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Author's Note

This book started with a fact I couldn't shake: in Lake County, Oregon, above Highway 31, there is a basalt boulder with figures pecked into it, and nobody knows who made them or when. The federal record lists the site's period of significance as A.D. 1000 to 1499. Some researchers think parts of it could be far older — possibly old enough to belong to the first people in this hemisphere, the people whose presence at Paisley Caves, fourteen thousand years ago, DNA, coprolites, and stubborn radiocarbon dates attest to.

That gap — between the official date and the possible date — is what this book is about. Not the answer. The gap.

Picture Rock Pass sat near a cluster of the oldest evidence of people in Oregon: the Paisley Caves, where human coprolites date to roughly 14,300 years ago; Fort Rock Cave, where sagebrush-bark sandals ten to ten and a half thousand years old were found under volcanic ash; the Connley Caves, with their stemmed projectile points; the ice caves near Paisley; the shoreline villages of the pluvial lake that once filled the Summer Lake basin. If the boulder belongs to that deep-time world — even partially, even as a surface first marked later on top of something older — then it is one of the oldest objects a person can simply drive up to and stand in front of on the entire West Coast. Older than Kennewick Man, if the oldest guesses are right. Nobody can prove that yet. Nobody can rule it out.

I visited the area across four years. In 2017 I camped near the pass, walked the rimrock, and looked for the boulder without finding it. In October 2019 I found it. On March 21, 2020, I photographed it in snow with a 360-degree camera. In 2021 I came back with a digital camera to document the figures in flat, measurable light, and exposed a single frame of film. In August 2026, while this book was being written, a wildfire named after the pass burned through the area.

The photographs are mine. They appear in this edition and in a planned photo-heavy print companion. The research cited here was done the way research is done now: public agency reports, journal articles, university theses, online archives, and a small number of books. Where I have relied on secondary summaries rather than full texts, I say so. Where the sources disagree, I let them. The failures are the point. The looking is the point. The boulder does not need my understanding.

— Billy
The Pullout Past the Crest

The silver pickup crested Picture Rock Pass at 4,830 feet, the high point of Oregon Route 31 between the Silver Lake basin and the Summer Lake basin, and I took the dirt road on the right, about a quarter mile — a thousand feet or more — past the summit, into the pullout.
[image: A pickup truck with a bed canopy parked in tall grass below a rocky rimrock ridge.]The Colorado below the rimrock, camp held in the grass. Photograph by the author.
There was no sign for the petroglyphs at the pullout. There was an outhouse, a loop of dirt road around what looked like a dried pond, and room to camp, which people did — you saw a camper or a pickup in there some nights. The ground was BLM land, open and unposted. A quarter mile further on, the highway reaches the turnoff for the Fremont-Winema National Forest to the west and the gravel roads that drop toward Abert Rim and Summer Lake to the east, and most travelers bound for those places used the bigger forest pullout down there. The boulder sat above the bend most traffic never looked at. For years I was most traffic.

I had been driving through this country for decades — the Warner Valley, Hart Mountain, Silver Lake, Christmas Valley, Smith Rock — at least once a year, usually more. In 2017 I camped on the BLM side east of the pass, walked the rimrock, and went looking for the rock art I knew was somewhere up there. I did not find it. I was looking on the wrong side of the highway, toward the rimrock, and I was looking too hard, and after a while I drove on to Christmas Valley, got gas at the travel center — six modern pumps under a modern canopy, semis and ranch trucks coming through from Burns — and went back to a hotel. The woman at the counter rang me up without asking where I was headed. Out there they know what Picture Rock Pass is and what Abert Rim is and what the hunting units are; it is not a secret, and it is not a wink. I probably told her I was headed up toward the rim. Then I went home with the boulder still unfound.

[image: The split basalt boulder with junipers and rimrock behind it.]The boulder from below the hump, junipers behind. Photograph by the author.
In October 2019 I went back specifically to find it. I knew by then what the site was: not just petroglyphs, but possibly one of the oldest human marks in Oregon, sitting in a pass that people have probably used as a travel corridor for as long as people have been in this hemisphere. Mountain passes are infrastructure. Highway 31 follows the draw because the draw was the easy way through, and had been for ten thousand years before the highway. I wanted to stand in front of whatever was left of that.

This time I found it. That is the shape of the first chapter: two years of looking for something a quarter mile off a highway I had driven a dozen times.

The boulder is about forty feet off the highway, but you did not park at the boulder. You parked in the pullout, and you walked. From the dirt loop the route was about two hundred and fifty feet, up and northwest, off-trail, over a low hump of blown-out vesicular basalt — the rock here is not smooth desert pavement but lumpy, bubbled stuff full of air pockets, rock that looks boiled. Then the ground opened into a bowl in the slope, and the boulder was there, straddled by smaller stones, with junipers scattered around and behind it.

It was taller than I was, measured from the very bottom: something over seven feet, seven and a half at most. The bottom was a rumpled boulder shape; the top flattened into a face, a shelf of stone about the size of a chalkboard, roughly four and a half feet off the ground. Most of the figures sat between about five and a half and six feet up — at arm's reach if you reach, eye level if you step close. You could walk right up to it. You could look directly at the panel. On a clear day, from the bowl, you could see the Three Sisters ninety miles northwest. The bowl slopes so that a group of people sitting below the rock would be looking slightly up at it, and over it at the valley. It does not feel like a rock in the middle of things. It feels like a seat facing a stage.

[image: Environmental portrait of the boulder beside the highway, figures on the left face.]The boulder above the bend on Highway 31. The figures ride the left face, between five and six feet up. Photograph by the author.
I photographed it the way I photographed evidence: flat light first, so the surface is boringly lit, with nothing lost in shadow — a flat image in the digital sense is better data than a dramatic one missing its highlights — and then, when the light goes long, again for the beauty of it. In 2020 I added a 360-degree camera, because a sphere shows the rollout of the land around the scene in a way no single frame can: the bowl, the seating, the pass, the drop to Silver Lake.

The Panel at Arm's Reach

There are ten figures on the face, give or take the count, which depends on how you classify the faint ones. I am counting from my own photographs, not from the literature, because the literature disagrees with my eyes in ways that matter.

The dominant figure stands left of center: a large anthropomorph with what read to me as horns — bison horns or bull horns — and big ears going up, and a second set of arms, so that a four-armed figure stands beside the smaller two-armed one. Cressman, in his 1942 monograph, photographed and drew the panel and called the site by a number. The Lorings, surveying for the state in the early 1980s, catalogued it properly as Site 125 — 35-19-P.P. in their numbering — and put in print what his record had left out: “Cressman includes Squaw Butte with Picture Rock Pass, but none of these petroglyphs are illustrated by him.” The experts' vocabulary says "horned anthropomorph" and possibly a spirit figure. My vocabulary, standing there, said: someone made a person with four arms and horns, and made him bigger than everything else on the rock, and put him where the light hits first.

