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			This book is for any adventurous spirit whose imagination is set spinning by stories of the past. And to those who have never been to Utah, but hear a gentle voice telling them, “Go West,” I say do your very best to answer that call and make the Rocky Mountains your home, at least for a while. 
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			Introduction

			Utah shares exciting pieces of American history with other parts of the West. Yet the stories told by residents of the Beehive State are as unique as the geology of Moab and as mysterious as the foggy mist cloaking the Great Salt Lake. From the tall mountains to the broad, sage-covered valleys, there are secrets waiting to be revealed to those observant enough to recognize the clues. 

			If while exploring a seemingly barren Utah hillside, you happened to notice a couple of old ruts in the soil, long-since grown over by prairie grass, would you picture a wagon train rolling slowly along the path some 150 years earlier? To see such things unfold in your mind is to know that you are standing on a piece of history and have succeeded in shrinking the gap between past and present, between the pioneers of yesterday and the skiers and mountain bikers of today. 

			The immediate connection with the history of land is one reason so many people are attracted to great western states like Utah, where the winds roll across vast open plains and the rugged mountains still guard the secrets of centuries past.

			Stories have always been a way for cultures to pass information down through generations, and the people of Utah are no exception. Sometimes the stories most frequently told are unsolved mysteries and nearly unbelievable tales. Because we don’t know the whole truth of certain events, it is these stories that undergo the most change over time, as they are told and retold around campfires, in hunting lodges, and in schoolyards.

			The Mormon religion is the major element that separates Utah’s people and history from that of other western states. Many stories, including a few in this book, are deeply intertwined with the mythology found in the Book of Mormon and with the men and women who brought their religion west. 

			Whether or not they really happened, whether or not they can ever be proven or resolved, all of the stories in this book are part of Utah’s past. One thing that is definitely true is that this author did not make up these stories. They were researched and retold, and they were probably changed a little bit, the way every storyteller adds his or her own voice and inflection. 

			The power of myth and legend lies in the fact that good stories don’t need to be proven or solved to be exciting or entertaining or to teach us a lesson. Some stories, like the pursuit of Rafael Lopez, seem to lose some of their attraction when they are solved. When the case is closed, we tend to put these stories away, because some of the suspense is lost. This phenomenon reveals much about our own culture and our desire to hear and talk about the unknown. So we exchange our “solved” mysteries for even older, stranger stories, as these are the ones with loose ends, yarns ready to be spun once again around the flickering glow of the campfire.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			High Desert Archaeology 

			As we wandered the alien topography of Utah’s Canyonlands National Park, my three companions and I struggled to believe features so unique could exist anywhere in the world. Dizzy from the surreal geology unfolding before us, each vista more beautiful than the previous, we rounded a bend in the bottom of a slot canyon and froze in silent astonishment. 

			Affixed precariously to the side of the sandstone face, some thirty feet up, was a thousand-year-old, single-room apartment. Like hundreds of other cliff dwellings discovered throughout the Southwest, it had been carefully crafted of quarried stone pieces, stacked and buttressed by wooden support beams hewn from a juniper tree. Just as amazing was the perfectly square, window-size opening on one side, as if the builder had placed an order with the Roman Empire for a pane of glass that never arrived. 

			The precisely mitered architecture juxtaposed against the flowing contours of the canyon walls was enough to raise a few questions: Who built it, and when? Why would anyone choose such a remote and difficult location? Did a winged humanoid species once flutter up each night like barn swallows to their adobe domicile? At that moment, under the heat of a prehistoric star, standing in a corridor tucked into the edge of an endless desert, I felt a scintillating and acute awareness of my place in time, on a scale of millennia rather than centuries or decades.

			Our camping trip was by no means an archaeological excursion, but the next morning I found an artifact I’d like to think most amateurs looking for pottery or arrowheads wouldn’t notice. We had spent the night under the stars on the flat part of a red rock formation, which continued to radiate heat after sunset, when temperatures dipped. Our sleeping bags were just a few feet from rock overhangs too shallow to call caves but deep enough to protect one from the rain. I figured someone had taken shelter there, at some point. A casual combing of the shallow sand produced no tools or pottery, but I did find a little balled-up cluster of fibers. Nesting material for a mouse, I figured. A closer inspection had me convinced they were yucca plant fibers. As I teased apart the strands, I realized they were not part of a tangle, but two frayed ends of a rope made of multiple yucca fibers. The almond-size thing in the middle of the fray was a single overhand knot, possibly tied about eight hundred years earlier.

