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INTRODUCTION
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A traffic jam on Yellowstone’s Grand Loop Road—perfectly bizarre anywhere else, perfectly normal here. The whole place is like this: a constant surprise. SCOTT HERRING




If you give it a little attention, you will be struck by how very, very strange Yellowstone is.


Where else can you find a spot called “Fishing Bridge” where no one fishes, where it is actually illegal to fish, and the main pastime, in fact, is fish watching?


Where else can you find a lake that is over seventy-seven hundred feet above the sea and is crowded by seabirds?


Where else can you find a volcano so big that, for much of your visit, you are driving around inside it? And you do not even notice?


Where else can you stand in a dense, old-growth Douglas-fir forest, then walk a hundred feet out of the shade and into a treeless desert where one of the main plants is a kind of cactus?


Where else can you find a threatened species of fish, nearly extinct in the park, that lived a hundred years undiscovered in a creek that went right under the main highway?


Where else can you find a few nondescript hot pools with goofy names like Mushroom Spring—from which came discoveries that helped kick off the revolution in the science of genetics?


You get the idea. Everything about Yellowstone is a surprise. It routinely leaves you shaking your head in wonderment at how strange it is.


It was strangeness that led to the creation of what we now know as Yellowstone National Park—and it was the world’s first national park, another unique feature of the place. During its prehistory, the land that became Yellowstone exploded with surreal violence over and over. It explodes on a cycle of roughly six hundred thousand years, and the last really big blast was six hundred thousand years ago, so we may be due. What is driving the violence is what geologists call a hot spot, a plume of magma that wells out of the hellish depths of the earth. It stays in one place, and the surface of the United States—the North American plate, they call it—rides over the top. If you approach Yellowstone from the southwest, through Idaho, you will see the lava it ejected when that part of the plate was over the hot spot. Yellowstone is many things. Among others, it is one of the biggest volcanoes in the world, and it is still plenty active. That magma plume is what heats the water in the hot springs and drives the geysers, of which Old Faithful is only the most famous.


When the nation of the United States was young, mountain men penetrated what is now the park. They were mainly searching for beaver pelts, but what they found up here was quite a distraction. They wandered through the great high plateau and saw the geyser fields with their myriad surprises. They saw the canyons of the Yellowstone, the largest a bright white and yellow and red void in places two miles wide and over a thousand feet deep, with a pair of waterfalls at its start that rivaled anything on the continent—and that was just one of the canyons of the Yellowstone. They looked out across what we call Yellowstone Lake. We now know it to be the largest high-elevation lake in North America, an impossibly big, impossibly blue bowl surrounded by peaks that never entirely lose their snow.


Those are only the most dramatic secrets the future park revealed to them. They got a thousand other surprises. When the mountain men returned to civilization and told the stories of what they had seen, they were not always believed. Indeed, the record suggests they were regularly mocked. Still, the stories accumulated until, after the Civil War, the more isolated corners of the West began to give up their secrets. Beginning in 1869, a series of more-or-less organized expeditions penetrated the area. Detailed accounts began to appear in the news media, but the printed word could only convey so much. In 1871, an expedition led by the geologist Ferdinand Hayden included two happy additions: photographer William Henry Jackson and painter Thomas Moran. They captured the beauty of the place… but also, of course, its strangeness: the water jetting two hundred feet high, entire valleys obscured by steam, the travertine at Mammoth covering the hillsides like the icing on a wedding cake hundreds of feet high, the waterfall—Tower Fall—with a boulder like a bird’s egg in a nest sitting balanced on its verge, where it would hang for another century and more.


Faced with this—and much more—evidence of its uniqueness, Congress passed a bill that Ulysses S. Grant signed in 1872. It made Yellowstone into a national park, the world’s first—another mark of its uniqueness.


And it only got stranger when, over the course of the coming decades, people began to visit from the rest of the country and the rest of the world (the park’s original inhabitants, tribes like the Shoshone, Crow, and Bannock, were at first still around; they just tended not to hang out with the tourists). A road network gradually took shape, and at the most popular stopping places, villages sprung up. The park was—and it really remains—far from the centers of civilization, so every year an ad hoc army of temporary employees assembled to run the businesses that catered to park visitors. Then as now, it is difficult to the point of impossibility to get fine, upstanding, boring citizens to do temporary work away up in the mountains for the summer, so from the start, the employees have been odd. Their eccentricity is usually charming and only sometimes criminal.


The villages and roads were eccentric in their own way. The road builders were forced by the absurdities of the landscape into improvisations not to be found in the outside world, like one of the only corkscrew bridges in the world. It is gone now, but it was what it sounds like, a road that crossed a bridge, then turned in a circle and crossed under. Elsewhere, the road passes through Mae West Curve, named by park employees for the curves on the actress Mae West (the rough equivalent, named by employees in the 1970s, is a pair of mounds near Midway Geyser Basin called Dolly Parton Peaks, which I shall leave to your imagination). In places elsewhere, the asphalt looks funny, because a new thermal feature is coming up underneath. The villages grew in no planned manner, and you never know what you might find there, from the world’s largest log structure (the Old Faithful Inn) to a roadside eatery that looks like a UFO (the old Canyon Lodge). Among the employees who work in these places, a culture grew over the decades that reflected the peculiar nature of the work, and of the life: sometimes dull, often grueling, but also emotionally intense to the point of being regularly joyous.


I lived that life myself and know it well in all its weirdness. Long ago, I worked for the little company that ran the service stations and wreckers. It was fun, but it was strange, too. Many of you have heard—we will look into the matter later in this book—about the ghost in the Old Faithful Inn. When I first arrived, I was surprised to learn that the bunkhouse where I lived housed a ghost, too. It was supposed to be the spirit of a woman. She had died when the structure—a ramshackle, barn-like thing built in perhaps 1920—was being moved by road to a new location in the late 1950s. She came around a corner too quickly and was decapitated when she slammed into the corner room of the structure. The mechanics I worked with claimed to know she was driving a 1956 Austin-Healey 100 convertible. “And because it was a low-slung convertible,” one of them told me, “she went under the building, and her head come clean off.” Her spirit now inhabited that corner room and specialized in turning on lights and radios and the like when no one was around.


I shook that off and got on with the summer. I discovered that the whole operation was a maze of eccentricities. We did business the same way we had in the 1950s: all full service, a half dozen of us charging a single car all at once, filling the tank and cleaning the windshield and checking the oil and even airing the tires. Confronted by this assault, the tourists did not know what to do or think. It was the 1990s, but we even used equipment from the 1950s—it had never worn out, so we kept right on using that tire machine from the Eisenhower era. The really strange part was that no one could explain why. We did it because we had done it always. Our social lives were just as rooted in tradition. We had a whole series of parties that took place every year and had since at least the 1970s: the tip fund party, the steak fry party, the Pink Passion Punch Party, the Handlebar Mustache Party. We had a toga party every June with the odd regulation that all the Texans in the group had to attend in a toga with cowboy boots and a ten-or twenty-gallon hat.


