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Preface

Last spring I was perusing the General Land Offi ce’s homestead patent records in 
advance of  an archaeological survey I was about to do in Poñiente and La Cinta 
Canyons in northeastern New Mexico when a familiar name appeared on the list—
Laumbach.  One Cordelia Laumbach was granted 280 acres by President Coolidge 
in 1927, and some additional Googling turned up the transcript of  an interview in 
the collection of  the New Mexico Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum that revealed 
Cordelia was Karl’s great-aunt and was not by any means the fi rst of  his family to 
settle in the area.  An amusing coincidence at the time, the incident took on greater 
meaning when I read Karl’s autobiography and family memories recounted in Dave 
Kirkpatrick’s paper in the course of  preparing this volume.  His family has deep roots 
in the region and  that history would shape his interests and his life’s work.

Like many of  us who have chosen careers in archaeology and related fi elds, Karl and 
Toni both found a passion for it early in life.  And, like many of  us, they have also 
struggled with the realities of  making a living in the realm of  contract archaeology—
the low pay, sporadic and limited jobs, frequent travel, and physically challenging work 
(not to mention risking death by drowning, hypothermia, and accidental strafi ng!).  But 
despite their best efforts to move on, some of  which were even reasonably successful, 
both of  them have been drawn back to archaeology every time.  If  their archaeological 
endeavors required sacrifi ces on their part, it is the rest of  us who have benefi tted 
from their efforts as researchers, educators, advisors, and those unsung heroes known 
as administrators.  Reviewing their many accomplishments, one can only conclude that 
Toni and Karl have kept returning to archaeology for the love of  it.

—Emily Brown
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Toni Sudar Laumbach

I was born and raised in Walsenburg, Colorado. My 
folks (John and Pauline Haney Sudar) named me 
Toni Lutitia Sudar: Toni for my dad’s Navy friend 
who served on the same destroyer during WW II, 
and Lutitia for my maternal great grandmother 
who traveled to New Mexico over the Santa Fe 
Trail (Figure 1). As the daughter of a coal miner 
and a homemaker, my childhood ran the normal 
course with school, hopscotch, girl scouting, 
bicycle riding, playing the violin, fl ute and piccolo, 
swimming, and street football. A visit to the Denver 
Museum of Natural History piqued my interest in 
geology and I started collecting mineral specimens 
and fossils. My best friend, Kathy Townsend, lived 
on a ranch east of Walsenburg and we would take the 
horses or hike to the sandstone hills near the ranch 
headquarters and look for fossils. How exciting it 
was to turn over a rock and fi nd a brachiopod or a 
bivalve shell! A trip to Disneyland included visits 
to several beaches and got me hooked on seashells. 
My innate tendencies for curation began before I 
was 10 years of age and I spent hours researching 
and cataloging the minerals, fossils, and seashells 
that I had personally collected. My collections 
took me to the regional science fair when I was a 
sophomore in high school.

Autobiographical Notes
TONI AND KARL LAUMBACH

Karl and I have dreamed and lived the ancient past since we were kids. Not ever thinking about getting rich 
or wearing a suit to work on a daily basis, we individually followed our life’s path to long and wonderful 
careers in archaeology, history, and the museum world. Both supported by loving parents, we were 
encouraged to follow our dreams, albeit with some angst from mom and dad worrying about our lack of 
interest in a traditional career that guaranteed steady work through to retirement. That was not to be our 
choosing. Doing what we have done professionally over the past fi ve decades has been a lifestyle and a 
passion and will likely be so until the end. It’s been a lot of fun and we have had the privilege of working 
and interacting with so many wonderful people of like mind. We often refl ect on our good fortune in 
fi nding each other and in having parallel careers that enhanced our common interests. We humbly thank the 
Archaeological Society of New Mexico for honoring us with this volume.

Figure 1. Toni, age 5.
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Christmas of 1957 had a major effect on the 
course I would take in my adult life. My parents 
gave me a book—All About Archaeology—and 
I fell in love. Filled with visions of ancient life in 
Greece, Rome, and Egypt, I read stories, tales, and 
experiences of archaeologists and their discoveries 
and interpretations of the past. My mother, ever 
the wise nurturer, made it possible for me to take 
a college level class between my junior and senior 
years in high school. Every Friday and Saturday, my 
mom drove me over the 32 miles to Trinidad State 
Junior College located in Trinidad, Colorado. There, 
Professor Galen Baker (now deceased) taught 
Southwest archaeology. The course included both 
class-time and fi eld trips every other Saturday. After 
this class, I really had “the bit in my teeth,” having 
discovered the American Southwest. When the 
time came, my mother encouraged me to attend the 
University of New Mexico to study anthropology. 

Gifted in music, I learned to play the violin and 
piano in the fourth grade, and by the fi fth grade I 
was also playing the string bass. I mastered the fl ute 
and piccolo in junior high (Figure 2). Throughout 
high school I sat in the fi rst chair fl ute position 
and was repeatedly chosen to go to the regional 
First Chair Band and the statewide All State Band. 
However, upon graduation from high school, 
the lure of anthropology caused me to forego a 
full tuition music scholarship to attend Southern 
Colorado State University in Pueblo. Instead, I 
chose to travel south to Albuquerque and signed 
on with the freshman class at UNM. College life 
and coursework in anthropology was immensely 
exciting for me! The gang in the anthro department 
was very cool and we listened to Jimi Hendrix, 
the Beatles, Janis Joplin, the Cream, and other 
heavy rock bands.  Watching Dr. Frank Hibben 
demonstrate brachiation across the stage during an 
Anthro. 101 class was quite entertaining and I knew 
I was on a path to great and wonderful things.

My mother passed away in the fall of 1966. 
My father asked me to fi nd some part-time work 
to help get him and me through a diffi cult fi nancial 
situation. I signed up with UNM’s work-study 
program. I was offered a position fi ling offi ce 
papers in the Administration Building. Elated that 

Figure 2. The fl ute player, 1964.

I had a job, I walked over to the giftshop at the 
Maxwell Museum of Anthropology to share my 
good news with a friend. Ron Switzer, a curator 
at the time, happened to be at the giftshop desk 
as I reported the news about my new work-study 
job. Much to my surprise, Switzer told me to “go 
back over there and tell them that we want you 
here at the museum.” This was the beginning of 
my 50-year-long career as a museum professional. 

My professional abilities were shaped by 
a long career in both museums and archaeology 
that enhanced my insights and understanding 
of material culture, museum practices and the 
development of cultural institutions. At the 
University of New Mexico (Figure 3), I worked 
for Museum Director Dr. J.J. Brody and studied 
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under the legendary archaeologist, Dr. Florence 
Hawley Ellis. Dr. Ellis was referred to as the 
“Dragon Lady” (and occasionally as Auntie Flo) 
and I found that I both revered and feared her. One 
of my fondest memories of her relates to a pottery 
type. One afternoon, she sent a student from her 
Southwest Archaeology class to the museum 
collections room. He informed me that Dr. Ellis 
wanted a vessel of Piedra Black-on-white to show 
the class. I found what I thought was a piece of 
Piedra Black-on-white and sent it with the student. 
About 10 minutes went by and then, much to 
my surprise and angst, Dr. Ellis walked into the 
collections room. She informed me that the pot I 
sent to her class was not Piedra Black-on-white. 
Mustering-up some courage, I told Dr. Ellis why I 
thought the vessel was a representative example. 
After a moment, she stated “I think you’re right” 
and she left with the bowl in hand. I smiled and 
the only thought that came to me was heavy, solid, 
and right-on!

As an undergraduate, I rose through the ranks 
at the Maxwell Museum of Anthropology at UNM, 
serving as both registrar and collections manager 

(Figure 4). I was the lab director for several 
archaeological projects (Comanche Springs, Red 
Rock Pueblo, Tillery Springs) undertaken by 
Maxwell Museum personnel and graduate students 
(Figure 5). A course (Anthro. 409) in Southwestern 
Pottery, taught by Ellis and Switzer, focused 
my research interests in archaeology. This class 
was one of the best and with the likes of Mike 
Marshall, Pete McKenna, Gordon Bronitsky, 
Reggie Wiseman, and others, we learned the 
regional and temporal structure of Southwestern 
archaeology through the lens of pottery. Dr. Ellis 
arranged for us to learn how to make pottery under 
the guidance of potter Dora Montoya of Santa 
Ana Pueblo (Figure 6). We made our pots with her 
direction and Dora helped us to set up a kiln behind 
the Anthro. Department in the area where the front 
entrance to the F.C. Hibben Center is located today. 
She included some of her pottery in the fi ring 
process. The outcome was not good for us students Figure 3. Expounding in J.J. Brody’s offi ce, Maxwell 

Museum of Anthropology.

Figure 4. The registrar, Maxwell Museum of 
Anthropology, 1967.
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Figure 5. Tillery Springs excavation, 1969; (L to R) Mrs. Tom Lyons, Bob 
Coward and girlfriend, and fi eld cataloger Toni.

Figure 6. Dora and Porfi rio Montoya, Santa Ana Pueblo, prepare a kiln for 
pottery fi ring.
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as the majority of our pottery exploded! All of 
Dora’s pottery came through the fi ring in perfect 
condition!  That class, more than any other, set the 
stage for a long career of analysis and interpretation 
of prehistoric Southwest ceramics. 

