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The Office of Archaeological Studies (OAS) 
conducted an archaeological testing program 
within the highway right-of-way at four sites along 
US 54, near Oscura, New Mexico, for the New 
Mexico Department of Transportation. NMDOT 
is planning to widen the shoulders and lanes of 
the highway between Mileposts 107.0 and 119.0. 
The Federal Highway Administration (FHA) has 
the administrative lead in coordinating with land-
managing agencies to meet the requirements of 
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation 
Act of 1966, as amended through 1982, and in 
accordance with 36 CFR 800.7. The four sites are 
on NMDOT lands acquired from private sources 
and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).

LA 114462 is known as the Oscura Railroad 
Siding, a historic railroad maintenance camp 
dating from the late 1800s to after 1930. It is 
situated on NMDOT right-of-way lands and 
extends into the Union Pacific Railroad right-
of-way. Only the lesser portion, on NMDOT 
land, was tested. Within this tested area, several 
foundations, timbered pits, and historic artifact 
deposits were found. Beside test pits, backhoe 
trenches were used to uncover the features. There 
is a possibility that more features are beneath the 
surface of the site, and if so, they may contain 
information on the history of this early railroad 
camp. Therefore, archaeological data recovery is 
recommended for the site.

LA 86738 lies within a large depressed area 
on BLM lands within the highway right-of-way. 
It is listed in earlier survey reports (Michalik 2000, 
2001) as having historic artifacts, possibly related 
to the nearby railroad tracks. The testing program 

included running a backhoe trench through the 
length of the site. No artifacts were seen in the 
trench or on the surface of the site. Because the site 
is in a low-lying area, any artifacts, once present, 
may have washed away during periodic arroyo 
flooding. Therefore, no further examination of 
the site is recommended. 

LA 120972 is a prehistoric artifact scatter 
that has the potential to yield further subsurface 
artifacts and, possibly, features. It is situated on 
NMDOT right-of way acquired from private 
sources. Ceramic sherds and lithic artifacts are 
lightly spread across the site, and subsurface 
testing yielded a possible pithouse and several 
deposits of charcoal and artifacts. Thus, because of 
the possibility of further buried cultural materials 
and the potential of the site to provide significant 
information on the prehistory of the area, 
archaeological data recovery is recommended.

LA 120973 is a similar prehistoric site with 
ceramic sherds and lithic artifacts scattered over 
the landscape. It is on NMDOT lands acquired 
from private sources. Test excavations, consisting 
of test pits and backhoe trenching, yielded a 
probable storage pit and subsurface artifact 
deposits. Therefore, because of the potential of 
the site to provide further significant information 
on the local prehistory of the area, data recovery 
is recommended.

NMDOT Project No. AC-GRIP-BR-(NH)-054-
2(38) 107, CN G3a12.
MNM Project No. 41.894 (Oscura Testing).
NMCRIS Activity No. 114555.
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The OAS conducted test investigations at four sites 
along US 54 near Oscura in Lincoln County, New 
Mexico, between June 22 and July 15, 2009. The 
testing program was completed at the request of 
Laurel Wallace of the New Mexico Department of 
Transportation (NMDOT), which plans to widen 
US 54 in the area of the sites (Fig. 1). Yvonne Oakes 
was the project director, assisted by Dorothy 
Zamora and Don Tatum. Crew members were 
Isaiah Coan, Lynette Etsitty, Vernon Foster, and 
Rick Montoya. Dean Wilson and Rick Montoya 
contributed an analysis and write-up of the 
ceramic artifacts. In the laboratory, Susan Moga 
and Sheila Martin assisted in the completion of 
the project. Robert Dello-Russo served as the 
principal investigator. 

Three sites (LA 114462, LA 120972, and LA 
120973) are within the NMDOT highway right-of-

way acquired from private sources. LA 86738 is on 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands. The 
four sites were previously found to be eligible for 
nomination to the National Register of Historic Places 
under Criterion D (Michalik 2000, 2001) because 
of the potential of the sites to yield information 
important to the prehistory and history of the area 
under 36 CFR and in conformance with 4.10.15.16 
(New Mexico Archaeological Council). However, 
after the testing program, only three sites proved 
to have potentially significant deposits: LA 
114462, LA 120972, and LA 120973. 

Two of the sites have two LA numbers 
each: LA 114462 was also called LA 127397, and 
LA 86738 was also called LA 128684. Only the 
originally assigned LA numbers will be used to 
identify these sites in this report.
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Figure 1. Project vicinity maps.



The Basin and Range Province includes much 
of south-central New Mexico and consists of a 
desertic landscape. It contains isolated fault-block 
mountain ranges along with aggraded plains, 
often with closed basins or playas (Kirkpatrick 
et al. 2000:5). The project area is on the eastern 
edge of the physiographic province known as the 
Mexican Highland Section of the Basin and Range 
Province at elevations between 5,023 and 5,200 ft 
(1,531 to 1,585 m). Block-faulted mountains run 
down the center of the section, forming the western 
boundary of the Tularosa Basin, a remnant of a 
large, late Pleistocene lake a few miles west of the 
project area. The Tularosa Basin is characterized 
by closed, internal drainage with basin deposits 
occasionally exceeding 5,000 ft in thickness, 
displaying distinct fill sequences, including 
piedmont alluvium, fine-grained lake and playa 
sediments, coarse-grained river deposits, and 
eolian materials (Hawley 1986). The piedmont is 
frequently cut by deeply incised arroyos which 
only run during summer thunderstorms. Ten 
miles to the east rise the Sacramento Mountains. 
In the center of the basin, six miles away, runs 
the Malpais, an overflow of lava from the most 
recent volcanic activity 1,000 years ago (Allen 
and Kottlowski 1981). 

The project area sites are on an alluvial fan 
of the Sacramento Mountains that gradually 
slopes westward to the Tularosa Basin (Figs. 
2–3). The fan is within the Plains grassland biotic 
community (Brown 1982), found on flat, open 
terrain such as high plains, valleys, and mesas 
and on adjoining slopes. The project sites sit 
among mixed grasslands interspersed with areas 
of blowouts. The land supports fair to moderate 
stands of native vegetation, including snakeweed, 
rabbitbrush, saltbush, alkali sacaton, grama 
grasses, sand dropseed, burrograss, fluffgrass, 
three-awns, chamisa, galleta, cholla, prickly 
pear cactus, and yucca (Maker et al. 1974; Brown 

1982).
Fauna of the area include pronghorn antelope, 

Gunnison’s prairie dog, pocket gopher, ground 
squirrel, and snakes. Bison once lived in the area 
(Brown 1982). 

The climate of the area is semiarid. Days are 
generally warm, and evenings are cool. The sites 
receive moderate amounts of precipitation in 
summer as warm, moist air pushes north from the 
Gulf of Mexico, bringing localized thunderstorms 
from July through September. Winters tend to 
be drier (Bennett 1986). Annual precipitation is 
low and variable, with high evapotranspiration. 
Differences in amounts of rainfall are principally 
a function of elevation. In the project area, rainfall 
rarely exceeds 10.2 inches (25.4 cm) annually. 
Mean average temperatures also can vary widely 
over short distances, averaging about 62.2 degrees 
F in the project area (Maker et al. 1974). Frost-free 
days average 195 in the general area (Mauldin 
1997).

Soils are of the Calciorthids-Haplustolls-
Gypsiorthids association. They generally have 
a 6- to 12-inch thick surface layer of calcareous 
loam. The substratum can extend to 60 inches or 
more until reaching areas of lime deposits (Maker 
et al. 1974).

The geology of the area determines the 
availability of lithic raw materials for the 
manufacturing of stone tools. The Sacramento 
Mountains, immediately east of the project 
area, are composed primarily of Paleozoic 
sedimentary rocks and intrusive volcanic 
masses. Gypsum is frequently interbedded with 
limestone and sandstone sequences (Hawley 
1986). The mountains are a principal source of 
cherts, quartzite, rhyolite (in dikes) and silicified 
limestone (Alldritt 2000). Good-quality siliceous 
materials are more difficult to locate (Kelley 
1984:2). 

Environmental Setting
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Figure 2. Environment at south end of project, facing north.

Figure 3. Environment at north end of project, facing west.



The Jornada Mogollon area of southern New 
Mexico has been characterized by Katz and Katz 
(2001) as an “intersection of several physiographic 
and cultural areas.” Hogan (2006) considers 
this area to be a cultural frontier—a region of 
transition between Southwest and Plains culture 
areas. Actually defining the culture history of 
this area has its beginning with Lehmer’s (1948) 
concept of a Jornada branch of the Mogollon 
culture for south-central and southeastern New 
Mexico. He divides the extensive area from north 
of Carrizozo south into Mexico into southern and 
northern regions of the Jornada branch, calling 
them “distinct, but closely similar” (Lehmer 
1948:84). The distinctions between the two were 
based mostly on the differences in brown ware 
ceramics, which included El Paso Brown in the 
south and Jornada Brown in the north. 

The northern region (the focus of this report) 
was not further investigated until Kelly’s in-depth 
studies (Kelley 1966, 1984). She is credited with 
developing a three-phase classification system 
specifically constructed for the northern region. 
It is still used today as a standard for placing sites 
within a definable cultural system. This chapter 
discusses the phases assigned by Kelly as well as 
the earlier Paleoindian and Archaic periods and 
the later historic ones.

PaLeoindian Period

The Paleoindian Period in southeastern New 
Mexico is generally dated to between 11,500 and 
8000 BC. Projectile point styles are often the only 
basis for dating sites of this period. Populations 
were widely dispersed over much of the 
Southwest with subsistence adaptations mostly 
geared toward large-game hunting, although 
increasing numbers of ground stone implements 
have been found that indicate reliance on wild 
vegetal food also. Movement of Paleoindian 
peoples may have been virtually unconstrained 
over the landscape (Amick 1996), except possibly 
by physiographic or climatic barriers. Very few 
Paleoindian sites have been recorded in the 
project region, however, including the Sierra 

Blanca Mountains. This could be due to such 
sites being buried by heavy, alluvial soils in the 
area, but the lack of survey and excavation in the 
region is also probably a factor. The few recorded 
sites consist mostly of lithic artifact scatters with 
Paleoindian dart points. One site in the Sacramento 
Mountains contained a Folsom point (Broster 
1980:97); another, along the Rio Bonito drainage, 
had a Meserve point (Sebastian and Larralde 
1989:30). A site on the flanks of Patos Mountain 
(LA 48267), at an elevation of approximately 
8,000 ft, possessed an unidentified Paleoindian 
point (NMCRIS files). The high elevation of this 
last site indicates the use of distinct higher areas 
by Paleoindian peoples, probably for hunting 
wild game. In contrast, isolated projectile points, 
including Folsom points, have been found also in 
dune fields on the edges of playas in the Tularosa 
Basin (Amick and Stanford 1993; Kirkpatrick et 
al. 2000:1). 

Because of documented changing 
environmental conditions at the end of the late 
Pleistocene, large mammals such as Bison antiquus 
gradually disappeared and were replaced by 
modern bison, deer, bear, elk, etc. Paleoindian 
peoples shifted to a broad-spectrum subsistence 
adaptation, point styles changed, and the 
Paleoindian period gave way to the Archaic. 

 archaic Period

Archaic peoples may be defined as low-density, 
migratory hunting and gathering populations 
following a seasonal pattern of efficient 
exploitation of a number of selected plant and 
animal species within a number of different 
environmental zones (Minnis 1980:102). A wide-
ranging variety of food resources constituted 
the Archaic diet. Their employment of seasonal 
rounds expanded the resource base immensely, 
allowing for exploitation of subsistence items 
from a number of different environmental zones. 
It is believed that Archaic manifestations appear 
by 6,000 BC and likely end between AD 1 and 
200. Some researchers argue for persistence of 
the Archaic lifestyle up to AD 400 and beyond 

Culture History Overview
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(Simmons 1989:39). 
Most Archaic sites are dated by radiocarbon 

tests from associated hearths and pits. In addition, 
because projectile points during the Archaic period 
often change through time and place, they are 
frequently used as a substitute classificatory tool. 
However, their assignment to specific temporal 
periods is not as reliable as sometimes assumed 
(Oakes 1999a:51). An effort to chronometrically 
date the fairly common San Pedro of the Late 
Archaic was attempted by Upham et al. (1986). 
Point styles were divided between the Cochise 
tradition of southern Arizona (Lehmer 1948) and 
the Oshara tradition in the north of New Mexico 
(Sebastian and Larralde 1989:42). Beckett (1973) 
suggested Texas traditions as a source. These 
different point origins create a problem when 
assigning cultural identities to sites. MacNeish 
and Beckett (1987) have suggested a regional 
“Chiricahua tradition” that would replace the 
Cochise tradition of Arizona.