I loved it and stayed for years. At the end of that first summer, though, I found myself in the bunkhouse in the early morning hours. I was the last resident; we were getting ready to shut down for the season. The weather was turning toward winter, and as happened during those final weeks, a frosty wind blew hard out of the north. The building was all wood, and the wood had come apart in places. We repaired the cracks with duct tape, but now the tape fell off and the wind whistled through the building. The windows all had old-fashioned shutters, and one had worked halfway loose. As the wind gusted, it swung to and fro, banging rhythmically, and loudly.


In the lobby, a light switch had broken, although the lights worked well, too well, in other places. I sat in the darkened lobby for a long while before I could work up the courage to walk down the hall and turn off the heater and lights, in the haunted room.


The whole park is like that. Everywhere you look, you find nature behaving in the most extravagant ways, and as often as not, its weird moods are tied up with the human society that has grown up here, itself full of plenty of weirdness. Those two features of the park—strangeness both human and natural—are the subject of this book.


There is method to the madness on these pages. Each chapter has a major focus, as you can see from the table of contents, but within each chapter, there are subdivisions that are more specific. You will regularly see there some guidance that will allow you to find your way around the park and its surroundings, and that will lead you to some of the stranger sights in this very strange place. Some can be seen from a car. Others are fairly easy to scare up during a walk around the famous locations in the park.


This book is not after sensationalism, although some of its elements are sensational. The stories are carefully researched and factual to the greatest possible degree. In the process of writing the book, I also spoke to park insiders who know the place as well as anyone alive, and who have been persuaded to spill a few of its secrets.


If you are reading this book while on your way to Yellowstone National Park, congratulations. It is a wonderful place to go—indeed, a hundred years ago, people routinely called it Wonderland. It is big and truly beautiful, one of the genuinely gorgeous places in North America. It is also surprising, outlandish, and sometimes eerie.


In a word, it is strange. It is stranger than you can imagine… but if you are on your way there, you will not have to merely imagine for much longer. Yellowstone will soon be there right in front of you, demanding all your attention. There also will be all its weirdness, demanding an explanation.


Having read up on it, you will at least have a clue. But understand this: some things about Yellowstone are so weird that a clue may be all you end up with. 








1UNSOLVED MYSTERIES
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Abyss Pool, at the West Thumb Geyser Basin, where the shoe turned up—with the foot in it. SCOTT HERRING



Yellowstone is a big place. In fact, it is a good deal bigger than you probably realize. When we talk about “Yellowstone,” we usually mean Yellowstone National Park, the 2.2-million-acre block of the Northern Rockies that is administered by the National Park Service. Scientists, however, talk about the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE), a stretch of terrain extending far up into Montana and, in the other direction, halfway to Salt Lake City. The GYE covers more than ten times as much land as the national park. To keep things under control here, we will focus only on the park itself and the terrain just outside.

Which is big enough. Furthermore, except for the road areas and the villages (like Old Faithful and Canyon), the park is composed of the most rugged, raw wilderness. It swallows things, and it does not spit them out. In fact, over time, it swallows them more deeply.

An example, a big one: during the Second World War, on the night of May  23, 1943, a B-17 bomber was flying from California to Lewiston, Montana, when the wings iced, and the plane went down. The bombardier, a lieutenant named William McDonald, was the only one who managed to bail out. The plane slammed into the earth four miles south of the town of West Yellowstone, Montana. A ranger found McDonald three days later. The bodies of the other victims were recovered, and at least a few old rangers remembered the crash, but the forest absorbed the wreck so completely that it disappeared, unexploded ammunition and all.

This was a B-17F, the kind of heavy, four-engine bomber that was known as a Flying Fortress for the mass of defensive machine guns it carried. It was the same type of aircraft that did most of the work pulverizing Hitler’s Germany. It weighed perhaps 34,000 pounds empty, and this one weighed a good deal more because it was still carrying much of its fuel and all but one of its people when it hit the ground. Still, the few rangers who knew where it had landed all retired and went away, and the wreck was entirely forgotten. Yellowstone had swallowed it whole. The wreck was not rediscovered until 1988.

If the park can absorb an aircraft like that, you can guess what it can do to people. They disappear so completely that they leave nearly no trace. Consider the case of LeRoy R. Piper.

In his classic Death in Yellowstone, Lee Whittlesey, the park’s official historian for years (he is retired now), tells the story: “On July  30, 1900, Piper, 36, of Saint Mary’s, Ohio, was staying at Yellowstone’s Fountain Hotel at Lower Geyser Basin. He purchased a cigar from the cigar stand, stepped out onto the porch of the hotel, and was never seen again. Piper, a bank cashier, had been en route to San Francisco to settle his deceased uncle’s estate…. He was carrying a considerable sum of money with him as well as valuable jewelry. Friends feared that ‘his mind became unbalanced,’ detachments of cavalry searched for a month for him, his brother-in-law came to the park to conduct a personal search, and a one-thousand-dollar reward was posted for his return, but it was all to no avail.”

Whittlesey has a theory about Piper’s fate that, for the strange environment of Yellowstone, makes perfect sense: “I believe he walked out into the night and inadvertently stumbled into one of the many hot springs that were and are located nearby. Persons who fall into hot springs disintegrate, and there is often no recovery of them. Two hot springs there, Gentian Pool and Deep Blue Geyser, are very large and very deep, and I believe that a search of them or other springs there, could it be done, would yield Piper’s silicified bones, perhaps covered over by years of hot-spring deposits.”

Such a search is nearly impossible, so Piper remains in the same category as Amelia Earhart and Jimmy Hoffa. The same can be said of many other park visitors who walked away and simply disappeared. Whittlesey devotes a whole chapter to them.

So the park is full of mysteries, and not just from disappearances. It is full of things that are hard to explain. Among them is a riddle arising from one of the great environmental crimes of the twentieth century… although were the criminal ever caught, the charge would never equal the harm done.


Who Killed the Lake?

Or tried to, at least.

Yellowstone Lake is one of the gems of the park. As noted, it is the largest high-altitude lake in the country, and it has an advantage that other lakes—Tahoe comes to mind—do not enjoy: it was set aside before the surrounding land could be developed. It lies now in nearly pristine condition—with a big exception.

The main fish in the lake has always been the Yellowstone cutthroat trout. It was, in fact, the main fish in the park when the park was first established. It is a handsome fish, of a color that it hard to describe—green from above, brown on the sides, and regularly golden overall. The name comes from the characteristic red/orange slash under its jaw, and so a cutthroat is easy to identify. Holding one in your hands, you have the strong sense that you hold a little bit of America before Columbus. If you fish, however, do not expect lunkers in Yellowstone. An adult cutthroat can be anywhere from six to twenty inches, but in most places, a large cutthroat could be a foot long. The Yellowstone winters are too long and severe for them to get much larger. Still, quite a few creatures depend on them as an important item in their diet, including creatures that even casual visitors have a shot at seeing, like otters, osprey, and even bears.

