
 

 
 

 

Ute Indians 
Field Guide 

 
 

 
American Indians have always had a unique connection to the earth.  The Ute Indians, who inhabited 
the local region, provide a historic example of how early cultures interacted with their surroundings to 
survive and thrive. Before European contact, the Utes and their ancestors lived sustainably off the same 
land for thousands of years. They were able to remain relatively stable despite environmental changes 
and trespasses by other people. This was due to a lifestyle that revolved entirely around the natural 
world. Their belief system reflected a deep respect for the earth. Interactions with Europeans from the 
16th century and onward through today have irrevocably changed the traditional Ute way of life. An 
ultimate reverence for the earth, however, remains. An examination of how historical and 
contemporary Utes relate to the natural world is fundamental to an understanding of Ute culture. 
Through a careful study of how American Indians lived in southwestern Colorado for thousands of 
years, we can learn new ways that we might better our own temporary stay upon this land. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

“Will you teach your children what we have taught our children?  Will you teach 
them that Earth is our mother?   What befalls Earth befalls all the sons of Earth. 
This we know: Earth does not belong to man, man belongs to Earth.  All things are 
connected like the blood that unites us all.  Man did not weave the web of life.  He is 
merely a strand in it.  Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.  One thing we 
know: our God is also your God. Earth is precious to Him and to harm Earth is to 
heap contempt on its creator.”   -Chief Seattle, Suquamish Tribe 
 
 
 

 
 

 



Students in the Ute Discovery Group will assess artifacts and some written text. They will also have the 
opportunity to visit a simulated historic site to answer these essential questions: 
 

• How did the Ute Indians interact with their natural surroundings? 
• How did Utes adapt to changing technologies, specifically the introduction of the horse to 

North America? 
• What present philosophies does our culture hold that are derived from Ute beliefs? 
• What were the characteristics of a responsible community member in the Ute culture? 
• What can we learn from the Ute culture in order to improve upon society today? 

 

 Contents 
 
What students learn... What students do... 
 
History of the Utes Welcome meeting 

Assess the Ute origin legend 
Evaluate the evidence of the source 

 
Early Ute migration patterns and lifestyle Set the role 

Build Wikiups 
 
Medicinal plant uses  Hike to Tipi Village and 
The Ute Culture Trees as living artifacts identify useful plants 
 
Importance of the horse Discuss how societies adapt to new  

technologies 
 
Tipi culture and the Ute gender roles Village life activities  
Transportation with a travois Experience simulated Ute  
Using natural materials to make a cordage encampment 
Harvest and food storage – planning for the future 
 
Importance of hunting and gathering The hunt activities 
Uses of natural resources Practice Ute skills 
Methods of hunting 
Archery and flint knapping skills 
 
Religious belief systems of the Ute Indians Religion and ritual activities 
Use of songs and stories as oral history 
Examine Ute origin story 
 
How skills were taught to young Utes Play Ute games 
 
Ways of living with nature Closing discussion 
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All-Day 

 
Challenges and benefits of intercultural exchange Meet with the Explorers 

Village life activities 
Activities for the hunt 

 Religion and ritual activities 
Ute games 

 
 
Materials: copies of resources, beads, bows and arrows, costumes, blindfolds, travois, fire kit materials 
(All-day): all of the above, beef jerky, fry bread supplies, matches, boiling pot, items for games, and water 
 
 

The Utes Discovery Group for Staff and Teachers 
 
Enduring Understandings: Essential Questions: 
 
What are the big, real-world ideas What problem, question, or inquiry needs to be 
students will understand? addressed?  
 

 
Ute culture is defined by their daily -How does our environment influence our life? 
relationship and interaction with the -What are the characteristics of a responsible 
natural world.   community member in the Ute culture? 
 
Present-day communities can benefit -How have past events influenced present-day 
by understanding the philosophies and   Colorado and the Rocky Mountain region? 
the way of life of the Ute Indians 
 
 
Students will know:(knowledge) Students will be able to:(skills) 
 
The use of natural resources by the Practice methods of hunting 
Ute Indians  
 Refine the Ute Indian skills by playing games 
The significance of gender roles and 
tipi village life Find and discover medicinal plants 
 
The Ute Indians transportation devices Use traditional methods to make cordage, fire or 

arrowheads 
The values of a hunting and gathering 
community 
 
The religious belief systems of the Ute people 
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Tips for a successful Discovery Group: 
 
The Utes Discovery Group is a favorite of both teachers and students because it has the potential to be 
very active.  There are many activities that can be applied to each of the major learning units: Village 
Life, The Hunt, and The Religion/Ritual Unit.  During the half-day program, choose one activity to 
accompany each informational discussion and make sure the high school leaders are ready to conduct 
each unit as a station. Students will rotate through each station for 20 minutes.  Then play a few Ute 
games as a whole group before heading back to camp. Allow 20 minutes for the hike from Tipi 
Village to the High Trails campus.  The All-Day is different. Refer to the “Learning Stations at the 
Tipi” page for suggestions on how to run a fantastic All-Day Discovery Group at Tipi Village. 
 
Approach your teaching of Utes with a healthy dose of cultural sensitivity.  The Ute culture and 
people are an ethnic group that exists today and there may be a student or teacher present with Ute or 
other American Indian heritage.  Refrain from talking like “Tonto,” yelling war-whoops or any other 
stereotypical behavior.  In fact, it is important to address and dispel any negative stereotypes and 
generalizations about any ethnic group during the discussions. 
 
Notes on terminology: The best option, whenever possible, is to refer to a person’s specific tribe - for 
example: Douglas Miles, Apache. This respects the diversity of the hundreds of different tribes that 
have lived in North America.  
 
Currently (2017), the most agreed-upon generalized term amongst the people that it actually refers to 
is “American Indian.” Saying American Indian is analogous to saying “European” or “African.” Just 
as there are appropriate times to refer to Europeans as a whole, it is also fine to refer to American 
Indians as a group - just make sure that your particular usage actually refers to something true for all 
American Indians. For example: 
 
OK: Most American Indians had a stronger connection to the land they occupied than the average American 
today. 
 
Not OK: American Indians placed a high value on every part of the bison. (True for the Utes, and many other 
groups. Not so for tribes living in coastal, modern-day Maine, who would’ve never encountered one). 
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The Colorado State Academic Standards 
(The criteria met by this curriculum) 

 
Established Goals: 
 
Grade Level Expectation: Sixth Grade 
 
Content Area: Social Studies 
Standard 1: History 
1. Analyze and interpret historical sources to ask and research historical questions 
2. The historical eras, individuals, groups, ideas and themes in regions of the Western Hemisphere and their relationships 
with one another 
 
Standard 2:Geography 
1. Use geographic tools to solve problems 
2. Human and physical systems vary and interact 
  
Standard 4: Civics 
1. Analyze the interconnected nature of the United States to other nations 
2. Compare multiple systems of governments 
 
Grade Level Expectation: Fifth Grade 
 
Content Area: Social Studies 
Standard 1: History 
1. Analyze historical sources from multiple points of view to develop an understanding of historical context 
2. The historical eras, individuals, groups, ideas, and themes in North  America from 1491 through the founding of the 
United States government 
 
Standard 2:Geography 
1. Use various geographic tools and sources to answer questions about the geography of the United States 
2. Causes and consequences of movement 
  
Standard 4: Civics 
1. The foundations of citizenship in the United States 
2. The origins, structure, and functions of the United States government 
 
Grade Level Expectation: Fourth Grade 
 
Content Area: Social Studies 
Standard 1: History 
1. Organize a sequence of events to understand the concepts of chronology and cause and effect in the history of Colorado 
2. The historical eras, individuals, groups, ideas, and themes in Colorado history and their relationships to key events in the 
United States 
 
Standard 2:Geography 
1. Use several types of geographic tools to answer questions about the geography of Colorado 
2. Connections within and across human and physical systems are developed 
 
Standard 4: Civics 
1. Analyze and debate multiple perspectives on an issue 
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Opening at the Central Tipi 
 

Students will:  
• Discover the origins of the first people of North America 
• Understand the vast quantity and diversity of tribes in pre-Columbian America 
• Examine stereotypes of American Indians and begin to draw own conclusions 

 
Approximate time:  20 minutes 

 
Take roll at the stake, then pose the question: 
 
What comes to mind when you think of American Indians? 
 
Ask the students to discuss the question with a partner on the way to the central tipi.  After sitting down 
at the destination, hold a clear and concise conversation on stereotypes: 
 
What is a stereotype? Can you think of an example? 
What are some stereotypes of American Indians that persist today? Where do we see these 
stereotypes being perpetuated? (sports teams, western films, books) 
 
Explain that today we will learn about one branch of one American Indian tribe, the Mouache Utes, and 
along the way we will gather evidence to come to our own conclusions about these stereotypes. 
 

Historical Background for Utes 
 

Who were the first Americans? 
 
