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A. L. Kroeber (1925) on the Pit River (Achomawi) territory....

...high and comparatively barren
as soon as the streams are left behind,
while a large part of it,
particularly to the north of the Pit River,
is pure waste lava.
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ABSTRACT: Small sparse lithic scatters are ubiquitous on the Modoc Plateau and often prove to be the bane of other
resource managers and the Forest Archaeologists who must recommend protection through flag and avoid methods. This
protection is required if the properties are not evaluated for eligibility to the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).
Properties must be considered potentially eligible if unevaluated, and therefore subject to protection. This "Code
d’Napolean" means properties are assumed eligible until proven otherwise. The Sparse Lithic Scatter Archaeological
Research Project initiated on the Modoc National Forest in 1999 is an attempt to systematically examine the data potential
of this class of archaeological resource to determine the nature of data present and to see whether these sites may be
thematically evaluated for eligibility to the NRHP. The goal over five years is to examine a total of 10 such properties
within a defined geographical area - the southwestern portion of the Devil's Garden - to acquire sufficient data for a
thematic evaluation and determination of eligibility. This report presents the working research design for the project and
the preliminary results of the excavation of the first site.

INTRODUCTION

This small Sparse Lithic Scatter Archaeological Research Project has as a goal the thematic evaluation
of small, low density lithic scatters, a very common class of archaeological property. For over twenty
years, this class of archaeological resource has vexed other resource managers when they must modify
their project designs to protect these archaeological properties. Numerous project managers have
asked: "Why do we need to protect that? It's just a few stinking chips! It can't have any value!" This
research project tries to address that anguished response to our standard flag and avoid management
approach. It is also an attempt to do justice to our legal mandate to evaluate archaeological properties
for eligibility to the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).

This research project is also designed to evaluate the effectiveness of our traditional methodology for
testing this type of property for the NRHP. Generally, sparse lithic scatters are examined for
information or research content by excavating from one to three 1-meter by 1-meter test units to
recover a sample of the archaeological data present. At best if, for example, three test pits are placed
in a site 1,000 square meters in size, then the sample size represents only a 0.3% sample! That is
basically 1/3 of 1% - a far too small sample size to be statistically relevant! This research project is
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designed to recover a much larger, cost effective sample to better understand the nature of this class of
archaeological property.

Upon the completion of this five-year research program, I propose to undertake a thematic evaluation
for eligibility to the NRHP for this class of archaeological property. This evaluation will be based
upon adequate samples from a minimum of 10 small sparse lithic scatters within the project study area.

Hopefully, we will then be able to adequately answer the question of "Why do we need to protect
that?"

THE PROJECT STUDY AREA

The project study area (Figure 1) lies in the southwestern portion of the Devil's Garden Lava Plateau,
or simply “The Garden,” in an area halfway between Alturas and Tulelake, California, in Modoc
County. This area covers portions of Township 43 North, Ranges 6 through 9 East, and Township 44
North, Ranges 6 through 9 East, which collectively total about 288 square miles, or 184,320 acres.
The area contains portions of both the Long-Damon Fire Area and the Hackamore Analysis Area. Both
of these areas will be the focus of many resource planning efforts in the first decade of the new
century. One of the reasons for selecting this region for testing was the extensive archaeological
inventory that has been done to date and its high archaeological sensitivity. Additionally, this area
contains a variety of ecological settings.

The Devil’s Garden lava platform is the single largest landform in Modoc County. It is an ash-filled
basin with surface to near-surface basalt lava flows forming a summit platform and marginal
escarpments (Pease 1965). Based on work conducted for the Tuscarora Pipeline Project (Mikkelsen
and Bryson 1997), this area was termed the “Modoc Uplands”. It extends from the base of the
Medicine Lake Highlands eastward for 50 miles to the Goose Lake Valley. Geologically, the Modoc
Uplands consist of a series of massive, locally block-faulted Cenozoic basalt flows interspersed with
smaller shield volcanoes, such as Timber Mountain, and steep-sided rhyolitic domes (Mikkelsen and
Bryson 1997; Bailey 1966; and Oakeshott 1978). The Uplands also include shallow seasonal
lakes/wetlands, meadows, marshes and valleys, as well as fault zones in which silts, mudflows and ash
have been deposited (Norris and Webb 1976). Average elevation of the plateau is 4,500 feet, with
peaks and ridges projecting to over 6,000 feet above sea level. Lava rims or escarpments may range
from a few feet in height to several hundred (Gates 1983).

