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ABSTRACT

This ethnographic overview of Lake Mead National Recreation Area,
which will serve as companion to a forthcoming archeological overview
of the area, provides an ethnographic context for future archeological
research and for current interpretation.

The Recreation Area, which includes land in both Nevada and Arizona,
overlaps early Native American ethnic boundaries, as well as modern
state borders, Groups whose territories touched upon or fell within
current park boundaries include the Mojave, the Chemehuevi, the Southern
Paiute and the Hualapai. Each of these groups is first examined indi-
vidually, in terms of territory occupied, environment exploited, sub-
sistence practices and social organization; extensive lists of crops
cultivated, wild plants collected and animals hunted for food and other
uses are presented, as are several illustrations of tools, shelters and
containers made and used by the various groups. The author then
summarizes ways in which these groups interacted, citing instances of
trade, warfare and other intergroup contact. The author finds that
although each ethnic group had its own way of coping with and exploiting
its enviromment, these groups did not exist in isolation; trade among
them, for example, flowed primarily along an east-west axis (e.g.,
between the Mojave and the Hualapai), while relations among north-south
neighbors (such as the Hualapai and the Southern Paiute) tended to be
less friendly.
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INTRODUCTION

The western portion of the Colorado River has long played a central
role in human affairs. Native American groups, such as the River Yumans,
farmed its lower alluvial plains for centuries. To the north, where it
turns south toward the Gulf of California, the river served as a major
geographic barrier, separating the Yuman-speaking Hualapai and Havasupai
from the Numic-speaking Southern Paiute. During the early explorations
of the region by Europeans the Colorado carried both men and supplies.
Early trappers found a reliable source of animal hides in its waters and
the waters of its tributaries. Today the river figures no less impor-
tantly. It continues its traditional role in human social and political
affairs, serving as a natural border between the states of Nevada,
California and Arizona and as a portion of the international boundary
between the United States and Mexico. The river continues to supply
necessary water to farming and recreational facilities in each of these
states and in northern Sonora.

The larger region of the western arm of the Colorado River is charac-
terized by wide geographic diversity. To the north of the river, in the
states of Arizona and Utah, are high plateaus and deep valleys, which
provide a wide spectrum of flora and fauna. To the west, in California,
one encounters the vast and arid Mohave Desert and Death Valley before
reaching mountains nearer the coast. To the south, the river flows
toward the Gulf of California through upper and lower Sonoran desert
regions in Arizona and Mexico. The eastern portion of the river runs
through the mighty Grand Canyon and cuts through high plateau regions.

The Lake Mead National Recreation Area comprises approximately a
115-mile stretch of the western portion of the old Colorado River, as
well as a sizeable section of the Virgin River near its junction with
the Colorado (Map 1). Waters backed up by Hoover and Davis dams form
Lake Mead and Lake Mohave, respectively, and provide well over 500 miles
of shoreline in the Recreation Area. These lakes form a natural border
between southern Nevada and northwestern Arizona.

The Recreation Area overlaps early Native American group boundaries,
much as it cuts across modern state boundaries. The Mojave Indians
occupied the alluvial plains of Mohave Valley, which lies south of Davis
Dam, as well as an area north of the dam called Cottonwood Island, now
submerged under the waters of Lake Mohave. The Chemehuevi Indians once
occupied Cottonwood Island and the desert region to the west. Southern
Paiute bands hunted and gathered wild seeds and game west and north of
the Colorado's great bend. The Hualapai Indians in Arizona occupied a
large territory south and east of the river's banks (Map 2).

These Indian groups can be placed under two major linguistic headings.
The Mojave and the Hualapai speak closely related Yuman languages. The
Yuman language group also includes Indian cultures along the lower
Colorado, as well as the Yavapai in central Arizona, the Havasupai in the
Grand Canyon and the Maricopa along the Gila River. The Chemehuevi and
the Southern Paiute belong to the Uto-Aztecan language stock and speak
what is referred to as southern Numic. The Numic languages also are
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spoken by the Southern Ute, the Shoshone of central Nevada and the
Northern Paiute of Nevada, California and southeastern Oregon. The
southern Numic speakers are believed to be descendants of peoples who
moved into the region from the west and south approximately 1000 years
ago, replacing an earlier pueblo-type culture related to groups in
western New Mexico, eastern Arizona and southern Colorado (cf. Miller
1966; Fowler 1972; Lamb 1958, 1964).