Only a few centuries ago, hundreds of American Indian 
tribes inhabited the North American and South American 
continents.  The most widely-accepted theory includes a 
migration across the Bering Strait thousands of years ago 
from Asia into what is now Canada, the United States and 
South America.  Each tribe had its own language, customs, 
and ceremonies.  It is estimated that over 2,000 distinct 
languages were spoken when Europeans began exploring 
the Americas. These languages varied enormously in 
structure - in modern-day California alone, languages as 
different as English and Mandarin Chinese were spoken side 
by side.  Every American Indian tribe developed their own 
patterns of life and ways to use the land.  Some people were 
nomadic, following game herds from place to place; others 
planted crops and hunted game in the vicinity of their 
villages.  The one common thread through all these early 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
American Indian languages were not simply 
dialect variations of each other. To help 
convey the diversity of language, share that 
linguists classify languages into families. 
While there were 56 languages families in 
pre-columbian Latin America, there are only 
two language families in Europe today - 
Indo-European and Finno-Ugric. 
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Indian societies was a complete dependence on the land and 
an ability to live in harmony with their surroundings. 

 
Who lived in the Colorado region? 
 
Unlike other tribes in the area, the Utes did not leave an archaeological trail to help us date their 
migration into Colorado. Historians have reached a general consensus that Utes have been in this 
region for at least 1,000 years. According to tribal history, Utes have lived in Colorado since the 
beginning of time. 
 
Several different tribes shared the Pikes Peak region at the time of European contact.  Members of the 
Shoshonean and Ute tribes lived in the western mountains.  The Arapahoe, Cheyenne, and Pawnee 
tribes occupied the eastern plains. The Crow and Sioux tribes lived to the north and the Navajo, 
Apache and Pueblo tribes lived to the south. The Utes had seven distinct bands - the Mouache lived 
around here, in the Front Range mountains. 
 
Where, in our current society, do we see evidence of these cultures? 
 
Place names for many rivers, towns, mountains, as well as food and art often reflect early languages. 
(See the resource page for a list of borrowed words from American Indian languages and more on how 
American Indian languages have left a permanent imprint on American English.) 
 
The old Ute trails through southwestern Colorado were shared with Spanish missionaries and traders in 
the 1800s, and eventually became many of the major roads we use today. The Utes identified and 
connected most of the mountain passes around here - from Kenosha and Wilkerson Passes through 
South Park, down to Monarch and Poncha Passes in the Salida area. Highway 24 up from Colorado 
Springs was a well-traveled Ute route.  
 
How do we know? 
 
Artifacts such as arrowheads, tipi circles, Ute Culture Trees, and rock wall art are all part of the 
evidence left by the early American Indian inhabitants of this region.  Primary source stories handed 
down from generation to generation told by the Utes and stories told by early explorers and trappers 
have provided a long history of Ute Indian culture.  
 
 
Why did the early Ute Indian people live in family units rather than large tribes?  How did they 
support themselves?  How did Utes interact with non-Utes? 
 
The Ute Indians were the oldest inhabitants of this area and were famous for their hunting abilities. 
There were seven distinct divisions. The Mouache band lived on the eastern slope of the Rockies, 
including Florissant.  Before the Spanish introduced the horse to this region, the Ute people lived in 
smaller family units, spreading throughout the mountain valleys because a large area was necessary to 
feed a few people.  These were not the bison-rich Utes of the 1600s on - before the horse, small bands 
of Ute families often barely subsisted during leaner months on nuts, bugs, leaves, and bark. 
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On warfare -  
It can be helpful to address stereotypes surrounding warfare and violence early in the lesson. Battles 
between the Utes and other tribes were often formal, highly structured events that might be scheduled a 
year in advance. For example, a battle in modern-day South Park between Comanches and Utes, 
observed by Kit Carson in 1851, involved multiple days of camping out on opposite sides of the South 
Platte, hunting and preparing for battle. Once the battle started, the fighting would cease every night for 
supper. No guards were needed at night. Injury and death, though a requisite part of battle, were not 
glorified or done in excess of what was deemed necessary for concluding the conflict. “Counting 
coup,” or touching an enemy/stealing their weapon/removing a piece of clothing, often carried as much 
weight as taking a life. 
 

Relative to the structured conflicts between 
tribes, violence between Utes and Europeans 
varied wildly in character. Conflicts were limited 
between Utes and the first wave of European 
explorers and mountain men, as their ways of 
living were not dissimilar. Once higher numbers 
of settlers, backed by the U.S. government, 
began to squeeze Utes out of their land, violent 
interactions multiplied. “Raids” or attacks on 
settlers arose for any number of reasons, most 
commonly desperation at a rapid loss of 
resources, land, and the deterioration of an entire 
way of life dependant on land. The Ute culture, 
as a whole, placed no special value on killing and 
violence, unlike much of Western culture past 
and present. 

 
 
 

Counting Coup 
 

“Counting coup” was a means of succeeding in 
battle without unnecessary injury and death. 
Warriors would either touch an enemy, steal their 
weapon, or remove a piece of clothing, and 
escape unharmed. After a battle, people would 
gather together to recount acts of bravery and 
“count coup.” 

 

Clothes 
 

Examine your high school leader’s costume. How would each part of this outfit be made? Where 
would the materials come from? 
 
The ordinary dress of men consisted of shirts or robes, leggings, and moccasins. They wore no head 
gear except for elaborate feathered headdresses during ceremonies. During times of war, men painted 
their faces black and yellow. Women typically wore leggings, moccasins, and belted leather gowns. 
Women wore basket caps every day.  
 
Clothing was made of bison, deer, antelope, elk, mountain sheep, or jackrabbits. Sinew thread was used 
for sewing, and hides were tanned and smoked to keep from shrinking. The hides would also then 
soften after becoming wet. 
 
Before beads were introduced in bulk by European traders, clothes for special occasions were 
decorated with paint, hair, porcupine quills, and elk teeth. The Utes never cut their hair, but wore it in 
two braids down their chest. 

Copyright, Colorado Outdoor Education Center, 1989; revised 2017 
8 



Seasonal Migrations 
   
The Utes were skilled, avid hunters, and spent much of the year moving with animal herds. Though 
early Utes hunted deer, elk, and bison, the humble jackrabbit provided most of their food, clothing and 
blankets. Individual groups needed plenty of room to hunt because it took a large area of mountains to 
support even a small number of people. When they couldn’t find deer or elk, Utes often ate roots, nuts, 
berries, or even grasshoppers and mice to get through the harsh Colorado winter. They were also avid 
traders, and more stationary groups often relied on the Utes to bring them certain goods. For example, 
the Navajo often preferred Ute-made baskets for their wedding ceremonies. 
 
The Mouache Utes developed a seasonal pattern in their lives.  During the winter months, they camped 
in the lower elevations in the area that is now Manitou Springs, enjoying the healing qualities of the 
warm springs and the natural protection afforded by the narrow valley.  In the spring, the Ute people 
packed up their horses and traveled along the Ute pass area to spend the summer in the bountiful 
hunting grounds of what is now the South Park region.  They frequently came through the High Trails 
area, camping in the pleasant valleys, where they hunted the plentiful game and gathered plants for 
food and fiber. 
 
Base on landscape and resources, where in the Pikes Peak region would you want to spend the 
winter? 
Why might we call the Utes the first “Leave No Trace” campers? 
 
 

Students will:  
● Connect historical Utes with the places in modern Colorado where they once lived 
● Understand how changing seasons affected the Utes’ lifestyle 

 
Approximate time: 15 minutes 

 
Divide students into groups with high schoolers, one for each Mouache Ute area and season - Manitou 
Springs/winter, Ute Pass(High Trails)/fall and spring, and South Park/summer. Have groups create a 
natural map, using any natural materials they can find, to represent that place and its resources. 
 
In your area: 
What food might be available? What plants, what animals? 
What type of shelter would you want to build? 
Would it be more or less challenging to survive during your season, compared to the others? Why? 
 

Wiki-Ups 
 

Students will:  
• Understand how pre-Columbian Utes survived on this land 

 
Approximate time:  20-30 minutes 
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Explain that a time warp has set time back 800 years and the students have become bands of four Ute 
Indian families.  They are passing through Florissant in fall, and have decided to stay for a week to 
hunt the ample elk herds passing through. You will need to build a shelter to house your family for 
your stay. For thousands of years, Utes and their predecessors were highly migratory and did not use 
the tipis that came into practice from the 1600s - onward. Instead, they built wiki-ups, temporary 
housing built of branches, leaves, and undergrowth, that could nonetheless be quite substantial. 
Challenge each group to make a weatherproof shelter. You can even test each shelter with a bottle of 
water. They won’t have enough time to construct a truly bomb-proof shelter, so ask the students what 
they might add if they had more time.  
 
 

Hike to Tipi Village 
 
Students will:  

• Understand how early people utilized natural surroundings for survival 
 
Approximate Time:  25 minutes 
 

Medicinal Plant Search 
 
As Utes traveled to hunting grounds, gatherings, or to another drainage or elevation in search of 
different food sources, they would constantly gather nature's bounty along the way.  Nearly three 
hundred different plants were gathered for medicinal purposes.  Many people gained wisdom about 
these plants and how to use them in healing.  For example, certain grasses were used as anti-coagulants 
to stop bleeding, pine pitch was used to heal wounds, and powdered obsidian mixed with sage tea 
relieved sore eyes. 
 
On the hike to the encampment, each group will be searching for a number of medicinal plants. 
Discuss with each group what they should be searching for before the hike. Assign one plant to each 
student in each group, then after the search have the students with the same plants find each other and 
present their findings. Please do not eat or sample any of the plants, but each group may collect a small 
sample to bring with them. (See resource material for descriptions of medicinal plants.) 
 

