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The area within Los Peñasquitos (“little cliffs”) Canyon Preserve is one of the most important and interesting 
historic sites in San Diego County, containing 68 known archaeological sites. The location, which represents 
a small portion of the original Mexican land grant given to Francisco Maria Ruiz in 1823, has been the focus 
for numerous archaeological and architectural investigations since 1980. In 2010, the Palomar College 
Department of Behavioral Sciences Archaeology Division began conducting archaeological test excavations 
in the vicinity of the Los Peñasquitos Ranch House Complex (CA-SDI-8125/5220). Between September 2010 
and December 2019, the students in the Palomar College Archaeological Field School excavated 75 units in 
two locations to identify historic activity areas and structures that are not documented but are suggested by 
drawings, historic photographs, and scattered concrete remains. In an independent study class in the fall of 
2021, Palomar College students analyzed various historic artifacts to incorporate into the Progress Report 
submitted by Palomar College to the County of San Diego Department of Parks and Recreation. This article 
presents the results of the analysis of historic animal husbandry artifacts associated with the Los Peñasquitos 
Ranch House. 

 
 

LOS PEÑASQUITOS CANYON RANCHING HISTORY (1823-1962) 
 

Ranching in the canyon began in 1823 when Captain Francisco María Ruiz established Rancho Los 
Peñasquitos in the upper watershed. In 1821 when Mexico separated from Spain, the Secularization Act of 
1833 eliminated mission-owned lands, allowing private ranchers to settle within San Diego. Driven initially 
by foreign demands for hides and tallow, cattle ranching thrived during this time at the rancheros of San Diego 
County, including Rancho Peñasquitos, which expanded in 1834 to include the lower portion of Los 
Peñasquitos Canyon. The United States Army collected over 100 head of cattle from Rancho Los Peñasquitos 
in 1846 when General Stephen Watts Kearny used the rancho as a resting place for his Army of the West after 
the Battle of San Pasqual. 

In the 1850s, ranching declined due to drought, disease, and changes in land use priorities, but emerged 
in the early 1900s due to advancements in bovine vaccines and modern pumping equipment for improved 
irrigation (Wade et al. 2009). The most prominent cattle rancher in San Diego and Riverside counties was 
George Sawday, who quickly amassed a cattle empire including Rancho Los Peñasquitos which he purchased 
in 1937. The average number of cattle in San Diego County at that time ranged from 40,000 to 75,000 and 
Rancho Peñasquitos was considered one of the largest cattle ranches in San Diego (Wade et al. 2009).  

After World War II, ranching declined and in 1962 Irvine Kahn purchased the area with plans for 
development. Since then, Los Peñasquitos watershed has been divided up and developed with only select 
parcels remaining. Remains of the ranching activities at Los Peñasquitos include fence posts, barbed wire, 
and isolated areas containing butchered cattle bones (Los Peñasquitos Lagoon Foundation 2016). 
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BRIEF HISTORY OF THE LOS PEÑASQUITOS ADOBE 
 

Horse and Cattle Ranch 
 

The Rancho Peñasquitos Adobe is located within the Los Peñasquitos Canyon Preserve in San Diego, 
California. This historic ranch house broke ground in 1823 and exists to this day (e.g., Bouscaren et al. 
2016). The adobe is most notable as the second oldest colonial structure in San Diego County and is built 
near the Kumeyaay settlement of Awil Nyawa (Johnson 2010). Rancho Los Peñasquitos was a 14,000-acre 
cattle ranch that moved cattle for monetary purposes. Also known for its thoroughbreds, the ranch was used 
to rehabilitate racehorses (U.S. Department of the Interior 1978). 
 
 
Animal Husbandry 
 

Animal husbandry is the controlled cultivation, management, and production of domestic animals. 
Some examples include horse breeding, cattle farming, hog breeding, sheep farming, beekeeping, and 
aquaculture. Domestic animals are bred and raised for utilitarian purposes, such as for their meat and fur. 
Research on animal husbandry artifacts and the various metals found at Rancho Peñasquitos Adobe were 
analyzed and categorized from the years 2010 to 2019. 

