A MOUND OF STONES

Nothing persists like stone. Archaeology is fixated on stones. Cultures are described by their stone tool assemblages. Stone lasts, where other materials, such as wood, baskets, and even bone, perish. When Moses first came down off of Mt. Sinai, according to the book of Exodus, he found the Hebrews worshipping a golden calf. He threw down the two stone tablets, on which were written the laws, and broke them. If the story is true, and because they were in the desert, those broken tablets may well still be on the surface of the ground, unrecognized, but still there. A man lines up some stones, carries a stone from one place to another, or builds a wall. For all practical purposes, he is creating a permanent record of an event, a cultural practice, a moment in the life of man. Stone lasts.

The 1861 U.S. Surveyor General’s Office survey of El Rancho Simi exhibits a “mound of stones” at a turning point along the southwestern boundary of the rancho on the top of the ridge south of the southern end of Wood Ranch Parkway. The mound of stones was part of the survey. The mound, if it still exists, is a cultural artifact and deserves recognition and preservation. So, I thought it would be fun to see if it is still there. Locating the mound would not be as hard as it might seem, considering how apparently crude the map is. That survey was done with a transit, and chain and was the basis of permanent property boundaries. Those same boundaries exist today. All you have to do is follow the fence lines.

So, I took a hike. Not surprisingly, the boundary is marked by a barbed wire fence, and the turning point is marked by a steel pipe with a cap on it. Stones of a relatively uniform size are somewhat scattered about three feet away, with a couple of the stones adjacent to the modern boundary marker. Other than those stones, the surface near the boundary marker is pretty much free of rocks. Given the persistence of stone, the relative uniformity of the size of each stone and the concentration of those stones exactly where you would expect to find them, it is clear, at least to me, that they are the original mound piled there by the survey crew. A more recent survey, using better instruments, would have yielded a slightly different result even though the same surveying data were used. It is standard surveying practice, when re-surveying, to destroy old survey markers when new ones are installed. In any case, the presence of the original stones is comforting.

Another “mound of stones” is noted at another turning point on a high isolated ridge to the south-southeast, west of Simi Peak. I’ll look for that one one of these days.
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