Search for the Ute Culture Trees 
 

• Other than as construction materials, how else do you think Utes may have used trees? 
 
A Ute Culture Tree is usually a ponderosa pine that has been scarred by a metal or stone tool.  Ute 
tribes, as well as many other American Indian tribes in North America, “blazed” regional pine trees. 
They stripped the outer layer of bark when the tree was young and the bark was more workable to get 
to the cambium layer.  Cambium is the inner bark that forms new wood and bark each season.  The 
cambium creates the rings.  Cambium is also known as pitch or resin and contains most of the tree's 
sap.  
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Trees were also used as trail markers - these have a 30-degree bend in the trunk, achieved by bowing 
the trunk of a sapling and tying it down. 
 
Some of these bent trees also carried a spiritual significance - they might serve as prayer trees, a 
reminder for traveling Utes to pause, encircle the tree, and offer it their prayers. Other Ute Culture 
Trees marked burial sites, and were typically cedar or juniper (not ponderosas). 
 
The Utes used the cambium as food during famine, mixed with pine nuts, deer or bear fat, or for 
medicinal purposes as a laxative tea or mixed with bear fat for sores and eye infections.  The cambium 
was also used as chewing gum, for sealing baskets, smoking hides and repairing sandals.  Burls on 
trees were used for making ladles, spoons, and bowls. The Utes would use hot coals to burn out the 
knot’s center rather than carve it to make a depression. 
 

• While hiking around High Trails, keep yours eyes peeled for Ute Culture Trees.  
• How hard do you think it is to reach the cambium layer? 
• Is it worth the effort? 
• What kind of similar work is done today? 
• Do you think that this method hurts the tree? 

(Notes from Jack Williams, Ute Culture Trees; Living History) 
 

Medicine Pouches 
The students can make medicine pouches from felt and leather cordage.  Real pouches would have 
been made from small pieces of hide and sinew.  Pouches were used to carry medicines and food 
found while traveling.  Sinew thread for small pouches was made from rabbit.  Utes often carried a 
wide variety of decorated bags, usually beaded, on belts or slung over shoulders.  Women carried a 
knife bag and an awl case.  The awl is a tool made for deer bones, used for poking holes in hides and 
making baskets.  
 

Introduction of the Horse  
 

Stop somewhere along the hike where the group can see the High Trails stables.  This is a good 
opportunity to discuss the impact of the introduction of the horse on the Ute lifestyle. 
 
Questions to ask: 
 

• How do you think the horse changed life for the Utes? 
• How did they adapt to this change? 
• What types of adaptations due to changes in technology have you seen in your lifetime? 
• How have you adapted? 
• What about your parents' (or grandparents') generation? 

 
After Spanish explorers introduced the first horses through trade in the 1600's, this animal became a 
highly prized possession and changed the Ute way of life forever.   Horses allowed them to be more 
efficient hunters, better fighters and provided a new means of mobility. More efficient hunting led to a 
surplus of resources, and almost overnight the Utes went from an often meager existence, sometimes 
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on the brink of starvation, to a life of material comfort. The horse also allowed family units to gather in 
large numbers under powerful chiefs or war leaders.  A tribe without horses would not survive long, 
and stealing horses became common practice. Ownership of horses increased among the Cheyenne and 
Arapahoe tribes and once peaceful, isolated Utes became aggressive in their conflicts over hunting 
grounds.  
 

Importance of the Bison 
 
“Buffalo” vs. “Bison” 
Buffalo and bison are distinct species of the same Bovidae family. The misnomer “buffalo” for the 
American Bison (Bison bison) arose from early European settlers, who confused the bison for species 
of buffalo in Asia and Africa. Both terms are used to refer to the same animal today, but bison will be 
used here. 
 
The Bison in Ute life 
Until horses came on the scene, the Utes were not particularly dependent on the bison, compared with 
tribes on the eastern plains like the Cheyenne and Arapaho. Before the introduction of the horse, Utes 
hunted a variety of game including deer, elk, bear, and smaller mammals, in addition to bison. Their 
supply of bison came from annual hunting trips to the plains.  
 
Out on the plains, east of the Front Range, the bison was fundamental to nearly all aspects of life. The 
entire bison was efficiently used for tipi covers, blankets, sinew thread, bow strings, clothing and meat. 
With the increased ability to hunt big game over long distances using horses in the 1800s, the bison 
rose in stature in Ute life, reaching the levels of importance that it held for most Plains Indians. 
 
By the early 1850's there were still estimated to be 40-50 million bison roaming the Great Plains, but 
western movement of pioneers, homesteaders, and miners as well as the great slaughter of bison by 
sportsmen and fur entrepreneurs sealed the doom of the bison.  When Utes and other tribes realized the 
high cash value of bison hides to white traders, they became interested in killing buffalo and leaving 
less profitable parts behind, assimilating themselves out of necessity into the new market economy of 
the west.  The herds which had been the center of life for many tribes for thousands of years were 
destroyed in less than a century. 
 

• To what extent did the Ute and Plains people depend on the American Bison? 
• What does the Native American attitude about the buffalo tell you about you about the 

relationship the Native Americans had with nature? 
• Compared to the current culture, what defines the early native people of this country? 
• How did they use what they had available? 
• Do you think they ever threw anything away? 
• How did they pass on the technologies and skills that they developed over time? 

 
(Refer to the resource materials for a chart showing different American Indian uses of the bison) 
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Welcome Meeting at Tipi Village 
 
Enter the large tipi and sit in a circle, or gather around the fire ring. Read this passage from the Ute 
Origin Story: 
 

A Ute Origin Story 
As told by Alden Naranjo, a Southern Ute Elder and member of the Mouache and Caputa bands 

 
In the ancient times only Sinawav the Creator and Coyote lived on the earth.  They had come out of 
the light so long ago, that no one remembered when or how.  The Earth was young and the time had 
come to increase the people.  Sinawav gave a bag of sticks to Coyote and said “Carry these over the 
far hills to the valleys beyond.”  He gave specific directions Coyote was to follow and told him what 
to do when he got there.  “You must remember, this is a great responsibility.  The bag must not be 
opened under any circumstances until you reach the sacred grounds.” 

“What is this I carry?” asked Coyote 

“I will say no more.  Now be about your task”  Sinawav answered. 

Coyote was young and foolish, consumed with curiosity.  “What is this I carry?” he kept asking 
himself. 

As soon as he was over the first hill and out of sight, he stopped.  He was just going to peek in the 
bag.  “That could hurt nothing,” he thought.  Just as he untied the bag and opened a small slit they 
rushed for the opening.  They were people.  These people yelled and hollered in strange languages of 
all kinds.  He tried to catch them and get them back into the bag.  But they ran away in all different 
directions.  From how full the bag was after he had gotten it closed he could tell there was only a 
fraction of the what he had started out with.  He went to the sacred valley and dumped them out there. 
There was a small number of these people.  But those few ones were the Utes, the real Utes from 
around here. 

Coyote then returned and told Sinawav that he had completed the task.  Sinawav searched Coyote’s 
face. “I know,” Sinawav sighed.  “You foolish thing, you do not know what a fearful thing you have 
done.” 

Coyote finally confessed.  “I tried to catch them.  I was frightened.  They spoke in strange tongues 
that I could not understand.” 

“Those you let escape will forever war with the chosen ones,  They will be the tribes which will 
always be a thorn in the sides of the Utes,” said Sinawav. 

“The Utes, even though they are few in number, will be the mightiest and most valiant of heart.” 

Sinawav then cursed the Coyote “You are an irresponsible meddler.  From this time on you are 
doomed to wander this earth on all fours forever as a night crawler.” 
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Questions to ask: 
 

• What do origin stories try to explain? 
• What other creation stories do you know? 
• Why study other cultures? 
• Why is it important to be open to other cultural beliefs, even if you don't personally believe 

them? 
 

 
 
 

 

Learning Stations at the Tipi Village 
 

Tell the students: “Now we will go to the different parts of the village to learn the way of life of the Ute 
people from the 1600s - 1800s.  To do this, we will rotate through four different stations:” 
 

• Village Life – the core of the day-to-day Ute life 
• Hunting – the survival of any tribe is dependent on good hunting 
• Ritual and Spiritual Life – the heart of Ute culture 
• Ute Games – play for Ute children helped develop athletic skills for adult life 

 
A teacher or HT staff member will rotate the groups approximately every 15 minutes by signal.  When 
all stations have been explored, the groups will meet back together in the tipi to share what has been 
learned.  
 

Village Life 
 
Students will:  

• Understand the aspects of everyday life for Ute Indians from the 1700’s onward 
 
Approximate Time:  15 minutes 
 

The Encampment 
 
Questions to ask: 

• What would the ideal campsite for a Ute tribe look like? 
• Who in the tribe was responsible for tipi management?  
• Where did visitors sit? 
• How did Utes construct their tipis?  
• What are the specific features of the tipi? 
• When camp had to relocate, how did the Utes move their tipis? 
• What are some items in your house that you could not live without? 
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• What are 5 things you would pack if your family was moving and you had to carry your own 
belongings? 

• Are there things on the list that you do not think you would need? 
• How does your tribe travel from place to place? 

