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INTRODUCTION


Colorado is full of myths and legends. With some of the highest peaks on the continent, deepest canyons, one-of-a-kind geological features, and broadest open prairies, the stage has been set for a fascinating array of dramas. Strange, sometimes unbelievable occurrences have unfolded across the state.


The tallest sand dunes on the North American continent are located in Colorado. Some of them reach as high as 700 feet from base to summit. But why are these uncommon formations here, in the middle of the Rocky Mountains?


The abandonment, by those ancient Native Americans called the Anasazi, of their cliff homes in southwestern Colorado will always make us wonder what happened there. The distinctive arid canyons, containing the deeply set alcoves and caves where their dwellings were ensconced, are part of the mystery. Why did these people leave the area forever? And why did they build and then abandon hundreds of towers in the area of Hovenweep?


The geology of Colorado lured gold and silver miners in the 1800s. The Reynolds Gang, fortune hunter Baby Doe Tabor, and wanderer Louis Dupuy all had hopes of securing their financial futures in mining. But where did the Reynoldses bury their treasure? Why did the “rags to riches to rags” Baby Doe Tabor die in poverty when she didn’t have to? And what secret was Louis Dupuy hiding?


Wide-open spaces and unexplored lands beckoned legendary figures such as Mother Cabrini, P. T. Barnum, and Buffalo Bill. How did Mother Cabrini perform her miracle in the foothills? What Colorado events surrounded the life of the great circus man, P. T. Barnum? Was Buffalo Bill buried on Lookout Mountain by choice?


Further mysteries make one ask: Why do people think that aliens visited a ranch in southern Colorado? And did a professor at the University of Colorado disappear because he was a spy? Bridey Murphy made national headlines when, under hypnosis, she revealed facts about having lived a past life in Ireland, although she had never been there in her present life. Is this possible? How do you explain the “Granby Idol,” a 1,000-year-old stone artifact unearthed on the Western Slope?


And even a street in Denver holds its own secret that will always remain a mystery. It was named Colfax for an obscure and uninspiring US Speaker of the House. Why?


Ute Chief Colorow and Antoinette Perry became legends in their own time, yet their lives were mostly unknown. How could this happen? Read on!




CHAPTER ONE


THE GREAT SAND DUNES


Rising 700 feet in the air and stretching for 10 miles, the Great Sand Dunes of Colorado are one of the most striking and mysterious geological features in America. For many who visit there, little thought is given to how these dunes got there. It is just considered one giant sandbox!


On any nice spring day in late May, and especially on the Memorial Day weekend, a crowd of visitors fills the campgrounds and parking lots around the Great Sand Dunes National Park near Alamosa, Colorado. Most are in swimsuits or shorts, and some are carrying beach balls, large beach umbrellas, chaise lounges, and beach towels. Some have colorful kid-sized plastic shovels and buckets. But where’s the beach?


Just ahead, sand dunes reach into the sky. Behind the tall dunes, mountain peaks rise up to 10,000 feet, with snow still clinging to the highest points. It certainly doesn’t look like a desert. But if you look back down to the sand dunes, visions of camels with robed Arabs on their backs do not seem out of place.


Then there’s an even odder scene. Gushing out of the mountains, Medano Creek winds around the flat base of the dunes and runs across the sand. It’s a small creek, granted, and when it spreads out over the sand, much of it gets soaked up, but small rivulets manage to survive the crossing. An odd characteristic of this water flowing across the sand is that it changes course back and forth across the wide expanse.


[image: As visitors to Colorado’s Great Sand Dunes know, there are few sights so startling as coming upon dunes in the middle of the mountains. DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY, WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION, GEORGE BEAM, GB-7514]


Visitors pitch their umbrellas in the sand along the bank. The water never gets deeper than a few inches, and while it’s seldom more than several yards across, the area of wet sand can be more than 50 feet wide. It’s like one big beach, but with a very “low tide” and no ocean.


Memorial Day weekend is so popular at the Great Sand Dunes because this small creek comes only from spring snowmelt. Most of the year, the sandy “beach scene” is dry. And if there has been a particularly dry year with little snow in the higher mountains, the precious “beach days” when the water runs across the sands may be short in number.


Why does the water shift and change directions as it moves over the sand? The rivulets displace patterns of sand, digging down and creating small dams that then block the water flow and redirect it. The process is repeated time and time again. And while the water is moving along the bases of the dunes, the wind is blowing over the tops, constantly changing their shapes.


And how did the dunes form originally? Most believe that the secret lies in the flat and semiarid plain of the San Luis Valley. Grains of sand are picked up by the wind from the valley and carried toward the high peaks to the east. But because the sand is too heavy for the wind to lift it over the mountains, it falls to the earth again and creates the dunes.


So why don’t the sand dunes push right up against the higher mountains to the east? Medano Creek, which runs along the base of the mountains, carries this sand back out to the valley, so the dunes don’t have a chance to take hold next to the mountains.