[image: Wide view of the boulder with Highway 31 passing at the left edge.]The boulder and the highway — about forty feet apart, a quarter mile from where you park. Photograph by the author.
To the right, smaller: quadrupeds. One of them carries a rider — a small figure on the animal's back. Here is where I have to be careful, because the story I first read about this panel goes like this: the rider's patina is different from the animal's, therefore the rider was added later, therefore the original animal was game and the rider was someone else's story superimposed, in historic times, depicting a horse. A University of Oregon researcher is reported to have argued the rider's weathering looked as young as five hundred years, which would put it after European contact and make the mounted figure a horse.

I have looked at the rider hard, in flat light and in evening light, in my own frames. I cannot tell. The rider does not read to my eye as obviously newer or obviously different; if anything it looks made to match. Maybe the patination difference is real and I lack the trained eye. Maybe the difference is chalk residue or lighting. Maybe the rider is a person on a deer or a bighorn and the horse reading says more about us than about them — a mounted figure in North America does not have to be a horse, and the people who would know what animal it was are not consulted in any source I found. What I can honestly report is this: the rider is there, the rider shows the same pecking technique as everything else on the panel, and the claim that settles its age rests on a visual judgment I could not verify and could not trace to a published method. The Wikipedia article states the differential as fact. The experts it cites are unnamed. I looked. I can't tell. Maybe it was made to look like it matched. That is the most honest sentence I have.

The other figures: a small stick-figure anthropomorph in the lower corner, cruder than the rest, scratch-style next to the more designed work; more quadrupeds, at least one with the backward-curving horns of a bighorn; faint geometric marks and tally-like lines that might be figures or might be weathering, and I have learned to say so instead of choosing.

Someone — many someones, over time — struck this stone thousands of times with a harder stone, breaking through the dark desert varnish into the pale basalt beneath. A vertical fracture bisects the panels; spalls pock the surface. Orange lichen grows at the margins. There is no trash at the site, no graffiti that I saw, no fire-cracked rock around it. It sits clean and unmarked, a hundred feet and a quarter mile from the nearest parked car, waiting exactly as much as you are willing to walk.

[image: Close view of a faint pecked figure on the varnished panel.]A faint figure, visible only as a break in the varnish. Photograph by the author.
I touched the rock once. Not the petroglyphs — the rock, the unworked lower edge, with my hand, for a few seconds. The stone was warm in the evening. That is the whole event. Everything else I am about to tell you about what it felt like was composed later, at a desk, and I will try to keep the two kinds of knowing separate: what happened at the rock, and what I made of it afterward.

What Is 14,000 Years Old Here?

Sitting in the bowl, the questions arranged themselves whether you wanted them or not. Who made this? When? What is fourteen thousand years old here, what is eleven thousand, what is seventy-five hundred, what is a thousand? Was the horned figure the first mark, or the last? Was the rider an addition, a correction, a continuation? Why this boulder, of the hundreds that have fallen off the ridge above — because of the flat face, the height, the view, the spring that once pooled in the draw below?

I had answers in hand before I arrived, the way anyone does now. I had read the Wikipedia article, which is how most people first meet this site. I had read summaries of the Paisley Caves work and the Fort Rock sandals. I had taken anthropology courses years ago, and I listen to the same podcasts a lot of people listen to — the long conversations where archaeologists and land managers and tribal historians argue about Clovis-first and the kelp highway and what the pre-Clovis evidence means. That is a real foundation, and I am not going to perform ignorance I do not have. A cleaner story would be a lie. What I had was a layperson's working picture, and it was about to get both better and stranger, because the actual research — the agency reports, the theses, the dating papers — does not agree with itself, and the disagreement is the story.

[image: Close view of the panel area bearing the rider figure.]The rider area at close range, in flat light. Photograph by the author.
The questions I would put to a tribal historian, if one ever agreed to talk to me about this book — and none has been asked yet; that gap is mine, and I will return to it — are simple ones. Who were the people in this basin at each of those dates? What do your own histories say about the deep past here? Why did the discipline reject pre-Clovis for so long, and why does the evidence keep arriving anyway — in Chile, at White Sands, at Paisley — while the older story holds on?

The Paperwork Says A.D. 1000–1499

The documentation history of the boulder is short, and it contains a collision I keep circling.

Luther Cressman photographed and drew the panel in the late 1930s and published it in 1942 in Archaeological Researches in the Northern Great Basin. I have read that monograph — the 1942 publication, which is the one publicly available; his 1937 field notes sit in an archive I have not entered. His description is careful and brief. He grouped the site with others in the pass. The Lorings, J. Malcolm and Louise, drove tens of thousands of miles across Oregon in the 1960s photographing rock art, documented this site as their own entry with its own catalog number, and delivered their report to the state highway division in 1982 — and here I have to be honest about my own file: I know the Loring catalog entry through citations, not from holding their report. I have seen it described accurately enough that I trust the site number and the figure descriptions, but if this book goes to print, that document gets retrieved and read properly, not cited at second hand.

[image: A pecked figure visible on the right facet of the boulder face.]A figure on the right facet. Photograph by the author.
The National Register of Historic Places listed the site in 1975. Here is the collision: the federal record assigns the rock art a period of significance of A.D. 1000 to 1499. Not fourteen thousand years. Not eleven. Five hundred to a thousand years before contact. When the 2026 fire put the site in the news, reporters noted what the federal paperwork says and added that some experts believe portions of the art could be considerably older. Both things are true at once. The official date is the defensible date — the date you can argue from evidence. The older date is the whisper that runs under this whole region, from Paisley to White Sands, and it is why a person keeps driving to Lake County.

There is also chalk. In the 1920s or 1930s, someone — an archaeologist working to the standards of the time — rubbed chalk into the figures so they would photograph, and that chalked photograph sits in the Oregon Historical Society's collection. Chalking is now illegal on public rock art and was always damage. I have seen claims that residue from that episode persists in the grooves. I am skeptical, and here is my reason, which is fieldwork of the cheapest kind: this is a boulder on an open slope in the Oregon high desert, rained on for a century. Whatever chalk was pressed into those grooves has been washed out a hundred times over. The pale interiors in my frames read to me as exposed basalt and differential repatination, not powder. The test would be a drop of water — chalk turns to white slurry; bare basalt just darkens — but rain has already run that test, every winter since the chalking. The bright grooves are not evidence of 1920s anything. They are evidence of what the rock looks like when you remove its varnish.

The oldest claim attached to the panel is the rider's. Strip it back to what exists: a pecked figure on a pecked animal, a visual patina judgment I could not verify, a Wikipedia sentence, and a horse story that may say more about the people telling it than about the people who struck the stone. Douglas Beauchamp's 2013 paper on fractured petroglyph boulders in Lake County — including one destroyed by a highway crew — is the real, citable document about what happens to these sites, and what it documents is loss. The Abert Lake boulder Cressman recorded was blasted by a road crew decades later. The lesson of the record is not that the rider is five hundred years old. It is that the rock is fragile and the paperwork outlives the stone.

The First Registration

[image: Macro detail of the pecked basalt surface.]The surface at close range — pecking, varnish, weathering. Photograph by the author.
October 2019 was the first registration, in evening light, the figures throwing soft relief I had not expected. March 21, 2020 was snow and sunset, the Theta on its little tripod, the ground white to the crest. 2021 was the data session — flat midday light on every figure, then the long light again — and one frame of film through the Canon Elan, because a book about a photographed rock ought to owe at least one of its images to silver.