Upon graduation from the University of New 
Mexico, life took me on a different path for a little 
over a year. Fortunately, I found my way back into 
the archaeology and museum world in New Mexico.

In 1972, I became the curator of the New 
Mexico State University Museum, where I 
organized, cataloged, and further developed the 
collection (Figure 7). In that role, I also taught 
NMSU’s fi rst museology classes and trained 
and mentored students in the preparation of the 
museum’s fi rst exhibits. I worked several years in 
the fi eld with Dr. Stan Bussey and his fi eld schools 

Figure 8. Coyote Springs Site, New Mexico State 
University Springerville Field School, 1975-1976.

Figure 7. New Mexico State University Museum 
curator, 1972-1978.

at LA 1082 (a Classic Mimbres site), LA 923 (a 
Tularosa Phase site with an underlying Mimbres 
component), and Springerville/Coyote Springs (a 
Tularosa Phase site) (Figure 8). Karl just happened 
to be one of my students in the museology classes, 
and we worked together as crew chiefs at LA 1082 
and LA 923.

In 1974, contract archaeology had come 
to town.  Pat Beckett, Karl, and I were hired by 
Dr. Bussey to establish the Cultural Resources 
Management Division (CRMD) at New Mexico 
State University. The Offi ce of Contract 
Archaeology at the University of New Mexico 
helped CRMD get going with a subcontract to 
work with them on the survey and excavation of 
the Cochiti Dam Minimum Pool. For the next 
four years, Pat, Karl, and I worked together and 
individually on a variety of major and minor 
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projects, most of which were located in southern 
New Mexico.

Karl and I were married on September 16, 
1978 (Figure 9). We left Las Cruces to go “back 
home” and to seek our fortunes in northeastern 
New Mexico and maybe do something other than 
archaeology. However, with the “wolves at the 
door” and a baby on the way, we acknowledged 
that our collective skill-sets revolved around 
doing archaeology and we high-tailed it back to 
Las Cruces. We returned to work with the NMSU 
Cultural Resources Management Division with Pat 
Beckett at the helm. I did several walking surveys 
during my pregnancy. However, it was the drive to 
Hobbs (and back) and the walk along the six-mile 
survey line that prompted my body into labor.  Our 
son Kristopher was born on October 21, 1979. 

Karl and I faced diffi cult economic times in 
the early 1980s. I made a decision that took me in 
the opposite direction of the course my life had 
taken for the previous 18 years. Seeking work (“a 
real job!”) with a steady income and benefi ts, I 
was admitted to the New Mexico State University 
nursing program. I had a successful career as a 
registered nurse for thirteen years and worked in 
many capacities, both technical and administrative, 
in the Las Cruces area. During that period, I also 
did ceramic analysis for Human Systems Research, 
expanding my knowledge of southern New 
Mexico ceramics, developed several workshops on 
Southwestern prehistoric ceramics for HSR and in 
October of 1989 was invited to present a workshop 
on the Mogollon ceramic sequence at Western 
New Mexico University in Silver City for the New 
Mexico Archaeology Council.

Early in 1996, Karl learned that a new state 
museum was to be built in Las Cruces. Knowing 
that my true love was museums, he told me, 
“When the time comes, you will apply!” Closely 
monitoring the development of the New Mexico 
Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum, I applied, 
interviewed, and joined the initial team in August 
1996 shortly before the main museum building 
was completed. Aside from being the museum’s 
fi rst Registrar, Curator of Collections, and Chief 
Curator and Deputy Director, I was a supervisor, 

colleague, and mentor and performed a variety 
of other tasks, including serving as the Interim 
Director in 2006 (Figure 10).

I was with the New Mexico Farm and 
Ranch Heritage Museum from its beginning. It 
was exciting to develop a museum from scratch: 
conceiving, designing, and implementing the 
exhibitions and public programs for the museum, 
as well as acquiring and cataloging a collection 
that now totals over 11,000 items. As the museum’s 
mission was dedicated to all of New Mexico’s 
agricultural history, it was a wonderful opportunity 
to bring my archaeological background to bear. 
When you visit the museum today, you will see 
a reconstruction of a Mogollon pithouse in the 
Museum’s Heritage Gallery (Figure 11). Bill Cook 
(initially a professional contractor but he would 
become the Museum’s fi rst exhibit fabricator) and I 
conceptualized and built that pithouse. When staff 
moved into the completed museum building in 

Figure 9. Karl and Toni on their wedding day, 
September 16, 1978.
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Figure 11. Mogollon pithouse reconstruction, New Mexico Farm & Ranch Heritage Museum. Photo courtesy of 
New Mexico Farm & Ranch Heritage Museum.

Figure 10. NM Farm & Ranch Heritage Museum Chief Curator at the band saw!
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January 1997, it was empty and cavernous. Inside 
the 22,000-square-ft gallery (which would become 
the Heritage Gallery) was a 10 x 10 x 10-ft open pit 
in the concrete fl oor. We were never sure why this 
pit existed other than “someone” in the formative 
days of the museum may have been thinking 
about a pithouse. As it came to pass, and given 
New Mexico’s 4000-year-old agriculture history, 
we thought the pit would serve well as a pithouse 
to help interpret that long history. I designed the 
pithouse as a composite of several styles known for 
the Mogollon during the period of circa A.D. 700-
A.D. 950. Concerned that the original pit was too 
deep, we constructed an 8-ft-high platform inside 
the pit. From the platform, Bill used adobe bricks 
to line the fl oor and build up the sidewalls. All of 
this was plastered with adobe. Linear scrapes were 
created along the sidewalls to make it appear that 
digging sticks had been used to “excavate the pit.” 
I sent Bill, with a permit, to the Mimbres Valley to 
harvest white pine, reedy marsh plants, and tufts of 
grama grass for use as roof posts and construction 
fi ber. A fi re hearth and reproductions of reed mats, 
period ceramics, and fur pelts completed the look 
of the pithouse. Today, the pithouse, with its one 
open side and an exterior environment with storage 
pits and appropriate archaeological assemblages, 
allows museum visitors to explore and experience 
New Mexico’s “fi rst farmhouse.” 

One of my favorite projects for the New 
Mexico Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum was 
the curation of the exhibit titled The Cañada 
Alamosa Project: 4000 Years of Agricultural 
History (Figure 12). This exhibit showcased the 
archaeological fi eldwork and interpretations of 
four sites located on the Cañada Alamosa drainage 
in south-central New Mexico. In November of 
1998, Karl received a phone call from Dr. Dennis 
O’Toole. He and his wife Trudy had purchased 
a small ranch on the upper Cañada Alamosa that 
contained a cluster of potentially signifi cant sites. 
O’Toole was interested in the sites and had learned 
that Karl, Dave Kirkpatrick, and Steve Lekson had 
done some archaeological reconnaissance in the 
area. He asked Karl if he was interested in doing a 
research project. The O’Tooles joined forces with 

Human Systems Research, with Karl as Principal 
Investigator, to create the Cañada Alamosa Project 
and to investigate four major sites. Over the next 
thirteen years and a cast of hundreds, including the 
New Mexico Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum, 
University of Colorado at Boulder, Eastern New 
Mexico University, and Earthwatch Institute, we 
explored and discovered a 4000-year record of 
agricultural activity (Figure 13). Each of those 
13 years included several weeks of fi eld sessions 
followed by laboratory sessions from autumn to the 
next spring to analyze recovered data. Karl’s and 
my kitchen table was my laboratory after the fi rst 

Figure 12. Gallery entrance to the Cañada Alamosa 
exhibit. Photo courtesy of New Mexico Farm & Ranch 
Heritage Museum.
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Figure 13. Monticello Plaza, 2006; thirty-one stream 
crossings below the Cañada Alamosa Project!

fi eld season. Serving as the project’s ceramicist, 
it was exciting to analyze such a wide range of 
ceramic assemblages. I will never forget that 
fi rst “ah ha!” moment when I hollered at Karl to 
come take a look at what I had observed. It was an 
organic pigment on a slipped black-on-white sherd, 
and there were many others just like it. Designs on 
ceramics created with organic pigment stick out like 
a sore thumb in central and southern New Mexico. 
I decided to type these sherds as Magdalena Black-
on-white, a McElmo-Mesa Verde look-a-like. That 
discovery led to Steve Lekson’s involvement in 
the project and the eventual revelation that the 
Pinnacle Ruin contained an immigrant Magdalena 
Component dating circa A.D. 1240-1300. Other 
evidence of immigrants from the north included 
compound walls of shaped masonry and a well-
developed midden.

