
Initiation of the Southern Elsinore Fault at �1.2 Ma:
Evidence from the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin, southern California

Rebecca J. Dorsey,1 Gary J. Axen,2 Thomas C. Peryam,1 and Mary E. Kairouz3,4

Received 18 August 2011; revised 11 January 2012; accepted 19 January 2012; published 16 March 2012.

[1] Strike-slip faults west of the San Andreas fault (SAF) accommodate more than half of
the modern Pacific–North America plate motion in southern California, yet their age,
kinematic evolution and long-term slip rates are incompletely understood. The southern
Elsinore fault is part of this zone and occupies the boundary between Mesozoic crystalline
rocks of the Peninsular Ranges and Late Cenozoic sedimentary rocks of the Salton
Trough depocenter. The Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin, a recently inverted western sub-basin
of the Salton Trough, contains a thick succession of Plio-Pleistocene sedimentary rocks
that preserve a record of crustal subsidence and uplift in response to evolving tectonic
controls. Deposits older than �1.2 Ma accumulated during transtension and subsidence in
the hanging wall of the low-angle West Salton detachment fault. A fanning-dip interval
high in the section, dated at 1.2–1.0 Ma, accumulated during tilting caused by earliest
motion on the Elsinore and Earthquake Valley faults. Total offset of 1–2 km yields a
lifetime slip rate of about 1–2 mm/yr for the southern Elsinore fault, similar to a late
Pleistocene rate in the Coyote Mountains but slower than published estimates for the
northern Elsinore fault. This difference likely results from long-term transfer of slip from
the northern Elsinore fault to the San Felipe and San Jacinto fault zones farther east.
Initiation of the Elsinore fault at 1.2 Ma coincides with a major tectonic reorganization that
terminated slip on the detachment fault and formed the modern network of strike-slip
faults west of the SAF.

Citation: Dorsey, R. J., G. J. Axen, T. C. Peryam, and M. E. Kairouz (2012), Initiation of the Southern Elsinore Fault at�1.2 Ma:
Evidence from the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin, southern California, Tectonics, 31, TC2006, doi:10.1029/2011TC003009.

1. Introduction

[2] The San Andreas fault system in southern California
(Figure 1) is an �80-km wide zone of dextral deformation
that accommodates relative motion between the Pacific and
North America plates [e.g., Humphreys and Weldon, 1994;
Bennett et al., 1996; Meade and Hager, 2005]. The time-
space partitioning of strain in the San Andreas system
is important for understanding fault dynamics, seismic
hazards, and geodynamic controls on crustal deformation.
Active faults west of the San Andreas, including the San
Jacinto, San Felipe, and Elsinore faults, accommodate more
than half of the total plate motion in southern California
[e.g., Fialko, 2006; Janecke et al., 2010], yet their age,
kinematic evolution and long-term slip rates remain

uncertain and debated. Some studies extrapolate late Pleis-
tocene slip rates back in time to infer that the San Jacinto
fault initiated ca. 1.8–2.5 Ma [e.g., Rockwell et al., 1990;
Blisniuk et al., 2010], while others conclude from geologic
data that the San Jacinto and San Felipe faults initiated
around 1.1–1.4 Ma [Morton and Matti, 1993; Lutz et al.,
2006; Kirby et al., 2007; Steely et al., 2009; Janecke et al.,
2010]. Contrasting ages have also been proposed for the
Elsinore and Earthquake Valley faults, as summarized
below, creating uncertainty about fault zone evolution and
long-term slip rates.
[3] The Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin (Figure 2) contains a

thick succession of Late Cenozoic sedimentary rocks
[Winker, 1987; Winker and Kidwell, 1996; Dorsey et al.,
2011] that provide useful constraints on the age of strike-
slip fault initiation at the western margin of the Salton
Trough. Johnson et al. [1983] concluded that the end of
deposition and change to uplift was caused by initiation of
the Elsinore fault at �1.0 Ma. In contrast, Magistrale and
Rockwell [1996] proposed that prior to 1 Ma, the Fish
Creek–Vallecito Basin formed as a pull-apart basin in a
releasing stepover between the San Felipe fault in the north
and the Coyote Mountains strand of the Elsinore fault in the
south (Figure 2). They inferred that the onset of uplift and
erosion resulted from reorganization, not initiation, of the
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Elsinore fault zone. More recent studies have shown that
subsidence prior to �1 Ma took place in a supradetachment
basin that was bounded on the west by the West Salton
detachment fault [Axen and Fletcher, 1998; Kairouz, 2005;
Axen, 2008], prior to initiation of the currently active system
of strike-slip faults. These contrasting interpretations for the
Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin highlight uncertainties about the
timing and tectonic controls on crustal subsidence, post-
depositional inversion, and the age and significance of the
Elsinore and Earthquake Valley faults.
[4] This paper describes a study of Pleistocene strata in the

Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin and the transition from subsi-
dence and deposition to the modern phase of uplift (inver-
sion), erosion and dextral-wrench deformation. We present
the results of detailed geologic mapping, stratigraphic and
structural analysis, combined with existing age constraints,
to reconstruct the timing, style, and surface response to ini-
tiation of modern strike-slip faults. In particular, we address
the following questions: (1) when did subsidence and slip
on the basin-bounding West Salton detachment fault end;

(2) what was the role of the Elsinore and Earthquake Valley
faults in the change to basin uplift and inversion; (3) how did
the landscape respond to the structural transition from
detachment to strike-slip faulting; and (4) what is the strati-
graphic record of these processes? We find that slip on the
detachment fault ended at the same time as initiation of the
Elsinore and related strike-slip faults at �1.0–1.2 Ma, during
a major tectonic reorganization of the southern San Andreas
fault system. This study thus highlights the importance of
integrated mapping, stratigraphic and structural analysis for
understanding complex structural transitions in tectonically
active settings.

2. Geologic Setting

[5] The West Salton detachment fault is a regional, low-
angle, normal to oblique-normal fault that was active from
late Miocene or early Pliocene time [Axen and Fletcher,
1998; Shirvell et al., 2009] to ca. 1.1–1.3 Ma [Steely et al.,
2009]. Total horizontal extension on the detachment fault

Figure 1. Map of major faults in southern California and northwest Mexico. The southern San Andreas
fault system includes the San Andreas, San Jacinto, San Felipe, and Elsinore fault zones. ABF, Agua
Blanca fault; AF, Algodones fault; BSZ, Brawley seismic zone; CCF, Coyote Creek fault; CDD, Canada
David detachment; CF, Clark fault; CPF, Cerro Prieto fault; ECSZ, Eastern California shear zone; EF,
Elsinore fault; EVF, Earthquake Valley fault; FCVB, Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin; GM, Granite Mountain;
IF, Imperial fault; LSF, Laguna Salada fault; Oc., town of Ocotillo; PMF, Pinto Mountain fault; SAF, San
Andreas fault; SBM, San Bernardino Mtns; SHF, Sand Hills fault; SFF, San Felipe fault; SGM, San
Gabriel Mountains; SGP, San Gorgonio Pass; SJ, San Jacinto peak; SJFZ, San Jacinto fault zone; VM,
Vallecito Mountains; W, Wrightwood; WH, Whittier Hills; WSDF, West Salton detachment fault. White
line labeled “s.l” is sea level.
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is estimated from thermobarometry to be about 8–10 km
[Shirvell et al., 2009]. Pliocene to early Pleistocene deposi-
tion in the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin took place as a result
of subsidence in the hanging wall of the West Salton
detachment fault [Axen and Fletcher, 1998; Kairouz, 2005;
Axen, 2008; this study]. The early Pleistocene Canebrake
Conglomerate is cut by the detachment fault on the south
flank of Whale Peak, indicating that slip on the detachment
continued until ca. 1 Ma (Figures 3 and 4) [Kairouz, 2005].
Since about 1 Ma the detachment fault has been structurally

dismembered and offset by younger strike-slip faults,
including strands of the Elsinore and Earthquake Valley
faults and related smaller faults. The details, timing, and
style of this structural transition were, until this study, poorly
understood.
[6] The Elsinore fault zone trends obliquely across the

