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LAS November 2010 Headlines:

Nine Mile Canyon gets a gift for the ages

By Brandon Loomis, The Salt Lake Tribune, October 27, 2010

Nine Mile Canyon • Once threatened by industry, this eastern Utah chasm’s archaeological splendor now has a corporate partner and a new chance at preservation.

     An energy company drilling for natural gas above Nine Mile Canyon is offering up to $5 million in grants to help study, protect and promote thousands of rock-art panels and long-abandoned American Indian sites.

     Denver-based Bill Barrett Corp., which previously reached a compromise with environmentalists and archaeologists to use the canyon road to reach its West Tavaputs Plateau well field, this week announced the grant program to assist in protection.

     The grants are open to any applicants who can prove to peer reviewers that they have a valid academic, educational or preservation project. It’s a new payoff for the cooperation that previously spawned a deal to shrink the company’s West Tavaputs drilling zone while mandating effective dust control on the canyon access road to protect petroglyphs from an obscuring — and potentially corroding — dirt blanket.

      “It’s unprecedented in state history,” said Jerry Spangler, an archaeologist studying the evidence of Fremont and ancestral Ute occupation among the rock bands between Price and the Green River.

     The federal government has pumped big money into archaeological digs such as Glen Canyon before construction of the dam, but always as a prelude to destruction, said Spangler, executive director of the Colorado Plateau Archaeological Alliance. Barrett’s money will aid both study and preservation.

     Nine Mile Canyon, misnamed by mapmakers, is a roughly 50-mile gallery of ancient etchings.

     The company has already created a $250,000 grant pool and will offer $5,000 more for each new well it drills in the next few years — potentially topping out around $5 million.

     Spangler expects the canyon — a mix of ranches, oil company holdings and rocky, scrubby U.S. Bureau of Land Management hills — to be Utah’s most-studied archaeological trove during the coming decade, thanks to the grants. Sites on cliffs well away from the road are well-preserved and could hold compelling secrets about life through the millennia.

     He showed off an example of the canyon’s 10,000 or so sites Tuesday — a sandstone panel that centers on a chiseled owl but also depicts bighorn sheep, humanoids and other forms of life. The panel needs a management plan because, while relatively unknown until recently posted on the Internet, people now traipse across private land to reach it. Left to its own, it could be scarred by vandals the way other sites near the road have been for decades. 

     Down the road, there are signs of public access on another rock face near a staging area where Barrett has stacked drilling pipe. People have scratched or hammered initials and dates during the past century, right next to snakes and deer tapped out by artists of 1,000 years ago. At another site, a divot in the center of a human figure’s torso is evidence that someone on the road sighted in a small-caliber rifle and squeezed off a shot for the ages.

     Vandalism prevention is part of the reason for Barrett’s grants. Company spokesman Jim Felton said the work that archaeologists do here will help develop management plans on public and private lands. In some places, that will mean limiting access to ancient treasures. In others, it will mean increasing exposure and adding educational kiosks. A state or local tourism board might apply for money, he said.

     The expense is minor compared with the $1 billion Barrett intends to invest in its development, or the $6.5 billion it expects to extract in gas. But Felton said it’s the kind of gesture that comes with cooperation among developers and interest groups.

      “Listening sure beats litigation,” he said.

     The company’s latest dust-suppression efforts, using a nontoxic pine resin on the road, appears to be protecting the petroglyphs, Spangler said. On fully exposed panels, rain has washed away dust that accumulated from previous truck traffic. Under overhanging rocks, some panels remain coated and probably won’t ever be exposed unless archaeologists decide it’s appropriate to wash them.

     Despite the successes, there is an undeniable dilemma created by the gas development. Years ago, the canyon road was too rough for leisurely sedan travel, and few people ventured here. Now cars and trucks buzz through routinely. It means thousands more people have the chance to admire the rock art — or spoil it.

     Flint Lahmann, a German with a summer home near Vernal and a seasonal yearning for American Indian history, traveled the road and photographed petroglyphs Tuesday. He said the smooth, wide dirt road is unrecognizable as the trail he first drove 25 years ago.

