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LAS October 2010 Headlines:

New findings posit fate of ancient Clovis people

Tom Beal, Arizona Daily Star, Sunday, October 10, 2010

     Most geologists and archaeologists now believe an asteroid caused the climate change that wiped out the dinosaurs 65 million years ago.

     Debate rages, however, about whether a comet abruptly killed the mammoths, saber-toothed tigers and other large animals - "megafauna" - that roamed North America much more recently.

     One thing is clear, say two prominent archaeologists: The mammoth hunters known as the Clovis people weren't wiped out along with the giant mammals they hunted in a fiery comet crash 12,900 years ago.

     When the mammoths disappeared, for whatever reason, the Clovis hunters found other prey, which led to adaptation of their spear tips, say Vance T. Holliday, a professor in the University of Arizona's anthropology and geosciences departments; and David J. Meltzer, an archaeologist at Southern Methodist University.

     In a paper published in Current Anthropology, they argue that Clovis populations did not disappear at the beginning of a mini ice age known as the Younger Dryas Period.

     The paper, said UA's Holliday, was written in response to a 2007 study that proposed an extraterrestrial cause for abrupt climate change and the extinction of megafauna.

     Holliday and Meltzer take issue with the earlier paper's contention that the Clovis population dramatically shrank or disappeared in a "catastrophic demographic collapse."

     It doesn't seek to prove or disprove the comet hypothesis. That's a question to be answered with geological research, not anthropology, said Holliday, though he's not fond of the theory. "There are a lot of people who say the evidence is quite flimsy. There are very few archaeologists who embrace it."

     Unlike the asteroid, whose 110-mile-diameter impact crater has been identified in Mexico's Yucatan peninsula, the theoretical comet left no scar.

     That's because it hit a glacier field two miles deep, said Richard B. Firestone, lead author of the 2007 report. Firestone believes the impact crater created one of the Great Lakes.

     The comet catastrophe was hypothesized from other physical evidence, including a "black mat" of burned material laid down at the end of the Pleistocene Epoch, beneath which lay all of the large Clovis spear points associated with mammoth hunting.

     Those large spear points did disappear, said Holliday, but the "paleo-Indians" we call Clovis did not.

     They moved and developed a new tool kit to hunt smaller animals as the large prey disappeared, something Holliday believes happened over time, not all at once.

     The lack of later artifacts at excavated Clovis sites, such as those found in the San Pedro River Valley in Southern Arizona, is no evidence of extinction, said Holliday.

     These areas were not inhabited, but were "kill sites" or campsites for groups of nomadic hunters, he said.

     "There weren't that many people, and they were mobile. There are some campsites, but they're few and far between, and most are related to kill sites."

     Meanwhile, "The environment was changing. Most of the big animals went away - mammoth, mastodon, horse, camel. There is a huge debate as to why, nevertheless, they did go away. The Clovis people evolved into what came next to deal with the environmental conditions, something as simple as dealing with new game sources. There is a change in their tool kit."

     Nobody has ever uncovered a human Clovis fossil. Their presence and the description of them as mobile hunters come from discoveries of artifacts from multiple camps and kill sites, including famous ones in Arizona such as Naco, the first to turn up spear points embedded in the bones of a mammoth carcass.

     Holliday and Meltzer, both of whom have studied Clovis culture for decades, base their rebuttal of the earlier report on a review of archaeological literature, which, they say, provides plenty of evidence for the continuous existence of the earliest known inhabitants of North America.

     Their paper generated comment from 17 archaeologists and related scientists, most of whom questioned the comet theory.

     The authors conclude, in their reply to the comments:

     "And as to whether there was a Younger Dryas age ET impact, like many (nearly all) of our commentators, we are dubious. However, we will leave that empirical determination to the geologists. We suspect their verdict will be in soon, for it appears the failure of this hypothesis is near."

     Firestone, a nuclear chemist, is not so sure about that. He said he is certain of his theory as debate "rages on."

     "A comet hit the Earth at that time," he said. "You can argue about whether that was the final straw, the whole shebang or whatever. We have evidence for the comet."

University of Wyoming News Release:

Robert Kelly Named Frison Institute Director

Sept. 13, 2010 -- Robert L. Kelly is the new director of the Frison Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology, housed in the University of Wyoming Department of Anthropology.

     Named after Professor Emeritus George C. Frison, the Department of Anthropology's first chairman and the first state archaeologist, the Frison Institute promotes the department's research and educational mission in Wyoming and the Rocky Mountains. Kelly succeeds Marcel Kornfeld, who directed the institute since its inception in 1998.

     Kelly has worked in archaeology since 1973, when, as a high school student, he participated in an excavation in Nevada directed by New York's American Museum of Natural History.

     He previously taught at the University of Louisville in Kentucky, where he directed the department's Program in Archaeology and served as department head. He moved to Wyoming in 1997, taking a position as professor of anthropology. He served as department head from 2005-2008, overseeing the planning, construction and move to the new anthropology building.

     A past president of the Society for American Archaeology, Kelly is an internationally-recognized expert on hunting and gathering peoples and has worked on archaeological projects throughout the United States and South America. He conducted ethnographic work with hunter-gatherers in Madagascar for three years; for the past decade he has researched caves and rock shelters in northwestern Wyoming.

