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microcrystalline silicates directly from extensive Dove Springs Formation geologic 
exposures begins around the Gypsum Period, reaches a greater degree in the Rose Spring 
Period, and continues in specific locations, such as CA-KER-1079, into Late Prehistoric 
times. Quarrying at CA-KER-376 may date as early as the Pinto Period. Typically, an 
encampment occurs in association with the latter chert and chalcedony quarries on flat, 
sandy terrain immediately downslope, or otherwise adjacent to the geologic source. At these 
locations, heat treatment and additional reduction of quarry specimens to bifacial blanks 
took place, with the majority of material evidence representing early stages of lithic 
reduction. Lithic raw material was being transported out to the larger region as indicated by 
the sizable volume of quarrying and near-exclusive evidence within these sites for early 
stages of lithic reduction into bifacial blanks. The movement of microcrystalline silicates to 
other areas can be potentially followed with trace element analyses.  

The archaeological evidence from Red Rock Canyon SP fits well with a lithic use 
pattern identified as a “direct procurement strategy” (cf. Giambastiani 2008), where 
prehistoric people visited locations specifically to acquire toolstone. Families participated 
together in the pursuit of toolmaking materials, while also harvesting and processing the 
abundant food plants available in the stabilized dunes, as evidenced by the presence of 
groundstone implements. Plants commonly seen here, such as Joshua tree, chia, Indian rice 
grass, Mormon tea, creosote bush, species of cacti, and others, represented important 
potential sources of food. Rabbits and hares, staples in prehistoric diets of this region, are 
commonplace in the stabilized dunes of Red Rock Canyon SP. These dune locations 
represent habitat for desert tortoise, another potential prehistoric food. 

The striking geologic features and colorful hillsides within Red Rock Canyon SP 
have been a source of human inspiration for many millennia and continue to be today. These 
thought-provoking landscapes hold an important position in Kawaiisu spiritual life, given its 
role in mythology, the presence of rock art at various locations, the testimony of local Native 
American elders (in 2003 and 2005) that reburials and ceremonies continue to be conducted 
in the park today, and the designation of the El Paso Mountains as a Sacred Site. The 
Kawaiisu called Red Rock Canyon “the canyon with rocks on fire,” according to the late 
Kawaiisu Elder Andy Greene (Faull 2000:261). Maurice Zigmond (1986) provided a 20th-
century account from Kawaiisu informants that a mythical creature is embodied in a 
landform within the park (see Figure 4). The thoughtful positioning for maximum “effect” 
and distinctive patterning of the rock art elements found in the park strongly reflect a 
significant purpose and importance to these sites. The continued use of lands within the park 
for traditional cultural practices by the local Native American community sustains and 
reinforces the age-old knowledge manifested in the rock art and other cultural landscapes 
here.  

Archaeological investigations of the 1890s and 20th-century mines in Iron Canyon, 
Bonanza Gulch, Santa Monica Gulch, and Last Chance Canyon have recorded the physical 
evidence of dry placer mining, a mining technology not well documented in 19th-century 
technical literature or in previous research. The 1890s mining features in Iron Canyon, 
including adits (horizontally trending), shafts (vertical excavations), tunnels (adits connected 
together), and prospects, are located high on slopes in narrow, steep-sided side canyons. The 
contact zone between the overlying fanglomerates and the granophyre bedrock was sought 
out within these mines, as the placer gold apparently settled out there. The height and width 
of the 1890s mining features are relatively small, as if to excavate just enough to permit a 
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person room to manipulate hand tools inside. Such an excavation strategy would minimize 
the amount of excavation to reach the contact zone. The 1890s era mining in Iron Canyon 
and Last Chance Canyon is characterized as subsistence mining by miners working alone or 
in small groups. For example, the unsystematic nature of the lay-out of tent pads and artifact 
disposal patterns at sites like Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp, reflect short-term occupation by 
individuals. 

The 20th-century gold mining in Iron Canyon differs by targeting alluvial terraces 
and by the evidence of heavy equipment use. Mechanical equipment was also employed in 
the 20th-century mines of Last Chance Canyon. Artifacts, where present, provide additional 
clues to the relative age of mines with the park. The gold mining in the 20th century found 
within the park was performed by individuals or families. 

Dry placer mining was a serviceable method for the mines of Red Rock Canyon SP 
in the 1890s and early decades of the 20th century. As Donald Hardesty (1991:3) points out 
“coping with aridity” is a “core feature” of historic cultures in the American West. In our 
project area, those who in historic times exploited the land for its mineral content found a 
practical means of coping in this dry and remote corner of Southern California, with the 
effective employment of dry placer mining. For some hopeful miners, it was a “last chance” 
to make a strike on the rapidly closing western frontier and for others presented an 
opportunity during hard economic times, as in the Great Depression of the 1930s. Red Rock 
Canyon SP is unique worldwide in preserving and interpreting dry placer mines. The 
cultural landscape of mines and residential sites in Iron Canyon and its tributaries and Last 
Chance Canyon represent an extraordinarily significant historical resource which should be 
protected and interpreted to the public. The unique mining landscapes in the park are 
certainly eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic Places and the 
California Register.  

