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Introduction

You never forget your first time in a Cedar Mesa canyon. For me, it came in the fall of 2001, just after the events of 9/11. I had come with a friend from Seattle, and before the trip was finished, we vowed to return every year, despite the distance and whatever difficulties might arise.


We didn’t quite live up to that vow, but no matter. Why visit just once a year? By the end of the decade, I had upended my life to move to Four Corners and become a ranger at Kane Gulch. I’ve spent countless days exploring the landscape ever since.


I’d been around the world and seen many things, but there was something in those canyons that I hadn’t found anywhere else. More than in any other place I’ve been before or since, I experienced something rare and precious: the thrill of discovery. That’s what this book can provide.


It’s an unlikely promise for a guidebook to make—how can this book, widely available to the public, lead to anything “undiscovered”? Yet I believe this promise can be kept.


Even as visitation grows at Bears Ears, year after year, there are still opportunities to feel the same thrill I did back in 2001. Reach every destination in the book and I guarantee you will see many things you have never seen before—and at least one thing that seems like you are the first person to see it, ever.


Find a cliff dwelling in a secluded canyon and you will experience an immediate connection to the past, beyond what a thousand artifacts in a museum could ever provide. Gaze in quiet wonder at the worn grooves of the grinding stones, the individual finger impressions in the mortar, the charcoal-stained wall where cooking fires once blazed. It will seem like the people who built the structure are close enough to touch, even though they left around 1300 CE. It will also feel like no one else has been there since.


That is the magic of Bears Ears. And just like the kind performed by magicians on a stage, it is not anything supernatural, but instead an elaborate illusion.


The thrill comes from feeling like you are the first person to arrive in seven centuries, even if in reality you are not the first person that month, that week, or even that day. If any previous visitor left some intrusive mark of their passing, the spell will be broken. The same goes for you: What you do affects everyone who comes after.


Deep in a Cedar Mesa canyon, I once found a perforated seashell fragment, an apparent necklace pendant. Extensive trading networks used by the Ancestral Puebloans linked this part of Utah with civilizations as far away as Central America. This shell must have been sourced through one of these networks, probably from the Pacific Ocean or the Gulf of Mexico, and been an item of considerable rarity and value to the ancients.


The temptation to slip it into my pocket and create a one-of-a-kind souvenir was hard to resist. But just as I would not walk into one of the great cathedrals of Europe and make off with a piece from the altar, so it was with this pendant. Instead, I admired it, wondered about its provenance, and then left it for the next would-be discoverer to unearth anew. I didn’t get a souvenir, but I did get something better: the thrill of finding a rare artifact in the wild. The pendant can only be turned into a souvenir once, but it can provide the same thrill over and over to anyone who stumbles across it—as long as they leave it in place.
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This guidebook will not tell you how to find that pendant, but it will lead you to places where you might make a similar discovery. It provides chapters on forty-three separate destinations—a mix of hikes, backpacks, scenic drives, and drivable landmarks—with detailed descriptions on how to get there and what you will see when you do. The introduction adds background material on the physical environment, archaeological resources, weather and climate, required permits, and more. Look in the back of the book for a glossary of terms, a list of sources for further reading and reference, and general information for any trip you might take in Bears Ears, including potential hazards.


Regardless of whether you are lucky enough to find an artifact like the pendant, however, you are sure to encounter cultural and archaeological sites everywhere you go. This book provides information on responsible behavior for when you do, through a program called Visit With Respect. Read the program’s overview later in the introduction, and then look for featured icons throughout the text highlighting particular practices in the places they are needed most. Armed with the ethos of Visit With Respect, you will be ready for any experience across the landscape.


Follow this book’s lead, and the magic of Bears Ears can be maintained long into the future. If everyone acts responsibly, the thrill of discovery that has meant so much to me—and, hopefully, you, after using this guide—can be maintained forever. That thrill is an infinitely renewable resource, but only if we work to keep it. I hope this book shows you the way.



