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Investigating Great Basin Foragers
Part One: Ecosystems
Archaeology Notebook
You are an archaeologist.Your question is:
How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and people?

Investigation Activities
1.
2.
3.
4.

Read “Meet Ms. Carmen Clark” and “Our Way of Life”
Complete the data collection sheet “Our Way of Life: Analyzing the Data”
Read “Geography and Ecosystems of the Great Basin”
Complete data collection sheet “Geography and Ecosystems of the Great Basin: Analyzing the
Data”

Data Sources
“Meet Ms. Carmen Clark”
“Our Way of Life”
“Geography and Ecosystems of the Great Basin”

Word Bank
adapt: to change to be suitable for a different condition or purpose
ancestor: a person from whom one is descended; mother, father, grandmother, grandfather
ceremony: a formal act done in honor of an event or special occasion
desert: an area of land with a warm climate where very little precipitation occurs
diverse: unlike the others; different; variety
ecosystem: a system made up of an ecological community of living things interacting with their
environment
elevation: height above a given level, commonly sea level
pigment: a substance that colors something else
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Meet Ms. Carmen Clark
This is Ms. Carmen Clark, a member of the Paiute Tribe
of Utah’s Shivwitz Band. Ms. Clark works at the Four Points
Community Health Center in Shivwitz, Utah, but her passion
is teaching Paiute children about plants.
She teaches summer workshops for youth on native
plants and how the Paiute people use them. Ms. Clark
learned about plants from her father and other elders in her
community.
Ms. Clark’s ancestors used the same plants that can
be found in the Great Basin today. These plants were used
for food, medicine, tools, clothing, baskets, and many other
things.

Ms. Carmen Clark. Photo provided by Carmen
Clark.

A picture of Yucca plants

A picture of Mormon Tea
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Our Way of Life
By Ms. Carmen Clark
The Paiute people are the Creator/God’s children. Where the Paiute people live today is
our original homelands from the beginning of time. The earth is our mother. She, through the
Creator, takes care of us for our every need. At one time, our people knew everything about
the plants, trees, valleys, mountains, springs, and lakes. The landscape is a part of our history, songs,
stories, and legends like the air we breathe. The landscape is a part of our way of life even today.
The land is a tool. We used the caves and clay to make bricks for shelter. We also used the
clay for pottery, cups, bowls, and spoons. We used the different earth pigments for paint for our
bodies, pottery, and pictographs. Stones were used for grinding stones, axes, and arrowheads. Our
landscape and its uses are very important to our people and the environment we live in. We live
in harmony with nature. We nurture and care for one another.
All plants and trees have a use. They can be used for
medicine, food, shelter or for making clothing, ropes,
baskets, sandals and so much more. Animals also have many
uses. Creator/God placed all of these things on the earth and
our people used everything. Nothing went to waste. In the
world we live in today we still use some of these plants for
food and medicine and for
ceremony. We still use some
of the animals for food. For our
people in this modern world we
live in, we have lost so much of
our culture and knowledge. Even
though we have lost much, the
Creator/God and nature are
still here. When our people are
ready and willing to learn once
Drawing of cordage or rope made from
again they will be ready teach
plants.
Drawing of pinyon plant.
what has been lost.
Speaking for myself, I still gather some of the medicine and
food plants. The more common plants are sage, cedar, teas, prickly
pear, mesquite beans, pinyon nuts, Indian rice grass and sumac to make
baskets.
I grew up learning about different plants and their uses from
my father and different elders throughout Indian country here in the
United States and Canada. I have three siblings and we were all taught
the same things growing up. As our ancestors did before us, we now
teach the next generation and all who are willing to learn what we
know so that some of our culture and teachings are passed on. To be
close to the earth and our Creator/God and his teachings is a blessing
Drawing of sage plant.
and an honor.
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Our Way of Life:
Analyzing the Data