The analytic technologies available to 
archaeologists today are pretty amazing. When Karl 
and I started our careers, there was no such thing 
as Neutron Activation Analysis (NAA) or isotope 
analyses for lead pigments or carbon isotope 
extraction from soils—among many other high-
tech analytical tools. The application of NAA to the 
large ceramic database provided us with another 
“knock-your-socks-off” revelation. It was learned 
that over a 700-year Puebloan occupation, with the 
exception of the utility wares from all four sites and 
a small portion of the Magdalena Black-on-white 
from the Pinnacle Ruin, none of the painted ware 
ceramics had been produced on-site in the canyon. 
Instead, they had been imported into the area from 
a series of very different production areas. It was 
Dr. Linda Cordell who, over the years of our fi eld 
work, inspired and encouraged Karl and me as we 
examined ceramic production and exchange by 
the compositional analyses of both ceramics and 
clay sources through the use of neutron activation 
analysis, petrography, and lead isotope analysis.  
I remember my fi rst direct encounter with Linda 
Cordell. I was both extremely excited and nervous 
as hell. She was visiting the Cañada Alamosa 
Project for the fi rst time in the summer of 1999. 
We climbed up to the Pinnacle Ruin and picked up 
sherd after sherd, scrutinized them, rubbed them, 
spit on them, made a fresh break with a rock and 
talked on and on about them. We were really getting 
into the nitty-gritty of a sherd of Agua Fria Glaze-
on-red when she looked at me, grinned and said, 
“Isn’t this fun!” That was one of the best days of 
my life! Linda Cordell was kind and gracious and 
very interested in our research; her encouragement 
has had a far-reaching effect on our project. We had 
great respect and affection for Linda and miss her 
very much (Figure 14).

I retired from the New Mexico Farm and 
Ranch Heritage Museum on May 31, 2016 after 
20 years of service. My work at the museum 
was recognized by the New Mexico Historical 
Society as the recipient of the prestigious Edgar 
Lee Hewett Award in 2013 and by my induction 
into the Doña Ana County Historical Society’s 
Hall of Fame in 2015. Both Karl and I received 
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the Award of Distinction presented by the El Paso 
Archaeological Society in 2010. Presently, I am 
working on the write-up of the analysis of ceramics 
recovered from the four sites studied by the Cañada 
Alamosa Project.

Karl W. Laumbach

Born in Springer, New Mexico and raised on 
the nearby Clayton (<- Lazy V Bar) Ranch, I 
rarely had playmates as my three sisters were 
considerably older and left for college when I 
was very young (Figure 15). My parents were 
both native New Mexicans with deep roots in 
northeastern New Mexico. Both parents (George 
and Margaret Miller Laumbach) had come of age 
during the Great Depression and there was never 
much doubt that although I did my share of ranch 
work, I was not destined be a cowboy and that I 
WOULD attend college. Television reception in 
the area was nil until I was 14 years old, so books 
were the order of the day and trips to both the Raton 
and Santa Fe libraries were a frequent occurrence. 

Figure 14. Linda Cordell and Toni. Photo courtesy of 
Laura Ware.

Figure 15. Karl with his sisters, Louise, Ruth, and Janet, 1955.
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My interest in the past began early. Visits from the 
aunts and uncles of the extended families always 
revolved around stories of family and local history. 
The ranch headquarters had been in place since 
the 1870s and a branch of the Santa Fe Trail was 
visible nearby.  My father had a small collection 
of arrowheads and historic artifacts that he had 
spotted off the back of his horse and when I came 
of age, I enthusiastically added to the collection 
(Figure 16). An elderly neighbor, Jess Davis, lived 
on an isolated ranch and also boasted an extensive 
collection of both arrowheads and guns, most of 
which had been obtained locally and many of 
which came with stories attached. Jess also traced 
his ancestry back to early pioneers, both Anglo and 
Hispanic, and recalled taking food to the penitentes 
at the local morada during the Easter season. 

The coming winter always required at least 
four pickup-loads of piñon wood and those sunny 
October days were also a chance to look for 
artifacts while scouting for or cutting wood in the 
“Piñon Hills” that made up several sections in the 
southern portion of the ranch. On one occasion, 
with the pickup already loaded, we stopped at a 
site near the Santa Fe Trail ruts and Dad spotted 

the bottom of what turned out to be a corrugated 
jar with handles protruding from the surface. We 
came back the next day and excavated the vessel, 
fi nding a .58 caliber minie ball in association. We 
took the vessel to the Museum of New Mexico, my 
very fi rst visit to the Laboratory of Anthropology, 
where a very nice archaeologist told us that the 
vessel was of a type made at Taos in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Novices 
at reconstruction, we glued it together with a 
product called “chem-weld,” guaranteeing that it 
would never come apart again. The vessel became 
the centerpiece of my Science Fair exhibit during 
the spring of my sophomore year in high school. 

My main childhood reference for archaeology 
was a copy of National Geographic on Indians of 
North America with wonderful color images that 
I still use in power point presentations today.  A 
bit later, after my sister went to the University of 
New Mexico and took a class from Frank Hibben, I 
bought her copy of The Lost Americans for a dollar 
and read it until the cover and pages were dog-eared. 
I was very excited. I wanted to be an archaeologist. 
My dream was short-lived because not long after 
I had declared my intended profession a geologist 

Figure 16. Karl and his Dad on horseback, 1958; Karl is riding Chiefer 
(short for Super Chief!).
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came by the ranch and visited with my mother. He 
also had a degree in archaeology and proceeded 
to tell my mother (this was the mid-1960s) that 
there were few jobs available to archaeologists and 
that in general they lived a miserable and mostly 
penniless existence. My hopes were dashed. I was 
directed elsewhere, preferably a civil service job 
with a good retirement.

Arriving at New Mexico State University in 
1969 as a seventeen-year-old freshman, I stumbled 
through a few semesters as fi rst a Business 
Major and then a History and Education Major 
(I had concluded that failing in everything else, I 
would be a history teacher). Then, during the fi rst 
summer session of 1971, I took an Introduction 
to Anthropology class.  Dr. Brad Blake inspired 
a great number of students over the years and I 
was no exception. When he showed slides of an 
excavation at a Pueblo site in southwestern New 
Mexico’s Black Range, I was hooked. We took a 
class trip to the site (LA 923) and I got my fi rst 
taste of both the Black Range and of Pueblo 
archaeology. I soon declared another major, adding 
Anthropology to History and Education. 

That same year NMSU doubled the size of the 
Anthropology Department by hiring Stan Bussey. 
Stan’s dissertation was based on his excavation 
of Lee Village on the Gila River during his time 
with the Museum of New Mexico and the Highway 
Salvage Program of the 1960s.  His fascination 
with New Mexico archaeology enforced my own. 
In the ensuing semesters I took several archaeology 
classes and then, in the spring of 1972, I was forced 
to make a fateful decision. 

When home for the Christmas break, my 
mother had suggested that because summer jobs 
were hard to come by, I should apply for work at 
the nearby Philmont Scout Ranch. That appealed to 
me as both parents had spent several years at cow 
camps in the Sangre de Cristos and I had grown 
up with the stories. Dad had even worked for 
Waite Phillips before Philmont became a scouting 
ranch. When I fi lled out the application I remember 
checking “wrangler” as I had grown up with horses 
and then I saw “program counselor in archaeology.”  
A month or two later I was offered a summer job 

at the Indian Writings Camp on the North Ponil 
where the archaeological program was based. 
Shortly after that, back at NMSU, I was called in 
to Dean Gayle’s offi ce. There I was informed that 
if I wanted to complete my education degree under 
the current catalog, I would have to take summer 
classes.  I quickly weighed the attraction of taking 
classes in Las Cruces in June versus working in 
a high mountain camp doing archaeology and 
abandoned my quest for a degree in education. 

The fi rst person that I met at Philmont was 
Dave Kirkpatrick.  Dave’s graduate school advisor 
was Mike Glassow, who had just completed his 
dissertation based on six years of work at Philmont.  
I vividly remember that Dave and I shared a tent 
at base camp and learned all about the “New” 
Archaeology which was not a subject that I had 
heard much of from Stan Bussey.  I had a wonderful 
summer at Philmont, leading tours and supervising 
the “grubbies” as we were not supposed to call 
them, while they spent an hour or two using the 
fl at unsharpened blades of their trowels to (very 
slowly) uncover the secrets of a Philmont pithouse.

When I returned to NMSU that fall, I found 
that Stan Bussey had a new-found respect for 
me because I had actually found a job doing 
archaeology (remember, this was 1972).  I 
continued to take classes and the next summer, due 
to my Philmont experience and the fact that Paul 
Griggs (a recent graduate) took a job with Cynthia 
Irwin-Williams at Salmon Ruins, Stan offered me 
a crew chief position on his summer fi eld school. 
The other crew chiefs were Phil Shelley and the 
recently arrived museum curator, Toni Sudar 
Murphy. We excavated at LA 1082, arguably the 
largest Mimbres site on the Rio Grande.  Following 
the fi eld school, Public Service Company of New 
Mexico asked NMSU to do a reconnaissance survey 
of a proposed powerline route from the Rio Grande 
south of Las Cruces to Arizona. Phil Shelley ran 
the survey until he departed for graduate school 
and then I took his place to complete the work 
before classes started that fall.

I graduated from NMSU in the spring of 
1974 almost on the same day the Nixon signed the 
Historical and Archaeological Data Preservation 
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Act (known at the time as the Moss-Bennett Act).  
One of my clients refers to it as the Archaeological 
Full Employment Act because it required an 
archaeologist to assess any project that impacted 
federal property or that was licensed or funded 
by federal agencies. After a wonderful summer 
with another Stan Bussey fi eld school at LA 923 
near Winston (Figure 17), I joined Pat Beckett 
and Toni as the fi rst three employees of the newly 
formed Cultural Resources Management Division 
(CRMD) at NMSU.