			Archaeologists know that prehistoric natives used rope ladders to enter and exit their cliff dwellings. They made their ropes out of yucca fibers, which are as strong as hemp. Had I really found a knot tied by a prehistoric human? I’m not sure, but I do know the arid climate of the Southwest is why many ancient artifacts have stood the test of time. It’s possible the strongest part of a rope made from such a resilient fiber would have done the same.

			Later that day, under the same ledge, I found a very small, dried section of a corncob. Perhaps an animal had raided the garbage of some campers just like me, twenty, fifty years before I was born. Then again, the ancient people of this area grew corn. In fact, archaeologists have identified the species of corn they grew. A simple DNA analysis of the specimen could have given me the answer. Alas, such information cannot be top priority for a twenty-year-old English major, and I left the corncob where I found it.

			Now, two decades later, I cannot recall the route we took to access our campsite, or the ancient ruin. The unnamed cliff dwelling was not found on any Park Service map, and I have not been able to find a photograph of the exact structure I saw. Thankfully, the talented and adventurous photographer Rick Schaffer has documented many similar ruins. 

			There are multiple ancient cliff dwelling settlements in the Four Corners area, where the borders of Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico join together. Some contain dozens of elevated living quarters, granaries, and even sophisticated aqueduct systems. These larger, more well-known sites include Canyon de Chelly in Arizona, New Mexico’s Chaco Canyon, and Mesa Verde in Colorado. 

			I was impressed beyond words by what I saw a year earlier at Mesa Verde. But there was something even more special about coming across that single dwelling, in the middle of nowhere, with a few of my friends. For one thing, there was no parking lot. No gift shop. No asphalt path leading to observation points, benches, or drinking fountains. We came upon the spot more or less exactly as it looked when its inhabitants walked away from it some seven hundred years earlier.

			The archaeological name for the people who built the cliff dwellings in the Four Corners area, “Anasazi,” is a Navajo word meaning “ancient enemy.” It was appropriated by archaeologists needing a catch-all term for a diverse culture whose structure and traditions weren’t—and still aren’t—fully understood. 

			The Anasazi are known for their cliff dwellings but, interestingly, they only occupied these structures for about two hundred years before abandoning them for unknown reasons in the fourteenth century. Over the course of centuries prior, habitation structures evolved from shallow, circular pithouses to small kivas, then to “roomblocks” and larger kivas, some of which were used only for ceremonial purposes. 
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					The Honeycomb Ruin is just one example of the hundreds of man-made cliff dwellings found throughout the American Southwest. 

					Rich Shafer

				

			

			The Anasazi were not a single culture, but were composed of at least four other ancient peoples: the Hohokam, Sinagua, and Salado peoples, who were centered in present-day Arizona; and the Mogollon people, who moved north from Mexico to settle in an area spanning central Arizona and New Mexico. 

			In the 1930s Harold Gladwin, a New York stockbroker-turned-archaeologist, moved to Arizona and developed a “root and stem” taxonomy to make sense of the way indigenous peoples of the Southwest merged with and evolved into groups of historical record. This system of classification has been expanded over the years, culminating in the widely accepted theory that the Anasazi eventually became modern Pueblos.

			The main question vexing archaeologists since Gladwin’s day has been why the Anasazi left their homes so abruptly, around AD 1300. For many years, the most popular explanation centered on a major drought that spanned the last quarter of the thirteenth century and likely prompted the Anasazi to vacate the Four Corners region. Over the last several decades, however, evidence against that theory has mounted. Multiple studies of ancient tree-ring growth has revealed other droughts of similar severity, all of which the Anasazi managed to live through. Some have pointed to increasing population levels that may have put stress on local resources and outstripped the region’s carrying capacity, triggering a mass migration. 

			Another critical thing scientists cannot agree on is the social/political structure of the Anasazi. This lack of context is a major detriment when trying to theorize about the decision-making process of an ancient population. Some believe the Anasazi lived an egalitarian existence, in which various responsibilities were shared by all, as were the spoils of a successful hunt or the annual crop harvest. Others have suggested a system of hierarchy, with a ruling class of elites who called the shots. 

			Archaeology may never provide answers to questions about Anasazi social structure. Perhaps, as University of Denver professor Dean Saitta believes, they aren’t the right questions to ask. Saitta and others have proposed the Anasazi were composed of multiple cultural groups that chose to live in a location that had a common spiritual and/or practical value. In this scenario the Anasazi successfully embraced diversity in the same way most modern civilizations have. Eventually, however, some set of circumstances led to the collapse of their social structure and/or prevented the establishment of a system for managing the complex dynamics of a growing population. 