 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Between 2010 and 2019, excavations were conducted at the Los Peñasquitos Ranch House by many 
students attending Palomar College, under the direction of Jim Eighmey and Betsy Pain. Animal husbandry-
related artifacts recovered have included consumer goods, livery, munitions, personal household items, 
building materials, and fencing (e.g., wire, nails, and barbed wire). While searching the literature related to 
this project, the “Two Forks in the Road” excavations, Van Wormer and Walter (2011) reported similar 
categories relevant to and fitting the artifacts recovered from excavations at Los Peñasquitos. Every artifact 
related to animal husbandry was identified, and analyzed. Data were categorized in spreadsheets and noted as 
to the category and artifact types. Many artifacts that were originally labeled as undiagnostic in the catalog 
were not undiagnostic after all and were then placed in their proper categories for artifact pattern analysis. 
Once the artifacts relative to animal husbandry were counted and appropriately categorized, a pie chart, a 
frequency line graph, and a listing of the categories were designed.   
 
 

ANALYSIS 
 

Previous studies at the Los Peñasquitos Adobe have reported data on specific artifacts and areas of 
the site, yet little data have been provided specific to animal husbandry. A total of 75 units was excavated, 
all artifacts were examined (whether diagnostic or non-diagnostic), and charts of the data findings were 
crafted (see Figures 1 through 10 for selected artifacts). Based on these findings, there is little evidence to 
suggest there was significant blacksmithing or farrier work done in the area that was excavated. The great 
quantity of mixed metals found throughout each test unit also suggests that soil movement has occurred,  
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Figures 1 through 6. Top row (Figures 1 and 2): metal hob, unknown decoration, badge, pin back, and safety pin; 
steel button and brass back, electric motor, and pocket knife. Middle row (Figures 3 and 4): cattle tag, halter rings, 
and gate pull; vaccine bottles found in the vicinity of the sheep dip. Bottom row (Figures 5 and 6): brass leather/ 
harness rivets; cut nails. 
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Figures 7 through 10 (clockwise from top left): horseshoe, horseshoe, hand-forged spikes, horseshoe nails. 
 

displacing these artifacts from their original context. The significant amount of horse bones recovered 
provides evidence that the horses on the ranch were buried there (B. Georgouses, Palomar College). 

Table 1 is a list of the items (based on activity group) recovered at Rancho Peñasquitos Ranch House 
that were used in the artifact pattern analysis (also see Figures 11 and 12). 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

What is concluded from this analysis is that the people, animals, fences, features, and machinery were 
essential for the maintenance and upkeep of Los Peñasquitos Adobe. Some artifacts were better preserved 
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Table 1. Activity Groups Used in the Artifact Pattern Analysis. 

Livery Items 

Bridle Parts 
Buggy Parts 
Harness Parts  

Horseshoes and Nails 
Saddle Parts 
Wagon Parts 

Hardware Items 

Baling Wire 
Bolts And Nuts 
Cotter Pins 
Rivets  

Rivets 
Screws 
Washers 
Wire fencing  

Garment Items 

Buckles 
Metal Buttons 
Hook and Eyes 
Shoe Parts 

Safety Pins 
Clothing Clasps 
Clothing Rivets 

Tools 

Carpenter Tools 
Mason’s Tools 

Miscellaneous Hand Tools 
Splitting Axe 

Furniture Parts 

Cabinet Hinges 
Drawer Pulls 

Upholstery Tacks 

Building Materials 

Nails 
Spikes 

Metal Stakes 
Door Locks and Parts 

Machine Items 

All Machine Parts 
Bearings/Flange 

Small Motor 
Hand Crank Tool 

Forge Material 

Coal 
Clinkers 

Slag 

Unidentified Items  

Items That Cannot be Identified 

Unique Items 

Items Not Included in 
Other Groups 

Fishing Hooks/Weights 
Metal Decorative Piece 
Piano Piece 
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Figure 11. Pie chart breakdown of artifact activity groups at Los Peñasquitos Adobe. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 12. Line graph of the 75 excavated units. The x-axis is the unit number and the y-axis is the frequency that the 
artifacts appear in each unit. 

 
 
and more identifiable than others. Excavated features provide the whereabouts of foundations, such as a 
sheep dip, corrals, and barns. Although little evidence was found of blacksmiths or farriers from the 2010-
2019 excavations, some of their work was still present. The animal husbandry remnants left behind are now 
considered noteworthy of those who left them and has brought forth additional narration of their past. 
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