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LAS August 2017 Headlines:
Nine-Year-Old Accidentally Discovers a Stegomastodon Fossil in New Mexico
Jude Sparks was hiking in the desert when he tripped over the ancient creature’s skull
By Brigit Katz, smithsonian.com, July 19, 2017
Back in November, 9-year-old
Jude Sparks was hiking with his
family in New Mexico’s Las
Cruces desert when he tripped
over something and fell. Jude’s
face landed next to what
appeared to be a massive
jawbone. Then he looked up and
spotted a tusk.
As Jacey Fortin reports for the
New York Times, Jude, now 10,
had accidentally stumbled upon
the fossilized skull of a 1.2
million-year-old stegomastodon,
an extinct proboscidean that
belongs to the same family as
elephants, mammoths and
mastodons. But at the time, Jude
wasn’t quite sure what he had
found.
“It was just an odd shape,” he
Jude Sparks and his ancient find (Peter Houde)
tells Fortin. “I just knew it was not
something that you usually find.”
Jude’s family put forth some guesses about the remains—his younger brother thought Jude had
discovered a cow’s skull, while his parents speculated that the bones belonged to an elephant—but they
soon decided to consult with Peter Houde, a biology professor at New Mexico State University.
According to an NMSU press release, the family had seen Houde interviewed in a YouTube video about
a similar fossil found near the university’s campus. And when he saw the Sparks' picture of the remains,
Houde knew almost immediately that they belonged to a stegomastodon.
The ancient creatures, which may have been hunted by early humans, were one of three species of
Pleistocene that roamed through the Rio Grande Valley during the Pleistocene, the time period that
spanned 2.6 million to 11,700 years ago. Though the latest find is likely one of the more common species of
stegomastadon, it's still rare, House explains in the press release. "This may be only the second complete
skull found in New Mexico,” he says.
After Houde was alerted to the discovery, the stegomastodon’s jaw and two pieces of tusk were
transported to the Vertebrate Museum at NMSU. The remainder of the skull, which weighs approximately
one ton, was excavated in May. The painstaking process of reconstructing the fossil will not be completed
for years, but Houde hopes that the skull will one day go on display.
“I have every hope and expectation that this specimen will ultimately end up on exhibit and this little boy
will be able to show his friends and even his own children, look what I found right here in Las Cruces,” he
says
And as for Jude, the discovery has rekindled his interest in dinosaurs and fossils—a subject that
fascinated him in his (relatively) younger days, between the ages of 5 and 8. “I’m not really an expert,” Jude
tells Fortin of the Times, “but I know a lot about it, I guess.”
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Jude certainly has more paleontological experience than most 10-year-olds. According to the NMSU
press release, the boy and his family were on hand during the excavation, watching as the ancient fossil
was brought to light.

LAS Find of the Month, August 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 August 2017 was made by Eric Bindner.
Type: Possible Basketmaker blade, 3” in length
Material: Chalcedony
Location: Grand County, Utah

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!
September 2-4, 2017 Loveland Archaeological Society Memorial Day field trip to the Harris Ranch at
Bosler, Wyoming. See map and instructions on the next page. Respect the
landowner and do not abuse the privilege. This includes the following: Do not litter;
respect gates, fences and cattle; drive only on established dirt roads and don’t bring
motorcycles and ATVs; camp only where designated; and if you bring an animal don’t
let it run loose. LAS Code of Ethics: stoneagefair.com/LAS_code_of_ethics.htm.
September 5, 2017

September meeting. Program: Bob Patten Tribute Night. Bring your points knapped
by “Knapper Bob” Patten and help us celebrate his life and his 54 years of knapping
demonstrations at the Loveland Stone Age Fair.

September 23 & 24, 2017 Loveland Stone Age Fair. A flyer is attached. Please put the dates on your
calendar, and plan now to attend! We’ll be asking for volunteers to help with all
aspects of the 2017 Loveland Stone Age Fair. Note the new venue – McKee 4-H,
Youth and Community Bldg at The Ranch in Loveland.
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