The transition from the Archaic period to 
the following Formative period is traditionally 
viewed as a gradual in situ transformation from 
a generalized hunting and gathering adaptation, 
to the inclusion of the practice of horticulture, 
to one of growing dependence on agriculture, 
the use of pottery, and residence in subsurface 
or surface dwellings (Oakes 1999b:63). This 
gradualist approach has been challenged by 
some who see the transition as potentially much 
more sudden. Berry (1982:4, 126) called referred 
to it as “punctuated equilibria,” possibly caused 
by the movement of new populations into the 
area. However, the idea of a cultural continuum 
is assumed in most discussions of the transition 
(Whittlesey et al. 1994). Currently, there appears 
to be more evidence for arguments of continuity 
rather than against it. However, the lack of 
good chronometric control is a problem, and 
many more dates for this transitional period are 
necessary before the issue can be resolved. 

Archaic sites are found throughout the 
central Tularosa Basin, just east of the project 
area. They are usually small hearths with fire-
cracked rock, ground stone, and diagnostic 
projectile points. However, in the mountains, 
rockshelters were used also. Often, Archaic 
sites are multicomponent. Lithic materials are 
primarily chert from the Sacramento or San 
Andres Mountains (Kirkpatrick 2000:41). The 

only extensively surveyed area in the area of the 
project sites is the Three Rivers drainage, just 
to the southeast. It was examined by Wimberly 
and Rogers (1977), who found Late Archaic sites. 
Broster (1980) also conducted a large survey on 
nearby Mescalero Apache land. He found San 
Pedro, Chiricahua, and Oshara-type projectile 
points, suggesting a mix of Archaic traditions. 
A few examples of Archaic rock art have been 
documented at the Three Rivers Petroglyph site 
(Duran and Crotty 1999).

 formative Period

With increasing dependence on domesticated 
plants, small pit structures began to appear 
in south-central New Mexico, developing 
eventually into above-ground roomblocks 
and pueblos. Lehmer (1948), in defining the 
Mogollon cultural tradition, divided it into a 
western Mimbres branch and an eastern Jornada 
Mogollon branch. The project area is within the 
Jornada Mogollon system. This region extends 
from north of Carrizozo to Chihuahua, Mexico, 
and from 75 miles west of El Paso, Texas, to 150 
miles east of El Paso. This period is characterized 
by increasing cultural complexity, with sites 
ranging from small base camps and hunting 
and gathering locales to adobe and masonry 
roomblocks. Questions of sedentism vs. mobility 
are a research issue for determining population 
size at this time (Carmichael 1990). Brown wares 
dominate throughout the period, which lasted 
from about AD 400 to 1450.

Lehmer (1948) identified three phases for 
the time period based on changing architectural 
forms and ceramic types: the Mesilla, Doña Ana, 
and El Paso phases. Later, Whalen (1980) divided 
the Mesilla into Early and Late Pithouse phases. 
These phases were basically used to describe the 
southern portion of the Jornada Mogollon. Not 
until the 1950s and 1960s was a phase sequence 
designated for the northern area by Kelly (1966, 
1984) through her study of the northern Sierra 
Blancas. She developed three phases. The Glencoe 
phase (AD 1100–1450), found in the mountain 
areas, is characterized mostly by Jornada Brown 
ceramics along with Chupadero Black-on-white, 
Three Rivers Red-on-terracotta, and minor other 
types. The Corona phase, dated between AD 



900 and 1200, was revised by Kelley (1991) from 
a beginning date of AD 1100. This, then, would 
make the Corona phase earlier than the Glencoe. 
Sites of this phase are thought to extend north 
from the Sierra Blanca Mountains into the Corona 
area. This area does not overlap geographically 
with those from the Glencoe phase. The Lincoln 
phase sequentially follows the Corona phase, 
lasting from AD 1200 to 1450. Sites cover the 
previous Glencoe phase area but also extend 
eastward and south to the Rio Hondo drainage. 
This phase is characterized by adobe or masonry 
pueblos, kivas, and the addition of corrugated 
ceramics, El Paso polychromes, and early Rio 
Grande glaze wares. 

Small Formative-period sites have been found 
along the Three Rivers drainage, including the 
Three Rivers Site (Wimberley and Rogers 1977). 
However, much of the region remains unsurveyed; 
for example, other drainages extending westward 
from the Sacramento Mountains onto the alluvial 
fans have not been examined. Thus, there are 
serious gaps in the existing data base and new 
(and better) site data is badly needed. This 
issue was addressed by Oakes (2000) with her 
excavation of sites in the Sierra Blancas.

Stuart and Gauthier (1981:418) note that late 
Formative-period sites exhibit a rapid shift to 
higher elevations by AD 1200 and then move 
down to lower elevations, mostly in riverine 
settings, by AD 1300. They suggest that these 
shifts are due to changing climatic conditions, 
which affected agricultural production. However, 
Kelley (1984) doesn’t see this drop in sites to lower 
elevations in the Sierra Blanca region. Depending 
on the actual time period of the project area sites, 
their locations in a lowland environment may be 
relevant to this matter.

athabaskan occuPation

Athabaskan occupation began possibly in the 
1400s (Opler and Opler 1950) in the Sierra Blanca 
region, where the Mescalero Indians now have 
a reservation extending from the Ruidoso area 
to about 20 miles southeast of the project area. 
Peaceful coexistence with early Hispanic settlers 
lasted until about the 1630s, when repeated 
conflicts occurred (Schroeder 1974). Sporadic 
conflicts continued until, in 1855, Fort Stanton 

was established along the Rio Bonito. In 1873, the 
Mescalero Apache Reservation was authorized 
by the US government (Adams et al. 2000:17).

There is little archaeological evidence for 
Athabaskan occupation of the area, although 
sites from this time period must be present. Most 
known sites are in the Sacramento Mountains 
and in the Lincoln National Forest. However, 
any nonceramic site should not be excluded from 
the possibility of being related to the Athabaskan 
presence in the region.

 historic occuPation

With the easing of conflicts with the Apaches 
came settlement of the region by miners and 
ranchers, mainly cattlemen. Ranching proved to 
be very profitable. Gold was discovered to the 
north at White Oaks in 1879, along with coal, and 
it was inevitable that the El Paso and Northeastern 
Railway would expand north through the Tularosa 
Basin. It reached Carrizozo in 1899 (Myrick 1990: 
142) but never reached White Oaks. By 1908, the 
railway became part of the Southwestern Railroad 
Co. (Wilmer and Ackerly 1990:6). In the 1930s, 
the Southern Pacific discontinued all service on 
its connections between the former El Paso and 
Southwestern line and its main line (Williams 
1986). 

The Oscura Siding (LA 114462), a project site, 
is along this railroad line and is now a deserted 
area. It was a railroad section station for the El 
Paso and Northeastern Railway, established to 
maintain the tracks. Laumbach et al. (2002) noted 
that section crews were responsible for track 
maintenance 10 miles in each direction. These 
stations provided water, fuel, and support for the 
railroad. They were also centers for the distribution 
of goods and communications for the community 
of ranchers and homesteads around them. Oscura 
was also a railhead for shipping herds of cattle. 
Julyan (1998) states that the settlement of Oscura 
began in 1901, and the surrounding town was 
laid out in 1906 by E. J. Rafferty of Chicago. This 
date matches one engraved on a large concrete 
tank on the site, recorded by Gibbs (2008). Today, 
the railroad right-of-way is owned by the Union 
Pacific and includes most of the ruins of the site.
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The purpose of the testing program was to 
recover information on the nature, condition, 
and extent of the cultural deposits at each of the 
sites. Initially, surface artifacts and features on 
each site were pinflagged and used to determine 
the limits of testing and the placement of test pits 
and backhoe trenches. A site datum and mapping 
station was then established at each site. Baselines 
were run parallel to the highway with the aid of a 
transit and stadia rod, and a Cartesian grid system 
was imposed over the sites. We placed 1 by 1 m 
test pits within this grid system. Elevations were 
taken along the baselines and at each test pit on 
the sites. Each surface artifact was plotted within 
the grid system and collected, except for the 
historic site at LA 114462, where artifacts were 
analyzed in the field and left on the site. 

Test pits were used to examine the subsurface 
nature of the site and define any cultural deposits 
present. They were hand-dug in arbitrary 10 
cm levels, unless natural strata were visible. A 
heavy layer of alluvial soils covered the ground 
at each site, and test pits sometimes extended to 
80 cm in depth. Mostly they did not reach the 
caliche layer in the area but did hit sterile soil. 
Excavations stopped 10–20 cm below the last 
recovered artifact. An additional auger test was 
placed in each test unit to confirm the presence 
of noncultural soils. All soil removed from the 
test pits was passed through 1/4-inch steel mesh 
screens. Artifacts recovered by this process were 
assigned a field specimen number by excavation 
unit and level within that unit. They were then 
bagged, and the locational information was 
analyzed in the laboratory.
 Each level in each test unit was noted on 
standard excavation forms, which include 
provenience, artifact counts and types, and 
soil characteristics (using a Munsell soil color 
chart). No palynological, botanical, flotation, 
or chronometric material was present in the 
test units. A digital photograph was taken of 
stratigraphic profiles and possible features.

Backhoe trenches, about 1 m wide, were 
placed on each site in areas where test pits 
revealed higher densities of artifacts or where 

the subsurface deposits were unknown. The 
maximum depth of the trenches was 1.2 m when 
cultural material was no longer present. In all 
cases, the underlying caliche deposits were not 
reached. 

LA 86738

Cultural/temporal affiliation: Unknown historic.
Site size within right-of-way: 65 m north-south 
by 38 m east-west.
Legal description: See Appendix 1.
Ownership: BLM.
Site setting: LA 86738 is on the east side of the 
Tularosa Basin, 16 km west of the Sierra Blanca 
Mountains. The site is on a north-facing slope 
between the east shoulder of US 54 and the west 
side of the Burlington Northern & Southern Pacific 
railway grade (Fig. 4). The site is bordered on the 
north by an unnamed tributary of Cottonwood 
Creek and on the south by a low, narrow, 
northwest-trending ridge. The elevation is 5,180 
ft. Adjacent to the east, the summit of Jakes Hill 
rises 288 ft above the site. Vegetation at the site 
consists primarily of honey mesquite, four-wing 
saltbush, and snakeweed.
Site history: LA 86738 was recorded during a 
pedestrian survey conducted in January 1991 by 
Michalik (2000). Hundreds of historic artifacts 
were recorded, including diagnostic ceramics, 
glass, and metal. A small hearth (1 m diameter) 
was also recorded. No prehistoric artifacts were 
found. An abandoned railroad grade originally 
recorded as part of LA 87638 was later recorded 
again as a separate site, LA 128684, in 1999 by 
Michalik. In June 2009, in preparation for an 
upcoming NMDOT right-of-way expansion, the 
area in the vicinity of the site was resurveyed and 
tested by personnel from the OAS. During the 
survey, the historic artifact concentration or the 
hearth could not be relocated.

Based on Michalik’s earlier work, the site was 
declared eligible to the National Register of Historic 
Places.

Testing Methods and Results
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Testing results: OAS crews initially resurveyed 
the site, walking transects at 4 m intervals. 
Because of its location between the high road 
berm and railroad grade, the tested area was 
effectively limited to a gently sloping strip of 
land 10 to 15 ft in width. Due to the fact that no 
artifacts were present on the site surface and 
because the surface morphology indicates a 
dynamic depositional environment unsuitable 
for long-term human usage, it was decided to 
initiate site testing by backhoe trenching (Fig. 5). 
If archaeological materials had been discovered 
in the trenches, test excavations by hand would 
have followed. The testing plan indicated that 
a minimum of 60 m total length of backhoe 
trenching would be excavated. Four 15 m long, 
north-trending trench locations were placed on 
the site and monitored during digging. Trenches 
were excavated to 1.2 m below ground surface. 
Representative stratigraphic profile sections 
from each trench were mapped, described, and 

photographed. Each profile covered a section of 
3 m in length.

