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ABSTRACT 

In late 1986, archeologists from the Western Archeological and 

Conservation Center conducted two phases of archeological fieldwork at 

Death Valley Scotty's Lower Vine Ranch property in northern Death Valley 

National Monument, California. The completion of a large-scale 

instrument map of the structures and grounds composing the historic 

ranch complex and a pedestrian survey of the ranch access road were the 

primary objectives of the initial phase of fieldwork at Lower Vine, 

carried out from September 3 to September 12, 1986. The succeeding 

phase of fieldwork, conducted from October 22 to November 9, focused on 

inventorying the cultural resources located on the remainder of the 

unsurveyed, lower portions of the ranch. At the completion of the 

project, the entire fenced 1500-acre Lower Vine Ranch property, 

including both the lower bajada and the upper mesa areas, had been 

surveyed, with 57 sites and 74 isolates recorded. Cultural materials 

located on the property indicate the project area has been utilized from 

Paleo-Indian (Death Valley I) times through the recent historical past. 

The following volume documents the results of the fieldwork, provides 

environmental and cultural background information pertinent to the 

project area, summarizes the cultural history of the property, assesses 

the condition of the cultural resources located there and suggests 

options for managing those resources. 
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Chapter I 

BACKGROUND 

Introduction 

In mid-1986, a limited amount of time and money became available 

for archeology at Death Valley National Monument. In consultation with 

park staff, the Western Archeological and Conservation Center (WACC) 

agreed that Lower Vine Ranch was an area of high archeological priority 

for several reasons. First, several archeological sites and numerous 

artifacts had been found in the vicinity of the ranch buildings, the 

majority of which had not been documented, mapped or recorded. Second, 

the cultural resource potential of the property was considered to be 

high, as the permanently-flowing springs on the property would have 

provided a reliable water source for people inhabiting this portion of 

Death Valley. William Wallace, in a preliminary assessment of the 

spring vicinity, stated that at least 6000 years of occupation were 

represented at sites nearby (1968). The ranch itself is considered a 

significant part of the colorful history of Death Valley, a fact 

reflected by its inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places 

in 1978 as part of the "Death Valley Scotty Historic District". 

Finally, park managers may conduct ground-disturbing activities at the 

ranch in the future which might include brush removal, spring 

development and maintenance, building rehabilitation, or road 

maintenance. In addition, managers may chose to open the area up to 

visitor interpretation. 

In order to aid in effective management decisions regarding impacts 

to archeological resources, an on-ground survey of the zones of highest 

probable impact, and production of a large-scale, instrument map of the 

ranch complex, were proposed for early September, 1986, as part of the 

initial phase of field work at Lower Vine. At this time, the ranch 

building complex was surveyed in its entirety and the ranch access road 

and tho dry wash paralleling the road to the south were surveyed on foot 

at 15 meter intervals along a 350-meter wide corridor. All sites 

located during the survey were recorded, photographed and mapped to 

National Park Service (NPS) standards. The initial field survey phase 

1 



was carr ied out from September 3 to September 12, 1986. Kr ista Deal and 

Lynne D'Ascenzo conducted the f i e l d research, and George Teague served 

as the project d i rec to r . 

Add i t i ona l monies became ava i l ab l e in October fo l l ow ing the 

completion of the manuscript documenting the resul ts of the i n i t i a l 

mapping and survey project (see Deal and D'Ascenzo 1986). A second 

phase of f ieldwork was i n i t i a t e d at Lower Vine Ranch, with the primary 

o b j e c t i v e focused toward locat ing and recording the archaeological 

resources in the unsurveyed port ion of the bajada. During th is phase of 

the f ie ldwork, other monies were provided to complete the survey of the 

remaining portions of the ranch. Fieldwork during th is second phase of 

the project was conducted from October 22 to November 9, 1986. Once 

again, Lynne D'Ascenzo and Kr is ta Deal conducted the f ie ldwork , and 

cu l tura l resources were recorded to NPS standards. By the end of the 

pro jec t , a l l land wi th in the parcel known as Lower Vine Ranch had been 

surveyed. The WACC project number assigned to both phases of the 

fieldwork is DEVA 86C. A report documenting the resul ts of the project 

f o l l o w s . This r e p o r t i ncorpora tes f i nd ings reported in Deal and 

D'Ascenzo (1986). 

Environmental Setting 

The Lower Vine Ranch project area is located approximately 

2.5 miles southwest of Scottys Castle, in the northwest portion of Death 

Valley National Monument, in Inyo County, California (Fig. 1). The 

1500-acre fenced ranch parcel lies in Township 11 South, Range 42 East, 

in portions of Sections 10, 11, 2, 3 and 4 (MDBM). The project area is 

shown on the USGS Ubehebe, California-Nevada, 15-minute (1957) 

quadrangle, with Lower Vine Ranch shown on the topographic sheet as 

"Scottys Ranch" (Fig. 2). An enlargement of the ranch property is shown 

in Figure 3. 

