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MIDDLE PARK 

16 
Standing Bear 

The principal tribes inhabiting this section of the 
country [Middle Park] were the Utes, Arapahoes, 
and Cheyennes, a1ul between the former, who were 
the mountain lndia.ns, and the latter tribes, who 
pitched their tepees on the plains, was waged a 
perpetual warfare. 

Rocky Mountain News, July 9, 1883 

M any Indfan legends tell of this perpetual warfare for con
trol of the p1;zed hunting rights in Middle Park. One of 

the favorite legends about the struggle centers on Stancling 
Bear, a young Ute anxious to be recognized as a man. Lending 
credibility to the story is the fact that the Indian fort that plays 
an important part in the legend can still be found above a rocky 
cliff near Granby. 

The story began on a summer·s day as Standing Bear hunt
ed along Willow Creek in the central portion of Middle Park. 
The sun had yet to creep over the eastern mountains, but in the 
predawn light Standing Bear saw a small herd of elk peaceful
ly grazing in a meadow several miles away. As he was about to 
start toward them, the elk suddenly threw their heads up and 
stared at the timber that fi;nged Willow Creek. They momen-
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tarily stood motionless, then abruptly wheeled and bolted into 
the forest. 

Standing Bear soon discovered what had startled the elk. A 
band of about forty Indians, half hidden by the trees, cautious
ly picked their way down Willow Creek. Their dress identified 
them as Arapahoes and Cheyennes. These Indians had most 
likely come from the Laramie pla ins, down tl1rough North Pa1·k, 
and then into Middle Park. The absence of children, women, 
dogs, lodge poles, and skins marked the group as a war party. 

The young Indian turned his horse and raced for the con
fluence of what was later known as the Colorado and Fraser 
Rivers where his tribe was camped. His people, who had been 
hunting the abundant game of Middle Park, now roasted meat 
over smoky fires and fleshed stretched hides. Their enemies 
would surely see the smoke. 

His horse lathered, Standing Bear burst into the camp and 
sounded the a latm. The Indians immediately broke camp and 
headed eastward where a series of bills and bluffs offered some 
protection. 

The Utes had good reason to flee from the Arapahoes and 
their allies, the Cheyennes. With women and children in tow, 
the Utes had to protect their families first, thus reducing their 
response to strictly defensive measures. Yet they ached to 
revenge at least one legendary encounter with their enemies. 

Years ago, the Utes had camped along the shores of Grand 
Lake. While the men hunted one day, a war party of Arapahoes 
found the camp. Facing an almost hopeless situation, the 
women quickly made a raft using logs lashed together with 
rawhide strips. The women then grabbed their chi ldren and 
paddled into the middle of Grand Lake where they sadly 
watched their enemies loot the camp. But the safety of the raft 
did not last. Gusty winds suddenly raked the lake, churning the 
once placid water and capsizing the crowded raft. Accordlng to 
the legend, all but a few drowned in the deep, frigid waters. 
From that time forward , the Utes regarded the Jake as a 
dwelling place for departed souls. They avoided the haunted 
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place, wh.ich they named Spirit Lake. And the Arapahoes 
became perpetual enemies. 

Now the Arapahoes and their Cheyenne allies had again 
caught the Utes in a difficul t spot. The neeing Indians quick ly 
reached the crest of a ridge near the Fraser River. The east side 
of the ridge abruptJy ended in a rocky bluff about thirty feet 
high. Timber fringed the west and south sides of the ridge, leav
ing an open north side that descended to the grasslands below. 
Fallen logs and loose rocks were quickly thrown together to 
form a breastwork several feet high on three sides of their posi
tion. There was no reason to fortify the east end, for the Utes 
could easily stop anyone from climbing the cliff. 

The small, triangular-shaped fort had no room for horses, 
so they were released. Perhaps the enemy would take the hor
ses and consider that victory enough. Utes ptided themselves 
on their ability to steal horses, and they could easily replenish 
any lost stock. 

