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Background

The Naval Air Weapons Station, China Lake
(NAWS), referred to as the Base, is an active mili-
tary station composed of two large-scale ranges,
known as the North Range and the South Range
(Fig. 1). The South Range also is referred to as the
Mojave B Range. It is situated on 1.1 million acres
of high desert terrain in the northwestern Mojave
Desert and southwestern Great Basin. These two
ranges are connected by Randsburg Wash Road,
an approximate twenty mile road linking the North
with the South Ranges. To the west of the ranges
are the rapidly ascending Sierra Nevada Mountains
that cause the Base to be in a rain shadow, depriv-
ing it of moisture. To the east are Panamint Valley
and Death Valley, two of the most arid regions in
the western United States, both rich in desert lore
and archaeology. To the south the Mojave River
flows from the San Bernardino Mountains into the
Mojave Sink, and to the north the Great Basin con-
tinues until it reaches the high plains of Wyoming
and Montana, and is stopped by the Rocky
Mountains. Elevations for the Base range from ap-
proximately 1,500 feet above mean sea level near
the Searles Lake Basin to nearly 9,000 feet above
mean sea level at Maturango Peak in the Argus

Mountain Range. Vegetation ranges from creosote
scrub in the south and near the edges of playas such
as Lake China and Lake Searles, which once held
thousands of acre feet of water, to verdant pinyon
forests which occupy the higher elevations of the
Coso and Argus Mountain Ranges.

There are 16,000 recorded archaeological sites on
the Base. Only two locations are currently listed in
the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).
These are Coso Hot Springs NRHP District and

the Coso Rock Art National Historic Landmark
(NHL). Coso Hot Springs is important for its Native
American religious significance as well as the Coso
Hot Springs Resort, which occupied the area at the
turn of the twentieth century.

This National Historic Landmark is the largest
NHL on property managed by the Department

of Navy and, at 36,000 acres, rivals in size, the
nearby El Paso Mountains Archaeological District
which contains over 64,000 acres and located

just south of Ridgecrest, California. Many sites
eligible for listing in the NRHP occur throughout
the Base. Through the years, several nomina-
tions have been submitted to the Navy’s Federal
Historic Preservation Office, in Washington, D.C.,
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Fig. 1. Location of Naval Air Weapons Station, China Lake.

but for a variety of reasons, they have not been
forwarded to the Keeper of the National Register
for nomination. Included among these nominations
are the Sugarloaf Obsidian Quarry, Cactus Flats
Archaeological District, and Pothunter Springs
Archaeological District. Based upon our best infor-
mation, it is estimated that the site density on the
Base is approximately one site per ten acres. This
means that, if the past 35 years of site identification
is representative of the density of cultural resources
that are located on the Base, approximately 110,000
sites could be expected to be present. As of 2007,
approximate 12 percent of the Base had been sur-
veyed, beginning in the early 1970s.

The Base has had only a few staff archaeologists
over the past 40 years, generally only one at a time.
Carolyn Shepherd served as the Base’s anthropolo-
gist and archaeologist for many years and retired
as the Director of Planning and Resources in 2007.
She was responsible for the development of the
Base’s program and for working closely with lo-
cal researchers and Native Americans. She was
also responsible for the NRHP nomination and the
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development of the NHL. William Eckhardt was the
Base Archaeologist for more than 15 years, work-
ing closely with researchers and continuing the
development of a Cultural Resources Program. Elva
Younkin, Robert Yohe, Meg McDonald, Theresa
Clewlow and Jan Moore worked for a number of
years conducting inventory related to the National
Historic Preservation Act. This author was the
Command Archaeologist from 2003-2007, continu-
ing where his predecessors left off and working to
establish a renewed relationship with tribes and lo-
cal publics, and initiating the China Lake Curation
Facility and Archaeological Laboratory and the
Friends of China Lake Archaeology. The current
Base archaeologist, Mike Baskerville, brings to the
job his experience of working for the Bureau of
Land Management, United States Forest Service,
and the Department of Navy, Fallon, Nevada. In
December, 2009, Ms. Kish La Pierre was hired as a
second archaeologist for the Base.