Peninsular Ranges from the Whittier Hills in the northwest
to the town of Ocotillo in the southeast, connecting to the
Laguna Salada fault in northern Mexico (Figure 1). Total
offset in the northwest is estimated at 10–15 km based on

Figure 2. Simplified geologic map of the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin and surrounding area, modified
from Winker [1987], Winker and Kidwell [1996], Dibblee [1996], Axen and Fletcher [1998], Grove
et al. [2003], Kairouz [2005], and Steely et al. [2009]. CCF, Coyote Creek fault; FCM, Fish Creek
Mountains; FCMF, Fish Creek Mountains fault; GM, Granite Mountain; MV, Mason Valley; RRC,
Red Rock Canyon; SFF, San Felipe fault; SMG, Split Mt. Gorge; TBM, Tierra Blanca Mountains;
VM, Vallecito Mountains; YR, Yaqui Ridge; WP, Whale Peak. Line A-A′ is line of restored geologic
cross section in Figure 12.
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Figure 3. Geologic map of the northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin, based on detailed 1:10,000- and 1:20,000-scale
mapping carried out for this study. White lines internal to map units indicate bedding form lines and marker beds. Blue lines
mark base of Hueso formation and base of fanning-dip interval. Red lines indicate unconformities. Pink lines are ash beds in
the Tapiado Formation.
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correlation of crystalline rocks [Weber, 1977; Morton and
Miller, 1987] and a late Miocene basalt field [Hull, 1990;
Hull and Nicholson, 1992]. Assuming that the 2.5-Ma
Temecula Arkose was controlled by early faulting, the long-
term slip rate is inferred to be about 4–6 mm/yr in the north

[Hull and Nicholson, 1992]. This is generally consistent
with late Pleistocene to Holocene rates of 3–6 mm/yr (prior
studies summarized by Magistrale and Rockwell [1996]),
including a Holocene rate of 3.3–5.5 mm/yr on the southern
Elsinore fault in the Coyote Mountains [Pinault and

Figure 3. (continued)
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Rockwell, 1984]. A slower rate of 1.6 � 0.4 mm/yr over the
past �40 kyr was recently determined from U-series dating
of soil carbonate in offset alluvial fans in the Coyote
Mountains [Fletcher et al., 2011], though the authors of that
study suggested the slip rate may increase sharply along
strike to the northwest. Geodetic data indicate that the Elsi-
nore fault presently is accumulating negligible interseismic
strain despite abundant microseismicity [Fialko, 2006].
[7] Total bedrock offset on the Elsinore fault decreases

southward from 10 to 15 km in the northwest to �2 km at
Granite Mountain and 1 km at the southeast end of Mason
Valley (Figure 2) [Lampe, 1988; Grove et al., 2003]. This
discrepancy has led some workers to suggest that the
remaining �7.5–12.5 km of offset is transferred NE to the
Earthquake Valley fault [Magistrale and Rockwell, 1996].
However, limited offset on the Earthquake Valley fault near
Whale Peak [Kairouz, 2005] suggests that much of the offset
on the northern Elsinore fault zone may instead be trans-
ferred east to the San Felipe fault, which has �6 � 3 km of
dextral offset and feeds slip east and southeast to the Fish
Creek Mountains and Coyote Creek faults [Steely et al.,
2009].
[8] The northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin is a

structurally complex setting where Plio-Pleistocene sedi-
mentary rocks are in depositional and fault contact with
Cretaceous and older crystalline rocks of the eastern Penin-
sular Ranges (Figures 2 and 3). Magnetostratigraphic studies
show that the basin-filling section ranges in age from �8 Ma
at the base to 0.9–1.0 Ma at the top [Opdyke et al., 1977;
Johnson et al., 1983; Dorsey et al., 2007, 2011]. The upper
�2,300 m of section includes fluvial and lacustrine deposits
of the Hueso and Tapiado formations and laterally equiva-
lent basin-margin facies of the Canebrake Conglomerate that
range in age from about 3.6 to 1.0 Ma (Figure 4). The

deposits dip to the southwest, with notable variations around
folds and adjacent to large faults, so the youngest sediments
in the section are located just northeast of Vallecito Creek
near the faulted southwestern margin of the basin (Figures 2
and 3).
[9] Crystalline bedrock surrounding the Fish Creek–

Vallecito Basin consists mainly of granitic plutonic rocks
of the Cretaceous Peninsular Ranges batholith (primarily
tonalite of the mid-Cretaceous La Posta pluton), intruded
into Paleozoic to early Mesozoic metasedimentary and Early
Cretaceous metavolcanic rocks [e.g., Todd et al., 2003;
Grove et al., 2003; and citations therein]. Around the basin,
these rocks lie in the footwall of the West Salton detachment
fault (Figure 2) and form the primary source terrain for
locally derived sedimentary rocks in the basin.

3. Stratigraphy

[10] Sedimentary rocks in the western Fish Creek–
Vallecito Basin are subdivided here into three stratigraphic
intervals (Figure 4): (1) Plio-Pleistocene units that accu-
mulated during slip on the West Salton detachment fault;
(2) fanning-dip interval, bracketed between �1.2 and 1.0 Ma,
that records earliest intrabasinal tilting related to initiation of
strike-slip faults; and (3) post-1.0 Ma deposits that post-date
the detachment fault and accumulated during slip on the
modern system of strike-slip faults. The age of the deposits
is well known from prior magnetostratigraphic studies in
which magnetic reversals were correlated to the geomag-
netic polarity time scale using two dated tuffs just below the
2.58-Ma Gauss-Matuyama boundary (Figure 4) [Opdyke et al.,
1977; Johnson et al., 1983; Dorsey et al., 2011].