Name:_____________________

1. Ms. Clark is a member of which tribe? Where is the tribal land located?

2. Why is the landscape important to the Paiute people?

3. What plants does Ms. Clark gather and how does she use them?

4. Where did Ms. Clark learn which plants to gather and where to find them?

] 117 [

Investigating Food and Land

Geography and Ecosystems of the Great Basin
Before you begin, write the name inside the boundaries of each
state of the map to the right.
The Great Basin is an area of desert that covers most of
Nevada and part of Utah, Idaho, California, and Oregon. The
Great Basin Desert is an area defined by the plant and animal
communities tucked between the Sierra Nevada, Wasatch,
and Cascade mountain ranges. The mountain ranges inside the
Basin run north-to-south, separated by long valleys. The plants
and animals in the Great Basin are extremely diverse and are
adapted to their unique environments. There are over 200
distinct biological communities between all the valley bottoms
and the tops of the mountains.
The Great Basin averages six to twelve inches of rain a
year, with some areas getting as little as four inches. In a single
summer day, the temperature in the Great Basin can vary from
90 degrees Fahrenheit during the day to 40 degrees Fahrenheit
at night.
The term “basin” is used because
water in the Great Basin never reaches the
ocean. Lakes have high salt content because
water in lakes either evaporates or sinks
into the ground. The shapes of these lakes
are constantly changing because the water
levels go up and down with the rainfall. The
lakes can even dry up completely.
A spring is a place where water flows
to the surface from the groundwater.
Ecosystems of the Great Basin.
Springs are an important source of
water for animals and people.
Certain plants grow only in certain
areas because the conditions change
as you leave the basin valleys and go
up in elevation to the mountains.
Plants survive on very little water and
high heat in the basin valleys. This is
called the shrub ecosystem and is
where shadscale, big greasewood, and
rabbitbrush are found. The plants in
this biome are often low to the ground,
have spines, and can survive in salty
soils. Succulents, like the prickly pear
Ecosystems of the Great Basin.
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cactus, are found in this ecosystem, but are also found in the other
ecosystems. Succulents store water, allowing them to survive
through periods of little rain.
As you start climbing into
the foothills of the mountains,
you encounter sagebrush,
wheatgrass, and Mormon tea.
This sagebrush ecosystem gets
a little more rain than the basin
valley. The root system of a big
Prickly pear cactus.
sagebrush can spread up to 90 feet
to help it drink as much water
as possible. Sagebrush also has
tiny hairs on its leaves to break
the wind and help slow water
evaporation.
Further up the mountain,
you
enter
the pinyon-juniper
Rabbitbrush.
ecosystem, where there is more
moisture and it is cooler than
the other ecosystems. This ecosystem consists of pinyon pines and
juniper trees spread out with sagebrush between the trees. Juniper
trees have large roots to help them take up more water. In very dry
weather, a juniper can cut off nutrients to individual branches to
help the tree survive.
Animals in the Great
Basin are well adapted to
the dry environment and
temperature extremes.
Pinyon tree with a close-up of a
Some animals, like the
jackrabbit, have large ears pinyon cone.
with lots of blood vessels
that help them give off heat
and cool down their bodies.
Many animals are pale in
color, which helps them
stay cool and blend in
with their surroundings.
Great Basin desert toad.
Desert toads burrow into
the ground during the day
where they absorb water from the surrounding soil and stay cool.
Packrats and pronghorn antelope eat cacti to get the
moisture they need instead of drinking water. Some animals like
snakes and kit foxes find shade during the heat of the day. Hawks
Desert packrat.
and eagles soar high in the sky where it is cooler. Other animals
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only come out at night or during sunrise and sunset. Many animals move between the Great Basin’s
ecosystems to find food and water and avoid extreme temperatures. Mule deer and coyotes can
travel long distances for food and water, and big horn sheep travel into the mountains’ pinyonjuniper ecosystem to avoid the heat of summer.

Drawing of a desert bighorn sheep.

Drawing of a mule deer.

Great Basin rattlesnake.

Drawing of a jackrabbit.
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Geography and Ecosystems of the Great Basin:
Analyzing the Data

Name:_______________

1. In degrees Fahrenheit, how much is the difference between a typical daytime and nighttime temperature in the Great Basin? How might this affect plants and animals? Give examples.

2. List examples of how some of the plants and animals adapt to live in the Great Basin.

Plant

Adaptation

Animal

Adaptation

3. Draw a picture of what one ecosystem in the Great Basin looks like. Label each part of the landscape.

4. You are hiking in the pinyon-juniper ecosystem in the summer. What animals would you expect
to find?
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Investigating Great Basin Foragers
Part Two: Environmental Archaeology
Archaeology Notebook
You are an archaeologist.Your question is:
How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and people?

Investigation Activities
1.
2.
3.
4.