OVERVIEW OBJECTIVES

This ethnographic overview of the Lake Mead region is intended to
meet three major objectives. The first of these is to provide an
ethnographic context for archeological interpretation. Detailed infor-
mation on selected features of the social life and economy of groups
once living within or around the Recreation Area, as described in the
historical or ethnographic literature, can provide the archeological
researcher with an important body of data. These data can be used to
verify or to refute existing archeological hypotheses, form new testable
hypotheses and provide an ethnographic framework within which archeo-
logical interpretations can be placed.

The second objective is to identify, from the existing literature,
the aboriginal territorial boundaries of groups which once occupied the
Lake Mead region. The purpose here will be to describe the extent to
which these boundaries overlapped the boundaries of the Recreation Area.
It was originally hoped that historical literature would yield substantial
clues to the location of Indian habitation sites within the park. Early
explorers, however, often did not give precise locations of Indian villages
or settlements; those that can be identified now are under the waters of
Lake Mead or Lake Mohave. Joseph Ives (1861) and Wheeler (1869, 1870,
1871) provide maps indicating the location of Indian settlements. Wheeler's
maps are especially interesting in this regard, but most of his designa-
tions of "Indian Rancherias'" were well outside the boundaries of Lake
Mead National Recreation Area. Further research into the early maps of
the region may provide more information on approximate site locations
within the park.

The third objective is to provide a comprehensive bibliography of
major works on the Native American groups which once inhabited the
Recreation Area. Although not all of these works are cited in the over-
view, additional references are appended to the bibliography to provide
sources on topics not covered in the text.

This overview discusses a limited number of social and economic
features, selected for their relevance to archeology. Subsistence prac-
tices are discussed in detail, as are those environmental features
related to these practices. The social organization of these groups is
treated briefly, reflecting the level of generality at which the topic
is discussed in the literature. When possible, illustrations or descrip-
tions of houses and settlements are included, as is information on inter-
tribal trade and warfare.

Important elements, such as the introduction of the horse into the
area and the development and consequences of the Ghost Dance, have been
omitted from the overview. The importance of the horse cannot be



underestimated, as it was central to changes in aboriginal subsistence
and trade patterns, warfare and social organization. The Ghost Dance

was an important response to the encroachment of whites and, as a con-
servative force, sought to restore aboriginal conditions. Both of these
developments were part of the rapid pattern of change within and between
these Indian groups after European contact, but a detailed discussion of
change will have to await further research and discussion, as the primary
focus of the present overview is description of a few selected features
of aboriginal life before these changes so dramatically disrupted earlier
patterns.



THE MOJAVE

The Mojave aboriginally occupied both sides of the lower Colorado
River, from just south of Davis Dam to Topock. Although this area, defined
by Kroeber (1953) as the '"'core' of the Mojave occupation, lies just outside
the Lake Mead National Recreation Area, it would be a major oversight to
exclude the Mojave from this review. This "core'" may well have been
limited to the area defined by Kroeber, but the impact of the Mojave on
neighboring groups to the north and east demands that they be treated in
length. Early Mojave alliances, warfare and subsistence activities took
them well beyond the limits of their valley. The group's territorial
control and influence were felt not only as far south as the Colorado
River delta region, but also as far north along the river as the Paiute
and Hualapai territories. In short, any complete overview of the
Recreation Area must recognize the Mojave as an important element in
Lake Mead's culture history.

TERRITORY AND ENVIRONMENT

Mohave Valley, the '"core'" area described by Kroeber, takes its name
from the people who have lived there (in houses much like the one illus-
trated in Fig. 1) for at least the past three centuries. The valley's
southern limits lie just south of Topock at 114° 32' west and 34° 40
north, a point known to insurgent Americans as "The Needles" (a series
of narrow low pinnacles) and to the Mojave as '"huqueamp avi'' (''where the
battle took place') (cf. Sherer 1965:71). The northern edge of the valley
lies near Bulls Head Rock at 35° 15' north and 114° 34' west (Castetter
and Bell 1951). The western border of the valley lies in Nevada and
California, its eastern border in Arizona. The entire valley is a natural
flood plain, which before extensive dam construction allowed the Colorado
River to swell considerably during the spring and early summer. The
flood waters played an important part in early Mojave subsistence patterns
and will be treated in greater detail later.

