigations that will occur at some or all of the 

sites in the near future. These future studies, in turn, will contrib­

ute more significantly to our knowledge of California prehistory. 

At the same time an effort has been made to make accessible as much 

preliminary data as possible for current and future archeological proj­

ects elsewhere in the Central Sierra region. Some data from the project 

which are not presented here are on file at the Western Archeological 

and Conservation Center; all artifacts recovered are to be stored in the 

Yosemite National Park Museum. 

4 



Chapter 2 

GENERAL BACKGROUND 

Environmental Setting 

El Portal spans a relatively small portion of the Merced River Can­

yon on the west edge of Yosemite National Park. Here the granitic can­

yon widens for several miles along the river's course, into an open val­

ley bordered, upstream to the east and downstream to the west, by narrow 

V-shaped canyons. Gently rising land lies on the north side of the riv­

er; habitable land on the south side is restricted mainly to two large 

flats, one east of the present El Portal Village and one at the site of 

the modern El Portal Trailer Court. 

Elevation along the Merced River at this point is about 1,800 ft. 

(550 m). On both sides, the valley walls rise to over 4,000 ft. (more 

than 1,219 m) over a distance of 1 mile. Two large, perennial, tribu­

tary streams (Crane and Moss Canyon Creeks) enter the Merced River from 

the north at El Portal; they and other smaller streams dissect the val­

ley floor. 

Ecologically, El Portal lies within the Upper Sonoran life zone, 

which generally characterizes the foothills on the west side of the 

Sierra Nevada, between elevations of 800 ft. and 4,000 ft. (Storer and 

Usinger 1970). Plant communities in this zone include pine-oak wood­

lands, savanna, and chaparral, in which one finds a rich mosaic of trees 

(digger pine, blue oak, live oak, valley oak, buckeye, willow), shrubs 

(chamise, ceanothus, manzanita), and grasses. The associated fauna in­

cludes mule deer, bear, coyote, rabbit, skunk, squirrel, and a host of 

small reptiles and birds. On higher slopes of the valley, there is veg­

etation of the Transition life zone, more typically found in higher val­

leys of Yosemite National Park, including nearby Yosemite and Wawona 

valleys. Ponderosa and lodgepole pine are the dominant trees here, 

associated with fir, cedar, and black oak; the last is an important food 

species for many California Indian groups. 

El Portal is the only part of Yosemite National Park that is in the 

Upper Sonoran life zone. This, combined with its location on the Merced 

River, availability of habitable land, and proximity to higher elevation 
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valleys and meadows, bestows upon El Portal an inherently important role 

for people who lived in the Yosemite area. We know from ethnographic 

data that the Upper Sonoran life zone provided most of the food re­

sources utilized by the Sierra Miwok Indians (Barrett and Gifford 1933). 

It has also been reported that in ethnohistoric times, El Portal was 

favored as a location for permanent settlement within a seasonal round 

involving the higher elevation regions of the Sierra Nevada in Yosemite 

National Park (Merriam 1917; Kroeber 1921). Historically, El Portal's 

accessible location figured prominantly in the Anglo settlement of the 

region (Johnston 1962, 1963). It is likely, therefore, that this small 

valley was also very important in prehistoric times, a fact that is 

increasingly becoming apparent through archeological investigations. 

Previous Archeological Investigations 

Current knowledge of the archeological resources of El Portal comes 

from sporadic archeological investigations begun in the early 1950s. 

Trie history of this research has recently been reviewed and critically 

evaluated by L. K. Napton (1978) in his Archeological Overview of Yosem­

ite National Park, California. For the most part, past work in El Por­

tal has attempted to determine: (1) the number and type of archeologi­

cal sites, and (2) the basic chronology of the prehistoric occupation. 

Archeological surveys (Bennyhoff 1952, 1956; Napton and Greathouse 

1976) have recorded a total of 17 sites within the portion of El Portal 

administered by the National Park Service (Table 1). All but one of 

these sites (4-MRP-363, a Native American cemetery) appear to contain 

evidence of prehistoric activity including bedrock mortars, ground 

stone, obsidian tools and debitage, and indications of subsurface mid­

den. In some cases it would be difficult to distinguish these materials 

from the remains of early ethnohistoric occupations; most of the sites 

appear to have been occupied on a permanent or semipermanent basis by 

the Miwok during the early 20th century (Merriam 1917). 

Habitable land is at a premium in El Portal, and remains of prehis­

toric and historic activity can be found over much of the area. Desig­

nated archeological sites, therefore, only indicate the areas of most 

obvious and intensive utilization. Based on data from surface survey, 
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