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LAS April 2010 Headlines:

Digs find Yellowstone ‘always has been a destination resort’

Wildlife, obsidian, plants among reasons for long-ago popularity
By Brett French, Billings Gazette, Billings, Montana, April 1, 2010

     Thousands of years before Euro-Americans “discovered” the bubbling mudpots and eruptive geysers of what is now Yellowstone National Park, early Americans were spending part of their summer camping in the Yellowstone Lake area.

     “It’s always been a destination resort,” said Elaine Hale, park archaeologist. “For at least 10,000 years, people have been using the lake area.”

     Thanks to archaeological digs around Yellowstone Lake last summer by University of Montana assistant archaeology professor Douglas MacDonald and 13 graduate and undergrad students, park officials are now getting a broader picture of early human use of the lake area.

     “The lake may have served as a crossroads of sorts for Native Americans from multiple regions,” MacDonald said.
Why here?

     The reasons are several.

     Obsidian, a valued rock used to create razor-sharp points for weapons and tools, is located about 20 miles to the northwest at Obsidian Cliff. The lake area contains a variety of flora — as varied as camas and wild onions — that would have made a tasty stew or herbal medicines. And there was plenty of wildlife in the region. One archaeological site turned up blood residue from bear, wolf and deer as well as rabbit sinew.

     “The lake area was clearly an important warm-weather hunting and gathering grounds for Native Americans from all over the northwestern Great Plains, northern Great Basin and northern Rocky Mountains,” MacDonald said.

     His group’s explorations are part of the university’s Montana-Yellowstone Archaeological Project, which is now entering its fourth year. The partnership offers students the opportunity to perform field work while Yellowstone receives inexpensive research help.
Unusual finds

     MacDonald’s crew made some unique finds last summer. Along the northeast shore, the crew uncovered the park’s first Early Archaic hearth, dating to 5,800 years ago.

     “The feature indicates that Native Americans used the park during the hot and dry altithermal climate period,” MacDonald said.

     The Altithermal Period followed the last ice age, after large mammals like woolly mammoths had become extinct. Yellowstone Lake, during that time, would have been a huge oasis drawing people, and wildlife, from throughout the region.

     Hale said analysis of campsites showed some visitors could have been small parties of male hunters, while others were families staying for longer periods.

     “There are sites along the lake where there was extensive processing of hides,” Hale said. “We found sites where freshly quarried obsidian cobble had been transported to the area. This is a lithic workshop area.”

     Another campsite was littered with about a dozen shaft abraders, used to smooth arrows and spears.

     “That smacks of duration,” Hale said.
Big point

     Another unique find was a large obsidian spear point. MacDonald theorized that the point was created for ceremonial purposes, since it’s half again as large as other spear points of the period.

     The point was shaped in the style of the Hopewell culture of about 1,500 years ago. The Hopewell culture is known for being one of the first in North America to lead a more sedentary life that included farming and metal working; it created burial mounds along the Mississippi and Ohio river valleys. They also traded extensively.
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     “It is well known that Obsidian Cliff obsidian was traded eastward to the Ohio and Mississippi river valleys,” MacDonald said. “Some archaeologists also speculate that Hopewell Native Americans themselves actually traveled to Obsidian Cliff to collect obsidian.

     “Our large spear point was likely a ceremonial item, as was much of the obsidian for Hopewell people,” he said. “Most of the obsidian at sites back east is found within burial contexts.”
Regional divide

     The UM research also indicates that “most Native Americans using the northern end of the lake traded and traveled primarily to the north, east and west, rather than to the south,” MacDonald said. “Other work at sites along the south shore of the lake indicated that Native Americans in that area were focused more southward.”

     So there seemed to be some reason, possibly a cultural one, for why the people traveling from the south into the lake area didn’t move farther north.

     “It just so happens that Yellowstone Lake is at the edge of multiple different tribal territories,” MacDonald said.

     MacDonald and a crew of 22 graduate and undergraduate students will continue their work in the park this summer, their fourth year, surveying other parts of the lake’s shore. By identifying important cultural resource sites, park officials can plan any development to exclude and protect those areas, Hale said. Four of the five sites uncovered last summer are being considered for listing on the National Register of Historic Places.

     “This is a huge benefit to the park for very little cost,” Hale said. “It’s a huge benefit to the students, too, because they have a big area to do archaeology in.”

The Folsom Site

Note:  The Folsom Museum will host an educational site visit of the Folsom Site on May 22nd.  See page 5 of this newsletter for more information.

From Wikipedia:
     Folsom Site (29CX1), in Folsom, New Mexico, is the archaeological site that is the type site for the Folsom tradition, a Paleo-Indian cultural sequence dating to between 9000 BC and 8000 BC.  The Folsom Site was excavated in 1926 and found to have been a marsh-side kill site or camp where 23 bison had been killed using distinctive tools, known as Folsom points.

     The site was found in 1908 by George McJunkin, an ex-slave cowboy who had lived in Texas as a child.  While riding across the countryside, he noticed a pile of bones that were larger than those of modern-day bison.  He reported the site, and, in 1926, archaeologist Jesse Figgins from the Denver Museum of Natural History (now the Denver Museum of Nature and Science) arrived at the site to begin excavations.  Figgins discovered a light, fluted projectile point buried between two of the bison's ribs, thus establishing a clear association of the point with the species of bison that had been extinct for approximately 10,000 years.  Instead of extracting the projectile point from the bones, he instead cut around the bones and the embedded projectile point, removing the entire sample without disturbing the associated point.

     Figgins returned to the Denver Museum of Natural History with the point and bones for further study.  The original Folsom point, still embedded in the matrix between the two bison ribs, can be seen on display at the very end of the Prehistoric Journey exhibit at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science.

     The Folsom Site was declared a National Historic Landmark in 1961.

2010 Spring Into Archaeology Fair Photos, March 27th, 2010
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LAS Find of the Month, April 2010:
Members can bring an artifact to be entered into the competition at the monthly meeting, which will be judged based on the following rules:

1.  Must be a member of LAS in good standing.

2.  The artifact must be a personal find.
3.  It must have been found within the specified time frame, i.e., within the month prior to the meeting.

4.  The artifact doesn’t have to be a Colorado find—all that matters is that it was found in the last month.

The Find of the Month for April 2010 was made by Andy Coca
Type:  Plains Side Notch
Material:  Flattop chalcedony
Location:  Keenesburg/Roggen area
Photo:  (Scale in centimeters)
LAS News and Upcoming Events:
May 4th, 2010

May Meeting.  Program:  Show and Tell.  Bring your best finds to show and your 



favorite stories to share!

May 22nd, 2010
The Folsom Museum in Folsom, New Mexico, is sponsoring an educational site visit

of the Folsom Site on May 22nd.  If you are interested contact Marijo Balmer via 
e-mail at folsomfalls@bacavalley.com, or by phone at (575) 278-2520.  The phone 

number for the Folsom Museum is (575) 278-2122.
2009 Loveland
Order your copy of the 2009 Loveland Stone Age Fair commemorative book!  You 
Stone Age Fair
can purchase a copy at the next meeting or order by mail.  Book price is $16.95.  To 
Commemorative
order by mail send a check for $17.95 (covers shipping and handling) to Sharon 
Books for Sale

Lundt at 905 Willowrock Dr., Loveland, CO 80537.
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- Sponsor of the Annual Loveland Stone Age Fair -

www.stoneagefair.com
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