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Unretouched photo of mammoth-like image.

Photo enhanced by Bill Wight.
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GPS units, spent their daylight hours in the mountains bordering
the China Lake Naval Air Weapons Station, accurately charting
several previously undocumented sites and
photographing petroglyphs. When they down-
loaded their digital photographs they found
they had an image that resembled a probos-
cidian (mammoth) and a rake-shaped form
that on close examination resembled a hairy
equine.

The geography
China Lake Naval Air Weapons Station (the Base)
was created in 1944 from some patented lands but
primarily from public lands as a result of a Public Land
Withdrawal. It contains 1.1 million acres of Great Basin
and Mojave Desert, ranging in elevation from about 2,000 ft
above sea level to nearly 9,000 ft at Maturango Peak in the
Argus Mountain Range. In 1849 the Manly party crossed the
north range after they left Death Valley, traversing Lake China.
For decades archaeologists and paleontologists have collected
fossil remains of megafauna among the many playas. Others
have focused on the millions of petroglyphs that are scattered

HE VALUE of volunteers never ceases to amaze me.
During the last weekend of February 2005 Carol Orms-
bee, Jerry Grimsley, and Steve Swartz, using hand-held
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throughout the basalt cliffs. The famous Coso-style bighorn
sheep petroglyphs dominate the landscape, along with Great
Basin abstract squiggles and rectilinear and curvilinear ele-
ments. Parts of the Base have been the focus of Paleoindian
research for decades, and Webb in 1992 found evidence that
the playas were the habitat of Mammuthus columbi.

Since Lake China and Lake Searles and the connecting
spillway through Poison Canyon are situated on the Base,

the geography lures scientists who hope to find paleo-
megafauna associated with archaeological sites. Re-

cently Basgall conducted an intricate study of the
distribution of Paleolithic fossil remains and

possible associated cultural items; defla-
tion of the soils, however, makes it dif-

ficult to confirm the relationship
much beyond a definite maybe. In a

recent conversation with Basgall, I
discussed the potential of finding rock
art someplace where it would be least

expected, but close to areas on Lake China that have yielded
cultural implements and fossils. Rock art researcher Alice
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Trabates theorizes that rock
art depicting Pleistocene
megafauna should be pres-
ent in places like China Lake
but may be repatinated to
such an extent that it is diffi-
cult to recognize.

The site
During the weekend of
March 5 volunteers and a
small crew of additional ar-
chaeologists spent about two
hours attempting to relocate
the site using GPSs and pho-
tographs of the elements. Af-
ter visiting several locations
they located the site contain-
ing the possible depiction of
megafauna. It lies at approximately 5,000 ft elevation on the
western flank of the Argus Range approximately 20 km from
Lake China. The vegetation is Joshua tree woodland. Sites in
the area tend to be on basalt uplifts dissected by east-west
drainages flowing into Lake China and, at the divide, into
Panamint Valley.

The site contains numerous petroglyphs amid structures
formed of large table-like basalt boulders surrounded by
stacks of rocks that may have served as hunting blinds or
shelter for shade or solitude; the rocks
range from basketball size to massive
ones that had to be lifted by several quite
strong individuals. This is one of several
dozen loci within the Echerron Valley im-
mediately west of the Argus Mountain
Range. It may be associated with the
Carricut Lake petroglyphs discussed by
Grant, Pringle, and Baird in 1967, al-
though these particular loci aren’t men-
tioned and weren’t mapped by them.

The lightly patinated mammoth-like fig-
ure is on the top of the basalt table rock.
The body, which faces north, measures ap-
proximately 33 cm from the tip of the
curved tusks to the tip of the upturned tail;
from the bottom of the feet to the top of the
head is approximately 23 cm. It has up-
turned tusks, what appears to be a hairy bib
between its front legs, a large crested head,
and the hump characteristic of mammoth.

Unaltered photo of petroglyphs
resembling equine and elephant. RU
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Except for the fact that hair isn’t depicted,
the image resembles the mammoth that ap-
pears in Wright and Martin, Figure 3, num-
ber 2 (see “Suggested Readings”).

The equine-like figure, which lies on the
edge of the table rock approximately 110 cm
from the mammoth-like figure, is well
patinated. Length is approximately 53 cm,
height is 24 cm. The animal faces west. It
appears to be browsing, with its long tail
hanging loose.

The other associated petroglyphs are cur-
vilinear abstracts with various degrees of
patination.

Opinions vary widely
Photographs of the petroglyphs were sent
to 62 individuals interested in rock art.
Opinions of 48 ranged from a definite
maybe to exuberance at finally seeing what
they had labored to find over their entire
careers. Six individuals failed to respond.
Eight respondents either were quick to dis-
miss the images or saw in them something
else—a charging bighorn sheep, a bighorn

sheep with horns protruding from its rump, a Santa’s sleigh, an
amorphous blob, a “Not You!!!” or a Great Basin rake-form
instead of a horse. Interestingly, only two respondents thought
the “equine” was not a horse; both thought it resembled the
traditional rake design.

Where do we go from here?
Better documentation is needed. Both trips to the petroglyph
location were undertaken merely to chart the distribution of

The “mammoth” and
“equine” petroglyphs,

with possible man-made
modifications of the

basalt table rock.
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petroglyphs. The next step is to thoroughly document the loci
and to examine the ubiquitous basalt flow to detect any addi-
tional possible Pleistocene megafauna. Presenting a paper at a
professional conclave is important, and so is creating a poster
so that authorities can examine the evidence and render their
opinions on this potentially important discovery.

Petroglyphs of bighorn sheep in Upper Renegade
Canyon, China Lake, including one with crocodilian
facial features. At least one local Native American
source believes petroglyphs sometimes told stories.
Since comedy was an important feature of storytelling,
the image with unusual facial features could be telling
a funny story.

Suggested Readings
Davis, E. L., ed. 1978 The Ancient Californians: Rancholabrean

About the author Russell L. Kaldenberg received his
master’s degree from San Diego State University, where in
1974 he excavated the Rancho Park North site, a Paleoindian
site dated to 9,000 yr B.P. Kaldenberg spent 1972 working with
François Bordes and Jean Phillip-Rigaud in southwest France.
From 1976 to 2003 he worked in the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment in positions ranging from Field Archaeologist to Regional
Archaeologist. He then served ten years as California State
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Stewardship Program, he received the Governor’s Historic
Preservation Award for developing the program.

Since 2003 Kaldenberg has been the archaeologist, Native
American specialist, and paleontologist for China Lake Naval
Air Weapons Station in the Mojave Desert in California. Sites
attributed to the early peopling of North America have been
found at Lake China and reported variously in the spillway
between Lake China and Lake Searles. Kaldenberg is studying
those sites and contracting their thorough investigation.

A more scholarly version of this report will appear in the
2005 edition of Current Research in the Pleistocene.

How to contact the author of this article:
Russell L. Kaldenberg
Command Archaeologist
NAWS-Code N45NCW
429 E. Bowen Road-Stop 4014
China Lake, CA 93555-6108
russell.kaldenberg@navy.mil
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Kaldenberg at Coso Rock Art National Historic Landmark.
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