In a number of places in the park, cutthroats are doing well. In others, they are victimized by the fish-stocking that happened in the park’s early decades. Many of the fish an angler will encounter in the park do not in fact belong here; they were hauled in from elsewhere in an effort to improve fishing that we might have done without. Brown trout came from Scotland and Germany, brook trout from the eastern United States, and rainbow trout from the far West. The latter have been a problem for the cutthroat. In places like Slough Creek in the northern part of the park, the rainbow trout interbreed with the cutthroat and produce a fish called a cutbow, a kind of jackalope of a fish that is neither one thing nor the other. If this process goes on long enough, it will leave Slough Creek with no more real cutthroats.

Still, Yellowstone Lake appeared to many as a bastion, a place the cutthroat had to themselves. Whatever else might go wrong, the species would have this colossal refuge to fall back on. Until….

One of the alien fish stocked during the early years of the park was a species of trout unlike all the others. It came from the Great Lakes, and it was introduced into Lewis Lake and Shoshone Lake, both of which lacked game fish during those early years. It was the lake trout. It is different in one crucially important way: it gets big. Very big. These are not the charming little brook trout kids catch in the park with worms. Look up photographs on the internet. They regularly get to be three feet long, and the world record was over four feet. They live a long time. A cutthroat may live for a decade, if it is very lucky. A lake trout can live nearly as long as a human.

They were no problem as long as they were safely isolated in the smaller lakes in the southern part of the park. In 1994, though, the fish biologists who work in the park got a terrible shock. Lake trout were caught in Yellowstone Lake. This addition changed everything. The relationship between lake trout and cutthroat trout that was already developing in Yellowstone Lake was like the relationship between sharks and mackerel. The lake trout made cutthroat their favorite meal. If uninterrupted, they might have destroyed the Yellowstone Lake cutthroat population entirely.

The situation was catastrophic in every way. The lake trout live in deep water and so are safe from predators. They do not spawn in streams like the cutthroat do. They do move into shallow lake water to spawn—but they do so at night when the animals and birds that might have picked them off cannot see them and are not active anyway. They were mostly safe, even from human anglers.

And that is one reason it took so long to notice them. When they were discovered in 1994, it quickly became clear that they had been there a while. Human anglers missed them because they were not fishing deep enough. The lake trout were already well established in their new home.

How had they gotten there? That is the mystery. One thing is clear: they had human help. Someone carried them from one of the southern lakes to their new home.

As the situation developed, the National Park Service responded with a series of control efforts that have evolved with the situation and intensified. Anglers are now encouraged to target the lake trout and allowed to use tackle illegal everywhere else. They are actually required—not encouraged but required—to kill them on sight. The fisherman returning to one of the marinas with a dead lake trout is treated as a conquering hero. The kitchens at the hotels will cook the fish, and the successful angler becomes a local celebrity again when the fish is served, laid out on an oversized platter, spectacularly dead. And more: the Park Service, using gillnets, has killed millions of them and has even gone so far as to unleash commercial fishing boats on them, as if they were codfish off New England. Lately, they have been dropping masses of a soy-based pellets onto known spawning areas; the pellets disintegrate, rot, and drive dissolved oxygen out of the water, annihilating the next generation of lake trout (in a manner not terribly different from the way they killed—in his 1954 debut film—Godzilla, King of the Monsters).

The response was absolutely necessary and is going as well as anyone could hope. Still, it is strange. It is just not what you expect to find in a national park. The agency charged with preserving the park is now engaged in mass fish-murder.

Looking into the mystery of how the lake trout got there in the first place, biologists were helped by an oddity of fish anatomy. Fish have, in their heads, a structure called an otolith, or ear-stone. The otolith grows as the fish grows, and on close examination, a biologist can see their growth rings, rather like the growth rings in a tree trunk. Furthermore, every lake has its own special chemistry. There are trace elements in its water that can be used as identifiers—trace elements that that lake alone has in that exact proportion—and the growth rings on otoliths preserve that special signature. When the growth ring for one year shows the chemistry of one lake, and the growth ring for the next year shows the chemistry for another, then the fish was moved that year.

The biologists Andrew Munro and Thomas McMahon, of Montana State University, Bozeman, and James Ruzycki of the National Park Service, used these facts of fish life to determine what had happened. They published their results in 2005, and the article is a remarkable thing, maybe unique in the annals of crime. What the scientists had done was forensic fish biology. Their report was like a coroner’s inquest… on a lake.

The results were clear. The lake trout had come from Lewis Lake. That part was perhaps to be expected; Lewis Lake is a short drive up the South Entrance Road to the nearest shore of Yellowstone Lake, while the other places the trout might have come from are a formidable hike from the truck. More surprising were some of their other findings. The first transplanted fish had been moved all the way back in the mid-1980s. Furthermore, there were multiple transfers, and the number of fish moved was—given the guerrilla nature of the thing—outright enormous, numbering in the hundreds of fish.

Open questions remain: Who did it? Who transplanted the fish?

He is an ecological version of the Zodiac Killer: he was persistent, diabolical, malicious—and he remains entirely unknown. Was it a group? A family? Actually, it seems most likely that the villain was just an individual, a highly secretive individual, kind of like the Unabomber, only with fish. If more than one person was doing it, the secret would have had a good chance of leaking out by now. At this date, we will need a confession to identify the villain. All physical evidence is long gone, except the fish themselves.

One can guess how it might have happened. The perpetrator will have caught his limit of lake trout in Lewis Lake, then made the transfer while no one was looking, by the dark of the moon, surely. Trout are not the toughest fish, so they will not have done well sloshing around in a bucket in a motor vehicle on Yellowstone’s challenging roads. Perhaps, on the first try, they all died. Perhaps he improved the process, as the Unabomber did. He might have had a fishing boat, a purpose-built fishing boat with what anglers call a live-well, for keeping fish alive until weigh-in at tournaments. Maybe the fish made the trip that way, with just barely enough space, but plenty of oxygen.

It happened again and again. Fish died on the way, but he took his time, and got better at it as he went. From the nearest spot on Lewis Lake to the nearest spot on Yellowstone Lake is seven miles, an eleven-minute drive, according to Google. Our perpetrator did not have Google; he relied on native cunning. From the boat launch ramp at Lewis Lake to the marina at Grant Village, on Yellowstone Lake, is nine and a half miles. Fifteen minutes. It so happens that those two lakes are the only ones in the park where power boats are allowed, and a power boat is the kind of vessel needed to carry a live-well. A match made in hell—but perhaps he just did it the low-tech way, with an old Coleman cooler or five-gallon buckets from Home Depot.