Work was slow in coming. The agencies and 
the clients had to get used to the new requirement. 
NMSU had fronted the money to start the contract 
program at half-time but soon became concerned as 

little income was realized. And then Frank Broilo, 
Director of the Offi ce of Contract Archaeology at 
UNM, threw us a bone with a subcontract to work 
with them on the survey and excavation of the 
Cochiti Dam Minimum Pool (Figure 18). That act 
kept CRMD alive and introduced me to upper Rio 
Grande archaeology. I joined the Minimum Pool 
survey team of Dick Chapman, John Stein, and 
Jim Enloe (and Jim’s little dog, Ben). We started 
the survey in January and spent a total of 17 days 
in the fi eld with several interruptions by snow and 
bad weather. We camped at the head of the trail that 
led 700 ft down into White Rock Canyon where 
our survey area was located. When we arrived, 
the fl oodwaters had already backed into the side 
canyons and then had iced over. After surveying 
what we could on the west side, we acquired a 
two-man rubber raft and Jim Enloe paddled across 
about 150 ft of the Rio Grande to fi x a rope across 
the water. After that we used the rope to “hand 
over hand” across the river, two people at a time. 
I don’t even want to think about what would have 
happened if we had fallen out of the raft and 
our waders had fi lled with water. Our tent was a 
summer tent left over from the Coal Gasifi cation 
Project (CGP), one of UNM’s fi rst big jobs. We 

Figure 18. Cochiti Dam minimum pool survey area, 1975.

Figure 17. Karl at the 1974 excavation of LA 923.
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bought a tin “sheepherder” stove and wrapped 
asbestos around the chimney where it protruded 
through a hole in the tent.  The four of us and the 
dog slept in the tent and it was my job to throw a 
bunch of newspaper in the stove and light it in the 
morning to take the chill out of the tent. The dog’s 
water froze solid every night.  The low point of the 
survey was when Dick made “Mackerel Delight.”  
The high point was when, after a long day of 
dodging earth haulers near the dam, I purchased 
four nice rib steaks at Peña Blanca.  We only had 
a small round grill from a cheap charcoal grill set 
and while three of the steaks were actually on the 
grill, the fourth was sitting on top of the others 
and getting a bit smoky. I was worried that the 
cooking might take a long time until Dick pointed 
to the one on top, still dripping blood and said 
“That one’s ready, I’ll take it.”  A good time was 
had by all. More to the point, I credit Dick, John, 
and Jim with providing me an excellent survey 
experience which would serve me well in the 
years to come. 

Excavation at Cochiti wasn’t any easier. 
February-March weather was endured in a small 
community of tents intended for summer, and life 
was made easier only by the cooking of Allen 

Rorex. NMSU employees excavated fi ve sites 
including a 17-room pueblo with three kivas, one 
of which boasted a key-hole antechamber. Back at 
NMSU, I completed the analysis and write-up of 
the project with the help of Toni, who analyzed the 
ceramics.  In late August of 1975, 41 years ago as 
of this writing, I drummed up the courage to ask 
her for date (Figure 19). It was a cheap date. Toni 
made liverwurst sandwiches with Grey Poupon 
mustard and I took her to a pithouse village on the 
Rio Grande near Derry, New Mexico.

The next few years were a litany of CRM 
projects.  I directed the excavation of LA 12778 
on Lordsburg Mesa, a large sample survey of 80 
sq mi in the Socorro Bureau of Land Management 
District and completed any number of smaller 
survey projects. In 1977, Dave Kirkpatrick joined 
CRMD as the Principal Investigator for the Navajo 
Indian Irrigation Project Block II excavations near 
Farmington and I directed the laboratory work. 

By 1978 Toni and I were growing restless 
and since both of us were norteños, we wanted to 
relocate to northern New Mexico, which we did 
(Figure 20). We had a wonderful time at fi rst and 
were married at the ranch on September 16, 1978 
(the village of Mesilla has a large celebration for 

Figure 19. Toni and Karl at the NMSU corrals across the street from the 
University Museum, 1976.
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us every year!). Reality quickly set in with one of 
the coldest winters that the area had seen in many 
years. Soon after we discovered that we were 
expecting. Income was nil and jobs were hard to 
come by. And then Pat Beckett, who had taken over 
the directorship of CRMD, called with a job. We 
gratefully moved back to Las Cruces and I spent 
the spring surveying potential borrow areas for 
levee reconstruction on the San Francisco, Gila, 
Mimbres, and Black Range drainages. The project 
was benefi cial beyond the paycheck as it provided 
me with a broad view of the Mogollon area in 
New Mexico. In August of that year I directed a 
survey of six sections that composed the Laguna 
Plata Historic District located midway between 
Carlsbad and Hobbs. Our son Kristopher was born 
on October 21, 1979 (Figure 21).

Changes were soon afoot at NMSU.  Stan 
Bussey resigned to take a job in Oklahoma.  Pat 
Beckett, frustrated with NMSU’s approach to 

contract archaeology soon resigned to focus on 
his book store. The department brought in Fred 
Plog from Arizona State University. During those 
transition years, I performed a number of seismic 
surveys in southern New Mexico, had my fi rst fi eld 
projects on White Sands Missile Range, and, in the 
fall of 1982, directed excavation of the San Jose 
type sites near Grants. Probably the most important 
project for my future was the Black Range sample 
survey, which was funded by a grant from the 
New Mexico Historic Preservation Division. 
Dave Kirkpatrick and I surveyed 90 sample units 
of State of New Mexico land in western Sierra 
County and generated the fi rst overall perspective 
of Pueblo settlement in the Black Range (Figure 
22). In mid-1983 I resigned from CRMD, taking 
a position with Pete Eidenbach and Human 
Systems Research, Inc., a non-profi t corporation.  
Dave Kirkpatrick, in the throes of completing his 
dissertation, joined me soon after.

Figure 21. Karl with baby Kristopher, 1979.Figure 20. At the ranch in early fall, just before the 
wedding.
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The fi rst year with HSR was pretty rough 
fi nancially but Toni had temporarily abandoned 
archaeology a few years before to become a 
registered nurse and she took up the slack.  Then, 
in 1984, things started looking up as work became 
more regular. The two high points of 1984 were 
the excavation of the Oliver Lee Ranch House near 
Dog Canyon and HSR’s winning bid for an on-call 
contract on White Sands Missile Range (WSMR). 
The Oliver Lee excavation began a personal 
interest in the 1896 disappearance of Col. Albert 
Fountain and his son that continues to this day. The 
WSMR contract initiated almost 20 consecutive 
years of work on the range and quickly forced me 
out of daily fi eld archaeology and into the position 
of an administrator, a job for which I had little or 
no training.

In previous years the WSMR contract had 
never been particularly lucrative, but we came on 
board during the Reagan years when one project 
after another was being tested on the range. As a 
result, we were privileged to survey vast areas of 
the range for which there were no previous data.  
Our fi rst big project, dubbed Sgt. York, involved 
surveying sample areas on the extreme southern end 

of the Chupadera Mesa where it extends south of 
Highway 380 into WSMR. The area was also called 
“Red Rio” and was a target area for aerial target 
practice.  Lines of old green army vehicles created 
“convoy” targets in an area of several square miles 
joined by a labyrinth of dirt roads that crisscross 
the area.  Our project was deemed an emergency 
and we had a crew of some 20 archaeologists for 
most of January 1985. We were almost fi nished 
when the BorderStar Maneuvers (an international 
operation involving Canadians) began on both Ft. 
Bliss and White Sands Missile Range. In those 
days we had no cell phones and range phones were 
located here and there to facilitate communication. 
We were to call in every day and make sure that the 
area was clear so that no one would actively use 
the target area while we were on the ground. What 
we didn’t know on that last day is that WSMR had 
given control of the range over to Holloman Air 
Force Base and hadn’t bothered to tell Holloman 
that we were out there working. When we called 
the weekend duty offi cer at WSMR, they said fi ne, 
you are clear to work.  About mid-afternoon we 
started to see funny looking slow moving planes 
that made an equally odd sound that resembled 

Figure 22. Karl, Leyla Kirkpatrick, and Dave Kirkpatrick, at a painted rock shelter in the 
Doña Anas (Leyla’s bottom is in a mortar hole!), 1979.
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a long burp that didn’t sound like a sonic boom. 
We had crews scattered around the area. I visually 
followed one of the planes as it approached one of 
the faux convoys. Then I saw dust rise where the 
20 millimeter rounds (the planes were A10s) were 
impacting the convoy.  HSR’s fi rst vehicle was an 
old green army surplus suburban and three of the 
crew members were trying to get back to us in it.  
When they saw a smoke bomb hit the road in front 
of them, they abandoned the vehicle and ran up 
an arroyo just in time to be struck by the empty 
cartridges ejected from the plane. I rushed to the 
nearest range phone and contacted the weekend 
duty offi cer on WSMR. It took quite a while to get 
him to understand and make contact with Holloman, 
who then called off the planes. As I learned in the 
debriefi ng, some National Guard pilots who were 
part of the exercise had been given permission to 
have a little practice time before the big maneuver.  
A couple of days earlier, Dave and I had purchased 
a couple of bottles of Captain Morgan’s spiced rum 
to warm up the crew after a particularly cold day. 
Instead, we used them to calm everyone’s nerves 
when we all made it back to Carrizozo in one piece. 
An exciting day to say the least!