Figure 4. Simplified NW-SE facies panel for the northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin. Thicknesses,
magnetostratigraphy, and ages of tuffs from Dorsey et al. [2011]. Lateral facies relationships based on
geologic mapping (this study). MBX represents tonalitic megabreccia derived from Whale Peak. Listric
form of WSDF is speculative.
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3.1. Plio-Pleistocene Units

[11] Plio-Pleistocene units in the study area (through the
Hueso Formation) belong to the Palm Spring Group
(Figures 3 and 4) [Winker and Kidwell, 1996; Cassiliano,
1999]. The lower part of the Palm Spring Group includes
quartz-rich sandstone and red mudstone of the Arroyo

Diablo Formation that accumulated in fluvio-deltaic chan-
nels and overbank environments of the lower Colorado
River, and laterally equivalent Canebrake Conglomerate
(Figure 5a; locally derived alluvial fans) and Olla Formation
sandstone (mixed-composition streams). A narrow belt of
pebbly sandstone in the lateral transition between the
Canebrake and Olla formations records deposition in distal

Figure 5. Photographs of sedimentary rocks exposed in the northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin. (a)
Canebrake Conglomerate, consisting of poorly sorted debris-flow facies that record deposition in proximal
alluvial fans. (b) Typical example of pebbly sandstone in the Hueso Formation, deposited in distal alluvial
fans and ephemeral streams. (c) Hueso Formation overlain by Bow Willow beds along an angular uncon-
formity (dashed line). (d) Uppermost Hueso Formation (top of fanning-dip interval) conformably overlain
by Bow Willow beds in lower June Wash (Figure 3). (e) Close-up photo of contact between Hueso For-
mation and basal Bow Willow beds (shallow-lacustrine limestone), see Figure 6 for location. (f) Deep cal-
cite-filled fissures in thick calcic paleosol which caps and truncates the top of the Bow Willow beds.
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alluvial fans. The overall transgressive architecture of these
deposits records translation of the upper plate of the West
Salton detachment fault eastward away from the lower-plate
source of locally derived sediment during sedimentation.
[12] An abrupt change in stratigraphic architecture at

�4,400 m records reorganization of the basin at ca. 2.8 Ma
(Figure 4) [Winker, 1987; Dorsey et al., 2011]. Above this
datum the upper Palm Spring Group includes locally sourced
fluvial sandstone and pebbly sandstone of the Hueso For-
mation (Figure 5b), which interfingers with laterally equiv-
alent Tapiado Formation (lacustrine mudstone and siltstone)
and Canebrake Conglomerate (alluvial fans). This strati-
graphic boundary is marked by a monolithologic mega-
breccia composed of Cretaceous tonalite likely derived from
Whale Peak to the north (Figures 3 and 4). The megabreccia
is overlain by a fining-upward unit of Canebrake Con-
glomerate that contains clasts of both Cretaceous tonalite
and pre-Cretaceous metamorphic rocks exposed west of the
basin (Figure 2). The upper part of the Palm Spring Group
close to Whale Peak displays a coarsening-up trend that
records progradation of gravelly alluvial fans (Canebrake
Conglomerate) to the south or southeast over finer-grained
sandy fluvial deposits (Hueso Formation) (Figure 4).

3.2. Fanning-Dip Interval

[13] The upper �100–200 m of the Hueso Formation is an
interval of sandstone, pebbly sandstone and minor con-
glomerate that displays distinctive wedge-like geometries in
map pattern (Figures 3 and 6) and systematic up-section
decrease in bedding dip (Figure 7). The age of this interval is
determined from detailed geologic mapping in lower View
of the Badlands Wash (Figure 6), combined with magne-
tostratigraphic data of Dorsey et al. [2011]. The base of the
fanning-dip interval is about 250 m map distance strati-
graphically below the base of the Jaramillo subchron, which
at an average dip of �12� represents a stratigraphic thick-
ness of �52 m. The age of this horizon (base of the fanning-
dip interval) is estimated from linear interpolation to be
about 1.2 Ma. It is difficult to assign an exact uncertainty to
this value, but the steadiness of accumulation rate in this part
of the section [Dorsey et al., 2011] lends confidence to the
linear interpolation and suggests an uncertainty of around
5–10% (+/��0.1 Ma) in the age of the base of the fanning-
dip interval. The top of the fanning-dip interval is the base of
the very gently dipping Bow Willow beds, �10–30 m above
the top of the Jaramillo subchron (0.99 Ma). The upper part
of the fanning-dip interval north of the June Wash fault passes
laterally north toward Whale Peak into the youngest part of
the Canebrake Conglomerate (Figures 3 and 4), indicating
that footwall-derived conglomerate as young as ca. 1.0 Ma is
cut by the low-angle West Salton detachment fault.

3.3. Post–1 Ma Units

[14] Sediments younger than �1 Ma include the Bow
Willow beds and all younger deposits of Quaternary allu-
vium, colluvium, terraces, landslides and alluvial fans
(Figures 3 and 4). “Bow Willow beds” (previously Mesa
Conglomerate) is an informal local name that is applied here
to resolve problems with existing nomenclature. The Mesa
Conglomerate, defined by Woodard [1963] and mapped by
Todd [2004], includes both flat-lying Quaternary gravels
that cap large mesas in the study area and gently dipping

deposits of gravel, sand, siltstone, and minor limestone
(Bow Willow beds, this study) that are exposed along Bow
Willow, Vallecito, and Carrizo creeks. The type example of
the Mesa Conglomerate was identified by Woodard [1963]
as flat-lying terrace gravels exposed on the eroded south
edge of West Mesa, but new observations show that the
mesa-capping gravels are significantly younger than the
gently dipping deposits, and thus the two units have a dif-
ferent stratigraphic position and should not be mapped as the
same formation. Moreover, the common name “Mesa” is
nonunique and may be confused with other units with the
same name elsewhere [e.g., Mencher et al., 1953; Dorsey
and Burns, 1994; Cox et al., 2006]. We therefore divide
deposits previously assigned to the Mesa Conglomerate into
two map units (Figure 3): (1) late Quaternary flat lying ter-
race gravels (Qt) that cap large mesas in the study area; and
(2) the older Bow Willow beds (Qbw), defined here as
gently dipping Quaternary deposits that overlie the Hueso
Formation within �2–4 km of the detachment fault. The
type locality for the Bow Willow beds is in lower Bow
Willow Creek (UTM coordinates: zone 11S; 576,550 E;
3,637,350 N; NAD 83) where it is well exposed in low cliffs
south of the wash (Figure 2).
[15] The Bow Willow beds consist of weakly cemented

sandstone, sandy conglomerate and pebbly sandstone that
generally coarsen toward range fronts, with thickness vary-
ing between about 5 and 30 m (Figure 8). Away from range
fronts the deposits include fine to coarse grained sandstone,
siltstone, and minor mudstone with variably developed cal-
cic paleosols. The Bow Willow beds overlie the Hueso
Formation along a contact that changes from a sharp angular
unconformity (Figure 5c) with 10s of m of erosional relief
cut on older units in some areas, to a quasi-conformable
contact at the top of the fanning-dip interval (Figures 5d
and 7). Bow Willow beds also includes a thin algal-laminated
limestone at its base in an area northeast of Vallecito Creek,
between the June Wash fault in the northwest and View of
the Badlands Wash in the southeast (Figure 3). The lime-
stone is �0.5–1.0 m thick and contains a dense lacey net-
work of mm- to cm-diameter calcareous roots and reed stems
typical of a shallow lake or marsh flora (Figure 5e). The
limestone is overlain by �25 m of poorly sorted sandstone,
pebbly sandstone and conglomerate with clasts of calcite-
cemented sandstone that are reworked from the underlying
Hueso Formation (Figure 8). The reworked sandstone clasts
display imbrications that indicate transport to the southwest.
The Bow Willow beds is capped and truncated at a low
angle by a calcic paleo-aridisol characterized by a 20–40 cm
thick zone of massive carbonate (sandy calcrete) with thin
platey calcite laminae that grades downward to red cemented
sandstone with large calcite nodules. Large desiccation
cracks penetrate up to �2 m below stripped surfaces
(Figure 5f). The paleosol features suggest stage 3 to stage 4
soil development [Gile et al., 1966; Machette, 1985]. Bed-
ding in the Bow Willow beds northeast of Vallecito Creek
dips SW �6�– 8� and is truncated at a very low angle by the
more gently dipping (0–5�) capping calcic paleosol and
younger Quaternary units.
[16] The age of the BowWillow beds is estimated where it

