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December 2, 2006: Who Says Texas Isn’t Cold?  
 
Exactly what would compel someone to get out of bed at 2 a.m. and drive for hours to run a small boat solo along 
an unforgiving river course in 33

o
F temperatures in search of fossils?  Confidence?  Wanderlust?  Foolhardiness?  

Perhaps all of the above best describe my demeanor when visions of Pleistocene beasts are dancing in my head 
like marionettes.  Knowing that one false move in my little jon boat could spell personal disaster in frigid waters I 
packed to survive – Ziplocked extra clothing, Vaseline impregnated cotton balls and a lighter, food, firearm, etc.  
Most importantly I showed up with an extra dose of caution in approaching the river. 
 
6 a.m. found me at a bridge over the river staring at bright stars on a clear, cold Texas night.  With flashlight in hand 
I picked my way through the woods and marched briskly for a couple miles along the stream bed, the low river level 
exposing a continuous expanse of sand and gravel not seen at normal river level.  Hence my confidence in the 
day’s prospects – wintertime brings reduced collecting competition, and coupled with river levels a few feet lower 
than average I’d get to look at accumulations of gravel normally hidden from view. 
 
At 7 a.m. I was in position on a large bluff that has given up various camel, bison, horse, and turtle material in the 
past.  Strangely I found nothing this time, so I turned downstream and began my grid search of exposed gravel.  My 
best finds of the day came very fast, a montage of wonderful vertebrate fossils being reduced to possession in the 
first hour.  A large axis (second cervical) vertebra came to hand first, in places encrusted with sandstone matrix.  A 
large Hemiauchenia megacephalus or Paleolama mirifica astragalus (camel ankle bone) was cemented with small 
gravel and had a heft that only a fully mineralized bone has.  Two horse teeth came to hand, one a large upper 
molar encrusted in sandstone and the other a smaller lower molar.  An osteoderm (piece of bony body armor) from 
a large extinct armadillo Holmesina septentionalis was a welcome find, only my third to date. 
 
My best find however came as I gingerly stepped around a small finger of water jutting into the gravel bar.  First I 
spotted the familiar shape of a knuckle joint, then saw a large crescent shaped arc emanating from the joint…I 
screamed out loud as I lifted high the claw core of an extinct and very large ground sloth, quite possibly 
Nothrotheriops texanus.  I was elated not just to find one of these coveted claws, but to find one in such good 
condition.  This particular specimen shows a little river wear at the tip, but it is a showcase piece for my Pleistocene 
collection nonetheless. 
 
Not 40 yards away I cast eyes on another unexpected sight – a 3 ¼ inch white spear point partially hidden in the 
sand.  Like a kid unwrapping a Christmas present I tore into the bar with my bare fingers, never taking my eyes off 
my prize for fear that it would vanish otherwise.  A few other finds came to hand on the way back to the truck 
including a toothless jaw section possibly from a tapir or sloth and a few chunks of mammoth bone.  I could barely 
feel the weight of my backpack, my spirits lifted by a most fortuitous start. 
 

 
FIGS 1-3:  Llama or camel astragalus (ankle bone) perhaps from Paleolama mirifica or Hemiauchenia 
megacephalus (Site 132) 



 
FIGS 4-9:  Unidentified Pleistocene axis (2

nd
 cervical) vertebra above, horse teeth below (Site 140) 



 
FIGS 10-13:  Rare ground sloth claw core Nothrotheriops texanus or N. shastensis (Site 140) 
 
40 miles upstream I made several trips to get my boat, engine, and various gear to the water’s edge along a stretch 
of river I had never explored before.  Soon I was underway, hugging the steep banks so as not to run aground on 
the opposing sandbars in the shallow river.  I hopped out and looked at several major gravel bars to no avail.  The 
gravel looked quite favorable, but vert material was sparse.  I finally lifted a small 2 inch piece of mammoth tusk 
bark before plying the waters upstream.   
 
