
Medicine 
Lodge

WYOMING STATE PARKS, HISTORIC SITES & TRAILS

For early Paleo-Indians, 
Medicine Lodge provided food, 

water and shelter. Now it is 
a destination for those seeking  

relaxation and recreation.

Medicine Lodge State Archaeological Site is administered 
by the Division of State Parks and Historic Sites, Wyoming 

Department of State Parks and Cultural Resources.  
http://wyoparks.state.wy.us/

deep beneath the dirt 
The Medicine Lodge site has long been known for 
its Indian petroglyphs and pictographs, but not until 
1969 did the full archaeological wealth of the site 
come to light. In that year, Dr. George Frison, then 
Wyoming State Archaeologist, began a series of 
digs that uncovered a human habitation site that had 
been continuously occupied for more than 10,000 
years. Medicine Lodge has thus become a key to 
the interpretation of the archaeology of the entire 
Big Horn Basin Area. 

The archaeological investigation involved digging 
through approximately 26 feet of soil and rocky 
sediments, discovering over 60 cultural levels 
spanning some 10,000 years of human occupation. 
This important aspect of the site enables the 
archaeologists to examine particular lifestyles and 
to study how they changed over time. Some of the 
material items found during the dig included fire 
pits, food storage pits, manos and metates (grinding 
stones), and projectile points.

The information gleaned from the archaeological 
study has provided interpretive insight into the 
life of this area’s inhabitants throughout the 
years. Interpretive signs located at the base of the 
petroglyph cliff give an overview of the information 
accumulated by the archaeologists. They also 
explain that some of what you see at Medicine 
Lodge Creek is part of long term archaeological 
research by Dr. George Frison. This includes 
investigations at several other rock shelters in 
nearby Paintrock and Medicine Lodge canyons, 
and at several quarry sites where raw materials for 
prehistoric stone tools were obtained. 

Frison has also conducted major excavations at 
the Colby site near Worland and the Hanson site 
near Shell.  Results from this research have been 
published in Frison’s 1978 book, “Prehistoric 
Hunters of the High Plains,” and several other 
professional articles and books.

Park Rules
Obey signs, traffic barriers and speed limits•	
Motorized vehicles shall be operated only on •	
roads, trails or areas designated for such use. 
A valid driver’s license or learner’s permit is 
required.
Use of firearms and fireworks is prohibited.•	
Camping in designated camping sites is •	
restricted to one camping unit (tent, travel trailer 
or motor vehicle designed for camping) plus two 
licensed vehicles (car or boat, RV trailer) plus 
a maximum of 10 people (immediate family 
members, kids, grandparents, etc. of permit 
holder) may exceed this number.
Camping is permitted for a maximum of 14 •	
consecutive days. Valid camping permits are 
required.
Quiet shall be maintained in all camping areas •	
from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.
All pets must be kept on a leash•	
Fires are permitted in provided fireplaces/grills •	
and must be extinguished before leaving.
Glass containers must be used in vehicles or •	
camping structures.
Fishing and boating are permitted subject to •	
the regulations of the Wyoming Game and Fish 
Commission
No fishing within 20 yards of any boat ramp/•	
dock or designated beach area
Park dumpsters are for park refuse only – litter •	
and trash must be disposed of in provided 
containers.
A complete list of rules and regulations is •	
available at the Park office.

reservations
Reservations can be made by calling 
the reservation center at 877-996-7275 
or going online to www.wyo-park.com. 
Reservations can also be cancelled online, 
but other changes must be made through the  
reservation center

Data from all of these sites are being used to 
reconstruct different aspects of prehistoric life 
and settlement systems ranging from those of the 
11,000-year-old Paleoindian to the historic Crow 
Indians who lived in the area.

Analyses of stone artifacts, flaking debris, seed, 
bones, pollen and charcoal from the site, as well as 
aspects of the local geology and site stratigraphy, 
are all used to reconstruct the past. For example, 
bones found in a site can be used to determine a 
particular time of the year the site was occupied. 

One interesting find was the recovery of rodent, 
deer and bird bones, which appeared to be refuse 
from a cooking pit. Dated at about 9,500 years old, 
this discovery greatly increased our knowledge 
about some of the earliest Americans, who were 
traditionally thought to have been only big-game 
hunters.

A new book, “Medicine Lodge Creek: Holocene 
Archaeology of the Eastern Big Horn Basin, 
Wyoming, Volume 1,” edited by Dr. George C. 
Frison and Dr. Danny N. Walker, discusses the 
basic archaeology, artifact analyses, floral remains, 
faunal remains, rock art, geology and obsidian 
sourcing of the Medicine Lodge site. The book 
is available through the University of Wyoming 
bookstore at www.uwyobookstore.com or by 
contacting Joyce Smith at (307) 766-3264 or 
jsmith@uwyo.edu.
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