Backhoe Trench 1 was excavated upslope 
at the south end of the project area (Fig. 6). The 
upper part of the profile featured silt with very 
fine sand, carbonate development in root pores, 
and many fine to medium roots. The sandy, 
silt boundary was abrupt and wavy. It was 
immediately underlain by a massive silt deposit 
with strong carbonate development in root pores 
and along ped surfaces (Fig. 7).
 In general, the stratigraphy revealed in profiles 
from Trenches 2–4 consisted of a surface layer of 
fine to coarse-grained sandy silt terminating at 
depths between 30 and 80 cm below the surface, 
at a boundary that was abrupt and wavy or 
irregular (Fig. 8). The silt deposit had inclusions 
of many fine, medium, and coarse roots. Beneath 
the upper silt deposit, particle size increased 
dramatically, and the quantity of roots and root 
pores decreased. Deeper deposits consisted of 

Figure 4. Backhoe trench at LA 86738, facing north.
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Figure 6. Profile of Backhoe Trench 1, LA 87638.
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Figure 7. Profile of Backhoe Trench 1, LA 86738.



coarse alluvial materials such as poorly sorted 
silty sand and gravel sheets, sand/silt couplets 
and interbeds, and massive gravel deposits. The 
farther down the slope the trench was excavated, 
the coarser the sediment deposits became and the 
deeper in the profile the carbonate precipitates 
occurred. Backhoe Trench 4 was the closest to 
the Cottonwood Creek tributary; carbonate 
development was completely lacking in the 
profile.
 No cultural materials or archaeological 
deposits were discovered in or around the 
backhoe trenches.
Discussion: The most recent (surface) sediments 
revealed in the backhoe trenches were fine-
grained deposits consisting of sandy silt. These 
materials are typically deposited in low-energy 
environmental settings. The existence of roots, 
root pores, and carbonate precipitate in the uphill 
silt deposits indicates a period of relative landform 
stability which afforded plants the opportunity to 
take root and soil-forming organic material, clay 
minerals, and carbonates to develop along root 
pores and ped surfaces.
 The underlying sediments consisted of 
coarse-grained alluvial and colluvial materials 
and included sand and gravel sheets, mass gravel 
deposits, and sand/silt couplets and interbeds. 
These types of deposits represent high-energy 

erosional and depositional events such as sheet 
erosion and slope wash. Laterally discontinuous 
deposits, i.e., sand/silt interbeds, may represent 
depositional environments such as braided 
streams or ravines.

The abrupt, wavy, and irregular boundaries 
of the silt deposits which overlie sand and gravel 
deposits indicate a sudden facies shift from high-
transport energy to one of lower-transport energy 
and greater stability. This could be accounted for 
by the development of the modern railroad berm, 
the highway berm, and the resulting changes 
to local drainage patterns. When the modern 
railroad and highway routes were established, a 
deep road and railroad cut were trenched across 
the ridge bordering the site to the south. Concrete 
drainage culverts were constructed where the 
transportation routes crossed the Cottonwood 
Creek tributary. These alterations effectively 
disrupted and limited sediment supply and 
transport to the slopes above the drainage, 
resulting in a more stable surface ground 
surface.
Recommendations: Backhoe trenching conducted 
within the NMDOT right-of-way at LA 86738 
revealed subsurface stratigraphy consisting of 
coarse-grained alluvial deposits such as sand 
and gravel. Near the surface, this material was 
immediately and uncomformably overlain by 
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shallow deposits of sand and silt. Modern changes 
in depositional patterns brought on by highway 
and railroad construction account for the abrupt 
shift from coarse to fine alluvium. The older 
subsurface sand and gravel deposits indicate a 
lack of landscape stability and soil development. 
These factors imply that there is little probability 
of intact archaeological materials or deposits 
existing subsurface. No cultural materials or 
features were discovered on the surface or in 
backhoe trenches excavated within the project 
area. Therefore, LA 86738 is not recommended 
for further testing or data recovery. Because the 
site has been destroyed by the fiber cable line and 
occasional clearing of the drainage channel, the 
site is no longer considered eligible to the National 
Register of Historic Places.

 La 114462 (oscura siding)

Cultural/temporal affiliation: Historic railroad 
camp.

Site size within the right-of-way: 365 m north-
south by 30 m east-west.
Legal description: See Appendix 1.
Ownership: NMDOT highway right-of-way 
acquired from private sources.
Site setting: LA 114462 sits on the alluvial plain 
that gradually slopes downward from the Sierra 
Blanca Mountains to the Tularosa Basin (Fig. 
9). The small, modern community of Oscura 
lies directly to the west across US 54. The site is 
bounded on the west by US 54 and extends to the 
east to the Union Pacific Railway right-of-way and 
beyond. The total size of the site is 365 by 90 m. 
The site has been impacted by erosion, a bar ditch 
next to the highway, and the placement of a fiber 
optics line. Vegetation consists of areas of dense 
mesquite, range grasses, and wild flowers. The 
elevation of the site is 5,030 ft above sea level.
Site history: Oscura Siding is a railroad 
maintenance camp with a small settlement 
associated with it. It dates between the late 1800s 
and approximately 1930. No standing structures 
and only a few foundations are visible today. Most 
of the site lies to the east of the US 54 highway 

Figure 9. LA 114462, facing northeast.



outside of the right-of-way along the railroad 
track. Michalik (2000) surveyed the site and 
produced a map of the area. The site boundary 
was identified as 645 m north-south by 90 m east-
west. Within this area, 16 cultural features were 
identified, 7 of which are in the right-of-way. 
Gibbs reexamined the site in 1998 and produced 
another map, adding one more feature. Ten 
shovel tests were placed on the site by Michalik 
(2000) and several by Kovacik et. al (2000). The 
site was declared eligible to the National Register 
of Historic Places as a result of the several surveys 
conducted.

LA 114462 was first documented in 1996 by 
Environment and Ecology, Inc. (1997). Michalik 
surveyed the area in 1999 (Michalik 2000, 2001). 
Also in 1999, Kovacik et al. (2000) resurveyed the 
site for the fiber optics line. They recorded several 
historic artifact deposits.
Testing results: A Cartesian grid system was 
established on the site with the aid of a transit and 
stadia rod. The site map shows the locations of the 
previously recorded structures, mostly outside of 
the right-of-way, and the nine test pits and seven 
backhoe trenches placed on the site by OAS (Fig. 
10). Test pits were all hand-dug and measure 1 by 
1 m (Table 1). Excavation proceeded in arbitrary 
10 cm levels until sterile soil was reached, and an 
auger hole was drilled to confirm the finding. No 
artifacts were collected, but they were recorded 
by level within each test pit. Mean dates were 
obtained for artifacts from each test pit. Several 
subsurface features and surface structures were 
uncovered, and it was determined that further 
data recovery is necessary. 

Nine test pits were placed on the site through 
the Cartesian grid system. The soil in the first 
levels ranged from generally a dark yellowish 
brown clay (10YR 3/4) mixed with roots to a 
pink shade (5YR 7/3). By 40 cm depth, the soil 
had lightened to a yellowish brown (10YR 5/4). 
Sterile soil was reached at depths between 20 and 
40 cm below the surface. Auger tests were used to 
confirm the presence of noncultural soil.
As a result of the test pit excavations, two features 
were uncovered consisting of a trash pit or dump 
and a pit, both of unknown size. A portion of the 
pit in Test Pit 1 can be seen in the profile, starting 
at 20 cm depth and extending to the bottom of the 
test pit (Fig. 11). Test Pit 8 reached the top of a pit 
at 40 cm depth (Fig. 12).

The seven backhoe trenches were 
supplementary to the test pit excavations. 
They served as a means to rapidly locate any 
remaining archaeological features and to assess 
geomorphology and stratigraphy. Each of the 
backhoe trenches was 17 m long and selected based 
on its proximity to surface artifact concentrations 
and to historic surface features. Prior to trench 
excavation, an inventory of surface artifacts in 
the trenching and backdirt footprint areas was 
conducted. Trenching began at the south end of the 
site area and proceeded north. All trenches were 
monitored throughout digging, which extended 
to 1.2 m below the surface. Representative 
stratigraphic profile sections from each trench 
were mapped, described, and photographed. 
Where archaeological features were encountered, 
plastic sheeting was placed over the trench wall 
for protection prior to backfilling. 

The silty substrate displayed some carbonate 
precipitate along root pores and ped faces; caliche 
development became stronger and more extensive 
with depth. Sandy and pebbly alluvial inclusions 
were common in some areas, especially along the 
west side of the project area in proximity to the 
bar ditch next to the highway.

The stratigraphic profiles of Trenches 1 to 5 
featured an upper deposit of silty, cindery, and 
gravelly fill material underlain by silt with very 
fine sand. The fill consists of evenly bedded layers 
of silt, sand, cinders, burned earth, and gravel, 
or any combination of these materials. Highly 
burned tin can fragments, nails, coal, cinders, 
rotten wood fragments, and glass or ceramic 
pieces are very common inclusions. The fill 
deposits average 40 cm in depth. A small number 
of lithic artifacts (n = 8, including a chert biface 
fragment) were found during the Michalik (2000) 
survey. None were seen during OAS testing.

Backhoe Trenches 4 and 5 exposed several 
historic pit features. The east profile of Trench 
4 displayed four pits with sloping and straight 
sides (Figs. 13 and 14). Trench 5 had one pit with 
sloping sides in the east wall (Figs. 15 and 16). 
The pits were variable in size, between 50 to 180 
cm in diameter, and extended from 40 to 60 cm 
in depth.

No cultural deposits were discovered in 
Trenches 6 and 7. Stratigraphic profiles revealed 
silt deposits at the surface with A-horizon 
development down to 25 cm. The A horizon 
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Table 1. Test pits, LA 114462

Test Pit Location Depth to Sterile* Feature
(cm)

1 229N/108E 70 possible trash dump
2 252N/106E 40 none
3 279N/98E 30 none
4 283N/100E 35 none
5 295N/106E 40 none
6 302N/106E 35 none
7 365N/108E 40 none
8 399N/106E 40 pit
9 423N/98E 20 none

* Excavations proceeded 10 to 20 cm beneath the level
where sterile soil was reached.

Figure 11. East wall of Test Pit 1 with top of trash pit, LA 114462.
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was underlain by a Bk horizon with carbonate 
development along root pores and ped faces. The 
lower 80 cm of Trench 6 consisted of fine alluvium 
abruptly underlain by alluvial sand and gravel. 
The lower 70 cm of Trench 7 revealed sand silt 
with fine sand, pebble, and carbonate inclusions.
Discussion: A total of seven subsurface features 
were discovered in the right-of-way during 
the testing program, two during the test pit 
excavations and five with the backhoe trenching. 
These include six pits of varying size and one trash 
dump. In addition, there were seven previously 
recorded structural foundations within the right-
of-way. Uniform in outline, the five pit features 
discovered in Trenches 4 and 5 appear to have 
been deliberately, rather than hastily, excavated. 
The pit matrixes appear to be the same material 
that comprises the overlying fill layer.

Deposits underlying the cultural fill layer 
consist of sandy silt with slight to moderate 
carbonate development that generally increases 

with depth where silt is the parent material. Silty 
sediment may be eolian in origin or may represent 
a low-energy alluvial setting. In some parts of 
the site, more coarse-grained alluvial material 
forms the substrate. Sediments with fine to coarse 
sand and pebble and cobble gravel represent 
environments subject to higher-energy sediment 
transport such as braided stream channels, 
washes, or other fluvial systems.
Historic artifacts recorded on the site number 709 
(Table 2). Mean dates from each of the test pits 
revealed a mean artifact date for the site of 1910.3 
with a standard deviation of 10.56 years, which 
agrees with the preliminary dates that we have 
for the site—between the late 1880s and 1930s. 
Recommendations: The testing program 
conducted within the NMDOT expanded 
right-of-way at LA 114462 revealed extensive 
below-surface cultural deposits consisting of 
fill material with several pit features intrusive 
into the underlying native sediment. Historic 

Figure 12. Test Pit 8 with pit exposed, LA 114462.
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Figure 14. Profiles of four pits in east wall of Backhoe Trench 4, LA 114462.



Figure 14 (continued)
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Figure 16. Profile of pit in east wall of Backhoe Trench 5, LA 114462.



Table 2. Artifacts from test pits, LA 114462

Artifact Frequency Begin Date End Date Mid Date

Level 1 Clear glass 2 1930 1940 1935
Metal, flat fragments 2 – – –
Metal, pipe (2 x 2 1/2") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal, pipe (1 x 4") 1 1877 1940 1908.5

Level 2 Clear bottle glass 10 1930 1940 1935
Green bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Light green bottle glass 3 1880 1940 1910
European ceramic fragment 1 1854 1920 1887
Metal, flat fragments 55 – – –
Railroad spike 1 1880 1940 1910
Railroad tie 1 1880 1940 1910
Burned wood fragment 1 – – –
Animal bones 4 – – –

Level 3 Clear bottle glass 2 1930 1940 1935
Green bottle glass 3 1880 1940 1910
Ironstone 2 1840 1930 1885
Metal, flat fragments 55 – – –
Animal bone 1 – – –

Level 4 Clear bottle glass 7 1930 1940 1935
Light blue bottle glass 5 1890 1940 1915
Aqua glass bottle neck and shoulder 
with "M" on base. Maryland Glass 
Corp.