conformably overlies the fanning-dip interval at the top of the
Hueso Formation, 10–20 m above the top of the Jaramillo
subchron (Figures 3 and 4). Prior paleomagnetic studies
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show that the base of the Bow Willow beds coincides with
the top of the Jaramillo subchron (0.99 Ma), and thus is ca.
1.0 Ma (Figures 4 and 7) [Opdyke et al., 1977; Johnson et al.,
1983; Dorsey et al., 2011]. The duration of the Bow Willow
beds is not known but it likely represents a short period of
time (≤ca. 50 kyr) based on its thin nature and lack of major

internal breaks. The time represented by the capping mature
calcic paleosol is difficult to estimate, but the presence of
stage 3 to stage 4 soil features suggests a long period of
surface exposure, possibly �100–200 kyr or more [e.g., Gile
et al., 1966; Machette, 1985].

Figure 6. Detailed geologic map showing wedge-shape geometry and age controls for the fanning-dip
interval in the upper Hueso Formation. Paleomagnetic sample localities from Dorsey et al. [2011]; N is
normal and R is reversed polarity. Lithic designators are the same as in Figure 3. Other abbreviations:
ss, sandstone; cg, conglomerate. Location shown in Figure 3. UTM coordinates for zone 11S, datum
WGS 84.
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3.4. Paleocurrents

[17] Paleocurrent data were collected from imbricated
clasts in basal traction deposits of clast-supported con-
glomerate beds, with minor additional measurements of
current lineations and cross-bedding in sandstone. Transport
directions show systematic variations in space and strati-
graphic position. Data from the Hueso and uppermost Olla
Formation reveal consistent transport to the ESE (Figure 9a).
Canebrake Conglomerate in the northern Tierra Blanca
Mountains (proximal hanging wall of the detachment fault)
reveals overall transport toward the north and NNE
(Figure 9b). These deposits contain abundant metamorphic
clasts that cannot be derived from the plutonic Tierra Blanca
or Inkopa mountains, the current detachment footwall. The
most likely source for these clasts is the Laguna Mts. to the
west (Figure 2), indicating eastward tectonic transport of ca.
7–8 km in the detachment upper plate after deposition of the
conglomerate.
[18] Conglomerate on the eastern flank of the Tierra

Blanca Mountains, northwest of Canebrake (Figure 3),
records transport toward the northeast (Figure 9c), away
from the detachment footwall source. Paleocurrent mea-
surements from the Bow Willow beds in lower June Wash
reveal transport toward the southwest, toward the detach-
ment footwall and opposite the direction obtained from older
Canebrake Conglomerate northwest of Canebrake (Figures 3
and 8d). Our interpretations of these data are presented in
section 5.

4. Structural Geology

[19] Two sets of structures are recognized in the study
area: (1) discontinuous, inactive strands of the low-angle
West Salton detachment fault; and (2) a complex network
of younger, active NW- and NE-striking, steep to vertical
strike-slip and oblique-slip faults and related folds
(Figure 3). The modern strike-slip faults clearly offset and
post-date strands of the older detachment fault. Crosscutting
relationships that illustrate the relative age of the two fault
systems are well displayed at the north end of the Tierra
Blanca Mountains and on the south flank of Whale Peak,
where multiple segments of the detachment fault system are
truncated and displaced by younger strands of the modern
Elsinore and related faults (Figure 3).

[20] The West Salton detachment fault is a regional,
normal to oblique-normal low-angle fault that is offset in the
study area by a complex set of younger dextral and sinistral
strike-slip faults (Figure 3). Dips on the detachment fault in
the study area cluster between �20� and 30� (Figure 10a),
with somewhat steeper dips in the breakaway zone. Fault
striae indicate hanging wall slip to the east or ESE, with
minor modes trending NNE and SSW that likely record
flexural slip during post-detachment folding (Figure 10b).
Whale Peak occupies the core of an east-trending footwall
antiform and represents a primary syn-extensional fault
corrugation that likely was accentuated by post-detachment

Figure 7. Fanning-dip interval in the upper Hueso Formation and base of overlying Bow Willow beds.
See map in Figure 3 for location, south of Whale Peak.

Figure 8. Measured section of uppermost Hueso Forma-
tion and overlying Bow Willow beds, southern June Wash
(see Figure 3 for location).
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fold growth. South of Whale Peak and north of the Tierra
Blanca Mountains, strands of the detachment fault are
exposed on the north and south sides of an east- to ESE-
trending synform that contains syn-detachment hanging wall
deposits of the Hueso Formation and Canebrake Conglom-
erate (Figure 3). The detachment fault is well exposed west
of Canebrake in an oblique dextral-normal breakaway posi-
tion, where it juxtaposes boulder-bearing Canebrake Con-
glomerate in the upper plate against highly brecciated
tonalite in the footwall (Figures 11a and 11b).
[21] Post-detachment structures in the study area include

steep to vertical strike-slip and oblique-slip faults that
crosscut and postdate the detachment fault, and a related set
of west- to WNW-trending folds (Figure 3). The faults cut
all sedimentary units including late Quaternary alluvial fan

deposits, and commonly include a narrow zone of clay-rich
brittle gouge in the fault core (Figures 11c and 11d). The
June Wash fault is a sub-vertical northeast-striking fault with
down-on-the northwest offset and �1 km of dextral sepa-
ration (Figure 3) that is unusual for NE-striking faults in this
area. An ENE-dipping dextral-normal fault on the northeast
margin of the Tierra Blanca Mountains offsets an active
alluvial fan (Figure 11e), creating a prominent range-front
fault scarp that provides evidence for Holocene activity. The
south Whale Peak fault truncates and offsets the detachment
fault and young alluvial fan deposits, defining prominent
fault scarps that record oblique sinistral and down-on-the-
SSE displacement. West- to WNW-plunging folds occupy a
complex zone of wrench deformation that links the Vallecito
and Hapaha Flat faults in the northeast to the Earthquake

Figure 9. Paleocurrent data from the northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito basin. Figures 9a–9c are from
syn-detachment units (Palm Spring Group), and Figure 9d is from the post-detachment Bow Willow beds.
(a) Uppermost Olla and Hueso formations. (b) North end of Tierra Blanca Mountains. (c) Eastern Tierra
Blanca Mountains northwest of Canebrake. (d) Bow Willow beds in lower June Wash.