I no longer believe the version of this story where a man drives past a boulder six times without seeing it and finally learns to look. What actually happened is more ordinary and, I think, more interesting: I looked for it in 2017 and missed it because I had the wrong picture of where it should be, and I found it in 2019 because I had corrected the picture. The boulder had not moved. The map in my head had. Most people drive past the pullout the same way I did, toward the bigger forest turnout a quarter mile down, and what they are missing is not a failure of attention so much as a failure of instructions — there is no sign. The land does not announce itself. It never has. That is what the figures are: an announcement, made once, at arm's reach, in a pass that has been a road for longer than roads have names.
Driving the Old Lakebed

East of the pass, Highway 31 dropped off the crest and crossed the floor of what used to be Lake Chewaucan, and the first thing to know about this country was that the water was recent history. Not ancient history — recent. Pluvial Lake Chewaucan covered roughly four hundred and eighty square miles at its high stand, several hundred feet deep, lapping at the base of Abert Rim. Its beach deposits sit at about 4,383 feet above sea level — a number from the geological survey of the basin, not from my altimeter. I knew the shape of this story before I drove it: high desert, dropped basin, fault-block rim. What I am driving in to see is how the water's absence reads on the ground.

I have been to Abert Rim a few times, mostly in 2020 and 2021. The route I liked ran up the Fremont-Winema side, across the high country, over to the Chewaucan River, and down into Paisley. The viewpoints up top looked west across the whole former lakebed. On a clear day the geometry explained itself: you could see the flat, the rim, and the old shorelines as faint benches stepping up the slope, each one a pause in the lake's long retreat.

The pass itself has its own marker, and it is not a shoreline. At the crest, where a road cuts east toward Summer Lake and drops along the top ridge, the rocks were coated one year in a pink, greenish substance — a dusting across the stone that made no sense until somebody told us it had been sprayed from an airplane. For what, we were not told; maybe weed control, maybe fire retardant put down in some other season, something meant for the rain to wash down the draw. It was the strangest human trace I saw in the whole basin: not a figure pecked over centuries but a chemical dropped from the sky last season, already weathering off.

The Bench at 4,383 Feet

The bench I walked first sat above the modern playa, below the rim's talus — the old beach line at about 4,383 feet. You knew it by the ground changing underfoot: the angular scree gives way to compacted gravel, and the gravel's pebbles are rounded. Water made that. Nothing up here rounds rock but water, and the water that rounded these stones has been gone for thousands of years. I knelt and picked one up — smooth, worn, the kind of stone that rolls in surf — and understood, physically, in a way the numbers had not managed, that a lake big enough to have surf stood where I was kneeling.

[image: Wide view of the sagebrush basin with rimrock on the horizon.]The basin floor near the pass — sagebrush, rimrock, the old lakebed country. Photograph by the author.
Higher benches existed. I walked two that afternoon, each fainter than the last, and I will not pretend I know their elevations within fifty feet, because I do not — I had no GPS track that day, and my phone's altimeter is decoration. The survey literature gives the basin's high shoreline at 4,383 feet for the Silver Lake side, and the terrace I stood on is near that line. What matters more than the number is what the terraces are: pauses. The lake did not drain once. It fell in steps, held, fell again, each bench a period when the climate balanced and the shore sat still long enough to grind a beach.

The vegetation read the same record. Sagebrush and juniper held the slopes; the old shorelines carried thicker grass where the soil remembered moisture. In spring the flats are green; by fall everything cured gold. Between the shrubs the ground has a crunchy crust, and the crust was threaded with rabbit trails — zigzags from bush to bush — and now and then a sage grouse exploded out of cover at your feet like something wound too tight. Once, walking the crest area, I found the sprayed rocks; once, farther north, I found the ground still damp from a spring that maps do not name. This is what the basin gives you instead of ruins: traces that require you to already know what you are looking at.

A District on the Register

The villages came after the high water. On the terraces and the lower benches, in the wetlands the shrinking lake left behind, people lived for thousands of years — house pits, caches, tool scatters, rock rings — and the archaeological record of the basin is dense enough that a twelve-mile stretch of the old East Lake Abert shore is a designated archaeological district on the National Register, nominated in 1977 and listed in 1978. The nomination, by David L. Cole, recorded dozens of sites and hundreds of house pits along that shore. I pulled the record online, the way I do most of this research: agency PDFs, the National Register database, the Oregon BLM's reports, the university theses that have been scanned into public archives. I did not find any of this in a basement filing cabinet. There was no student with a septum piercing. I was sitting at a table with a laptop, and the documents came to me through a search bar, and that is the honest version of how a book like this gets researched now — the same way you are probably reading this sentence.

The questions the terraces raise are the questions of the whole basin. When the lake was full, was anyone here to see it? The first dates in the region are older than the lake's final retreat — Paisley's coprolites at 14,300 years sit in a landscape still wetter than this one. When the villages on the benches were occupied — the records suggest heavy use in the last few thousand years, with people in and out at roughly 2,500, 900, 600 years ago, and at other times before and between — what did they think of the higher, older benches above their homes? Did they know the flat white expanse was a lakebed? Did the pass matter to them the way it matters to highway engineers?

Reading at Desk Distance

The literature of the basin is a stack of honest, bounded documents, and reading them at desk-distance is a different discipline than reading them in a library carrel. Ira Allison's 1982 geological monograph on Lake Chewaucan gives the lake its dimensions and its chemistry — the ostracods and diatoms, the ash layers, the shoreline sequence. Robert Oetting's investigations on the east shore of Lake Abert describe the archaeology district site by site. Pettigrew's surveys walked the rim. Freidel's shoreline studies date the benches. I have read from these at the level of abstracts, scanned chapters, and cited data — not, all of it, cover to cover — and I will not pretend otherwise. The synthesis above is as good as that foundation, and the foundation is a layperson's, built from public documents and marked where it is thin.

What the documents agree on is the shape of the change: a Pleistocene lake at its maximum, a stepped retreat through the Holocene, marsh and wetland replacing open water, and human use tracking the water the whole way down. What they cannot tell me is what any of it meant. The terraces are a chronology, not a narrative.

That distinction is the one I keep tripping over, so I will state it plainly here. The land has memory I cannot read is a sentence I wrote and crossed out more than once, because it is true and useless at the same time. The land does record — in terraces, in varnished stone, in ash layers — but the record is not addressed to me, and I have no standing to claim it. What I can do is walk the bench, hold the rounded pebble, and report accurately what the geology says: the water was here, it stood at this height, it left in steps, and people were watching from somewhere near the end of that story, and possibly from much earlier.

[image: Golden grass and sagebrush below a rimrock ridge with junipers.]Golden bunchgrass and rimrock, the country northwest of the pass. Photograph by the author.
The Return Route

I ate late that trip at a Mediterranean place on 13th Avenue in Eugene, near the university, after a day of reading. That is the whole scene. There was no waitress with a name tag, no predawn dream of rising water, no diner counter — I invented those at some earlier stage because they were the shape a scene like this is supposed to have, and I am sorry I did. The true shape is duller and better: a table, a laptop, a plate of food, a basin full of dead water on the screen.

