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Abstract 

 

The area currently known as Castner Range (located on the eastern alluvial fans of the Franklin 

Mountains) has been utilized since the Early Archaic period (6,000 B.C.).  Archeological evidence in the 

form of hearths, structure remains (pithouses), pictographs and petroglyphs (rock art), various lithic 

(stone) tools, and pottery pieces confirm the human occupation of this area.  The area provided seasonal 

shelter, food, wood for heating/cooking, several water sources, and an endless supply of lithic material for 

making tools (i.e., knives, scrapers, choppers, manos and metates, along with pestles and mortars [both 

hand-sized and bedrock mortars]). Tools were used for hunting (arrows and arrow heads) and processing 

food. Pottery was introduced via trade from other communities (Mimbres, Casas Grandes, etc.). In 

addition, the natural landscape of the Franklin Mountains provided a safe haven against enemies. 

During the Historic period, the area was pretty much left to the Comanche, Apache, and bandits or cattle 

rustlers who used it for hiding out. By the 1900s, a tin mine was opened in hopes of cashing-in on the 

natural resource. Unfortunately, the venture proved unsuccessful and would eventually close. 

By the mid-1920s, Fort Bliss acquired acreage and created Castner Target Range. Because of the 

landscape, the range would be extensively utilized for training of antitank weaponry during World War II, 

Korean War, and the Vietnam War (or conflict).  

By 1966, live-firing ceased and only limited use of the area was allowed. The City of El Paso was 

expanding and Woodrow Bean Transmountain Dr (Loop 375) would be constructed. At that point, all 

military activity stopped. Periodic surface sweeps of Castner Range were conducted in the 1970s, 1980s, 

and again during the 1990s. 

Various Native American groups continue to view the Franklin Mountains as a sacred area because of the 

vegetation found that is still utilized in ceremonies.  Specifically, the Mescalero Apache continue to visit 

the area to collect agave for puberty ceremonies. 

At least 41 archeological sites have been identified and recorded on Castner Range some as recent as 

2011. Archeological sites located at the east-facing base of the Franklin Mountains within Castner Range 

have either washed away (rather than naturally covered by silt) due to man-made impacts or have been 

destroyed by those same impacts. Fusselman Canyon Rock Art District, a federally protected site, rock 

shelters, and other rock art within Castner Range, close to roadways or trails, are in danger of being 

destroyed by man-made impacts or other types of vandalism. 

Ironically, and although extremely dangerous, unexploded ordnance (UXO) present on Castner Range has 

inadvertently provided a welcomed result: it has kept the overall Castner Range from extensive 

vandalism, off-road recreational vehicle activities, and commercial, industrial, and/or residential 

development.  Castner Range, Fort Bliss is owned by the Department of Defense and due to the presence 

of UXOs, people are not allowed on the land.  As Ms. Judy Ackerman once said to Bryan Gatchell of the 

Fort Bliss Bugle, ñThis land is in gorgeous condition today thanks to the stewardship of Fort Bliss and the 

unexploded ordnanceò (fortblissbugle.com/visitors-enjoy-celebration-of-poppies-now-poppy-free/). 

Currently, Castner Range is one of the last ñopen spacesò in El Paso. 
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Introduction 

Archeological evidence has indicated that humans have occupied the El Paso region for more than 10,000 

years.  The overall Fort Bliss Military Installation contains more than 30,000 archeological properties and 

continues to identify more.  The Rio Grande Valley contains further evidence of prehistoric human 

occupation by the small camp sites, villages, and pueblos located along the river. Historically, humans 

continued to come into the area in search of food, shelter, exploration, and riches. Archeological evidence 

and historic documentation indicates that the area now known as Castner Range was also used by 

prehistoric and historic peoples.   

Between 1926 and 1966, training in the use of live fire of small arms, assault weapons, and field and air 

defense artillery was conducted at Castner Range (Parsons Engineering Science, Inc. 1998). Castner 

Range encompasses 7,081 acres of the more than 2.1 million acres that makes up the Fort Bliss Military 

Installation. The Fort Bliss Military Installation is the second largest United States Army post located in 

Texas and New Mexico, within the Hueco Bolson of the Chihuahuan Desert.  The Hueco Bolson is a 

geological feature surrounded by various mountain ranges, specifically the Franklin and Organ Mountains 

to the west, the Hueco Mountains to the east, and the Sacramento Mountains to the north (Abbott et al. 

