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Ancient Pathways 
Native American Legacies                          

in the Wilderness 
!
The purpose of this archaeological survey was to ascertain the na-

ture and extent of previous Native American activity in what is now identi-
fied as the High Uintas Wilderness.  While it is well known that Native 
Americans inhabited what is now the wilderness for thousands of years, 
we have very little data pertaining to those occupations.  This is due to 
development projects outside of wilderness areas driving much of the 
archaeological research that takes place on public lands.  The 50th an-
niversary of the Wilderness Act provided Forest Service archaeologists a 
rare opportunity to investigate the human past in a Designated Wilder-
ness Area.  

Native Americans have lived in North America since the waning of 
the last ice age.  Their archaeological sites have been dated to at least 
14,000 years ago, and many archaeologists hypothesize that the earliest 
occupations may yet to be discovered.  Long before the arbitrary political 
and area designations of today, Native Americans freely traversed and 
lived throughout the continent.  Today, what we considered to be remote 
areas, are places these people called home for millennia.  

In August of 2014, archaeologists from the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache 
National Forest embarked upon a week long expedition in the High Uin-
tas Wilderness to find evidence of prehistoric Native American occupa-
tions.  The expedition proved successful, and the team was able to identi-
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fy and record three previously unknown prehistoric archaeological sites 
within the Wilderness.  This information has added to our knowledge of 
the human past, and validates the importance of these high altitude ar-
eas, both as areas of human habitation, and as prehistoric travel routes 
connecting the north slope of the Uinta Mountains with the Uinta Basin to 
the south.  The following is an account of the expedition and its prelimi-
nary findings… 

Expedition Log: 
!

8/18/14, Monday:  We are leaving the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache Na-
tional Forest’s Supervisor’s Office at 06:00am.  The expedition includes 
archaeologists - Christopher Parker, George Dolle, and Tom Flanigan.  
Rachelle Handley, another FS archaeologist, is driving an auxiliary vehicle 
containing much of our field gear to the Middle Beaver Trailhead on the 
Evanston-Mountain View Ranger District.  The trailhead is located in Utah, 
approximately 5 miles south of the Wyoming border on the north slope 
of the Uinta Mountains.  We will be meeting our packer there at 10:00am.  
We are keeping an eye on the weather, as it is predicted to be rainy and 
cold this week.    

10:00am:  We arrived at the trailhead and met with our packer, who 
was able to load our extensive field gear and a week’s worth of supplies 
on two horses and two mules.  Having a packer has been very fortuitous 
for us, as we are now able to travel light, and hike the six miles to Beaver 
Lake with only day packs containing a day’s worth of food, water, and 
minimal gear we can use to record any archaeological sites we may en-
counter on the hike into the Wilderness.   
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14:30 (2:30pm):  After a four and a half hour hike we have arrived at 
our base camp at Beaver Lake.  We passed our packer on the trail about 
an hour ago as he was on his way back down.  He informed us that he 
had dropped our gear at a “hunting” camp he thought may have been 
left over from last year.  We located the camp and found our gear.  To our 
dismay the camp was comprised of a very large fire ring constructed out 
of stacked stones, a half shelter made of wood that had been wired, tied, 
nailed to trees, and overlain with a deteriorating blue tarp.  This is not ex-
actly how we had pictured a “Leave No Trace” camping strategy.  The 
positive aspect of this development is that by finding the camp we are 
able to deconstruct it, clean up the associated garbage and we will pack 
the tarp, wire, nails, and twine out of the wilderness on Friday.   

Figure #1: A rather poor example of “Leave No Trace” camping. 
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After arriving at camp we unpacked and organized our gear that 
the packer dropped off for us, and set up our tents.  We made dinner, 
and planned the logistics for tomorrow.  As we each got in our tents for 
the night it began to rain as predicted.  Hopefully it will be passing show-
ers and not set in for the week.  We will see what tomorrow brings. 

8/19/14, Tuesday 06:30am:  As we woke this morning it appeared 
last night’s rain had passed as the sun rose over Thompson Peak to our 
east.  As soon as the sun touched our camp, clouds from the west quickly 
moved in to snuff it out.  Heavy clouds, almost fog at this altitude of 
10,600 feet above sea level, have pressed down on us and now swamp 
the Beaver Lake Basin.   

07:30am: We have dug out our rain gear, had some hot breakfast, 
and are sufficiently coffee’d up.  The rain is relatively light, so we have de-
termined to hike/survey to Coffin Lake approximately 1 mile to the 
southwest of our base camp.  There is no established trail to Coffin Lake 
and we are in rugged terrain that is sufficiently forested to make the sur-
vey a slow bushwhacking affair, but exertion will also keep us warm, even 
if it does not keep us dry.   

Our only concern is that is more difficult to identify small artifacts 
due to the lack of sun.  The flat facies caused by flake scars on stone tools 
are often identified because they tend to “glint” in the sunshine.  We will 
need to be extra vigilant.  Also, all the rocks and stones are currently glis-
tening due to the rain.  This deadens the telltale signature of stone tools 
and makes most stones on the ground seem very similar to each other.   

10:00am: We have finally arrived at Coffin Lake.  As predicted there 
was a lot of bushwhacking involved in getting here, and the last hour of 
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our journey was spent navigating a large scree slope full of lose rocks 
and boulders. 

Figure #2: Coffin Lake looking to the southwest. 

On the way to Coffin Lake we carefully surveyed areas that we 
would likely expect to contain archaeological sites based on our previous 
experiences.  While we were unsuccessful in identifying any cultural re-
sources on our trek to Coffin Lake, the lack of evidence is also useful.  We 
can map areas that we have now surveyed and discount the presence of 
archaeological sites in the places we examined.  Science often makes 
larger strides by discounting information rather than proving a hypothe-
sis. 
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We dropped the bulk of the gear we were carrying on the shore of 
the lake, and made an archaeological survey of the surrounding area.  
The clouds continue to press in, and the rain is heavier than earlier in the 
day.  After a quick lunch, we decided to begin making our way back to 
base camp.  We chose a different route back to Beaver Lake in order to 
subject more of the country to archaeological investigation.   