Weather and Climate

The high season for visiting Bears Ears is the spring and fall. Warm days and cool nights provide ideal conditions for exploring the landscape, and most of the time the weather is pleasant.


Spring is the most popular time to visit, especially for heading out on the trails. From late March to mid-May, temperatures tend to be ideal for hiking, and the melting snowpack generally means most water sources are full. The plentiful moisture causes plants to awaken and bloom.


Daytime highs are generally in the 70s and 80s, and although frost at night is not uncommon, temperatures rarely dip much below freezing.


However, spring weather can be unstable. Late winter storms can blow in at any time, bringing stark temperature drops, sustained rainfall, and sometimes even snow. Howling winds can bring dust storms up from the low desert, leaving anyone exposed feeling as though they were facing a sandblaster.
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It doesn’t take much precipitation to render most of the dirt roads in the area impassable, always an issue after a spring rain. Roads in the high alpine country on Elk Ridge may also be snowbound, and in exceptional years they may not melt out until June.


The fall has a similar temperature profile to the spring, making for another season of mild days and an ideal time for exploring the backcountry.


Water sources in the fall, however, can be unreliable. In some years summer monsoons bring plenty of precipitation to replenish the springs. In other years the monsoons fail and the heat of summer leaves most water sources dried out.


In general, the weather is quite stable in the fall, with sustained periods of sun and warmth. Many Ancestral Puebloan ruins are at their most evocative in late September and October, when they are bathed with the golden light of autumn. The changing leaves of the aspens in alpine regions and the cottonwoods in the canyon bottoms bring a mix of oranges, yellows, and reds to the landscape.


Summers can be brutally hot, with peak daytime temperatures topping triple digits and no shade to be found. Few people will want to spend much time in the backcountry during this season. If you do intend to venture out on the trails, the best plan is to start as early as possible—at dawn, if you can—and be finished by lunchtime. Keeping trips short is the way to go.


The summer is good for activities that don’t require too much time out in the open, like taking scenic drives and visiting drivable landmarks. These allow you to remain sheltered in your air-conditioned vehicle as much as possible.


As for most of the desert Southwest, July, August, and early September bring summer monsoons. Clouds pile up throughout the day and turn into thunderstorms in the afternoon. The dark thunderheads can make for dramatic displays over the buttes and mesas, complete with rainbows, lightning, and hail. Sometimes the wrath of nature can be observed from afar, but getting caught underneath one of these thunderstorms is no picnic. The storms can release a Pandora’s box of hazards, including flash floods in the canyons and washed-out roads on the mesa tops.


Winter is the least popular time to visit Bears Ears, and for good reason. Although there are some warm and sunny periods, freezing temperatures and cold winds are common. Snowstorms blanket the region, sometimes lasting for days, and the snowpack leaves most areas unreachable behind blocked roads, especially at high elevations.


Accordingly, visitors during the winter will likely have a lot of difficulty reaching many popular destinations—but they will also tend to have the place entirely to themselves if they make the trip. Less-hardy souls don’t arrive until the spring thaw.


The chart below shows average monthly high and low temperatures and precipitation totals near the towns of Bluff and Blanding, Utah, at an elevation of approximately 5,000 feet.





	
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec





	Avg.high temp (°F)
	43
	50
	60
	71
	79
	89
	94
	91
	83
	69
	55
	44



	Avg. low temp (°F)
	21
	26
	32
	38
	47
	55
	62
	61
	52
	40
	29
	22



	Avg. rainfall (inches)
	1.13
	.97
	.82
	.72
	.63
	.61
	1.00
	1.11
	1.21
	1.13
	.89
	.92







Note that changes in elevation can have significant effects on both temperatures and rainfall amounts. Temperatures at the lowest parts of Bears Ears along the San Juan River (about 4,000 feet) are often 5 to 10 degrees warmer than shown here. Bears Ears Buttes and Elk Ridge (about 8,500 feet) can often be 10 to 15 degrees cooler. Most of Cedar Mesa lies above 6,000 feet, meaning slightly lower temperatures can be expected.