1 1907 1916 1911

Brown bottle glass 2 1880 1940 1910
Wire nails 10 1890 1940 1915
Nails, finishing (round) 4 1890 1940 1915
Metal handle 1 – – –
Metal, fragments 100 – – –
Metal, sanitary can lids 20 1920 1940 1930
Metal, sanitary can 1 1920 1940 1930
Rubber hose 1 1821 1940 1935
Animal bones 8 – – –

Level 5 Clear bottle glass 5 1930 1940 1935
Green bottle glass 2 1880 1940 1910
Brown bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Metal, indeterminate fragments 100 – – –
Metal, computer part 1 – – –
Metal, handle 1 – – –
Metal, sanitary cans 1 1920 1940 1930
Metal, sanitary can lids 17 1920 1940 1930
Metal pipe (1 1/2 x 4") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal pipe (1/2" x 14") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal pipe (1 x 2") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Animal bone 4 – – –

Level 6 Brown bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Clear bottle glass 6 1930 1940 1935
Green bottle glass 2 1880 1940 1910
Metal sheet fragments 150 – – –
Metal  handle 1 – – –
Metal pipe (1/2 x 4") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal pipe (1/2 x 14") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal pipe (1 x 2") 1 1877 1940 1908.5
Metal, sanitary can rims 17 1920 1940 1930
Metal, sanitary can 1 1920 1940 1930
Animal bones 4 – – –

Total with mid date 201
Total Test Pit 1 626

Test Pit 1 (229N/108E; mean date 1924.5 ± 10.96)
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Table 2 (continued)

Artifact Frequency Begin Date End Date Mid Date

Level 1 Clear bottle glass 5 1930 1940 1935
Level 2 Aqua bottle glass 3 1880 1910 1895

Clear bottle glass 3 1930 1940 1935
Window flat glass 1 1800 1940 1870
Glass button 1 1840 1940 1890

Level 3 Aqua bottle glass 8 1880 1910 1895
Nail, round (wire) 1 1890 1940 1915

Total with mid date 22
Total Test Pit 2 44

Surface Brown bottle glass 27 1880 1940 1910
Aqua bottle glass 21 1880 1910 1895
Aqua bottle base with "…ANTON," 
Canton, Ohio

1 1890 1899 1894.5

Clear bottle glass 3 1930 1940 1935
Purple bottle glass 2 1880 1917 1898.5
Ironstone fragments 2 1854 1920 1887
Coke bottle with crown cap 1 1892 1940 1916
Aqua bottle with double bead finish 1 1880 1910 1895

Level 1 Aqua bottle glass 122 1880 1910 1895
Clear bottle glass 18 1930 1940 1935
Amber bottle glass 19 1880 1920 1900
Brown bottle glass 100 1880 1940 1910
Champagne bottle, green glass with 
kick-up base

2 1880 1920 1900

Aqua bottle base with "C" 2 1880 1910 1895
Crown cap bottle finishes 11 1892 1940 1916
Aqua bottle glass single bead finish 4 1880 1910 1895
Lead foil 1 - - -

Level 2 Amber bottle glass 8 1880 1910 1895
Brown bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Aqua bottle glass 23 1880 1910 1895
Aqua bottle base with "C" 1 1880 1920 1900

Total with mid date 369
Total Test Pit 3 739

Level 1 Ironstone fragments 3 1854 1920 1887
Total with mid date 3
Total Test Pit 4 3

Level 1 Metal fragments 10 - - -
Level 2 Clear glass 5 1930 1940 1935

Ceramic pipe fragment 1 – – –
Animal bone 6 – – –

Total with mid date 5
Total Test Pit 5 27

 Test Pit 2 (252N/106E; mean date 1909 ± 20.76)

Test Pit 3 (279N/102E; mean date 1903 ± 10.68)

Test Pit 5 (295N/106E; mean date 1931.6 ± 10.17)

Test Pit 4 (283N/100E; mean date 1887 ± 0)



Table 2 (continued)

Artifact Frequency Begin Date End Date Mid Date

Level 1 Clear bottle glass 10 1930 1940 1935
Brown bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Nail, round flat head 1 1890 1940 1949
Wooden handle 1 – – –

Level 2 Clear bottle glass 4 1930 1940 1935
Brown bottle glass 2 1880 1940 1910
Cartridge with "…R…U…" 1 – – –

Total with mid date 18
Total Test Pit 6 38

Level 1 Window glass, clear 1 1800 1940 1870
Clear bottle glass fragments and 
clear glass cup rim fragments

13 1930 1940 1935

Amber beer bottle fragment 1 1880 1920 1900
Cobalt blue bottle fragment 1 1802 1940 1871
Insulator, aqua fragment 1 1844 1910 1877
Flo-blue ceramic fragment 1 1875 1900 1887.5
Porcelain fragment 1 1660 1940 1800
Metal fragments 11 – – –
Eggshell 1 – – –

Level 2 Clear bottle glass 1 1930 1940 1935
Aqua bottle glass 1 1880 1910 1895
Nail, round shank fragment 1 1890 1940 1915

Total with mid date 22
Total Test Pit 7 56

Level 1 Aqua bottle glass 12 1880 1910 1895
Clear bottle glass 4 1930 1940 1935
Amber bottle glass 2 1880 1920 1900
Nail, round (wire) 1 1890 1940 1915
Cartridge, .22 shell 1 1857 1940 1898.5
Metal fragments 2 - - -

Level 2 Aqua bottle glass 26 1880 1910 1895
Clear bottle glass 2 1930 1940 1935
Green bottle glass 2 1880 1940 1910
Amber bottle glass 6 1880 1920 1900
Nails, round (wire) 2 1890 1940 1915
Metal fragments 10 - - -
Aluminum plate with hole on end 1 1920 1940 1930
Eggshell 1 - - -

Level 3 Aqua bottle glass 5 1880 1910 1895
Brown bottle glass 1 1880 1940 1910
Ironstone fragments 2 1854 1920 1887
Wire nail fragment 1 1890 1940 1915
Metal snap button 1 1850 1940 1895
Metal, fragment 1 – – –
Eggshell 3 – – –

Total with mid date 69
Total Test Pit 8 155

Site mean date 1910 ± 10.56; number with mid date = 709.

Test Pit 6 (302N/106E; mean date 1913.8 ± 34.10)

Test Pit 7 (365N/108E; mean date 1913.8 ± 34.10)

Test Pit 8 (399N/106E; mean date 1901.1 ± 12.5)
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artifact inclusions are common in both the fill 
material and in the pit matrixes. The fill layer and 
pits have the potential to reveal more about the 
development of the Oscura Siding. The historic 
artifacts recovered from the cultural layers have 
the potential to provide information about daily 
activities of the settlement’s inhabitants and their 
contribution to the local and regional economy. 
Therefore, the site remains eligible to the National 
Register of Historic Places, and data recovery seems 
warranted. 

La 120972 (WiLLoW draW)

Cultural/temporal affiliation: Prehistoric sherd 
and lithic artifact scatter with subsurface feature.
Site size within right-of-way: 700 m north-south 
by 30 m east-west.
Legal description: See Appendix 1.
Ownership: NMDOT highway right-of-way 
acquired from private sources.
Site setting: LA 120972 is on the northeast side of 
the Tularosa Basin at 19.4 km west of the north 
end of the Sierra Blanca Mountains. US 54 cuts 
through the site along a northeasterly trend (Fig. 

17). The site sits on a gently sloping plain at an 
elevation of 5,180 ft, surrounded mostly by range 
grasses interspersed with large erosional areas 
with no vegetation.
 The site is along both sides of Willow Draw, 
an entrenched drainage originating from a broad 
area of the western flank of the Sierra Blanca. It is 
formed by the coalescence of at least 20 tributary 
drainages including Water Canyon. The main 
trunk of the draw extends across the basin along 
a northwesterly course for more than 22 km from 
its highland origins until reaching the east edge 
of the Malpais basalt flow. At the LA 120972 
crossing, the draw has incised approximately 4.8 
km into the valley floor, providing a window into 
the past depositional history of the northeast part 
of the bolson. 

Prior to the mid-Pleistocene, basin-fill 
sediments were supplied by the ancestral Rio 
Grande. By the late Pleistocene, entrenchment 
of the Rio Grande had occurred, and the closed-
basin depositional environment of the Tularosa 
Basin began developing. The valley floor was 
occupied by shallow saline lakes, as indicated 
by the presence of extensive evaporite deposits 
south of the project area (Allen et al. 2005). 

Figure 17. LA 120972, looking west toward the basin floor and the Oscura Mountains.



Alluvial deposits had already begun forming 
along the margins of the bolson in piedmont areas 
adjacent to the Sierra Blanca, San Andres, and 
Oscura Mountains. Up-valley fluvial channels 
and deltaic distributary channels integrated, 
expanding late Pleistocene lakes, and the closed-
valley depositional environment matured.

Early to middle Holocene climate fluctuation 
between cooler, wetter periods and warmer, drier 
periods resulted in cycles of landform stability, 
vegetation growth, and soil development 
alternating with cycles of erosion, deflation, 
and mass deposition of clastic sediments, which 
buried former surfaces and soil horizons (Buck 
and Van Hoesen 2005). A drier climate helped 
produce extensive clastic bolson fill deposits 
consisting of alluvial silt, sand, and gravel (Seager 
et al. 1987). These materials were derived from 
older, reworked alluvial fans along the basin 
margins and from newer sediments exposed and 
transported by erosion. Braided stream channels 
transported subangular gravel, sand, and silt. 
Entrenchment of arroyos and fluvial channels 
occurred. Deflation of fine-grained sediments 
resulted in eolian transport and deposition of 
downwind, dune-forming deposits. Landslide 
debris was transported locally down the piedmont 
slopes, increasing the sediment budget for valley 
floor fill (Lovelace 1972; Fryberger 1999; Allen et 
al. 2005). 

During the Holocene (5,200 BP) the Carrizozo 
lava flow erupted in the upper valley, making 
its way south along the basin floor, disrupting 
fluvial systems and burying some springs and 
small playas in the valley (Dunbar 1999; Allen et 
al. 2005). The drainage course of Willow Draw 
may have been deflected up to 2 km east from its 
former confluence with other incised drainages 
arriving at the basin floor from the west side of 
the valley, terminating several kilometers north 
of its former outlet into a larger playa down the 
valley.

The depositional history of the bolson 
resulted in the formation of a chaotic sedimentary 
palimpsest on the valley floor, accounting for the 
discontinuous and sometimes confusing cutbank 
stratigraphy of Willow Draw.

Profile Location 1 (Fig. 18), 70 m upstream 
from the US 54 bridge, features a thick caliche layer 
above the streambed overlain by B-horizon clay 
and a buried soil with numerous carbonate-filled 

medium to coarse root pores. The soil horizon 
was buried by a deposit of gravelly, sandy silt 
capped by massive silt extending to the surface. 
In Figure 18, note the pipe erosion feature at the 
left end of the profile.

Profile Location 2 (Fig. 19), on the south 
wall, shows a deposit of poorly sorted sand, 
pebble, boulder, and cobble gravel overlain 
by undifferentiated sand and silt. The mid-
profile slope is draped with gravel eroded from 
the overlying exposure and from the surface. 
The lower profile features quasi-imbricated 
tabular cobble deposits. The angle of repose 
dips upstream. This type of deposition occurs in 
fluvial transport systems with sufficient energy 
to transport and align pebble and cobble-sized 
clastic materials.

Profile Location 3 (Fig. 20), on the north wall, 
exhibits interbeds of sand, silt, and gravel overlain 
by massive silt. An extensive, flat erosional 
surface at the top of the silt is abruptly overlain 
by a thick, somewhat bedded deposit of poorly 
sorted sand, pebble, cobble, and boulder gravel. 
A silt layer forms the surface deposit.

A semilithified deposit of coarse sand and 
granules lines the base of Profile Location 4 (Fig. 
21). The wavy, scalloped surface of this bed was 
scoured by a chaotic high-energy flood, slump, 
or landslide event that resulted in the jumbled 
deposit of pebbles, cobbles, and boulders. 