Figure 10. Structural data from the West Salton detachment fault, northwestern Fish Creek–Vallecito
basin. (a) Equal area plot showing gentle N, S, and E dips on the detachment fault, reflecting presence
of a large synformal corrugation in the study area (Figure 3). Fault striae trends are clustered at
95–100�. (b) Rose diagram showing dominant E to ESE trend of fault striae. Minor modes trending
NNE and SSW likely record flexural slip during post-detachment (post-1 Ma) transpression.
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Figure 11. Photographs of faults in the study area. (a) View looking southeast at NE-dipping oblique
breakaway zone of the West Salton detachment fault, west of Canebrake. Fault dips 42� NE. (b) Close-
up of brittle fault gouge in WSDF. (c) View looking NE along strike at June Wash fault north of the mega-
breccia, southeast of Whale Peak (Figure 3). Box shows location of photo in Figure 11d. (d) Close-up of
brittle fault gouge in the June Wash fault. (e) View looking SSW at active range-bounding normal fault
(dashed line) where it cuts Quaternary alluvial fan on the NE flank of Tierra Blanca Mts. Location is
�4 km SE of the southern edge of Figure 3.
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Valley and Elsinore faults in the west (Figure 3). The limited
lateral extent and geometry of the folds show that they
accommodate local strain gradients and transfer of slip
between the Vallecito, Hapaha Flat, June Wash, and south
Whale Peak faults.

5. Discussion

[22] The data presented above allow us to reconstruct the
end of slip on the West Salton detachment fault and initia-
tion of strike-slip faults in the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin

(Figures 12 and 13). The well-dated stratigraphy provides a
high-fidelity record of surficial response to this structural
transition. Our work shows that modern strike-slip and
oblique-slip faults crosscut, dissect, and postdate the
detachment fault and its hanging wall deposits. These active
faults and related folds deform all sedimentary units
including late Quaternary deposits. In this section we inter-
pret the transition from sedimentation in the detachment
hanging wall to uplift and erosion associated with active
dextral wrench deformation in the western Salton Trough.

Figure 12. SW-NE cross sections illustrating stages in deformation of the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin
(line of section shown in Figure 2). (a) Translation and subsidence on the WSDF prior to the onset of
strike-slip faults and related tilting at 1.2 Ma. (b) End of initial period of tilting at �1.0 Ma. (c) Present-
day cross section. Most faults are steep to vertical, shown here as vertical due to lack of detailed fault-
dip data. Lithic designators are same as in Figure 2.
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5.1. Syn-Detachment Fault (Pre–1.2 Ma)

[23] The West Salton detachment fault accommodated
regional subsidence and basin filling over a large area of the
western Salton Trough during Pliocene and early Pleistocene
time (Figures 12a and 13a) [e.g., Axen and Fletcher, 1998;
Dorsey et al., 2011]. During this time, uplift and erosion in
the Peninsular Ranges footwall generated a belt of alluvial
fans at the basin margin that pass laterally into finer-grained
deposits of the supradetachment basin. The lack of fanning
dips in hanging wall deposits older than �1.2 Ma indicates
that slip on the detachment fault beneath the FCVB took
place without significant tilting during subsidence in the
basin. Top-to-the-ESE slip on the detachment fault gener-
ated >8–10 km of horizontal extension and at least 2–4 km
of lower plate exhumation between 5 and 2 Ma [Shirvell
et al., 2009]. ESE-trending synformal corrugations in the
detachment fault formed north and south of the antiform at
Whale Peak, funneling fluvial sediments eastward into the
basin (Figure 13a).

5.2. Initiation of Strike-Slip Faults (1.2–1.0 Ma)

[24] A short-lived period of syndepositional tilting
between �1.2 and 1.0 Ma (Figures 12b and 13b) is recorded
in the fanning-dip interval in the upper Hueso Formation,
which is defined by its distinctive wedge-shape map pattern
and up-section decrease in bedding dips (Figure 6). South of
Whale Peak the fanning-dip interval is �50 m thick and lies
directly beneath the �1.0-Ma base of the Bow Willow beds
with no major unconformities (Figure 7), supporting a young
age for the onset of tilting. Bedding dips in the Hueso For-
mation and older units form the southern limb of a large
west-plunging anticline in the north-central part of the map
area (Figure 3). This anticline and smaller folds and faults
are kinematically linked to transfer of slip between the
Vallecito fault in the NE and the Elsinore fault in the SW.
Dating of the fanning-dip interval thus allows us to date the
onset of fold growth and initiation of strike-slip faults at ca.
1.2 Ma (Figures 12b and 13b).
[25] Although initiation of strike-slip faults caused the

onset of intrabasinal tilting and folding at�1.2 Ma, it did not
produce an immediate end of sedimentation. Instead depo-
sition of the Hueso Formation continued during early tilting,
probably across much of the basin, until shortly after the end
of the Jaramillo subchron at 0.99 Ma. Sediment accumula-
tion was accommodated by subsidence on the detachment
fault which continued slipping until �1.0 Ma, as indicated
by the young age of conglomerate cut by the detachment on
the south flank of Whale Peak (Figures 3 and 4). Thus it
appears that both the older detachment fault and the younger
strike-slip faults were concurrently active for a short period
of time between about 1.2 and 1.0 Ma.
[26] At ca. 1.0 Ma, widespread sedimentation ended and a

short-lived shallow lake (basal limestone of the Bow Willow
beds) formed in a small structural depression between the
Elsinore fault on the southwest and the growing anticline on
the northeast (Figure 13b). Formation of this lake in an area
of previously throughgoing fluvial transport reflects disrup-
tion of local drainages due to creation of new, structurally
controlled topography in the basin. Above the limestone,
sandstone clasts reworked from the underlying Hueso
Formation record transport to the southwest (Figure 9d),

Figure 13. Block diagrams illustrating the structural evolu-
tion of the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin and adjacent areas in
the past �2 million years. (a) Prior to 1.2 Ma the West
Salton detachment fault controlled subsidence at the western
margin of the basin. (b) Initiation of strike-slip faults at �1.2
Ma caused the onset of intrabasinal tilting, disruption of
some local drainages, and formation of a short-lived shallow
lake that is represented by the basal limestone of the Bow
Willow beds. (c) Present-day configuration with active
strike-slip faults and related folds that cause southwestward
tilting in a large crustal block bounded by the Elsinore fault
on the southwest and the Fish Creek Mountains fault on the
northeast. See text for details. EF, Elsinore fault; EVF, Earth-
quake Valley fault; FCM, Fish Creek Mountains; FCMF,
Fish Creek Mountains fault; SFF, San Felipe fault; SMG,
Split Mountain Gorge; TBM, Tierra Blanca Mountains;
VM, Vallecito Mountains; WP, Whale Peak; WSDF, West
Salton detachment fault.
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providing further evidence for disruption and reversal of
local drainages. Increased uplift and continued tilting even-
tually caused the end of deposition and development of the
thick calcic paleosol that caps and truncates the Bow Willow
beds. Exposure of this surface and resulting soil formation
persisted for an unknown duration, perhaps �100–200 kyr.
The relatively thin Bow Willow beds and its capping calcic
paleosol thus record the end of slip on the detachment
fault, end of widespread sedimentation in the Fish Creek–
Vallecito Basin, and transition to the modern regime of
active strike-slip faulting, uplift, and erosion.