Precipitation shows similar variability. A gain in elevation of approximately 1,000 feet can result in monthly total rainfall increases of 25% or more, and an equivalent decline in precipitation can be seen by moving 1,000 feet downward.





Flora and Fauna

The high desert of Bears Ears has a rich biological heritage, with a wide array of plants and animals adapted to the harsh environment.


The defining biome of the region is the pygmy forest, found in dry, rocky areas at elevations between 3,500 and 8,000 feet. Two types of trees characterize this forest, the Utah juniper and the pinyon pine. The small stature of these trees provides the name “pygmy”; the juniper grows to about 15 feet at maturity and the pinyon to about 35 feet. The trees’ lack of height can be deceptive. What looks at first like a collection of bushes can actually be an old-growth forest, aged 500 years or more.


Both the pinyon and juniper are exceptionally slow-growing, constrained by the lack of moisture and nutrient-poor soil of their environment. However, what they lack in speed they make up for in persistence, surviving through extended periods of drought, freezing weather, and other hardships.


The top of Cedar Mesa is an excellent example of a juniper and pinyon wooded area. The name “Cedar Mesa” comes from the juniper, which was misidentified as a cedar by some early European settlers and is still occasionally labeled that way.


Other common plants seen in the pygmy forest include the yucca, prickly pear cactus, salt brush, and Mormon tea in flat areas, and mountain mahogany, Gambel oak, rabbitbrush, and serviceberry on slopes and hillsides.


Many birds nest or feed among the trees, most notably the pinyon jay and common raven, featured in multiple local Native American
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mythologies. Mule deer browse on the leaves and branches, and the cottontail rabbit, black-tailed jackrabbit, pinyon mouse, least chipmunk, and rock squirrel lead a host of small mammals and rodents that inhabit the ground.


At elevations above 8,000 feet, heavier precipitation and lower temperatures lead to plant communities more typical of regions far to the north. Conifer forests predominate on Elk Ridge around the Bears Ears Buttes and in the Manti–La Sal National Forest, with stately ponderosa pines reaching to the sky. Rare stands of Douglas fir hang on to life in a few sheltered corners, showing remarkable hardiness for a tree that is most associated with the rainforests of the Pacific Northwest more than a thousand miles away.


High alpine slopes, especially in the Abajo Mountains, are often blanketed with quaking aspen, bringing the mountainsides alive with golden color in the fall. Elk, black bears, mule deer, and the occasional mountain lion roam the same territory.


At lower elevations, warmer and drier conditions prevail. Bordering Bears Ears to the northeast is what many archaeologists and biologists refer to as the Great Sage Plain, a large expanse of fertile flatlands. Western sagebrush dominates the landscape, with its distinctive aroma that for many people evokes the open land of much of the western United States.


On the floor of many canyons, conditions similar to those on the Great Sage Plain prevail and islands of sagebrush appear. Wherever the sage grows highest, up to 7 feet, the best-quality soil can generally be found. These locations, typically earthen benches alongside creeks and streams, were used by the Ancestral Puebloans for planting their beans, squash, and corn.


Other plants cluster along the washes at the canyon bottoms, living on the collected runoff and groundwater. Thickets of willow often stabilize sandy banks, and thirsty cottonwood trees reach deep into the ground to find the moisture they need. Easily identified by their gnarled bark and sheer size, cottonwoods are generally the tallest trees by far anywhere in the canyons, providing welcome shade in the heat of the day. Just like their cousins the aspens, with whom they share spade-shaped leaves, cottonwoods turn golden yellow in the fall.


Animals that frequent the canyons include the lesser mammals from the pygmy forest and a host of small reptiles and amphibians, including the side-blotched lizard, northern sagebrush lizard, northern plateau lizard, Great Basin gopher snake, and red-spotted toad.


The prevalence of bighorn sheep as a motif in Ancestral Puebloan rock art indicates both the importance of this large ungulate to that culture and its relative abundance across the landscape. Unfortunately, big-horns are now rare, although recent efforts to reintroduce them to the area have shown some promise.