1996).   

Prior to Castner Range being utilized as an artillery range, prehistoric peoples occupied, travelled 

through, and utilized the area. Castner Range is located on the eastern alluvial fans of the Franklin 

Mountains (Figure 1).   

The Franklin Mountains are the bedrock sources for the alluvial fan deposits. These rock deposits include 

basalt, chalcedony, chert, dolomite, granite, limestone, rhyolite, sandstone, shale, and quartzite (Barnes 

1983; Denison and Hetherington 1969; Kottlowksi 1975; Nelson 1940; Nelson and Haigh 1958; Seager et 

al. 1987; Thomann and Hoffer 1985; Thomann and Hoffer 1989).   

Church et al. (1996) stated that the chert, chalcedony, and some of the rhyolite and basalt were more 

favorable for processing chipped stone tools (arrow heads, scrapers, stone knives, etc.). The rock material 

was more conducive for making stone tools that were also durable. The raw material for ground stone 

tools consisted of sandstone, dolomite, limestone, rhyolite, and quartzite with Franklin rhyolite the main 

source for hammerstones (Church et al. 1996).  

The soils within Castner Range are associated with Delnorte-Canutio deposits. These sediments are very 

gravelly sandy loams with underlying alluvial deposits of very gravelly sandy loam (Jaco 1971). Loams 

consist of a mixture of fine-grained sand and clay materials and can have nutrients favorable for farming. 

Modern agricultural activities are conducted in other parts of the El Paso region where these soils are also 

present. On Castner Range, these soils further sustain vegetation that has provided food and shelter for a 

variety of wildlife: Mourning dove, blue quail, eagle, raven, crow, and more than 100 other bird species, 

as well as coyote, bobcat, jackrabbit, cottontail rabbit, mountain lion, mule deer, grey and kit foxes, and 

badgers (Jaco 1971: 8). The frequency of some mammals (i.e., mountain lion, bobcat, foxes) has 

decreased due to human and environmental impacts such as development and/or drought, respectively.  A 

variety of grasses, soaptree yucca, honey mesquite, mescal, Mormon tea, tepary bean, and intrusive plants 

such as creosote bush, lechugilla, ocotillo, prickly pear cactus, cane cholla, pencil cholla/Christmas 

cactus, sand sagebrush, and annual grasses and forbs further characterize the vegetation of Castner Range 

(Jaco 1971: 38; Miller et al. 2009: Table 2.3). The latter would be used as food, fuel (fire wood), 

medicine, tools, and weapons by prehistoric humans occupying the area (Miller et al. 2009).  
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Figure 1. Aerial view of Castner Range, map courtesy of the Frontera Land Alliance. 
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Prehistory of the Region and Castner Range 

The following prehistoric discussions have appeared in one form or another in numerous technical reports 

prepared for the Fort Bliss Military Installation by TRC Environmental, Inc. from 1999 to about 2014.  

The prehistory found within the Hueco Bolson and Tularosa Basin is generally used to describe the 

region. The following is the most commonly used information/chronology for the region, with specific 

descriptions associated with Castner Range.  

In general, the preceramic prehistory of the region is subdivided into two cultural traditions: the 

Paleoindian (9500 to 5500 B.C.) and the Archaic (5500 B.C. to A.D. 250). These are further subdivided 

into complexes or phases based on patterns in material culture.  The following discussion presents these 

temporal subdivisions (Table 1).  

Table 1. Prehistoric Culture History Periods 

Period Complex/Phase Approximate Dates 

Paleoindian  9500-6000 B.C. 

 Clovis 9500-9000 B.C. 

 Folsom 9000-8000 B.C. 

 Plano/Cody 8500-6000 B.C. 

Archaic  6000 B.C.-A.D. 250 

Early Gardner Spring 6000-4300 B.C. 

Middle 
Keystone 4300-2600 B.C. 