Publication History for the Base

Early researchers who focused on portions of what
was to become the Base include published articles
by Steward (1929, 1933, 1938), Farmer (1937),

and Harrington (1948a, 1948b, 1951). Unpublished
research by Baldwin (1931), Summers (1923), Ross
(1938), and site records and preliminary reports by
Al Mohr and Agnes Bierman (Bierman and Mohr
1947-1951) on work conducted during the late
1940s and early 1950s has been summarized by
Kaldenberg (2005), Monastero (2007), and Wells
and Backes 2007). Grant (1968), Davis (1974,
1975, 1978a, 1978b, 1978c, 1978d, 1979, 1981 and
1982), Panlaqui (1974) and Davis and Panlaqui
(1978) published their research efforts, generally
associated with Lake China on the North Range.
Schroth and Kearney (2007) have summarized
miscellaneous archaeological work and the resultant
collections from the South Range.
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Focused graduate level archaeological and ethno-
logical research on the Base has been scarce. Two
PhD dissertations (Hillebrand 1972, Whitley 1982a)
and one Masters Thesis (Monastero 2007) have
been completed within the boundaries of the Base.
Also, Whitley has published a remarkable number
of articles on rock art and cultural history related to
the Base. These include many examples: Whitley
1982b, 1987, 1992, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c¢, 1996,
1998a, 1998b, 1998¢, 1998d, 2000a, 2000b, 2001,
2005, 2006, 2009; Whitley, Gumerman, Simon and
Rose 1988; Whitley, Simon and Dorn 1999, and
Whitley and Dorn 1987. Currently, La Pierre (this
issue) is completing her thesis, on an archaeological
complex in the Searles Lake Valley.

Over two hundred cultural resource reports and
several dozen professional papers on the cultural
resources of the Base have been generated since the
enactment of the National Historic Preservation Act
of 1966, as amended, at NAWS (Zelko 2007). The
majority of these reports are part of the grey litera-
ture which has been generated as a result of cul-
tural resource management. A few have resulted in
professional publications, but most have not. These
reports constitute the basis for on-going research
and are available for professional perusal at the
NAWS, China Lake, Curation Facility. Some are
also located at the California Historical Resources
Information Centers at Bakersfield, Riverside, and
Redlands, California.

Until recently, Desert Magazine had published
more articles regarding the archaeological and his-
torical resources (Budlong and Brooks 1997) than
any other single source. This might still be the case
for any geographic location. Also, Desert Magazine
had an interest in the history of the area including
NAWS beginning as early as the 1930s with Scott
(1938:28), Allen (1944:6) and Smith 1944:5-7).
Until the demise of the magazine, articles contin-
ued being published about areas within the Base
(Grantham 1984:8).

Most of the publication history of the archaeology
of the Base relates to articles on the Coso-style
rock art. Besides Whitley’s outstanding record,
other significant publications include the fol-
lowing peer reviewed articles and monographs-
style articles: Gilreath (1999); Garfinkel (1978,
1982, 2003); Garfinkel, Marcom, and Schiffman
(2007); Garfinkel and Pringle (2004); Gilreath and
Hildebrandt (2008); Quinlan (2000a, 2000b); Yohe,
Sutton, and McCarthy (1986).

Hildebrandt and Ruby provide excellent articles
on the discovery of two historic bows on the Base
(2004) as well as a detailed account of pinyon nut
exploitation in the Coso Mountain Range (2006).
Recent syntheses also include discussions of Little
Petroglyph Canyon (Younkin 1998) and the Coso
Rock Art National Historic Landmark (Gilreath
1999; Kaldenberg, Reed, Waechter, and Cannon
2009).

Articles by Basgall (1989), Eerkens and Rosenthal
(2002, 2004), Eerkens et. al. (2007), Gilreath and
Hildebrandt (1997), Hughes (1988), King (2004),
Laylander (2000), and Rogers (2008) focus on the
rich geophysical phenomena at the Base, including
the obsidian quarries. Basgall also reexamines the
early work of Davis (Basgall 2007a; 2007b) and
with Giambastiani (Basgall and Giambastiani 1995)
examines the geography of the prehistoric use of
the northwestern portion of the Base.

