Dinosaur National Monument


The best way into Dinosaur National Monumentxe "Dinosaur National Monument" is by raft, through the Gates of Lodorexe "Gates of Lodore", and into the canyon of the same name. 


You drive dirt roads, almost to Colorado's border with Utah, until you arrive at the Lodore Ranger Stationxe "Gates of Lodore", just inside Dinosaur. It's not an easy ride. You might find yourself behind a busfull of Outward Boundersxe "Outward Bound" wondering what they're in for. If you'll be traveling on the river, bring a river map. The Dinosaur River Guide xe "Books:Dinosaur River Guide "

xe "Dinosaur River Guide "will do fine. 

Figure 1. The Gates of Lodore.

The legendary one-armed explorer John Wesley Powell came this way on June 8, 1869. The waters were higher then. The Green River, the river that made this canyone, has been dammed upstream, and dammed again. Powell’s Disaster Falls and Hells Half Mile aren’t quite what they were, though cityfolk still find them sufficiently amazing. (Nearby Warm Springs Rapids still shows up in The Big Drops, Ten Legendary Rapids of the American West, a bible of whitewater rafting. 
Figure 2. John Wesley Powell, directing the exploration of the Green River. 




Figure 3. The Gates of Lodore. 

xe "Gates of Lodore. "

The legendary one-armed explorer John Wesley Powell xe "Powell, John Wesley"came this way on June 8, 1869. The waters were higher then. The Green River, the river that made this canyon, has been dammed upstream, and dammed again. Powell's Disaster Falls and Hells Half Mile aren't quite what they were, though cityfolk still find them sufficiently amazing. (Nearby Warm Springs Rapids still shows up in The Big Drops, Ten Legendary Rapids of the American West, a bible of whitewater rafting.) 

Figure 4. John Wesley Powell, standing on his specially-built platform, directing the exploration of the Green River. 





Powell wrote words that echo in the heart of anyone who's been this way: 

xe "Books: The Exploration of the Colorado River and its Canyons"
"Lying down, we look up through the canyon and see that only a little of the blue heaven appears overhead -- a crescent of blue sky, with two or three constellations peering down on us. I do not sleep for some time, as the excitement of the day has not worn off.


"Soon I see a bright star that appears to rest on the very verge of the cliff overhead to the east. Slowly it seems to float from its resting place on the rock over the canyon. At first it appears like a jewel set on the brink of the cliff, but as it moves out from the rock I almost wonder that it does not fall. In fact, it does seem to descend in a gentle curve, as though the bright sky in which the stars are set were spread across the canyon, resting on either wall, and swayed down by its own weight. The stars appear to be in the canyon..." 

xe "Recollections, Traveling through Dinosaur"
xe "Powell, John Wesley" \r "Powell"



That's how it is. Only one thing has changed. Now you can see the satellites orbiting overhead, too. 


In 1909, Earl Douglassxe "Douglass, Earl" came to this region, looking for dinosaurs. (You didn't think about breeding them in those days.) He knew they'd been found en masse elsewhere in the same geological formation, the Morrison Formation. He had equal luck. He found his first brontosaurus on August 17. Over the next 10 years, he shipped 350 tons of dinosaur bones out of there, most of them to the museum built by his employer, Andrew Carnegie.xe "Carnegie, Andrew" 

Figure 5. The Douglass expedition, and its first brontosaur. 

xe "Douglass, Earl"

Carnegie helped talk President Woodrow Wilsonxe "Wilson, Woodrow" and Congress into establishing the fossil quarry as a national monument; the rest was added later, in 1938. In 1958, the National Park Servicexe "National Park Service" followed Douglass' original suggestion, constructing a building with one rock wall containing partially-excavated dinosaur bones. They stay there, half-exposed, as they landed 145 million years ago. 


Needless to say, Powell and Douglass weren't the first people to pass this way. Stone projectiles found here may be 7,000 to 10,000 years old. Their owners were hunters; among their game were the mammoths. These were the last days of the last ice age. The weather changed, the big animals died, and while there were still rabbits to hunt, the park's early citizens began to gather wild plants. 


Figure 6. Stone projectiles believed used by the first people to come here. 


By A.D. 200, they'd learned to grow crops, especially squash, beans and corn. We now call these people the Fremontsxe "Native Americans:Fremonts", after Utah's Fremont River. They built camps, using the area's many overhangs and caves largely for storage. 


And for artwork. In the words of Dinosaur: The Story Behind the Sceneryxe "Books: Dinosaur, The Story Behind the Scenery", a book sold in the park store: 


"There are whole galleries of this rock art in Castle Park, along Cub Creek, and at McKee Springs near Island Park, and smaller groups of them in Echo Park and many other locations... 


"What does this rock art mean? Of the many possible interpretations -- picture-writing, religious or ceremonial art, records of everyday life or unusual events, territorial boundary markers, glorified doodles -- we cannot say which, if any, is correct. We can see that the makers must have spent considerable time on it, and from this we can conclude that the Fremont people's lifestyle was a good step above mere subsistence."


Figure 7. Rock art in Castle Park. 


Since then, the park has been home to the Utes and the Shoshone. In the 1820s, white trappers began moving in. One, Denis Julien, carved his own initials into park walls, like a modern graffiti artist. Later, the park became home to a few who craved solitude, and the occasional outlaw -- maybe even Butch Cassidyxe "Butch Cassidy". 


Native American, explorer, trapper, hermit, outlaw, archeologist, tourist. No matter. It is hard to imagine anyone passing this way, seeing these red rocks, this sky, this river, and not being changed by the experience. 