The next morning I drove back over the Cascades on the route I know — Bend or La Pine, then the Outback Highway down through Fort Rock country to Silver Lake — with the onX app running on the dash, its land-status layers showing where BLM ends and forest begins, where the roads legally go. The app is the modern version of what Cressman had to do from a jeep with a notebook. It did not tell you what anything means. It told you whose land you were standing on and where the roads were, which is more than the terraces tell you, and less.

I kept the pebble question open: somewhere in my gear there was probably a stone from that bench, unlabeled. I will not build on it until I find the stone or admit I never will.
This is the shortest chapter in the book because it has the least of me in it. The caves of the northern Great Basin — Paisley, Fort Rock, Connley — hold the oldest human evidence in Oregon, and I have stood outside all of them and inside none.
[image: A distant flat-topped rock formation on a sagebrush plain under heavy cloud.]Fort Rock from the Connley Hills. The cave country lies between here and there. Photograph by the author.
Paisley Caves were the reason this region mattered to the deep-time story. Beginning in the early 2000s, Dennis Jenkins and a University of Oregon team excavated the caves and recovered what the dry air preserved: dozens of coprolites, from which mitochondrial DNA identified haplogroups found in living Native Americans, with the oldest dates near 14,300 years — before the Clovis horizon, before the ice-free corridor was open, at the edge of what the old timeline said was possible. Later work complicated and partly confirmed the claim: Lisa-Marie Shillito's stratigraphic and biomarker analyses supported some coprolites as human and flagged others as ambiguous or carnivore; the fights over contamination and context are the normal violence of a field being rewritten. I have read this fight at the level of abstracts, news coverage, and the summaries of people who have read the full papers, and I will not dress that up as more. What the record shows, as of this writing: the oldest human DNA in North America comes from a cave system in the Chewaucan valley, and it is very old, and the argument about exactly how old and exactly whose is not finished.

I drove to the Paisley Caves. That is the extent of my fieldwork there. I did not photograph the entrances, because I did not get out; I did not stop at a BLM office; I did not speak to anyone. Access was permit-gated, and the people with permits had credentials, institutional standing, and relationships I do not have. Curiosity is not a permit. A person can own a camera and a pickup and a sincere interest and still be a visitor everywhere that matters.

Fort Rock Cave is different — a state park, walkable country — and the difference taught me something. The cave that held the sandals was on the interior slope of the tuff ring, and it was not marked. There were no interpretive signs pointing to it, no restrictions posted where I walked, probably a fence somewhere, and the landscape around Big and Little Fort Rock has been so thoroughly excavated, rearranged, and visited that the ground itself gives no directions. I walked the ring's base and the saddle between the two rocks and drove the road toward the Connley Hills, and the honest sensation was of trespassing in plain sight: everything there is public, and the specific thing I came for was nowhere identifiable.

The Connley Caves, a few miles north in the BLM hills, were blocked; I saw no posted signs at all, locked gates in some zones, nothing that explains what is behind them. I spent a day in that country in October 2020 — Fort Rock town, the rock itself, then the gravel road that threads between the hills, which are higher mounds between the Christmas Valley and Silver Lake basins, all washed-out divots and coves that read as camps from a long way off. You can camp there, drive it, walk it for days.

One more caveat belongs here before the chapter closes. Near Paisley there are ice caves — lava tubes that hold ice year-round — and they appear in the tourism literature and in this region's deep-time economy of cold storage. I have driven past the area and do not remember a sign, and I will not write one into the record from a memory I do not have.

The caves changed the timeline of the hemisphere, and my entire relationship to them is a car window. That asymmetry is worth keeping rather than papering over, because it is the actual condition of most people's relationship to deep time: we are permitted to drive up to it, and we are not permitted in.
What Is Not in This Chapter

I needed to start this chapter with what was not in it. I have never held a Fort Rock sandal. I have never entered Fort Rock Cave. The closest I had come to the sandals themselves was a museum case in Eugene — and even there, an honest sentence requires a hedge, because I cannot swear whether what is under the glass is the artifact or a reproduction. What was presented in the Museum of Natural and Cultural History as the sagebrush-bark sandals was a pair of woven oval soles with toe loops, roughly 10,500 to 9,300 years old, and I stood in front of them the way you stood in front of anything under glass: close enough to see the weave, too far to verify anything.

My actual fieldwork at Fort Rock happened years before I knew what the cave was. In 2013 — with a friend, wearing boots and long pants and denim against the ticks — I walked the base of the big tuff ring and the ground between Big and Little Fort Rock in the weather that region actually has, which is sun and wind and exposure. I took digital photographs. I saw a geological formation and thought it was beautiful and did not know I was standing under the most famous footwear in the world.

That is the inversion the chapter demands: begin from absence. The sandal I cannot touch, the cave I cannot enter, and the ground I walked without understanding it.

A Fortress of Tuff

The tuff ring is the first thing, and it repays attention before any archaeology does. Fort Rock was a volcanic ring a few hundred feet tall, raised by a steam eruption through the bed of a Pleistocene lake, and from the road it reads as a fortress — walls sheer, interior hollow, a castle built by an explosion. The rock was soft where basalt was hard: granular, warm in afternoon sun, crumbling at the edges, temporary on a geological timescale. Basalt endures; tuff waits to erode. The boulder at Picture Rock Pass could outlast the ring by millions of years.

Cressman excavated the cave in 1938 and 1939, with a University of Oregon crew, and published the results in his 1942 monograph — the 1942 publication, again, which is the document that exists in libraries; I have read from it, not from his field notes. What the crew found under the Mazama ash — the ash from the eruption that made Crater Lake, roughly 7,600 years ago — were dozens of sandals, stacked in layers as if people had returned to the cave for generations and left their worn-out footwear behind. Twisted sagebrush bark, woven flat, a loop for the toe. Practical objects, made to be walked on sharp volcanic rock and through marsh, drained through the weave, rebuilt each season, discarded in the same place their makers' grandparents had discarded theirs.

When I returned to Fort Rock knowing what the cave was, I could not find it, and that is the encounter: not the cave mouth in raking light but the plain absence of instructions. The cave is unmarked. The park gives you the ring and withholds the reason. You walk around the walls and through the saddle and the thing you came for is simply not indicated, which is either good stewardship or an accident of funding, and in practice it makes the whole visit feel like an exam you cannot study for.

The People, Not the Weaving

[image: Banded red tuff cliffs of Fort Rock at dusk above blooming rabbitbrush, a weathered fence post in the foreground.]Fort Rock at dusk. Rabbitbrush in bloom, the ring holding the last of the light. Photograph by the author.[image: Sunlit tuff cliffs of Fort Rock over the dark basin plain at dusk.]Fort Rock at golden hour. The cave that held the sandals is somewhere on the inner slope, unmarked. Photograph by the author.
I will confess what occupied me at Fort Rock, because it was not the weaving. I have no feel for fiber work and no claim on it — I have pulled sagebrush and burned it and that is the whole of my hands-on relationship with the plant. What I thought about, walking between the two rocks, was the people. Who were they? Not in the ethnographic sense — in the human sense. The sandals belonged to the early Holocene, the world after the ice, when the lakes were shrinking and the climate was doing something complicated and the animals were changing over. Was it easier here then? Wetter winters, milder summers, water close at hand, big game still on the landscape — the end of the age of giant beavers and mammoths was within a few thousand years of these sandals, and the line between the Pleistocene world and the modern one runs somewhere right through their makers' lifetimes, or just before them. What did a child in that cave eat? What did the cold feel like with bark on your feet instead of a boot? Did the people who stacked sandals in the ash know the ash was coming?