			Saitta’s research supports earlier theories suggesting that, regardless of their abrupt departure, the Anasazi did not simply vanish but instead integrated into Rio Grande Pueblo, Hopi, and Zuni tribal bloodlines, eventually becoming the modern Pueblos. For this reason, Pueblos understandably prefer the term “Ancestral Puebloan” over “Anasazi,” the latter being associated for so long with a disappeared culture. Archaeologists, however, continue to use “Anasazi,” not in an ethnographical context but in a chronological and geographical one.

			Mesmerized by Anasazi lore, I set out to write an entire chapter about them. At some point during my deep entanglement in jargon-filled dissertations on DNA procedures and reports of academic disagreements fierce enough to spark tweed-shredding archaeo-lectual brawls on campuses across the Southwest, I began to feel the Anasazi were not as mysterious as I’d been led to believe. Although many of the details were still up for grabs, the logical conclusions about the Anasazi’s fate had transformed some of their mythology into hard fact. A bit of my intrigue for the unknown had been brushed away like dust from an ancient pottery shard.

			In one sense, the story of the Anasazi—never actually a singular cultural or ethnic group—has taken on the flavor of a cultural marketing campaign, an unintentional branding of a mythological construct. I don’t say that to downplay the importance of their existence, nor to suggest things were fabricated to make the Anasazi appear more interesting. Rather, what is most interesting about them is what we don’t know. 

			Scientists and armchair archaeologists still quibble over the precise reason the Anasazi abandoned the Four Corners. Even if they do reach a consensus on that point, the news won’t be nearly as exciting as the original story, which reads like a Hollywood elevator pitch waiting for a screenplay: A group of people with no written language but incredible knowledge of architecture, astronomy, and agriculture thrives for millennia before spontaneously disappearing into the desert. 

			An epic blockbuster about the lost Anasazi may never be made. The Ancestral Puebloans, however, will likely remain the darlings of Southwest prehistory not because of who they were or how they disappeared, but for the photogenic architectural wonders they left behind.

			Researchers relied mainly on archeological and linguistic data and only scant DNA evidence to draw a reasonably clear picture of what became of the Anasazi. Ironically, more extensive DNA testing has done exactly the opposite for another prehistoric people, the Fremont, about whom archaeologists currently have more questions than answers.

			Most of Utah is encompassed by the eastern edge of the Great Basin, a unique area of the American West from which no waterway flows out to an ocean. Instead, rivers run into lakes or dissipate into marshes, where the water slowly evaporates or sinks into the soil.

			Utah’s ancient Fremont people, who occupied the “desert mountain island” for a thousand years, were one of the only prehistoric groups in North America that remain genetically isolated from any modern population. When we search for clues about the Fremont, we learn more about who they were and how they lived than what became of them. Instead of spreading their descendants along migratory corridors and settlements across the land, the Fremont were much like the water of the Great Basin, their story a tale of containment, absorption, and evaporation.

			In 1931, while excavating a site along the Fremont River in south-central Utah, archaeologist Noel Morss found evidence of a culture similar to the Anasazi, yet different in several ways. Hedging his bets, he labeled his find “Puebloid,” to imply a simultaneous similarity to and distinction from the Anasazi. Others suspected the Fremont were very different from the Anasazi, based on artifacts alone. 

			While the Anasazi were expert weavers of natural fibers, creating rope, sandals, and other garments, they never mastered the art of fine leatherwork. The Fremont, on the other hand, wore moccasins made from the hocks of mountain sheep and deer. And although the Fremont also were adept at the craft of basketry, their baskets were notably different from the Anasazi’s both in design and material. Even the pictographs and petroglyphs the Fremont left on rock faces in the Great Basin are distinct from the artwork created by their neighbors to the southeast. 

			Then there’s the pottery. Ancient civilizations around the world made clay vessels for everyday use. Thousands of years later, those same ceramic pots—even when broken—can hold clues about who made them. Shapes, decoration, and production techniques change across time, and from culture to culture. The clay artifacts found at Fremont sites seem to have been made by hands unfamiliar with the techniques and style of the Anasazi.

			It was Morss who first defined the Fremont as a culture, but he proposed they were a northern offshoot of the Anasazi. Within a few years another researcher, Julian Steward, suggested a cluster of sites north of the Great Salt Lake be included as part of the Fremont complex.