Fresnal 2600-900B B.C. 

Terminal Late Hueco 900 B.C.-A.D. 250 

Formative  A.D. 250-1500 

Pithouse Mesilla A.D. 250-1100 

Transitional Doña Ana A.D. 1100-1200/1250 

Pueblo El Paso A.D. 1250-1550 

 

Paleoindian Period (9500-6000 B.C.) 

The earliest prehistoric period identified for the El Paso region is the Paleoindian. The Paleoindian has a 

chronological range of 9500 B.C. to 5500 B.C. The local climate was cooler and wetter than today, with 

more lush vegetation and a few now-evaporated lakes on the basin floors (Van Devender 1990).  Human 

occupation consisted of hunter-gatherers following now-extinct Pleistocene megafauna.  The El Paso 

Museum of Archeology currently exhibits a fossilized molar, tusk, and portions of the lower mandible of 

a mammoth (Figure 2).  

These mobile hunters were highly organized social groups.  The Paleoindian period is subdivided into 

three complexes. The first is the Clovis (9500 to 9000 B.C.) and is characterized by the use of distinctive 

lanceolate projectile points; named after the complex.  This complex is less known due to sparse sites 

and/or isolated artifacts identified within the Chihuahuan Desert. However, Clovis points have been 

recovered from the lower Tularosa Basin, Hueco Bolson, and along the Rio Grande (Carmichael 1983, 

1985; Krone 1976). These lithic (stone) tools provided a large cutting edge for the processing of 

megafauna as well as other activities (Bury et al. 2014).  
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Figure 2. Fossilized mandible, tusk, and tooth from mammoth (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum 
of Archeology). 

The Folsom complex followed the Clovis and ranged between 9000 and 8000 B.C. Distinctive fluted 

projectile points were utilized during this complex (Wheat 1972).  Archeological evidence indicates 

Folsom people were predominantly bison hunters (Figgins 1927; Wheat 1967; Judge 1973; Staley and 

Turnbow 1995; Bury et al. 2014).  Folsom sites include isolated projectile points or arrow heads, small 

kill sites, butchering stations, and other site types (Krone 1975; Mauldin and OôLeary 1994; Stuart 1997).  

Excavations at the Fillmore Pass site, located between the Organ and Franklin Mountains just east of the 

Rio Grande Valley, yielded shallow deposits mixed with later period components, and the largest Folsom 

assemblage in the region (Carmichael et al. 2003; Bury et al. 2014).  The artifact assemblage included 20 

Folsom points and preforms, more than 60 channel flakes, and many scraper tools indicating a large base 

camp setting (Carmichael et al. 2003; Bury et al. 2014). Folsom sites have been identified in the desert 

lowlands along shorelines of ancient lakes and modern playas, and in caves, canyons, and foothills 

(Beckes, Dibble, and Freeman 1977; Peter and Mbutu 1993; Zeidler et al. 1996; Camarena Garces et al. 

2011; Carmichael 1986; Vasquez 2010). Examples of Paleoindian projectile points are shown in Figure 3. 

Figure 4 shows examples of Paleoindian scraper tools.  

During the Plano/Cody complex, the environment became more arid. Archeological evidence indicates 

human occupation occurred in areas with access to increasingly diminishing water sources. Communities 

of these hunters remained focused on bison (Wheat 1972; Cordell 1979). The projectile points and other 

stone tools retained the technological similarities to the earlier Paleoindian complexes. By the end of this 

complex, culture changes in technology and subsistence strategies would characterize the Archaic period.  
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Figure 3. Examples of Paleoindian projectile points (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum of 

Archeology). 

 
Figure 4. Examples of Paleoindian scraper tools (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum of 

Archeology). 
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Archaic Period (6000 B.C.-A.D. 200/50) 

Population growth, decreased mobility, increasingly larger sociopolitical units occupying smaller 

territories, increased trade, and the creation of social networks define the Archaic period (Bury et al. 

2014). Expansion of food resources to include a wide variety of plants and animals created economic 

adaptations that would subsequently increase population densities.  Archeological evidence substantiates 

a more sedentary lifeway through the increased frequency of ground stone implements and addition of 

domesticated plants to the hunting and gathering subsistence economy.  