At Profile Location 5 (Fig. 22), the upstream 
view to the east shows a dormant sediment load 
stranded in the dry, incised channel bounded by 
the banks of the arroyo.

Because of its function in the upper Tularosa 
Basin landscape, Willow Draw would have been 
an attractive place for the early inhabitants of 
the northern basin. The sheltered, semiriparian 
environment attracts game animals and other 
wildlife and provides habitat for economic 
plants. The high, vertical banks provide discreet 
observation points for observing and capturing 
game traveling within the narrow confines of the 
draw. The incised drainage serves as a seasonal 
and intermittent conduit for water. Numerous 
springs flow into the upland areas of the draw. 
During periods of dry weather, the channel 
provides a sheltered travel route between the 
basin and the upland areas of the Sierra Blancas, 
allowing people to move unseen back and 
forth from the mountains to the lowlands. The 
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Figure 18. Profile Location 1, north wall of arroyo, LA 120972.

Figure 19. Profile Location 2, south wall of arroyo, LA 120972.



Figure 20. Profile Location 3, north wall of arroyo, LA 120972.

Figure 21. Profile Location 4, south wall of arroyo, LA 120972.
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gravelly sediments exposed and transported 
in the draw could provide important lithic 
resources originating from undiscovered sources 
upstream.
Site history: The site was initially recorded by 
Michalik (2000) as a prehistoric artifact scatter, 
240 m long, with the potential for subsurface 
remains. It was declared eligible to the National 
Register of Historic Places. Michalik noted a possible 
pithouse, several ground stone artifacts, and 
several fire-cracked rock concentrations outside 
of the highway right-of-way. OAS testing of the 
site in 2009 has revealed a more extensive scatter 
measuring 700 m north-south and a subsurface 
pit, which may be habitational. Currently, two 
fiber optic lines run along the east side of the 
right-of way, and a water line cuts along the west 
side.
Testing results: A total of eight test pits were 
hand-dug on both sides of the highway right-
of-way. They were excavated to depths ranging 
between 40 and 90 cm (mean of 50 cm) with 
artifacts present in Test Pit 5 down to 80 cm. This 
pit contained 34 artifacts, the most of any test 
unit. Artifacts were concentrated in Test Pits 5, 6, 

and 8—all on the west side of the right-of-way. 
This area, measuring 35 by 15 m, also had 20 cm 
of oxidized soil of unknown origin in Test Pit 8 
from 20 to 40 cm depth.

Eleven backhoe trenches were excavated and 
recorded (Fig. 23). Prior to trenching, an inventory 
of surface artifacts in the trench and backdirt areas 
was conducted. All trenches were monitored and 
excavated to a depth of 1.2 m below the surface. 
Representative stratigraphic profile sections 
from each trench were mapped, described, and 
photographed. When an archaeological feature 
was encountered, plastic sheeting was placed 
over the trench walls for protection prior to 
backfilling.

In general, the stratigraphic profiles of the 
trenches placed on the west side of the highway 
and north of Willow Draw featured deposits of 
massive silt or silt with very fine sand. Carbonate 
inclusions developing along ped faces and fine 
root pores were common below a depth of 50 
to 80 cm in most of the trench profiles. Trenches 
excavated on the south side of Willow Draw and 
the east side of the highway featured interbedded 
deposits of silty sand, sandy silt, and gravelly sand 

Figure 22. Upstream view to the east from Profile Location 5, LA 120972.
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or any combination of these alluvial sediments 
(Figs. 24 and 25).

Backhoe Trench 3 had a large, prehistoric 
pit feature exposed in the east wall. Originating 
directly beneath a 30 cm deposit of fill, the pit is 
220 cm in diameter and extended to 80 cm below 
the ground surface. The matrix was slightly darker 
grayish brown than the surrounding matrix. The 
pit boundary was diffuse; subtle differences in 
color, texture, and soil structure distinguished it 
from the surrounding soil. The fill had numerous 
charcoal inclusions and small fragments of brown 
ware pottery (Figs. 26 and 27). No archaeological 
deposits were discovered in the other trenches.

A total of 253 artifacts were recovered from 
LA 120972, including 221 ceramics (Tables 3–5). 
Analysis of these ceramics consisted of the 
recording of ceramic ware and type as well as 
descriptive attributes including temper, surface 
manipulation, and vessel form. More detailed 
discussions of trends indicated by pottery 
recovered during the testing and future excavation 
will be presented in the excavation report.

Distributions of ceramic types indicate an 
occupation fairly early in the Glencoe phase 
as first defined by Kelley (1984). While earlier 
occupations dating as early as the sixth century 
are reflected by assemblages consisting solely of 
plain brown wares (Campbell and Railey 2006; 
Rocek 1991), most sites previously assigned to the 
Glencoe phase exhibit combinations of decorated 
and plain ceramics allowing the assignment 
of dates between AD 1100 and 1350. The early 
Glencoe occupation, as normally defined, is 
characterized by the dominance of Jornada Brown 
Ware along with Chupadero Black-on-white, and 
Three Rivers Red-on-terracotta with very little, 
if any, Corona Corrugated (Kelley 1984; Farwell 
et al. 1992). Late Glencoe–phase occupations are 
characterized by similar assemblages along with 
Lincoln Black-on-red and low, but significant, 
proportions of Corona Corrugated. Other types 
occurring in late Glencoe–phase assemblages 
include Gila Polychrome and Rio Grande glaze 
ware types.

Distribution of ceramic types from the site 
indicates occupation spanning the early part of 
the Glencoe phase, as normally defined. The 211 
sherds from LA 120972 consist mostly of plain 
brown ware types (96.4 percent), which are mostly 
Jornada Brown but also include lower frequencies 

of El Paso Brown. Other brown ware types 
(2.4 percent) include various Mogollon brown 
ware types as defined by variation in surface 
treatments. Jornada Plain Slipped Red is present 
in low frequencies. Decorated types are limited to 
unpainted white ware sherds apparently derived 
from Chupadero Black-on-white.

Thirty-three lithic artifacts were recovered at 
LA 120972 as deep as 60 cm in Test Pit 6, but most 
were from the surface or 20–30 cm deep. They 
are principally core flakes (66.6 percent), but also 
present are a biface fragment of obsidian and two 
resharpening flakes (Table 6). All but the obsidian 
seem to be of locally available material, including 
limestone, chert, rhyolite, and siltstone.

Four pieces of ground stone were also found 
on the site. They consist of three mano fragments 
and a partial metate (Table 7). Animal bone 
was found in only one place on the site, in Grid 
162N/100E; it consisted of fragments of cow 
bone.
Site discussion: The 8 test pits placed on the site 
and the 11 backhoe trenches revealed the presence 
of subsurface cultural deposits at LA 120972. 
None were visible on the site surface prior to test 
excavations. Often, artifacts were in levels up to 
40 cm below ground. There is a strong possibility 
of buried features at the site. Two areas where 
investigations will be concentrated are the pit 
structure in Backhoe Trench 3 and the cluster of 
artifact deposits in Test Pits 5, 6, and 8.
 The stratigraphic profiles revealed in the 
backhoe trenches consisted of massive silt 
deposits in the northwest part of the site and 
bedded layers of sand and silt with coarse alluvial 
deposits in the remainder of the site. Interbedded 
strata of coarser alluvial sediments indicate a 
fluctuating depositional environment in which 
the energy of transport alternates from greater 
turbidity to lesser turbidity. These types of 
deposits represent dynamic fluvial environments 
such as braided stream patterns. Areas in which 
the sediments are comprised of coarse alluvium 
have little probability of hosting buried intact 
archaeological deposits. These coarse alluvial 
sediments may have been deposited by the 
ancestral Willow Draw prior to its entrenchment. 
Areas in which the silt mantle extends to the full 
depth of excavation have a greater probability 
of deeply buried, intact cultural materials and 
deposits.
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Figure 25. West wall of Backhoe Trench 1, LA 120972.

Testing Methods and Results  33



34  Oscura Testing and Data Recovery Plan

unexcavated

modern surface

pit
charcoal lens ceramic sherd

0 50

cm

Backhoe Trench 3, view east

SN
23 01

Stratum 2, pit: silt, fine peds,
fire-cracked rock pebblesStratum 1, fill

Stratum 3, fine silty sand,
carbonate inclusions

4

Figure 26. Profile of east wall of Backhoe Trench 3, LA 120972.

Figure 27. East wall of Backhoe Trench 3 with pit, LA 120972.



Table 3. Distribution of ceramic types, LA 120972

Frequency Percent

Northern Jornada (El Paso) Brown Ware
   El Paso Brown rim 2 0.9%
   El Paso Brown body 47 21.3%
Northern Jornada (Chupadero) Black-on-white
   unpainted with Chupadero paste 1 0.5%
Northern Jornada Red Ware
   plain slipped red 2 0.9%
   Jornada Brown rim 11 5.0%
Northern Jornada Brown Ware
   Jornada Brown body 153 69.2%
Mogollon Brown Ware
   Alma Plain rim 1 0.5%
   Reserve Plain, indented corrugated 1 0.5%
   Reserve Smudged 3 1.4%
Total 221 100.0%
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Table 6. Lithic artifacts, LA 120972

Provenience Level (cm bgs) Artifact Type Material Type

243N/98E surface angular debris basalt
Test Pit 5 244N/98E Level 2 (10–20) core flake limestone
Test Pit 5 244N/98E Level 2 (10–20) core flake limestone
Test Pit 5 244N/98E Level 3 (20–30) core flake limestone
Test Pit 5 244N/98E Level 3 (20–30) core flake limestone
Test Pit 6 279N/99E Level 1 (0–10) angular debris limestone
Test Pit 6 279N/99E Level 2 (10–20) angular debris gray chert
Test Pit 6 279N/99E Level 3 (20–30) core flake limestone
Test Pit 6 279N/99E Level 6 (50–60) core flake tan chert
256N/105E surface core flake siltstone
240N/97E surface core flake rhyolite
240N/97E surface angular debris limestone
247N/97E surface core flake gray chert
261N/101E surface core flake rhyolite
245N/97E surface core flake limestone
244N/107E surface core flake limestone
282N/294E surface resharpening flake gray chert
246N/97E surface biface fragment obsidian
246N/97E surface resharpening flake gray chert
251N/97E surface core flake gray chert
239N/103E surface core flake andesite
40N/306E surface core flake limestone
258N/102E surface core flake andesite
265N/105E surface core flake limestone
56N/297E surface core flake tan chert
262N/106E surface angular debris siltstone
262N/106E surface core flake limestone
238N/100E surface angular debris gray quartzite
228N/99E surface core flake siltstone
2358N/99E surface angular debris siltstone
119N/99E surface core flake purple quartzite
248N/113E surface core flake basalt

Table 7. Ground stone, LA 120972

Provenience Level (cm bgs) Artifact Type Material Type

Surface 250N/112E – mano sandstone
Test Pit 6 249N/113E Level 1 (0–10) mano basalt
Surface 248N/113E – mano sandstone
Test Pit 8 279N/99E Level 2 (10–20) metate fragment rhyolite
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Recommendations: The testing program at LA 
120972 revealed subsurface artifact concentrations 
and a possible habitational pit. Artifacts are 
sparsely scattered along the remainder of the site 
area, and the potential for more archaeological 
materials is high. Artifacts found on the site, 
specifically ceramics, indicate a time frame of the 
early AD 1100s, during the Glencoe phase. 

Based on these findings, and because the 
site has the potential to provide information on 
prehistoric cultural development in the region, it 
is recommended that LA 120972 undergo further 
excavation

 La 120973

Cultural/temporal affiliation: Prehistoric sherd 
and lithic artifact scatter with subsurface feature.
Site size within right-of-way: 300 by 60 m. 
Legal description: See Appendix 1.
Ownership: NMDOT highway right-of-way 
acquired from private sources.
Site setting: LA 120973 is on a gently sloping, 
grassy plain with areas of eroded soil. It lies 
0.3 miles south of LA 120972 in the same 
environmental setting and is also bisected by US 
54. The elevation of the site is 5,145 ft. Vegetation 
consists of range grasses. A small, unnamed 
drainage crosses the site.
Site history: The site was recorded by Michalik in 
2000. She noted artifacts only in the areas disturbed 
by the installation of a buried fiber optics line on 
the east side of the highway. OAS investigators 
also found a buried water line on the west side of 
the road and a bar ditch on the east.

