
Sears Point Petroglyph Site, Dateland, Arizona 

 If you appreciate indigenous native “rock art” or petroglyphs, this site is fascinating. Thousands of petroglyphs can be 

seen on the volcanic basalt outcrops that lie next to the Gila River, which except during rain events, is dry. The area is believed 

to have been utilized for thousands of years, more so from A.D. 500 until the 1800s. Many archaeological remains left by 

prehistoric peoples are visible, but the most predominant are the petroglyphs. Petroglyphs are generally difficult to date, so 

archaeologists have limited certain ways of knowing their exact age. Other features at the site include sleeping circles, 

geoglyphs, trails, rock alignments, and a historic canal. Due to its proximity to the Gila River, the area has a long history of use 

as a major traveling route by Spanish explorers (Juan Bautista De Anza National Historic Trail alignment), missionaries, and 

people heading for California including the Butterfield Overland Mail route and the Mormon Battalion.  

 

 



The Sears Point Archaeological District is a large and complex site extending along the terraces on the south side of the 

Gila River some 75 miles east of Yuma, Arizona. The area is characterized by steep volcanic cliffs that have over 2000 panels of 

petroglyphs on vertical faces of basalt mesas and on boulders.  

An additional 87 archaeological features including geoglyphs, rock piles, rings, alignments, cleared areas, extensive 

trails, historic features from the 1800s, and evidence of temporary habitation. Geoglyphs on the mesa have been described as 

having solstice features. In virtually every published study of geoglyphs of the region, especially those associated with 

numerous ground figures such as rock piles or cairns, rock rings, cleared areas, rock alignments, trails, etc., the conclusion 

reached is that the collective ground figures are cosmological landmarks for the occupants of the region. 

Sears Point is considered a major regional gathering area where people came together to collect food resources and 

participate in ceremonies. A variety of cultures, including the Desert Archaic, Patayan, (Patayan is a term used by 

archaeologists to describe prehistoric and historic Native American cultures who inhabited parts of modern-day Arizona, west 

to Lake Cahuilla in California, and in Baja California, between 700–1550 A.D.)  and Hohokam, used the site, and some research 

indicates it is possible there was Paleoindian presence.  

The Paleoindian peoples, although difficult to document are believed to have occupied the southwestern US anywhere 

from 10,000 to 40,000 years ago. Most authorities, although always subject to new discoveries, agree that the first evidence 

of people inhabiting North America indicates that they migrated here from Eurasia over 13,000 years ago, most likely crossing 

along the Bering Land Bridge, which was in existence during the Ice Age. However, some historians believe that people had 

migrated into the Americas much earlier, up to 40,000 years ago.  

These early Paleo-Indians spread throughout the Americas, diversifying into many hundreds of culturally distinct nations 

and tribes. The Desert Archaic peoples time frame is defined culturally as a transition from a hunting/gathering lifestyle to one 

involving agriculture and permanent, if only seasonally occupied, settlements. In the Southwest, the Archaic is generally dated 

from 8000 years ago to approximately 1800 to 2000 years ago.   It is believed that some of the petroglyphs at Sears point date 

back to the Desert Archaic societies.  

Documenting the archaeological features and analyzing the relationship of approximately 10,000 petroglyph elements 

to their natural setting increases the overall understanding of the prehistory of the lower Colorado and Gila River valleys. 

Observation of the petroglyphs’ weathering indicates a large time span from the earliest to the most recent.   Sources: BLM, 

http://www.rupestrian.com/Sears_Point_IFRAO2013.pdf  and others. 

http://www.rupestrian.com/Sears_Point_IFRAO2013.pdf


The Mormon Battalion, the only religion-based unit in United States military history, served from July 1846 – July 1847 

during the Mexican American War of 1846–1848. The battalion was a volunteer unit of between 534 and 559 Latter-day Saint 

men, led by Mormon company officers commanded by regular U.S. Army officers. During its service, the battalion made a 

grueling march of nearly 2,000 miles from Council Bluffs, Iowa, to San Diego, California. The only "battle" they fought was near 

the San Pedro River in present-day Arizona against a sizable number of wild cattle. The battalion reached this area in 

November 1846, and their presence aroused curiosity among these animals. After the bulls of these herds caused destruction 

to some of the mules and wagons and resulted in two men being wounded, the men loaded their guns and attacked the 

charging bulls, killing 10–15 of the wild cattle, causing the event to be termed the "Battle of the Bulls". 

The battalion’s march and service supported the eventual cession of much of the American Southwest from Mexico to 

the United States, especially the Gadsden Purchase of 1853 of southern Arizona and New Mexico. The march also opened a 

southern wagon route to California. Veterans of the battalion played significant roles in America's westward expansion in 

California, Utah, Arizona and other parts of the West. The Mormon Battalion passed by Sears Point on their march. 

 

 

SEARS POINT 

LATITUDE / LONGITUDE       32.932417N, -113.375242W 

DIRECTIONS-Take Interstate 8 east from Yuma for about 75 miles to exit 68, Spot Road. On the north frontage road head east 

for about 1 mile to Avenue 76ЅE, then go north along the dirt road for about 7 miles. Park in the cleared area in front of the 

ridge, without passing the carsonite posts. 

 Following are photos of BLM informational signs at the parking area. After these photos are a sampling of petroglyphs 

found throughout the fascinating Sears Point archaeologic site. 



 









 

 



 





 

 An interesting geologic element found throughout this volcanic site is the abundance of the above features where gas 

bubbles and pebble filled lava were pushed up through tubes in the earlier and still viscous molten rock.  















 

Some resemblance is displayed in this glyph to the so called “water glyphs” found around the southwest. 

























 

 

 If Native American cultural history is of interest to you, it is well worth the trip to go visit this site. An interesting 

endeavor is to obtain petroglyph interpretation guides and try to determine the meaning of these petroglyphs. Good Luck! 

 

Compiled by Bud Sanders 


