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Colby Site 
The earliest evidence of humans in the Bighorn Basin 

dates to 11,200 ±200 BP at the Colby Site located 70 miles 
south of the park near Worland, Wyoming on the Bighorn 
River, west of the Bighorn Mountains. This Clovis site 
is a mammoth arroyo kill site which suggests planned, 
predictable mammoth hunting. The site is unique in the US 
because it shows repeated use and suggests cold weather 
meat preservation through the use of temporary frozen 
meat caches. Parts of at least seven mammoths and remains 
of horse, camel, bison, pronghorn, and jackrabbit, and 
possibly musk-ox were found at the Colby Site. Also, four 
unusual, reworked “eared” Clovis points were recovered 
(Frison 1991; Frison and Todd 1986). Though no evidence 
of a mammoth kill site in Bighorn Canyon NRA has 
been documented, evidence of both Clovis people and 
mammoths is present in the area (Frison 1991; Martin and 
Gilbert 1978).

Medicine Wheels
	 There are approximately 135 known medicine 

wheels in the northern plains, 2 of which occur in the 
Bighorn Canyon area (Liebmann 2002; Frison 1991). 
The Fort Smith Medicine Wheel, located on the Crow 
Indian Reservation in southern Montana, is a small 
wheel consisting of a central cairn and six radiating 
spokes (Frison 1991; Frison et al. 1996). The much 
larger Bighorn Medicine Wheel is located on an open 
exposure of Medicine Mountain near several caves in 
Bighorn National Forest, east of Bighorn Canyon NRA 
in the Bighorn Mountains. The wheel is a rough circle of 
rocks approximately 82 feet (25 m) wide with a central 
cairn about 13 feet (4 m) in diameter, 28 unevenly spaced 
radiating spokes, and 6 cairns on the outer edge of the 
wheel, including one connected by an extended spoke 
(Frison et al. 1996; Liebmann 2002). 

	 The Medicine Wheel is part of a larger complex 
of interrelated archaeological sites and traditional use 
areas. There is no consensus on the builders, original 
function, meaning, or purpose of the wheel, though 
hypotheses include astronomical significance, associations 
with traditional dances, and vision questing or memorial 
functions. At least some of the outer cairns and the central 
cairn, which may have been used with a wooden pole, were 
constructed earlier than the rim and spokes suggesting the 
site was built in stages. Date estimates range from a few 
hundred years to 3,000 BP (Frison 1991; Frison et al. 1996; 
Liebmann 2002). Access to the Bighorn Medicine Wheel 
is restricted by a fence and the site is a registered national 
historic landmark.

Status and Threats in Bighorn Canyon 
National Recreation Area

Status

	 Prehistoric resources are protected by numerous 
state and federal laws and regulations. The Antiquities 
Act of 1906 first protected federally owned or controlled 
historic or prehistoric ruins and objects of antiquity. 
The Act established penalties for damage or destruction 
of antiquities and requires permits for excavation, 
examination, or gathering. The Historic Sites Act, which 
became law in 1935, preserves historic resources for public 
use and made the National Park Service the lead agency 
in implementing the law. Prehistoric resources are further 
protected by the Archaeological and Historic Preservation 
Act of 1960 which preserves historical and archaeological 
resources that may be threatened by construction of private 
or federal dams, roads, railways.

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 
established a general policy of supporting and encouraging 
the preservation of prehistoric and historic resources 
by requiring federal agencies to consider the impact of 
their actions on historic properties. The Act established a 
National Register of Historic Places, a listing of cultural 
resources worthy of preservation including National 
Historic Landmarks. Nominations for landmarks are 
evaluated by the National Park Service and an advisory 
board; sites are designated to the register by the Secretary 
of the Interior.

Resources are also protected by the Archaeological 
Resources Protection Act of 1979, which protects 
archaeological resources on public and Indian lands and 
was intended to increase cooperation and exchange of 
information between government, the archaeological 
community, and private individuals with collections. The 
act requires permits for excavation and notification to 
Indian tribes of possible harm to culturally significant sites.

	 Archaeological resources of Bighorn Canyon 
NRA are also affected by the Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGRPA) of 1990. The 
act provides a process for museums and federal agencies 
to return human remains and funerary, sacred, and cultural 
patrimony objects to lineal descendants, culturally 
affiliated Indian tribes, and Native Hawaiian organizations. 
The Northern Arapahoe, Eastern Shoshone, Crow, and 
Northern Cheyenne have expressed interested in open 
communication with Bighorn Canyon NRA to proceed 
with NAGPRA consultations.

Cultural resources are also protected by Wyoming 
statutes, also known as the Wyoming Antiquities Act of 
1935, which prevent artifact removal without consent and 
require permits for excavation. Similar regulations exist 
in the Montana Code Annotated to preserve the state’s 
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cultural heritage. Collection is also prohibited by the 
enabling legislation of Bighorn Canyon NRA.

Threats
	 Prehistoric resources continue to be threatened by 

collecting or looting which destroy national archaeological 
heritage. Numerous laws explicitly prohibit collecting 
in Bighorn Canyon NRA and set criminal penalties for 
looting, vandalism, and artifact tracking. Numerous 
“collector’s piles” have been documented in the park, 
which are created when looter’s gather all visible surface 
artifacts, remove desirable pieces, and deposit the rest in 
piles (Finley and Scheiber 2007). Removing artifacts from 
context alters the site’s integrity and destroy archaeological 
data.

Archaeological resources are often fragile and easily 
destroyed. Rock art should not be touched as oil from 
fingers can contaminate the surface and damage the 
potential to date rock art. Chalk outlines can also result in 
damage to dates and should not be used.

Management Activities

Archaeological assessments of the Bighorn Canyon 
NRA area were conducted between 1946 and 1964 prior to 
the construction of the Yellowtail Dam as part of the River 
Basin Surveys (Husted 1969). Bighorn Canyon NRA was 
established by Congress in 1966 following completion of 
the dam. Follow-up surveys to the River Basin Survey in 
the late 1960s to early 1970s were conducted, though little 
archaeological work was conducted through the 1980s 
and 1990s. Sites that have been previously excavated 
provide little means for evaluating formation processes or 
associated paleoenvironments (Finely et al. 2005).

Archaeological assessments in the park resumed in 
2003. Since then, the number of known sites has doubled 
and an updated inventory of prehistoric and historic 
cultural resources is being conducted. New assessment 
techniques include geophysical subsurface surveys used 
to determine areas for excavation and understanding 
site patterns. The backlog collection of Bighorn Canyon 
NRA is also being catalogued, including the River Basin 
Survey and over 240,000 artifacts from the Pretty Creek 
Collection. An electronic database of the Bighorn Canyon 
NRA archives is being designed for research purposes 
and site information is entered into the Archeological 
Sites Management Information System (ASMIS), a 
National Park Service database of prehistoric and historic 
archaeological resources intended to protect sites from 
collecting, vandalism, and unauthorized excavation or 
removal of artifacts.
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