I soon landed on a large bar blanketed by very coarse gravel, dragged the bow of the boat onshore and 
commenced my search.  Some cows coming to the river to drink on the other side of the river got my attention for a 



moment, but when I looked back down my eyes locked onto a saber-like object wedged between some gravel.  I 
resisted the urge to jump on this killer 4 ¼ inch knife blade and grabbed my camera to immortalize the moment.  
This skinny tan-yellow flint blade demonstrated good craftsmanship, but it has a ding in the middle of one edge.  
Based on some of the other inclusions in the material, I’m guessing that the knapper hit an inclusion, taking out a 
chunk of material, then flaked around the flaw to salvage the blade.  Nevertheless, it is good enough to prominently 
display in my collection.  This was the first time I’ve ever picked up 2 points in the same day on a river trip.  I 
scoured the entire bar and found nothing else, but left complacent and continued upstream. 
 
A couple miles farther on I spotted an intermittent layer of freshwater clam shells eroding out of the steep bank.  
Closer examination revealed bits of burned wood amongst the tightly packed shells.  I’m no expert on East TX 
Indians but this appeared to be the remnants of an old Indian camp.  I dug for a while and found lots of shell and 
charcoal but no artifacts.  I did however find one keeper bone fragment a couple feet below this layer, but it could 
have just as easily been washed up by the river. 
 
The shallows forced me to drag the boat some distance, really pulling the heat out of me once I was underway and 
subjected to constant wind.  It felt as if I had stepped into glacial melt.  I decided to double back and probe some of 
the smaller bars skipped earlier.  Finds were sparse but I did manage to land a nice fossil horse hoof for my efforts.   
 

 

F
FIGS 14-16:  Site 367 and the flint knife blade found there 



 
FIGS 17-18: More views of flint knife blade (Site 367) and Bulverde or Nolan point (Site 140) 



 
FIGS 19-23:  Possible Indian campsite eroding out of a river bank and bone, shell, and charcoal found there (Site 
368) and horse hoof below (Site 366) 
 
Arriving back at the bridge at dusk I enjoyed an easy takeout by simply tying 100 feet of rope between my boat and 
truck and dragging all my gear up the steep bank without further physical effort.  While I didn’t take home bucket 
loads of specimens this time, what I took home was high grade material.  My mammoth tooth quest is still in the 
forefront of my efforts, but I fully expected to land a mammoth tooth before catching a glimpse of a rare sloth claw, 
so I have no complaints about the day’s outcome. 
 
December 16, 2006:  Pleistocene Rerun 
 
With balmy conditions forecast for the weekend I opted to recommission the old jon boat for another exploratory 
river run.  I really didn’t expect my finds to top the previous trip, but I did manage to scrape together some 
unexpected finds.  Read on for details. 
 



Another early start put me on site with all my equipment in the water under a bridge by 7 a.m.  I fired up the little 
Nissan outboard and with a very short run I was at the first gravel bar.  The gravel was coarse and showed high 
potential but it was within range of canoeists so I expected it to be picked over.  My only finds were made by 
peering into the murk and pulling a nice horse tooth and a turtle shell fragment from underwater.  The amount of 
trash on this bar made it one I didn’t care to visit again. 
 
Pressing on miles downstream I landed on a ¼ mile long bar veneered by coarse gravel (NOTE:  Coarse gravel 
often presents the bigger fossils as the sediment load in the water tends to drop out and sort by size).  I spent an 
hour or so grid searching this particular bar resulting in lots of indeterminate mineralized bones scraps, lots of turtle 
shell fragments, and a mammoth carpal (foot) bone. 
 

 
FIGS 24-28:  Site 369 and the horse tooth found there above and middle, mammoth carpal bone and tusk 
fragment, turtle shell fragments, and miscellaneous bones found at site 370 below 
 
A long run upstream was surprisingly navigable for most of my route, but at times I had to gingerly putt through log 
strewn shallow rapids and drag the boat off hidden mid-river sandbars, at times weaving between bars through 


