The Mystery of Dismal River Culture
And Its Possible VBJ Connections

By Gene Gade

Winston Churchill once described Stalin’s Russia as “...a riddle, inside a mystery, wrapped in an enigma....” In
a less sinister context, Churchill’s phrase could also describe the development of Plains Indian cultures and
the conundrum of who used the Vore Buffalo Jump and when. Early 20" Century archaeologists studied ma-
terial artifacts from Late-Prehistoric sites. Their findings, combined with those of academics who studied lin-
guistic affinities, tribal social structures, oral traditions and the paltry information from early Euro-American
journals provided a rudimentary, but fairly coherent, explanation of how the modern Plains Indian tribes and
cultures coalesced.
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Major questions remain, namely:
Who were these people?
Where did they come from?
Did they use the Vore Buffalo Jump?

Later excavations in Kansas, South Dakota and east-
ern Colorado indicated that the Dismal River folks
were an Athabaskan-speaking people who were
near the end of a centuries-long migration. The
journey took them, in small groups and a series of
movements, all the way from the boreal forests of
eastern Alaska and Canada’s Yukon to the southern
Great Plains.

These people are commonly called Plains Apaches.
As they moved through the northern Plains, some
established an enduring alliance with the Kiowa
people who were also slowly migrating through the
region. Despite having much different languages,
the groups joined and became the modern Kiowa-
Apaches. Their closest modern affinities are with
the Jicarilla and Lipan Apaches. They are linguisti-
cally related, but not as close culturally, to the Nav-
ajos and Western Apaches who gained fame be-
cause their fights with the US Army in the 1800’s.

Spanish and French expeditions contacted and de-
scribed the Plains Apaches in the early 1700’s. Initial
contacts found them living in skin tents and using
dogs as beasts of burden. The Plains Apaches ac-
quired horses about 1725.

Dates from at least 18 archaeologic sites in Nebras-
ka indicate that the Dismal culture was present in
the Sand Hills for only about 100 years, from 1650
to 1750. However, that places the Plains Apaches
quite near the Black Hills while the Vore Buffalo
Jump was being used.

So, aside from the known presence of the Plains
Apaches and Kiowa-Apaches in the Vore Site area, is
there any evidence that they used the VBJ? Yes. As
shown below, lithics may establish the link.

Excavations at the VBJ and elsewhere coupled with
other lines of study have already produced much
circumstantial evidence. Further excavation and
analysis of artifacts and data, combined with discov-
eries in related fields, new technologies and sharp
new minds may turn up some answers and, likely,
more questions. However, the puzzle of who used
the VBJ and when has not been not solved defini-
tively. Like many other questions itis “..a riddle,
inside a mystery, wrapped in an enigma....”

Comparing Projectile Points

The point on the left was excavated from a known Dismal River/Plains Apache site in the Nebraska Sand Hills near the town of Mullen. The
center and right points were excavated from the Vore Buffalo Jump. The center point is thought to be fashioned from quartzite quarried in the
famous Spanish Diggings in eastern Wyoming. The point on the right is made from Fall River quartzite from the southern Black Hills. Note the

similarities in triangular shape, side notches and the slightly convex and angled bases. Do they represent the same group ofpeople?
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