A 2017 reassessment in American Antiquity — Thomas Connolly's return to the cave with modern dating — pinned the sandals to roughly 10,500 to 9,300 calibrated years ago and confirmed what the stratigraphy had long suggested: this was not one deposit but a tradition, centuries of return. A span like that implies teaching. Somebody showed somebody how to harvest the bark, twist the cord, weave the sole. The knowledge moved hand to hand the way all knowledge moved then, and the cave floor is where it piled up.

Fiber and Stone

The comparison that teaches is the one with the boulder. The sandal is fiber; fiber decays; these survived only because ash and dryness interrupted the normal course of rot. The boulder is stone; stone does not decay; its figures have sat in wind and rain since whenever they were made, needing no protection to persist. Preserve the sandal and it dies; leave the boulder alone and it outlives the agency that manages it. The museum exists because of the fiber's fragility, and the pullout has no sign because of the stone's indifference, and the two objects are teaching opposite lessons about what time does to human marks.

There is also the matter of what the sandals are evidence of, and here I want to be as careful as I was with the rider. The sandals date the people, not the name of the people. Nothing in the cave says who they called themselves or what language they spoke, and the distance between them and the documented bands of the historic period — the Northern Paiute groups of the last few centuries — is thousands of years of unrecorded history that no artifact can narrate. The sandals say: someone solved cold feet here, beautifully and repeatedly, ten thousand years ago. Everything beyond that is inference, and the honest text labels it as such.

A Shelter with the Roof Missing

I drove out of Fort Rock on the gravel road that runs north toward the Connley Hills, and at the turn I looked back at the ring sitting on the plain, gray on gold, and the thought I had was not about shoes. It was that the ring is a shelter with the roof missing, and that people found it, used it, left their refuse in its corner for ten centuries, and left. The land kept the appointment. The land always keeps the appointment; that is the only promise geology makes, and it is the one I keep returning to collect on.
A Flat With No Sign

The Dietz site was a scatter of obsidian debitage on a lakebed plain in the Silver Lake basin — no sign, no pullout, nothing to mark it from the hundreds of other flats out there. I had been over that ground in 2020 and 2021, on the same trips that took me to Picture Rock Pass and once coming in from the south, and I knew what to look for because I had read the site report and because a friend who knows stone was riding along.

The basin floor was a lakebed within the last ten thousand years, and it still looked like one: cracked clay, alkali crust whitening the low spots, sagebrush thicker along the old shorelines. On foot the ground gave up its story in pieces. You did not find points. The points were gone — collected into museum drawers decades ago. What remained was the waste: flakes, broken preforms, the sharp residue of people sitting on this ground and making stone into tools.

Glass on the Lakebed

My friend found the first piece worth stopping for, and then found three more while I was still working out what my eyes were for. The flakes were glass — translucent at the edge, sharper than anything in my kitchen — and under a noon sun they announced themselves by sparkle, if you have learned the trick of looking, which mostly consisted of walking slowly and letting the ground stop being background.

We were told a story about this stone that I have to report accurately, because the story and the geochemistry disagree, and the disagreement is the kind this book is for. The story, from people who know the area: the obsidian was carried in from the Cascades, brought over the mountains and worked here for hunting birds on the lakes and fishing. A lot of what lies on these flats is on the order of twenty-five hundred years old, or more recent — the leavings of bands that moved in and out of the basin over the last few millennia, at roughly 2,500, 900, and 600 years ago, with empty intervals between. There is other obsidian country east of here, around Guano Valley toward the Nevada line, where cores sit on the surface — reddish, not very glassy — that people pulled and carried and worked in the central and eastern basin. The Dietz material, by contrast, is clean and glassy and fine.

Here is what the laboratory says, and why the story cannot be the whole story. The geochemical sourcing literature for this exact region identifies a major obsidian source at Silver Lake — the Silver Lake/Sycan Marsh source, nodules and boulders near the north end of Alder Springs Ridge, roughly ten miles southwest of Silver Lake — characterized in Jennifer Thatcher's Oregon State work at the turn of the millennium. On the geochemistry, much of the glass in this basin is local. It did not come over the Cascades; it was here, ten miles away, and people walked to it, or traded for it, for thousands of years. The oral story remembers travel and mountains. The rocks remember a nearer quarry. Both are kinds of evidence, and they do not match, and I have not earned the standing to say which is wrong. Maybe the carried-in story belongs to a particular era — the recent centuries the tellers know best. Maybe the local source is the deep story and the mountains are a later memory laid over it. The flakes on the ground cannot say.

"This Isn't From Here"

We found jasper, too — red, and a yellowish amber — and my friend picked up a chunk of it in that barren lakebed country, sandstone and salt-flat around, and said the truest thing anyone said that day: this isn't from here. Not a worked piece, just a stone, water-worn, sitting where water-rounded stones have no business being, at altitude on a dry plain. It had been moved — by a person, by a flood working a drainage, by some hand or current — off its home ground. That sentence is the chapter in miniature. The whole basin is a surface where things that are not from here keep turning up: Cascades glass that may be local glass, red jasper from an unnamed ridge, points in museum drawers far from the lakebed plain they were made on. The site is a scatter of departures.

What I want to know about the knappers is not recorded anywhere I can reach. How did a person learn this? Who taught the angle of the strike, and where? A technology this consistent implies a chain of teachers longer than any written lineage in the Americas — every flake a copy of a copy of a copy of a gesture somebody invented before the lake was gone. I had made nothing in my life that durable.

A Layperson's Literacy

One caution about my own methods belongs here, because it is the same caution as the rider's. From a scatter of flakes, a researcher with training can read a session — which core, which sequence, where the knapper sat, how the session ended. I could read less than that: I could find the glass, recognize a hinge fracture where a strike went wrong, put the broken preform down exactly where it lay, and photograph it. That is the honest extent of my literacy on this ground, and I was reporting from inside that limit on purpose — a photographer's reading, a camper's reading, amateur and stated plainly as such.

The dates do the same work. If much of this scatter is two or three thousand years old, it belongs to the recent, documented centuries of the basin — to the world of the rings and the villages — and not to the deep-time opening of the book. That is fine. Not everything old is oldest. A scatter of knapping waste from the centuries when bands moved through seasonally is still a record of attention paid to this exact flat, over and over, for millennia — and the flat, unlike the people, is still there to receive it.