 
 

Responsibilities in the Village 
 
Women owned the tipi and the men who stay were her visitors.  The women did practically all of the 
work inside the village.  They selected the campsite as well as set up, took down and moved the tipi. 
Women also served as scouts and accompanied men on hunting expeditions and war parties.  Their 
most important duty was to raise the children and teach them to be strong, contributing members of the 
tribe. Women were responsible for the preparation of meat, gathering nuts, roots and berries, cooking, 
tanning hides, making tools, sewing clothing, and storing food.  The tribal medicine women cared for 
the sick and injured.  
 
Men were responsible for the hunt and making sure the tribe was well-supplied with fresh meat.  They 
protected the village and hunting grounds from intruders.  Much of the time in the village was spent 
telling stories, horse-back riding, practicing bow and arrow skills, and repairing and making tools, 
weapons and hunting equipment.  Responsibilities also included organizing and performing ceremonies 
and rituals as well as providing tribal leadership and medicinal services.  The Medicine Men were 
important figures in religious life. 
 
Tepee etiquette provided the eldest man with a seat of honor, sitting opposite the opening of the tepee. 
He was always served first and first to start a conversation.  It was not acceptable for any person to take 
a drink, eat, or light a smoke before offering to the elder first. 
 
How do we treat the elderly in our society? 
Do they enjoy an elevated status? 
 

The Tipi 
 

This tipi is covered with canvas, while the actual tipis would be covered in 10-12 elk or buffalo hides 
sewn together with sinew thread from the buffalo.  It would take less than an hour to set up a tipi. The 
tipi cover was lifted into place over the poles by the “lifting pole”, which eventually became the last 
pole in the frame.  The cover was pulled tightly around the poles and fastened over the opening with 
lacing pins which were usually made from bones.  Tipi entrances always faced east to welcome the day 
and provided the best protection from the wind. Tipi poles were usually made from Lodge Pole Pines 
because they are the straightest among the pines and resist rotting like an aspen tree. Ute tipis required 
12 poles, including two poles that were not part of the frame, which were connected to the smoke flaps. 
The hole at the top allowed smoke from the fire to escape and provided ventilation.  The smoke flaps 
would be closed in wet weather. The tipi lining was a crucial part of the tipi because it could mean the 
difference between a wet and dry tipi.  The waterproof lining kept out drafts and dampness, prevented 
rain from dripping from the poles, gave increased ventilation, and quickly cleared the interior of smoke 
by allowing rising hot air to pull in cold air from behind the lining.  The air space behind the lining, 
acting as an insulator, also kept the interior cool during the summer and warm during the winter. 
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The Travois 
 
Women and boys put together and tied six poles to each side of a horse. One end of each pole would 
drag on the ground behind the horse.  They laid the folded cover of the tepee over the extension of the 
poles behind the horse, stacked their belongings on top and moved slowly to the next campsite.  The 
dragging of the poles on the ground made a broad track that was used year after year until the path 
became a well-worn roadway.  Many of the old Ute trails are the routes of present-day highways. 
 
Suggestion for a fun activity:  Use the travois at the village to race, practice or pack your stuff! 
 
 

Possessions of the Ute Home 
 

• Rugs and blankets made from bison, deer, elk, bear, badger, beaver, coyote and rabbit skins 
• Combs made from charred porcupine tails set in wooden handles 
• Sharp, stone knives  
• Wooden bowls, and wooden plates, cups, and spoons with holes in the handles for carrying 
• A large clay pot or a bag made from buffalo stomach skin for cooking 
• Yucca soap and shampoo 
• Leather balls for games 
• Baskets for carrying food and water 
• Paints for ceremonies and sunburns 
• Cactus thorns and cedar ashes for ear-piercing and tattooing 
• Fire-starter drills 
• Rawhide overshoes stuffed with soft bark 
• Sacks of dried meats, fruits, roots, herbs, seeds and fat 

 
 
(See resource cards for pictures of some of the above items) 
 

Village Life Activities 
 

Ute Beadwork 
 

The Utes were renowned for their beadwork on clothing, tools, and household items. Beaded clothing 
was worn during events such as the Bear Dance. 
 
Before Utes began trading for glass beads with Europeans, beads were hand-drilled with stone points 
and made of rare precious stones, seashells, porcupine quills, and nutshells. Their time-consuming 
production process made them very valuable. As a nomadic people, Utes had to carry their wealth with 
them. Beaded clothing became a way to display and carry wealth. 
 
Who do you know that could teach you a useful traditional skill? 
What type of skill would you like to learn from them sometime in the future? 
How can you find a way to learn this skill from this person? 
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Beaded Bookmarks 
Students will: Understand Ute beadwork history, make their own beaded project 
Materials needed: cardboard looms, yarn, beads (optional: masking tape) 
Approximate time: 15-20 minutes 
 
Using pre-made cardboard squares that have 6-8 notches across the top and bottom, slide a piece of 
yarn into each notch. Leave a 2” tail on each piece to help tie off later. Secure each piece of yarn in 
place by either tying a knot and snugging the knot up to the notch on the back of the board, or taping 
all the tails down to the back of the board with masking tape. Let students braid their yarn into 
different patterns, placing beads throughout. Be sure to place the yarn in notches at the bottom at 
each end turn. 
 
These could also be worn as armbands, or tied to the zipper of a backpack as a decoration. 

 
 

Fire-Making. 
 

• Why was fire so important to American Indians who lived in the mountains? Desert? 
Plains? 

• How does fire serve different purposes for people in different places? 
 
Possible answers: (Used as a source of heat, in cooking , for light, in the process of tanning hides and 
to create smoke signals for communication) 
 

• What three physical characteristics must be present to create fire? 
 
Answer:  Oxygen, heat source, and fuel (Compare types of fuel used today and throughout history).  
 

The History of Fire-Making 
 

• What comes to mind when you think of technology? 
 
Hand-Drilled Fires:The most primitive fire-making technique was practiced for thousands of  
                                     years. 
                                     It relied purely on skill and endurance to produced enough friction for a coal.  
                                     Necessities: a “nest”, spindle, and a fire-board.  
Bow-Drilled Fires:  The addition of a string to a bow-shaped stick simplified the practice of 
                                     fire-making.  It allowed the fire-maker to spin the spindle faster, creating more 
                                     heat and creating a coal in less time.  
                                     Necessities: a “nest”, spindle, bow, socket rock and fire-board. 
Flint and Steel:        The addition of steel to the fire-makers tool kit eliminated the need to create 
                                     heat from friction by 99%.  With one simple stroke a spark will fly to the char 
                                     cloth for a coal to form. 
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                                     Necessities: a “nest”, flint, steel and a char-cloth. 
Magnifying Glass:   Using glass to harness the sun's energy was excellent for clear days, but 
                                      achieving a fire with only this tool at night doesn't work 
                                      Necessities: a “nest” and glass 
 

Yucca Cordage  
 

• How might Utes have used cordage? 
• What alternative materials can you find that might make good cordage? 

 
Procedure for cordage-making: 

• Harvest and soak yucca spears 
• Pound spears with round stones to expose fibers 
• Extract and twist fibers 
• Braid fibers to create length of cordage 
• Splice two lengths of cordage together to elongate the new rope 

 

Yucca Soap and Shampoo 
 
Yucca roots have been used by desert tribes for many years to prevent hair loss and dandruff.  It also 
makes hair shiny.  Yucca root makes a great shampoo and soap because it contains natural saponin, 
which is an all natural detergent that softly lathers when agitated with water.  The following steps will 
demonstrate how to make a natural shampoo with yucca roots: 
 
Procedure for soap and shampoo making: 
 

• Dig up and cut off a piece of the yucca root. 
• Peel off the brown outside layer of the root until the clean white root inside is exposed 
• Chop the white root into small pieces and put the pieces into a blender. 
• Mix until the root has become pulp and has changed from white to a pale amber color 
• Spread out the pulverized root onto a clean surface and let it dry out in the sun 
• Leave it out in the sun until all the moisture has evaporated and no longer feels sticky 
• Place a small amount of the pulp into a draw-string cheesecloth bag 
• Pull the string tight to close it 
• Wet the cheesecloth bag and squeeze it to dispense the lather and use it to wash hands or hair 
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The Hunt 
 
Students will:  

•  Learn various methods of hunting 
 
Approximate time:  15 minutes 
 
 
 
Questions to think about: 

• How important was hunting to the Utes? 
• What did they get from the animals that were killed? 
• What hunting weapons were used? 
• What advantage did the bow and arrow have over the other weapons? 
• How do you think the bows were made? What materials were used? 
• Why were the bows of the Plains American Indians often shorter than the bows of other 

tribes? 
• How was an arrow shaft constructed? 
• How were arrowheads made? 
• What other valuable Ute tools, other that hunting implements, needed to be “knapped” to 

create and sharp edge? 
• What stone tools are used today? 
• How did the Utes hunt? 
• Why are badger holes and other rodent burrows good places to look for arrowheads? 

 
 

Bows and Arrows 
Several arrowhead points and partial arrowheads have been found at High Trails.  There are several 
sites on the camp that are recognized as Ute encampments, as they made their way to and from the 
South Park region.  On the way, new arrowheads of various shapes and sizes were made to sustain the 
hunters as they broke or lost arrows.  Points were made from petrified wood, bloodstone, onyx, flint, 
chert, jasper, agate and quartz. 
 