The Devil’s Garden includes the largest continuous lava flow of Plio-Pleistocene Garden Basalt (Pease
1965), which, in turn, is capped by slightly weathered Pleistocene basalts. Basins have developed that
contain the alluvium of these basalts and older, more weathered basalts. Some volcanic ash deposition
may be present. Soils of the area are primarily very stony clay loam soils over clay soils in low-lying
areas. Scab rock with very minimal soil development is located near the edges of the lava rims or
escarpments and in some of the other more elevated locations (Gates 1983). A thin veneer of Medicine
Lake pumice covers a portion of the western periphery of the Devil’s Garden, including the Northwest
corner of the current study area.

Within the Devil’s Garden are numerous seasonal lakes/wetlands. Drainage of surface water proceeds
to several watersheds. Portions of the Devil’s Garden drain into the enclosed Goose Lake Valley and
southward into the Pit River, or northward into the Tule Lake Basin. In addition to these seasonal and
perennial drainages, there are numerous natural ephemeral, seasonal and permanent springs throughout
portions of the Devil’s Garden. Within the present study area, the major seasonal lakes and meadows
include Dry Lake, Whitney Reservoir, Henski Reservoir, Bucher Swamp, Dead Horse Flat Reservoir,
and Reservoir F.
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The general climate of the area consists of warm, dry summers followed by cold, snowy winters.
Annual precipitation©in the area averages between 15 to 20 inches. Storm patterns are such that most
rainfall occurs between April and July, while most snow occurs between December and March (Gates
1983).

In the past, the ecozones of the Devil’s Garden included coniferous forest, juniper woodland,
sagebrush steppe, and meadow/marsh. Areas of coniferous forest consisted of stands of differing
densities of pine and fir. Pristine forest stands were densest in the Adin Mountains to the south, with
progressively thinner stands proceeding Northeast across the Devil’s Garden fading into the sagebrush
steppe and juniper woodland. Today, logging has considerably thinned these stands. Dominant timber
species include Ponderosa and Jeffrey pines (Pinus ponderosa and P. jeffrevi) with mixtures of White
and Red fir (Abies concolor and A. magnifica). Incense Cedar (Libocedrus decurrens) also occurs in
the slightly higher elevations. Quaking Aspen (Populus tremuloides) and a few small Black Oak
(Quercus kelloggii) occur in selected locales within this zone. Understory vegetation density and type
depends upon the density of the timber stand. In dense stands there is a sparse understory of a few
shrubs and forest grasses and forbs. Chaparral-like ground cover occurs in areas of open timber stands.
Here the understory may consist of such a dense growth of vegetation as to inhibit timber growth. The
common types of understory/chaparral shrub species today include Manzanita (Arctostaphylos patula),
Snowbush (Ceanothus velutinus), Bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata), Mountain Mahogany (Cercocarpus
ledifolius), and various species of Prunus, such as Bitter Cherry (P. emarginata), and various grasses
and forbs. Sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata and A. cana) penetrates into the forest margins. The
ubiquitous Wooly Mules Ears (Wyethia mollis) occur in most logged-over areas and forest clearings
(Pease 1965; Gates 1983).

The sagebrush steppe ecozone was the most widespread of the pristine vegetation types on the Devil’s
Garden (Pease 1965). This consisted of scatterings of short xerophytic shrubs interspersed with fairly
dense stands of native bunchgrasses. Today, most of the native grasses have been replaced by
introduced annuals such as cheat grass or downy brome (Bromus tectorum) (Ibid.) Livestock grazing
and Twentieth Century fire suppression activities have promoted an expansion of the juniper woodland
into much of this zone. Various species of sage (Artemisia sp.) dominates the terrain. Big Sage (A.
tridentata), often growing to three feet in height, favors well-drained sites. such as dunes and deep
aeolian soils. Along the non-alkaline meadow margins, in poorly drained soils, and on scab rock
outcrops, low sage (A. tridentata var. arbuscula) predominates. Silver sage (A. cana) commonly grows
along coniferous forest margins.

Other shrubs in well-drained soils include Rabbitbrush (Crysothamnus sp.) and sometimes, Bitterbrush
(Purshia tridentata) along forest margins. Saltbush (Atriplex sp.) and Spiny Hop-sage (Grayia spinosa)
are found on dry and saline soils.