Everything Carried Out

My friend and I drove back to Silver Lake together, the basin flat and empty in the mirror, and the sentence I carried away from the Dietz site was his, and it was about the jasper. This isn't from here. I have been turning it over since. The obsidian says the same thing, except the geochemistry replies: some of it is from here, has always been from here, ten miles off, and the story that says otherwise is itself an artifact — carried, worked, resharpened, handed down. I did not collect anything that day. Everything I took, I took with the camera.
The first people in this basin did not arrive as a story arrives, with a beginning and a direction. They arrived the way weather arrives — from several directions at once, in pieces, over a long time.
[image: A forested ridge and distant butte under a heavy cloud deck.]The Connley Hills, forested and under cloud. Photograph by the author.
What I know about how people first reached Oregon comes from three places: anthropology courses I took years ago, the long interview podcasts where archaeologists argue these questions out loud — I listen to the same ones a lot of westerners do, the ones with working scientists and tribal historians on as guests — and the reading I have done since, at lay depth. That foundation has one firm fact and one open question in it. The firm fact: humans were in the Americas before the Clovis culture, and the evidence is no longer fringe — footprints at White Sands, New Mexico, independently dated to twenty-one to twenty-three thousand years; the Monte Verde camp in Chile at fifteen thousand; coprolites at Paisley at fourteen-three. The open question: the route. Down the coast by boat, along a kelp-rich shoreline, turning inland up the river valleys? Or through the ice-free corridor between the retreating ice sheets, once it opened, and then south and west across the interior? My instinct, shaped more by the podcasts than by any data I can claim, was coastal — the early dates cluster oddly far south for a pure corridor walk — but instinct is not evidence, and the honest sentence is that both routes are live, and the answer may be both.

Picture Rock Pass sat in the middle of that question whether it wants to or not. A pass is a route. The draw between the ridge and the rim is the natural crossing between the Silver Lake and Summer Lake basins, with water and shelter in the right places, and Highway 31 uses it for exactly the reasons a family on foot would have used it ten or fifteen thousand years earlier. If the basin was reached by people moving up from a coastal entry, this pass is one of the doors. If they came down the interior, it is a hallway they passed through later. Either way, the boulder stood beside one of the oldest corridors of travel in the hemisphere, and that fact alone puts it in the deep-time conversation — whether or not the figures themselves are deep-time, which nobody can yet say.

[image: A gravel road winding toward a flat-topped mesa under evening clouds.]The gravel road in. Photograph by the author.
I went south to look at the other end of the region's chain. Hart Mountain sits well south of Summer Lake, past Lakeview, past Warner Rim, past Plush, at the end of a washboard gravel road that climbs to a huge mesa standing alone in the basin and range. From a distance it looks like the Australian monolith, a single mass of rock rising off the plain, and every rim out there does something like it, and every one of them stops your sentence mid-word. A crisscross road went up and dropped into the mountain's own basin, where aspens grow and the country rolls instead of falling. A rough four-wheel road swings north near the top, out toward a lake bed that is dry most years — a pluvial basin, geologists have studied it, something like Lake Abert in miniature — and the rim above that lake bed was where the rock art was.

I found the lizard in the afternoon. It was small — four legs, a tail, pecked light into a basalt face at the rim's edge, out in the open, with nothing around it but sagebrush, grass that greens and dies back with the season, and half a mile of sky. Nearby, circles. I sat with them a while. A coyote crossed the flat below in broad daylight, unbothered. This is the same Great Basin tradition as the boulder — pecked, varnished, undated, unexplained — and standing at a different pass over a different basin, it made the map in my head tilt: not one site but a distribution — the same marks at two passes.

[image: A dark varnished panel bearing a faint pecked grid figure.]A geometric panel at Hart Mountain, near the lizard. Pecked through the varnish, repatinated past easy reading. Photograph by the author.
The Connley Hills, back north, hold the chain's oldest datable pieces — Western Stemmed Tradition points from the early Holocene and possibly earlier, in caves blocked now, in hills I have walked. And the chain keeps going beyond Oregon's borders: south to White Sands, farther south to Monte Verde, west to a coast that was thirty miles further out when the ice held the ocean. What the chain describes is not a migration with a date. It is a scatter of presences, each one alone too thin to carry a story, together too heavy to dismiss.

I have imagined the first family through this pass more times than I should admit, and the honest thing about the imagining is how little I can give them that is theirs and not mine. I do not know who they were. Neither does anyone, yet. What the land holds is not their story but their evidence — the point, the coprolite, the sandal, the pecked lizard at a rim — and evidence outlives narrative every time. That is not a failure of archaeology. It is the definition of the deep past: a record that cannot be read, only respected, at the crossings, for as long as the crossings last.

[image: A bright pecked anthropomorph figure on a blue-cast rock face.]A bright figure on the rim at Hart Mountain. The pale interior reads as exposed basalt; the eye cannot date it. Photograph by the author.Two or Three Rings

South of Picture Rock Pass, on a flat above the old shore elevation of Silver Lake, there were rings of stone on BLM land. Not one ring. Two or three, close together, one of them significantly intact.

I heard about them in 2004 or 2005 — a feature out there, something the university and the federal survey people had looked at, a dot on a map. For years I understood generally where it was and drove past the area without stopping. Then, on a late-September or October trip in 2017 — the same trip on which I drove through the pass without finding the petroglyphs — I walked out to it, photographed it with the Sony, and walked through all of it, ring by ring.

The Largest Absence

The rings were built of slabs and blocks set into the ground, upright, placed rather than stacked — which is the first thing that tells you what they are not. I have seen the sheep-herder walls out in that country: ten-foot squares of rock stacked like bricks into windbreaks, built in the last century by herders who needed a place to put a small flock overnight, orderly and rectangular and recent. These are not those. The ring stones were irregular, half-buried, arranged in a circle the size of a shelter — the size a frame of poles and brush would cover, the size a family fits inside. Nothing is stacked. Nothing is rectangular. They read as old in the way the tuff ring reads as old: not by a date but by a logic, and the logic is shelter rather than husbandry. I believed they were teepee rings. I could not prove the belief, and the honest classification is a range: aboriginal shelter rings, possibly with later use, on ground that has been used by everyone who ever passed this way.

I had the 2017 frames: morning light, the intact ring holding its circle, the lake bed flat and white beyond it, ranch structures small in the far distance. The rings sat where a traveler would want them — above the shore flat, near where water would stand in a wet year, with a view of the basin and the pass both. A camp. The kind of camp I have made a hundred times, minus the nylon.

The Seasonal Round

Here I have to stop and face the largest absence.

Everything in this chapter so far — the rings, the boulder, the basin — is the record of people whose descendants are alive, organized, and local. The Northern Paiute bands of the historic period, the Klamath Tribes to the west, the Warm Springs people to the north: these are the nations of this country, and their own histories of the basin are not in this book. I did not contact them. No letter, no call, no knock. I told myself the usual things a person tells himself — I am not an archaeologist, this is not my role, I would not know where to begin — and the usual things are excuses, and the absence is a choice, and the choice shows on every page of this chapter.

