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“Speak softly and carry a big stick. Unless you can 

ride a dinosaur. Then do that instead.” 

 

-greeting card satirizing Teddy Roosevelt 
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Preface 
 

My allosaurus, a great-great aunt to the T-rex family, lunges at the stegosaurus, her teeth and 

claws ready to carve stego steaks. Or perhaps her arms are reaching for a hug, teeth bared in a 

big laugh with her ambling plate-backed friend. It is hard to tell with fossil skeletons. 

A gray-haired man in a green Denver Museum of Nature and Science vest points to a plaque 

showing a childhood me digging with a pickaxe. I sidle closer to the two kids listening to him. 

Each docent tells my story differently. The last one claimed I’d moved to New York and become 

an accountant. Ugh. 

“A twelve-year-old girl by the name of India Wood found this allosaurus in 1979.” The 

docent has a voice like you’d hear on the radio. 

Good so far. 

“She was out with her family one day and found a fossilized bone on their cattle ranch.” 

I was alone and it wasn’t my family’s ranch. I found a lot more than “a bone.” 

“Wish I could find a dinosaur.” A girl, maybe ten years old, thunks her sneaker against the 

wooden display base. 

 “Young lady, you could become a paleontologist.” The docent enunciates the last word as he 

looks over his reading glasses at her. “That way you’d know what to look for.” 

You don’t have to be qualified, kid! Just get out there and look for stuff, have an adventure!  

Their parents, mouths half open like dead goldfish, gaze into their smartphones. Would they 

let their kids wander in the desert like my mom had? I hoped so. 

“Did she help dig it up? She’s got a digger tool in her hands.” The boy is hopeful. 

“No, she called the museum right away. I’m not sure what she’s digging up in that photo.”  
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I harrumph. I’m digging up a dinosaur like any girl would on her own scientific expedition. 

And I did not call the museum right away. 

The docent looks flustered, like he does not want kids getting any ideas about digging stuff 

up on their own. “Museum scientists spent two summers excavating the allosaurus in Moffat 

County, Colorado.”  

Two museum teenagers actually did most of the digging. We dug each other, too. 

I need to write a book and set the record straight. I still have my journals, letters, and 

photographs, and I’ll interview everybody from that time who’s still alive, though I will have to 

recreate the dialogue, like a paleontologist reconstructing a roaring animatronic beast from fossil 

bone. I nodded a silent pact with Alice, the dinosaur who raised me in the American desert.  
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Paleozoic (Age 12−15) 
 

Morrison escarpment, Sage Springs Ranch 

 

1. Dinosaur Hunting 
 

When I was 12 I loved the smell of dinosaurs in the morning, a smell like potter’s clay, 

struck flint, and dried cow manure. I set my kid cowboy boots one step at a time up the steep 

popcorn-textured hill; I’d already slipped and skinned my hands once that morning. The 

Morrison Formation, 150 million years old, looked like the edge of a ravaged birthday cake with 

green, gray, white, pink and maroon rock layers. I knew the Morrison escarpment was where to 

find dinosaurs, but my morning hunt on a friend’s Colorado ranch had found nothing so far. This 

was typical⎯dinosaur bone, even a fragment, is rare.  

At least my pockets bulged with other treasures: petrified wood, silky gizzard stones, a 

prickly hunk of red-and-white agate, and a rabbit’s jaw wrapped in used Kleenex. The weight 
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sank my Levi’s down around my thighs, confining my usual impatient walk to a more observant 

waddle. 

I was alone, the sky and animals my only companions. Ragged March clouds and their paired 

shadows sailed out of the west from Moosehead Mountain down the ramp of juniper hills, across 

the sage-fringed hayfield, around my head, and up the Morrison cliff. Two hawks hovered 

motionless in the gusts moaning along the sandstone caprock. A killdeer called dee dee dee from 

the hay meadow. Hereford cattle snorted unseen, their feet clattering along a trail.  

A small rock about five feet uphill of me stuck defiantly out of a gray layer of Morrison, like 

a thumb (or a middle finger) on a body buried in the hill. I hustled up there. I yanked the rock out 

of the dirt. I brushed off dried mud from the gray wood-grained outer sides and spit 

enthusiastically on the broken end to reveal bone cells replaced with a mosaic of minerals. A 

loud “Ha!” bellowed out of my chest. This was definitely dinosaur bone!  