The juniper woodland is found on the shallow soils of the Garden Basalt surface, which is covered
with coarse and angular scab rock. Juniper, preferring the higher and rockier prominences with good
drainage, does not grow in the poorly drained ash-filled basins and meadows of the Devil’s Garden.
Throughout the Devil’s Garden the numerous ash-veneered flats thus greatly fragment the continuity
of the juniper woodland cover (Ibid.; Gates 1979 and 1983).

Juniper woodland in this area generally consists of an overstory of Western Juniper (Juniperous
occidentalis), a stubby conifer that grows as much as 30 feet in height. The Devil’s Garden exhibits
one of the best woodlands of this plant type in the West, with tree spacings often close enough to give
the appearance of an open timber stand (Pease 1965). Occasionally, a few sparse islands of Ponderosa
pine (Pinus ponderosa) occur within this ecozone.
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Since these woodlands tend to occur on scab rock areas, the understory plant cover is frequently a
sparse scattering of small sagebrush and grasses. Along the talus slopes below the lava rims occur
mountain mahogany and other woody shrubs. Generally, plant species common to this environment
are Mountain Mahogany (Cerocarpus ledifolius), Silver sage (Artemesia cana), Low sage (A.
arbuscula), Rabbitbrush (Crysothamnus sp.), Squaw Carpet (Ceanothus prostratus), and miscellaneous
native and introduced grasses.

The meadow ecozone, for the most part, has been severely altered since the turn-of-the-century due to
grazing activities and draining of the swamps. Pease (Ibid.) describes this type of environment in the
following manner:

In this land where short and comparatively cool summers combine with frozen
winters to reduce evaporation greatly, points of seepage or water accumulation in
the soil become natural meadow... On the Devil's Garden some probable
meadows of pristine times have been so severely trampled by grazing livestock
that the meadow sod has virtually disappeared, and has been replaced by mud or
sagebrush flats...

The floristic content of Modoc meadowlands is too diverse for all species to be
mentioned. In the pristine state and on those meadows that today remain moist
throughout the dry season, sedges (Carex sp.), rushes (Juncus sp.), tuffed
hairgrass (Deschampsia caespitosa), water groundsel (Senecio hydrophilus) and
cinquefoil (Potentilla gracilis) are important elements. Better-drained areas
support Nevada bluegrass (Poa nevadensis), mat muhly (Muhlenberigia
squarrosa), California hairy oatgrass (Danthonia californica), and a rush (Juncus
balticus). In the drier meadow margins are bunchgrasses, such as sandberg
bluegrass (Poa sandbergil), squirreltail, shorthair sedge (Carex exserta), and such
forbs as buttercup (Ranunculas sp.) and biscuit root (Cogswellia sp.).

Avian life abounds in this environment. Numerous species of waterfowl include brant (several
species), crane (several species), curlew, duck (several species), goose, gull, loon, mudhen, pelican,
and civan. Other birds include sagehen, quail, and a multitude of songbirds and raptors, such as the
bald eagle, golden eagle, osprey, prairie falcon, coopers hawk, red-tail hawk, etc. (Gates 1979). These
wetlands are an important segment of the Pacific Flyway for migratory waterfowl who use the area’s
lakes and wetlands as breeding grounds. The abundance of waterfowl helped give Goose Lake its
name.

Prominent lake environments on the Modoc Plateau include Goose, Clear, Tule and Lower Klamath
Lakes. Today there is scarcely any presence of aquatic plant life in these lakes; however, aquatic
plants were important vegetation types in the pristine environment. Aquatic vegetation of Tule Lake,
for example, gave rise to its final name. Extensive growths of bulrushes or tules (Scripus sp.) and
reeds grew from the shallow waters. The Indians utilized this vegetation to make bundled tule boats,
woven shoes and mats. Of major importance as a food resource was a species of water lily (Nuphar
advena), known as wokas by the Modoc and Klamath Indians.

Since the settlement of the area by white men, fauna and flora common to the Modoc Plateau have
changed. As early as 1832, John Work, a trapper for the Hudson's Bay Company, crossed the plateau.
Work and his men were forced to consume horseflesh due to a paucity of wildlife along the Pit River
in the vicinity of Alturas through to Big Valley. He also noted few and poor quality beaver for the
area. Work attributed this scarcity of game to hunting by the local Indians (Maloney 1943).
Apparently, postulates Pease (1965), there was relatively little browse for deer in the northeastern
corner of the state - and so, few deer. On the other hand, west of the Cascade-Sierra ridge deer were
plentiful in the foothills surrounding the Sacramento Valley. Eventually, with settlement increasing in
the Sacramento Valley deer herds moved into the less desirable ranges of northeastern California.
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