Although bows and arrows were by no means the only weapons used in hunting, they could be used at 
a greater distance than other weapons. Utes also use tomahawks, spears, knives and traps for hunting. 
Most bows were made from a single piece of hardwood and usually averaged about 4 feet in length. 
Often bows were wrapped with sinew or strips of green rawhide to give even more strength and 
flexibility to the bow. 
 
The process for making arrows was very time consuming because of the sheer volume needed. This 
was especially true in times of ongoing inter-tribal warfare and during the period of European 
encroachment on Ute land. Utes had different arrows for different purposes.  Arrows ranged from 
24-34 inches in length and were usually made from dogwood, willow or strong cane shoots.  A skilled 
elder in the tribe could make arrow shafts perfectly straight by using his teeth as a tool.  A feather 
fletching was used to give the arrow balance and to improve its trajectory; turkey feathers were a 
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favored choice but they could also come from owls, eagles, hawks or geese. Crow feathers were 
seldom used because it was thought that crows were bad luck.  The left feather on the arrow came from 
the left wing of the bird, and the right feather came from the right wing of the bird.  The feathers kept 
the shaft spinning evenly so the arrow could fly a straight course.  Arrowheads and feathers were 
cemented to the shaft with tree pitch and hoof glue.  
 
Today the tradition of making bows and arrows lives on among Utes, though they are no longer used as 
weapons of war and are now instead used for ceremonial purposes, sport, or sold as craft-works. 
 

Hunting Techniques 
 
A practice followed by many Ute tribes was to use the sweat lodge before hunting to rid their bodies of 
human scent.  They would not smoke or eat strong-smelling food before the hunt and would rub their 
feet with sage to disguise their presence. Prior to hunting on horseback, Utes in South Park caught 
bison by surrounding one with a circle of men and shooting it with arrows. 
 
What other methods can you think of, with or without arrows, that Utes might have used to catch 
animals? 
 
Utes and other bison-hunting tribes used many methods to kill and track game animals, including 
stalking, ambushing at water holes, herding animals into deep snow and driving herds over cliffs. If an 
animal did not die immediately, the trail of blood would help the hunters track the wounded animal. 
Grooves or “lightning marks” along the shaft of arrows were made to let blood drain out after the 
animal had been shot. 
 
Hunting parties included women and children who packed the necessities and food when they set out 
from the village.  They were also responsible for setting up the hunting camp.  Temporary camp 
shelters were made by standing poles against trees and cliffs and covering the poles with woven cedar 
bark and brush.  Earth and skins were used to cover the brush and bark structures. 
 
Many Ute necessities came from the hunt.  Meat, fat, and hides were essential products.  Bones were 
carved for tools, decorations, weapons and utensils.  Marrow fat was used for paints.  Animal 
stomachs, bladders, and intestines became carrying or boiling sacks.  Hair and fur were used for 
weaving soft blankets.  Teeth were valued for decorating ceremonial clothing.  Antlers were formed 
into chipping tools.  Sinew was the main source for sewing thread.  Skulls were decorated for use in 
rituals. 
 

Activities for the Hunt 
 

Archery 
An archery field course has been set up near the tipi encampment.  Before starting, discuss the role of 
hunting in Ute and the necessary precautions for using bows and arrows. 
 
Safety Instructions: 
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• Remember: Bows and arrows can be dangerous unless treated with the greatest respect and 
the utmost care.  A loaded bow is a deadly weapon. 

• Never point the bow in any direction other than toward the target, even when nocking the 
arrow or just standing around. 

• Don't ever draw an arrow unless your fellow archers are beside you. 
• Shoot only at the target. Try closer distances at first until comfortable shooting the bow. 
• Always use arm protectors. 
• Do not retrieve arrows until all arrows have been shot. Collect your arrows after all your 

fellow archers are finished shooting and you have received permission from the leader. 
 

Flint Knapping 
• Flint knapping is the technique of making tools, knives, arrowheads, spear heads, and other 

similar items from certain types of stone. Obsidian, flint, and chert were the most commonly 
used rock. Stone tools are still used today. 

• Attempt to create a sharp edge using the pressure flaking process with a copper-tipped flaker.  
     Pressure flaking involves removing narrow flakes along the edge of a stone tool. This 
technique is often used to do detailed thinning and shaping of a stone tool. Pressure 
flaking involves putting a large amount of force across a region on the edge of the tool and 
(hopefully) causing a narrow flake to come off of the stone. 

 

Atlatl Dart Throwing 
What is an atlatl? 

• The atlatl is a stick with a hook on the end used to increase the leverage in throwing a spear. 
Actually the spear (called a dart or yaomitl) is much more like a large arrow.  It has fletching 
added to stabilize flight and is quite flexible.  The dart can come in many different lengths, 
some of which are 7 feet long.  The atlatl is the hooked stick used to throw the dart.  The atlatl 
can also come in many different lengths and styles. Most often the atlatl is about 1/3 the length 
of the darts. 

• The atlatl may be one of the first compound weapons and a tool to enhance human power. 
While the earliest archaeological evidence is 25,000 years old, it is believed that the atlatl has 
been used for some 40,000 years.  The effectiveness of this weapon allowed early humans to 
hunt Ice Age mega-fauna such as the Wooly Mammoth and Rhino. 

• Eventually, the development of the bow supplanted the atlatl as the weapon of choice because 
the bow was more compact, easier to carry and quieter. Also, with the disappearance of the 
mega-fauna,  the smaller mammals did not require the penetrative power of the atlatl to help 
bring down the animal. 

 

Religion and Ritual 
 

Students will:  
• understand how Ute spirituality developed from the interaction with the natural world 

 
Approximate time:  15 minutes 
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Religion and Ritual Activities 
 

Because you have to realize that the people that were here before, they lived their religion.  ...Everyday was 
another part of that ceremony. Everyday their life was a ceremony.  And so when you look at the world in that 
way, and realize how interrelated it was, they couldn’t get food without giving some offering, waking up in the 

morning and greeting the sunrise and that type of thing.  
 

Betsey Chapoose, tribal director of the Ute Cultural Rights and Protection Department 
 

Utes recognized a Creator, Sinawav, and several lesser gods: Sun, War, Peace, Water, Thunder and 
Lightning, and Blood. Individuals had their own guardian spirits that they turned to for help and 
support. These might be an animal, plant, rock, tree, water, bird, or insect. 
 
Read this continuation of the Ute Origin Story from the welcome meeting. 
 

In the beginning there was only water. 
Water Grandmother floated in her basket 

In the midst of the waters. 
She thought and created the land from her own body 

As Spider creates her web, or as a woman creates her basket. 
She thought, and sang, and stretched the land. 

She circled in the sunwise direction, and 
Bit by bit, she added to the land. 

When the land was so large that she could no longer see the waters, 
She sent Sinawav to see if it was large enough. 

Sinawav ran from center to edge, 
Again and again, 

Checking and rechecking. 
Finally, Sinawav returned, all out of breath, 

Shouting, "It fits!" "It fits!" 
 
 
What message do you think this story is trying to relay?  
Can we guess anything about Ute values, based on this story? 
What origin stories from other cultures and religions do you know? How are they similar/dissimilar 
to this one? 
 
 

Create Your Own Origin Story 
 

Students will: write a creative story explaining something in the natural world 
Approximate time: 15 minutes 
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Questions to think about: How do we explain natural phenomenon that we don’t understand? 
What beliefs have been passed on to you by your parents? 
Without books or modern technology, how did the Utes transfer knowledge and beliefs between 
generations? 
 
Read the Ute story Coyote and Wildcat as an example of a short story that can explain something 
found in nature. Break the students off individually with their journals and have them write their own 
story explanations for something in nature, either letting them choose their topic or assigning topics. 
Coyote and Wildcat, and other Ute tales, can be found in the Resource section. 

 
 

Ute Dances and Songs 
 
Dancing was very important to Utes, and each dance had a special significance.  Dances were 
expressions of joyful celebrations or solemn, prayerful ceremonies that sometimes lasted for days. Utes 
believed that dancing could induce a certain state-of-mind and spirit that could prepare them to 
properly undertake a bold action or deed, or it could ready them to receive a great honor. 
 
When performing a dance to request good fortune on a hunt, the motions depicted the hunt: the hunter 
stalking, the deer running, the hunter shooting, and the deer dying.  Several hunters encircled the deer 
as it became a part of the circle---when the deer was eaten, its body and spirit became part of the body 
and spirit of those who ate it. 
 
A famous dance of the Ute is called the Bear Dance.  This dance is performed each spring and 
celebrates the actions of a Ute warrior, who woke up a hibernating bear in late spring to keep it from 
starving.  The grateful bear takes the warrior into the woods and shows him the spring dance of the 
bears. The Bear Dance is a public celebration, open to observation and participation by outside people. 
(A description of the Bear Dance is found in the Ute Indian Notebook in the High Trails office) 
 
Another famous dance is the Sun Dance. The Sun Dance is considered a more private celebration. It is 
held to build an individual’s spiritual strength and for the well being of the community. The details of 
the Sun Dance are rarely talked about beyond the circle of the dancer’s family and friends. 
 
What dances or celebrations does your family or community hold? 
Are there stories or meanings behind these celebrations? 
What private or spiritual ceremonies are parts of the celebration? 
 
