
The man who looted Elephant Mountain Cave in northwestern 

Nevada ended up in jail owing $2.5 million in civil penalties 

and was forced to return human remains and thousands of 

artifacts. Four looters of prehistoric and sacred sites throughout 

Nevada also went to jail, were fined $520,000, ordered 

to pay $260,000 in restitution, and were forced to return 

thousands of artifacts.

These and other criminal and civil cases 

pursued by the Federal government 

to protect the nation’s historic and 

prehistoric heritage were made 

possible because the Antiquities 

Act of 1906. The Antiquities Act 

expressed the will of the people 

to protect this heritage and make it 

available for all Americans, and not 

just those who could get to it first.

Signed by President Theodore Roosevelt, 

the Antiquities Act was the first law in the United 

States to give general protection to cultural or natural 

resources. As such, it can be viewed as the progenitor for other 

later laws relating to general environmental and resource 

protection. Prior to 1906, Congress had acted to create and 

give protection to some important and specific places such 

as Yellowstone National Park. But the Antiquities Act was 

different. It established the nation’s first public policies about 

archaeological resources.

•	 The Act outlawed unauthorized excavations and 

established penalties for doing so. This was primarily in 

response the destruction of archaeological sites for personal 

and commercial gain, especially in the prehistoric ruins in the 

American Southwest.

•	 The Act creates a means for the President to designate 

areas of historic importance on public lands for preservation 

and management. Today these areas are better known as 

national monuments.

• The Act established a requirement for the granting of permits 

to ensure that archaeological work is done by qualified 

persons and institutions. Permits may be issued to 

increase knowledge and ensure that collected 

materials are preserved.

The Antiquities Act worked for a 

long time, but changes became 

necessary as court decisions found 

parts of it vague and indefensible. 

The objectives of the Act were 

restated and reinvigorated with 

passage of the Archaeological 

Resources Protection Act, or ARPA, 

in 1979. This law is used by federal 

agencies to manage permitting systems 

for investigations of archaeological sites. The 

ARPA also provides the means to prosecute people who 

illegally excavate or collect artifacts on public land.

While the essential concepts and provisions of the Act 

persist, the ethos it established for public responsibility for 

archaeological information as well as historical 

values is its enduring legacy. Measures 

for protection and management of 

archaeological remains would 

be joined by similar devices for 

protecting historical buildings 

and structures, and for places 

and resources of value to 
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One hundred years ago Congress passed 
the Antiquities Act to protect historic and 
prehistoric sites on public lands from 
looting and vandalism. The act also 
empowered the President to designate 

national monuments that are managed 
by BLM and other agencies. Subsequent 

legislation to protect cultural resources affects 
nearly every BLM activity today.

The anniversary of the Act is an opportunity for the BLM to make 
public land users aware of the rich cultural history found on these 
lands. The Act is the first of a number of laws passed to protect this 
large, diverse and scientifically important cultural treasure.

While the Antiquities Act provided for protection from looters and 
vandals, the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA) 
developed a process for BLM and other agencies to consider 
historic, prehistoric and tribal heritage resources when making 
land use decisions and to minimize the inadvertent destruction 
of these resources from authorized uses. In Nevada we analyze 
between 1,000 and 2,000 undertakings a year using the NHPA
process.

The protections offered in the Antiquities Act and NHPA were 
reinforced when President Nixon issued an Executive Order 
in 1971 instructing federal land-managing agencies to protect 
cultural resources. BLM was required to inventory and evaluate 
all significant cultural resources under our jurisdiction within two 
years—an impossible task for an agency managing about 262 
million acres of land—and protect them from inadvertent harm. 
BLM Nevada has inventoried about 2 million acres and recorded 
about 47,000 historic and prehistoric sites. With the passage of 
the Federal Lands Policy and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA), 
managing cultural resources became one of the BLM’s multiple 
use responsibilities.

The Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979 
complemented the Antiquities Act and has become the primary 
authority for criminal and civil remedies to the problem of looting 
and vandalism on public lands. Since 1976, BLM in Nevada 

has taken an active role in finding and prosecuting vandals and 
looters.

BLM is proud to be a part of the legacy that defines who we are 
and where we come from. We continue to safeguard the ruins, 
archaeological sites, fossils, natural and geological wonders, 
objects of scientific interest, and historic landmarks on the public 
lands.

The BLM is commemorating the 100th anniversary of the 
Antiquities Act with some special events around the state. Please 
join us in May to celebrate Nevada’s rich heritage during Nevada 
Archaeology and Historic Preservation Month.

– Ron Wenker
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Native American tribes and individuals. Other major Federal 

laws enacted since 1906 that foster public and agency 

responsibility for preservation of archaeological and other 

cultural resources are the Historic Sites Act of 1935 and the 

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.

Without these laws and efforts by agencies such as the 

BLM, much invaluable information about Nevada’s and the 

country’s past would have been lost or destroyed, either by 

the greed of those collecting for personal gain, or by the 

legitimate use and development of public lands and resources. 

Today we can appreciate Nevada’s archaeological past in 

museum collections and in reports and books. In Nevada, 

we can visit archaeological sites such Grimes Point, Sloan 

Canyon, and the Pony Express stations. Invaluable and 

irreplaceable collections of artifacts and records are held in 

perpetuity in museums. Professional archaeologists conduct 

inventories and excavations on the public lands. But the BLM 

and the professional archaeologists are not acting alone. 