Long before geologists came up with these scientific answers, there existed a number of legends and myths. One story from 1885 tells of a herd of sheep that was covered in sand, providing the seeds for the first dune. In this fable some sheepherders came to the San Luis Valley in 1816, bringing 3,500 sheep along with them. They were to locate in a pasture where there was good grazing. These men built small houses and corrals to care for the sheep. One day, a sheepherder went to explore the surrounding mountains and was gone for three days. When he returned, he could not find the original camp. There was now a huge amount of sand, 50 feet deep, that had buried the whole area. He went for help, but when they returned to dig for the men, the sand was too deep and would fall back into the holes as they dug. They realized that all of the men, the houses, corrals, and the 3,500 sheep had been buried by a storm under the huge mound of sand. None of them was ever found. Each year thereafter the storms blew in more sand until eventually the Great Sand Dunes were formed.


Another fable from the Ute Indians tells how the sand dunes saved a young girl’s life after she had first been captured and then later sold to a rancher by a Ute chief. The rancher borrowed money from his rich brother to free the little girl and raise her in his own home. Later, however, the chief decided he wanted the girl back. When the rancher refused, the Ute fought with him. The two men fatally wounded each other and died among the dunes. When a storm came up, they were buried under mounds of blowing sand and could not be found. Many years later, a storm shifted the dunes again, and human bones were uncovered. Some believed that this was where the two men had died and that their sand-covered bodies had formed the first mounds of the Great Sand Dunes.


Although these legends are no doubt more fiction than fact, the blowing sand has indeed been known to bury whatever is in its path. Even today, a visitor to the Great Sand Dunes National Park can locate part of a forest along its edge that is gradually being buried alive. The skeletons of old dead trees can be seen sticking out of the sand.


Another mystery about the Great Sand Dunes is how they have continued to grow in size and yet remain relatively stable. Many think that the local streams and snowstorms have deposited enough water to keep the underlying sand wet. This keeps the sand dunes in place while the drier sand on top continues to blow and drift.


[image: Before modern geology solved the riddle, there were many mysteries and legends about how the dunes might have originated. DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY, WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION, DONALD KOCH,Z-4160]


One final mystery takes place near the Great Sand Dunes. It is an underground waterfall and, until recently, only a few early explorers had known of its existence. Even today, though, the average visitor to the national park is unaware of it. The waterfall is found deep in a cave and, when frozen, is said to be a brilliant aqua blue. It is unknown where this water comes from or why it has such brilliant color when it’s frozen.


What is not a mystery any longer is how to visit these falls. They can be reached by taking the gravel road located on the Bureau of Land Management property 4 miles east of Colorado Highway 150, just south of the entrance to the Great Sand Dunes National Park. In winter the approach can be made by walking in along the ice floor of the cavern.


Even with all the mysteries and legends that have become part of the lore about the Great Sand Dunes, most people have come to regard the dunes as simply a fun place to visit. The park service allows and encourages tourists to walk, run, and roll down the dunes. This is most comfortably experienced during the cooler months when the sand is not so warm that it burns a hiker’s bare feet. And the park offers other features such as hiking along Medano Creek or up the trails to the mountaintops nearby. But on a hot summer day, the temperature of the sand can reach 140 degrees Fahrenheit. No mystery about that!




CHAPTER TWO


THE ANASAZI


Al Wetherill stood on the canyon floor and stared at the archaeological ruins above him. “Who were the people who had lived here?” he wondered. “Where had they come from? And where did they go?”


In 1882 Benjamin Alfred Wetherill, a rancher who lived on the nearby Alamo Ranch with his brothers, was visiting Mancos Cañon in southwestern Colorado. He’d had a tip from a stranger who had recently wintered his stock there. Al had always been curious about native artifacts and had found many mounds, pottery shards, and artifacts on his family’s land, but this was obviously something quite different.


He rode his horse down Mancos Cañon about 12 miles, initially seeing nothing out of the ordinary. With dusk approaching, he decided to go back. As he turned his pony around on the trail, however, his attention was caught by the rim of a cave about 100 feet directly above him. He dismounted and scrambled up the rocky slope. There it was, just as the man had said. Obviously man-made rock walls painted with white stripes stood silent and uninhabited. Pottery fragments and flint chips were scattered throughout the dwelling. Later discoveries at this location would also reveal large numbers of sandals in the debris, giving the dwelling its name, Sandal House. It would be among dozens of canyon cliff dwellings that would eventually be discovered by the Wetherills during the next several years.


[image: With 150 rooms, the Cliff Palace ruin in Mesa Verde National Park is the largest prehistoric cliff structure in North America. Denver Public LIBRARY. Western History Collection, L.C. MCCLURE, MCC-3060]


This discovery led to the eventual establishment of what is now called Mesa Verde National Park. It is the only national park that features human culture as its main point of interest. And it is the only place where Native Americans left more than petroglyphs on rock walls or arrowheads and bone tools. Here are the rock houses where they had lived, built right into the cliffs. As more and more of these cliff dwellings came to be discovered throughout the canyons of the mesa, it was evident that this entire area had contained a huge settlement of ancient people. Some buildings were two or three stories high, and all had been built with such precision and craft that they were still standing when Al Wetherill discovered them more than 500 years later. It could be described as a Native American ghost town.