      “It’s better now,” he said, “but I think that’s not good. Too many people.”

     Spangler is of two minds about the increased access. It gives more people the opportunity for mischief, he said. But it’s also possible that getting more eyes into the canyon will force visitors to behave.

     He looks forward to placards drawing attention to the blight of vandalism.

      “It’s educational, as much as anything,” Spangler said, “because people walk up there and say, ‘Man, who would do that?’ ”

     There is some evidence that growing education campaigns are helping. Fewer etchings in the rocks carry dates from recent decades. Among about 500 archaeological sites inventoried so far, Spangler said, only two vandals have marked a date since 2000.

Denver Museum of Nature & Science Will Begin Excavation of Snowmass Mammoth Site on Tuesday, November 2

Several Additional Mammoths and a Mastodon Tooth Have Been Discovered at the Site this Week

DENVER-October 29, 2010-The Denver Museum of Nature & Science will begin excavation of a significant Columbian mammoth fossil site near Snowmass Village on Tuesday, November 2, after reaching a written agreement today with the Snowmass Water and Sanitation District for the donation of the fossils. Several additional mammoths and a mastodon tooth have been uncovered by work crews at the site this week, making this one of the most significant scientific discoveries in Colorado history.

     The original discovery of a single juvenile Columbian mammoth was made by a bulldozer operator working on the expansion of Ziegler Reservoir on October 14. The worker unearthed approximately 25 percent of the original mammoth's bones, which were cleaned and put on display in the District's office in Snowmass Village. Hundreds of local residents have come to the office to view the bones since their discovery.

     "I want to thank the Snowmass Water and Sanitation District for donating these awe-inspiring fossils to the Museum," said George Sparks, the Museum's president and CEO. "The Denver Museum of Nature & Science is the proper home for the Rocky Mountain Region's biggest scientific discoveries, and it is our mission to share them with the public. We are thrilled that the fossils will be studied by scientists from around the world, and become part of the Museum's permanent collection where they will be preserved for future generations."

     Museum staff who visited Snowmass on Wednesday were extremely impressed with the professionalism of Kit Hamby, director of the Snowmass Water and Sanitation District, and his team. "They have done a superb job of managing the discovery, stabilizing the site, and caring for the bones that have been collected to date. We are eager to work with them on the next phase of this incredible discovery," said Dr. Kirk Johnson, the Museum's chief curator and vice president of research and collections.

     The excavation of the Snowmass site will be directed by Dr. Ian Miller, curator of paleontology and chair of the Museum's Earth Science Department, and Dr. Steve Holen, curator of archaeology and the Museum's resident mammoth expert. Holen will be on site over the weekend to monitor ongoing construction, remove any additional bone that is unearthed by work crews, and map the dig site in preparation for the beginning of the excavation on Tuesday. The excavation crew consists of Museum scientists, educators and volunteers who have completed training through the Museum's Paleontology Certification Program.

     With the District's permission, the Museum will arrange visits to the dig site for students and media, as long as weather and working conditions permit.  Once the dig begins, the Museum will provide regular updates about the progress of the excavation on its website, www.dmns.org.

     The team excavating the mammoth site will take great care in their approach to the dig. "We do not know if this site contains just mammoth and mastodon bones, or whether there may be evidence of human interaction with the bones, as well.  For that reason, we will be cautious and use precise and careful techniques of excavating in a grid and screening all of the sediments surrounding the bones so we don't miss anything," said Holen.

     Not including the finds made in Snowmass, 103 mammoth discoveries and only three mastodon discoveries are on record in Colorado. This discovery in Snowmass is considered especially significant because it is very unusual to find more than one mammoth at a single site, and there are no other sites in Colorado that contain both mammoth and mastodon fossils in one location. In addition, the juvenile Columbian mammoth that was first uncovered by the bulldozer operator appears to be the most complete mammoth fossil found at high elevation (8,960 feet) in Colorado.