Michalik observed that most of the artifacts 
were outside of the right-of-way, including a 
concentration of fire-cracked rock. OAS testing 
has revealed one subsurface pit structure and 
the presence of subsurface artifacts. The site was 
declared eligible to the National Register of Historic 
Places.
Testing results: A total of 14 test pits and 6 
backhoe trenches were placed on the site on both 
sides of the highway during the testing program 
(Fig. 28). Excavation depths of the test pits ranged 
from 30 to 80 cm with an average depth of 60 cm. 
Artifacts were recovered in all but one test pit; 
most artifacts were concentrated in the south end 
of the site on the east side.

 Six backhoe trenches were excavated and 
recorded on the site, each 12 m long and 1.2 m 
deep. Trench locations were selected based on 
their proximity to surface artifact concentrations. 
All trench excavations were monitored. 
Representative stratigraphic profile sections 
from each trench were mapped, described, and 
photographed. When archaeological features 
were encountered, plastic sheeting was placed 
over the trench walls for protection prior to 
backfilling.

Backhoe Trenches 1 to 3 were plotted along 
the east side of US 54 and Backhoe Trenches 4 to 
6 on the west side. In general, the stratigraphic 
profiles of the trenches featured deposits of 
massive silt or silt with very fine sand. Carbonate 
inclusions developing along ped faces, and fine 
root pores were common below a depth of 50 
to 80 cm below the surface in most of the trench 
profiles. In Trenches 1 and 6, the silty sediments 
were underlain by deposits of alluvial sand and 
gravel (Figs. 29 and 30).

Backhoe Trench 4 had a large prehistoric pit 
feature exposed in the south wall. Originating at 
the modern ground surface, the pit was 110 cm 
in diameter and extended to 50 cm below the 
surface. The feature fill was very slightly darker 
brown than the surrounding matrix. The pit 
boundary was very diffuse; subtle differences in 
color and soil structure distinguished it from the 
surrounding soil. The fill had numerous charcoal 
inclusions up to 0.5 cm in diameter and small 
brown ware pottery fragments (Figs. 31 and 32). 
No archaeological deposits were discovered in 
the other trenches.
Site discussion: The stratigraphic profiles 
revealed in the backhoe trenches consisted of 
sandy silt deposits that had, in some parts of 
the site, abrupt boundaries underlain by coarse 
alluvium. The sudden change in the size of 
sediment particles being deposited indicates a 
facies change from a turbid fluvial depositional 
environment to a more quiescent fluvial and/
or eolian depositional environment. Areas in 
which the sediments are comprised of coarse 
alluvium have little probability of hosting buried 
archaeological deposits.

The silt deposits have carbonate precipitates 
developing along ped faces and root pores, three 
physical attributes indicating soil development 
and landscape stability. Areas in which the silt 
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Figure 29. West wall of Backhoe Trench 6, LA 120973.
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Figure 30. Profile of Backhoe Trench 6, LA 120973.



Figure 31. South wall of Backhoe Trench 4 with pit feature, LA 120973.
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mantle extends to the full depth of excavation 
have a greater probability of deeply buried, intact 
cultural materials and deposits.

A total of 461 artifacts were recovered, 
including 411 ceramic artifacts (Tables 8–10). These 
were analyzed in the same manner as those from 
LA 120972. The distribution of ceramic types on 
this site also indicates an occupation fairly early 
in the Glencoe phase. The sherds are dominated 
by plain brown wares, which represent 94.4 
percent of the total pottery assemblage. Most of 
these sherds are represented by Jornada Brown, 
although El Paso Brown, as distinguished by paste, 
temper, and surface manipulations, is present 
in significant frequencies. A low frequency (1.9 
percent) of this plain pottery is similar to Jornada 
Brown but exhibits a red slip. Decorated types 
include low frequencies of Mimbres white ware 
(1.4 percent of sherds), sand-tempered white 
ware (0.6 percent), and a single sherd apparently 
derived from Three Rivers Red-on-terracotta (0.2 

percent).
There were 41 lithic artifacts on the site, 

recovered from both test pits and the surface, 
up to 60 cm in depth (Table 11). They are mostly 
core flakes (75.6 percent) with one thinning flake 
of chert and two small cores of chert. All seem 
to be of locally available material, although there 
is more chert at this site than at LA 120972—63.4 
versus 21.2 percent. Six pieces of ground stone 
from manos and metates were recovered from 
the site (Table 12). Animal remains include two 
probable cottontail rabbit bones at 40 cm deep 
and a piece of freshwater mussel shell.

Recommendations: One prehistoric pit 
feature and 461 artifacts were found at LA 120973 
during the testing program. The potential for 
further cultural features is high. Based on these 
findings, and because the site has the potential 
to yield information about prehistoric cultural 
development in this region, it is recommended 
that LA 120973 undergo further data recovery. 
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Figure 32. Profile of south wall of Backhoe Trench 4, LA 120973.



Table 8. Distribution of ceramic types, LA 120973 

Frequency Percent

Indeterminate white 
unpainted undifferentiated white 1 0.2%

Cibola White 
unpainted, polished white ware 1 0.2%
mineral paint undifferentiated 1 0.2%
Escavada black-on-white solid designs 1 0.2%

Southern (El Paso) Jornada Brown
El Paso Brown rim 1 0.2%
El Paso Brown body 61 14.8%

Northern Jornada (Chupadero) Black-on-white
unpainted with Chupadero paste 1 0.2%
Chupadero Black-on-white indeterminate design 1 0.2%
Chupadero Black-on-white solid design 2 0.5%

Northern Jornada Red
plain slipped red 8 1.9%
red/tan (undifferentiated) (Three Rivers) 1 0.2%

Northern Jornada Brown
Jornada Brown rim 22 5.4%
Jornada Brown body 304 74.0%

Mimbres White Ware
Mimbres White Ware unpainted 1 0.2%
Mimbres Black-on-white undifferentiated 5 1.2%

Total 411 100.0%
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Table 11. Lithic artifacts, LA 120973

Provenience Level Artifact Type Material Type
(cm bgs)

Test Pit 13 291N/299E Level 1 (10–200) core flake limestone
Test Pit 9 189N/303E Level 5 (50–60) core flake rhyolite
185N/296E surface small core limestone
109N/300E surface core flake gray chert
102N/300E surface core flake limestone
58N/303E surface thinning flake limestone
59N/255E surface core flake gray chert
Test Pit 3 59N/255E Level 1 (0–10) core flake mottled chert
Test Pit 359N/255E Level 1 (0–10) core flake mottled chert
Test Pit 12 241N/259E Level 2 (20–30) core flake gray chert
Test Pit 12 241N/259E Level 2 (20–30) core flake tan chert
26N/255E surface core flake siltstone
45N/260E surface core flake andesite
7N/260E surface angular debris gray chert
47N/255E surface angular debris gray chert
50N/257E surface core flake mottled chert
50N/260E surface core flake rhyolite
36N/258E surface core flake gray chert
40N/258E surface angular debris gray chert
232N/254E surface core flake purple quartzite
234N/254E surface core flake gray chert
32N/255E surface core flake gray chert
43N/309E surface core flake basalt
11N/263E surface thinning flake gray chert
13N/262E surface small core black chert
9N/265E surface small core gray chert
50N/264E surface core flake gray chert
15N/264E surface core flake gray chert
29N/264E surface core flake gray chert
30N/266E surface angular debris rhyolite
32N/265E surface core flake gray chert
39N/268E surface core flake rhyolite
100N/256E surface core flake rhyolite
12N/268E surface core flake gray chert
26N/268E surface core flake mottled chert
35N/269E surface core flake mottled chert
33N/268E surface core flake siltstone
54N/258E surface core flake gray chert
65N/258E surface core flake gray chert
32N/269E surface core flake mottled chert



Table 12. Ground stone artifacts, LA 120973

Provenience Level Artifact Type Material Type
(cm bgs)

43N/309E surface indeterminate andesite
Test Pit 1 9N/255E Level 2 (10–20) metate fragment limestone
31N/265E surface indeterminate basalt
5N/260E surface mano sandstone
28N/259E surface metate basalt
8N/267E surface metate granite
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The three sites recommended for data recovery 
cover two distinct time periods: the mid to late 
Formative (ca. AD 1000 to 1200) and the historic 
period (ca. 1890 to 1930). No other prehistoric sites 
are present within six miles of the project area; 
however, they have been recorded to the south in 
the Three Rivers drainage (Wimberly and Rogers 
1977). The primary reason for the lack of sites in 
the project vicinity is likely the result of no survey 
activity, because much of the land is privately 
owned. Both of the prehistoric sites (LA 120972 
and LA 120973) are extensive ceramic and lithic 
artifact scatters with at least a pit structure and a 
storage pit. In terms of the historic period railroad 
camp at Oscura, there are several other historic 
railroad stops in the region, such as Temporal, 
whose artifact collections and site structure will 
be compared with other rail stations on the same 
rail line.

Comparing the collected data with other 
excavated sites in the general region will hopefully 
provide some characterization of adaptations 
within the time periods of the sites.

research objectives

Prehistoric populations of the Formative period 
(AD 400 to 1450) in this area of the Jornada 
Mogollon are thought to be sparse, but the lack 
of systematic surveys in the region precludes 
accurate assessment of site density. Known sites 
of the area, mostly in the Sierra Blanca Mountains, 
have evidenced a sense of permanence and 
logistical resource acquisition where overnight 
or short-term camping occurred. In the Jornada 
Mogollon, Hogan (2006) identifies five types of 
sites: residences, field camps, stations, caches, and 
locations. Residences are self-defining, exhibiting 
a variety of activities, while field camps should 
reflect short-term occupation both in the artifacts 
present and in the type and expediency of 
associated features. Stations involve task groups 
engaged in information gathering, while caches 
involve temporary storage facilities. Locational 

sites are the actual loci of resource procurement 
and have very low visibility. We will assess how 
the project sites fit into this classification scheme. 

Storage facilities allow for the collection of 
resources from site environs and their return 
to a residential base in either a processed or 
unprocessed form, depending on the amount of 
resources, their preservability, and the distance 
to be traveled. Extended resource monitoring 
could require the use of fieldhouses in some cases 
(Oakes 1998:17). 

The degree of dependence on agriculture 
versus hunting and gathering can vary greatly 
among Formative-period groups. Therefore, 
sedentism for such populations cannot be 
automatically assumed, and seasonal mobility 
is currently thought to be more common than 
previously realized (Kelly 1992; Young 1993; 
Nelson and Anyon 1996). The degree of mobility 
for the project sites will be examined in terms 
of use of storage facilities, permanence of 
architecture, interior hearths, types of artifacts, 
and seasonality of subsistence resources. For 
example, expedient lithic tool manufacture is 
often considered evidence of more sedentary 
groups (Moore 1993).

For the historic railroad siding at Oscura 
(LA 114462), research objectives are to delineate 
community size and population demographics, 
determine its role in the hierarchy of railroad 
stations along the El Paso and Northeastern line, 
and determine the function and chronological 
placement of the several structures within the 
right-of-way.

research domains

Because the data recovered from LA 120972 and LA 
120973 can be used to address specific theoretical 
questions, we have selected four basic research 
domains that can be fleshed out if substantive 
data are recovered. These research domains 
include accurately dating the sites, assessing site 
structure, identifying mobility strategies, and 
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examining subsistence adaptations as they vary 
between project sites and between other sites in 
the region. Research domains for Oscura Siding 
are also presented here.

Dating the Sites

Correct placement of sites within a regional 
settlement system is important for understanding 
temporal trends in ceramic use, development of 
trade, fluctuations in subsistence resources, and 
general systemic change through time. Ceramic 
sites in the Jornada Mogollon are dominated by a 
variety of brown wares, often too broadly dated 
to accurately assign a site to a tight diachronic 
sequence. However, there is definite change 
through time, at least in decorated wares, and in 
architectural styles as well. Thus, the majority of 
dates for the Formative period have been derived 
solely from ceramic cross-dating. But because 
painted and white wares do evolve systematically, 
they will provide a basis for chronometric site 
placement. Presently, there is only a sampling of 
temporally diagnostic sherds from the two sites to 
indicate the time of occupation. However, every 
effort will be made to obtain absolute dates. 

Architectural features are present at the 
two sites, and cultural units such as hearths, 
roasting pits, and storage units should provide 
charcoal or burned surfaces for radiocarbon or 
archaeomagnetic sampling.