Having no name to call these early cliff dwellers, modern archaeologists refer to them as the Anasazi—a Navajo word meaning “the ancient ones.” And sometimes they are referred to as the ancient Puebloans.


So who were these people? Why did they build rock houses up in the cliffs? And why did they desert their homes after living there for so many years?


Al Wetherill’s findings at Sandal House and other dwellings were the earliest actual archaeological collections from the area, but nearby native tribes were already very familiar with these dwellings. They spoke of them as being “forbidden,” however, and tended to avoid them. No reason has ever been given for the Indians’ fear of these locations. Once the cliff dwellings were abandoned, no natives ever returned to live there again.


The first actual recorded sighting of the cliff dwellings happened in 1776 when a Catholic priest, Father Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, traveled from Santa Fe, New Mexico, to explore the area. Between 1846 and 1848 a US military expedition, conducted by Major John Wesley Powell, and a separate US Geological Survey both documented seeing “ruined buildings of an ancient race” as they passed Mesa Verde. But the cliff dwellings remained mostly unknown to the outside world until Wetherill started exploring deep into the canyons, documenting and collecting artifacts in the area.


Unfortunately, potential answers to the mystery of what became of the Anasazi cliff dwellers may have been lost forever in the years after Al Wetherill made his discovery in 1882 and before the Mesa Verde National Park was established in 1906. After word of Wetherill’s findings became common knowledge, souvenir hunters descended, picking through the ruins to remove unknown numbers of artifacts.


One of the many early travelers who visited the cliff dwellings was photographer William Henry Jackson. Jackson’s photographs reveal Mesa Verde as it was more than one hundred years ago. This photo record provides some idea of just how much has been lost. Technically the artifacts were not “stolen” since there was no official law protecting them until the park was established. Many items were removed just for the purpose of selling them back to the archaeological community. Although some of the items were saved, much of the understanding about these artifacts was lost because they were removed from their original locations and, as a result, could never be studied in their historical context.


Wetherill and his brothers were both a part of the problem and a part of the solution. Although they removed hundreds of artifacts from the original locations, they also took a sincere interest in documenting what they found. And they finally gave much of their collection to the archaeologists. Most of it is now housed at the museum in the national park. The Wetherill brothers also provided invaluable information in locating the many cliff dwellings in the vast network of canyons in the mesa (although even the Wetherills did not find them all).


Despite the missing pieces there is enough evidence remaining to lead scientific authorities to some possible conclusions. Lifestyle, weather, and location all may have played a part in the final disappearance of the Anasazi. Studies suggest that the Mesa Verde area was first settled as early as ad 1. By the late 1200s the general abandonment of the area had begun, and by the year 1300, the Anasazi had disappeared from the region altogether.


The earliest Native Americans in the Southwest were nomadic, surviving by hunting and gathering. They used spears to kill buffalo, deer, and other animals, and plant food came from whatever was growing wild. A common practice was to follow buffalo herds so they could stay close to their food supply. Between 2000 and 1500 bc they had begun to establish farms. By about 1000 bc, they were weaving baskets for storing water and food. And by 500 bc their farms began to include corn and, later, squash. Farming allowed the tribes to settle in one place, although they still were nomadic in nongrowing seasons. The natives became highly skilled at basket weaving and began to incorporate designs.


[image: Using primarily sandstone, mortar, and wooden beams, the ancestral Puebloans managed to build some of America’s most intriguing structures. DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY, WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION, HARRY M.RHOADS,RH-274]


Around ad 550 the people who would become known as the Anasazi moved from the valley floors to the tops of the mesas, where it was cooler in summer and warmer in winter. There was also more rain and better soil for growing their crops. Plentiful trees provided wood for tools, buildings, and fuel for fires. In these early years on the mesa, they lived in pit houses below ground. They began making clay pots, which replaced the baskets, and they also began using clay for adobe houses built above ground. By ad 750 the Pueblo Era had begun, and they were building their houses out of stone. Their pottery became more and more advanced and was decorated with ornate designs.


It was not until about ad 1200 that the Anasazi made the radical move to the cliff caves, leaving the mesa top. Why did such a drastic change in their lifestyle occur? Some believe the Anasazi were experiencing a large growth in population and that the mesa top was becoming crowded. Or perhaps more land for farming was needed, and by moving into the cliffs, they were making more farmland available. They may also have discovered that the cliff caves provided excellent protection from the wind, rain, and snow. Others suggest that they may have been threatened by some outside enemy tribe and the cliff dwellings provided safety from attack as well as a view of approaching enemies.
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As visitors to Colorado’s Great Sand Dunes know, there are few sights so
startling as coming upon dunes in the middle of the mountains.
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Before modern geology solved the riddle, there were many mysteries and
legends about how the dunes might have originated.
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prehistoric cliff structure in North America.
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