Read “Archaeology of Land”
Complete “Archaeology of Land: Analyzing the Data”
Complete “Match the Plant to the Pollen”
Complete “Pollen: Analyzing the Data”

Data Sources
“Archaeology of Land”
“Magnified Pollen Grains”
Classroom list of plant environments and uses

Word Bank
landscape: features of an area of land
palynologist: a person who studies pollen grains
pollen: a powdery substance produced by flowering plants
residential sites: a place where someone lives or lived
resources: something people get from their environment that fulfills a basic need
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Archaeology of Land
By David Madsen
People are part of the natural environment. This was
especially true for the foragers who lived at O’Malley
Shelter. Their food, water, clothing, tools, and shelter
came from the natural environment. Archaeologists are
able to understand how and where past people lived by
looking at landscapes and environments.
Water and fuel are critical for daily life. Most
residential sites had to be near sources of both.
Archaeologists can find where people may have lived by
finding where water and fuel was available in the past.
Other resources like food or stone for tool making could
be reached by taking short trips from these residential
sites. These short trips created different kinds of sites like
hunting sites or small campsites. Places where all of these
resources were available in the same place would have
been very valuable. Many were used over and over again David Madsen. Photo provided by David Madsen.
for hundreds or even thousands of years. O’Malley
Shelter is just such a place.
Environments change through time as climates change. Archaeologists have to rebuild past
landscapes to understand where resources may have been in the past. They do that in many ways.
One way is to study soils in springs or marshes that have been there for thousands of years. Pollen
in these soils are well preserved and can be identified to certain plants like pinyon trees or grasses.
By studying pollen, palynologists can show how environments have changed.
Another way to study past environments is to collect woodrat nests. Archaeologists identify
the plants in these nests. Woodrats are squirrel-like animals who collect plants. They build walls
around their nests in small rocky overhangs. These nests can be thousands of years old in dry
areas like O’Malley Shelter. By identifying and dating these plants, archaeologists can combine
the information from the nest with pollen from the soil to make a detailed picture of the past
environments.
People collect, use, and throw away things that are useful many years later in understanding
past environments. For example, if archaeologists find shells from the nuts of pinyon trees in
archaeological sites they can date them and know when pinyon/juniper forests were growing
nearby. Past peoples also hunted many different kinds of animals. The bones of those animals can
be preserved in archeological sites. Archaeologists can identify what animals were eaten from the
bones. These bones provide some of the best information on where animals were found in the past.
People are part of the environment. Information from archaeological sites is useful in
understanding environmental change. Information from past environments is one of the best ways
to understand how and where past peoples lived.
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Archaeology of Land:
Analyzing the Data

Name:______________________

1. What did foragers get or make from their natural environment?

2. What items were critical for daily life?

3. Why is O’Malley shelter a place that people used for thousands of years?

4. What are two ways archaeologists study past environments?
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Match the Plant to the Pollen

Name:____________________

Draw a line connecting the plant with its correct pollen.
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Pollen: Analyzing the Data

Name:_______________________

1. What inferences could you make if you found cattail and rice grass pollen at an archaeological site?

2. What inferences could you make about the environment if pinyon and juniper pollen were found
at an archaeological site?

3. What inferences could you make about plant uses if sagebrush and Mormon tea were found at an
archaeological site?
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Investigating Great Basin Foragers
Part Three: Archaeology
Archaeology Notebook
You are an archaeologist.Your question is:
How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and culture?

Investigation Activities
1. Review “Investigating Land and Site Types: Map” or the ArcGIS Online map (http://bit.ly/
PAForagers)
2. Complete Data Collection Sheet “Investigating Land and Site Types: Analyzing the Map Data”
3. Have your teacher lead you in the “Investigating Land and Site Types: Collecting the Data” and
“Investigating Land and Site Types: Analyzing the Site Data” exercise.

Data Sources
“Investigating Land and Site Types: Map” print or online
Inquiry Packets for residential sites, campsites, hunting sites, and rock art sites.

Word Bank
artifact: any object made or used by people
campsite: a place where peopled briefly stayed while looking for resources
feature: an unmovable element at an archaeological site; hearth, postholes, walls, pathways
GIS: geographic information system, a computer program that allows the user to visualize data
hunting site: a place where people hunted animals and made tools
residential site: a place where someone lives or lived
rock art: a general term for the carving or painting of designs onto rock surfaces
scale: a standard of measurement; a series of marks at regular intervals in a line
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Investigating Land and Site Types: Map
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Investigating Land and Site Types:
Analyzing the Map Data

Name:__________________

1. Locate the water on the map. If you are using a printed map, color the two seasonal lakes and the
creek blue.

2. What do you notice about water and the location of archaeological sites?

3. Locate the archaeological sites and observe their types.What site type has the most archaeological
sites?

4. Using the scale on the map or measuring tool on the ArcGIS online map measure how far apart
two residential sites from each other? How far apart is a residential site from a campsite? How far
apart is a campsite from a hunting site? What do you notice?