     This year he begins surveying ice and snow patches in Montana's Glacier National Park for artifacts exposed by global warming. He has received more than $1 million in research funding and has delivered distinguished lectures at several universities in the United States and abroad.

     Kelly has written more than 100 articles, books and reviews, including "The Foraging Spectrum: Diversity in Hunter-Gatherer Lifeways," and, with David Hurst Thomas, the widely-used textbooks "Archaeology" and "Archaeology: Down to Earth." A proponent of public education, he created the Explore Wyoming's Cultural Heritage Web site (www.wyomingheritage.org) to promote tourism to Wyoming's historic and archaeological sites.

     For more information on the Frison Institute visit www.uwyo.edu/frisoninstitute.

Excavation of prehistoric home finished

By Mark Havnes, The Salt Lake Tribune, September 6, 2010

Escalante - Joette Marie Rex lives west of remote Escalante in southern Utah, but she’s no homesteader: An excavation by archaeologists from Brigham Young University unearthed evidence that the site of Rex’s inn may be one of the oldest inhabited places in the area. 

     The prehistoric dwelling place, called the North Creek Shelter Site, is behind Rex’s bed-and-breakfast and has been known for decades. But it wasn’t until 2003 that archaeologists began digging through layers of cultural eras until they stopped 12 feet down at the Paleoarchaic period, which dates back to at least 9,000 B.C.

     “We knew of pictographs and petroglyphs, but suspected there might be a village,” said Rex, who owns the Slot Canyons Inn.
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     Her suspicions were confirmed when archaeologists from Brigham Young University working at other sites in the southern Utah area agreed to poke around. What they found was one of the oldest archaeological sites in Utah, pushing back by several thousand years the date the area was originally thought to have been first occupied. 

     Joel Janetski, a retired emeritus archaeologist with BYU who conducted the dig beginning in 2004, said bones and charcoal from the site were radiocarbon dated to several different prehistoric eras.

     He said the site reveals how people hunted big game through the ages, including deer, elk and big horn sheep, and eventually started making pottery and established agriculture.

     “We see at the site grinding stones like metates and other hand stones,” said Janetski, whose research was sponsored in part by a grant from the National Science Foundation.

     Janetski also said the site offers strong evidence of climate change that occurred about 10,000 years ago based on vegetation and the types of animal bones found there.

     “It appears things started getting drier around 10,000 years ago,” said Janetski. “There’s evidence of Douglas fir and aspen in the area not here today. They did not have to travel far for firewood.”

     He said the site holds evidence of cultures ranging from the Paleoarchaic to just more than 100 years ago, including the Fremont and Anasazi peoples and the Paiute. There’s also signs of gaps in occupation that could be explained by various factors.

     One of the most compelling discoveries was that prehistoric Utahns ground seeds of sagebrush and grasses into a flour used in cooking. Janetski said corn appeared about 1,000 years ago. Pottery sherds indicate there probably was trading with pre-Puebloan cultures from the Four Corners region to the east.

     Janetski said the site was backfilled in 2008 after the research was completed. He said North Creek confirmed a fundamental premise in archaeology: Never presume what lies beneath. 

     “We were totally surprised by what we found,” he said. 

     The researchers have submitted two papers to the journal Kiva, one of which will be published this fall. The other is under review. Two other papers are under consideration by American Antiquity and Utah Historical Quarterly.

     “We wanted to reach a variety of people,” Janetski said.

     While the site has been covered to preserve it, some of the artifacts have been removed and are on display in Rex’s inn. She said one of the graduate students working on the project built a display case in the lobby of her business.

     In addition to several prehistoric arrow and spear points, the case holds a small human figurine that is likely thousands of years old. Rex is legally entitled to keep the items because they were discovered on land she owns.

     She said the site is a short hike above her B&B and is visited by most of her guests who are fascinated by the pictographs and petroglyphs visible on the nearby rock. Among the historic artwork are pioneer autographs.

     “We thought it was neat to be able to show people the site,” said Rex.

     She said she is just the latest human to use the site, located where the confluence of North and Birch creeks form the headwaters of the Escalante River.

     “I’ve found everything from ancient sherds to pieces of [Mormon] pioneer pottery and realized I’m one in a long line of people who has done cooking here,” she said.

LAS Find of the Month, October 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.
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The Find of the Month for October 2010 was made by Jim Jones.

Type:  Plains Corner Notch with serrations

Material:  Translucent agate

Location:  Unknown

LAS Find of the Year, October 2009 through September 2010:

The Find of the Year for the period October 2009 through September 2010 was made by Shane Skutvik.

Type:  Eden

Material:  Flattop Chalcedony

Location:  S. Platte River in Logan County, Colorado


Found in late July 2010

Congratulations Shane!

LAS News and Upcoming Events:

November 2nd
November meeting.  This will be our annual Native American Foods program with




no guest speaker.  Bring a Native American dish and some artifacts to talk about for 




the show and tell portion of the meeting.

RMPTH

Loveland Archaeological Society member Paul Lange shared information about the 




Rocky Mountain Prospectors and Treasure Hunters, or RMPTH.  For information 




about the RMPTH and their meeting schedule visit their website at http://rmpth.com.
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This replica of a Paiute figurine found at the North Creek site is on display at the Slot Canyons Inn.
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- Sponsor of the Annual Loveland Stone Age Fair -

www.stoneagefair.com
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