Geology and Hydrology 

Death Valley lies within the Great Basin portion of the Basin and 

Range physiographic province, a region characterized by a series of 
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Figure 1. Death Valley National Monument, including project area 
(revised from Tagg 1984). 
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Figure 2. Project area as shown on a portion of USGS Ubehehe Crater 
Quadrangle, California - Nevada(1957); 1:62500 (15 minute). 
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Figure 3. Enlargement of project area. 
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parallel basins or valleys and mountain ranges created by 

block-faulting. The 156-mile long trough composing Death Valley is 

bordered on the west by the Panamint Range and on the east by the 

Amargosa Range, with elevations in the mountains varying from 4000 to 

11,000 feet. Nonmarine sedimentary rocks are the primary exposure in 

the northwest Grapevine Mountains in the general project vicinity 

(Kurzius 1981:7), with travertine and mudstone outcrops occurring in the 

specific project area, along with loose boulders of basalt. 

In particular, the project area lies within the north end of Death 

Valley proper at elevations varying from 2880 feet in the southeast 

portion of the property, to 2060 feet in the southwest project corner, 

with most of the project area situated on alluvial and colluvial fans 

near the head of a gently sloping bajada. The property is backed on the 

northeast by the Grapevine Mountains which constitute the northern 

portion of the Amargosa Range. Several springs, seeps and intermittent 

drainages issue out of these mountains, providing the water necessary to 

support permanent and seasonal habitation within this arid portion of 

the Monument. Grapevine Springs, a series of alkali springs within the 

project area and above the ranch house at elevations from 2680 to 

2800 feet, provides water to the specific project area, and a spring 

above the ranch at 2400 feet provided domestic water for homesteading 

and ranching operations at Lower Vine. 

In addition to supplying water, the springs support a diversity of 

plant life including a variety of grasses, rushes, wild grapes, willows, 

cottonwoods, mesquite and an occasional palm (Kurzius 1981:267, i x; 

Jaeger 1957:58). The springs flow out of the mountains into several 

unnamed intermittent drainages and thence into Little Grapevine Creek 

(also intermittent) which runs southerly across the western portion of 

the property. All drainages within the project eventually feed into 

Death Valley Wash, a southeasterly-flowing intermittent drainage on the 

floor of the valley. Water from this drainage is lost onto the sandy 

valley floor further to the south. 

Botanical ly, the Mohave Desert is considered to encompass this 

southern portion of the Great Basin covering the Monument (Jaeger 

1957:7). The Mohave is an arid region with notoriously hot summers and 

relatively mild winters. In Death Valley, annual precipitation averages 
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a scant two inches, with several recent years registering absolutely no 

rainfall (Barton 1983:8). Temperatures vary from low winter ranges of 

15 degrees Fahrenheit, to intolerable summer air temperatures as high as 

134 degrees. Freezing occurs occasionally on the valley floor in 

winter, and ground temperatures in the summer may reach as high as 

190 degrees (Barton 1983:8; Hunt 1960:4). 

In the past, Death Valley and much of the Great Basin was subject 

to a moister and somewhat cooler climatic regime, with Pleistocene and 

pluvial lakes dotting the basin floors (Hunt 1960:4-6; Flint 

1971:442-451). Lake Manly, a large Pleistocene lake, persisted in Death 

Valley into the Holocene, or recent geological age, when it dried up 

completely around AD 1 (Craib 1978:23; Hunt 1975:9-10;34). Temperatures 

and precipitation approached those characteristic of the area today by 

at least 2000 years ago (Hunt 1960:4). 

Biotic Communities 

Altitude, and the concomitant change in temperatures and 

precipitation, accounts for variation in both flora and fauna within 

this hot, arid region. Lower Vine Ranch lies within the Lower Sonoran 

Life Zone, as defined by Storer and Usinger (1963). The vegetation 

community of the project area is Desert Scrub, with dominant plant 

species represented by creosote. Other important plants of this 

community include shadscale (saltbush), bursage (burrobrush) , Ephedra, 

desert holly, desert trumpet, rock-nettle (sting bush), prickly pear 

(beavertai 1) , strawtop cholla, fishhook cactus, cottontop cactus, 

stickyring and numerous grasses (Barton 1983:9; Kurzius 1981:54-62; Tagg 

1984:9-10). Additionally, the springs within the project area attract a 

localized, diverse association of plants as indicated in Figure 4. 