He had time. He appears to have had all the time in the world.

The only winners, in the end, were the lake trout, especially that first generation. Imagine them in that Home Depot bucket or, if they were lucky, in a live-well, bouncing with the potholes, surfing on the curves now to one side, now to the other, never knowing what it was all about. But if they survived…

If they survived being caught, then bashed around on the South Entrance Road, they entered their new home, dazed at first, huffing those first pints of Yellowstone Lake water over their gills, suffering the fish equivalent of seasickness. Then they looked around.

And they found themselves in the same position as the first humans to cross the Bering land bridge into the new world, or the first European explorers to bump into Central America.

On arrival at their new home, they found themselves in a fish paradise.




A Step into the Abyss

Yellowstone is deadly. It kills people with surprising routineness, and not just the unwary. What is most striking, though, is the absolute strangeness of its dangers. People are eaten by bears, buried by avalanches, gored by bison, poisoned by innocent-looking plants, kicked to death by moose, and so on. Perhaps most horrific, however, is Yellowstone’s single most iconic hazard. There is a unique awfulness to death by hot spring.

Geysers, hot springs, fumaroles (steam vents, that is), mud pots, and the Mammoth terraces are together what are known as the “thermal features” of the park. No one knows how many there are, although a traditional guess is ten thousand. The number has a suspicious roundness to it because it is, of necessity, a guess. Thermal features change too fast to be inventoried precisely, and the park is too big and wild anyway. Among the thermal features, hot springs are the most common. They begin life as rain or snow that seeps down into the earth and becomes superheated away down among the bedrock that is itself heated by the magma underneath the park. The water then finds a crack that allows it to rise back to the surface.

Because it is often not bubbling or seething in any way—indeed, it is usually just sitting there—the water in a Yellowstone hot spring is deceptive. The steam (even that may be absent) is the visitor’s only clue to how hot it is. It is frighteningly hot, frighteningly when one understands the danger. The colors of the spring provide a kind of rough-and-ready thermometer. These colors often are the result of light reflecting off the different species of microorganisms that live in the water. These microorganisms have evolved so that they are adapted to the nightmarish heat. What may be the best-known spring in the park, Grand Prismatic Spring at Midway Geyser Basin, can serve as an example. Where you see reddish-brown around the outer edges of the spring, the water is around 131ºF. Moving inward toward the center, the next color is orange, indicating water around 149ºF. Beyond that is a yellow band where the water is 165ºF. The intense blue at the center is 189ºF. Many springs exhibit this color at the center. It indicates water that is too hot to allow any life-form to survive in any numbers.

So, a spring like Grand Prismatic Spring is plenty hot enough to cook food, as native people were known to do. It is therefore plenty hot enough to kill.

The irony is inescapable. The thermal features were the single phenomenon that most impressed the founders of the park. There were other lakes in the country, and other canyons—but there was nothing quite like the geyser basins. And today, there is nothing quite like the geyser basins for providing a horrific death.

So, we were reminded when, just as we were beginning work on this book, extraordinary news came from the park. A visitor had been walking the boardwalk loop at the West Thumb Geyser Basin, on Yellowstone Lake, and spotted a black shoe in Abyss Pool. One happy thing about Yellowstone is that people do not usually throw their garbage over their shoulders; a shoe in a pool, a common enough sight everywhere else, set off alarms here. The visitor reported the shoe to a tour guide, who, investigating, got quite a surprise. The guide saw that the shoe was not just a shoe. The previous owner’s foot was still inside.

Or part of it. As the former park historian, Lee Whittlesey, noted of LeRoy Piper, the bodies of those who fall into hot springs disintegrate. There was not much left in the well-named Abyss Pool, one of the deepest hot springs in the park. Investigators had found bits of another shoe there earlier in the week, and when the foot turned up, they also found what they called “fatty tissues” floating on the surface of the spring. That was it.

What had happened? And whose foot was it?

What Abyss Pool had done to the body was in line with what hot springs always do to people who fall in. There have been over twenty such deaths in the history of the park, although the figure is inexact. Some people will have simply disappeared… or at least we can guess that they did.

The facts of the known deaths are as gruesome as anything in the history of Yellowstone. Take the case of David Allen Kirwan and his friend Ronald Ratliff. On July  20, 1981, the two parked at the Fountain Paint Pot parking area, at the Lower Geyser Basin. Ratliff’s dog bounded out of their vehicle and jumped into Celestine Pool. This is one reason the authorities require dogs stay on a leash in the park. They see a pool and want to jump in, and they have no understanding of the concept of “death by boiling.”

Celestine Pool is one of the hot ones, later measured at 202ºF. The dog howled, and Kirwan rushed to its aid. Here is Whittlesey’s description of what followed:


Ratliff and another bystander both saw that Kirwan was preparing to go into the spring, and the bystander yelled, “Don’t go in there!” Kirwan yelled back, “Like hell I won’t!” Several more people yelled not to go in, but Kirwan took two steps into the pool then dove headfirst into the boiling water. One witness described it as a flying, swimming pool-type dive.



Kirwan actually made it to the dog, then gave up and tried to climb out. Ratliff tried to help and suffered second-degree burns to his feet in the process. Another visitor, a man named Earl Welch, took Kirwan’s outstretched hand and pulled him up on the walk.

It was an ugly scene:


Welch was suddenly overwhelmed with the feeling that he was walking with a corpse. He could see that Kirwan’s entire body was badly burned, as the skin was already peeling off. It seemed to Welch that Kirwan was blind, for his eyes appeared totally white. Another man ran up and began to remove one of Kirwan’s shoes, and the men watched horrified as the skin came off with it. “Don’t do that!” said Welch, and Kirwan responded very tiredly, “It doesn’t matter.” Near the spring, rangers later found two large pieces of skin shaped like human hands.

Kirwan experienced third-degree burns over 100 percent of his body including the entire head. He was then taken to Old Faithful, where a burn specialist who was coincidentally on duty could do little for him other than to pump in intravenous fluids at a high rate. Bob Carnes, a ranger who saw him at the clinic, remembers thinking that Kirwan did not have a chance for survival. “He was blind and most of his skin was coming off.”



He was, at least, somehow not in pain. He died the next morning at a Salt Lake City hospital, the usual destination for the park’s burn victims. People who work at Old Faithful learn to dread the sound of the helicopter ambulance, come to haul a new victim away, headed at high speed south toward the Intermountain Burn Center in Salt Lake.

In the commotion around Celestine Pool, as Kirwan stumbled out of the water, everyone forgot about the dog. He died, one hopes more quickly than Kirwan, and sank to the bottom. The dog was a large one, either a Great Dane or a mastiff, although no one was sure in the aftermath. That aftermath was surreal.

The dog began to cook in the 202ºF water, and a not-widely-publicized curiosity of the geyser basins manifested itself: as happened recently at Abyss Pool, dissolved fat floated up to the surface. Because the dog had been so big, there was a good deal of it, enough to change the chemistry of the spring.