			By the 1950s consensus had been reached on the designation of five regional Fremont variants, or subcultures: Sevier, Great Salt Lake, Parawan, Uinta, and San Rafael. This classification was helpful, but there remained plenty of distinction between the groups from an archaeological standpoint. By the 1960s arguments over both the origins of the Fremont and their fate had become more contentious than any debate over the Anasazi. Notable researcher Melvin Aikens believed the Fremont descended from a specific, southward migration of ancient Athabaskans. University of Nebraska archaeologist James Gunnerson proposed, following Morss, that the Fremont were a branch of the Anasazi, cast off north and west. Eventually, Gunnerson theorized, the Fremont merged with the Numic-speaking Shoshone and Ute peoples, who had moved into the area from the south around AD 500.

			In the late nineties, DNA tests were conducted on forty-seven Fremont skeletons found north of the Great Salt Lake, their ages spanning two archaeological phases, from AD 400 to 1350. The results showed just how different the Fremont were, not only from the Anasazi but from everyone else. Researchers analyzed bone fragments, looking for genetic markers, or “haplogroups” (A, B, C, and D), found in all modern-day Native Americans. These four distinct gene variations emerged on North American soil during three or four major migration waves that occurred just before and during the end of the last ice age, 30,000 to 15,000 years ago. 

			The people who had made their way northeast from Asia (and everywhere else in the East) eventually reached a dry land bridge called “Beringia,” which spanned the present-day Bering Strait between Russia and Alaska. It was from this location that multiple groups—over different periods, spanning millennia—descended south into North America, bringing with them the five haplogroups that would come to define the ancestry of all native people on both American continents, or “Amerinds.” (Haplogroup X was not measured in this study, as it is found in northeastern populations.)

			By measuring the frequency at which the markers occur within the genetic code sequence, the researchers could come closer in determining where the Fremont came from, and what became of them. They were surprised when they noticed the absence of haplogroup A, which appears at a consistently high rate in North Amerinds. This finding refuted Aikens’s Athabaskan origin theory. In addition, haplogroup B was measured at a much higher frequency than it occurs in the Shoshone who, Gunnerson and others had theorized, had merged with and replaced the Fremont. Archaeologist Albert Schroeder countered Gunnerson’s assessment in 1963, arguing that, right up until the fourteenth century, the differences between Shoshone and Fremont artifacts suggest an overlap rather than an outright displacement of the Fremont by the Shoshone. The implication is that, although the Fremont were widely dispersed across the Great Basin contemporaneously with other prehistoric populations, their genetic fingerprint seems to have disappeared by the fifteenth century.

			A 1998 essay by David Madsen and Steven Simms reveals the first coherent picture of Fremont agriculture practices and their sporadic shifts between subsistence strategies. Madsen offers four specific date ranges for the cessation of farming practices at different locations, beginning with the Uinta Basin, around AD 1000. Farming stopped in the Parowan Valley and Great Salt Lake wetlands between 1100 and 1150. Sometime between 1250 and 1300, coinciding with a twenty-five-year drought, it appears that agriculture came to a standstill across most of the Great Basin. It’s believed the Fremont sites in northwest Colorado put down their farm tools, for good, around 1450. 

			The “prehistory” of the Americas begins later than it does in many areas of the world. By the time the Anasazi and Fremont were figuring out the bow and arrow, for example, the Chinese had been holding archery tournaments for millennia. In the context of other civilizations, AD 1300 doesn’t seem that long ago. When trying to understand a culture that had no written language, however, it seems almost as easy to hypothesize about some dinosaur’s favorite color. Of course, we must not confuse a lack of writing with dim-wittedness. Both the Fremont and the Anasazi possessed not only immense technical skill and dexterity, but detailed knowledge of a vast geographical area and the resources it held. Both were farmers of corn and other crops. The Fremont’s most valuable asset was their adaptability, as evidenced by the five regional variant groups thriving across a wide range of environments. They adjusted their lifestyles according to social and ecological factors, vacillating for centuries between a farming culture and a nomadic, hunting/gathering culture. Archaeological evidence suggests the Fremont were immensely creative and resourceful, using a wide range of survival strategies.

			The circumstances that forced the Ancestral Puebloans from their brick apartments in the cliffs may never be fully understood, just as we may never get a grasp on who the Fremont people became. Our imaginations are guided in the other direction anyway. Archaeology may have provided us with a picture of how the Fremont spent their days in Utah over a period of five hundred to a thousand years, but genetic anthropologists have coaxed from their ancient bones a tale that spans fifteen thousand years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Jedediah Smith: Tough Trapper, Shrewd Businessman, Explorer Extraordinaire

			Jedediah Smith took no pleasure in killing his horse. Not just because it was a perfectly good animal, besides being skinny and dehydrated. No, he was so hungry he would have killed the horse he was riding if it wouldn’t leave him stranded. But the men needed food, there was one packhorse left, and the Great Salt Lake was not yet even a mirage on the distant horizon. 