The White Sands years (1985 -2005) were 
a blur of projects that at their height saw HSR 
with six Principal Investigators and a Historic 
Architect. The core personnel were myself, 
Pete Eidenbach, and Dave Kirkpatrick, with 
Meli Duran as lead editor and Helen Shields as 
comptroller.  White Sands Missile Range has a 
wealth of archaeological and historical sites and 
we took full advantage of the opportunity, which 
coincided with HSR’s original stated purpose of 
understanding human dynamics in the Tularosa 
Basin. Our work was predominantly survey, with 
only occasional excavation. Section 110 projects 
allowed us to focus on the recording of ranches and 
mines, the Salt Trail, the Hembrillo Battlefi eld, and 
the Trinity Site, as well as to complete extensive 
oral history interviews with ranching families 
who had lived on the range. The fi eldwork and 
interpretation of the Hembrillo Battlefi eld was 
one of the high points, documenting a major battle 
between Buffalo Soldiers and Victorio’s Apaches. 

We utilized a great number of volunteers for the 
fi eldwork and Doug Scott provided the forensic 
analysis of the recovered cartridges, allowing us 
to track individual weapons across the battlefi eld 
(Figure 23).

Not all our work was on WSMR. Occasional 
surveys for power and/or communication 
companies allowed me to maintain my early 
interest in the Black Range.  On two occasions 
HSR attempted to start a public archaeology project 
in the area, fi rst at a ranch near Winston and then 
at a property in the Hillsboro area. Neither effort 
came to fruition. In 1991, we had an opportunity to 
do a reconnaissance survey for the National Park 
Service near Ojo Caliente on the Alamosa Creek 
in Socorro County. We (Dave Kirkpatrick, Steve 
Lekson, and I) discovered wonderful Pueblo sites 
on private land—some of them, including a 500-
room pueblo, not previously recorded.  Those 
sites would later become the focus of the Cañada 
Alamosa Project.

Figure 23. Hembrillo Battlefi eld dedication, 
April 24, 1999.
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About the same time that I began work on the 
Hembrillo Battlefi eld and the Ojo Caliente survey, 
another site that came to be known as Elk Ridge 
came into focus. Since the mid-1970s bulldozing 
of archaeological sites had been rampant in 
southwestern New Mexico as Mimbres pots 
became more and more valuable and excavation of 
burials had become an extractive industry. Multiple 
conversations with Tom Merlan, the State Historic 
Preservation Offi cer, led to the development of 
a “Burial Bill” that would make unpermitted 
excavation of a human burial on private or 
state land a fourth degree felony. It was my fi rst 
experience with the New Mexico legislature. 
Despite many obstacles the bill was passed in the 
spring of 1989 and signed by Governor Bruce King. 
Unfortunately, there is a 90-day waiting period 
after a bill is signed into law. Passage of the law 
was well publicized and most of the backhoes in 
southwestern New Mexico were actively digging 
into sites until the last possible day. During that 
halcyon period a landowner on the west fork of 
the Mimbres discovered that he owned two acres 
of a deeply buried and previously undiscovered 
Mimbres Pueblo and proceeded to place deep and 
extensive trenches through the site. Afterwards 
he continued to tunnel within the trenches. 
HSR became involved in a highly controversial 
agreement with a second landowner to preserve 
both the site and its data.  After almost 24 years 
of effort, considerable confl ict, and not a few 
sleepless nights, The Archaeological Conservancy 
stepped in and purchased the private portion of the 
site, which boasts one of the last known Mimbres 
Great Kivas on the Mimbres River.

Another focus of activity during the 1990s 
involved my joining the Board of Directors of the 
Geronimo Springs Museum located in Truth or 
Consequences, New Mexico. Owned and operated 
by the Sierra County Historical Society, the 
museum boasts a marvelous collection of artifacts 
and archives related to Sierra County’s history. I 
have been privileged to serve on the board from 
1992 to 2002 and again from 2013 to 2016.

By 1995 I had become exhausted and 
disenchanted with my role as an administrator 

of HSR. Accordingly, I stepped down from that 
position to become an Associate Director, with Dr. 
Deb Dennis taking on the role of Executive Director. 
One of my fi rst tasks was to complete work on the 
Hembrillo Battlefi eld while also acting as a Principal 
Investigator for projects on and off WSMR. Included 
among those projects was a survey of ranching sites 
on the Lava Gap Corridor, recording the Huntington 
Site (a large seemingly Mimbres site on the east 
side of the San Andres Mountains, and testing and 
excavation of a number of sites on Highway 54 north 
of Carrizozo and Highway 380 east of Carrizozo 
along the Rio Bonito.

In June of 1997 I was appointed to the 
Cultural Properties Review Committee (CPRC) for 
the New Mexico State Historic Preservation Offi ce 
by Governor Gary Johnson.  I served as Chairman 
of the CPRC from July 2001 until my resignation 
from the committee on December 31, 2002. In 
retrospect, my two major contributions were the 
addition of a much needed third archaeologist to 
the committee and the initiation of the process that 
eventually (but not on my watch) produced a more 
robust set of archaeological regulations.

After recording the large sites on the Rio 
Alamosa in 1992 we realized that the sites quite 
vulnerable to looters because they were both 
on private land and in an estate. Accordingly, 
I resolved to stay in contact with the various 
managers and realtors that were involved in 
liquidating the property.  In November of 1998 I 
received a telephone call from Dr. Dennis O’Toole, 
then Director of the Strawbery Banke Museum 
at Portsmouth, New Hampshire and formerly an 
administrator at Colonial Williamsburg. Denny, 
as I came to know him, informed me that he and 
his wife Trudy had purchased the Monticello 
Box Ranch and were interested in having an 
archaeological project there beginning in 1999.  He 
asked “Can you do that?” and I gulped twice and 
said “Sure!”

That phone call began a most rewarding 
time in our lives. Denny and Trudy founded the 
Cañada Alamosa Institute which soon negotiated 
a partnership with Human Systems Research. I 
prepared an ambitious project research design that 
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called for a multi-disciplinary project to promote 
understanding of the past 2000 years of human 
occupation on the Rio Alamosa. The fi rst year saw 
limited testing at three of the sites, utilizing support 
from Phil Shelley and a small Eastern New Mexico 
University fi eld school. Due to the discovery of 
carbon-painted ceramics on the Pinnacle Ruin, 
Steve Lekson was invited to join the project in 
2000 and ultimately directed fi eld work at Pinnacle 
Ruin for six seasons (Figure 24). Beginning i n 
2001 the project utilized paying volunteers from 
Earthwatch Institute to extensively test the other 
three major sites, including the multi-component 
500-room Victorio Site. Final fi eldwork was 
completed in 2013. Toni oversaw the ceramic 
analysis for the project and then, in 2013, 
curated a wonderful exhibit outlining the project 
scope and accomplishments (http://exhibition.
canadaalamosaproject.org/).  We are now in 
the process of completing individual analyses 
and preparing to assemble a synthesis report of 
the project accomplishments which include a 
4000-year archaeological and geomorphological 
sequence that begins with some of the Southwest’s 
earliest corn and traces the outlines of human 
reaction to an extremely dynamic environment. 
The study has been bolstered by extensive geologic 
mapping, 21 oral histories and the work of a great 
many colleagues and volunteers (Figure 25). 

Today, Toni, Kris, and I, along with our three 
sweet foundling dogs, live in Las Cruces in the 
Mesilla Park Historic District (Figure 26).

Figure 24. Laumbach and Lekson, Cañada Alamosa 
Project.
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Figure 25. 2007 Cañada Alamosa Project staff; (L-R) Morgan Seamont, Johnny Schue, Denny O’Toole, Annette 
Eakes, Delton Estes, Toni Laumbach, John Fitch, Dean Hood, and Karl Laumbach.

Figure 26. Karl and Toni, August 2015
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Eugene Van Patten, Citizen Soldier
PATRICK H. BECKETT

Much of the information in the paper that is not 
directly quoted comes from 25 years of research on 
Van Patten and is a basic summary of many authors 
and long conversations with Santiago P. Brito, a 
competent avocational historian and his nephew 
Frank J. Brito, both relatives of Van Patten.  

During the last half of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, Eugene Van Patten was a 
southern New Mexico icon to most of its citizens.  
He fought the Apaches during the Indian wars and 
was also instrumental in founding Tortugas Indian 
Pueblo near Las Cruces, New Mexico.  Van Patten 
and Col. A. J. Fountain were close friends until 
Fountain’s death in 1896.  He served as Fountain’s 
right hand in the territorial militia and later became 
its commander.