The boiling point of water is 212ºF at sea level. Yellowstone is anything but sea level, so the boiling point is more like 199ºF. Under the surface in a hot spring, the water is often hotter than that, but the pressure of the water overhead keeps it from boiling off into steam. The dog’s fat was lighter than the surrounding water, which is why it floated to the top. Once there, its lighter weight allowed the water underneath to flash into steam. It essentially turned Celestine Pool, temporarily, into a geyser. There followed a sudden, unexpected eruption. What remained of the dog was blown through the air and out of the pool.

That was an unusually bizarre incident. Hot spring deaths more often fall into patterns. The local practice of what is known as hot potting has claimed victims. It involves finding a spring that can act as a natural Jacuzzi. There are a number of places in the park and in the immediate area, legal and otherwise, where hot springs mingle with less lethal water to make a place where it is possible to sit and happily stew. Had the owner of the foot in Abyss Pool come to grief looking for a hot tub?

It has happened repeatedly. In June  2016, for instance, twenty-three-year-old Colin Scott was touring the country, having just graduated from Pacific University in Oregon. He and his sister, Sable, visited Norris Geyser Basin. It is the hottest place in the park. Here is a strange thing about Norris, mildly strange: it is at seventy-six hundred feet above sea level, but it is so hot that the park’s only species of lizard, the sagebrush lizard, does well there. It lives at Norris as if on an island. The water at Norris is also unusually acidic, although the exceptional heat and acidity probably did not matter all that much in the incident that followed.

The pair were looking for a place to go hot-potting. They left the boardwalk near Porkchop Geyser, which is itself a reminder of the extremes that happen at Norris: in 1989, the geyser blew itself to pieces. It looks today as if someone took it apart with dynamite. The middle of Norris Geyser Basin is not a good place to leave the boardwalk at all. The Scotts went a long way off the boardwalk, 225 yards, according to investigators. Sable filmed their trip on a cell phone. They reached a spring that was not especially large or deep: four feet wide, ten feet deep, and apparently nameless. Colin Scott reached over to check the temperature—which was measured, later, at 212ºF, even hotter than Celestine Pool. He then slipped and tumbled in.

Sable did what she could, which was not much. Colin went all the way in. There is no cell service in that part of the park, so she had to hike all the way back to the museum on the other side of the highway, a long trip. When the rangers returned to the spring, they found that Scott’s body was partly visible, and obviously dead. A lightning storm prevented them from recovering it, and when they returned the next day, it was gone. A park spokesman said that “In a very short order, there was a significant amount of dissolving.”

That word, “dissolve,” then appeared in news sites all over the world.

The focus above is on victims who were being reckless. Often, however, the death is purest accident. Among these, what happened to Andy Hecht is representative. For sheer horror, it is not possible to beat his story.

Andy was nine years old when he and his family were visiting the Upper Geyser Basin on June 28, 1970. They were approaching Crested Pool, a strikingly beautiful spring near Castle Geyser, and a few hundred yards from Old Faithful. It is today lined by railings that are substantial enough that what happened to Andy is not likely to occur today. It developed so quickly that witnesses could not entirely agree on what had happened. Here is Whittlesey’s account:


A puff of wind apparently blew the pool’s hot vapor into Andy’s eyes, momentarily blinding him at a turn in the walkway. Some accounts claim Andy tripped at the edge of the boardwalk, which had no guardrail. At any rate, he plunged into the pool, where the temperature was over 200 degrees Fahrenheit. Andy tried vainly to swim a couple of strokes, then was scalded to death and sank. According to two national magazines, the last glimpse his mother had of him was seeing his rigid, stark-white face, the mark of his pain and apprehension of death, sinking into the boiling water. Andy’s father stated that they did not see him fall; he was behind them on the boardwalk when they heard a splash, turned around, and saw in horror that he had fallen into Crested Pool. Regardless, his body sank out of sight. Eight pounds of bone, flesh, and clothing were recovered the following day.



Incidents like these are representative in one way: they show us what water, heated in the drastic way characteristic of Yellowstone, does to the human body.

Of the above, David Kirwan’s case lasted the longest, even though he only survived until the next day. He was totally immersed in a spring that was over 200ºF. What happened to the skin, on every bit of his body, was what doctors call protein denaturation. Exposed to such extreme heat, the complex structures in the protein in all those skin cells were broken apart. Blood flow to the cells stopped—what doctors call coagulative necrosis—and the cells died in their millions. Think of what happens to meat when you cook it, or the whites of an egg when you boil it. That is what happened to the cells in Kirwan’s skin, close to all of them, and he was actually being exposed to greater heat than you would want to subject an egg to, or a steak for that matter—and recall how his eyes turned white, like the eyes of a fish wrapped in foil in a barbecue, or the white part of a hardboiled egg. The greatest danger to burn victims is ultimately infection, but Yellowstone hot-spring injuries often do not allow the patient to get that far. Instead, all over the body, edema develops as liquid seeps from all that damaged tissue. The next step is dehydration, and shock. That is why the doctor at Old Faithful was pouring intravenous fluid into Kirwan. In a victim of this kind of extraordinary whole-body trauma, hypovolemic shock is usually the cause of death. In Kirwan’s case, it may have been a mercy.

Where the shoe, and the foot, in Abyss Pool were concerned, the authorities did answer the “who” part of the mystery.

It was partly just a matter of waiting to see which car in the parking lot at the West Thumb Geyser Basin sat unclaimed. Investigators ultimately zeroed in on a Kia SUV. It belonged to a seventy-year-old Los Angeles man named Il Hun Ro. Inside the vehicle, they found Ro’s wallet, complete with driver’s license and $447. They also found a photo album, notebooks, and a book of poems with handwritten notes. There was no suicide note. DNA from a relative confirmed that the foot belonged to Ro.

The shoe and foot had turned up on August  16, but investigators concluded that Ro had died over two weeks earlier, on the morning of July 31. Ro had stayed at Canyon the previous night. He would have parked in the West Thumb lot early in the morning of the 31st, surely, or there would have been witnesses. West Thumb Geyser Basin is a popular stop just off the Grand Loop Road, and Abyss Pool is hemmed in on two sides by boardwalk. It, too, is a popular stop, and the dates—the end of July and the start of August—are the busiest of the Yellowstone year. That was one feature of the incident that was strange from the start. It was like finding a body in Times Square with no witnesses and no idea how it got there.

But the investigators left it at that. They announced to the news media on November  17 that the investigation had been closed. With no sign of foul play, there was no reason to continue. And with no witnesses, it was impossible to learn what had happened.

The hot springs of Yellowstone do not leave much evidence. When they kill, they cover their tracks. They even erase the victim.