Projectile point chronologies are not as well 
defined in the region. The matter is complicated 
by the presence of three separate cultural 
traditions in point styles: the Oshara of northern 
New Mexico (Irwin-Williams 1973), the Cochise of 
southern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico 
(Sayles 1983), and the newer Chiricahua tradition 
proposed for southern New Mexico (MacNeish 
and Beckett 1987). The meaning of these diverse 
traditions coexisting within one region remains 
unclear.
 
Site Structure

Because of the limited nature of the testing 
program, it is unclear if LA 120972 and LA 
120973 are short-term campsites, specialized 
resource-acquisition areas, or small residential 
sites of unknown duration. Data recovered from 
the excavations regarding spatial relationships 

between the types of artifacts and structures 
present and the range of activities represented 
should help resolve this issue and provide a 
way of assessing site function for both sites, 
particularly when compared to other excavated 
sites in the region.
 The types of existing features will also allow 
for a determination of site functions. Are there 
walled units for habitation with ancillary hearths, 
storage pits, and roasting ovens? Do the walls 
and floor have prepared surfaces? Is there a plan 
to site layout? Are there both interior and exterior 
hearths? Are hearths expediently or formally 
constructed? Are there specific work areas? Also, 
the analysis of structural diversity on the sites 
should reflect potential mobility strategies of site 
occupants. 

Mobility Strategies

An understanding of the mobility strategies of 
the occupants of the project sites is embedded 
in  the definition of site function. How mobile 
were they? Did they pursue a mobile hunter/
gatherer lifestyle even though the presence of 
pits and/or pithouses is suggested? Traditional 
models of mobility patterns for nonsedentary 
groups postulate that winter sites in highland 
areas are small and their location dependent on 
the availability of game (Hunter-Anderson 1986). 
However, it is also possible that populations 
wintered not in the the mountains but in the 
lowlands surrounding them, where resources 
such as sotol, mesquite, and cacti were plentiful. 
High-elevation sites such as Angus, Fallen Pine 
Shelter, and High Rolls Cave may imply a spring 
occupation. This model of elevational mobility as 
related to available subsistence resources has not 
been tested in the northern Jornada area. It can 
be examined, for example, through analysis of 
subsistence data recovered from both high- and 
low-elevation sites in the region (see Subsistence 
Adaptations, below).
 If project sites represent seasonally mobile 
populations, there should be expedient 
investment of labor in dwellings, hearth, and 
storage facilities. Domestication of cultigens is 
not probable, but it is possible. If populations 
maintained a seasonal round between highlands 
and lowlands, only seasonal resources should 
show up in the archaeological record. The 



presence or absence of storage facilities at short-
term sites is dependent on the type of site and 
the activities pursued. Storage is a viable choice 
when mobility is restricted. Facilities may be 
temporary, located near gathering locales, or more 
permanently situated near long-term residences. 
Moore (1989:26) believes foraging base camps 
would have no storage because resources are for 
expedient use. However, base camps for collecting 
groups, as well as field camps, could have storage 
facilities.
 Pithouse populations in the northern Jornada 
area range in age from ca. AD 600 to 1200. They 
have typically been characterized as sedentary, 
with labor investment in dwellings, hearths, 
and storage facilities. Occupational lengths are 
thought to vary from seasonal to annual or longer. 
If project sites are occupied by pithouse-dwelling 
populations, then they should reflect short-term 
occupation by groups employing collecting 
strategies. To look at the problem of mobility 
among pithouse dwellers, we must examine 
labor investment for the project sites. Seasonal 
or repeated use of pithouses may be evident in 
reconstruction within structures, ample storage 
facilities, layering of floor levels, and overlapping 
features.

Also, the types and amount of artifact debris 
(ceramic and lithic artifacts, ground stone, 
nonhuman bone) can be used to determine what 
activities were carried out and how long the site 
was occupied (Varien and Mills 1997). Length 
of occupation is always related to site function. 
How long each site was occupied is critical 
when assessing activities that occurred on the 
site. The intensity of investment in architectural 
construction, the variety and amount of ceramic 
artifacts, and the multiplicity of lithic artifact 
types, for example, will be examined in this 
regard.

Subsistence Adaptations

The recovery of macrobotanical and palynological 
remains is key to understanding subsistence 
adaptations at these sites. Flotation and pollen 
samples will be taken from all obtainable cultural 
features. Data from the project sites and other 
excavated sites in the region (Kelley 1984; Farwell 
et al. 1992; Zamora and Oakes 2000) should 
enable us to make meaningful comparisons. The 

morphology of ground stone implements and 
their relative abundance will also be studied in 
light of Hard’s (1990) model of changing form 
and function through time as related to the 
dependency of site inhabitants on agriculture. 
He uses a mean mano-length index to show 
that, through time, manos increase in length and 
amount of grinding surface, which he believes 
suggests greater dependence on cultigens. 
Calamia’s (1991) study of variation in ground 
stone as related to residential mobility will also 
be taken into account. Also of interest is whether 
or not site inhabitants relied solely on available 
regional resources or traded for subsistence goods 
with groups from other areas.

It will be difficult to determine if economic 
stress was a factor in any resource utilization 
strategies because of the restriction of data to a 
seemingly single period in the Jornada Mogollon 
cultural sequence. Therefore, the focus will be 
on intersite variability within the particular 
time period in hopes of arriving at some broad 
adaptational patterns, while being aware of 
possible individual site anomalies. 
The degree of dependence on agriculture is 
unknown for the two sites, although Hogan 
(2006) notes that only sites dating after AD 1200 
in the region show much evidence of agriculture. 
Hearths, roasting pits, and storage facilities will 
be carefully sampled to ensure that any cultigens 
are recovered. Ground stone implements may 
retain some of the materials previously ground 
on them; therefore, pollen samples or washes 
will be taken from as many feasible ground stone 
surfaces as possible. Wild plant foods remained 
a staple in the Formative period, supplemented 
primarily by the taking of rabbits, deer, antelope, 
and the occasional bison.
 Sebastian and Larralde (1989) suggested that 
southern New Mexico was occupied by both 
hunter-gatherers and farmers during this period 
with basically different food-acquisition strategies. 
However, hunter-gatherers can employ a wide 
range of subsistence strategies. One involves full 
mobility with the movement of populations from 
one subsistence resource to another. Another 
strategy is seasonal movements to resource areas 
as specific resources become available. Then there 
is logistical movement of only specified persons 
to a resource-acquisition area for a set period of 
time (Binford 1980). Combinations of any of these 
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strategies could occur frequently throughout the 
existence of any group. We will examine where 
the project sites fit along this continuum of 
adaptations.

If the site residents are limited in their mobility, 
then subsistence activities should be more 
labor intensive and indicate planning for future 
anticipated use. If either of the sites maintained 
a seasonal round between the mountains and the 
surrounding lowlands, only seasonally specific 
resources should be present. However, resource 
items may include those brought, or traded, into 
the sites from a greater distance as well as those 
locally available. 

Certain foods, such as maize and squash, 
sometimes require intensive scheduled 
monitoring, harvesting, or processing before 
being consumed or stored. If site assemblages 
indicate a stronger dependence on other floral 
and faunal resources, then we may assume that 
site dwellers were not being constrained by 
agricultural pursuits. We will look at percentage 
of storage and cooking vessels present, mano 
lengths and grinding surfaces, amount and 
kind of storage facilities, and relative percent of 
faunal resources utilized to assist in determining 
the degree of dependence on other food items. 
Available plant resources include piñon nuts, 
acorns, walnuts, and berries found near the 
Sacramento Mountains, and grasses, pigweed, 
saltbush, sunflower, mesquite beans, cactus 
parts, purslane, wild potato, and agave in the 
immediate project area, to name a few. However, 
the use of many of these resources is susceptible to 
variation in availability, the amount of moisture 
present, seasonality, shifting resource locales, 
amount of yield, and overutilization by humans. 
The question becomes whether these and similar 
resources would have been sufficient to maintain 
a temporary or year-round residence.

Speth and Scott (1985) examined over 4,500 
faunal remains from the Crockett Canyon site 
near Angus in the Sacramentos. They noted an 
increasing use of faunal resources, such as larger 
mammals and turkey, between AD 1100 and 1350. 
Eliminating climatic perturbations and population 
decreases, among other issues, they conclude this 
increase was due to changes in settlement and 
socioeconomic systems as exemplified in site 
aggregation. 

Historic Domains

Placing Oscura Siding within a chronological 
framework will occur partially through the 
analysis and dating of the numerous artifacts 
present. Archival research will likely pinpoint 
the time of occupation to a much tighter time 
span. Papers, news articles, and photographs 
will be accessed at the New Mexico State Records 
Center and Archives and the Museum of New 
Mexico History Library, both in Santa Fe, and 
at the Tularosa Historical Museum. Archival 
information will be sought at the National 
Archives in the ICC Railroad Valuation Records 
files. Oral histories and personal photographs 
will also be sought from persons living in 
Carrizozo and Alamogordo who once worked 
or lived at Oscura. This research will provide 
information on community layout, the function 
of specific structures, and demographics. Artifact 
and architectural comparisons will be made with 
several other excavated railway stations along the 
El Paso and Northeastern, including Temporal 
(Laumbach et al. 2002) and Valmont. 

generaL fieLd methods

A primary datum will first be reestablished for 
each of the project sites, from which baselines 
will be run with the 1 by 1 m Cartesian grid 
system employed during the testing program. 
All horizontal and vertical measurements will be 
recorded in relation to the primary datum with 
subdatums established as needed. The elevation 
of each grid in relationship to the main datum 
will be taken from the southwest corner of each 
grid. All surface collections and excavation units 
will be made within this system. 
 Because the site areas are very large and 
testing could not expose the entire subsurface 
of the sites, mechanical stripping of the ground 
will take place first. The purpose is specifically 
to uncover any remaining subsurface features in 
the most expedient manner possible. The depth 
of the surface stripping will range from 10 to 30 
cm, depending on cultural horizons found in 
the backhoe trenches and test pits placed earlier. 
Artifacts found in this way will be flagged and 
recorded according to the existing grid system. 
Hand tools such as trowels, shovels, picks, 



brushes, and dental picks will be used for the 
excavation of cultural materials and features.

The 1 by 1 m excavation units will be placed 
initially in areas of artifact concentrations and 
locations of identified cultural features. They will 
be dug in 10 cm arbitrary levels unless natural 
or cultural stratigraphic breaks are evident. To 
determine the full extent of the cultural features 
that have been encountered, the excavation units 
will be expanded outward from these initial 
features for a minimum of 4 m around a hearth 
and 12 m surrounding a pit structure unless use-
surfaces and the finding of other features warrant 
continued excavation.

Soil recovered by excavation procedures will 
be screened through 1/4-inch mesh screening and 
1/8-inch mesh if warranted. All artifacts will be 
bagged by unit location and level and recorded 
on standard OAS forms. However, any artifacts 
recovered from floors or other utilized surfaces 
will be mapped in place and bagged separately. 
Pollen and flotation samples will be collected 
from all cultural features, including floors, pits, 
and utilized surfaces. A 1–3 liter sample of the 
deposit will be collected without screening and 
brought to the lab for flotation or fine-screening 
and analysis. In addition, an off-site pollen 
control sample will be collected for comparison 
with other site samples. If available, charcoal, 
archaeomagnetic, and tree-ring samples will be 
collected to determine the age of the sites. 

Soil augers will be used to investigate areas 
of the sites where cultural features are not visible 
or where excavation units have not been placed. 
Subsurface cultural deposits encountered in any 
auger tests will be further examined through grid 
excavations to determine their extent.

All features will be completely excavated and 
individual field forms filled out for each level 
excavated, detailing depth of level, type and 
amount of artifacts recovered, and soil type and 
color based on the Munsell scale. All stratigraphic 
levels and profiles containing cultural materials 
will be drawn along with plan views of the 
feature. The features will be photographed 
before and after excavation. The site, including 
all cultural features, locations of excavations, and 
topographic changes will be mapped with a total 
station transit, or GPS unit such as a Trimble.

The discovery of human burials during the 
data recovery program is unlikely. However, 

should human remains be discovered, the OAS 
will activate Annual Unmarked Human Burial 
Excavation Permit ABE-07-027 (see laboratory 
analyses). If human remains or other sensitive 
materials are uncovered, no person will be 
allowed to handle or photograph the remains 
except as part of scientific data recovery efforts. 
Photographs of sensitive materials will not be 
released to the media or public.

Laboratory anaLyses

Laboratory analyses will be conducted by the 
staff of the OAS and specialized professional 
consultants where necessary. Analysis procedures 
will follow standards established by the OAS.  
 When brought in from the field, artifacts will 
first be washed or cleaned, when appropriate, 
sorted according to types, and catalogued. Any 
remains that do not appear to be stable will be 
treated in consultation with the Conservation 
Department, Museum of New Mexico Resource 
Division.

