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  INTRODUCTION


  WELCOME TO THE OLD WEST.


  Old has an enormous meaning in a place where the first people arrived more than ten thousand years ago and the glaciers sculpted the landscape long before that. As an entity, Rocky Mountain National Park is just over a century old, but its origins extend beyond prehistory, back some eighty million years when a series of jolts of the planet’s tectonic plates forced one layer of the earth’s crust on top of another, until they formed the highest peaks in Colorado. Launched from beneath layers of sedimentary rock—what geologists call the Ancestral Rocky Mountains—these new mountains began to erode as they met with repeated ages of glacial activity as well as the wind and weather of a volatile planet. Perhaps Longs Peak measured 20,000 feet above sea level at one time; now, at 14,259 feet, it’s still part of Colorado mountain royalty as the only “fourteener” within the park.


  After the last of the glaciers receded about fifteen thousand years ago, and Rocky Mountain’s namesakes displayed marvelous formations of granite and gneiss, people began to find their way here in pursuit of some of the largest game ever to frequent these parts: woolly mammoth, mastodon, and others. They left the scarcest of signs that they were ever here at all, but wily archaeologists put together their story notwithstanding the shortage of tangible objects. Later people arrived who would stay as long as they could: Ute and Arapaho, tribal people who lived in the plains and valleys and hunted and gathered in the mountains, eventually learning an agrarian lifestyle when newcomers drove them off their own lands.


  It was these new arrivals, European Americans ready to homestead on land acquired by the United States through the Louisiana Purchase, who triggered rapid change throughout the Colorado Rockies. Filing land claims sanctioned by the government, digging mines when hints of precious metals revealed themselves on the surface, and building guest lodging, dude ranches, and boomtowns, they made new homes here that would establish their dominance. In the space of a decade or so, the Colorado Front Range became the hopeful place for people looking to take their lives in a new direction. It also settled into the lawlessness we see in movies, with shootouts, land grabs, feuding ranchers, and conflicts between settlers and those who came before them.
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  Somehow, in this chaotic environment, a few people developed a greater vision and a higher purpose, and they invited the federal government into their front yards to create Rocky Mountain National Park. To them we owe a debt of gratitude for the transformation that took place here in what had truly been the Wild West. Park officials reclaimed the wilderness, set boundaries, made rules, and preserved this magical place for the generations to come. In turn, towns such as Estes Park and Grand Lake were transformed into tourist destinations, attracting visitors from all over the world to see the treasures this park is sworn to protect.
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  In this book, I’ve endeavored to tell some of the human stories that led Rocky Mountain down the path from ancient wilderness to protected gem. This book presents tales of the first people to venture into these mountains, those who followed them, and the daring days of homesteaders, prospectors, cowboys, and dudes. It also reveals the stories of those who explored Longs Peak for the first time and of a few who did not live to tell their own tales. The formation of Rocky Mountain National Park may be about bureaucracy and construction, but it is also about the spirit of a handful of individuals who believed that wilderness should be shared in perpetuity, and about their herculean efforts to ensure that this park will be with us in its current form, now and forever.


  Welcome to Rocky Mountain National Park, one of the crown jewels in America’s national park system. I hope this book serves to deepen your understanding of this remarkable place and to inform your visit with stories of a past rich with cultures, personalities, and a way of life of its own.


 

  The First Inhabitants


  

  During the past summer I had occasion to travel over and along the continental divide . . . I noticed the debris of very ancient works of stone which, considering their location, were very curious and interesting. They comprised a series of low stone walls, and extending along the smooth summit or backbone of the mountain and connecting to elevated rocky points, about a quarter of a mile apart. . . . The course of these walls was generally north and south with frequent dips, spurs and angles, side walls and pens, forming an intricate system.


  —J. R. MEAD



  KANSAS CITY REVIEW OF SCIENCE AND INDUSTRY, 1881

  

  
  J. R. MEAD MAY NOT HAVE BEEN THE FIRST PERSON EVER TO VIEW THE archaeological find he described in a paper in 1881, but he appears to be the first to record his discovery for posterity. His exploration of the high country along the Continental Divide took him somewhat south of the area that would become Rocky Mountain National Park—he described his location as “about four miles west from the town of Monarch”—but he noted that he had heard that such stone structures had been found “on the summit of the mountains further north . . . these are the only ones which I observed in my travels. Their origin and purpose may ever remain a mystery.”