5. After looking at the map, what questions do you have? What conclusions can you draw?

] 129 [

Investigating Food and Land

Investigating Land and Site Types: Collecting the Data
Packet
Campsites

Animals

Plants

Artifacts

Rock Art
Sites

Hunting
Sites

Residential
Sites
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Investigating Land and Site Types: Analyzing the Site Data
1. What kinds of work do you think people did to meet the needs of their families?

2. Describe the diet of Great Basin foragers in Lincoln County.What is your evidence? Use examples
from each site type.

3. How can the artifacts tell you what kind of activity took place at each site?

4. What things can we learn about what people ate by studying rock art sites?
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Investigating Great Basin Foragers
Part Four: Today
Archaeology Notebook
You are an archaeologist.Your question is:
How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and people?

Investigation Activities
1. Complete “My Food Map”.
2. Complete Data Collection Sheet “My Food Map: Analyzing the Data”

Data Sources
“My Food Map”
“Investigating Land and Site Types: Map”

Word Bank
distribute: to give or pass out to several or many
export: to send to another country for trade or sale
import: to bring in from another country for trade, sale, or use
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My Food Map

Name:_______________________

My scale =
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My Food Map: Analyzing the Data

Name:_______________________

1. Do you travel more or less to get your food and clothes than Great Basin foragers? Why do you
think this is?

2. Would your answer for question 1 change if you considered the distance some foods travel to get
to the store?

3. Why do we import food from other places?

4. Do you think we could feed the United States’ modern population of 325 million if we got our
food like the Great Basin foragers who only had a population of approximately 21,500?
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Investigating Great Basin Foragers

Assessment
Archaeology Notebook
You are an archaeologist.Your question is:
How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and people?

Assessment Activities
1. Match culture food cards with the culture food map (page 136).
2. Complete “Culture Food Map: Analyzing the Data” (page 137).
3. Write a final composition (page 138).

Word Bank
performance standard: basis for measuring your work
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Culture Food Map
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Culture Food Map: Analyzing the Data

Name:_________________________

1. What inferences can you make about the environment in your culture food area?

2. How do you think people in your area got their food items on your cards?

3. What would you look for at an archaeological site in your area? Do you think the people in your
area were horticulturalists, pastoralists, foragers, or agriculturalists? Why?

] 137 [

Investigating Food and Land

Final Composition
After archaeologists investigate an archaeological site, they report their findings to other
archaeologists and to the public. As a student archaeologist you will write an essay that answers
the questions: How can investigating Great Basin foragers help us understand ecosystems and people?
Introduction
In the introduction write one paragraph.
• State the question: How can investigating the Great Basin forager help us understand ecosystems
and people?
• In two complete sentences briefly list four things that can be learned about Great Basin foragers
and their environment through investigating plant and animal remains at archaeological sites. If
possible, chose one idea from each of the parts of the investigation (Ecosystems, Environmental
Archaeology, Archaeology, and Today).

Body
In the body, write one paragraph for each of the four ideas listed in your introduction. Include
specific evidence from the investigation to support each of the ideas.
Example: Archaeologists use maps to understand how people moved around a landscape to
gather resources. Archaeological sites can create a pattern on a map. Inferences can be made
about the patterns like hunting sites are found around water because that is where animals are
most likely to be found.

Conclusion
In the conclusion, write one paragraph summarizing the four things that can be learned about
Great Basin foragers and their environment through investigating plant and animal remains at
archaeological sites. Answer the question: How does learning about ecosystems and food contribute
to our understanding of Great Basin people?

Performance Standards
•
•
•

Introduction – My introduction states the question and includes four things that can be
learned about the history of Great Basin foragers by studying the environment and food.
Body – The body of my essay contains one idea per paragraph. The paragraph describes each
and includes specific data or evidence.
Conclusion – My conclusion summarizes the four paragraphs in the body of the essay.
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End of Student Notebook
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