Despite fearsome name, Valley of Fire was 
prehistoric ‘home sweet home’’ for some
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For almost two decades, archaeologist Dr. Kevin Rafferty intensively studied the Valley of Fire. He shared the results of that work at a Friends of Nevada State Museum meeting on Nov. 21. called “Fifteen Years Among the Sandstone Formations.”

Rafferty determined after analyzing data he collected between 2003 and 2014, that early peoples used the valley, with its harsh living conditions, more for periodic transit than long-term dwelling, 

The valley was home - or at least, hotel - to humans for a prolonged stretch of time, significantly more than previously imagined.

“Before we did the survey there, it was believed that the earliest date for occupation of Valley of Fire was about fifty-five hundred years ago,” Rafferty explained. “I recorded artifacts in that area that push the dates back another five thousand years.”

He reached that conclusion by assessing 98 archaeological sites at four areas within the present Valley of Fire State Park’s southern region. His work drew in the scattered data earlier scientists had collected, including Mark Harrington - who’s famous for discovering ancient pueblo remains in the1930s near Overton, Nevada - and locally prominent archaeologist Claude Warren.

The earliest signs of habitation date all the way back to 10,000 B.P. (Before the Present era). Rafferty’s evidence for that claim is a single site in the St. Thomas Wash area, where he and his College of Southern Nevada students found a single Great Basin “stemmed point,” which is a stone tip for spears, shafts, or arrows. During this Lake Mojave Period, Rafferty theorizes, aboriginal populations appear to have used the Valley of Fire sparsely and rarely.

In the following (more recent) Archaic Period, which ran 7000-2000 B.P., Rafferty found abundant signs of a valley-wide pattern of human settlement. Those signs came in the form of rock art, remains of food sources (such as bighorn, rabbit, desert tortoise chuckwalla), stone tools, ceramics, and other artifacts.

Rock art depicting bighorn sheep suggests the animal was important both for subsistence and ritual. Tools for grinding suggest that valley residents in this period also processed and ate wild plants.

Rafferty also pinpointed common factors among the 98 artifact sites. Most were either within or near prominent rock outcroppings (that provide crucial shade at certain times of day) or near such formations. Also, most of the outcrops faced south or southwest, an orientation that provides the best protection from the elements. 

There is only one permanent spring in the southern Valley of Fire, but Rafferty found that all 98 sites are next to either substantial washes or natural rock basins called tinajas, which both offer water on a transitory basis.

The largest sites are in areas where hunters could easily access animal resources including the bighorn and desert tortoise.

“Valley of Fire is a great natural laboratory for looking at man-land relationships in Southern Nevada, both prehistorically and historic,” he summed up.

Rafferty’s audience appeared spell-bound and reluctant to stop asking questions when the Friends meeting had to adjourn. He’s professor emeritus at CSN and has won numerous awards, including the Nevada Archaeological Association’s Silver Trowel Award from the Nevada Archaeological Association for lifetime achievement in Nevada archaeology.  
   
Volunteer Spotlight
Student Standout: Kyle Copley
by
Donna Harper, Education Liaison

Kyle Wayne Copley, age 16 and a junior at Valley High School, is a “student standout” for many reasons! His first volunteering
experience at the Nevada State Museum, LV was with our Fossil Factory Day this year
when he did a fantastic job explaining and demonstrating the
fossilization process to youngsters of all ages. He was knowledgeable and charismatic, holding the attention of the range of ages at the event.
Kyle attended the event with his Valley High School J.N.G. (Jobs for Nevada Graduates) group, which assists the Friends ofNVSM,LV with many events. 

When asked if he wanted to volunteer more, Kyle was quick to respond. He met with Stacy Irvin (Curator of Education) and underwent training. He is new, he says, “helping around the education room, and helping guide kids through the project that is being done that day. I also go into the museum sometimes with a cart along with displays and teach people of all ages what each item is.”

He states, “I think it comes to no
one’s surprise that one of my biggest past times is video games, but I am also a very
active member of my school community. I am first chair cello in intermediate orchestra.
I am a member of the school’s improv team which is a lot fun, and I am the Junior
President of J.N.G. (Jobs for Nevada’s Graduates).”

Kyle comes from a “loving, caring, crazy family” where he “is the second
youngest in his current generation”. He currently lives with his mom, two brothers, three
cousins, and his grandmother. Dad is a frequent visitor and Kyle credits his father and
grandmother as his biggest inspirations.

Kyle plans to attend Nevada State College and major in education. He is not sure if he “wants to be a teacher exactly, but I do know that I want to teach, to help our youth grow up into responsible young adults. Teachers are some of the most influential people to their students and I
hope that I can be nearly as good as my predecessors.”

As a master teacher for many student teachers over the years, I could see that Kyle out stood out as a “natural”, and I am so happy that he became a volunteer for the Museum and an asset to the Education Room. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Keep an eye out for this talented young man. I predict he is on his way to a bright future.