Judy had taught my sister Kate and me how to identify dinosaur bone when I was eight. Judy 

Beard was a cowgirl who said she hated kids. She taught us how to find fossils so she could 

justify dumping us off far from her cabin for the day. Other times she assigned us distant ranch 

work that included unloading ten tons of rock salt from a semi trailer, branding cattle, and fixing 

dirt roads with shovels. Her husband Minford ran Sage Springs Ranch. The Beards were good 

friends of Mom’s, and allowed her to bring us kids to Sage Springs for cheap vacations. I loved 

coming here, and getting away from home, a cinderblock house in Colorado Springs that 

shuddered with uncertainty. Sage Springs was rock-solid. 

This bone appeared to be just a little fragment. Disappointing, really. It was not nearly as 

exciting as the two-foot-long dinosaur bone I had hacked out of the nearby Morrison with a pick 
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axe back in September. That rock was impossibly hard, a fossilized foot-thick sandstone riverbed 

that had bashed my fingernails into driftwood. 

This bone was in soft shale, not sandstone. I hiked up my overloaded pants and kneeled next 

to the hole where the fragment had been, my left eye squinting into the shadow. Was there more? 

Grainy bone cells from a second piece looked back like a thousand tiny eyes. Was this the edge 

of a big bone puzzle? Or just two fragments? I needed to dig into the hill to find out. 

Should I use a brush, screwdriver, or the little geology hammer my brother Chris had given 

me? He was working on his master’s in geophysics and loved rocks as much as I did. 

I didn’t know any paleontologists to ask for advice. Back then I rarely asked anyone for 

advice, I just did stuff, since that was more fun than being told what to do. The few pictures I had 

seen of dinosaur hunters in National Geographic showed them male, handsome, and armed with 

just a brush, so I tried to look official despite being female and vigorously stroked the dirt with a 

splayed paintbrush, moving an unsatisfying few nubbins of Morrison. I shifted to jabbing an 

orange-handled screwdriver at the dirt around the fossil. Bits of deeper dinosaur bone flicked 

past my childish head. Looking back, I imagine the dinosaur was horrified but curious. 

Excitement made my hands vibrate like struck tuning forks. Each piece of bone I exposed led 

to another, deeper and deeper into the hill! Maybe it would be a whole bone I could take home 

and be proud of.  

I didn’t even contemplate there might be more than one bone, or a whole dinosaur like those 

I’d seen on school trips to the Denver Museum of Natural History. Those museum dinosaurs had 

never excited me much, though, since I hadn’t found them. They weren’t personal. 

I thought of myself back then as a height-challenged and beardless Charles Darwin. I found 

my own specimens just like he had. My natural history museum in my bedroom overflowed with 
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my own exciting finds: a partial dinosaur bone, fossil squid, petrified wood, ammonites, fossil 

clams, a bison leg bone and jaw, New Jersey seashells, arrowheads, and pressed leaves and 

flowers. 

This bone, whatever it was, was headed for my museum. I decided it would be better not to 

leave screwdriver dings. I switched my grip to a swordsman’s and gently pried off clods of dirt 

like clouds off a big island, the slow reveal of bone ridges, valleys, and plains, faulted into many 

pieces but still together, each section leading to another back in the hill.  

This bone looked like the fresh deer bones down in the hay meadow, smooth and perfect; but 

black instead of white; buried in rock; not weathered to dust, smashed, or distorted. I had no idea 

back then how rare “smooth and perfect” was for dinosaur bones. 

I stood up tall and looked for a person with whom to share my excitement but saw only 

sunlight glinting off the empty pickup truck across the valley. Where were they? My heart began 

to beat dit dit dit as fear got the upper hand over my initial excitement. My eyes darted to a 

distant tree stump, or was it a bearded man in a straw cowboy hat staring at me, wondering what 

I was up to? I took in a few deep breaths to try to calm myself. I had a lot of practice with being 

alone when I was a kid, but still, that quiet so quiet you could hear the background hum of the 

universe made me nervous. I hunkered down with my geology hammer, dragging the hardened 

mud away from the fossil as I whistled loudly to the dinosaur: “You are my sunshine, my only 

sunshine, you make me happy when skies are gray.”  