In order to review the publications related to the
cultural resources found on the Base, I also invento-
ried the articles in the Pacific Coast Archaeological
Quarterly, the Proceedings of the Society for
California Archaeology, and the Journal of
California and Great Basin Anthropology.

Only one article is listed as having been published
in the Proceedings of the Society for California
Archaeology (McCarthy 1998). The article is
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Davis’s (1978d) description of the use of hot

air balloons for geoscientific mapping. Since
McCarthy’s useful compilation four more articles
have been published (Kaldenberg 2005; Laylander
2000; Maniery 2005; and Ruby 2005).

The Journal of California and Great Basin
Anthropology has published a total of nine ar-

ticles referencing the archaeology of the Base
(Garfinkel 1978, Yohe, Sutton, and McCarthy 1986;
Hildebrandt and Ruby 2004, 2006; Quinlan 2000a
and Quinlan 2000b; Whitley 2000a and 2000b; and
Gilreath and Hildebrandt 2008.

The Society for American Archaeology’s American
Antiquity has at least two articles that provide
information regarding the resources of the Base
(Hildebrandt and McGuire 2002; Keyser and
Whitley 2006).

Published archaeological literature on the South
Range is the most scarce. Peck and Smith (1957)

is followed only by Walsh (2000), Allen (2006),
Wells and Backes (2007), and Schroth and Kearney
(2007). This is on 500,000 acres of landscape in the
Mojave Desert. It is remarkable how scarce the pro-
fessional literature has been, because the potential
for finding cultural resources in this region is high.

In preparing this introduction, I located only two
articles on the historical resources of the Base. Both
of these are in the Proceedings of the Society for
California Archaeology (Ruby 2005 and Maniery
2005). This limited number is somewhat surprising
because of the incredibly rich history of the Base.
This inventory, of course, does not take into account
newsletter articles or research related to the Base’s
rich military history (Christman 1971, Gerrard-
Gough and Christman 1978, Westrum 1999).

Nor are there any published journal articles on
the ethnographic resources of NAWS, other than
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Steward’s (1938) scant references to historic Native
American sites on what is now the North Range of
the Base. When the Base was created in 1943, local
Koso Shoshone families still lived on it part time,
and used its natural resources, particular pinyon
groves, water resources, and other plant and animal
resources. In a series of personal interviews and
field trips with some of the Koso people, I have
learned a great deal about their life in the Coso
Mountains and Darwin Wash areas. Harold Bevers
(Bevers, personal communication 2004-2007)
discussed living at Cole Springs and Darwin. He,
his daughter Merle, niece Shirley Summers, and
extended family members Ellie and Leroy Jackson,
shared information regarding living at Indian
Garden Springs and Coles Flats, as well as collect-
ing pine nuts at Coso Peak (Summers and Bevers,
personal communication 2005-2007). During dis-
cussions, Harold also shared information regarding
“bad doctors” seemingly making petroglyphs, and
his mother making him come into the house when
they heard the pecking sound of rock on rock, while
she sprinkled flour throughout the house to keep
bad spirits away. I personally observed Summers
and others members of her family make scratched
petroglyphs near Coso Peak while they were talking
with each other waiting for others to finish the pine
nut collecting.

Both Harold Bevers and Mike Hansen have related
stories of hunting for rabbits, deer, and bighorn
sheep in the Darwin Wash area (Bevers and Hansen,
personal communication 2007). Mr. Bevers in-
dicated that his grandfather was a bighorn sheep
hunter and he hunted bighorn sheep with a spear not
with a bow and arrow. Mr. Hansen (Mike Hansen,
personal communication 2007) related stories of
grazing use of the North Range where his family
had cattle, goats, horses and sheep in the Darwin
Wash and Argus Mountains. Petroglyphs represent-
ing his family’s livestock brands as well as initials,
some with dates, can be found throughout the Argus
and Coso Mountains.
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H. J. Summers noted the petroglyphs in the Coso
Mountains during a visit with author Phillip
Johnston. He stated that the petroglyphs “were nu-
merous and the legends of the modern Piute Indians
who wander over the country is that sometime in
the past some Piutes went to sleep in the canyons,
woke up and found that spirits had made pictures...
and of these mountain sheep predominate....

even today there are great numbers of mountain
sheep and they are the wildest things on four feet
(Summers 1923:1-3). Bevers indicated that his
grandfather was a bighorn sheep hunter in the Coso
Mountains. When he hunted he did so only with a
spear which he used to jab the sheep. He says that
sheep were never hunted by his grandfather with a
bow and arrow.