 

  

Earth Drawings 
 
Many Utes made drawing in the earth for various ritual purposes.  They were made before a hunt, 
war, planting, or harvest, or the medicine man made them to heal a sick person.  The drawings were 
designed to ask the blessings of the spirits for their endeavors or to destroy an evil spirit. When the 
drawings were completed and served their purpose, they were erased so the spirits would not escape. 
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Procedure for making Earth Drawings: 

• Have participants go on a small hike around the area collecting different types of dirt, gravel, 
sand, decayed tree matter, grasses and seeds. 

• Smooth out a piece of ground and draw a circle as the border 
• Have the students draw a design using the materials collected 
• When everyone has completed their drawing, allow them to share with one another what the 

drawings and designs meant to them 
• When everyone has had a chance to share, have them erase their designs 

 
  

Smudge Sticks 
 
Smudge sticks are a quick and easy Ute Indian craft that the students can make and take home. 
 

• Collect a bundle of sage leaves 
• Wrap with colored twine 

 
The burning of herbs for emotional, psychic, and spiritual purification is common practice among 
many religious, healing and spiritual groups, and continues to be practiced by some Utes today.  In 
theory, the smoke attaches itself to negative energy and as the smoke clears, it takes the negative 
energy with it. 

 
 

 
 

Ute Games 
 

 
Students will: understand how games can teach skills 
Approximate Time:  20 minutes 
 
Though much of their days were spent in pursuit of sustenance, the Utes took time to play games and 
enjoy recreation.  Many of the games were designed to develop and hone skills that were necessary for 
successful hunts or battles.  Follow up each of these games with a short discussion on some of the skills 
one could gain from frequent play. 
 
Traditional Ute games: 

Juggling 
Juggling with rounded, water-worn stones or clay balls was a popular game, particularly among Ute 
women. These women were skilled enough to be able to walk while juggling - the usual play was to 
choose a point in the distance, such as a tree or a tipi, and juggle the balls as they approached the 
point. Whoever arrived first, won. 
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Ute Hand Game  
The Hand Game is a hiding game of chance that involves teams competing against each other. Utes 
used this game when different groups came together for trade, as a way to bond and also get a sense 
for the character of their trading partners. See resources for instructions. 

 

“Frisbee” 
Utes tossed willow disks much as we play Frisbee today in pairs/groups formed into lines or circles.  

 

Foot Races 
Set the start and finish lines approximately 50 feet apart.  Designate race judges: one starter and two 
judges at the finish.  Divide students into teams with an even number of players for relay races and 
50-foot dashes. 
 

Other (non-Ute specific) games: 

Deer Hunter 
Students stand in a circle representing the trees in a forest.  Two blindfolded students in the center 
represent the deer and the hunter.  The hunter tries to catch the deer by carefully listening to the 
sounds the deer makes.  Everyone else should remain quiet and motionless so the hunter and deer can 
listen for each other.  Once the deer has been captured, two others from the circle can be chosen. 

 

 Counting Coup (also known as Blind Eagle) 
Conflicts were not usually bloody, and among many tribes, “counting coup” was considered more 
noble and honorable than killing or scalping an enemy. The counting of coup is done by touching or 
striking an enemy with the hand or a weapon, and, if possible, by grabbing a piece of clothing or a 
weapon.  Warriors took pride in wearing clothing and weapons stolen from any enemy in this manner. 
One person is chosen to be a member of a tribe in conflict with the Utes.  The guard is blindfolded and 
counts to 25 while everyone else runs away to hide.  The guard takes off the blindfold and looks 
around.  Anyone that is seen within 10 seconds is “caught” and must come in.  The guard puts the 
blindfold back on and sits quietly while the others try to sneak in and count coup by touching him 
before they are detected.  Each game needs a “referee” to determine who is caught. 
 
Points to remember: 
 

• If the guard hears a noise and accurately points to a Ute, who might or might not be 
responsible for the noise, that Ute is caught and must sit down. 

• The guard may not use their arms to try to catch a Ute, but must point directly at the thief. 
• The Ute may not run in to count coup.  The last few yards must be stealthily walked. 
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Follow up questions: 

• What games had an underlying message? 
• How are tribes like teams? 
• What team or individual traits allowed players to be successful in each game? 

 
 

Closing Discussion 
 
Students will:  

• understand why it is important to learn about the Ute Indian culture 
 
Approximate Time:  10 minutes 
 
After each group has rotated through all the stations, gather everyone together for a closing discussion. 
Review briefly the highlights of the day and key concepts. 
 
Just 200 years ago, right on this spot, was a culture totally different from ours today.  
In 2017, the descendants of the Utes who were once sovereign and free in their sacred mountains of 
Colorado, Utah, and parts of New Mexico and Wyoming, now live on three small reservations: The 
Southern Ute Reservation of Colorado, the Ute Mountain Ute Reservation of Colorado, and the Uintah 
and Ouray Reservation of Utah. 
 
How can we help to protect Ute culture from disappearing entirely? 
 
As is the case with all cultures, there are things to be learned from the Ute way of life. 
Describe the type of relationship that Utes had with nature. 
 
Do you think it was easy to survive up here in the mountains? Why or why not? 
Do we depend on nature in our lives today? 
What can our society learn from Ute culture? 
How have past events influenced life in Colorado today? 
 
 
We can learn something from every culture.  The Utes lived in cohesive social communities. Everyone 
worked together for the good of the whole.  The Utes depended on nature for meeting their physical 
and spiritual needs.  They were efficient and respectful in their uses of nature.  Our culture is also 
dependent upon nature for its needs, but we are farther removed from it.  It is very important for our 
culture to also develop a great respect for nature and to understand how nature and people can best 
serve each other. 
 
 
 
 

Copyright, Colorado Outdoor Education Center, 1989; revised 2017 
26 



All-Day 
 
 
 

Meeting with the Explorers 
The Explorer Discovery Group will be hiking past Tipi Village on their journey to the Bat Caves. 
Many students will assume that interactions between American Indians and white Explorers were 
violent. Though at times they were, it was more often the case that Utes welcomed and lended aid to 
explorers, especially when they expressed no interest in settling on Ute land. A common tactic used to 
avoid conflict was to simply retreat from invaders or make petty mischief in the home that invasive 
groups would retreat. When Utes served as guides for early explorers, they helped them to survive, 
explore difficult terrain, and find precious metals and minerals. Contact with Europeans brought about 
a newly prosperous, if temporary, era of resource wealth for the Utes. Some early explorers in Ute 
terrain moved into Ute villages for the winter and on occasion were known to marry into Ute families. 
Whenever explorers passed through American Indian territories, it was important to determine their 
purpose.  Questions one might ask about these new and strange-looking men who came into their 
territory: 

• Are they friendly? 
• Who should we send to intercept the strangers? 
• Who will speak for our tribe? 
• What will we offer to trade? 
• Will they eat with us and can we share information? 

 
 
 
 

Jerky and other Ute Foods 
 

• How did the Utes cook? 
 

• What did they eat? 
 

Meat was often skewered and roasted over the fire, so there was no need for pans or skillets. Ute 
women would dig a hole and build a fire in the pit.  Rocks were added to absorb heat from the fire. 
The meat would be wrapped in clay or leaves, combined with an assortment of roots and vegetables, 
buried in the fire pit and covered by hot rocks and dirt.  Stews and soups were cooked in a bison 
stomach lining.  Cooking would take 2-4 hours.  Almost everything, meats, grains and berries, were 
ground on metates. (A metate, or milling stone, is a mortar or a ground stone tool used for processing 
grain and seeds. Metates were typically used by women who would grind grains and other organic 
materials during food preparation.) They had to be very careful in their grinding as fine grains of sand 
would get mixed in with food and over time would literally grind down teeth. 
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The primary meat source for the Ute tribes from the 1600s-onward was the bison.  They ate almost 
every part of the animal, including the bone marrow.  Meat would be preserved for the winter season 
by cutting it into thin slices and hanging it to dry or by covering it with thick layers of fat to keep it 
fresh.  Jerky could be powdered and mixed with ground or dried berries and fat to make a high protein 
food called pemmican.  Ute women could find many edible fruits, roots and greens, aspen sap, pinion 
pine pitch, pine bark (which was seasoned with salt), wild grass seeds and grasshoppers to supplement 
the Ute diet. 
  
 

 
Clay Beads 

Beads and pottery were an important part of Ute life.  The first glass beads came from trading with 
early trappers and explorers, but Utes had already been making their own beads from clay for 
ceremonies and decoration.  
 
Preparation for making beads: 

• In the ditch, west of Salamander Pond in Tipi Village, is a bank of natural clay.  Dig a bucket 
of clay from the bank.  It is easy to distinguish, as it is more dense and golden brown than dirt. 