Wildlife typical of the Desert Scrub community include a variety of 

insects, numerous lizards, snakes, toads, frogs, and small mammals, 

including the kitfox, coyote, skunk, ground squirrel, gopher, 

jackrabbit, desert cottontail, kangaroo rat and mice (Tagg 1984:12-13). 

Additionally, six species of fish and fifteen of molluscs have been 

identified in Death Valley (Tagg 1984:13). 
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PLANTS COMMON TO SPRINGS AND SEEPAGE AREAS OF THE CREOSOTE 

BUSH ZONE, GRAPEVINE MOUNTAINS 

Cynodon daczylon 
* Distichlis spicata 

Elymus cinereus 
* Muhlenbergia asperifolia 
* Phxagmites australis 

Polypogcn interruptus 
* P. monspeliensis 
* Sporcbolus airoides 
+ Typha dcmingensi 

Dicots 

Berula erecta 
+ Apocynum sp. 
* Cirsium mohavense 

Helianthus nuttallii 
* Solidago confirms 

S. spectabilis 
* Sonchus asper 
+ Eelictrcpium curassavicum 
* Nasturtium officinale 

Thelypodium integrifolium 
Chenopcdium berlandieri 
C. fremontii 
Kochia scoparia 

+ Cucurbita palmata 
Centaurium namophilum 

+ Ly'thrum californicmm 
+ Epilobium ciliatum 

Prumex salicifolius 
+ Anemopsis californica 

Castilleja exilis 
+ Vitis arizonica 

Figure 4. Plant species a t springs and seepage areas of the Creosote 
Bush Zone of the Grapevine Mountains (from Kurzius 1981). 
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Trees and Shrubs 

+ Populus fremontii 
* Salix exigua 
+ s. gocddingii 
+ Aster intricatus 
* Baccharis sergiloides 
* Tessaria sericea 

Isoroeris arborea 
* Suaeda torreyana 
* Prosopis glandulosa 
* P. pubescens 
* Tamarix sp. 
+ Washingtonia filifera 

Ferns 

Adiantum capillus-veneris 

Monocots 

Cladium californicum 
Cyperus niger 
Eleocharis montevidensis 

* E. rostellata 
Fimbristylis thermal! s 
Schoenus nigricans 

* Scirpus americanus 
Sisyrinchium funereum 

* Juncus mexicanus 
J. textilis 

+ Epipactis gigantea 
Agrostis glomerata 
Andropogon glomerata 



The lowest elevations of the Valley contain the Salt Flat plant 

community, a sparsely vegetated area found on the salt pan, in sand dune 

areas, or in rocky areas lacking sufficient soil moisture to support a 

more varied plant life. Mesquite, often found along the perimeters of 

sand dunes, represent the largest woody plant of this association, with 

desert holly, four-wing saltbush, reed grass, arrowweed, rush grass, 

pickleweed, seepweed, bursage, Amargosa weed (or jackass clover) also 

important (Craib 1978:24-25; Tagg 1984:7; Hunt 1960:7). The Salt Flat 

plant community is generally confined to an area roughly 20 miles 

southeast of the project area, although small pockets of this community 

occasionally extend to 3000 feet (Craib 1981:23) within the Grapevines. 

The Grapevine Mountains backing the project area rise to an 

elevation of over 8700 feet, thereby ushering in several other locally 

important biotic communities in the general project vicinity. Above 

4500 feet, sagebrush and Joshua tree occur as dominant shrubs, with 

pinyon and juniper becoming dominant above 6500 feet. Animals common 

to these upland habitats include bighorn sheep, mule deer, mountain 

lion, bobcat, gray fox and pronghorn antelope. Canyons within the 

Grapevines contain willows, cottonwoods, ferns and coyote melons 

(buffalo gourd) (Jaeger 1957:36,60), and provide natural routes of 

travel through the mountains (Hunt 1960:8). 

A third, smaller community of the mountains is found at elevations 

above 10,000 feet in areas dominated by bristlecone pine (Craib 

1978:24-25). This community lies primarily in the upper Panamints, 

roughly fifty miles south of the project area. 

Recent Alterations 

The most obvious alteration of the environment within the project 

area has occurred from 20th Century ranching operations associated with 

Lower Vine. The alterations have included the construction of 

buildings, corrals, fencelines, reservoirs, roads, pipelines and 

ditches, and the clearing and planting of domestic gardens and two large 

alfalfa fields. More recently, the access road has been bladed and, in 

at least one 150-meter section, realigned. To reduce fire hazard, brush 

has been removed by tractor from around all the ranch buildings. A 
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