roamed this north-central
olorado prairi - .

has grown from the 10 with
Yellowstone genetics introduced

- ICE AGE HUNTING GROUNDS
HOT SPOT FOR EXPLORATION

story and photographs by DAWN Y. WILSON




Left, a western meadowlark sits atop a thistle at Soapstone Prairie. Above, a 1935 archaeological dig uncovered a 12,000-year-
old stone spear tip embedded in the spine of a now-extinct bison species that was the predecessor of the modern bison now
roaming Soapstone. The discovery is among the oldest evidence of humans in North America.

HE HUNTER'S HEART pounded

as the thundering of hooves grew

louder. Seconds later, the ground
was shaking as bison stampeded to within
range of the man and his handmade spear.
Accurate to about 40 yards, that deadly
proximity left the hunter within reach
of sharp hooves and horns if something
went terribly wrong.

With a split second to aim, the hunter
launched his projectile. The prairie quieted
as the herd galloped toward safer pastures.
As the ancient Colorado dust cleared, one
dying animal drew its final breath.

THE FOSSILIZED BONES of the extinct

bison species known as Bison antiquus
have been uncovered at Soapstone Prairie
Natural Area. Stone points crafted by pre-
historic hunters also have been exhumed
from this ground northwest of Wellington.
‘The long history of ancient humans lies
just underfoot where Coloradans of today

observe wildlife and hike trails. A discov-
ery made here eight decades ago pushed
the history of humans in North America
back to the last Ice Age.

Approximately 12,000 years later in
1935, 28-year-old writer, naturalist and
bone hunter Loren Eiseley was getting
down and dirty at Soapstone, then known
as the Lindenmeier Ranch. Relic-hunting
brothers Claude and Roy Coffin had
searched the area a decade earlier in 1924.
Their discovery of fluted stone points ~
different from the arrowheads they typ-
ically found - led to the Smithsonian
Institution and Colorado Museum of
Natural History establishing an archaeo-
logical dig at the site.

When Eisely uncovered the tip of a
bone while brushing away the dry soil,
he assumed that it belonged to the extinct
bison species that was 25 percent larger
than modern bison. After all, many sets
of fossilized bison remains had already

been found during that summer’s dig.
Stone tools also were common finds.
Some experts saw this as proof of early
humans living in North America along-
side that ancient bison species - at least
12,000 years ago. Others argued that the
stone tools came from a later time. The
debate would soon be settled and literally
set in stone.

Eiseley continued brushing layers of
time from the fossilized vertebrae until
he saw something that, like that accurate
ancient hunter, set his heart pounding. A
fluted stone point was broken off in the
extinct giant bison’s spine!

Additional digging uncovered more
than 5,000 stone artifacts, tools and thou-
sands of animal bones. Tiny beads and
etched bone disks also were discovered.
All of the artifacts were linked back to the
Paleo-Indians of the Folsom culture, and
at the time, it was the oldest documented
record of humans in North America.
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TODAY, SOAPSTONE PRAIRIE Natural

Area encompasses 22,497 acres of short-
grass prairie, foothills shrublands, cliffs
and rock outcrops, wetlands, springs and
prairie streams 25 miles north of Fort
Collins. The parcel part of a 200,000-
acre mountain-to-plains wildlife corridor
touches the Colorado-Wyoming border
on the north and Red Mountain Open
Space on the west. A herd of 76 American
bison - descendants of the larger Bison
antiquus — have returned to Soapstone.
The herd with pure Yellowstone genet-
ics began growing with the release of 10
bison in 2015.

“There used to be 10,000 to 20,000
bison out here,” said Vicki Carroll, a mas-
ter naturalist with the City of Fort Collins
Natural Areas Department. She’s been a
regular Soapstone visitor since the age of
10. Settlers would shoot the lead cow with
a long shot so the other bison wouldn't
run away. Then the hunters could shoot as
many bison as they wanted.

According to Carroll, Arthur Head’s
1888 homestead was one of the first in
the Soapstone area. He later sold the
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property to Lindenmeier, who wanted
the land for its water and coal rights.