  He wrote a short paper and presented it at the fourteenth annual meeting of the Kansas Academy of Science that November, and his observations landed in a book the following year. In bringing the stone walls and enclosures to light, however, he became a catalyst for what was to come: nearly a century of exploration of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains to determine who its first inhabitants were and why they would spend considerable time and effort building low walls on high mountains, twelve thousand feet and more above sea level.


  A greater understanding would be long in coming. Abner E. Sprague, a frontiersman who made the Estes Park area his home as a young man in 1875, had his own theory about the high country’s rock walls. “Only by hearsay is it understood that trails of communication between the Pacific and Atlantic sides of the Continental Divide in this, the Estes park region, were used in the long ago, either by Indians or some other peoples,” he wrote in 1930 in a story for the Estes Park Trail, the town’s newspaper. “In the late ’[18]70s I was told of a wall of rock just at timberline on the east face of the mountain, by the finder supposed to be for defense, or in a manner, a fort.” The wall stood on the east slope of Flattop Mountain, its discoverer revealed, “from the Timberline spring to the first ridge dividing the north slope from the east slope of the mountain.”


  Years would pass before Sprague had the opportunity to investigate for himself. “I visited the spot, located the wall, saw it could not have been built for fun or defense, but did not have time to investigate or learn the reason for it being there,” he reported after making the trek up the mountain. “For years I have wished to again visit the place and try to settle the question why so much heavy work was done.”


  Sprague got his wish in the summer of 1930, making his way back to the wall for a more thorough observation of its construction. “I began at the place where the most of the work had been done at the foot of the slope, through a mass of large loose rock,” he wrote. “I soon discovered that the large rock had been moved from a space a few feet wide, and not thrown carelessly to each side, but piled all on the north side. In shape a rough wall: then the spaces between the large rock filled with small stones.”


  This must be a trail, Sprague determined, and he declared, “The riddle was solved.” He went about tracing the length of what he believed to be an old route of passage over the mountain, becoming more certain of his deduction with each sign he found. “The rock that was moved was all to the right as you ascend the mountain,” he said. “In places there is a pile of rock on each side, still standing, to guide the travel. This I found to be the case on the ridge, which was as far as I tried to trace this old trail.” When he reached the old spring, he observed that a new trail created by decades of recent foot traffic had erased the remains of the old one.


  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  “Who made the trail, and why?” he wondered at the end of his article. “I hope someone will try to trace this old highway from the foot of the mountain to the top and beyond. If it could be traced through heavy timber some estimate of its age might be guessed at.”


  He did not need to wait long. Dorr Graves Yeager, chief naturalist for Rocky Mountain National Park, soon deduced that this rock wall and others like it throughout the region served not necessarily as trail but as game drive routes, a method the earliest human beings used to funnel herds of large animals along a specific path. Concentrating the numbers of deer, bison, elk, or mammoths through a narrow corridor gave hunters the best opportunity to kill many animals at once, collecting the meat they needed to sustain an extended family unit or a band through a Colorado winter.


  Large, dry-laid stone circles along these paths marked the locations of dugout pits—refilled with gravel and dirt over the ensuing millennia—where early hunters lay in wait to strike their game with spears as the animals passed.


  In 1935, archaeologist Elizabeth Yelm conducted a survey of the Flattop Mountain site and became the first professional archaeologist to formally identify its game drive features. In her master’s thesis, she described the site as “a series of rock walled blinds, cairn lines, and a 600 foot long, 2–3 ft high, east-west wall,” as archaeologist Robert H. Brunswig, PhD, quoted in an extensive report in 2005. She also unearthed “arrowheads, manos, pottery and two Yuma-like [Late Paleoindian-Cody Complex] points,” some of which she collected for further study. The pieces have since been identified as the prehistoric Apache and Ute ceramic types from the Early Ceramic Period, from about AD 1 to 1100, indicating that the early ancestors of these tribes used the high country as well.


