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During the archaic period these local lithic resources 
were utilized almost exclusively, while debitage from 
sites occupied during the late prehistoric period show 
that more exotic lithic resources were preferred, and 
brought in from locations in excess of 70 miles. This 
information suggests that the patterning of Wind River 
sites was not a result of lithic resource proximity during 
the prehistoric period (Stirn 2014:529).  

An exception to this seems to be steatite 
(soapstone) bowls, an indispensable item of the 
Mountain Shoshone toolkit. Steatite bowls are resistant 
to thermal shock, allowing them to be placed from 
temperatures below freezing into fire without cracking 
(Adams 2006:528), a feature that would have been 
tremendously valuable during Wyoming winters. 
Shoshone steatite bowls are undecorated, flowerpot 
shaped and possess flat or flanged bases (Fig. 4).   

Unlike baskets, whose lesser weight makes them 
portable, stone bowls must be crafted near their source 
as a matter of transport efficiency (Adams 2006:539). 
Soapstone bowls are crafted with a removal method, 
slowly chipping away at the rock until the desired shape 
is formed, a process that can take months or even years 
(Adams 2006:530). These bowls would have been made 

near their source, high in the Wind River Mountains. This 
is supported by the distribution of unfinished bowls, 
which have an average altitude of 2,996 meters (Adams 
2006:537), well within mobility range of the Wind River 
settlements. Adams provides a map (Fig. 5) illustrating 
the provenance of complete, unfinished and fragmentary 
steatite bowls in their highest concentrations among the 
range near Wind River Village.  

Discussion 

After examining the many environmental factors and 
local resources, it is clear that there were many 
incentives for the Wind River occupants to be drawn, 
rather than forced, into such high altitudes. The lithic 
evidence at Wind River Village supports both proximity 
to lithic resources as a motivation and, through its focus 
on nut and seed processing, the whitebark pine is a 
motivation as well. Easily accessible, and calorie 
efficient piñon nuts would have provided a convenient 
food source. A wealth of reasons to be drawn to the 
alpine and sub-alpine ecotone remain. There is clear 
evidence to support motivations for residential mobility in 
both lithic resource proximity, and piñon nut subsistence 
activities; the location of villages on slopes rather than 
level surfaces seems to be a mystery, at least for the 
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time being.   

Positioning settlements on slopes may have been 
useful for the drainage of meltwater as the weather 
warmed with the approach of summer. Improved 
drainage would have allowed a longer stay in their 
seasonal mountain settlements, and more flexibility in 
their migration habits.  

Conclusion 

Examination of traditional resources of the Mountain 
Shoshone and their relation to the patterning of 
prehistoric alpine/subalpine ecotone settlements in the 
Wind River Range reveals a clear focus in the locations 
chosen. These locations provided a wealth of 
traditionally important resources that motivated the 
Mountain Shoshone out of surplus rather than scarcity.  
They were drawn, rather than forced into this plentiful 
ecotone that would have provided ample resources for 
seasonal occupation. It is critical to keep these 
motivations in mind, to avoid marginalizing the 
occupants of these mountain environments in a way that 
could profoundly impact our interpretation of future 
archaeological discoveries. 

Dr. Robin Smith served as faculty sponsor for the 
submission of this article to PURE Insights. 
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