Work by MacNeish (1993) suggested the local Archaic period should be divided into four phases. For 

some researchers (Cordell 1997: 111 [as cited in Wills 2003]; Doleman 2005: 115; Bury et al. 2014), the 

following phases have been applied to local cultural history discussions and appear to remain poorly 

developed. Nevertheless, the phase sequence allows for a basis with which to begin an understanding of 

the regionôs preceramic history.  

The Archaic is divided into four phases (MacNeish et al. 1993; MacNeish and Beckett 1987).  The phases 

include Gardner Springs (6000 to 4300 B.C.), Keystone (4300 to 2600 B.C.), Fresnal (2600 to 900 B.C.), 

and Hueco (900 B.C. to A.D. 200).  The presence of distinct projectile point styles and the absence of 

ceramic technology characterize the Archaic.  Anderson (1987, 1993) and Beckett and MacNeish (1994) 

defined three types of Archaic social unit models for settlement adaptation and land-use patterns.  These 

social groups are categorized as macrobands, microbands, or task forces.  Anderson (1987) defined a 

macroband site as a seasonal occupational area consisting of more than four hearths (fire pits) or large 

quantities of ground stone, possibly occupied by more than one microband.  A microband site is smaller 

and distinguished by one to three fire pits or hearths.  A task force site is even smaller and usually 

contained one or no hearths, suggesting specialized activities conducted.  

Gardner Springs is the earliest Archaic phase and the least understood of the four.  Jay, Abasolo, and 

Bajada projectile point styles are identified within this early assemblage (MacNeish 1993; Beckett and 

MacNeish 1994). MacNeish (1993) also included end scrapers, flake gravers, denticulates, prismatic 

blades, choppers, mullers, pebble cleavers, milling stones, and pestles in the assemblage.  A comparative 

study of Paleoindian and Early Archaic projectile point lithic materials indicated an increased use of local, 

opportunistic, and poor-quality material suggesting a significant decrease in mobility (Amick and 

Lukowski 2006).  In other words, people were staying in one location a bit longer than before. Deer and 

antelope appeared to have been the primary game animals consumed, with little evidence of plant 

utilization (Anderson 1993).  

Preliminary settlement pattern data suggest small bands exploited a variety of microenvironmental zones 

in the late spring and early summer when seasonal resources became available. During the fall, small 

groups used a variety of habitats including riverine, basin floors, and mountain terrains (i.e., Castner 

Range). Winter sites tended to be associated with basin floor playas. Because acorns and pinyon nuts 

could be stored in the winter, some sites tended to be in higher elevations in the fall (MacNeish 1993; 

Beckett and MacNeish 1994). Consequently, it is possible that mountain rock shelters were occupied 

during the fall and winter.  Rock shelters are found within Castner Range. 

Settlement patterns remained fairly static throughout the Gardner Springs phase and into the subsequent 

Keystone phase. The Keystone phase marked the beginning of the Middle Archaic across the Southwest.  

Winter sites are found on the basin floors and along the river, and a variety of habitats were exploited the 

remainder of the year. The increased presence of ground and pecked stone tools associated with simple 

pithouse structures and roasting pit features suggested a higher reliance on plants. The Keystone phase is 

associated with projectile point styles such as Bat Cave, Pelona, Shumla, Gypsum-Almagre, Amargosa, 

and Todsen. These diagnostic stone tools are found in association with pebble choppers, manos, slab 

metates, and scrapers. Figure 5 shows an example of a ground and pecked stone tool; quartzite material. 
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Figure 5. Example of a ground and pecked stone tool (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum of 

Archeology). 

More archeological data are available for the Fresnal phase than for the previous two phases. During this 

phase, settlement patterns shifted from a seasonal to a semi-base camp strategy. Short-term or specialized 

task groups exploited a variety of resources from a central base camp (Binford 1980). Visible pit 

structures increased in number. The earliest radiocarbon dates on corn for the region indicate that 

cultigens had been introduced during the Fresnal phase (Tagg 1996). Hunting of deer and antelope 

decreased, as shown in the low numbers of bone fragments within the artifact assemblage.  Instead, an 

increased reliance in rabbit and other small mammals is identified; again, through bone fragments.  Plant 

remains have been recovered from tornillo, mesquite, cut yucca leaves, maize, and Cucurbita pepo (Bury 

et al. 2014).  The large number of identified Fresnal phase sites suggests a significant population increase. 