Born in Rome, New York to Adam and Nancy 
Van Patten on November10, probably in 1841 
(dates of 1837 and 1843 are also given) 1, he was 
the fi fth of sixteen children. He died on February 
28, 1926 in Las Cruces, New Mexico. George 
Anderson, in the 1907 volume Civil War Period in 
his multi-volume History of New Mexico, describes 
some of Van Patten’s earlier exploits:

[I]n the fall of 1857 [Van Patten] came to 
New Mexico with the overland mail of the 
old Butterfeld (sic) line.  He started from 
Jefferson City, Missouri ... to El Paso, 
Mesilla, Tucson, Yuma and Los Angeles. 
In 1858 he carried President Buchanan’s 
message across the country, beating the 
steamship company by three days and eight 

For my contribution to the volume honoring Karl and Toni Laumbach, I chose this paper on Van Patten based 
on the fact that Karl Laumbach has been deeply involved for some time in researching the circumstances 
of the murder of Col. A. J. Fountain, Van Patten’s immediate commanding offi cer for many years.  Karl 
has also been interested in the southern New Mexico Indian wars in which both Fountain and Van Patten 
played a role.

hours. The railroad at that time was built to a 
point only twenty miles east of Jefferson City.  
Mr. Van Patten was a conductor between El 
Paso and Tucson, and the fare at that time 
was ten cents per mile.  There were many 
hardships to be borne in connection with this 
service, but he continued as conductor up to 
the time the mail was removed to the northern 
route.  He then made his home in El Paso. 
His uncle, Giles Hawley, was vice-president 
and general manager of the [Butterfi eld] line, 
with headquarters at Mesilla.  Mr. Van Patten 
engaged in mining and scouting across the 
plains until the war opened, at which time 
he was at the gold mines in Pinos Altos.  He 
served in the Confederate army with the New 
Mexico troops, and the close of hostilities 
found him at Franklin, now El Paso, Texas, 
in command of a hospital.  He afterward 
spent two or three years in merchandising at 
Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, and continued in the 
same line of business in El Paso.  He served 
as sheriff of El Paso, and was United States 
marshal for western Texas and a member of 
the mounted police force, acting as lieutenant 
of the fi rst mounted police force organized in 
Texas.  He has many times acted as a guide, 
interpreter and scout, and was regarded as 
the fi nest trailer in the country, because of 
his thorough knowledge of this section, and 
also of the Indian customs, methods and 
languages (Anderson 1907:127-128).
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The Apache disturbances in southern New 
Mexico in early 1861 raised alarm among the local 
residents of the Mesilla Valley, and this probably 
provided Van Patten his fi rst military experience 
against the Apache, although as a stage driver 
through southern New Mexico and southern 
Arizona, he was probably familiar with their raiding 
activities. As historian Donald Couchman reports: 

On May 10–12 meetings were held [in 
Mesilla] and George Frazer was authorized 
“to raise a company of rangers to chastise 
the Apaches for their late outrages.”  Acting 
on this petition, Frazer mustered the Arizona 
Rangers with Sherod Hunter as his second in 
command.  Two of the Van Patten brothers, 
Eugene and Alfred (probably C. A. Van 
Patten) also joined the outfi t.  Even though 
Sumter had been fi red on, and Mesilla was 
a known hotbed of Southern sympathy, the 
commander at Ft. Fillmore made an offer of 
ammunition and provisions to the company 
(Couchman 1990:135).

   
Van Patten enlisted as a bugler on August 1, 

1862 at Fort Fillmore, New Mexico under Captain 
G. H. Oury’s Company, Herbert’s Battalion, 
Arizona Cavalry. A bugler was an important 
position, because all commands in the fi eld from the 
commanding offi cer were transmitted by bugle.  As 
some of the stage coaches announced their coming 
arrival to the stage station by bugle, Van Patten 
was probably familiar with the instrument.  His 
enlistment in the Confederate army even though he 
had been born in New York was probably due to his 
previous positions held in El Paso, and the state of 
Texas entered the war under the Confederate fl ag. 

After the invasion of New Mexico by the 
Confederate army and the capture of Fort Fillmore, 
the invading forces headed north toward Fort 
Craig, located south of modern-day Socorro.  Van 
Patten’s experiences at Val Verde as a Confederate 
soldier are related by Anderson: 

Describing this battle of Val Verde, 
Major Eugene Van Patten of Las Cruces, 

who was a participant, says that the 
Confederates, after coming up the river to 
Contedaro, which they found guarded by a 
Union force, were compelled to go around 
the mesa below Socorro to the old Spanish 
ford, Val Verde, where another federal force 
disputed the crossing.  While scouting on 
the evening of the 20th, Captain Van Patten 
and a small force met Kit Carson’s regiment.  
Carson’s command thought the one 
Confederate company was the entire army, 
and Van Patten believed he was in the midst 
of the whole Union army, so that both forces 
felt relieved to escape without injury.  Next 
day the Union troops commenced crossing 
to the east side of the river, just below San 
Marcial. McRae’s battery, crossing fi rst, 
was charged by the Confederates and almost 
annihilated, fourteen guns being captured 
and all but fi ve of the company being 
killed, including McRae.  A heavy loss was 
also infl icted on the infantry guarding the 
artillery in crossing.  The Confederates lost 
Major Lockridge and twenty-seven men, the 
former being killed while ordering his men 
not to shoot a boy who was carrying a Union 
fl ag across the river.

The fi ght went on all day, shot and shell 
denuding the trees of their leaves and small 
branches.  Finally the order was issued for 
four companies of lancers, equipped only 
with their lances and six-shooters, and four 
companies armed with double-barreled 
shotguns to charge the entrenched Union 
infantry.  According to Major Van Patten, the 
aide who bore the message made a mistake 
and ordered the gun men to charge one set 
of infantry and the lancers on another.  The 
courage of that body of lancers in charging 
to certain death has left a mark in literature.  
Out of a total of two hundred and eighty, 
hardly forty were left.  The division armed 
with shotguns and fi ring sixteen buckshot 
and a minie bullet was more successful 
and nearly exterminated the Union infantry 
opposed to them. The original order had 
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been to charge the entrenched infantry at 
the extreme right of the Union line, that the 
gun men should lead the attack, and while 
reloading should allow the lancers to pass 
through and complete the work.

After the battle had gone on from 8:30 
in the morning to 4:30 in the afternoon, the 
federals sent a fl ag of truce under Major 
Robert H. Stapleton, and Mr. Van Patten, 
then a fi rst lieutenant, went out to meet him.  
An armistice of three days was agreed upon 
in which to bury the dead.  The federals 
carried their men away in wagons, while 
the Confederates buried theirs three feet 
deep in a trench six hundred feet long.  The 
Confederates lost over 460 men killed, while 
the Union loss was much greater (Anderson 
1907:126).

Van Patten and the Confederate forces then 
bypassed Fort Craig and proceeded north, trying 
to capture Fort Union and gain its vast supply of 
military weapons and other needed supplies.  They 
never made it to Fort Union, as the Confederate and 
the Union forces met east of Santa Fe at “Apache 
Canyon, March 26 and at Glorieta Pass March 
28, 1862” (dates from Holmquest 2000:31) The 
destruction of the lightly defended Confederate 
supply train by Major Chivington forced Col. 
Scurry to retreat to Santa Fe and fi nally caused the 
retreat of the Confederate forces under General 
Sibley south out of New Mexico. 

New Mexico Militia Service 
Territorial and State

The Apache Indian chiefs Victorio and Nana left 
the Mescalero Indian reservation in 1879, and their 
raiding caused havoc in southern New Mexico.  
On October 10, 1879, they attacked Lloyd’s ranch 
approximately 10 miles west of Colorado (now 
Rodey), New Mexico.  A call for help went out to 
Colorado, Santa Barbara, Las Cruces, and Mesilla.  
As described by Aranda (1984:15): “The plea 
for help arrived in Las Cruces and La Mesilla on 

Sunday afternoon.  Within a few hours a dozen men 
from Las Cruces, headed by Eugene Van Patten, 
saddled up and rode west a short distance, crossed 
the Rio Grande, and arrived in La Mesilla.”  They 
rode all day and part of the night, ending up tired 
and wet at Mason’s ranch. The following morning 
they headed north and about one o’clock in the 
afternoon, spotted three horses off of the road:

Caution prevailed, and they all 
dismounted so that they could tighten their 
saddles and see to their weapons.  When all 
were ready, they remounted and advanced 
carefully. Suddenly a volley of gunfi re 
crashed into the men from close range.  
Indians popped up seemingly from nowhere.  
The outburst of gunfi re and the yelling and 
waving of blankets not only startled the 
men, but also terrifi ed the horses (Aranda 
1984:16).

Van Patten and his men got into a running gun 
battle with the Apaches who were then in hot pursuit.  
Celto Sanches, was shot and kept fi ghting on:

“Don’t mind me, I can still shoot.” He 
continued to fi re until he was shot in the 
breast at point-blank range.  Van Patten, who 
was near Sanches, almost simultaneously put 
his pocket pistol on the assailant’s head and 
fi red.  The Indian landed dead on the ground.  
Van Patten is said to have shot another Indian 
clean through the body (Aranda 1984:16).

Van Patten and his surviving men returned to 
Mason’s ranch to see a relief column under Col. 
Rynerson arrive from Las Cruces.  Col. Rynerson 
with two of Capt. Van Patten’s men went to 
retrieve or bury the dead.  Capt. Van Patten and 
his remaining men returned to Las Cruces.  Later, 
in October of 1880 Victorio was killed in Mexico.