In 1959 Jay C. von Werlhof began his work in

the area, studying rock art and stone features.

He described a comment made by an unnamed
Indian boy who would not go near rock circles or
mounds in the area because “the devil was there”
(von Werlhof 1959:1-2). A great deal of informa-
tion undoubtedly can still be found in unpublished
sources and through oral interviews. Additional
Native American interviews, augmented by those
conducted by this author, Lynn Johnson, and Molly
Molenaar, could provide additional invaluable
knowledge of Native American use of the Base.

This issue of the PCAS Quarterly nearly doubles
the articles published in the Quarterly on the ar-
chaeology of NAWS. McCarthy’s valuable index of
the key words of published works found within the
Quarterly (2008:127), indicate that there are four
articles which have been published on the archae-
ology of China Lake beginning in 1988. Going
through the Quarterly Volume Contents and Author
Index (McCarthy 2008:1-67) at least five additional
articles discuss the resources of the Base beginning
with Hillebrand’s (1972) article, and concluding
with Rogers’ (2007) reassessment of Ray Cave and

his discussion of Coso Volcanic field artifacts in
2008 (Rogers 2008).

This Issue of the PCAS Quarterly

The nine articles in this issue of the PCAS
Quarterly illustrate the type of information that is
contained within the sites on the Base. Except for
an absence of articles on the historical resources,
the articles range from the earliest dated sites
(Giambiastini and Bullard) to the proto-historic
resources near a spring site in the Argus Mountains
(Allen). Three authors, Mark Basgall, Andrew
Monastero, and Alexander Rogers offered papers
for this issue but due to various circumstances, the
articles have not been included in this issue; their
important papers will be or have been published
elsewhere.

Mark Allen contributes two articles to this issue.
One covers his work in the Pilot Knob area of
Mojave B Range in San Bernardino County and the
other reports on a proto-historic site in the Argus
Mountains at New House Spring in Inyo County.
Both articles are excellent for the data which they
contain adds to our knowledge of these regions.

Alan Garfinkel summarizes information regarding
the Rose Spring period for areas surrounding the
Base. His article helps define the regional perspec-
tive for this time period.

Mark Giambastiani and Thomas Bullard contribute
an article about a site on the eastern shoreline of
Lake China, which adds greatly to our knowledge
of the late paleo-Indian or early Holocene. Their
work documents and analyzes the archaeological re-
sources which are located in an area of Pleistocene
Lake China, which were previously unrecorded.

Mr. Kaldenberg’s article summarizes the materials
and collections available to family and academic
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researchers at the China Lake Archaeological
Repository and Curation Facility. A facility that vol-
unteers created with their donated time and efforts.

Kish D. La Pierre summarizes her thesis research,
which is focused on an area near the eastern shore-
line of Lake Searles. Her research includes the
study of several dozen rock alignments and mounds
which contain data important to understanding the
history of Searles Valley.

Michael Walsh’s article on Seep Spring, also on

the Mojave B Range, is an example of how data
that was collected nearly half a century ago can be
valuable for addressing new research questions. His
work also updates the archaeological site records
and ensures that the resources are well documented.

Helen Wells and Clarus Backes’s article contributes
to placing the archaeological sites on the South
Range into a regional perspective. Their rock art
emphasis merits particular attention as their dis-
cussion focuses on the ritual use of rock art, both
pictographs and petroglyphs in an area where only a
few of the archaeological sites have been studied.

David Whitley and Ronald Dorn conclude this is-
sue with an overview of different opinions on the
meaning and interpretation of the rock art found
throughout the Coso Mountains in the North Range
of the Base.
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