Other homesteaders came along, but
water was scarce, and the winters were
tough. Many didn’t make it through the five
years of farming required by the Homestead
Act. As a result, much of the land in the
Soapstone area was never tilled, was some
of the last to be surveyed in Colorado and
didn't get much attention other than by
ranchers. The city of Fort Collins purchased
the pristine land in 2004.

Pat Hayward ran tours at Soapstone in
2006 and 2007 before the area opened to
the public. “Very few people had ever been
here, but it was rough and required four-
wheel drive. Cows were on the roads and
we had to drive across creeks,” Hayward
said. “I loved telling the Lindenmeier
story, and about how the native people
would gather here where the Cheyenne
Ridge and Front Range connect.”

Soapstone Prairie opened to the public
in 2009. The City of Fort Collins Natural
Areas Department manages it with the
goals of maintaining and enhancing the
living landscape, including its diversity

Pronghorn are among the wildlife that
can be glimpsed from the 40 miles

of trails and the viewing areas of the
Soapstone Prairie Natural Area. The city
of Fort Collins manages the area, which
opened to the public in 2009.

of plants, animals, and natural commu-
nities, as well as its world-class archaeo-
logical and cultural values.

History buffs can view the archaeo-
logical areas from elevated platforms
that include interpretive signage. Hikers
can explore more than 40 miles of trails.
Black-footed ferrets, like the bison herd,
have been reintroduced. Wildlife enthu-
siasts can glimpse more than 100 species
of birds, as well as pronghorn, deer, elk,
swift foxes, badgers and prairie dogs.

With the exception of a noticeable lack
of Ice Age plants, mammoths, mastodons
and giant sloths, this prehistoric part of
north-central Colorado hasn’t changed
much over the last 12,000 years. And vis-
itors’ hearts still race when bison thun-
der across Soapstone Prairie.
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Soapstone’s trails
provide sure-footed
hiking, biking, riding

DESPITE THE NAME of the attrac-
tion, the more than 40 miles of twist-
ing trails at Soapstone Prairie are not
slippery. Watch for rattlesnakes and
bring plenty of water. Dogs are not
permitted, even in cars. Soapstone
Prairie Natural Area is open March
1 through Nov. 30. (970) 416-2815,
tinyurl.com/ug4s8xo

Sand Wash Trail « connects to
Canyon Trail and Pronghorn Loop «
1.5 miles long

Towhee Trail « hiking-only trail
with gentle climbs and descents with
views of Longs Peak o connects to
Mahogony Trail and Canyon Trail »
3 miles long

Cheyenne Rim Trail « great option
for horseback riders « connects to
Canyon Trail and Red Mountain
Open Space « 11.7 miles long

Pronghorn Loop s connectsto Plover
Trail and Sand Wash Trail « mountain
biking and hiking « 7.5 miles long

Mahogany/Canyon/Cheyenne Rim/
Pronghorn Loop « mountain biking
and hiking s 22 miles long €
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EXPERIENCE the splendor of the
Rockies at Aspen Winds. The secluded
setting along Fall River, among the aspen
and pines, offers a relaxing atmosphere.
Aspen Winds is located minutes

from Estes Park and Rocky Mountain
National Park. We offer one and two
bedroom suites and in-room spa suites.

Kitchen/Kitchenettes - Gas Fireplaces

Fire Pit « Free WiFi « Free Netflix
Cable/Blue-ray DVD - No Pets - Non-smoking

970-586-6010 - 1-800-399-6010
10571 Fall River Court - Estes Park, CO
ASPENWINDS.COM

* EstesParkMarathon
Half Marathon

Colorado's Most Scenic Destination Race!
www.epmarathon.org

Race 101 3 In Colorado Mountain Half Marathon Series

& Half Marathon

Enjoy hand-crafted
wine from Estes Park

TASTE A DIVERSE selection
of Colorado-grown wines
at Snowy Peaks Winery.
From sweet and decadent
to dry and complex, we
have something for every
palette. Try our Colorado-
made cheeses, meats and
other tasty goodies, too!
Two fasting flighis for

$10 with this ad.
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292 Moraine Ave | 970-586-2099
ESTES PARK, COLORADO
snowypeakswinery.com