In 1881 Nana (also known as Nané) was one 
of the few remaining Warm Springs Apache chiefs 
left after the Victorio defeats of the previous year. 
Nana gathered up the remainders of the scattered 
Apache bands and began raiding throughout 
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southern New Mexico and northern Mexico. The 
local population was on total alert as the raids 
continued on during the year.  The US Army District 
under Col. Hatch was actively chasing Nana and 
his braves throughout the southern region of New 
Mexico (for in-depth details of the campaign see 
Lekson 1987). The New Mexico Militia was on 
constant standby, both because of Apache raiding 
parties and large-scale rustler operations in the 
southern part of the state.

Some of the more humorous accounts of a 
supposed Apache raid appeared in the Rio Grande 
Republican [RGR] newspaper in October 1881:

  
The tale of the capture of Mason’s 

ranch and the wagon train near by, which 
reached here last Saturday, and which fi nally 
grew to frightful proportions, proves to 
have been an unfounded canard.  As far as 
can be ascertained Nané is in Mexico and a 
temporary peace exists in this territory (RGR 
October 1, 1881:3).

There is a box of arms lying at the depot 
consigned to the militia company of this 
place on which the unpaid freight charges 
amount to $29.  When last Saturday’s Indian 
scare was reported Captain Van Patten was 
instructed to pay the costs, get the guns, 
and if the news was verifi ed to march his 
company to the scene of the outrage at once.  
Nobody had the money to loan on long time, 
however, and the weapons are still at the 
depot (RGR October 1, 1881:3).

AN INDIAN SCARE

Some excitement was caused here [Las 
Cruces] and in La Mesilla last Sunday by 
the report that Indians had attacked Mason’s 
Ranch about sixteen miles west of this place.  
The report was brought in by a party of hay 
gatherers who went out from Mesilla and 
at fi rst bore evidence of genuineness.  The 
hay party were passing near the ranch when 
they heard fi ring in Magdalena cañon, in 
the direction of the house and at once set 

about investigating the matter.  They had the 
same day seen a squad of soldiers going in 
that direction and concluded that they (the 
soldiers) must have encountered a band of 
hostiles in the cañon and were engaged in 
a fi ght.  On arriving at a point which gave 
them a view of the cañon and ranch below, 
they saw a number of Indians fi ring and 
acting as though they were up to mischief.  
The hay party at once returned to Mesilla 
and reported what they had seen, causing 
considerable excitement and some active 
operations on the part of the local militia 
company.  Subsequent investigation proved 
that the Indians seen at the ranch were scouts 
and at the time the haying party happened 
along, they were engaged in the harmless 
and enjoyable past-time of shooting ducks 
on the pond (RGR October 22, 1881:3).

During the early 1880s southern New Mexico 
was also plagued by large-scale cattle rustling 
that included slaughter houses and processed beef 
distribution. This problem became known as the 
“Rustler War.” Finally, cattlemen and citizens 
persuaded Territorial Governor Sheldon to act.  

Charles Henry Coleman, a German immigrant 
who had come to the village of Doña Ana in 1846 
with the US Army, married a local girl, Macedonia 
Cruz, and later moved his family to Las Cruces, 
where he served in a number of public offi ces. He 
owned a ranch near modern-day Radium Springs. 
Rita Sanchez (2001) continues the story:

By 1883 Coleman had acquired land 
and cattle.  His sons grew up. Patricio was 
nineteen. Carlos (Charles Jr.) and Ricardo, 
now married men, were appointed to the New 
Mexico Home Guard under Capt. Eugene 
Van Patten in Las Cruces and Col. Albert J. 
Fountain in Mesilla.  Carlos was appointed 
fi rst lieutenant and Ricardo Sergeant under 
Van Patten.  The Home Guard was given 
unusual powers by Governor Sheldon in 1883 
to prevent cattle rustling, a chronic problem 
with the convergence of the Texans upon 
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New Mexico frontiers.  At that time the most 
infamous rustler, John Kinny, and his gang 
operated with impunity, stealing, branding, 
butchering and selling stolen beef.  Sheldon 
gave orders to “capture such offenders at 
any cost,” and the Coleman siblings were 
willing participants in their apprehension.  
The Coleman- Cruz family was to suffer its 
greatest loss at their hands.

Two sons, Carlos and Ricardo Coleman 
participated in what came to be known as 
the Rustler War.  Newspaper accounts daily 
simultaneously praised or complained about 
the militia’s efforts, saying that they either 
did not work fast enough, or sometimes 
they worked too fast.  Either way, both 
Fountain and Van Patten and their men 
were under constant public scrutiny.  When 
the newspapers were quick to criticize Van 
Patten and his men, Coleman spoke up on 
their behalf.  He went straight to the Rio 
Grande Republican, calling their remarks 
“base slander.”  He said, “I do not approve 
of the slurs.”  He also told them that when he 
thought his cattle were stolen, Van Patten’s 
militia sprang into action, searching out 
the culprit and returning the property to its 
rightful owner.  In the same news account, 
Coleman’s younger son, Patricio, had 
continued his own search for the lost cattle.  
Conscious and outspoken courage defi ne 
both father and son.

In the midst of the Rustler War, 
Coleman’s son, Carlos, died at the age of 
thirty-one.  One account attributed his death 
to the militia’s pursuit to capture Kinney 
(Sanchez 2001:11-12).

The New Mexico Militia under Major Fountain 
who were responsible for the Kinney Gang pursuit 
and capture were Company “A” from Las Cruces, 
under Capt. Van Patten and Company “B” from 
Mesilla, under Capt. Salazar (Figure 1). “Major 
Fountain, on orders from Governor Sheldon, 
selected a guard consisting of Captains Salazar 
and Van Patten to escort Kinney to the penitentiary 

at Leavenworth, Kansas, where he was to serve 
his seven-year sentence.” (General Order No. 18, 
Santa Fe, April 27, 1883. Adjutant General’s Files, 
New Mexico State Records Center). 

In his biography of Albert Fountain, Arrel 
Gibson (1965) writes that before ordering his cavalry 
to inactive status following the sentencing of the 
rustlers, Fountain announced that companies A and 
B had been invited to attend the Tertio-Millennial 
celebration in Santa Fe during July as guests of the 
Territory.  “The arrangements committee, Fountain 
told his men, wanted the cavalry to participate in 
the parades and to compete in the drill contests.  He 
closed on a note of warning: the Governor’s Rifl es, 
a crack Santa Fe unit, had already announced its 
intention of carrying off the gold medal for the best 
drilled unit in the territory” (Gibson 1965:127).

The Rio Grande Republican reported on the 
arrival of Fountain’s cavalry units in Santa Fe:

But what did the Santa Fe folks [do] 
to-day to introduce the Tertio Millennial? 

Figure 1. New Mexico Militia: left to right, 
standing: Lieut. Pedragon, Lieut. Fountain, Lieut. 
Botello. Seated: Capt. Van Patten, Major Fountain, 
Capt. Salazar.  Photograph courtesy of John Harlan 
Collection, Silver City Museum.
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Well, by day break, the streets had begun to 
be fi lled with people.  Early in the morning, 
Maj. Albert Fountain and his rustle-rustlers, 
companies A and B, of the Second Cavalry 
battalion, came up from the south.  They 
were fi fty men he had with him, most of 
them Mexicans, and all of them as they rode 
through the streets in rough garb, each with 
carbine in hand, pistols in belt and cartridge 
belt slung around the body, truculent and 
fi erce appearing.  They rode up to the Tertio 
grounds and disappeared for the time  (RGR 
July 7, 1883:2).

These two companies under Major Fountain 
and Captains Van Patten and Salazar had 
distinguished themselves during the Apache wars 
and other territorial service.  Fountain and Van 
Patten were civil war veterans and the companies 
refl ected the many hardships of long campaign 
rides and discipline on the trail for many years.  
They were well prepared to compete in the Tertio 
competition and they expected to win it. They 
came home to a welcoming crowd as reported by 
the Rio Grande Republican:   

THE RETURN OF THE MILITIA

Major Fountain, with his battalion 
of Doña Ana County Cavalry, arrived 
from Santa Fe on a special train, Monday 
night.  Offi cers and men report they had a 
splendid time during their three weeks’ 
stay at the Tertio Millennial.  The battalion 
was camped inside the Exhibition grounds 
and the headquarters tent was the centre of 
attraction to visitors.  Major Fountain and 
his staff received and entertained over fi fteen 
hundred visitors at their tent.  A register was 
kept which shows that one party entertained 
consisted of four Governors, a U.S. Senator 
(Logan), several members of Congress, 
including Mr. Springer of Illinois, the Danish 
minister, the Canadian Commissioners, 
the General Commanding the District, the 
representatives of the London Graphic and 
New York Tribune, together with a number 

of distinguished gentlemen.
The battalion gave several exhibition 

drills and was awarded the 1st prize of $125 
for profi ciency in cavalry drill.  Each member 
of the battalion was presented with a medal.  
Capt. Salazar’s company was awarded a 
special prize of a beautiful fl ag for profi ciency 
in certain cavalry evolutions, and Capt Van 
Patten carried off the prize sword and belt 
awarded to the best-looking cavalry offi cer. 
The exhibition drills given by the battalion 
attracted a large number of spectators.  No 
verbal orders were given, all the evolutions 
were executed at the sound of the bugle or 
whistle.  Eastern visitors were astonished 
at the exhibitions of rough riding, and the 
expert horsemanship of the command.  Gen. 
Mackenzie personally congratulated Major 
Fountain upon the remarkable profi ciency 
of the battalion in cavalry evolutions, and 
stated that it was the best mounted militia he 
had ever seen.  He also spoke of the excellent 
discipline of the men.