Geology

Although it’s hard to imagine in the desert, millions of years ago southern Utah was the edge of a shallow sea. Over countless eons the water advanced and retreated, depositing endless layers of silt, mud, and sand. Time and pressure eventually hardened the layers into sedimentary rock, the signature red and yellow sandstones that now define the region.


The underlying land eventually began to rise, climbing thousands of feet into the air to create the Colorado Plateau. As the land rose, the forces of erosion from wind and water carved out the canyons, buttes, mesas, and hoodoos we see today. Some rocks still display their marine roots; in places where the sandstone forms bulbous domes, the slickrock is nothing more than ancient sand dunes, frozen in place.



[image: fig_9_1.jpg]
Rock layers along Comb Ridge and the San Juan River





MAJOR STRATA OF BEARS EARS AND CEDAR MESA




	Name
	Description
	Max. Thickness
	Landscape Feature
	Geologic Period
	Geologic Era





	Navajo Sandstone
	White or light brown sandstone displaying high-angle cross beds
	~1,000 ft.
	Top layer of Comb Ridge
	Jurassic, 200 to 145 million years ago (mya)
	Mesozoic, 250 to 65 mya



	Kayenta Formation
	Reddish-brown, thick-bedded sandstone
	~350 ft.
	Secondary layer of Comb Ridge, just above steep cliffs



	Wingate Sandstone
	Pale red or deep red cross-bedded sandstone, forming steep walls and vertical cliffs
	~375 ft.
	Bears Ears Buttes; prominent red cliffs on west side of Comb Ridge



	Chinle Formation
	Reddish, slope-forming sandstone mixed with layers of various other inclusions and colors
	~650 ft.
	Rubbly slopes at base of west side of Comb Ridge
	Triassic, 250 to 200 mya



	Moenkopi Formation
	Chocolate-brown and reddish-brown sandstone and siltstones
	~1,000 ft.
	Bottom of Comb Ridge



	Organ Rock Formation
	Red and reddish-brown slates and siltstones
	~300 ft.
	Gentle slopes around mesas above Natural Bridges National Monument; floor of Comb Wash
	Permian, 300 to 250 mya
	Paleozoic, 540 to 250 mya



	Cedar Mesa Sandstone
	Light-colored and fine-grained quartz sandstone containing red layers of siltstone; frequently erodes into cliffs with alcoves
	~1,200 ft.
	Bridges at Natural Bridges National Monument; cliffs and alcoves of Cedar Mesa Canyons, especially Grand Gulch



	Elephant Canyon/Halgaito Shale Formations
	Reddish, loose sandstones and siltstones and gray, hard limestones and shales
	~800 ft.
	Slopes below buttes and floor of Valley of the Gods



	Honaker Trail Formation
	A mix of brownish and gray limestone and shale layers, often rich in ancient marine fossils
	~3,000 ft.
	Top part of the San Juan River gorge, with steeply sloped, crumbly walls
	Pennsylvanian, 325 to 300 mya



	Paradox Formation
	Hard gray and brown limestone layers
	~5,000 ft.
	Bottom part of the San Juan River gorge, with sheer cliff bands







One of the great pleasures of exploring the Colorado Plateau is seeing the infinite variety of rock formations on display. Arches, needles, towers, and countless other shapes that defy simple description are not just features of the landscape, they are the landscape.


National parks across the plateau, like Capitol Reef, Zion, Bryce, and Arches, are all world famous for their geology, showing the great variety of rocks available. The immense depth of the Grand Canyon takes this to an extreme, with its multicolored layers stacked thousands of feet down, the bones of the earth laid bare.


The same strata featured at the parks also run through the Bears Ears region, and they are just as impressive in their shapes, sizes, and colors. It would take a lifetime to learn their entire history, and absolute mastery is beyond even some professional geologists. But it doesn’t take a geologist or rock hound to appreciate the view, and a basic familiarity with what you are looking at only adds to the experience.


