Dave Numer taking a group of students on a geology hike.
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DEVIL’S PUNCHBOWL
M O U NTAI N S M E ET TH E D E S E RT
by Dave Numer
Regional Park Superintendent, Los Angeles County Fish & Game Warden

Remarkable and critically important, the Devils Punchbowl
is a natural area, where mountains meet the desert.
Located within the San Gabriel Mountains National
Monument and Angeles National Forest, I am so fortunate
to have been able to spend the last 43 years of my working
life here.
Growing up on the edge of the Mojave Desert was an
exciting experience. My sister and I would hike most of
the day across the open desert plains to reach rocky butte
hills that climb a thousand feet higher than the surrounding
terrain. Our mother gave us strict instructions that we could
hike the desert as much as we wanted but we must be
back home for dinner and “we must never hike toward the
highway because it was dangerous”. People would often
ask me, “so what about the dangers of the desert - the
Mojave Rattlesnakes, scorpions, coyotes, and tarantulas?
But my Mom was certain that the fast moving traffic of the
nearby highway was a much greater threat. As I grew up,
I saw her wisdom because all these creatures were only
interested in avoiding danger, and thus trying hard to avoid
contact with humans.
From where we lived we could look south at the majestic
snowcapped San Gabriel Mountains which climb to 10,064
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feet in elevation. The Devil’s Punchbowl sandstone slabs
appeared as great white flakes protruding from the side
of the mountain range. It was my love of plants, animals
and geology that drew me to this site. In 1974 at the age
of 24, I was blessed to become the caretaker/guardian of
this special creation. I soon learned that my love of people
would also play a great part in this profession
Established in 1963, the Devil’s Punchbowl County Park
now includes 1,310 acres. The most visible features of
the Park are geological. The Punchbowl is a deep canyon
cut by the runoff of large quantities of water from the higher
San Gabriel Mountains occurring over millions of years.
The Park’s Nature Center is located at 4,740 feet above
sea level and the Punchbowl Canyon is 300 feet deep
below the vista point.
The primary attractions of the Devil’s Punchbowl County
Park are its geological formations. The peculiar “up-tilted”
rock formations occurring throughout the entire area are
layers of sedimentary rocks that were formed long ago
by the depositing of loose material in horizontal layers by
water. Later they were squeezed into their present steeplytilted form by the continuing action of uplift along the
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The reptile and amphibian fauna of
the Park represents a unique blend
of the types found in the deserts and
in the mountains. Rattlesnakes are a
common inhabitant but are leery of
people and are rarely encountered.
Insects and spiders are seasonally
abundant. They may be seen on
flowers and shrubs throughout the
park, especially during the spring and
summer.

© Yoke Bauer DiGiorgio, Photographer
Looking into the Devil’s Punchbowl you can see the sandstone edges of the formation have been folded upward,
and the center has dipped.

Continued

DEVIL’S PUNCHBOWL MOUNTAINS MEET THE DESERT
Punchbowl and Pinyon Faults and
pressures along the San Andreas
Fault. The Punchbowl Fault is to the
south of the rock formation while the
Pinyon and San Andreas Faults are
to the north.
Plants contribute greatly to the
particular “look” of the landscape of
an area. I continue to be amazed as
I drive from my home up to the Park’s
Nature Center by the distinctive
changes in the landscape. Further
down in the flat-lands of the Antelope
Valley there is an almost a complete
absence of large shrubs or trees. The
road then climbs into a belt of Joshua
Trees and California Junipers. As
I enter the Park boundaries, the
Joshuas are left behind and I enter
a region dominated by Pinyon Pine
Woodland, with shrubs of the Desert
Chaparral as an understory. The
streambeds, both of the Punchbowl
Creek at the bottom of the bowl
and the other watercourses down in
the Antelope Valley, have their own
type of vegetation with cottonwoods,
willows and other plants that required
more water. The next plant community
above is the Coulter Pines and Yellow
Pine forest of the higher San Gabriel
Mountains. Above these trees you
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can see the White Firs silhouetted
against the sky on the high slopes
and peaks.
Many types of mammals live here
but most are nocturnal. Over the
course of my many years here, I
have observed gray fox in the early
mornings and at dusk and deer
crossing the road. Chipmunks and
California ground squirrels are active
during most of the day and much
more abundant in number. Many
additional species migrate through
the area at various times of the year.