  ARROW POINTS AND OTHER TREASURES


  Before Yeager’s time, amateur archaeologists living along the Front Range happily helped themselves to arrowheads, spearheads, pottery shards, and other artifacts they found in the mountains, bringing them home to study and display as part of what became vast personal collections. Removal of artifacts from the places they were found, however, reduced their ability to tell the story of their original uses. On a bookshelf or in a glass case, the physical context in which these items were found, the other artifacts that may have surrounded them beneath layers of dirt and gravel, and their role in the greater picture of prehistoric life in Colorado became lost to history. Yeager stepped into this collecting culture and began to change it, advocating for the study of artifacts in situ and gaining all the insights possible from their location and surroundings before gathering them and placing them in museum cases.


  Now these items could tell a more complete tale. Archaeologists started to make exploratory trips to Colorado’s mountain ranges in 1932, led by the Colorado Museum of Natural History, the University of Colorado, and the Smithsonian Institution, to dig into the pits and along the walls. For the first several decades of their interest, they focused on areas to the south and east of the Rocky Mountains, leaving the secrets of the national park for another time. These explorers of the continent’s past had a hand in determining the whereabouts of the first human beings to inhabit what would become North America, why they were there, and what their lives may have been like.


  Piecing together a history based on bits of chipped stone, lumps of ancient charcoal, and splinters of broken pottery requires expertise that goes far beyond one team’s conjecture. These academically trained professionals drew on the knowledge of researchers from as distant a place as the Bering Strait in northern Alaska, connecting the dots between discoveries farther north and west to build a framework—albeit a murky one—of the lives of the first people to set foot on these high mountain passes thousands of years ago.
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  During the last days of the Ice Age (or Pleistocene Age), glacial ice sheets that had covered most of Europe, North and South America, and some areas of Asia over the preceding 2.5 million years finally began to recede. From under the ice emerged a land bridge between far northeastern Asia and northwesternmost Alaska. Nomadic hunters, people who had evolved in the warmer African and Asian climates, had migrated north through Asia and now crossed over from one continent to the other in pursuit of big game, which very likely preceded them on this route. As ice melted and the planet warmed, they eventually made their way down through Canada and into the plains west of the Rocky Mountains, a journey that probably took many decades.


  As written language did not yet exist, we have no historical records to tell us how these people lived or what kind of culture they may have shared. Scientists have used the relics left behind to understand when these people were here, what use they might have made of the natural resources around them, and why they chose the land above the tree line for their big-game hunting.


  Radiocarbon dating of charcoal and pottery shards, a capability gained in the 1940s, placed the artifacts found in Rocky Mountain National Park in about 10,000 BC. Here the earliest human visitors encountered high-altitude lands covered in ice and persistent glaciers among the high peaks—an area not suitable for building year-round camps but quite attractive for hunting the large animals that sustained them. At the Dent archaeological site a few miles east of the park, in fact, archaeologists in 1960 discovered—alongside Clovis points, the oldest of the stone projectile points found in the United States, dating back to 11,500 BC—the remains of a dozen mammoths. Those who excavated this site surmised that the first people in this area hunted these now-extinct animals as far back as twelve thousand years ago.


  Archaeologists named these people Paleoindians and began to draw conclusions about the ways they used the structures they left behind atop Flattop Mountain and other summits in the park. In addition to the Clovis points, they found Folsom points within the boundaries of the park along Trail Ridge, which they attributed to weapon and toolmaking from 9500 to 8000 BC.
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  A young archaeologist named Wilfred M. Husted, completing his master’s thesis on the park’s first inhabitants at the University of Colorado in 1962, surveyed the area again and found more than thirty points from the Early Archaic period, placing them in an era between ten thousand and three thousand years ago. Based on these discoveries and others, he surmised that Paleoindians may have made use of the park’s high country as far back as fifteen thousand years ago. In the spirited language of the young discoverer, he declared that the high country within the park held “little interest for peoples adapted to hunting the mammoth and the bison.”