5.3. Modern Strike-Slip Faults and Crustal Tilting

[27] The present-day structure of the Fish Creek–
Vallecito Basin is shown schematically in Figures 12c and
13c. Figure 14 illustrates the regional 3-D crustal architec-
ture and relationship of the study area to the San Andreas
and San Jacinto fault zones in the Salton Trough region.
The Elsinore and Fish Creek Mountains faults bound a
crustal block that measures �20–25 km across strike, with
bedding dips that record overall tilting to the southwest.
Southwest tilting of this block has resulted in 5.5–6 km of
post-1.2 Ma uplift and exhumation of the base of the section
in the Fish Creek Mountains (Figures 2, 12c, 13c, and 14)
[Dorsey et al., 2011]. Transpressional folds and faults at the
northern margin of the basin define a complex stepover
zone that links the Vallecito, Hapaha Flat, June Wash, south
Whale Peak, and Earthquake Valley faults (Figure 3). Both
the smaller-scale faults and fault-controlled folds, and the
larger-scale southwest block tilting, are a direct result of
active dextral-wrench deformation that initiated at �1.2 Ma.
[28] The top of the section is located near the southwest

margin of the basin, 1–2 km northeast of the Tierra Blanca
Mountains where oblique dextral-normal faults of the Elsi-
nore fault zone have generated prominent fault scarps that

cut late Quaternary and Holocene alluvial fans [Pinault,
1984; Magistrale and Rockwell, 1996; Todd, 2004; this
study]. Oblique subsidence along these faults controls the
modern course of Vallecito Creek and local fault-controlled
geomorphology (Figures 3 and 11e). The map pattern clearly
shows that older strands of the detachment fault have been
cut and replaced by active strands of the Elsinore fault zone.

5.4. Elsinore Fault Slip Rate and Slip Budget

[29] Our results place new constraints on the long-term slip
rate for the southern Elsinore fault. Total offset of the western
margin of Cretaceous plutons decreases from �2 km at
Granite Mountain to �1 km at the southeast end of Mason
Valley (Figure 2) [Lampe, 1988; Grove et al., 2003]. The
difference in offset between these two localities likely
reflects transfer of slip from the Elsinore fault east to the
Earthquake Valley fault. Using 1.1–1.3 Ma for the age of
fault initiation [this study] and total offset of 1–2 km, the
lifetime slip rate for the Elsinore fault in the study area is 0.8–
1.8 km/Myr, or approximately 1–2 mm/yr. This estimate is
similar to a late Pleistocene rate of 1.6 � 0.4 mm/yr that was
recently determined from U-series dating of soil carbonate in
offset alluvial fans in the Coyote Mountains [Fletcher et al.,
2011]. The latter study suggested that slip rate may increase
sharply along strike to the northwest based on along-strike
increase of offset in the last earthquake, which would be
consistent with a previously determined Holocene rate of
3.3–5.5 mm/yr [Pinault and Rockwell, 1984]. Our result
suggests that 1.6 � 0.4 mm/yr [Fletcher et al., 2011] may
instead be representative of the long-term slip rate on the
southern Elsinore fault.
[30] The northern Elsinore fault has a slip rate of �3–

6 mm/yr, determined for timescales ranging from Holocene
to Pliocene [Millman and Rockwell, 1986; Vaughan and
Rockwell, 1986; Hull and Nicholson, 1992; Rockwell et al.,

Figure 14. Block diagram showing inferred relationship of faults in the study area to present-day crustal
architecture of the southern San Andreas fault system. Inactive strands of the West Salton detachment fault
(WSDF) are offset and deformed by the younger Elsinore, San Felipe and San Jacinto faults. CCF, Coyote
Creek fault; CF, Clark fault; CPF, Cerro Prieto fault; EF, Elsinore fault; FCVB, Fish Creek–Vallecito
Basin; SAF, San Andreas fault; SFF, San Felipe fault.
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2000], significantly faster than two new estimates for the
southern Elsinore fault [Fletcher et al., 2011; this study].
The discrepancy between the northern and southern Elsinore
fault (�3–6 mm/yr in the north; 1–2 mm/yr in the south) can
be explained by transfer of slip from the Elsinore fault to the
San Felipe and Fish Creek Mountains faults in the east and
southeast (Figures 1 and 2) via fault linkages that probably
have persisted for the past ca. 1 Myr. Previous workers pro-
posed that the difference in total offset and slip rate is taken
up by the Earthquake Valley fault [Magistrale and Rockwell,

1996], but limited offset near Whale Peak [Kairouz, 2005]
makes this interpretation unlikely. Total offset on the San
Felipe fault is �6 � 3 km since its initiation at 1.1–1.3 Ma
[Steely et al., 2009], representing a lifetime slip rate of
roughly 5 � 3 mm/yr. Thus, despite existing uncertainties,
displacement on the San Felipe fault appears sufficient to
balance the budget for offset and slip rate between the
southern and northern segments of the Elsinore fault, sug-
gesting long-lived transfer of slip from the northern Elsinore
fault east to the San Jacinto fault zone in the Salton Trough
(Figure 1).

5.5. Tectonic Reorganization of the San Andreas
System

[31] Initiation of the Elsinore fault was part of a major
tectonic reorganization that profoundly changed the southern
San Andreas fault system at ca. 1.2 Ma. Prior studies
inferred an age of �2–2.5 Ma for the San Jacinto fault based
on extrapolation of late Pleistocene slip rates back in time
[e.g., Rockwell et al., 1990; Blisniuk et al., 2010], while
others concluded from geologic data that the San Jacinto and
related faults initiated �1.1–1.4 Ma [Morton and Matti,
1993; Lutz et al., 2006; Steely et al., 2009; Janecke et al.,
2010]. This study shows that the younger age of initiation
(�1.2 Ma) is correct for the Elsinore fault in our study area,
and indicates synchronous formation of the Elsinore and San
Jacinto fault zones in the western Salton Trough.
[32] Termination of slip on the West Salton detachment

fault due to initiation of strike-slip faults is well documented
north of the Vallecito Mountains, where the older detach-
ment is offset and strongly deformed by the younger San
Felipe fault and related folds (Figure 2) [Steely et al., 2009;
Janecke et al., 2010]. In that area conglomerate of the
Pleistocene Ocotillo Formation rests in angular unconfor-
mity on older syn-detachment deposits, and records filling of
a local depression that was formed by new faults in a
transpressive stepover of the San Felipe fault zone. Basal
gravel of the Ocotillo Formation, well dated at 1.1 Ma,
prograded rapidly 35–40 km across the western Salton
Trough in response to the onset of rapid uplift and large
erosional flux from formerly subsiding proximal parts of the
supradetachment basin [Lutz et al., 2006; Kirby et al., 2007].
Initiation of the San Jacinto fault zone at 1.1–1.3 Ma pro-
duced broad folding and an angular unconformity across the
San Felipe anticline, reorganized stream drainages in the
Peninsular Ranges, and created new basin-bounding faults in
and around the Borrego Badlands [Lutz et al., 2006; Dorsey
and Roering, 2006; Kirby et al., 2007; Janecke et al., 2010].
[33] Prior to initiation of strike-slip faults at �1.2 Ma,

dextral-oblique motion between the Pacific and North
America plates was accommodated by linked slip on two
major faults: the San Andreas fault on the northeast and the
much smaller-offset West Salton detachment fault on the
southwest (Figure 15a) [Axen and Fletcher, 1998; Axen,
2008]. Starting at about 1.2 Ma, new strike-slip faults
including the San Jacinto, San Felipe, Earthquake Valley
and Elsinore faults cut across and terminated slip on the
West Salton detachment fault, expanding the width of the
San Andreas fault system to about 80 km (Figure 15b)
[Janecke et al., 2010]. As a result of this tectonic reorgani-
zation, slip rate on the southern San Andreas fault in Coa-
chella Valley was reduced from a likely value of �35 mm/yr