Not the Chariots of the Gods, Please

Yellowstone is odd in many ways, some happier than others. One of the happiest is the way the past is not obliterated here. Elsewhere in the country, what people did only a few centuries or even a few decades ago is buried under concrete. Go try to find a Spanish colonial building in Los Angeles, or anything from Sam Houston’s time in the city named for him. There are so few that the handful remaining are, in one way or another, museums.

No so Yellowstone. Here, you can see on the ground evidence left by people not just hundreds of years ago, but thousands.

When white explorers began to penetrate what is today Yellowstone National Park, in the first half of the nineteenth century, they found the area inhabited mainly by a group of Mountain Shoshone that is today known as the Sheepeaters, after their practice of making bighorn sheep a big part of their diet. When we think about Western Indians of that time, we tend to picture scenes from Dances with Wolves, of buffalo hunts on wide open prairie, but the life of the mountains was not like that. In July 1835, the mountain man Osborne Russell entered the future park by travelling down the Lamar River valley. He and his party encountered a band of Mountain Shoshone there. In his journal, he recorded for us a picture of life as it was lived by the native people of Yellowstone. In the Lamar valley, he found


a group comprising 6 men 7 women and 8 or 10 children who were the only Inhabitants of this lonely and secluded spot. They were all neatly clothed in dressed deer and Sheep skins of the best quality and seemed to be perfectly contented and happy. They were rather surprised at our approach and retreated to heights where they might have a view of us without apprehending any danger, but having persuaded them of our pacific intentions we then succeeded in getting them to encamp with us. Their personal property consisted of one old butcher knife nearly worn to the back, two old shattered fusees [that is, smoothbore muskets], which had long since become useless for want of ammunition, a small stone pot, and about 30 dogs on which they carried their skins, clothing, provisions etc on their hunting excursions. They were well armed with bows and arrows pointed with obsidian. The bows were beautifully wrought from Sheep, Buffaloe and Elk horns secured with Deer and Elk sinews and ornamented with porcupine quills.



The Mountain Shoshone, in fact, are well known today for the quality of their bows. The technique by which they were made was complex and demanding, a kind of Neolithic high-tech. They were fashioned from the iconic spiraling horn of the bighorn ram from which they took their tribal moniker, softened and worked in the hot springs of the region. We, of course, have no way of knowing if any of the artisans fell in.

Other tribes lived in and near the park or have a tradition of passing through. The Crow tribe were so much a presence that their reservation included much of what is now the eastern part of the national park; today, the mountains along that eastern boundary are called the Absaroka Range, taken from the name the Crow use for themselves. The Bannock, who today live on a reservation in Idaho, passed through annually on their way to hunt buffalo on the high plains to the northeast. The most famous group that passed through did so just once. During their epic flight from the US Army, the Nez Perce spent almost two weeks in the park, entering near what is now West Yellowstone, Montana, and leaving through the wilderness up along the northeast corner, after causing some epic turmoil.

There were other tribes, and those were the native people we know the most about, going by the names they use today. Their ancestors went by different names, lost now. The earliest human groups arrived a very long time ago. Their arrival had to await the melting of the glaciers that covered the park almost completely, and to a depth, in places, of four thousand feet. Some of the park’s really tall mountains, like Mount Washburn, were entirely under ice. If you could possibly have visited it, the park would have looked like Antarctica, although it would not have been as cold. As the ice ages ended, the glaciers retreated, and you can see the evidence of that retreat in some places. If you drive into Yellowstone from the north, after you leave Livingston, you motor south, up Paradise Valley. All around are marks on the landscape left as the ice melted. Only the most obvious are those long ridges of boulders and gravel that appear regularly from about the point that you pass Mallard’s Rest campground and fishing access on the Yellowstone River. Those are glacial moraines, debris that the ice carried with it as it pushed north out of the mountains.

The humans went the other direction. Gradually, year by year, generation by generation, they penetrated what we know of as Yellowstone National Park. The ice was leaving the area fourteen thousand years ago, and we know people were there because they left us a few clues. What archaeologists call “fluted” points, the stone spearpoint characteristic of the earliest human groups in North America, have turned up in the northern part of the national park. They were produced by the Clovis people—hence, the name “Clovis point”—and were used as the business end of hunting spears. One such spearpoint turned up along the Old Yellowstone Trail just inside the park in 2007. Fragments of others came to light when a construction crew was building the old Gardiner post office in 1959. The man who dropped them did so maybe as much as thirteen thousand years ago. These examples were fragmentary, but other Clovis points found around North America are awesome things, the longest a point found in Washington State that was nine inches long. They were like massive stone daggers attached to spears and were used to take down the extinct giant mammals of the time, like woolly mammoths. Imagine rushing up to an elephant and jamming a piece of sharpened rock in its side. That is what they did.

From that point, humans were a part of Yellowstone, their use intensifying about three thousand years ago with the arrival of the bow and arrow, and by that point the ancient hunters were leaving evidence all over the place.

There is an old myth about them. It is usually traced back to the early park superintendent Philetus Norris. He gave his name to the geyser basin, among other things. He also wanted people to visit the park, but he lived in the era when being killed in the unfinished Indian wars was still a going proposition. He is thought to have therefore invented the claim that Native Americans had never spent much time in the park and so could not be a threat. When Norris came west to take up his superintendency in 1877, he stopped on the way at the Little Bighorn battlefield to gather the remains of a friend who died there; the battle had happened during the previous year, so potential tourists who feared violence in the West were not being unreasonable. Not to worry, Norris wrote reassuringly. The Natives were deterred, he claimed, “by a superstitious awe concerning the rumbling and hissing sulfur flames of the spouting geysers and other hot springs, which they imagined to be the wails and groans of departed Indian warriors who were suffering punishment for their earthly sins.”

As noted, the Mountain Shoshone were so unconcerned by the hot springs that they used them as a place to make their bows. Far from being a place they visited only rarely, native people seem not to have been able to get enough of the place. When you know what to look for, you can see signs of them absolutely everywhere.

There are, for instance, ring sites, places where you can see, on the ground, the circles of stones that once held down the bison-hide walls of their lodges—teepees, to use the traditional word for them. Sometimes the stones surrounded wickiups, conical structures made of tree branches that served as shelter for a brief stop, or longer. Some were substantial enough that there are still, incredibly, a few of them intact, standing since the nineteenth century in unvisited corners of the park. There are hearths, places where campfires burned, still dark with ash hundreds or thousands of years later. In the Yellowstone River valley north of Gardiner, there are buffalo jumps, places where native groups built rock alignments that channeled bison toward a cliff; part of the group hazed the bison toward the cliff and forced it to stampede, while the other part waited to kill the animals when they crashed to a messy landing below the cliff. And everywhere there is toolmaking debris: chipped obsidian, chert, quartzite, and other materials left when a tool was worked. In the boundary lands along the Old Yellowstone Trail west of Gardiner, archaeologists even found a piece of a settler’s broken bottle, picked up by a native, then chipped and worked into a blade. Everywhere, just everywhere, native people left the marks of their passage.