The projectile points affiliated with this phase include Fresnal, San Jose, Todsen, Augustin, and 

Chiricahua (MacNeish 1993; Beckett and MacNeish 1994). Other stone tools included scrapers, large 

flake choppers, small manos, unifacial and bifacial metates, and bedrock mortars (Figure 6). 

The succeeding Hueco phase population may have utilized an increasingly mixed economy. Seasonal, 

short-term base camps appeared to be associated with specialized task groups exploiting a variety of 

habitats. The addition of squash and beans to the list of documented cultigens implies expanding 

horticultural pursuits and may reflect a shift towards more semi-permanent occupations. In addition, large 

numbers of Hueco sites found in a variety of habitats, indicate expanded land-use patterns.  Projectile 

point styles identified with this Late Archaic phase include Hueco, San Pedro, Armijo, and Hatch 

(Beckett and MacNeish 1994). Other artifacts may have included small disk scrapers and choppers, small 

pointed flakes, trough metates, one-handed and two-handed manos, paint palettes, coiled baskets, and 

sandals (Lehmer 1948; MacNeish 1993). The Hueco phase people may have set the foundation for 

strategies employed by later Mesilla phase groups. 
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Figure 6. Mortar holes located on Castner Range (Anonymous, circa. 1970s). 

Formative Period (A.D. 250 to 1500/50) 

The Formative period is marked by the presence of ceramics and, locally, has been divided into three 

phases: Mesilla, Doña Ana, and El Paso (Lehmer 1948). The adoption of ceramics played a major role in 

gradually increasing sedentism and the use of cultigens by providing a secure means of storing cached 

foodstuffs. Archeological evidence has indicated semi-sedentary people lived in villages that frequently 

included comparably large, communal/socio-religious structures (Whalen 1994). The more mobile aspects 

of Formative period subsistence practices are represented by artifact scatters that predominantly include 

thermal features that further suggest foraging and/or logistical subsistence activities. 

The early Mesilla phase (A.D. 250 to 750) appears to represent a continuation of the Hueco phase 

subsistence pattern, with the addition of undecorated brownware ceramics referred to as El Paso Brown 

(Whalen 1994; Figure 7). The first ceramic style introduced into the region was tecomates from 

Mesoamerica. The tecomate is a gourd-like jar, neckless, with a restricted opening often found in 

association with semi-sedentary people (Scott 1985; Arnold 1997; Komulainen-Dillenburg and Perez 

2013). According to Neff (1993), specific ceramic traits come from ñshared pottery-making practicesò 

(Neff 1993: 27).  Within the region, certain traits were modified and early brownware typically exhibited 

a distinctive tapering of vessel rims or lips, commonly referred to as pinched rims. Brush huts and pit 

structures comprise the types of houses, and large pit structures suspected to have served communal 

functions typically occur on more intensively occupied sites. Subsistence evidently remained focused on 

hunting and gathering, with horticultural activities constituting a secondary resource (Carmichael 1981, 

1985, 1990). 

Most early Mesilla phase sites reflect high levels of mobility, with even the structural examples indicating 

only brief (i.e., seasonal) periods of sedentism (Church and Sale 2003). Mesilla phase habitation sites, 

however, demonstrate increased occupational intensity (or duration) over the Late Archaic period 

predecessors (Whalen 1994). 

The late Mesilla phase (A.D. 750 to 1100) is seen as a time of population increase, more semi-permanent 

habitations, and increased use of cultigens (Hard 1983a; Whalen 1994). The most readily detectable 

changes in ceramic assemblages associated with the late Mesilla phase include a decrease in brownware 
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jar rim taper, along with the addition of Mimbres Black-on-white and, occasionally, San Francisco Red 

ware types. Although the examples are extremely limited, the first appearance of paint decorations on the 

local brownware (i.e., El Paso Bichrome) is reported for the late Mesilla phase.  