The accompanying chart provides a quick reference to the major strata of Bear Ears and Cedar Mesa. As with everywhere else, younger rocks lie on top of older ones, and the deeper you go, the older they get. Note that not all layers are visible in all areas, and most of the time, layers may be much thinner than the maximum thicknesses given in the table.


Also note that due to the folding and bending of strata across the landscape, particular layers may appear at markedly different elevations in different places. This is how the Wingate Sandstone can comprise both the Bears Ears Buttes at 8,500 feet and the red cliffs on the west side of Comb Ridge at 5,000 feet.







Archaeological History

No matter where you go in Bears Ears, you are walking in the footsteps of others who have come before. For thousands of years, people have traveled its canyons, mesas, and highlands, their lives intimately tied to the landscape. The rich cultural and archaeological history of Bears Ears is the legacy they left behind, a treasure chest of discovery for anyone who encounters it.


The earliest human traces in the region date back to the Archaic period (approximately 6500 BCE), when nomadic hunters first roamed the landscape. From this origin, the Basketmaker and then Pueblo societies grew and evolved over the centuries until the eventual



CHRONOLOGY: GREATER FOUR CORNERS AREA




	Dates
	Periods
	Distinctive Characteristics





	1350-1600 CE
	Pueblo IV
	Large plaza-oriented pueblos in Rio Grande and western Pueblo areas; low kiva-to-room ratio; kachina cult widespread; corrugated pottery replaced by plain utility types; B/W pottery declines relative to red, orange, or yellow types.



	1150-1350 CE
	Pueblo III
	Large pueblos and/or “revisionist great houses” in some areas, dispersed pattern in others; high kiva-to-room ratios; cliff dwellings; towers; triwalls; corrugated gray and elaborate B/W pottery, plus red or orange pottery in some areas; abandonment of the Four Corners by 1300.



	900-1150 CE
	Pueblo II
	Chacoan florescence; “great houses,” great kivas, roads, etc. in many but not all regions; strong differences between great houses and surrounding “unit pueblos,” composed of a kiva and small surface masonry room block; corrugated gray and elaborate B/W pottery, plus decorated red or orange types in some areas.



	750-900 CE
	Pueblo I
	Large villages in some areas; unit pueblos of “proto-kiva” plus surface room block of jacal or crude masonry; great kivas; plain and neckbanded gray pottery with low frequencies of B/W and decorated red ware.



	500-750 CE
	Basketmaker III
	Habitation is deep pithouse plus surface storage pits, cists, or rooms; dispersed settlement with occasional small villages and occasional great kivas; plain gray pottery, small occurrences of B/W pottery; bow and arrow replaces atlatl; beans added to cultigens.



	50-500 CE
	Basketmaker II (late)
	Habitation is shallow pithouse plus storage pits or cists; dispersed settlement with small, low-density villages in some areas; campsites important as well (?); no pottery; atlatl and dart; corn and squash but no beans; upland dry farming in addition to floodplain farming.



	1500 BCE-50CE
	Basketmaker II (early)
	Long-term seasonal (?) use of caves for camping, storage, burial, rock art; San Juan Anthropomorphic-style pictographs and petroglyphs; camp and limited activity sites in open; no pottery; atlatl and dart; corn and squash but no beans; cultivation primarily floodplain or runoff based (?).



	6500-1500 BCE
	Archaic
	Subsistence based on wild foods; high mobility; low population density; shelters and open sites; atlatl and dart; no pottery.






CREDIT: © 1990 Crow Canyon Archaeological Center (Dr. William D. Lipe)





abandonment of the Four Corners region around 1300 CE. These societies, whose people are now referred to as the Ancestral Puebloans, moved south and east to build pueblos that are still in use today at places like Hopi, Zuni, Taos, and Acoma.


After the abandonment, other Native American groups such as the Navajos and Utes began to visit. They were followed by early Spanish explorers and later the first European settlers, all adding their own chapters to the story written on the land.