A description of the valley itself does not necessarily set the limits
of the Mojave occupation range (Map 3). Kelly (1934; also in Stewart 1966)
provides a map which extends the Mojave range north along the Colorado,
well above old Cottonwood Island (approximately 15 miles north of Davis
Dam, 35° 40' north). This map, along with other supporting evidence,
places the Mojave within the present Recreation Area. Kroeber (1953)
claims that the Mojave once occupied Chemehuevi Valley to the south of
Mohave Valley proper, which pushes their southern range well below
"The Needles."

Restricting the occupation area to Mohave Valley would be too narrow
a view in another respect. In lean years, or in times when the Colorado
did not flood the valley floor, the Mojave followed an expanded food
gathering subsistence pattern. The climate of the area is extremely
dry (5 to 10 inches of precipitation per year). If the Colorado did not
provide the moisture needed to germinate seeds and to sustain crops over
the warm months the Mojave expanded their hunting and gathering range
to include areas where grass seed and game were more abundant.



Figure 1: Mojave winter house; front view (top; drawn from early
photographs in Smith 1966) and plan (bottom; after Kroeber
1925).
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Expeditions of warfare and trade to neighboring groups also often
took the Mojave beyond Mohave Valley and the Colorado River; when this
is taken into consideration, the ''core' area is seen to be surrounded
by a large "buffer zone,'" within which the Mojave felt they had ultimate
rights. Respect for this zone was maintained through alliances with
some groups and through a constant state of warfare with others.

The Mojave apparently loved travel and pursued it for reasons of
warfare, trade and pure pleasure. They did not see themselves as inexorably
tied to the valley proper and knew of routes which extended far beyond
their homeland. These trails reached as far north as the Shivwits Plateau
(well into southern Great Basin territory); as far east as Supai and Hopi;
southwest to Gila Bend and Phoenix; south to Yuma and the head of the Gulf
of California; west to the Pacific Ocean at San Diego and Ventura, and
northwest to Tehachapi and the Tula Lakes of San Joaquin (Kroeber 1953).

EARLY CONTACTS

Early explorers in the Southwest referred to the Mojave in a variety
of ways, as each explorer heard something slightly different in response
to his question about the name of the tribe. A partial list of tribal
names attributed to the Mojave by early explorers includes: Amacave,
Amajave, Jamajabs, Tamajabs, Ammachaves and Ammuchabos (Smith 1966).
Coues (1900:226) gives a more complete listing: Amaguagua, Amahuayas,
Amochave, Amojaves, Amoxawi, Amuchabas, Hamockhavens, Hamoekhave,
Hamokiavi, Hamukhava, Jamalas, Machaves, Macjave, Mahaos, Majabos, Majave,
Mohave, Mohavi, Mohawa, Mohaw, Mohaoes, Mojaris, Mojaur, Molxares, Moyave,
Soyopa, Tamasabes, Wah-muk-a-hah-ve, Yumagas and Yamajab (the list is
included here for future research reference). Even the modern name
(often written as '"Mohave') is a misrepresentation of the name used by
the Indians. ''Mojave" is the spelling accepted officially by the tribal
council, but the original name is "Aha macava,'" which means 'people who
live along the river" (aha - "water'"; macave - "along or beside") (Sherer
1965:6, 71, Smith 1966). Coues (1900) and Hodge (1917), among others,
mistakenly attribute the meaning of this term to the Mojave compound of
""hamock'" ('"three'") and "avi'" ("mountain'); thus, the early interpretation
that '""Mojave' meant ''three mountains' (referring to the Needles).

Regardless of the tribal names used by explorers, their accounts of
early contacts with the tribe are informative. They give us an idea of
the extent of Mojave territory just preceding the contact era and some
information on how this territory expanded and contracted over time in
response to changing relationships with their closest neighbors, to
environmental stress and to the advance of white settlement.

1540 - Hernando de Alarcon: The earliest explorer to contact the Mojave
may have been Alarcon, a member of Coronado's expedition of 1540.

Alarcon, charged with the exploration of the Colorado River delta region,
traveled some 200 miles up the river in a small boat before turning east
in an effort to join Coronado's party. Smith (1966) claims that this
would have put Alarcon in Mojave territory and in certain contact with
members of the tribe. Coues (1900) also claims that Alarcon possibly came