[image: A ring of upright, lichen-dusted stones in golden grass, rimrock along the horizon.]One of the rings south of Silver Lake, photographed in 2017 — the year I drove through the pass without seeing the boulder. Photograph by the author.
The names, checked against better sources than I started with: the people of these lake basins in the historic centuries were Northern Paiute bands the Klamath called Yahuskin — their own name was Goyatöka, the crayfish eaters — and the record gets more local than the basin. The ethnographies place a band right here, near Silver and Summer lakes: the Dühütayohikadü, the deer eaters. Around old Lake Chewaucan itself were the Paavituviwarai, the white flint dwellers. Even the word Yahuskin is an outsider's label — a linguist who traced it in 2020 concluded it most likely comes from a Sahaptin language, not from Paiute. So the most common name for the people of this basin is a word their neighbors hung on them, and my caution about labels turned out to be documented fact, not just scruple. The Yahuskin bands were party to the 1864 treaty at Yainax and were gathered onto the Klamath Reservation. Their descendants are one of the three peoples of today's Klamath Tribes — Klamath, Modoc, and Yahooskin-Paiute — and the Tribes' own public account of their country describes it as east of Yamsay Mountain, south of Lakeview, and north of Fort Rock, which is this basin, this pass, exactly. To the east were the Wadatika, whose descendants are the Burns Paiute Tribe; to the north, the Tenino, now among the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs. None of these names tells me who made the marks on the boulder. The art is older than every name I have, and on that much the record and the tribes' own statements agree: the people who created the carvings have never been identified. A reader who wants the people's own account of this country should still read the tribes, not me.

What I would ask, if the ask is ever made and answered: this site is officially dated to A.D. 1000–1499 and whispered to be far older — what do your histories say? What was happening in this basin at fourteen thousand years, at eleven, at seventy-five hundred, at a thousand? Who were the people at each of those dates, and what would it mean to you if the whispers were right?

The Record at Second Hand

Beyond the names, what is left to a writer is the ethnography of record, and I have to report my distance from it honestly: I have read from it as excerpts and PDFs, summaries and scanned pages, not as a shelf of held books. Kelly's Paiute work, Steward's Basin-Plateau monographs — I know them the way a serious layperson knows them, at second hand, and I will not impersonate a scholar of them. What even that distance shows, though, is the pattern: a seasonal round, families moving between water and game and seeds, bands in and out of the basin over the last few thousand years, in numbers small by any modern measure. The rings and the villages and the knapping scatters all fit it. The basin was never empty and never crowded. It was used the way a harsh country gets used — briefly, repeatedly, knowledgeably — by people who belonged to it.

The rings make that pattern visible better than any report, because they are a decision you can stand inside. Someone carrying stones chose this flat, this view, this proximity to water, and spent an hour placing them, and came back, and the coming-back is what the second and third rings say. That is the whole of what I can honestly claim about the people of this basin: they paid attention to it, for a very long time, and the stones they placed are still where they put them.

Separated Only by Time

I drove out at dusk, the rings behind me in the last light, and the thought I had is the one I have kept: the people who built them were not a separate species of human doing something I cannot understand. They were campers. They walked the same rimrock I walk, watched the same ravens, chose their campsites by the same rules — flat ground, water, a view, shelter from the wind. The gap between us is not kind. It is time, and only time. I know this is the truest thing in the chapter, because it is the thing I can check from my own experience, standing where they stood, and the rest — the names, the dates, the languages — I cannot check at all, and have stopped pretending.
I have been to the boulder four times now, across decades of coming to this part of eastern Oregon — to the BLM land, to the national forest, to the park, the whole country, of which the rock is one stop. The honest account of those visits is less tidy than the one I first wrote. In 2017 I was all around the pass — camped on the BLM side, walked the rimrock, photographed the stone rings south of Silver Lake — and never found the petroglyphs. I was looking toward the rim, and the boulder sits the other way, forty feet off the highway above the bend. In October 2019 I went specifically to find it and did. On the twenty-first of March, 2020, I photographed it in the snow. In 2021 I came back with the digital camera for the figures and the area, and ran one frame of film through the Canon Elan. The fourth time at the rock was no research pass: a quick stop on the way to camp elsewhere in the Winema forest, a look and a leaving, no camera work. Four times. Three of them did the documenting.
[image: A black-and-white close view of a dark basalt boulder face with pecked marks.]Picture Rock Pass, in black and white. The figures sit close to the surface, and say nothing louder for the closeness. Photograph by the author.
The 2019 light was evening light, and it is still the light I would choose. The figures are flat-etched — pecked into the varnish rather than carved in relief — so they do not throw real shadows. What changes with the sun is the contrast inside the divots: at four in the afternoon, with the light coming across the face, every strike pops. At midday the panel goes quieter but never unreadable, and I learned to stop apologizing for flat light. A flat, fully lit frame is the better document — nothing lost in shadow, every peck recorded. I shoot flat first as data, and long second as beauty.

[image: A 360-degree view of the boulder and the bowl seating at sunset, snow in the shade.]March 21, 2020, 6:56 PM. Snow on the ground. The sphere holds what a frame can't: the seat, the stage, the view. Photograph by the author.
[image: Close view of the panel surface in flat, even light.]The panel in flat light — the data version, not the beautiful one. Photograph by the author.
The bowl behind the boulder was what I registered last, and it changed the site for me. Sitting back from the rock, you noticed the ground was arranged: a two-level platform of bedrock, junipers scattered among tumbled blocks behind, and the slope falling away northwest toward Silver Lake, the Christmas Valley opening, and on the clearest days the Three Sisters ninety miles off. A group seated below the rock looked slightly up at the panel and over it at the valley. I brought friends there — they took their own pictures, stood with it quietly, and one of them said it was like a seating area, like an amphitheater. I am paraphrasing. I don't trust my memory for the exact words, and I have quit pretending to.

[image: Vertical close view of faint pecked traces on the panel.]Traces above the fracture line. Photograph by the author.
[image: Vertical close view of the panel's left facet with a fracture edge.]The left facet, weathering toward invisibility. Photograph by the author.
The 360 camera was for the bowl as much as the rock. The Theta files — stills and a minute or two of video each, a gigabyte apiece — held the whole rollout of the land in one sphere: the seating, the pass, the drop to the lake, the rimrock holding the weather line. Watched afterward on a screen, they did something a frame couldn't: they put the viewer in the draw, breathing the same pooled, channeled air. The video recorded everything and selected nothing, which is a limitation and the point.

[image: The boulder with a photographer crouched at its right edge, the highway behind.]Documenting the panel. The highway runs just beyond the frame. Photograph by the author.
[image: Close view of a polygonal spall plate and thermal fractures.]Spall and fracture detail. Photograph by the author.
[image: Close view of the vertical expansion fracture in the panel.]The central fracture, running top to bottom. Photograph by the author.
What the visits taught, in order: 2019 taught me where the rock was. 2020 taught me the site in snow, the figures half-legible in cold flat light, the ground white to the crest. 2021 taught me the figures as individuals — I worked each one in flat midday light, close, the way you'd document evidence, and the Elan frame caught the panel in the last warm light I had. I am a photographer. I take a lot of frames.

[image: Vertical view of the split boulder from the roadside approach.]The panel from the shoulder side. Photograph by the author.
[image: A photographer with a tripod working below a rimrock cliff in green grass.]Photographing in the basin country, mid-2000s. Photograph by the author.
The boulder did not need my photographs. It had the figures before I arrived and will have them, in whatever state fire and time allow, after I stop coming. What the photographs are for is the book — proof of looking, made in the best light I had, flat and long both.