Educating the visiting public to
the wonders of each creature and
marvels of the geological forces
around us has been a passion for me.
At the Nature Center, we focus on the
flora, fauna, and geological features
of the Park. We also offer school
programs, parties, guided park tours,
as well as telescope programs. I
found that after 43 years of service,
I am continually being renewed by a
feedback loop. I share my excitement
only to be nourished by our excited
visitors. Our visitors include students
and adults from this region, as well
as, from all over the world.
To get a closer look at the many
natural features of the Park, we
encourage visitors to take a walk on
the trails. The self-guiding “Pinyon
Pathway” trail is about a third of a
mile and only takes a few minutes
to read the brochure and walk the
trail. A one mile “Loop Trail” is longer
and quite strenuous with a 300 foot
elevation drop into the canyon and
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Devil’s Punchbowl Sanstone Formation - the edges of the formation have been folded upward.
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Continued

DEVIL’S PUNCHBOWL MOUNTAINS MEET THE DESERT
MORE ABOUT THE GEOLOGY
The Theory of Plate Tectonics has done
for geology what Charles Darwin’s theory
of evolution did for biology. It provides
geology with a comprehensive theory
that explains “how the Earth works.” The
theory states that Earth’s outermost layer,
the lithosphere, is broken into 7 large, rigid
pieces called plates: the African, North
American, South American, Eurasian,
Australian, Antarctic, and Pacific plates.
Several minor plates also exist, including
the Arabian, Nazca, and Philippines
plates.
The plates are all moving in different
directions and at different speeds (from
2 cm to 10 cm per year--about the
speed at which your fingernails grow) in
relationship to each other. The plates are
moving around like cars in a demolition
derby, which means they sometimes
crash together, pull apart, or sideswipe
each other. The place where the two
plates meet is called a plate boundary.
Boundaries have different names
depending on how the two plates are
moving in relationship to each other.
Top: © Yoke Bauer DiGiorgio, Photographer
Center: © Yoke Bauer DiGiorgio, Photographer
Bottom: © www.devils-punchbowl.com
Top: Punchbowl Nature Center; Center: Loop Trail
information; and Bottom: Rock formations visible
on one of the trails.

back to the top above the picnic area
and parking lot. A much longer trail
to the Devil’s Chair and the eastern
canyons of the park is also available.
This trail is 3.7 miles to the Devil’s
Chair or about 7 1/2 miles round trip
and approximately 4 hours hiking
time.
We protect that which we understand
and love. Being able to educate and
share my passion and love of this
unique and amazing area with others
continues to be such a rewarding
experience. The Devil’s Punchbowl,
the variety of the Southwest deserts
and mountains are treasures for all of
us to enjoy and protect. And what a
great variety it is!
For More Information:
www.devils-punchbowl.com

Places where plates slide past each
other are called transform boundaries.
Transform boundaries are marked in
some places by linear valleys along the
boundary where rock has been ground up
by the sliding. In other places, transform
boundaries are marked by features
like stream beds that have been split in
half and the two halves have moved in
opposite directions.
Perhaps the most famous transform
boundary in the world is the San Andreas
fault. Although transform boundaries
are not marked by spectacular surface
features, their sliding motion causes
lots of earthquakes. The strongest and
most famous earthquake along the San
Andreas fault hit San Francisco in 1906.
Mountains, earthquakes, and volcanoes
form where plates collide. Millions of
people live in and visit the beautiful
mountain ranges being built by plate
collisions. For example, the Rockies in
North America, the Alps in Europe, the
Pontic Mountains in Turkey, the Zagros
Mountains in Iran, and the Himalayas
in central Asia were formed by plate
collisions.
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San Andreas Fault (running through center of
photograph top to bottom) and Punchbowl (upper
center circular area) taken from an airliner.

The Devil’s Punchbowl is a fascinating
display of geological forces.
The Devil’s Punchbowl is a large
sandstone syncline (a fold in the rock
where the axis dips caused by horizontal
compression), where the edges of the
formation have been folded upward, and
the center has dipped. The sandstone
of the Devil’s Punchbowl Formation was
deposited about thirteen million years
ago into a basin. This basin was not under
water but was filled by terrestrial stream
deposits flowing from the north/west.
Continuous faulting and erosion over
millions of years have been the major
forces in creating the impressive structure
now seen in the Devil’s Punchbowl.
Vertical movement on the Punchbowl
Fault raised the San Gabriel Mountain
block. It took more than a million years to
accomplish the vertical relief seen today.
To learn more click on link:

http://www.devils-punchbowl.com/
pages/nhistory/geology/geology1.html

RESOURCES:
www.devils-punchbowl.com
http://www.cotf.edu/ete/modules/
msese/earthsysflr/plates3.html
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