But it is the imprint left by the Ancestral Puebloans that is the most evocative for visitors today, with their ancient imagery drawn on the rocks, their pottery and arrowheads scattered on the ground, their houses, granaries, and kivas tucked into the cliffs. The first time you encounter an Ancestral Puebloan site in the bend of a canyon or on a sandstone precipice is an experience you will never forget.


It is nice to add some context to the sense of wonder you experience at these unique cultural sites. The accompanying table provides descriptions of the key stages of Ancestral Puebloan society and their associated vestiges to help you identify them in the field. Note that in some places, structures, rock art, and artifacts are all found together, implying a direct linkage, but they may have been created centuries apart. Discerning these kinds of differences can be difficult for the amateur, but hopefully the table will be a useful guide to the interpretation and understanding of any archaeological discoveries you might make.







Visit With Respect

Most hikers are already familiar with Leave No Trace principles, a set of basic guidelines to help minimize human impact on the landscape. Those principles can generally be boiled down to this: Leave an area just like you found it—if not better.


Following the ethic of leaving places just as you found them will serve you, and the landscape, well. But the cultural, archaeological, and natural treasures of Bears Ears also require additional care and attention for preservation.


The Visit With Respect program helps reduce impacts on the sensitive cultural landscape of Bears Ears by teaching visitors how to visit







20 Visit With Respect Guidelines
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	REMEMBER THAT ANCESTRAL LANDSCAPES ARE SACRED: Tribes and Pueblos consider ancestral landscapes a place for ceremony and a place where the ancestors’ spirits still reside. The soil, sky, animals, plants, and cultural and ancestral sites are all interconnected and hold spiritual significance to tribal nations.
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	GPS REVEALS TOO MUCH: GPS points often lead uneducated visitors to sensitive sites. When posting online about your trip, remove all references to location.
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	USE RUBBER-TIPPED POLES: A rubber tip prevents your hiking pole from scratching and scarring subtle rock images on the ground.
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	PACK OUT YOUR POOP: Human and pet waste threatens fragile ecosystems and drinking water for hikers and wildlife alike. Poop near cultural sites is disrespectful to the tribes and Pueblos that revere this sacred cultural landscape. When facilities are not available, please pack out your waste.
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	AVOID BUILDING CAIRNS: Building cairns can impact sensitive sites and are a form of vandalism to the natural world. You might not realize it, but some stacked stones may be ancestral shrines. Leave placement of trail directional signs and leveling of cairns to land managers.
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	CAMP AND EAT AWAY FROM ARCHAEOLOGY: Ancestral sites and structures are where tribes and Pueblos believe their ancestors’ spirits still reside. Camping, fires, and food can damage cultural sites and spoil the view for other visitors. Remember to pack out all your waste, including food scraps and poop.
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	DOGS AND ARCHAEOLOGY DON’T MIX: To prevent erosion and degradation, dogs are not allowed in or near archaeological sites. Always check beforehand to see if dogs are permitted in an area or region. Remember that many of these sites are culturally significant, so please make sure to leash pets, keep them away from cultural sites, and don’t let them dig.
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	STAY ON ESTABLISHED TRAILS: Stay on existing trails and routes to protect the living biocrust. Once stepped on, this fragile crust takes years to regrow.
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	LEAVE FOSSILS AND BONES UNDISTURBED: Leave fossils, human and nonhuman bones, tracks, and other paleon-tological remains where you find them so future visitors and scientists can learn from them.
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	DON’T TOUCH ROCK IMAGERY OR MAKE YOUR OWN: Natural oils on your hands can destroy delicate rock imagery. Vandalism of petroglyphs and pictographs erases stories of early Indigenous peoples and destroys the experience for future visitors.
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	ENJOY CULTURAL SITES WITHOUT ROPES: This protects delicate ancestral rock imagery and structures from damage caused by falling rocks and looting. The use of climbing gear, like ropes, to access cultural sites is illegal.
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	GUIDE CHILDREN THROUGH SITES: Sacred cultural sites are not playgrounds. Teach children to respect these places so they can share them with future generations and become better stewards of the land. Keep a close eye on them so they don’t get hurt or accidentally damage cultural belongings.
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	HISTORIC ARTIFACTS AREN’T TRASH: Leave historic artifacts like rusted cans where they are. They help interpret the past and show who has been there before.
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	LEAVE CULTURAL BELONGINGS WHERE THEY ARE: Cultural belongings such as pottery pieces, flakes and stone tools, corncobs, and textiles left by early Indigenous peoples are still sacred to tribes and Pueblos. Ancestral items and historic artifacts help researchers learn about the past. It’s illegal to remove such items from public lands.
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	PAY YOUR FEES: It may not seem like much, but your small fee helps support important monitoring, enforcement, and amenities like toilets.
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	STAY ON DESIGNATED ROADS: Use existing roads that are approved for use by land managers. Driving off-road can damage fragile archaeology and ecosystems.
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	STEER CLEAR OF ANCESTRAL STRUCTURES: Structures are spiritually alive and still hold cultural significance to tribal peoples. When recreating, visitors should refrain from leaning on walls, no matter how solid they look, and avoid touching, standing on, or climbing in structures as they can be easily damaged.
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	USE A FIRE PAN: Remember to check when and where fires are allowed. Ground fires leave scars on the landscape and a mess for the next visitor. Bring a fire pan or, at the very least, use existing fire rings. Wait until your ashes are cool to the touch and pack them out.
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	VIEW SITES FROM A DISTANCE: Many Indigenous peoples consider this landscape sacred, and numerous tribal elders ask visitors to view sites from a distance. This small act honors tribal beliefs and protects cultural resources from the destructive effects of visitation, like erosion.
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	REFRAIN FROM GRINDING ANCESTRAL SLICKS: Grinding slicks and carved grooves were created by early Indigenous peoples. Respect the ancestors who left them by refraining from touching or using altered surfaces that you may encounter on the landscape.
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Cedar Mesa and Moon House Permits
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Moon House Day-Use Permits












