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THE CROOKS GAP HOUSEPIT SITE AND OTHER 

NEARBY MID-HOLOCENE HOUSEPITS 

by 
Craig S. Smith 

Marcia Peterson 

INTRODUCTION 

This article summarizes excavation results at the 

Crooks Gap Housepit site (Site 48FR6260) complet­

ed by Cardno ENTR1X in 20 l O and then compares 
those results with 20 other excavated housepits at 
eight sites located within 20 km of the site (Figure 

1 ). The results are provided in more detail in Peter­

son and Smith (2012). The Crooks Gap Housepit 

site is a multicomponent site situated in aeolian 

deposits near Crooks Creek in southeastern Fremont 

County, Wyoming. One of the components contains 

the remains of four housepits dating between 5420 

and 5170 years BP. It is one of a growing number of 

sites in the Wyoming and Big Horn Basins contain­
ing excavated housepits dating to the mid-Holocene 

(Buenger and Goodrick 2011; Larson 1997; Rose 
2008; Smith 2003). The site is in an area where 20 

additional housepits have been excavated, thereby 

providing an opportunity to examine comparatively 

this subset of excavated housepits. 
The Crooks Gap Housepit site is in Crooks Gap 

directly between Green Mountain to the east and 

Crooks Mountain to the west and at the southwest 

edge of the Sweetwater Arch near the northern 

edge of the Great Divide Basin in the center of the 

Wyoming Basin. The gap comprises a prominent 
natural pass between the Great Divide Basin to the 

south and the Sweetwater River valley to the north. 

The site is east of Crooks Creek, a small perennial 

creek which flows northward through Crooks Gap 

to the Sweetwater River. Natural grass meadows 

are present along the creek and its tributaries, some 

of which were developed as historic hay meadows. 
The site is approximately 12 m higher than the creek 

and provides a good view of the creek and adjacent 

valley bottom to the west and north. 
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The deposits encapsulating the cultural remains 

at the site consists of aeolian silt to silty sand which 

accumulated in the lee of a low ridge spur to the 

south. Those sediments rest on top of a deposit com­

prised primarily of granite cobbles and boulders and 
were in tum capped by a surface veneer of granite 

cobbles and small boulders deposited subsequent to 

formation of the aeolian deposit. 

The Crooks Gap Housepit site is at a modern 

ecotone providing access to resources associated 

with sagebrush steppe and riparian biomes within 

the Crooks Creek valley bottom, escarpment-foothill 

transition and limber and lodgepole woodlands 

biomes in the adjacent mountains, and the desert 
shrub biome in the Great Divide Basin. The Wyo­

ming big sagebrush community dominates the area 

surrounding the site with shrub-dominated riparian 

vegetation with wet meadows along Crooks Creek 

and a band oflimber pine and juniper along the east 

edge of the Crooks Creek valley floor. Limber pine 
woodland is also present on the mountain slopes 

adjacent to the site. 

Potential toolstone material sources in the site 
area are limited. The Tertiary formation underlying 

the site area is a poor source of quality toolstone ma­

terial, and most local tool stone, if any, comes from 

secondary sources. Much of the prehistoric tool stone 
acquisition associated with the site involved the use 

of secondary gravel and cobbles from lag and fluvial 

deposits in the area. Some toolstone material may 

also have originated from the Laney and Tipton 

members of the Green River formation, which out­

crop along the face of the Delaney Rim escarpment 
at the south edge of the Great Divide Basin/north 

edge of the Washakie Basin approximately 90 km 

south of the site. 
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in age. The aeolian deposits accumulated in the lee 
of a low rise to the south. The prehistoric inhabit­
ants of the site initially constructed their housepits 
and features after a shallow aeolian leeside deposit 
had formed over the underlying granite boulders. 
In several instances, these features encountered 
subsurface boulders the prehistoric inhabitants had 
not anticipated and which required modification of 
the features. The aeolian deposits then continued 
to aggrade slowly during the span of occupations 
represented in the excavation block, until sometime 
after the final occupation, when the ground surface 
stabilized and a soil formed. The modem surface de­
posit is a mix of aeolian deposits and colluvium with 
a surface veneer of granite cobbles and boulders. 

Four stratigraphic units and two stained cultural 
layers were defined (Figure 2). Stratum I consists 
of light olive brown colluvial and alluvial sediment 
over and around the underlying granite boulder de­
posit. It is a slightly consolidated poorly sorted sand, 
mostly medium grains with some coarse grains and 
approximately 25% small gravel. The stratum lacks 
root channels at this depth, but there is extensive 
charcoal staining leached and intermixed by bur­
rowing animals from above. 

Stratum II consists of aeolian yellowish to 
light yellowish brown silty poorly sorted sand with 
slightly finer-grained sand and more silt than Stra­
tum I. It is approximately 20% small gravel and< I% 
root channels. The tops of the large granite boulders 
begin to appear in the bottom of this stratum. This 
stratum contains the two stained cultural layers, 
which range from grayish brown to very dark gray. 
Excavation was halted at or near the base of this 
stratum across the excavation block, except in the 
south end of the block, where portions of Stratum 
I were excavated. 

Stratum lll is well consolidated brown to pale 
brown silt with some fine- to medium-grained sand. 
It consists of a continuation of the aeolian deposits 
comprising Stratum Il and is a possible A horizon 
with some possibly very lightly stained sediment. 
It is approximately I 0-15% small gravel and �I% 
root channels. 

Stratum IV is the reclaimed topsoil on the 
pipeline right-of-way. It was removed across the 
excavation block before start of excavations. 

The two stained cultural layers with which 
Components I and 11 are associated are encapsulated 
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within Stratum II across the entire block. The cul­
tural deposit generally consists of an upper lightly 
stained layer with which Component IL is associated 
and an underlying moderately to darkly stained layer 
with which Component I is associated. 

The two stained layers followed the slope of 
the aeolian deposit from south to no1th across the 
excavation block. However, the lower layer sloped 
at a slightly greater angle as the depth of the deposit 
increased from south to north. As a result, the cul­
tural layers were more vertically compressed rela­
tive to each other in the south pa1t of the block. and 
more distinct in the central part of the block. They 
taper off in the northern part of the block, where the 
upper stained layer intersected the ground surface 
and the staining associated with the lower cultural 
layer faded away and the cultural layer thickened. 
The intermixing of material from the early Opal 
phase occupations and the Great Divide phase 
occupation(s) occurred primarily in the north part 
of the block. 

COMPONENT I 

The remains assigned to Component I-includ­
ing four housepits with many overlapping interior 
stained basins-appear to be the result of repeated 
residential, though perhaps short-term, occupations 
occurring over the 250 year period dating between 
5420 and 5170 years BP. This time span falls within 
the early Opal phase of the Early Archaic period. The 
remains from these reoccupations occur as a single 
archaeological layer within the sand deposits at the 
site. The component also contains a smaller amount 
of cultural material from an earlier occupation. 

FEATURES 

The 57 features assigned to Component I in­
cludes one housepit (Feature 36) with up to nine 
interior features, one housepit (Feature 39) with 
up to four interior features, one possible housepit 
(Feature 59) with up to 12 interior features, and 
one possible housepit (Feature I) with up to eight 
features. Features found outside of the housepits are 
13 stained basins, three heat-altered rock scatters, 
one heat-altered rock filled basin, one post mold, 
and two large bell-shaped pits (Figure 3; Table 2). 

Housepit Feature 36 was a darkly stained but 
poorly defined housepit with up to nine interior ba­

sins (Figures 4 and 5). The boundaries and interior 
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