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LAS March 2017 Headlines:
DID HUMANS KILL HUGE ANIMALS IN SNOWMASS 50,000 YEARS AGO?
Aspen Journalism – By: Allen Best | July 3, 2013
Do earthquakes explain all
those mastodon bones at
Snowmass? Not likely, say
scientists, although they haven’t
completely shelved the idea.
And did humans kill a mammoth
50,000 years ago and then cache
the meat for later use?
Circumstantial evidence of rocks
intermixed with bones suggests
that was the case. If so, it would
rank as one of the major scientific
discoveries of the decade, putting
people on the North American
continent some 36,000 years
Dr. Steve Holen, curator of archaeology at the Denver Museum
earlier than what is now generally
of Nature & Science, stands behind a giant Ice Age bison skull
agreed upon by archaeologists.
unearthed at the Museum's fossil dig at Ziegler Reservoir.
That intriguing idea also
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remains on the shelf, just beyond
touch for lack of corroborating evidence.
Discouraged? Hardly. Scientists still think the 6,000 bones plus leaves, pollen and other
organic matter retrieved in two brief bursts of intense digging in 2010 and 2011 ranks as among
the best time-capsules ever discovered from 50,000 to 130,000 years ago, the last glacial
interlude.
“It’s one of the premier finds of the last decade, and arguably — because of the high elevation
and the quality of preservation — I think it is one of the five top Pleistocene sites in North America,”
said Ian Miller, curator of paleontology at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science. “It’s right up
there with the mammoth site at Hot Springs [in South Dakota], La Brea [tar pits, of Los Angeles],
and the other top finds.”
A layer of clay had created an exceptionally well-preserved archive of life at 9,000 feet during
the last interglacial period. Spades upturned leaves still green and insects iridescent after 50,000
years. Logs that had gathered along the ancient shoreline were so well preserved that chain saws
were used to slice them.
“It’s really a crystal-clear picture into the ecosystem archives between 50,000 and 130,000
years ago,” Miller said.
Occasionally during the digging there were shouts of glee as Miller and other scientists, plus
geologists and other scientific specialists, triumphantly hoisted bones. They found the remains of
40 different animals, from mice to a mighty bison now extinct and a ground sloth many times the
size of what now exists. There was also a camel.
Mostly they found elephants: the grass-eating mammoths, three meters tall at the shoulder but
with long, curving tusks and trunks shorter than those found in elephants today in Asia and Africa.
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Deeper in the sediments and more plentiful were mastodons, which are slightly shorter and have
teeth better adapted to eating leaves and twigs.
With the bones of at least 34 different individuals were out, it’s among the biggest mastodon
discoveries ever in North America.
Just how so many mastodon bones came to exist in one place perplexed the scientists. One
early hypothesis was that an earthquake, or perhaps several at different times, had occurred while
the mastodons were in the lake. Earthquakes can have the effect of liquefying lake sediments,
anchoring whatever animals are stuck in them like quicksand and preventing escape.
If they have not discarded that idea, scientists now favor a simpler explanation of individual
deaths from less exceptional causes, the bodies then scavenged by various opportunists.
“Think of a watering hole in Africa,” said Miller. “That seems to be the best analogy.”
A meat cache?
But a mammoth found near the surface poses a mystery. Rocks were intermixed among the
bones in ways that didn’t seem natural. Quietly, the scientists wondered if the rocks had been
used by people to cache the meat, for later use.
If that were the case, it would be one of the top scientific discoveries of the decade.
Archaeologists have only been able to confirm human existence in the Western Hemisphere to
about 14,000 to 15,000 years ago, near the end of the last ice age. This would, if proven, extend
human habitation to 50,000 years ago.
With the need to get out of the lake in 2011 when it was converted into a regulated reservoir,
museum personnel wrapped this ensemble of mammoth bones, peat and rocks into a protective
cast of plaster for transport to the museum in
Denver.
Once in Denver, they took threedimensional photographs, so that scientists
in the future can see everything just as they
found it.
Top archaeologists from around the
country were invited to examine the remains.
“Everybody was super intrigued,” Miller
said. “Nobody was like, ‘You guys are out to
lunch.’ But at the same time everybody said,
‘You need to find extraordinary evidence to
indeed prove that it was a human cache.”
So far, that extraordinary evidence is
Paul Vallejos, a volunteer at the excavation at Ziegler
wanting — and may remain so.
Reservoir, holds a mastodon's tibia he found in 2011.
“It will likely remain a mystery, but
Courtesy photo / Denver Museum of Nature & Science.
sometimes that’s science,” Miller said.
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LAS Find of the Month, March 2017:
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.
2.
3.
4.

Must be a member of LAS in good standing.
The artifact must be a personal find.
It must have been found within the specified time frame, i.e., within the month prior to the meeting.
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 March 2017 was made by Shane Skutvik.
Type: Hell Gap
Material: Flattop Chalcedony
Location: South Platte River,
Morgan County, Colorado

LAS News and Upcoming Events:
Speakers Needed!
Really!! We need speakers for our 2017 meetings! If you would like to give a presentation or know of
someone who would give a great program please contact Andy Coca, Jean Steinhoff or Kevin Zeeck. No
experience is necessary, just a passion for our hobby and a willingness to share that passion. Thanks!
March 31 through
April 2, 2017

Fort Collins Rockhounds Club annual Gem and Mineral Show at The Ranch in the
McKee 4-H, Youth and Community Bldg) in Loveland, Colorado. See the website for
More information: www.fortcollinsrockhounds.org.

April 1, 2017

2017 Spring Into Archaeology Fair. We will be joining with the Fort Collins Rockhounds
Club and having our 2017 Spring Into Archaeology Fair at the McKee 4-H, Youth and
Community Building at the Ranch in Loveland on April 1, 2017. If you plan to exhibit
please call Andy Coca at (303) 286-7711 for table space. A map with directions to the
McKee Building is attached. Parking is free. See you there!

April 4, 2017

April meeting. Program: Tom Dubois and Andy Coca will give a presentation on
“Park” points, first documented at the Lindenmeier Site. Bring your Park points and
share your favorite hunting stories. Let’s have plenty of examples on hand!

May 2, 2017

May meeting. Program: Mike Pearce will give a presentation on High Country
Artifacts, discussing artifacts found above timberline and their provenience.
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