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Range Creek Canyon

Duncan Metcalfe

Range Creek Canyon scores the remote West
Tavaputs Plateau of east-central Utah. It is one of
two major drainages on the plateau; the other is
Mine Mile Canyon, with its magnificent rock art
(chapter 19). Few people besides local residents
knew of Range Creek until June 2004, when an
Associated Press article threw it into the national
and international spotlight. Since then scores of
articles and two video documentaries have publi-
cized the place, which had long been protected by
its remoteness and rugged terrain.

Why the intense interest in Range Creek? There
is no single answer. Rather, several interwoven as-
pects of its location, its archaeology, and its history
have captured the imaginations of both scientists
and the public. The archaeology of Range Creek
holds the potential to address long-standing and
important questions about the early history of the
Great Basin,

Range Creek is a perennial stream that heads at
10,200 feet above sea level at Bruin Point and flows
about 37 miles to enter the Green River at an eleva-
tion of about 4,200 feet at the foot of Desolation
Canyon. The higher, northern half of the canyon is
largely privately owned; the lower half is divided
hetween public ownership and land to which access
is limited by the old Wilcox Ranch. The research
that my colleagues and [ have carried out has been
confined to the lower half of Range Creek, prima-
rily on land accessible through the ranch. It was a
working ranch until the end of the twentieth cen-

tury, and its houses, corrals, and work sheds are
the headquarters of our research program.

The canyon itself is majestic. The creek has
carved through the relatively soft, stratified mud-
stones, siltistones, and sandstones that were laid
down during the Paleocene and Eocene geological
epochs, some 68-54 million years ago and 54-35
million vears ago, respectively. The resull is a steep
canyon flanked by stepped walls of alternating cliffs
and scree slopes. Harder sandstones of the late
Cretaceous period (about 144—68 million years ago}
are exposed in the lower end of the canyon. In
places the canyon rim is nearly 3,000 feet above the
canyon floor, although the many side canyons pre-
vent visitors from seeing its full vertical extent
excepl from a lew spots. The canyon floor is a sinu-
ous, narrow strip of alluvium, or sediments left by
flowing water, that winds back and forth between
the toes of the remnant ridges separating the many
side canyons. Weathered arches, pinnacles, and other
wind-sculptured features adorn the long ridges.

The upper reaches of the canyon host open
mountain meadows dominated by sagebrush and
grasses with scattered, dense groves of aspen,
Douglas fir, and subalpine firs. Lower down the
meadows disappear into a carpet of Douglas fir and
other firs. Halfway down the canyvon, at about the
northern limit of the Wilcox Ranch, firs give way
to pinyon, juniper, mountain mahogany, Gambel
oak, and broad sagebrush flats along the canyon
bottom. Greasewood, saltbrush, shadscale, and
sagebrush dominate the lowest reaches of the
canyon. There, too, is a riparian zone flanking the
creek, which is visually dominated by cottonwoods
and box elder trees.