			After a rough west-to-east crossing of California’s Sierra Nevada mountains, Smith and two companions, Robert Evans and Silas Gobel, had been forced to kill three of their pack animals, as wild game became scarce. They went for days at a time without water until finally they hit the Utah border. Upon seeing the vast Great Basin before them, they prayed to God that the meat of one skinny mare would sufficiently nourish them and that they would survive the torturous, searing heat of the same God’s desert sun.

			With a single gunshot the deed was done, and the men cut the horse meat into strips, allowing it to dry. Continuing northeast, along what is now called Thomas Creek, near the Deep Creek Mountains, Smith saw a group of antelope, but he could not get a shot with his rifle. He did manage, however, to kill a couple of hares that the men savored, knowing the land ahead would be barren. 

			A few days later Jedediah climbed a small mountain and saw nothing but another vast, dry valley and a small mountain range (the Stansburys) to the northeast, about sixty miles away. Had he a good pair of binoculars, Smith may have seen the Great Salt Lake just beyond the mountains, but after seeing nothing of great promise, he climbed down and returned, dejectedly, to the other men. 

			He was the most honest of any mountain man in the West, but even Jedediah knew when to tell a lie. To keep their hopes alive, he told Evans and Gobel that there was a dark spot in the distance, probably a spring. They set out at a moderate pace, stopping occasionally to rest under what little shade they found, digging down to cool sand and lying in the shallow graves for a spell.

			On June 25, without an ounce of strength to continue, Evans lay down under the scant shade of a cedar tree and told Smith and Gobel to go on without him. For Smith the decision was not a tough one, but it was not one he wanted to make. Unless he and Gobel went on for help, there would be no hope for any of the three. 

			After leaving Evans on his own, Smith and Gobel continued north through the Skull Valley, where they saw two Indians in the distance. They were headed in Evans’s direction. A short time later Smith heard gunshots and presumed their partner to be dead. Luckily Smith came across a spring later that afternoon, and after quenching his own thirst, he filled a kettle and headed back to Evans. The Indians had not killed him after all, and Evans’s strength was restored in short order.

			As they followed the Stansbury Range north, the group encountered a few Indians who kindly provided some antelope meat and told them they were close to buffalo country. The next day Smith climbed to a point where he could see the Great Salt Lake, and he was delighted to be near one of his favorite western locations. In his journal he commented on his affinity for Utah and mentioned that the Salt Lake Valley “had become my home of the wilderness.”

			Smith was encouraged to be in familiar territory again, but he knew better than to think he was home free. The natural elements of the outdoors have a way of killing a tired, malnourished man who doesn’t have his wits about him. The party was at least a week away from the 1827 Mountain Man Rendezvous at Bear Lake, and there would be no relaxing until they arrived. 

			Two days later the men were tested by the rushing Jordan River. There were no easy options for crossing the vicious torrent, and the spot they chose was sixty yards, bank to bank. Evans and Gobel couldn’t swim, but they did their best. Almost instantly after wading in, they were at the mercy of the current, which carried them half a mile downstream. 

			Smith tied himself to a makeshift raft, but became entangled in the rope as he struggled to reach the opposite bank. But he didn’t come this far to get drowned in a lousy river, and, struggling with all his might, he got himself and his gear across, gathered his men, and continued north.

			Smith had not necessarily been looking to become the first white man to make the west-to-east crossing from California to Salt Lake Valley, but he had no other choice. Important business awaited him at the annual Mountain Man Rendezvous. 

			When the three sunburned, emaciated men finally reached Bear Lake on July 3, Smith had accomplished one of several historical feats in his young life. He was a humble man, however, and he wasn’t preoccupied with putting feathers in his hat. He simply went where he needed to go. A trapper first, explorer second, it was the pursuit of high-quality beaver pelts that took him to areas where no other white man had ever been. 

			Most people imagine Smith as a self-reliant woodsman—a rough, weather-beaten man dressed in buckskin, stinking of beaver musk and toting a musket and a few rusty traps. While this image may be somewhat accurate, it is one perpetuated by popular western mythology and gives us only a glimpse of Jedediah Smith, the character. 

			What made Jedediah Smith, the man, interesting were the things that separated him from other trappers and frontiersmen. Along with his taste for adventure and a passion for the outdoors, Smith was business savvy, and by age thirty he had become a fur-industry baron. He was not only the leader of his own company but an ambassador to various Indian tribes, many of whom had never encountered whites. With his diplomatic voice and gentle tone, Smith always seemed to win the friendship of natives, regardless of any language barrier. 
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