• Pour some clay into another bucket and fill it with water. 
• Using your hand, thoroughly mix the clay and water (breaking up chunks) until there is a 

soupy mixture. 
• Sift the mixture using an old window screen set on an empty bucket. 
• Let the strained mixture sit for at least 30 minutes. 
• When the mixture is settled, carefully pour off the water and skim the clay out.  Be careful not 

to disturb the settled sand. 
• If there is a lot of dirt, it will be suspended in the water and skim off as much as possible. 
• Knead the clay into workable-sized balls. 
• Take the prepared natural clay and break it into small pieces. 
• Mold each piece of clay into the desired shape. 
• Simplicity in shape is the key to bead-making success. 
• After the shape is molded, poke a hole in the clay with a small stick. 
• Carefully smooth all the edges and make sure the hole is clean. 
• When the bead is nearly dry, a texture or design can be scratched in. 
• The slower the pieces are allowed to dry, the less likely they are to break during baking. 
• The best way to bake the beads is to put them in a hot fire, with lots of coals. 
• Add more wood and then let the fire burn out. 
• Let the fire cool by itself.  If water is thrown on the fire, the beads will break. 
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RESOURCES 
 
 
Medicinal Plants of the Colorado High Country 
 
 

Aspen Populus Tremuloides 
Aspens are heavily used as both food and medicine by animals and Utes alike. Most of these uses draw 
upon the presence of populin and salicin in the inner bark, buds, and leaves. These two chemical 
compounds are similar to ones found in aspirin. The inner bark can also be consumed for protein.  
 
 

The inner bark was considered a “sweet treat” for 
Ute children.  

A mixture of bark and bear fat was used to treat 
earaches. 

An infusion of the roots was used to prevent 
premature births. 

The white powder on the bark can serve as a 
coagulant - it was used to stop bleeding, prevent 
underarm hair growth & as an antiperspirant. 

A poultice of shredded roots was used for 
rheumatism. 

A healing salve could be made of Aspen wood 
ashes combined with grease. 

Buds boiled in fat could be used as a nasal salve 
for sore noses. 

The sap was used as a flavoring for wild 
strawberries - a delicacy! 
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Juniper Juniperus monosperma & communis 
Juniper has been widely used for medicinal and culinary purposes since antiquity. Most medicinal uses 
for juniper come from infusions or boiled extracts of branches, twigs, needles, or cones (which 
resemble berries.) The berries contain essential oils, useful for all manner of maladies. The berries are 
usually chewed raw or steeped in tea. A major contemporary use for juniper by herbalists is to 
stimulate the urinary tract.  
 
To treat a cold, the Tanainas in Alaska would 
boil berries with leaves. 

The leaves were used by the Hopi as a laxative or 
as a drink for women who wanted daughters. 

The Dakotas, Omahas, Poncas, and Pawnees 
burned the twigs and inhaled the smoke for colds 
and used them in vapor baths. 

Bark was rubbed on spider bites and the gum was 
used for tooth cavities. 

The leaves are cleaned, broken into smaller 
fragments, and stored for future uses. The leaves 
are cleaned and burned, and the ashes are kept in 
powdered form in a container for uses in 
cooking. The leaves or berries are ground and 
made into paste. 

Juniper is chewed or given as a tea to women 
after childbirth, and for twenty days after the 
mother’s food is prepared with the addition of 
some juniper leaves to help with pain. 

The Shuswap of British Columbia used juniper to 
keep earwigs and bedbugs out of the house. 

The Hopi held misbehaving children in a blanket 
over a juniper fire to calm them; the Cheyenne 
also used infusions to calm hyperactive people. 
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Reindeer Moss Cladonia rangiferina 
Actually a lichen, reindeer moss contains acids that make it very bitter and tough to digest when raw. 
As such, reindeer moss was usually cooked in some manner or eaten as part of the partially digested 
stomach contents of various ungulates. 
 
 

The Dena’ina of Alaska boiled or soaked the 
lichen in hot water until soft, then eat plain or 
mixed with berries, fish eggs, or grease. 

The Monpa in the eastern Himalaya use reindeer 
moss to help with the removal of kidney stones. 

Drinking the juice from boiled lichen can serve 
as a medicine for diarrhea. 

Lichens are commercially grown in Scandinavia 
to make a powder that thickens soups and 
desserts. It is rich in vitamin A and B. 

Reindeer moss can be used to tan animal hides - 
so if you don’t boil out the harsh acids, it can 
give you a very bad stomach ache! 

Reindeer moss is a food typically only relied 
upon in times of food scarcity. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Kinnikinnik Arctostaphylos uva-ursi 
Kinnikinnik is a short (~6”) shrub with shiny, thick leaves, reddish barked stems, and red berries in 
spring. Kinnikinnik berries are edible, but bland and mealy. The leaves contain the glycoside arbutin, 
which has antibacterial, antiseptic, and diuretic (helps with peeing) qualities. Fall is the best time to 
pick leaves. The leaves can be steeped in boiling hot water and drank as a tea - do not boil. 
 

Can be used for kidney and bladder infections, 
kidney stones, and hemorrhoids. 

Many different tribes used kinnikinnik as part of 
an herbal smoking mixture. Eastern tribes 
traditionally used an eastern variety of 
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kinnikinnik for social smoking, and western 
tribes used western varieties for ceremonies. 

 
 

 
Ponderosa Pine Pinus ponderosa 
Ponderosa were heavily used by Utes and other American Indian tribes in the area. The Utes utilized 
nearly every part of the pine, yet knew just how much to use without fatally damaging the tree.  
 
 

Utes mashed and cooked the cambium into sweet 
cakes for winter use.  

Resin from the cambium layer, with the 
turpentine evaporated out, was collected into 
globs and chewed like gum to clean the teeth. 
The resin was also ground up to be used in 
medicines such as a laxative tea. 

Pine nuts, secured from both long and short 
needle pines, were roasted in ashes to kill the 
bitterness of the raw seeds. 

Cambium, rich in carbohydrates, was eaten by 
nearly all American Indians living near pine 
forests, especially during lean times. 

Turpentine, an extract of pine resin, has been 
used to treat wounds since early historic times in 
the US. 

Resin tea was mixed with mint or juniper and 
drank for pneumonia, colds, and fever. 

The Thompson Indians made medicine for horses 
from the ponderosa, melting gum with animal fat 
and pouring over sores. 

In spring, the Utes made a tea from the full 
grown buds of a ponderosa to strengthen the 
urinary organs. 
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Sage Artemisia ludoviciana 
Sage has been used in cooking for thousands of years. It is abundant in many parts of the world, and 
plentiful here at High Trails. Like other culinary herbs, it is used as a digestive aid and appetite 
stimulant. Sage contains phytosterols, which has a cooling action. As such, it is used for all manner of 
cooling treatments to reduce swelling, control sweating, etc. 
 
 

The Dakota use white sage tea for stomach 
troubles and many other ailments. 

The Cheyenne use crushed leaves as snuff for 
sinus attacks, nosebleeds, and headaches. 

The Crow made a slave for use on sores by 
mixing white sage with neck-muscle fat, most 
likely from bison. 

Burning white sage and smudge sticks was and is 
used by many different groups for cleansing and 
purification.  

The Kiowa used an infusion of white sage plants 
for the lungs, to cut phlegm, and for stomach 
trouble. 

The Mesquakie used leaves as a poultice to cure 
stubborn sores. 

The Omaha used leaves in a tea for bathing and 
used powdered leaves to stop nosebleeds. 

The Paiute used a decoction (concentrated 
essence) of the plant as a soaking bath to relieve 
aching feet, heal stomach aches, stop diarrhea, 
and relieve itching. 
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American Indian uses of the Bison 

 
 

1. Blood: paints, puddings, soups 
2. Brains: foods, hide preparation 
3. Skull: altar, dehairing tool, sun dance 
4. Tongue: choice meat, comb (tough side) 
5. Teeth: ornaments, necklace 
6. Beard: ornaments 
7. Fat: soaps, tallow, tanning, hair grease, 

filled pipe sealer, cosmetic aid 
8. Bones: arrowheads, awls, eating utensils, 

fleshing tools, game dice, jewelry, knives, 
pipes, saddle trees, quirts, scrapers, 
shovels, splints, toys, sleds, war clubs, 
painting tools 

9. Foot bones: teething toys, toy bison  
10. Stomach liner: cooking utensils, water 

vessels 
11. Stomach contents: medicine, paints 
12. Scrotum: containers, rattles 
13. Hair: bracelets, braided ropes, doll 
stuffing, hair pieces, headdresses, horse 
halters, medicine balls, moccasins, 
ornaments, pad fillers, pillow fillers 
14. Gall: yellow paint 
      Bladder: food pouches, water container, 
medicine bag 

15. Rawhide: masks, cinches, ornaments, rattles, 
sheaths, snowshoes, trunks, horse water trough, 
moccasin soles, containers, quivers, ropes, 
shields, splints, buckets, caps, drums, rafts, 
saddles, shrouds, straps 
16. Tanned hide: backrests, belts, bags, beds, 
blankets, bridles, cradles, caps, doll mittens, 
dresses, leggings, moccasin tops, pillows, 
pouches, ropes, shirts, tapestries, tipi covers, tipi 
liner, winter robe, mittens 
17. Dung: diaper powder, fuel 
18. Tail: decorations, fly swatter, knife sheaths, 
medicine, switch, game wheel hoop 
19. Dew claws: glue, rattles, wind chimes 
20. Hoof sheath: containers, glue, rattles, wind 
chimes, spoons 
21. Liver: food, tanning agent 
22. Tendons & muscles: arrow ties, sinew, 
bowstrings, cinches 
23. Meat: Immediate use, dried/jerky, 
pemmican, sausage 
24. Horns: arrow points, cups, fire carrier, 
headdresses, ladles, medication, ornaments, 
powderhorn, signals, toys, spoons 
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Impact of American Indian Languages on English 
 
In recent years, there has been a push to rediscover and use old American Indian names, especially for 
major mountains: Denali, Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland), Kulshan (Mt Baker), Tahoma (Mt Rainier.)  
 