Cedar Mesa Backpacking Permits
















Visitor Resources




Bears Ears Education Center
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Kane Gulch Ranger Station (KGRS)
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Edge of the Cedars State Park Museum
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Glossary of Terms

Anasazi: A now-outdated term for the people who first populated Bears Ears and left the rock art and decaying structures we still see today. Replaced by Ancestral Puebloans.

Ancestral Puebloans: The current preferred term for the first peoples to populate Bears Ears, emphasizing that today’s Puebloan Native Americans are their descendants. The best-known modern Puebloans include the Hopi, Zuni, Taos, and Acoma peoples.

ancients: A general term to refer to the Ancestral Puebloans or any other groups who left traces of themselves in the Bears Ears region in the distant past. “We were walking in the footsteps of the ancients.”

anthropomorph: A rock art figure whose shape, form, or profile suggests a human being, or humanoid.

archaeology: The scientific study of human history and prehistory through the recovery and analysis of physical evidence, including artifacts and remains. Also used as a general term for ancient ruins or rock art, as in “That canyon was full of archaeology.”

atlatl: A tool used to increase leverage and velocity in spear throwing. Essentially a stick that allows a spear to be attached at the end, effectively increasing the length of the user’s throwing arm.

BCE: Before the Common Era, a replacement for the BC year designation; 1,000 BCE and 1,000 BC refer to the same year.

BLM: Bureau of Land Management, a federal government agency that owns and manages much of the public land throughout the western United States.

butte: An isolated hill or high point with steep sides and a flat top, generally narrower than a mesa. Buttes are often taller than they are wide, but that is not a requirement. The Bears Ears Buttes do not match this definition, for example.

cairn: A pile of rocks or stones used to mark a route where a trail is difficult to follow or altogether nonexistent. Although you may frequently find cairns in the backcountry that are helpful in showing you the way, please refrain from building any new ones.

CE: Common Era, a replacement for the AD year designation; AD 1956 and 1956 CE refer to the same year.