The National Park Service provides standards for defining and managing cultural 
landscapes. A 1991 NPS report makes the following statement on appropriate modern-day 
uses of a cultural landscape: 

Contemporary use of a cultural landscape is allowable (1) if it does not 
adversely affect significant landscape features, and (2) if it either follows the 
historic use or does not impede public appreciation of it. [National Park 
Service 1991:94] 

The many unique and culturally significant historical dry placer mining sites in Iron 
Canyon and its tributaries (Bonanza Gulch, Santa Monica Gulch, and others), recorded 
between 1989 and 1993, and Last Chance Canyon between 1994 and 2006, form unique 
cultural landscapes. Such cultural landscapes are being preserved in a park setting in few 
other locations worldwide. The vast geological resources of the park, including prehistoric 
stone tool quarries, mines of gold, pumice, and clay, manifest the scars and remnant debris 
from past human exploitation throughout many millennia. The quarries, lithic prospects, and 
mining locations form broad and regionally important landscapes in themselves within the 
park. California State Parks is managing the lands of Red Rock Canyon SP carefully and 
with sensitivity to its extraordinary resource and scenic values. Park policies must continue in 
the future to reflect the uniqueness and significance of the various cultural landscapes and 
archaeological sites. They represent pages in human history that have unfolded on the El 
Paso Mountains in general, and on the lands comprising Red Rock Canyon SP specifically. 
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By the middle of the 20th century, industrial scale mining occurred in Red Rock 
Canyon SP. This level of operation, with a conspicuous archaeological signature, was 
observed at Holly Ash mines (CA-KER-5954/H), the Old Dutch Cleanser Mine and its 
attendant support features such as Cudahy Camp (CA-KER-6235/H), and the many 
locations of bentonite clay mining. The pumice mining that took place in the park held 
broad significance as it served a national need for house cleaning products and other 
domestic uses. The industrial mining in the park is confined to pumice and Bentonite clays, 
while, gold and semi-precious rocks were exploited by individuals. 

Besides the human exploitation of this land’s mineral content through time, 
geological circumstances have made the present-day park the focus of human transportation, 
human inspiration, and a backdrop for re-creating the “wild west.” The natural passage 
though the El Paso Mountains, with sources of water in the form of springs, located within 
the present-day park has served mankind throughout the area’s human history. The presence 
of reliable water within the present-day park, such as at Sodium Spring in Red Rock Wash, 
in Last Chance Canyon, Scenic Canyon, and other locations, cannot be overstated as critical 
to human use of these arid lands. The evidence of trade in prehistoric sites, the historic stage 
and freighting stops, tourist destinations of the 20th and 21st centuries, and a short-lived 
railroad provides testimony to the importance of these lands for the movement of goods and 
people over time. The film industry has used the park as a backdrop since the 1920s, 
creating an iconic image of the “wild west” that we know as Red Rock Canyon SP today. 
The park remains a landscape that can inspire and rejuvenate humankind, and “…where 
aesthetic elements have currently prevailed over resource exploitation…” (Faull 2000:263). 

The significance of Red Rock Canyon SP to the region and beyond is becoming 
evident. The California State Parks archaeological investigations of the past 20 years have 
revealed complex interactions effected by humans on the landscapes within Red Rock 
Canyon SP. The Park contains a variety of cultural remains that include prehistoric 
occupation areas, chert quarries, lithic prospects, and rock art, as well as historic mining 
locations—individualistic subsistence mining and industrial mining, historic work camps, 
failed oil prospects, historic cabin sites, movie production locations, sites associated with the 
construction of the Owens Valley to Los Angeles Aqueduct, transportation facilities, 
recreational locations, and other evidence of human endeavors. The archaeological 
discoveries of the park illuminate key elements of prehistory and history in the El Paso 
Mountains and to broader cultural events throughout the region. 
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APPENDIX A: 
SELECTED ARTIFACT PHOTOS AND SKETCHES 

FROM SITES WITHIN RED ROCK CANYON STATE PARK 

All photos taken by Michael Sampson. 
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Basalt Unifacial Mano, from CA-KER-5972. 

 

 

Quartzite Mano, from Previously Unrecorded Site on Owl’s Clover Road. 
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Silver Lake Style Points, from CA-KER-5959, Nightmare Gulch. 

 

 

Silver Lake Point, from CA-KER-246. 
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Chert Desert Side-Notched Point, from CA-KER-246. 

 

 

Obsidian Rose Spring Point, from CA-KER-376. 
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Selected Obsidian Projectile Points, from CA-KER-147. 
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Examples of Chert Flakes, from Red Rock Canyon SP. 

 

 

Chert Cores and Flakes, from CA-KER-874/H. 
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Chert Core, from CA-KER-376. 

 

 

Rhyolite Hammerstone, from CA-KER-5964; Battering Use-Wear on Left Side of Photo. 
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Can and Glass Scatter, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp, CA-KER-3056H. 

 

 

Meat Can Lid, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp, CA-KER-3056H. 
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Baking Powder Lids, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp, CA-KER-3056H. 

 

 

Shovel, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Complex, CA-KER-3056H. 
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Whiskey Bottle, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp. 

Artifact drawing by Christina Savitski, 1991. 
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Soda Water Lid and Cocoa Tin, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp. 

Artifact drawing by Christina Savitski, 1991. 
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Fig Syrup Bottle, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp. 

Artifact drawing by Christina Savitski, 1991. 
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Work Clothes Buttons, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp 

Artifact drawing by Christina Savitski, 1991. 
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Condiment Bottle, from Bonanza Gulch Mining Camp. 

Artifact drawing by Christina Savitski, 1991. 
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APPENDIX B: 
LISTS AND MAPS OF PREHISTORIC AND HISTORIC-PERIOD SITES 

WITHIN RED ROCK CANYON STATE PARK 
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