They are joined every year by many volunteers and site 

stewards who promote the public’s roles and responsibilities 

in protecting Nevada archaeological resources. It all started 

100 years ago.
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May is Archaeological Awareness and 
Historic Preservation Month

May 11-12 Lovelock Cave Antiquities Act Centennial tours, 
educational activities, and site cleanup for Winnemucca Grammar 
School fourth grade classes. Peggy McGuckian, 775-623-1521

May 13 Lovelock Cave tour for general public and National Public 
Lands Day activities including site repair and maintenance. Peggy 
McGuckian, 775-623-1521

May 13 Guided tour of prehistoric and historic archaeological sites 
near Elko, hosted by BLM Elko Field Office. RSVP to Dr. William 
Fawcett at 775-753-0279

May 13 Carlin Canyon National Public Lands Day and Antiquities 
Act Centennial tree planting, marking of the California National 
Historic Trail and cleanup of interpretive sites. Tom Warren,  
775-753-0255

May 23 Operation Indian Rocks: Protecting our Heritage, 7:30 
p.m. Public lecture at Nevada State Museum in Carson City. State 
Museum Public Information Office, 775-687-8323

June 3-4 Antiquities Act Centennial and National Trails Day event 
along Pony Express Trail in Eureka County to place route makers 
and a kiosk. Additional community events are planned. Lisa Wolf,  
775-374-0596

Sept. 16 Sand Springs Pony Express Station and Pony Express Trail 
Public Lands Day and Antiquities Act Centennial cleanup and repair. 
Terry Knight, 775-885-6173

Sept. 17 Ruin Wash Trilobite Public Lands Day and Antiquities Act 
Centennial site cleanup and installation of interpretive exhibits with 
the Lincoln County schools. Bruce Winslow, 775-726-8111

Sept. 30 and Oct. 1 High Rock Canyon National Public Lands 
Day and Antiquities Act Celebration will offer a variety of projects to 
stabilize and protect historic and biological resources in the canyon 
and surrounding wilderness areas. Dave Lefevre, 775-623-1770

Sept. 30 Nevada Northern Railway National Public Lands Day 
and Antiquities Act Centennial event will maintain and improve 
the facilities, trails and signs close to the railway. David Jeppesen,  
775-289-1910
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BURRO ADOPTION
Pets are a great way to teach children responsibility 

and provide companionship, love, and hours of 

entertainment. While dogs, cats and hamsters are 

great, they would never be able to carry an adult 

or be able to survive as far as ten miles away from 

water. And although you may consider yourself a bit 

of a breed snob when it comes to Fluffy and Fido, 

dogs and cats cannot be called “living legends.” 

Adopting a burro from the National Wild Horse and 

Burro Facility in Palomino Valley would provide your 

family with a true blue companion, willing employee 

and a piece of history that most people never even 

get the chance to see.

For skeptics of burro adoption, there are a few common 

misconceptions about burros that should be dispelled. 

The average person generally associates burros, or 

wild donkeys, with the image of a stupid creature 

obstinately unwilling to move when being tugged 

by its owner. “Stubborn jackass” and “stubborn as a 

mule” can hardly bring very flattering things to mind. 

This fallacy most likely came about because of a lack 

of understanding. The resolve with which burros refuse 

to move, while exasperating, is actually their way of 

making sure that wherever they are being led is safe.

This burro behavior is “an indication of how intelligent 

they are as compared to horses,” said Mike Myers, 

assistant manager of the National Wild Horse and 

Burro Center in Palomino Valley. “Horses that get 

spooked will bolt for any way out, which could mean 

they are getting into a worse situation with what is out 

there.”

Another widespread belief is that burros are a 

common animal. In fact, there are only about 4,400 

burros living in the 10 western states as compared 

to some 27,400 wild horses. Also, burros are found 

in only five out of those 10 states and about 15 of 

the BLM Nevada’s 102 herd management areas. The 

burros currently being held in Palomino Valley are 
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from two complexes managed by the Winnemucca 

Field Office. The Blue Wing Complex is made up of 

several herd management areas located in Humboldt, 

Pershing and Washoe counties. The McGee Mountain 

Herd Management Area is in Humboldt County, near 

the Sheldon Antelope Range.

So what makes burros so special? They are a part of 

Nevada’s rich mining history and were used to haul 

ore, rock and machinery before the invention of the 

steam engine. They are great herd and flock guardians 

and will chase away coyotes. Excellent pack animals, 

burros are being used by Marines to help train for 

warfare in tough, high terrain where helicopters, 

trucks and horses are unable to succeed. Burros are 

able to endure a water loss of 30 percent of their 

body weight and can replenish the loss after drinking 

for only five minutes. A water loss of that magnitude 

would kill most animals, including humans. They also 

make great companion animals, due to their high level 

of intelligence and emotional receptivity.

Burros may not be able to sleep at the foot of your 

bed, sunbathe on the windowsill or lick themselves 

clean. But these animals can provide a deep level 

of companionship, security for herd animals and the 

chance to learn about the rich history of Nevada.

– Helyse Sina
Student Intern

BLM State Office
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