The effect of native languages on American English goes deeper than the borrowing of words. In the 
meeting of American Indian languages and American English, the actual technique of creating English 
words was enriched. European languages are rich in nouns and weak in verbs; consequently, they 
borrowed mostly nouns from American Indians. But these nouns were often whole verb-like 
complexes, almost like an entire sentence. As a result, English speakers began to compound nouns 
together to try to capture the essence of an American Indian term. This led to hundreds of new noun 
compounds: rattlesnake, june bug, red cedar, bloodroot, chokecherry, sugar maple, peanut, bullfrog. 
The polysynthetic structure of American Indian languages thus continued to influence modern English, 
which continued to make these unusual compounds: bootleg. 
 

Borrowed words from American Indian languages 
States: 
Alabama-”tribal town” 
Alaska-Russian version of Aleutian (Eskimo) word: “alakshak”, for “peninsula” or “land that is not an island” 
Arizona-Spanish version of the Pima word for “little spring place”, or Aztec “arizuma” for “silver bearing” 
Arkansas-French variant of Quapaw, a Siouan people meaning “downstream people” 
Connecticut-From the Mohican and other Algonquin words meaning “long river place” 
Delaware-Named for the Lord De La Warr, early governor of Virginia, first applied to the river 
Hawaii-Derived from the native word for “homeland”, Hawaiki or Owhyhee 
Idaho-Invented name meaning”gem of the mountains”, originally suggested for the Pike's Peak mining territory  
          (Colorado) then applied to the new territory of the Pacific Northwest 
Illinois-French for Illini or land of Illini;  Algonquin meaning “men” or “warriors” 
Indiana-”land of the Indians” 
Iowa-”one who puts to sleep” or “beautiful land” 
Kansas-Sioux word for “south wind people” 
Kentucky-”dark, bloody ground”, “meadow land”, or “land of tomorrow” 
Massachusetts-An Indian tribe named after “large hill place” identified by Capt. John Smith near Milton, Massachusetts 
Michigan-Chippewa “mici gama” meaning “great water” after the lake of the same name 
Minnesota-From the Dakota Sioux meaning “cloudy water” or “sky-tinted water” from the Minnesota River 
Mississippi-Chippewa meaning “great river” or “gathering in all the waters”   Algonquin for “messipi” 
Missouri-Algonquin meaning “river of big canoes” 
Nebraska-Omaha or Otos tribe meaning “broad water” or “flat river” describing the Platte River 
North and South Dakota-Dakota of the Sioux tribe meaning “friend” or “ally” 
Ohio-Iroquois for “fine or good river” 
Oklahoma-Choctaw meaning “red man” 
Tennessee -Tanasi was the name of the Cherokee villages on the Little Tennessee River 
Texas-”friends” or “allies”; also written “texias”, “tejas”, or “teysas” 
Utah-Navajo meaning “upper” or “higher up” as applied to a Shoshone tribe call the Utes. 
Wisconsin- Spelled “Ouiconsin” and “Mesconsing” by early chroniclers meaning “grassy place” 
Wyoming-Taken from Wyoming, Pennsylvania; site of an Indian massacre.  Algonquin meaning “large prairie place” 

 

Things: 
moccasin (Chippewa) hickory (Algonquin) 
toboggan (Algonquin)             kayak (Inuit) 
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tomahawk (Algonquin) totem (Ojibwa) 
wigwam (Abenaki) tepee (Dakota) 
hogan (Navajo) wampum (Massachuset) 
 
Gatherings: 
potlatch (Chinook) caucus (Algonquin) pow wow (Narraganset) 
 
 

Animals:  
caribou (Micmac) porgy (Algonquin) woodchuck (Narraganset)  
muskrat (Abenaki) moose (Algonquin) opossum (Algonquin) 
chipmunk (Ojibwa) raccoon (Algonquin) skunk (Algonquin) 
 
Food: 
squash (Natick) pecan (Algonquin) hominy (Algonquin) 
pone (Algonquin) pemmican (Cree) succotash (Narraganset) 
 
Ute Place Names 
 
Unaweep (Unaweep Canyon). Ute for “dividing of waters” 
Pareamoot. Ute for Elk Mountains 
Ancapagari (Uncompahgre). Ute for “spring of red-colored water, hot and ill-tasting” 
Coochatope (Cochetopa Pass). Ute for “buffalo gate” 
Tabehwatch (Tabeguache). Ute for “people who live on the warm side of the mountain” or, when referring to 
Tabeguache Creek, “place where snows melt first” 
Sagwaci (Saguache). Ute for “green place”  
Chipeta. Ute for “rippling water” 
Wasatch. Ute for “mountain pass” 

 
Ute Tales & Short Stories 

 
Coyote and Wildcat  

As told by Snake John, a White River Ute 
Long ago Wildcat had a long nose and tail. One day he was sleeping on a rock when Coyote came 
along. He pushed Wildcat’s nose and tail in, and then went home. At noon Wildcat woke up, and 
noticed his short nose and tail. “What’s the matter with me?” he asked. Then he guessed the cause. 
“Oh! Coyote did that,” he said, and then he hunted for him. Now, Coyote was sleepy an dhad lain 
down. Wildcat came and sat down beside hi,. He pulled out Coyote’s nose and tail and made them 
long. They were short before. Then he ran off. After a while, Coyote woke up and saw his long nose 
and tail. 
 

Coyote and His Reflection in the Water 
As told by John Duncan, a White Rocks Ute 
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Coyote went up on a hill. He walked around, and looked around, and then sat down on a rock. Far way 
he saw a lake. “Maybe there are fish in the lake,” thought he; “I will go and see.” Coyote liked fish, so 
he went down to the lake, but found the sand hard. In the lake there were many little fishes swimming 
around and jumping after flies, and Coyote looked over the lake at them. Then he saw his reflection. He 
was so frightened that he ran a long ways off, but soon he returned. He thought possibly it was a fish 
that had scared him. Again he looked in the water, and again ran away frightened.  

Then he saw Antelope come down to drink, and he watched him. Antelope drank quietly, then 
turned and walked away. Coyote wondered why. He went down to where Antelope had drank, and 
looked closely in the water. At the bottom he saw Frog, and he thought it was Frog that had frightened 
hi,. “Why did you frighten me, my friend?” said Coyote. Then he closed his eyes tight and leaned over 
and drank the water. Then he looked around again. He was not frightened any longer, but got up and 
went home. Some Utes came by, hunting deer. Coyote was afraid of them, and hid himself in a hole in 
a rock. 
 

Coyote Steals the Rolling Rock’s Blanket 
As told by Jim Duncan, translated by John Duncan, both White Rocks Utes 

As Coyote was walking around one day, he saw a Rock with a blanket on it. He liked the blanket, so he 
carried it off with him. After going a short distance, he looked behind him, for he feared the owner of 
the blanket would come after him. And he did see something coming along. It was coming fast and 
leaving a cloud of dust behind it. Then Coyote ran up on a high hill. He thought the blanket’s owner 
was coming after him, for he thought it belonged to a Ute. Down the other side of the hill he ran, where 
he saw a man standing in the road. He told the man that an Indian was coming after him. Then he ran 
on till he met a Bear. Coyote said to Bear, “Someone is coming after me, because I took a blanket.” 
Then he ran off, and the Bear said, “I’ll catch him.” Then the Bear stood out in the middle of the road. 
He was angry. The Indian came along fast; but when he got close, the Bear saw that it was the Rock. It 
knocked the Bear down and went on after Coyote. 

Coyote ran up on a high hill, the Rock coming easily after him. Here he met another Indian, 
who asked him, “Why are you running, Coyote?” Coyote answered, “Because I took this blanket.” The 
Indian said, “That blanket belongs to someone.” But Coyote kept on running and did not stop. He ran 
over a mountain and down to the bottom, but the Rock came swiftly after him. At the bottom he met a 
number of Utes, and he said to them, “Someone is coming after me. I don’t know what tribe he belongs 
to. I took a blanket, and he keeps coming after me, keeps coming, keeps coming.” The Indians laughed 
and said “All right. We don’t care who it is. We’ll hold him.” But when the Rock came, it crashed right 
through the Indians. 

Now, Coyote saw it was a Rock, and no Indian, and he ran away fast. Soon he came to a river 
where lived some Water Indians, little men with long hair. He said to one, “A Rock is coming after 
me.” The Water Indian said. “You stole the blanket! That’s not right. That blanket belongs to the Rock, 
and that’s the reason he comes after you. You stole it. That’s not right, and you did wrong to steal it.” 
But Coyote only ran away. Then the Water Indian stood still; and when the Rock came along, he 
caught it. He held it firmly, threw it back, and made it stop. Then he laughed.  

But Coyote turned into a Ute. He became a good Indian and never stole anymore.  
 
For more Ute myths: Mason, J. Alden. "Myths of the Uintah Utes." The Journal of American Folklore 23.89 
(1910). Available on JSTOR. 
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