Figure 15. Regional maps showing fault patterns before
and after tectonic reorganization of the plate boundary in
southern California at ca. 1.2 Ma. (a) Reconstructed faults
of the southern San Andreas fault system at ca. 2 Ma, prior
to initiation of young strike-slip faults, when the Salton
Trough basin was bounded on the west by the low-angle
West Salton detachment fault. (b) Present-day fault geome-
try, modified from Figure 1, showing greatly expanded
width and complexity of the San Andreas system compared
to pre-1.2 Ma pattern. OAZ, Ocotillo accommodation zone
[Axen, 1995]; other abbreviations as in Figure 1.
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prior to 1.2 Ma (inferred from studies at Wrightwood,
Figure 1) [Humphreys and Weldon, 1994; Bennett et al.,
2004; Weldon et al., 2004] to �14–17 mm/yr after 1.2 Ma
[Behr et al., 2010]. While these rates are based on offset of
late Quaternary to Holocene features, it is reasonable to infer
that strike-slip motion currently accommodated across the
80 km-wide fault zone was focused on the San Andreas fault
prior to initiation of the Elsinore, San Jacinto and San Felipe
faults.

5.6. Implications for Fault Zone Evolution

[34] The regional tectonic reorganization documented in
this and other recent studies provides a useful example for
comparison to other case studies and models of strike-slip
fault zone evolution. Compilations of fault data show that
geometric complexity generally decreases with increased
fault offset, suggesting that progressive accumulation of
displacement works to remove fault discontinuities, smooth
the fault plane, and reduce geometric complexity through
time [Wesnousky, 1988, 1990; Stirling et al., 1996]. Cowgill
et al. [2004] found that localized asymmetric shortening at
the inside corners of a double restraining bend on the Altyn
Tagh fault caused the principal fault trace to undergo verti-
cal-axis rotation during deformation. They inferred that
rotation of the fault plane decreased the bend angle and
smoothed the fault trace over time, and suggested that this
may be a general mechanism for simplification of strike-slip
faults through time. In contrast, progressive deformation
along the southern San Andreas fault led to an abrupt
increase in fault zone complexity by creation of a new set of
strike-slip faults that substantially widened the fault system
(Figure 15). The discrepancy between model predictions and
evolution of the San Andreas fault zone probably reflects
additional complicating factors such as pre-existing fault
geometries and topography, crustal thickening and loading
by oblique convergence, and growth of an impinging anti-
thetic fault that deflected the main fault trace over time.
[35] The San Jacinto, Elsinore and related strike-slip faults

are believed to have initiated as a result of oblique conver-
gence, transpressive deformation and increased resistance to
strike-slip motion through the San Gorgonio Pass restraining
stepover in early Pleistocene time (Figures 1 and 15) [Matti
et al., 1985; Matti and Morton, 1993; Morton and Matti,
1993; Langenheim et al., 2004]. The San Gorgonio Pass
stepover is a complicated network of multiple branching and
intersecting transpressional faults with a complex pattern of
topography and uplift [Spotila et al., 1998, 2002; Spotila
and Sieh, 2000; Yule and Sieh, 2003]. The 15-km wide
restraining stepover is postulated to have formed by pro-
gressive deflection of the San Andreas fault by left-lateral
slip on the Pinto Mountain fault and transrotation of blocks
in the eastern Transverse Ranges [Matti and Morton, 1993;
Spotila and Sieh, 2000]. Uplift of the San Bernardino
Mountains at this time took place on southwest-directed
transpressional faults in San Gorgonio Pass and north-
directed thrusts along the northern San Bernardino Moun-
tains, causing increased erosion and rapid transport of coarse
clastic sediment to the north and south away from the zone
of growing topography [Meisling and Weldon, 1989; Spotila
and Sieh, 2000]. Stratigraphic and paleomagnetic studies in
several locations show that the base of these coarse deposits
is �1.4–1.7 Ma [Meisling and Weldon, 1989; Morton and

Matti, 1993; Albright, 1999; Cox et al., 2003], slightly
older than the well dated age of the San Jacinto and Elsinore
faults in the western Salton Trough (ca. 1.2 Ma).Morton and
Matti [1993] and Matti and Morton [1993] concluded from
stratigraphic data in the San Timoteo Badlands, west of San
Gorgonio Pass, that the northern Jacinto fault initiated at ca.
1.2–1.5 Ma.
[36] The slight age difference between stratigraphic sig-

nals near the San Bernardino Mountains and in the western
Salton Trough has two possible explanations: (1) the north-
ern San Jacinto fault first formed at �1.5 Ma near San
Gorgonio Pass and took up to �0.3 Myr to propagate
southeast into the western Salton Trough; or (2) uplift in the
San Bernardino Mountains was driven by transpressive
deformation that preceded initiation of the San Jacinto and
Elsinore fault systems, which are the same age (�1.2 Ma)
along their entire length. Existing data are not sufficient to
distinguish between these hypotheses, which need not be
mutually exclusive. Precise ages of initiation of the northern
San Jacinto and Elsinore faults, and of the southern Elsinore
system in northern Mexico, are needed to test these
hypotheses and better understand the patterns of fault initi-
ation and propagation in the southern San Andreas fault
system.
[37] The first hypothesis above (southeastward fault