  

 

  James Benedict disagreed. Trained in geology at the University of Wisconsin, where he earned a PhD, Benedict spent his forty-year career conducting archaeological excavations in northern Colorado. He made his first major expedition to the high elevations of the Colorado Front Range in 1969, exploring the area at Rollins Pass near Mount Epworth in Rocky Mountain National Park. The more Benedict and his cohorts found here, the farther it led them into the Front Range. By the time he completed his first progress report to the National Science Foundation on his summer’s fieldwork, he had discovered ninety previously unknown sites, sixty-four of which were campsites along the edges of the subalpine forest. “This is the upper limit of wood for fire,” he said in his report, drawing the most practical conclusion to date about the location of so many camps. “Water is abundant and reliable. Krummholz spruce and fir trees provide protection from the wind and eliminate the need for elaborate shelter. Perhaps most important, the ecotone region contains sources of food that are native to both the spruce-fir forest and the alpine tundra.” The ecotone region refers to an area at 11,000 to 11,500 feet in elevation, forming a transition from forest to tundra. Benedict found twenty-five of the campsites in this transitional band, more than in any other part of the high country.


  “Although we have little information about Paleo-Indian utilization of the high mountain region, it is clear that the crest of the Colorado Front Range—at least for Archaic and later peoples—was more than just a barrier to be crossed,” he wrote in his report. “Passes were heavily utilized. Much of their utilization, however, stemmed from the fact that they tended to concentrate animals in places where they could be efficiently hunted. Game-drive systems occur on all five major passes within the survey area, and are common throughout the region above timberline. They are the outstanding archaeological feature of the alpine region.”


  He drew the one conclusion that he and others who surveyed the area embraced as the most likely theory of early human existence there:


  The sizes of many of the systems and their apparent re-use and modification are not consistent with casual hunting by people whose major intent was to cross from one side of the mountains to the other as quickly as possible. I suspect, instead, that we are dealing with a tradition of seasonal transhumance, with a regular pattern of movement between the foothills of the Front Range and the high mountains along the continental divide. Summers were spent moving north and south along the axis of the range, camping in the high valleys and hunting at first one game-drive system and then another. Winters were spent in rock-shelters and protected open sites at lower elevations.
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  Research and surveys continue today in the park, opening doors to a better understanding of what life may have been like when woolly mammoths and other creatures grazed above the tree line and people sought ways to control and outsmart the animals for their own livelihood.


  

  The Ute and the Arapaho

   

  Sinawav is the Creator of the Ute people. One day he cut sticks and put them in a bag. He gave the bag to Coyote. “Carry this bag over the hills, and into the sacred ground of the valleys. Do not open the bag until you get there.”


  Coyote, however, was too curious to obey. He opened the bag as soon as he was beyond Sinawav’s sight. Once the bag was open, people began to come out of it. Each person spoke a different language. Coyote tried to gather them up and put them back in the bag, but they ran off in many directions. Only a few remained in the bag.


  Horrified at what he’d done, Coyote did not open the bag again and continued to the sacred ground. Here he opened the bag and let out the people inside. They became the Ute tribe.


  Sinawav became very angry when Coyote told him what he had done. “The people who escaped will always be at war with the Utes,” he said. “They will try to take their land. But the Utes will be the strongest and bravest. They will defeat the others. They will keep this land.”


  —TRADITIONAL UTE CREATION STORY

   


  WHO DESCENDED FROM THE PALEOINDIANS? THERE’S NO DNA EVIdence to tell us for certain, but history and oral tradition have provided some fairly solid leads. The link between the continent’s most ancient people and those whose history we can trace back by thousands of years occurs within the range of 5000 to 4000 BC, when structures, stone circles, pits lined with stones, and other artifacts begin to look like those used by tribes in much more recent years.


  

 

  Archaeologists have determined that such finds within Rocky Mountain National Park are from the Western Archaic period, and they are like those found throughout the mountains as far north as Alberta, Canada, and west all the way to the White Mountains of California. These finds match the distribution of a family of people who spoke Utaztekan, the root language for a number of tribes, including the Ute, Northern and Southern Paiute, Shoshone, and Comanche peoples.