 
Figure 7. Examples of El Paso Brown vessels (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum of Archeology). 

The Doña Ana phase began around A.D. 1100 and continued until about A.D. 1200. Miller (2005) 

suggested the phase get expanded to the period of A.D. 1000 to 1275/1300 in order to account for the 

ñchanging settlement and technological organizationò (Miller et al. 2009: 3-7). Rectangular pit structures 

become common during the Do¶a Ana phase, although Lehmerôs (1948) excavations at Los Tules suggest 

that similar examples may have been present during the late Mesilla phase. Paint decorations become 

prominent on the local brownware, resulting in assemblages dominated by El Paso Bichrome and El Paso 

Polychrome. In addition, Mimbres Black-on-white, Chupadero Black-on-white, Three Rivers Red-on-

terracotta, and St. Johns Polychrome are included in the list of intrusive ceramics.  Meanwhile, the use of 

cultigens continues to increase during the Doña Ana phase, but groups probably continued to employ 

several land-use strategies.  

The El Paso phase (A.D. 1200 to 1450) represents the culmination of the Formative period in the Jornada 

culture region (El Paso and surrounding areas) and includes evidence for several large aggregated 

population centers near permanent water sources (Lehmer 1948; Sale and Laumbach 1989; Bentley 

1993). In the Hueco Bolson and Tularosa Basin (and presumably in the nearby Mesilla Bolson), 

architecture during the El Paso phase is exemplified by linear, contiguous puddled adobe pueblo room 

blocks. Although a few large plaza-style pueblos have been reported, most of the pueblos include fewer 

than 20 rooms (Moore 1947; Miller and Graves 2006). El Paso phase adobe field houses, as well as both 

round and rectangular pit structures, are also reported (Browning et al. 1992; Komulainen-Dillenburg et 

al. 2012).  

Ceramic assemblages during this phase reflect increasing contacts with the western Mogollon region of 

southeast Arizona and southwest New Mexico, northwest Chihuahua, east central Arizona, northwest 

New Mexico, and the northern frontiers of the Jornada Mogollon area. Ceramic types such as Gila 

Polychrome, Lincoln Black-on-red, Ramos Polychrome, Playas Red (Figure 8), and Seco Corrugated 

comprise the dominant intrusive wares. The locally produced El Paso Polychrome developed everted rims 

and completely replaced undecorated brownware during the El Paso phase. It also began to appear in 

contexts well beyond the Jornada culture area. The widespread distribution of El Paso Polychrome, along 
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with the array of intrusive ceramic types, a noted increase in imported shell, and evidence of 

Mesoamerican influences reflected in rock art, indicate that extra-regional interaction increased markedly 

during the El Paso phase.  

The presence of corn, along with increased evidence of beans and squash identified in El Paso phase 

habitation sites, indicated that the use of cultigens was at its peak. Although agriculture may have 

provided an important subsistence resource, wild plants continued to play a major dietary role (Bradley 

1983). 

The pueblos of the Jornada region were abandoned around A.D. 1450, but the cause of this collapse is 

presently not well understood. The local inhabitants encountered during De Vacaôs expedition in 1535 

were hunter-gatherers, living in huts along the Rio Grande River. The relationship of these to the earlier 

sedentary occupants (descendants or unrelated, etc.) has not been determined. 

 
Figure 8. Example of a Playas Red vessel (photo courtesy of El Paso Museum of Archeology). 

Protohistoric Period 

The period between the end of the El Paso phase and Spanish contact is not well known for the region 

(Miller 2001).  What is known is that indigenous people were displaced for a variety of reasons. Climate 

changes (i.e., wide spread drought), intrusive populations in search of resources, internal community 

strife, and perhaps the breakdown of social networks may have contributed to a trend towards hunting and 

gathering once again.  

The Manso, Suma, and Jumano Indians inhabited the El Paso Valley on both sides of the Rio Grande 

River.  The Manso and Suma Indians were primarily nomadic, with limited horticulture supplementing 

their subsistence needs.  Both groups relied on fishing, hunting of deer and bison, and gathering shellfish 




