Ceramic Artifacts

Critical to site dating is the assignment 
of recovered ceramics to specific cultural 
sequences. Particular attention will be paid to 
the chronometric placement of these sherds 
within cultural features. Ceramic artifacts will be 
identified by existing type name, vessel and rim 
form, paste texture and color, temper material, 
surface color and finish, slip, design style, 
thickness, presumed function, and presence of 
attributes such as burning, smudging, mending, 
or reworking. Functional and size estimates of 
vessels can be inferred from vessel form or rim 
shape and the presence of decoration, polish, or 
burning (Hannaford and Post 2007). A binocular 
microscope will be used to facilitate the analysis. 

Issues of ceramic exchange are important to 
an understanding of regional social dynamics. 
Distinctions between the various brown wares 
found in south-central New Mexico are important 
for determining the source of the sherds. It seem 
probable that the decorated ceramics from the 
sites may have been produced in other regions 
and imported to the sites. Thus, temper from 
painted wares will be compared with that from 
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similar sherds found in other areas through 
petrographic analysis.

Chipped Stone Artifacts (adapted from Moore 
2007)

The primary contributions of chipped stone 
analyses are data on material selection, reduction 
technology, and tool use. These provide information 
about ties to other regions, mobility patterns, and 
site function. One of the most important concerns 
for economic and social organization is residential 
mobility. Hunter-gatherers tend to move their 
camps often, occupying many residential sites 
during the year, while settled populations tend 
to occupy a single residential site for one or more 
years at a time, though they may also use logistical 
camps to collect resources that are some distance 
from the settlement. Analysis of the chipped 
stone assemblages at the sites should allow us to 
examine mobility patterns of the site occupants 
and define degrees of residential mobility. By 
studying the reduction strategies employed at 
the sites, it should be possible to compare how 
different cultural groups produced chipped stone 
tools from raw materials. The types of tools in an 
assemblage can be used to assign a site function 
and to assess the range of activities on a site. 

All chipped stone will be examined using 
a standardized analysis format (OAS 1994a). 
Attributes to be recorded include material type, 
artifact type and condition, cortex, striking 
platforms, and dimensions. Each artifact will be 
examined using a binocular microscope. Utilized 
and modified edge angles will be measured with 
a goniometer and other dimensions measured 
with a sliding caliper. Results will be entered into 
a computerized database.

By tracking the occurrence of local and nonlocal 
raw material use, we should be able to define 
some of the ties that site populations had to other 
regions. They can include indirect acquisition of 
lithic raw materials through exchange or direct 
procurement by logistical expedition. The source 
of local or nonlocal lithic materials, specifically 
obsidian, may also be traced through the use of 
X-ray fluorescence.

Determining lithic reduction strategies can 
provide evidence of residential mobility or 
stability. The two basic reduction strategies in the 
Southwest are efficient (curated) strategies and 

expedient strategies (Kelly 1988). Groups on the 
move tend to reduce the risk of being unprepared 
for a task by transporting multifunctional and 
readily modifiable tools with them. Sedentary 
groups do not necessarily need to consolidate 
tools into such configurations (Andrefsky 
1998:38). However, if there were abundant and 
widely distributed raw materials in an area, then 
efficiency would not be a problem. 

Ground Stone Artifacts

There is a low frequency of ground stone artifacts 
at the two prehistoric project sites. However, their 
presence is important for providing information 
on subsistence adaptations, particularly the 
degree of dependence on agriculture. Analysis of 
wear patterns can determine if a metate or mano 
was used to grind corn or seeds. The recovery of 
residue on ground stone artifacts, through pollen 
washes where feasible, also aids in determining the 
type of material being ground. Degree of reliance 
on cultigens may also be examined through the 
study of mano size (Hard 1990). Ground stone 
assemblages can also help answer questions 
regarding length of occupation. Whether a stone 
is discarded or cached is important in assessing 
the mobility and stability of a group (Schlanger 
1991).

Ground stone artifacts will be analyzed using 
a standardized OAS format (OAS 1994b), which 
will provide information on material selection, 
manufacturing technology, and use. Attributes 
to be recorded include material type, material 
texture and quality, function, portion, preform 
morphology, production input, plan view outline, 
ground surface texture and sharpening, shaping, 
number of use surfaces, wear patterns, evidence 
of heating, presence of residues, and dimensions 
(Hannaford and Post 2007). 

Faunal Remains

Based on the testing results, it is likely that few 
faunal remains will be uncovered at the two 
prehistoric sites. If remains are recovered, they 
will likely be indicative of small-scale hunting of 
open grassland species such as cottontail rabbits, 
jackrabbits, and artiodactyl species. Such an 
assemblage may contribute to our understanding 
of the seasonal logistic of the subsistence economy 



of the sites (Akins 2007a). 
 Sedentary groups generally exploit a wider 
variety of animals than mobile ones, depending 
more on smaller animals and long-distance hunts. 
As they hunt closer to home, a wider range of 
animals is taken, including less-preferred species. 
As they travel farther, the range of species 
narrows and the size of animal sought increases 
(Kent 1989). This pattern of species acquisition 
will be noted, if relevant.
 Specimens recovered during the project 
will be identified using the OAS comparative 
collection, supplemented by that of the Museum 
of Southwest Biology, University of New Mexico. 
Analysis will identify the animal and body 
part represented, how and if the animal and 
part was processed for consumption or other 
use, and how taphonomic and environmental 
conditions have affected the specimen. Variables 
of the analyses include a suite of provenience 
descriptions, taxon, element, completeness, a 
series of taphonomic observations, burning, 
butchering, and modification. Elements and 
groups of conjoined elements are recorded as one 
to minimize the inflation of counts that can result 
from fragmentation and partial carcasses. 

Botanical Remains (adapted from Toll et al. 
2007)

Macrobotanical materials provide direct evidence 
of subsistence practices. Most of these materials 
will be recovered from flotation samples, but 
preserved vegetal material (such as charcoal and 
seeds) can also be recovered during excavation. 
This type of data not only tells us what plant 
foods site occupants were gathering, growing, or 
trading, it also provides important information 
on what the local environment might have looked 
like.

Botanical studies of archaeological deposits 
will include flotation analysis of soil samples, 
species identification, and morphometric 
measurement of macrobotanical specimens. 
Flotation is a widely used technique for 
separation of floral materials from the soil matrix, 
operating on the principle that organic materials 
tend to be less dense than water and will float or 
hang in suspension in water. From the floated 
material, seed attributes such as charring, color, 
and aspects of damage or deterioration will be 

recorded to help determine cultural affiliation 
vs. postoccupational contamination. Relative 
abundance of insect parts, bones, rodent and 
insect feces, and roots helps to isolate sources 
of biological disturbance in the ethnobotanical 
record. All macrobotanical remains collected 
during excavation will be examined individually, 
identified, repackaged, and catalogued. The 
condition of botanical remains (carbonization, 
deflation, swelling, erosion, damage) will provide 
clues to cultural alteration or modification of 
original size dimensions.

Pollen analysis is complementary to 
macrobotanical data. Pollen is usually dominated 
by environmental rather than cultural sources. 
While deposits from thermal features make up 
much of the flotation record, pollen does not 
survive burning or deposition in alkaline areas. 
Pollen is most likely to be found in milling bins, 
ground stone artifacts, storage features, coprolites, 
and utilized surfaces. Contributions from trash 
fill, roof fall, and middens are more restricted.

Pollen analysis may be used to address issues 
of seasonality, environmental change, subsistence 
mix, postdepositional mixing, and social practices. 
However, the contribution of botanical analyses 
is necessarily limited by the sampling universe of 
provenience types and preservation conditions 
that are encountered within the sites. One of the 
best informative contexts of pollen retrieval is an 
intact interior floor surface protected by fill and 
roof fall, with multiple samples taken over the 
area.

Human Remains (adapted from Akins 2007b)

We do not expect to find human remains at any 
of the project sites. Should they be encountered, 
they will be excavated under the annual burial 
permit issued to the OAS. Following the permit 
provisions, if human remains are discovered, 
the following will be submitted in writing to the 
State Historic Preservation Division (HPD) before 
excavation of the burial begins: a statement of 
intent to use the annual permit, including a 
legal description of the location of the burial; a 
written authorization to remove the burial from 
the landowner; a description of the procedures 
to be implemented to identify and notify living 
relatives of the burials; certification that the law 
enforcement agency having jurisdiction in the area 
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has been notified; a list of personnel supervising 
and conducting excavations of the human burial; 
and the NMCRIS LA Project/Activity Number 
for the permitted excavation. The local law 
enforcement agency with jurisdiction over the 
area will be notified to contact the state medical 
investigator, who will determine if the burial is of 
medical or legal significance. 

Within 45 days of completing the permitted 
excavation, recommendations for the disposition 
of human remains and funerary objects will be 
made to the HPD. These recommendations will 
take into consideration the comments of living 
persons who may be related to the deceased 
and the wishes of the landowner. The plan will 
provide a proposed location for reburial or 
approved curatorial facilities and an inventory 
of funerary objects and other artifacts found in 
association with the burial or collected in the 
course of excavation. The HPD, after consulting 
with the Indian Affairs Department (IAD), will 
determine the appropriate disposition of the 
human remains and associated funerary objects. 
If a final report cannot be completed within a 
year of the termination of fieldwork, an interim 
report will be submitted along with an estimated 
completion date for a final report. 

In addition to the provisions of the State Burial 
Law, the draft Department of Cultural Affairs 
Policy Regarding Tribal Consultation requires 
that OAS make a good-faith effort to consult with 
Native American governments when actions 
could affect Native American human remains. 
Under this policy, in a discovery situation, OAS 
will augment the HPD and IAD consultations 

with letters of information to pueblos, tribes, 
or nations who have made a claim or have a 
history of interest in the geographic area where 
the human bone was discovered. If any of these 
groups express an interest in making a claim to 
the remains, OAS will help them initiate contact 
with the HPD and IAD.

Chronometric Dating

In the initial days of archaeological inquiry in the 
Jornada Mogollon, the chronometric dating of 
sites in the region was based solely on the cross-
dating of sites by means of ceramic data (Mera 
1943; Lehmer 1948). Today, chronometric studies 
include dendrochronology, radiocarbon dating, 
obsidian hydration, and archaeomagnetic, 
thermoluminescence, and potassium-argon 
dating. Ceramic cross-dating remains the most 
commonly used dating technique in the Jornada 
Mogollon, although it is only a relative dating 
methodology. It will be employed on the project 
area sites. However, the broad range of dates 
for undecorated sherds of the region precludes 
any absolute determination of beginning or 
ending dates for project sites. The other dating 
techniques will be used if the proper collecting 
conditions are present. Optimally, it is desirable 
to obtain as many types of chronometric data as 
possible; realistically, ceramic cross-dating and 
projectile point typologies seem the most likely 
means of placing the project sites within a general 
time frame, while radiocarbon dating is the best 
means of absolute dating. 



The OAS tested four previously recorded sites 
along US 54 near Oscura, New Mexico. Three of 
the sites (LA 114462, LA 120972, and LA 120973) 
are located on NMDOT highway right-of-way 
acquired from private sources, and one (LA 86738) 
is on BLM land. LA 86738 has been destroyed by 
repeated flooding and blading of the site surface. 
No further archaeological work is recommended 
for the site. It is considered ineligible to the 
National Register of Historic Places.

LA 114462, Oscura Siding, is a historic railroad 
camp of the early twentieth century that contains 
both buried and above-ground features with over 
790 historic artifacts. The site is recommended as 
eligible for nomination to the National Register of 
Historic Places under Criterion D because it is likely 
to yield information important to the history of 
the region (36 CFR) per 60.4 and in conformance 

with 4.10.15.16 (NMAC).
 LA 120972 and LA 120973 are similar 
prehistoric sherd and lithic artifact scatters 
with pit structures and subsurface artifacts that 
seem to date to ca. AD 1100 within the Jornada 
Mogollon cultural system. Very little is known 
of the prehistoric occupation within this region 
of the Tularosa Basin, and therefore the sites are 
recommended as eligible for nomination to the 
National Register of Historic Places under Criterion 
D because they are likely to yield information 
important to the prehistory of the region (36 
CFR) per 60.4 and in conformance with 4.10.15.16 
(NMAC).

A program of data recovery, as set forth in 
this report, is recommended for LA 114462, LA 
120972, and LA 120973.

Recommendations
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