The Utes prepared for a battle they hoped to avoid. Women 
and children took shelter in the rock crevices that extended 
from the cliff inward. Men took positions along the breastworks. 
Secure in their mountain fortress, the Utes waited for the 
attack. Although the Ute culture regarded war as a nuisance to 
be avoided, they were considered among the bi·avest and most 
fearsome fighters when war was the only option. When the 
Cheyennes and Arapahoes ignored the loose horses and 
advanced toward the stone fort, the Utes realized that fighting 
was the only way out. 

The enemy cautiously approached the fort, trying to deter
mine the strength and position of the Utes before attacking. 
Much to the dismay of the Cheyennes and Arapahoes, the 
attack would have to be made without their horses. Dense tim
ber, boulder-strewn ground, the entrenched position of the Utes, 
and a lack of maneuvering room forced them to approach on 
foot. 

Legend claims that Standing Bear was the first to spill 
enemy blood. When he caught a glim_pse of an Arapahoe run
ning from tree to tree, Standing Bear patiently waited for the 
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warrior to make another move. When he did , the young Indian 
sent an arrow into hfa chest. With the scream of the fallen war
rior, a torrent of arrows hit the breastworks and the battle was 
on. 

Although the Utes were greatly outnumbered, they were 
aided by their excellent defensive position and by possession of 
the only gun oo either side. The proud owner of the old flintlock 
had plenty of gun powder but had used up his meager supply of 
lead while hunting elk. Fortunately, the rocky ground yielded 
abundant small pebbles that were packed into the bai,·el after 
a large charge of powder. Although its deadly blast did not 
extend far, it was put to good use by simply firing it in the direc
tion of the enemy. It made a thunderous roar that unnerved the 
attackers. 

The battle raged throughout the hot day, with no side gain
ing the advantage and with few casualties. The Utes knew that 
they would eventually be driven from their fort, either by the 
sheer force of numbers or by the lack of water. Their only hope 
was to send a messenger to the hot spl'ings, a distance of' a bout 
fifteen mj)es. The Indians considered the hot springs sacred, 
and large groups of Utes typically camped in the vicinity of the 
sp1;ngs during the summer. Without hesitation, Standing Bear 
volunteered for the mission. 

Late that night, men silently lowered the young Indian 
down the cliff. He slowly made his way around the sentries and 
into the t imber where he hoped to find one of the abandoned 
horses. Otherwise, Standing Bear would be forced to steal a 
horse from the enemy's herd, a risky task that would eat up pre
cious time. The gods blessed the young wan-ior that night, for 
he soon found two of his horses grazing in a small meadow. 

As he was about to mount, a Cheyenne stepped out of the 
forest. Mistaking the Ute for one of his own tribe, the enemy 
approached and asked if there were any more horses around. 
Standing Bear mumbled a reply that brought the Cheyenne 
closer. Once the enemy was within striking distance, the young 
wardor grabbed him by the throat and drove his knife into the 
Cheyenne's chest. He died without uttering a sound. 
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Sfanding13eat quickly mounted one horse and pushed the 
other one ahead of him. By a circuitous route, he cautiously 
worked his way around the enemy camp. Once beyond hearing 
distance of the enemy, he raced his horse for the hot springs. 
When his horse began to tire, he changed to the fresh horse. 

The Ute camp at the hot s prings was larger than usual that 
yeru·, and the wan;ors were more tha n eager to join the fight. 
Standing Bear guided almost one hundred men to the rock fort. 
They arrived short ly after the attack had been renewed at 
dawn. 

The hot s prings reinforcements immediately joined the 
fight. Surp1;sed by the attack from the rear, the Cheyennes and 
Arapahoes ran for their horses, but less than half their number 
remained standing to escape to the plains. The rest lay dead on 
the ground. 

Although war honors were not a pru·t oftbe Ute culture, hi s 
tribe recognized Standing Bear as the hero of the stone fort bat
tle. Now considered a man, he received the honors befitting one 
of high stature. Years later, Standing Bear became a tribal 
chief. At least that's what the legend claims. 
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