That brings us to the unsolved mystery in this matter.

Our hope is that this book will be readable for younger teens. If you are a kid reading this, however, you will likely have to ask your grandparents about the subhead we gave this section. And they will likely roll their eyes.

Or maybe not. Chariots of the Gods? was a bestselling book written by a Swiss hotelier and confidence artist named Erich von Däniken. He wrote the first version of the book during quiet hours at the hotel and just after leaving jail, where he was serving a sentence for fraud. His claim was that the earth had been visited by UFO beings in the distant past, and that we can see the evidence in ancient art and architecture. The pyramids in Egypt, Stonehenge, and the statues on Easter Island, he says, were built by aliens. How else could they have come to be? One of the best known of his claims is that massive earth artworks, like the famous Nazca Lines in Peru, were landing strips for alien spacecraft. Why else would they be fully visible only from above?

The book had tremendous vogue through the 1970s, spawning a series of films, among other things. Actual archaeologists find it exasperating. They have never had much trouble sticking a pin in von Däniken’s claims and blowing them up. For all the phenomena he says cannot be rationally explained, there are rational explanations, often easy ones.

Still, one hesitates to admit it, but sometimes in the park Chariots of the Gods? comes to mind.

For instance: one of the most eye-catching mountains in the northern part of the park is Mount Everts. It dominates the view to the east from park headquarters at Mammoth, hanging over Fort Yellowstone and the hot springs like a wall, 8,849 feet high at its summit. No trail leads to that summit; it is a bushwhack all the way, but one that locals take on when looking for a moderately challenging climb. The view to the east is mostly impenetrably dense forest. To the west—to the right, during the climb—is the face the mountain shows to the traveling public. For most of the way, a turn to the right would lead over what would almost amount to a cliff. As always, whenever climbing any Yellowstone peak, the view grows ever more compelling. Below is the Gardner River canyon. Beyond that, the valley of the Yellowstone River stretches away. Sepulcher Mountain and Electric Peak make up the southern flank of the valley. In the distance, the Yellowstone disappears into a kind of alpine jumble, dozens of peaks all blending together.

Below, though, something very strange may appear.

Directly below is a dead-flat mesa called Rifle Range Flats. In the spring, and only in the spring, it turns bright green; that terrain below is a desert, so the green will not last. As the green intensifies through June, perfectly straight lines appear. They are not there at any other time, and searching for them at their level, on Rifle Range Flats, reveals absolutely nothing. They appear like ghosts, and they disappear that way.

The lengthiest is a quarter-mile long and perfectly straight the whole way. There are others on the flat, and beyond the Gardner River there are more, although none so perfect and oddly compelling as those below. Thing is—that is the national park, down there. It was protected before it could ever be settled. There should be no perfectly straight lines, and certainly not one a quarter-mile long, appearing loud and clear, then disappearing as if it had never existed. How could it, and the others, have gotten there?

But this one is easy. As strange a sight as they are, there is an explanation. When the US Army governed Yellowstone, early in its history, the soldiers did things that would strike us as odd. For one, they grew crops. Farther down the valley is land that was not originally part of the park; homesteaders lived there, and to the extent that they could, in a desert, they too grew crops. The straight lines are irrigation ditches, filled in now and forgotten—except when they reappear in the spring, spectral visitors from a lost age.

Some are not as easy to explain. Some have no explanation at all.

Why, for instance, is there a wall, a stone wall, in the Yellowstone River valley built apparently by ancient Americans, but for no visible purpose? Long, elaborate, utterly improbable, and looking like the Great Wall of China in miniature, it snakes up the north wall of the valley and disappears into the sage-and-cactus desert above. It stands alone in that part of the valley, a monument to… what? And to whom?

This is one mystery object you can see for yourself. It is easiest if you are headed north, but south can still work. As you leave the park through the North Entrance and Gardiner, Montana, you leave the park road network and find yourself on US Route 89. There are no turns to make; just drive north on 89, along the Yellowstone River. Just before the river enters the tight canyon ahead—Yankee Jim Canyon—you will see a sign done in US Forest Service brown and white, reading “National Forest River Access and Picnic Area/Yankee Jim.” It is 13.5 miles from Yellowstone National Park North Entrance station.

Navigation in this part of the world is tricky. There are no street addresses. Not quite a hundred yards beyond the gravel drive leading to the Yankee Jim picnic area—again, headed north—is a power line crossing the highway at a right angle. Park there (in the dirt beside the road—there are no parking lots, either). Look at the ridgeline in front of your hood and look hard. The wall is there, running roughly north-south from just short of the road to an unguessable height on the ridge above. It is made of native rock, so it blends into the hillside in a way that probably has helped keep it an unexamined mystery.

That height is unguessable because the terrain is so awful as to make a reconnaissance too painful to attempt. The wall of the canyon faces almost perfectly southward. During the winter, it holds precious little snow, and for most of the rest of the year, it bakes. The sun is so brutal that little can grow, except a few highly drought-tolerant trees like junipers and the usual sagebrush and cactus. The rock is all volcanic scree and touching it during the summer is like touching a stovetop. The nearest water is in the river below.

So building that wall was no picnic. It required heavy labor for what must have been a long time. It was not someone’s hobby or an idle task taken on a whim.

Do not confuse the wall we are here speaking of with the barrier just up the road, where a cattle guard crosses the highway and is linked up with a wooden buck-and-rail fence, also running up and down the ridge. That barrier is intended to stop bison from migrating farther up the valley, and so possibly carrying disease into the cattle ranches that fill the big valley south of Livingston (the fictional setting, by the way, for Kevin Costner’s television series Yellowstone). The wooden rail fence does draw attention to one very odd feature of the rock wall. The wooden one is a response to a political demand, from the cattlemen in the valley beyond. It is intended to stop absolutely all bison from moving down the valley—and yet note its incompleteness. It need only run a short distance up the hill, because nature has provided a really genuinely gigantic barrier in the walls of the canyon. Why, then, does the stone wall exist when it runs parallel to a wall a thousand feet high?

Native people did build structures of a size and permanence that are much greater than we usually associate with them, in this part of the world (and the wall, if you know where to look, is visible on Google Earth). As noted, they built jumps over which they ran herds of bison; to get the herds headed in the right direction, they constructed lines of rock cairns that archaeologists call “drivelines,” and these lines might extend several miles. Inside the park is a site where they created drivelines that led to a marsh inside a natural ravine, where the animals were slowed by the wet ground and so were more easily killed. The Mountain Shoshone constructed wooden sheep traps that were comparably massive.