Chaco: A general term that can refer to Chaco Canyon in New Mexico, the large civilization built there and then abandoned by the Ancestral Puebloans circa 1300 CE, or the remains of the large structures (“great houses”) still standing there today, as featured in Chaco Culture National Historical Park. Often used in reference to the vast influence the Chaco culture exerted on its neighbors, as in “This kiva is built in a Chacoan style.”

friction pitch: A sometimes-steep section of a trail or route that requires hiking directly up an exposed slickrock face, so named because a successful ascent depends on the friction between the sole of your shoe and the rock.

GCNRA: Glen Canyon National Recreation Area.

ghost wall: A wall that has disappeared from a ruin site but whose prior existence is indicated by an outline left on a rock face or on a still-standing structure.

hoodoo: A tall, thin tower or spire of rock.

jacal: An early building style featuring walls made of poles or sticks covered with mud or clay.

kachina: A spirit being from the Puebloan Native American religious tradition. Can also refer to a doll, figure, or human ceremonial dancer representing the spirit being.

KGRS: Kane Gulch Ranger Station.

kiva: An underground ceremonial chamber used by both Ancestral Puebloans and their modern descendants. Access is typically down a wooden ladder through a hole in the roof. Most kivas in the Bears Ears region were built in the circular Mesa Verde style, but some show the square Kayenta style instead. Sometimes built aboveground in places where excavation into hard bedrock is impossible, such as on sandstone ledges or shelves.

mano: A smooth, handheld stone used in conjunction with a metate to grind seeds, grain, and other basic foods, especially maize (corn).

meander: A winding curve or bend in a river or canyon.

mesa: A raised area of land with steep sides and a flat top, generally broader than a butte. Borrowed from the Spanish word for “table,” mesas are small plateaus and are generally much wider than they are high.

metate: A smooth stone used as a base for grinding food such as seeds, grain, and corn in conjunction with a mano. Typically a hollowed-out, bowl-like depression worn into the upper surface of a rock.

midden: An old pile of refuse and discarded items; an ancient trash heap, usually of great interest to archaeologists due to its high concentration of artifacts. Although a midden can be difficult to identify in the field, it is usually a mound located at the front of a ruin with darker soil than its surroundings. Middens should be avoided and left undisturbed.

oxbow: A horseshoe-shaped bend in a river or canyon, usually deeper than a meander.

petroglyph: In rock art, a figure or image that is pecked, incised, or carved directly into the surface of the rock.

pictograph: In rock art, a figure or image that is painted onto the surface of the rock, using any of a number of natural adhesive pigments and colors.

pit house: A simple dwelling dug into the ground. A likely precursor to a kiva.

pour-off: A dry waterfall, often presenting a significant obstacle to travel up or down a canyon. May suddenly come to life during a flash flood.

rincon: From the Spanish word for “corner,” an abandoned meander of a river. Created when the main channel of a river erodes through a canyon wall to shortcut an oxbow bend.

rock art or rock imagery: Human-made drawings, paintings, or markings on natural stone surfaces, generally ancient or prehistoric. Typically found as either petroglyphs or pictographs.

sipapu: A small hole or hollow in the floor of a kiva or pit house. Also the term for the portal that the spiritual ancestors of the Puebloan people are believed to have passed through to first emerge into the present world, which the hole in the floor symbolizes.

slickrock: An area of exposed sandstone. The name was used by early European settlers because the sandstone offered low traction for their horses’ metal shoes, especially when wet, but slickrock generally offers good traction for modern rubber soles.

slide: Short for “rockslide,” often the main access route in and out of a canyon. “We had to descend the slide to reach the canyon floor.”

superimposition: In rock art, the placing of newer images directly on top of older ones.

USFS: United States Forest Service.

USGS: United States Geological Survey.

wash: A dry riverbed or creek bed. May suddenly come to life during a flash flood.

zoomorph: A rock art figure whose shape, form, or profile suggests an animal, like a deer or a bighorn sheep. Can also refer to figures that portray humans or deities as animals or as having animallike qualities.
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