[image: image3.png]


     Scientists will learn more specific details about the mammoths and mastodon as they excavate and study the specimens. They will attempt to determine the age of the animals when they died, and possibly the sex of the animals. In addition, they will attempt to extract DNA from the fossils, and conduct radiocarbon dating of the specimens and surrounding sediments to determine the age of the dig site itself. Right now, scientists estimate the fossils date to the end of the last Ice Age, approximately 12,000 to 16,000 years ago.  Also of interest to scientists is the extremely well-preserved plant material found in the dig site. The Museum will analyze the material with help from outside scientists who specialize in the study of Ice Age ecosystems from universities and the United States Geological Survey.

     One of the immediate priorities for the Museum staff is the preservation of the fossils. "The bone is wet and we need to determine the best strategy to carefully dry the bone and preserve it. If wet bone dries too quickly it will crack and disintegrate," said Holen.

     Under the terms of the Museum's agreement with the District, the Museum will assume the responsibility and cost for the excavation, transportation and preservation of the fossils. The District has generously agreed to provide a heated tent and to help with round-the-clock security at the dig site while the excavation is underway.  The Museum will create high-quality cast models of the bones of one of the mammoths and give them to the District for public display. Because of the length of the preservation process, it may take as long as two years to deliver the casts. The Museum will also produce a plaque or other interpretive material that can be displayed along with the bone casts. After initial research and analysis of the fossil is complete, Museum scientists will return to the Roaring Fork Valley and make presentations about their findings at local schools.

     "One of the great things about living in the American West is that amazing fossils can be found in all sorts of places. The Snowmass mammoth is a perfect example of how alert workers can make discoveries that have great significance," said Johnson.  "The Denver Museum of Nature & Science is excited to build on this discovery and to develop the scientific potential of this amazing site."

The Irons family demonstrating Native American dance at the November 2nd meeting:
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LAS Find of the Month, November 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 November 2010 was made by Gary Yeager

Type:  Pelican Lake

Material:  Red Jasper

Location:  Larimer County, Colorado

LAS News and Upcoming Events:

Annual Elections
If you have nominations for LAS officer elections please give Rich Savino or Gary and 




Sue Yeager a call.  The elections will be held at the beginning of the December 




meeting on December 7th.

Christmas Donations
We will be taking donations in the form of gifts, gift cards, or money to provide a 




Christmas for Native American families living in the northern Colorado area.  Please 




bring your donations to the December meeting.  If you can’t attend and would like to 




donate please contact Sharon Lundt at (970) 669-2375.

November 7th

Our annual Native American Foods program was a great success.  Jan Irons and her 




family provided the entertainment with traditional Native American dancing.  If you weren’t 




there you missed a great meeting.  Thanks to everyone who brought a dish—No one left 




hungry.  A special “Thanks!” goes out to Sharon Lundt for scheduling the Irons family for 




the event!

December 2nd

Egyptian archaeologist Zahi Hawass will speak at the Denver Art Museum.  For more info




see http://www.denverartmuseum.org/utility/calendar/eventDetails/eventId--199398.

December 7th

December meeting.  This will be our annual Christmas party.  Bring a dish to share for 




the annual feast.  If you’d like to bring a Christmas beverage (non-alcoholic please) 




feel free to do so.  Also, we will be taking donations in the form of gifts, gift cards, or 




money to provide a Christmas for Native American families in the area.  If you can’t 




attend and would like to make a donation please contact Sharon Lundt at 




(970) 669-2375.  Annual LAS officer elections will be held at the beginning of the 




December meeting.

January 4th

January meeting.  Guest speaker:  Mr. Bill Rosquist.  Title of Presentation:  “The Ice 




Age Caves of Northern Spain.”
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Crews dig for fossils Friday in various spots at Ziegler Reservoir, near Snowmass Village. Mount Daly looms in the background. The location of the initial find, a mammoth, is enclosed in the tent.


Janet Urquhart, The Aspen Times











- Sponsor of the Annual Loveland Stone Age Fair -

http://stoneagefair.com
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