[image: Sunny wide view of the full boulder face with lichen on the flank.]The full face in hard sun. The figures go quiet in this light. Photograph by the author.
[image: Sunny wide view of the boulder with the escarpment behind.]The face in midday sun — flat, fully lit, every peck recorded. Photograph by the author.I have woken at the pass more than once, and the mornings run together; what followed was a composite of them, the true parts assembled into one. I woke before dawn, as I always do in the desert. The tent was pitched on the flat by the pullout, rainfly off for the stars. The traffic on 31 was a truck every several minutes, and the sagebrush moved when the wind shifted, and the light came up behind the ridge the way it always did there — gray, then a band of orange, then the basin resolving into individual plants instead of a gray mass.

From the camp the view north was the same view the bowl held: Silver Lake basin, Christmas Valley, the far Cascades. Sitting on the ground in my socks with cold feet, I did what this whole book kept doing — I tried to see the water. Lake Chewaucan at its high stand would have filled everything below me to the far rim, the shorelines I walked on Abert's flank underwater beaches, the reeds and the waterfowl where the alkali crust is now. The people at Paisley, at Fort Rock, at the Connley caves, at the rings, at the boulder — whichever of those dates you believe — walked a wetter world than this one, and some of them walked it through this exact draw, because a pass is a pass.

The body was the thread I trusted. Mine, cold in the morning, sore from the ground, hungry, forty-something. Theirs, the same. Whoever pecked the horned figure had hands that cramped and a back that ached and eyes that needed the light angled right; I know this because I have photographed their work and my body complained the whole time. The technology changes — basalt and obsidian to carbon fiber and lithium — and the body did not. That was not a sentimental point. It is the only comparison I can verify.

Then, in August of 2026, while this book was being finished, the Picture Rock Fire started beside the highway that runs past the site. It burned on the order of twelve hundred to sixteen hundred acres, human-caused, prompted Level 3 evacuations between Silver Lake and Summer Lake, and state maps showed it reaching the west side of the highway in the Picture Rock area before crews contained it, which they did, fully, within weeks. A fire spokesman told reporters the petroglyph site was not threatened, and that seems to have been true: the burn stayed on the west side, the highway never closed, and by every public account the boulder was never in direct danger. It is probably fine. I have not been back, so I cannot say what it looks like now. But this fire was never the whole of the risk. The next one is already out there somewhere, and the one after that — future fire is the present condition of that country.

The question that kept me was the one I had been circling the whole time: if it gets blackened, is it gone? Pecking survives weather — that is the whole premise of the site, that these marks have outlasted every winter since they were made. Whether it survives fire is a different test, and I do not know the answer. The land held the figures for whatever span they actually are — a thousand years, or fourteen — and then, in one hot month, the land itself became the threat. The boulder sits where it sat. Nobody has examined the face since August, as far as I know.

[image: Boulders and junipers in the bowl under an overcast sky.]The bowl on a gray morning, junipers at the rim. Photograph by the author.
If I could take one more frame, it wouldn't be a frame. It would be a season — more patient time at the pass, deeper and wider, back in the draw where the rock isn't visible and the scope is: the canyon's pull, the pooled water after rain, the animal traffic. There were pronghorn and mule deer moving through that basin, and ravens that rode the updraft off Silver Lake against the rimrock — they flew over, croaked, hooked, and circled for elevation like the air itself was a road. The pass had been doing this work — wind, water, wings, feet — for fifteen thousand years, give or take. I would want the picture that showed that.

I drove out the way I came: up to the dirt road, onto the highway, over the crest, past the pullout with the outhouse and the dried pond, down toward Silver Lake. No rearview-mirror moment. The geography didn't allow one — you couldn't see the rock from the road, which is, of course, the whole story. Most people drove right by the pullout because the pullout didn't say anything, and neither did the rock. The rock only said: something very old was up there, a quarter mile of walking from where you parked.
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	Age ranges in the wild, for the Ch. 1 collision: the NRHP record assigns the site A.D. 1000–1499; fire officials described the petroglyphs as 7,500 to 12,000 years old (Statesman Journal, Aug. 17, 2026). Both are reported in the text as claims, not facts.
	Pigati, J.S., et al. 2023 (and Bennett et al. 2021). White Sands footprints dating, Science — independently reaffirmed.
	Marial site (35CU84), Rogue River canyon: C14 8,560±190 BP; excavations BLM 1978/82, OSU 1983/84 (Schreindorfer 1987).
	Thornes, Tim. 2020. "Yahooskin (Beatty, Oregon)." International Journal of American Linguistics 86(S1): S35–S49. (Establishes: "Yahooskin" is not a native term — likely Sahaptin in origin — applied to disparate Northern Paiute bands of the Silver, Summer, and Abert lake basins and Warner Valley; the bands were brought together after the 1864 treaty at Yainax; closest ties to the Surprise Valley Paiute.)
	Northern Paiute band taxonomy (Steward/Kelly-derived, standard): Goyatöka ("crayfish eaters"), the bands the Klamath called Yahuskin, occupying roughly 5,000 square miles along Goose, Silver, Harney, and Warner Lakes and the Sprague River; documented local groups include the Dühütayohikadü ("deer eaters," Silver/Summer lakes) and the Paavituviwarai ("white flint dwellers," Lake Chewaucan basin).
	The Klamath Tribes, public cultural statement: "We are the Klamath Tribes — the Klamath, the Modoc and the Yahooskin-Paiute people"; the Yahooskin-Paiute bands' country described as east of Yamsay Mountain, south of Lakeview, and north of Fort Rock. (A tribal source, quoted in Ch. 7; direct tribal contact for this book remains unmade and is stated there.)
	Burns Paiute Tribe, public cultural statement: the Tribe primarily descends from the Wadatika band of Northern Paiutes.
	OregonLive, Aug. 18, 2026: the Picture Rock area has "deep ties to Northern Paiute and Klamath-Modoc peoples, though the people who created the ancient carvings have not been definitively identified."
	Picture Rock Fire, author-ruled standing read (Sept. 2026): the site was not in direct danger; OR-31 stayed open; the boulder is probably fine; the live risk is future fire. In-person post-fire condition remains unverified.


Consulted at abstract/summary level (the book's posture reflects this): Jenkins et al. (Paisley Caves); Shillito; Blong; Rosencrance; Holcomb. Claims drawn from these are hedged in the text accordingly.

Remaining soft spots — flagged, not blocking: Loring 1996 second edition is open access; quoting the Site 125 entry verbatim before print would retire the last secondhand citation (optional). No tribal nation has been consulted directly for this book; Chapter 7 states this as its largest limitation, and the chapter's names are now drawn from the ethnographic record and the tribes' own published statements, cited above. Post-fire condition of the boulder is unverified in person (author's standing read: probably fine; future fire is the live risk).

Wikipedia: used as a trailhead, never as evidence in its own right; the patina-differential claim derived from it is reported in Chapter 1 as unverifiable.
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