propagation) is supported by relations in the sierras Cucapah
and El Mayor in the southern Elsinore-Laguna Salada fault
system (Figure 1), which suggest that strike-slip faults there
may be quite young. The Laguna Salada fault cut and
deactivated the west-vergent Cañada David detachment in
the Laguna Salada area geologically recently [Isaac, 1987;
Axen and Fletcher, 1998; Dorsey and Martín-Barajas,
1999], though precise age constraints are lacking. The
Cañada David detachment was active during roughly the
same time as the West Salton detachment [Axen and
Fletcher, 1998; Axen et al., 2000] and was separated from
it by the poorly understood Ocotillo accommodation zone
[Axen, 1995] which is now overprinted by the linked
southern Elsinore and northern Laguna Salada faults. The
Laguna Salada fault is a NW-striking oblique dextral fault
that bounds the SW side of the Sierra Cucapah and transfers
some slip southward onto the NE-striking Cañon Rojo nor-
mal fault [Mueller and Rockwell, 1995, Dorsey and Martín-
Barajas, 1999]. Several other NW-striking dextral faults
also cut the range [Barnard, 1968; Gastil and Fenby, 1991;
Fletcher and Spelz, 2009]. Farther south, in the Sierra El
Mayor, the Cañada David detachment was active into late
Pleistocene time [Axen et al., 1999; Spelz et al., 2008;
Fletcher and Spelz, 2009], and thus is concurrently active
with dextral faults in the region. Concurrent activity on the
southern Cañada David detachment and the strike-slip faults,
and the strongly oblique nature of the Laguna Salada fault,
suggest that the dextral system in northern Baja California is
not yet well integrated and is relatively juvenile, perhaps
recording post-1.2 Ma propagation of the Elsinore-Laguna
Salada fault system into Mexico. Alternatively, the detach-
ment and strike-slip fault systems may have been concur-
rently active since Pliocene or late Miocene time, as
suggested by Fletcher and Spelz [2009]. Uncertainty in the
age of the Laguna Salada fault limits our ability to assess the
first hypothesis.
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[38] The second hypothesis (simultaneous fault initiation)
is consistent with deformation patterns one might expect to
result from oblique convergence across San Gorgonio Pass.
Broad uplift in the San Bernardino Mountains starting
�1.5 Ma was produced by slip on crustal-scale thrust faults
in response to oblique convergence across the San Andreas
fault zone [Meisling and Weldon, 1989; Spotila and Sieh,
2000]. Prior to that, the San Jacinto and Santa Rosa
mountains were exhumed and uplifted in the footwall of
the West Salton detachment fault from latest Miocene (?)
to early Pleistocene time [Axen and Fletcher, 1998; Matti
et al., 2002, 2006]. We infer that oblique collision of
the high-standing detachment footwall (strong Peninsular
Ranges beam) with the topographically lower southern San
Bernardino Mountains thrust belt may have induced strong
horizontal compressive stresses that ultimately exceeded the
strength of the Peninsular Ranges crust. These stresses may
have been relieved by formation of the San Jacinto and
Elsinore fault systems, which allowed southeastward lateral
escape of Peninsular Ranges blocks between the San Jacinto
and southern San Andreas faults [e.g., Langenheim et al.,
2004].
[39] One provocative model for strike-slip fault evolution

postulates that adhesion and sticking on a master fault cause
it to become locked, forcing creation of a new flanking fault
that links to the master fault via releasing and restraining
bends to form a lenticular “sidewall ripout” (Figure 16)
[Swanson, 1989, 2005]. Continental strike-slip fault zones
commonly include paired restraining and releasing bends or

stepovers that bound regional sidewall ripouts in various
stages of development [Wakabayashi et al., 2004; Mann,
2007]. The southern San Andreas system has the geometry
of a classic sidewall ripout bounded on the northeast and
southwest by the San Andreas and Elsinore and faults, on the
southeast by the Brawley and Mexicali seismic zones, and
on the northwest by the San Gorgonio Pass restraining bend
and western Transverse Ranges (Figure 1), inviting com-
parison to the sidewall-ripout model [e.g., Mann, 2007].
[40] The model predicts that sidewall ripouts form when a

segment of a relatively straight master strike-slip fault
becomes locked due to adhesion (rather than geometric
complexities), abandoned for a period of time with slip
transferred to a parallel fault, and is later reactivated
(Figure 16) [Swanson, 2005]. The geometry of the southern
San Andreas and San Jacinto fault zones is similar to that
predicted by this model, but the younger and straighter San
Jacinto fault zone occupies the position of the original
master fault in the model. Thus the sidewall-ripout model
does not correctly predict the documented evolution of the
southern San Andreas fault system. Similar geometric and
timing problems arise when the San Andreas, San Jacinto
and Elsinore fault systems are all considered.
[41] We postulate that the new (San Jacinto, Elsinore)

faults are favored because they provide a straighter and more
efficient path for strain accumulation than the circuitous trace
of the southern San Andreas fault [e.g., Li and Liu, 2006].
Although the fault system is now more complex than it
was before initiation of new strike-slip faults at 1.2 Ma, the

Figure 16. Geometrical model for evolution of a sidewall ripout along a strike-slip fault, modified from
Swanson [2005]. (a) Adhesion and sticking causes part of the main fault to become locked, forcing crea-
tion of a new flanking fault. (b) The flanking fault links to the main fault via releasing and restraining
bends, and the ripout lens becomes partially deformed and translated during fault offset. (c) The main fault
is reactivated, the flanking fault segment is abandoned, and a detached slice of the ripout lens at the lead-
ing ramp is further translated along the active fault trace. Fault geometries in the sidewall-ripout model
resemble those of the southern San Andreas system (Figure 1, labels in Figure 16c), but the timing of fault
development in southern California is different than that predicted by the model. See text for discussion.
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reorganization may ultimately result in bypassing and aban-
donment of the southern San Andreas fault. For example, the
southernmost segment of the southern San Andreas fault, the
Sand Hills–Algodones fault SE of the Brawley seismic zone
(Figure 1), appears to have been largely abandoned already.
The slip rate on the San Andreas fault between San Gorgonio
Pass and the Brawley seismic zone has decreased since for-
mation of the San Jacinto fault, and this part of the San
Andreas may be abandoned in the future. Such a scenario
could lead to eventual simplification of the plate-boundary
fault zone, consistent with models for smoothing of strike-
slip faults through time [e.g., Wesnousky, 1988].

6. Conclusions

[42] A complex network of active strike-slip faults and
related transpressional folds crosscuts and post-dates the
Plio-Pleistocene West Salton detachment fault at the western
and northern margins of the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin.
Initiation of the strike-slip faults and folds produced a short-
live period of intrabasinal tilting that is recorded in a fan-
ning-dip interval dated between �1.2 and 1.0 Ma at the top
of the Hueso Formation. Because the detachment fault cuts
proximal deposits as young as �1 Ma, we infer that both
fault sets were active concurrently for a short time between
about 1.2 and 1.0 Ma.
[43] In the overlying Bow Willow beds, a thin basal

lacustrine limestone and sandstone clasts reworked from the
Hueso Formation record reorganization of local drainages in
response to earliest basin inversion, tilting and erosion. The
end of subsidence and sediment accumulation shortly after
1 Ma led to formation of a deep calcic paleosol that caps and
truncates the Bow Willow beds at a low angle. Since then
the Fish Creek Vallecito basin has been uplifted, deeply
eroded, and tilted to the southwest in a large crustal block
bounded by the Elsinore fault on the southwest and the Fish
Creek Mountains fault on the northeast.
[44] Total offset of �1–2 km on the Elsinore fault yields a

lifetime slip rate of about 1–2 mm/yr, similar to late Pleis-
tocene slip rate in the Coyote Mountains (1.6 � 0.4 mm/yr)
and significantly slower than slip rate on the northern Elsi-
nore fault (�3–6 mm/yr). The discrepancy between the
northern and southern Elsinore fault likely reflects transfer
of slip from the northern Elsinore fault east to the San Felipe
fault, which links to the San Jacinto fault zone in the Salton
Trough.
[45] Strike-slip faults in the Fish Creek–Vallecito Basin

belong to a network of active faults that emerged during a
short time interval (�1.1–1.3 Ma) over a large area of the
western Salton Trough. These events mark a regional tec-
tonic reorganization that profoundly transformed the geom-
etry, kinematics, and distribution of plate-boundary faults in
southern California. The change is not readily explained by
existing models for the evolution of strike-slip faults, though
it may eventually lead to smoothing and simplification of the
plate boundary in southern California. Our results support a
growing consensus on the timing and significance of this
transition, and highlight the importance of geologic mapping
integrated with stratigraphic and structural analysis for
understanding the structural histories of tectonically com-
plex, active settings.
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