14:00 (2pm): We have reached base camp again, and saw no ar-
chaeological remains on our return route.  In addition to the rain, we are 
facing another challenge.  The area is heavily vegetated.  The ground 
cover vegetation, both pine needle duff and tall grass, is obscuring the 
ground surface.  If we are unable to see the ground, we will be unable to 
identify any surface artifacts,  we have resolved to focus our survey in ar-
eas where we have the highest potential to see the ground such as game 
trails, open areas, and lake shores.   

Figure #3: Thick ground cover makes artifact identification difficult.  
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21:00 (9pm): Due to the constant rain we spent the remainder of 
the day surveying around Beaver Lake and the adjoining meadows.  I 
couldn’t help but notice that the small rise where we set up our camp 
looks like it would be one of the best places to find an archaeological 
site.  In spite of the rain we continued to go over the area looking for any 
traces of a prehistoric archaeological site, but could not identify anything 
worth noting.   

8/20/14, 07:30am: After a stormy night of rain, hail, in addition to 
thunder and lightening, the weather lifted this morning, and we intend to 
make the most of things before it returns.  Although we could not identify 
any artifacts yesterday, once the sun came out this morning we found a 
stone tool within 10 feet of the door to my tent.  Amazing the difference a 
little light makes!  As is so often the case, as soon as we found one arti-
fact, we quickly identified more.  

Figure #4: Pin flags help archaeologists identify artifacts for map-
ping purposes. 
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While we did not find any chronologically diagnostic artifacts that 
would allow us to know precisely what time frame we were dealing with, 
the presence of stone tools and the associated waste from making stone 
tools, such as small flakes, unequivocally denoted the presence of camp 
used by people during the prehistoric period.   

!
!
!
  

!
!
!
!
!

Figure #5: Artifacts are not always obvious to the untrained eye. 

We spent much of the day recording this prehistoric site, including 
mapping, photographs, and filling out an archaeological recording form. 
We captured all the information we could, not knowing when, if ever, an 
archaeologist may have the chance in the future to return to the site.  It is 
also important to gather all the information possible at the time of dis-
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covery, in the event the site’s characteristics change through natural ero-
sion, or from looting and vandalism that often occurs.  

8/21/14, 07:30am: After weathering another night of severe thun-
derstorms we have another break in the clouds.  The archaeological site 
we discovered yesterday has given the crew a renewed sense of purpose 
and optimism.  Today we are hiking to Thompson Pass which we suspect 
may be a prehistoric travel corridor to the Uinta Basin to the south.   

10:00am:  We have identified another prehistoric site along the trail 
to Thompson Pass.  A relatively small site consisting of 25-50 artifacts.  
Again we did not identify any chronologically diagnostic tools to indicate 
a specific time frame aside from the understanding that we are dealing 
with a prehistoric era site.   

!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Figure #6: Archaeologists often do field sketches of artifacts be-
cause photography doesn’t capture small details. 
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12:00pm:  After we completed the recording of the prehistoric site 
we hiked another mile towards Thompson Pass, and stumbled on yet an-
other archaeological site, very similar to the one we had just identified 
down the trail.  We were again thwarted in our attempt to find a chrono-
logical marker beyond the fact that we were dealing with another prehis-
toric human occupation site.  However, we were pleased with the fact that 
we had mounting evidence that this trail had also played an important 
part in prehistory, and we were likely on the prehistoric travel route to the 
Uinta Basin.   

Figure #7: Another field sketch from the 3rd archaeological site dis-
covered on the survey. 
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14:00 (2pm):  Done with recording our 3rd archaeological site, the 
crew set off to summit Thompson Pass.   As the trail gradually disap-
peared it was replaced by a series of rock cairns that guided us onward 
toward the summit.  As we stopped for a water break we realized that we 
were going to be overtaken by a fast moving thunderstorm, and we were 
open ground near the summit.  The danger of a lightening strike was a 
very real possibility and we were forced to turn around and make haste 
back down the trail.  Just as we made it back to the tree-line, the sky 
opened up, and we were soaked once again.  While we were happy to 
not be on top of the pass during the lightening storm, we were all disap-
pointed we were not able to summit.   

Figure #8: Storms move in fast in the High Country! 

!
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8/22/14, 07:30am:  We survived a week in the field in spite of the 
constant rain, hail, lightening, and a dusting of snow.  We also managed 
to not be eaten by the wildlife, as we were camping in bear country.   We 
have dismantled the structure we found, and packed up all of our field 
gear and trash.  Our packer is on his way back up this morning to take our 
heavy accessories back out, we will likely meet him halfway down the trail 
this morning, while he is on his way up.   

We count this expedition as a success.  Our journey covered 26 
miles of Wilderness that had not previously been subjected to archaeo-
logical analysis.  We were able to identify three previously undocument-
ed prehistoric archaeological sites, and validate the Native American use 
of the high country, as well as the potential travel corridor from the north 
slope of the Uinta Mountains to the Uinta Basin.  We hope that this will be 
the beginning of a multi-year archaeological survey project focusing on 
designated Wilderness areas across the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National 
Forest.  

• Remember to pack it in and pack it out, and practice Leave No-
Trace camping. 

• Never disturb archaeological sites, or collect artifacts from public 
land. 

• The specific archaeological site locations and their associated ar-
tifacts mentioned in this report are protected by the Archaeological 
Resource Protection Act of 1979. 
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