  “The logical inference, and probably the best hypothesis at the present time is that the Intermountain West was the homeland of the Proto-Numic and probably the Proto-Utaztekan ancestral community four to five thousand years ago,” wrote Clifford H. Duncan, an elder of the Ute Indian tribe of Utah, and James A. Goss, PhD, of Texas Tech University, after a joint consultation in the park in August 2000, “and that much of what archaeologists call the Western Archaic represents material traces of this ancestral culture.”


  Stories of the Ute people do go back thousands of years, intercepting the lineage of the nomadic people who arrived at the end of the Ice Age. Ancient petroglyphs found throughout Colorado and Utah indicate that the Ute inhabited the area at least two thousand years ago, and probably for much longer. They lived in seven small bands across Colorado and northern Utah, hunting lands designated for each band and moving from one territory to another freely. The bands all shared a common language and culture, so they recognized one another readily and lived peacefully, often extending their hunting into western Kansas and Oklahoma, the Texas panhandle, northern New Mexico, northeastern Arizona, and southern Wyoming.


  Ute families moved from one environment to another as the seasons dictated, allowing them to use every aspect of the Colorado landscape for their sustenance. In late fall and winter, they sheltered in the valley, making camp in the canyons as snowstorms and cold weather dominated the land. Spring signaled a move to the foothills to resume hunting and gathering and to prepare for a higher climb to subalpine meadows as summer temperatures arrived. This existence continued for thousands of years, an efficient way of life that made the most of the land, with skills passed down from one generation to the next.
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  Rocky Mountain National Park contains several sites that appear to be sacred cultural properties of the Ute people. Some are found along the ancient trails used for centuries, while others appear to be placed carefully as “medicine wheels,” observatories that overlook reference points on the horizon, from which the Ute tracked the sun’s seasonal movements or the phases of the moon. “There is the same meaning and information packed into these ‘solar calendars’ as we find in the observatories on top of the pyramids of the Mayas, or in the famous Stonehenge of southern England,” Duncan and Goss explained. “The ancestors of the Utes in the Colorado Rockies didn’t have to build pyramids to put their observatories on high places, they already had the mountains.”


  It appears that the Ute lived a fairly peaceful existence here for thousands of years with little change in their way of life, until the mid-1500s, when the Spanish conquistadors first set foot in what would become the southwestern United States. Francisco Vázquez de Coronado led an expedition in search of the Seven Cities of Cibola, reputedly made entirely of gold; but the golden cities turned out to be mythical, and he returned to Mexico City in 1542, virtually penniless and much the worse for wear. While he never entered the area that is now Colorado, he introduced the native peoples across the Southwest to horses, and news of these animals and their usefulness soon reached the Ute people farther north.
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  Horses changed the lives of native people across the region. The ability to travel faster and farther than ever before allowed the Ute to expand their territories. It was much easier to infiltrate buffalo herds on horseback, so they added hunting buffalo, along with deer and elk, to their options for acquiring resources like hides and meat. They also could travel farther to trade with other tribes, offering buffalo hides, robes, and meat to people beyond their usual territory, to the west and south. In return, they received more horses; foods, including corn and sugar; tobacco; woven items; and guns.


  Sometime around the 1840s or 1850s, bands of Arapaho—who also had discovered the benefits of horses—began to arrive on the western plains in a migration from northern Minnesota, and they hunted buffalo in the mountains, sometimes clashing with the resident Ute bands. The Arapahos’ imprint on these lands, and their continued presence here once white settlers arrived, led the people involved in making the case for Rocky Mountain National Park to consult with them about their tribe’s connection with this place.


  “For the park planners, the late-comers, the Arapahos, became the Indians of the Park,” wrote Duncan and Goss. “Arapahos were even brought into the park in 1914 to help in naming the geographical features, and the Utes were not consulted. It should be kept in mind that the Utes and the Arapahos are completely different peoples speaking languages that belong to completely different language families.”


  UNDERSTANDING THE ARAPAHO


   

  There was nothing but water as far as man could see. A man walked around on the water for four days and nights carrying a Flat Pipe. He anted to protect the pipe but could see no way to do so. He walked, fasted, and wept for six days.


  On the seventh day, he decided that what the Flat Pipe needed was earth. He called to the four directions for someone to come to help find land. He called seven cottonwood trees and animals of the air and sea. Turtle said that
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Longs Peak is visible all over the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park.
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