The only reply was the dip of a turkey vulture’s wings as she soared with three others in the 

wind’s nasal gusts off the Morrison ridge. I always wanted to be a turkey vulture, looking for 

stuff, soaring gracefully in a kettle of kindred spirits. The eating of carrion would be a small 

price to pay. 
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Kate and Kenny the ranch hand appeared on the rise above me, silhouetted against ragged 

clouds and powder blue sky. 

 “C’mere! You gotta see this! Wooohooo!” My young shout lapped across the grassy valley 

into the wizened juniper forest, dropped into sandhills, and threw itself off the edge of the Skull 

Creek basin. 

 “What?” Kate shivered, her shoulders hunched against the cold March wind I had forgotten 

about. “I thought we were going where you found that bone last year, though I can’t figure out 

where the hell that was. These hills all look the same. Let’s get out of here. I’m freaking cold, 

Spindly!”  

My family called me Spindly because I was four-feet-nine-inches tall and weighed about 75 

pounds. Kate was then 17 years old, a head taller than me, with philosophical brown eyes and 

dark hair combed into a silken pony tail. My own pony tail, too curly and tangled to comb, 

would have made more sense on a mustang’s rear end. 

My rock hunting companions sauntered down to my hole in the ground. Kenny, shaped like a 

rough fence post with long sideburns and wearing shit-shingled cowboy boots, dropped the 

pickaxe he was carrying for me with a pointed thump. Kate rubbed a sprig of sage beneath her 

nose, eyes dreamy from the smell. Kenny’s slack face glanced toward the truck and yawned. 

“That’s a nice hole you dug, Indy.” He obviously didn’t see. 

 “Look down into it! There’s a plate-sized piece of bone and it keeps going back into the hill. 

This is totally cool!” My hands and face rose up to him, seeking benediction. 

“Any idea what it is?” Kenny Oyler knelt down next to me. His leather Western belt said 

KENNY in white letters across the back in the best 1970s cowboy fashion. Kate and I liked the 
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two sides of Kenny: in daylight he was a hardworking 25-year-old cowboy, but at night he 

turned into a scholar who read Plato and Aristotle in his tin trailer. 

“Dinosaur bone.” I sat down, legs splayed into an M. “Wish I knew what species.” 

 “How’d you see it, all covered up with dirt?” Kate put her hand on my shoulder. 

 “Just this little thumb-sized piece was sticking out.” I showed her the little section I’d set on 

my backpack and then resumed my gentle prying away of dirt with the tip of my screwdriver. 

“Well, let’s get ‘er dug up!” Kenny wheeled around for the pick axe and slung it into mid-air. 

“Wait!” I leaped in front of my treasure. “The rock’s really soft here, not like the sandstone I 

pried up last year. The pick might smack into the bone when you don’t mean to.” I didn’t 

mention that’s exactly what I had done last year. I handed him another screwdriver. “Use this. 

Just wedge the rock away from the bone, like this.” I was making up excavation techniques as I 

went along and thought I sounded pretty knowledgeable. 

Kenny eased his six-foot frame cross-legged onto the dirt. “You might have yourself a nice 

ol’ dinosaur excavation here. Wish I could do this all day instead of fix barbed wire fence.” He 

dug carefully, the screwdriver like a toothpick in his big paw of a hand. “This part here curves 

like a shoulder socket on a cow. Big, though, like from a brontosaurus.” 

“Brontosaurus isn’t the right name. It’s apatosaurus.” I looked away, a little embarrassed I’d 

corrected him. 

“If you say so.” Kenny winked at me. 

“Kate, remember that worn dinosaur vertebra you found a couple years ago? That was 

amazing.” I said that to butter her up so she would help me. “I wish I knew what this bone was. 

We need to dig this up, take it back home to Colorado Springs, then glue it together.” 
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“’We?’ I don’t want to sit here for two days in the freezing wind moving dirt with a 

screwdriver. This is your find.” Kate’s dark eyes wandered. “If that bone’s too big John won’t 

carry it on his plane when we fly back over the mountains. You’ll probably have to leave it here, 

sis.” 

 My mouth fell open. “John wouldn’t do that!” My stepfather was usually supportive of  

whatever I wanted to do, even if it was manly, like helping him herd bulls with a pitchfork on my 

little mustang mare. “The bone won’t weigh that much. And you’ll help me get it out, won’t 

you? Digging’s fun.”  

“I guess. Sometimes.” Kate shrugged as she picked through random rocks on the hill. 

I would not leave this treasure on the hillside for some smug rock collector from Rangely to 

steal in my absence. 