Also inside the park, near Mammoth Hot Springs, are similar walls not unlike the one at Yankee Jim Canyon. Paul Schullery, a longtime Park Service interpreter and author of a number of books about the park, has written a description of one of them that captures well the feeling of pure surprise at the moment of discovery:


A few years ago I was scanning the hills above a meadow near Mammoth Hot Springs. I was looking for grizzly bears, but along a low slope on one side of a small drainage that emptied out into the meadow, two parallel rows of boulders caught my eye. Ranging in size from one to several feet across, the boulders ran downhill in lines so straight and perfect that there could be no doubt they were put there by humans. They had clearly been there a very long time, but nobody, not even the archeologists and other historians I later asked, had noticed them. I took an archaeologist to see them, just to confirm my suspicion, but the purpose of the boulder lines was pretty obvious to me. Crouching behind them, a hunter would have been well concealed from elk, deer, or bison as they descended through the narrow draw and out onto the meadow on their way to the nearest standing water. I started spending time in that meadow in 1972, and I glassed those slopes countless times looking for bears, but it took me eighteen years to notice those rocks.



It is as if he had discovered a little Stonehenge in one of the park’s most traveled areas, and that is what the experience of finding one of these places is like. You, along with everybody else, blunder into the thing and are amazed that you have missed it all this time. You are also, often enough, on your own when it comes to explaining what the devil it is.

Just in roughly the area of the North Entrance, there are a number of intriguingly mysterious structures. There are several rock walls like the ones at Mammoth and Yankee Jim Canyon. There are stone circles. There are cairns, piles of rock obviously arranged by human hands, their purpose obscure. The age of all these rock arrangements is obviously great, obvious because they are so thoroughly coated with undisturbed lichen.

Not so the really strange rock arrangement that appears on the shoulder of Mount Everts, in about the place from which a climber can see the local version of the Nazca Lines in the spring. It is a structure of rock sourced locally, and artfully arranged into an oval, more open to the east than the west. It looks rather like an eagle’s nest, laid on the ground and made of stone rather than tree branches. What it looks very much like is a Crow vision quest structure.

The Crow call them “fasting beds,” and they are an integral part of the spiritual life of the Crow tribe. Stuart Conner was a Billings, Montana, attorney and former Yellowstone ranger who studied the fasting beds of the region for years, and wrote about them:


A vision quest in the culture of the Crow Indians is a quest for personal supernatural power. Power is usually acquired by the visitation of a guardian spirit in a dream induced by fasting, praying, and formerly by self-mutilation. The guardian spirit can be anything in nature, but traditionally was often the moon or the morning star or an animal or bird invested with supernatural power. The power is passed to the faster by the guardian spirit, usually with instructions for making a medicine bundle, and with a medicine song and ceremonial procedures to be used to invoke the power when it is needed.



The fast lasts upward of four days and involves the opposite of comfort: the more difficult the experience, the more likely it is that the seeker will be granted a vision. The fast therefore takes place on a bed of stone. “The preferred locations,” Conner continued, “are those eminences with a view across great plains or valleys, often to distant mountain ranges…. Most fasting beds of unknown origin in Crow Country are U-shaped or oval and just large enough for a person to sit inside cross-legged…. The U-shaped ones are open on the east end. I have been told bya Crow man that the opening is so positioned that nothing separates the faster from the morning star. The morning star has great supernatural power. It sometimes becomes the guardian spirit of the faster.”

That describes the structure of Mount Everts perfectly, and it is pointed directly at the part of the sky where Venus rises. It is also oriented such that, during the summer solstice, the sun shines directly on the fasting bed for the greatest amount of time, given the enormous mountains all around. At the solstice, the sun disappears behind the far end of the Yellowstone River valley; the peaks at that far end are like a gunsight with the sun in its notch. At that moment, the ridge, from below, lights up the brightest green.

But, as noted above, this fasting bed has no lichen on it. It was therefore built recently… and that is one of its appealing features. The Crow have never abandoned this ancient practice. So a modern Crow spirit-warrior hijacked the park as his own personal supernatural channel—and more power to him.

All these things are the work of one or another of the tribes that lived here: Mountain Shoshone, Crow, or some other group. It is just difficult, sometimes, to figure out what they were doing. Except for the wall in Yankee Jim Canyon, you should not try to find any of the places described above. Something might go really amiss, something involving bears or snakes or mountain lions, leading you to come to grief in a way that might be legally actionable. It is better that some of these places remain a family secret anyway.

But here is another you can see—a lmost—from the car:

On Yellowstone Lake, at Bridge Bay, is a structure that no one can quite figure out. It is right next to the Grand Loop Road, 0.8 miles north of the intersection that leads to the campground and marina at Bridge Bay. If you are headed south, it is about exactly a mile from the intersection with the road to the Lake Hotel and appears at almost the exact point at which the trees along the lakeshore end and the road opens up to reveal a wide view of Yellowstone Lake (and if you are driving northbound, it appears just as that open view is ending and the road is reentering the forest). There is a long turnout next to the lake a tenth of a mile south of the mystery object. Park there and walk north to the place where the shore-side trees begin. Then look closely along the water’s edge.

What you may see is a strange rearrangement of the terrain. It is only visible during a dry year, and then only during the autumn—keeping in mind that Yellowstone autumn begins earlier than it does on the calendar. If you are here, however, when the lake level is a little down, you will see a thing that looks, appropriately, like a giant fishhook, or a scale model of a pleasure boat marina. A line of rocks protrudes above the level of the water. The line runs out into the lake, then turns southward, looping around to enclose a portion of the lake about the size of a large swimming pool. The questions are: Is this thing natural? Or did humans build it, long ago?

What it does look like is a fish trap, and that is what many authorities believe it to be. Similar structures—indeed, structures that look just like this one—can be found all over the world, although such traps usually were built to make use of the tide or a river current, and there is no appreciable current here. Nevertheless, the Mountain Shoshone will have either driven or baited fish into it, then blocked the only opening—and the Shoshone are the likeliest tribe to have built this structure, since the Crow did not like fish. The species they were after was the Yellowstone cutthroat, which crowds into the shallows in the spring. We know from accounts written by early visitors that fishing on the lake was, in the park’s first decades, absurdly easy and productive; we have report after report of anglers catching dozens of fish with ease. Having filled the dammed area with fish, the Shoshone either speared them or caught them with basket nets; they made a special spear for such purposes, an eight-or ten-foot-long shaft with a barbed end that they thrust downward with both hands.

Even if the structure is a natural phenomenon, as some believe, it could be made to work as a fish trap. Maybe it was half one and half the other, a natural shoal that the Mountain Shoshone modified to work as a trap. It is a problem that comes up in North American archaeology over and over: where do the limits of the “natural” end, and the human modifications begin?

Do us a favor, though: if you visit the trap, or the wall in Yankee Jim Canyon, leave the rocks alone. They have been there for a long, long time.

In later chapters, we will return to the subject of the aboriginal people of the area. They left us plenty of mysteries to ponder. For now, let us turn to an utterly inhuman force.
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