On leaving Santa Fe, the boys were 
escorted to the depot by the Santa Fe fi re 
department, and the 13th and 23d Infantry 
bands.  Upon arriving at the depot, the 
battalion was loudly cheered.

The boys stopped over in Albuquerque, 
where they were royally received and 
entertained by Col. Perfecto Armijo, Capt. 
Borridaile and the Albuquerque Guards.  
The horses were disembarked and the good 
people of Albuquerque were shown some 
fi rst-class cavalry drill, which was highly 
appreciated.

It having been asserted that Major 
Fountain’s battalion went to Santa Fe at the 
expense of the Territory, we enquired if such 
were the fact, and were assured by offi cers 
and men that the assertion was absolutely 
false.  No offi cer or man has been under 
pay since the last expedition in June, when 
they were discharged from active service, 
nor have they been under pay three months 
altogether since their enlistment.  The 
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Territory did not pay a cent of their expense 
while in Santa Fe; they went there for their 
own amusement, spent their own money, and 
are indignant at the lies which have been so 
industriously circulated about them.

Although the companies are not now 
in active service, and hope they may never 
be called out, yet the company organizations 
are kept up, the men regularly drilled, and 
everything is done to add to their effi ciency, 
so that should circumstances require then to 
again take to fi eld, they will be prepared to 
do good service.

Two additional companies are now being 
organized in this valley.  These will make 
six cavalry companies in Doña Ana County.  
One will be organized in Albuquerque, and 
one at Zuni; these, with the two cavalry 
companies at Laguna, making ten companies 
in all, will be consolidated into a regiment, 
to be known as the First Cavalry Regiment.  
Of course Major Fountain would be the Col, 
and Major Marmon the Lieut. Colonel.  Such 
a regiment, well organized and disciplined, 
would not only be of inestimable value in 
the event of an Indian outbreak, but the fact 
of its existence would give confi dence to 
parties desiring to invest capital in southern 
New Mexico (RGR July 28, 1883:2).

Under this new First Cavalry Regiment 
arrangement, Van Patten was promoted to Major 
and continued to serve into the New Mexico 
statehood era.  The regiment was later to become 
the New Mexico National Guard, headed by Col. 
Van Patten.  The Rio Grande Republican reported 
on the First Cavalry Regiment:

 
OUR NATIONAL GUARD COMPLIMENTED 
A visitor at the El Paso carnival in 

correspondence to his home paper, down 
in lower Texas, compliments New Mexico 
Boys as follows:
“One thing I did see—and seeing was to 
admire—the New Mexico National Guards, 
as fi ne a body of men as Texas can produce—

and that is as high a compliment as I can pay 
them.  These troops of handsome athletes 
were from Las Cruces and Alamogordo and 
were the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment 
National Guards of New Mexico; their 
commander a veteran of the Civil War, Maj. 
Eugene Van Patten let me pass the guard 
to his tent where he honored me with an 
introduction to Lieut. Jacobs of Co. A, to 
Capt. J. V. Findley, battalion adjutant, A. 
C. Tyson, 1st Lieut. Rivera of Co. B, and 
to Capt. J. L. Manning, 1st Lieut. A. Smith 
Co. C—and let me tell you, soldiers like and 
military as they were in their bearing, the 
non-coms and privates were just as good and 
just as handsome as their offi cers, and of all 
of them I did not see one enter a saloon.  I 
went in all of them to see if I could see one, 
but could not (RGR February 15, 1901:1).

Van Patten was married in 1865 to Benita 
Madrid of Piro Pueblo ancestry from present-day 
Juarez.  Bandelier states that Van Patten’s “wife 
was the daughter of one of their caciques” (Lange 
and Riley 1970:158).  The marriage resulted in fi ve 
children.  Benita Van Patten died in 1875.  One 
daughter, Emelia (the name sometimes spelled 
Amelia or Emelia) married James P. Ascarte, a 
prominent Las Cruces citizen.

While he was living in Las Cruces Van Patten 
was elected sheriff of Doña Ana County when 
this county extended east-west across the entire 
southern part of the state (Figure 2).  He also 
served as a court reporter, deputy US Marshal, 
register of the federal land offi ce, and he helped 
his friend Theodore Roosevelt recruit his “Rough 
Riders.”  He was an active Mason his whole life. 
He was one of the promoters of the railroad’s 
coming to Las Cruces in 1881. In Las Cruces he 
built the Van Patten roller rink, which was one of 
the largest structures in the city; helped build the 
local armory; and his efforts helped build funds 
for the Catholic Church and the Lorretto Academy.  
He founded Van Patten’s Dripping Springs Resort 
east of Las Cruces, which is now part of the Organ 
Peaks National Monument, its ruins still attracting 
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hikers and visitors. He secured land from the Doña 
Ana Bend Colony Grant for the local Indian village 
of Tortugas (Figure 3) and was the trusted friend 
and advisor to all who requested it. 

Among his collection of early guns, pictures, 
state letters and curios of all kinds, the three 
things which he seemed to value most were a pair 
of gold dueling pistols that had belonged to the 
Emperor Maximilian, Billy the Kid’s rifl e, and 
an autographed photograph of his friend, Pancho 
Villa, said to be the only one in the United States 
(Las Cruces Citizen [LCC] June 5, 1926). 

By the 1920s Col. Van Patten was in fi nancial 
diffi culties, so he applied to the U.S. government 
for a military pension for his service in the Indian 
wars.  A copy of “A Declaration For Survivor’s 
Pension—Indian Wars” dated February 11, 1925, 
and related offi cial documents indicate Van Patten 
was approved for a $50 a month pension effective 

that date.   A Special Act of Congress provided for 
these payments.  The application shows his period 
of service was 1879 to 1900.  His date of birth is 
given as November 10, 1841 which, as previously 
noted, varies with other records.  An item in the 
Congressional Record relating to this pension 
approval reads:

S. [Senate Bill] 2067.  Eugene Van 
Patten, Las Cruces, N. Mex., enlisted in 
October, 1880, as captain Company A, First 
New Mexico Militia Cavalry; commissioned 
major, First Battalion, same regiment, and 
thereafter continued in the territorial militia 
service until retired as brigadier general 
by the legislature about 1900.  He took 
part in all of the Indian expeditions in the 
Territory during the period of his service, 
especially against the notorious Victorio 

Figure 2. Sheriff Van Patten with a Ballard rifl e.  
Photograph courtesy of the Rio Grande Historical 
Collections, New Mexico State University. 

Figure 3. Van Patten on right with Tortugas elders.  
Photograph courtesy of the Rio Grande Historical 
Collections, New Mexico State University.
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and his marauding, murderous band during 
1881 and 1883, and the Apaches in 1885 
and 1886.  He acquired a very notable 
career as an Indian fi ghter. The claimant 
is now about 80 years of age.  He has no 
means of support and is being maintained 
by a granddaughter [Nemecia Ascarate].  He 
is no longer physically able to do anything.  
The committee recommends that claimant 
be granted a pension of $50 a month 
(Congressional Record December 8, 1924).

In the “Index to Indian Wars Pension Files 
1892-1926”, Volume II, L-Z, page 1587, the 
following entry is shown: “Van Patten, Eugene, 
SC-12326 NM 8 Dec 1924, served 1880-1900 1st 
NM Mil Cavalry, died 28 Feb 1926 Las Cruces, 
NM” (Brito [ca. 2010]).

“Col. Van Patten died on February 28 [1926], 
at the ripe age of 89 years, Colonel Eugene Van 
Patten departed this life at the home of his daughter 
Amelia Ascarte in the Mesilla Valley” (New Mexico 
Historical Review 1926:490).

The state of New Mexico bestowed the rank 
of Brigadier General to Van Patten for his long-
time service and previous command of the New 
Mexico National Guard.  His tombstone still 
reads “Colonel” (Figure 4), and his replacement 
stone reading “Brig. General” resided at Santiago 
Brito’s house in Las Cruces, New Mexico. Since 
Santiago’s death a few years ago, I am not sure 
where it is today.  His funeral services, conducted 
by the New Mexico National Guard for its former 
leader, were certainly a proper ending to Eugene 
Van Patten’s military career. 

The local units of the 120th Engineers, 
New Mexico National Guard conducted 
the funeral services in military fashion, 
the regimental chaplain, Father G. C. Van 
Goethem, also pastor of St. Genevieve’s 
church offi ciating at the church and at the 
grave.  It seemed especially fi tting these 
citizen soldiers of today, paying tribute 

and respect to the man, the soldier, to his 
deeds of valor and the memory of the grand 
old veteran of yesterday; the band played 
softly, “Nearer my God to thee”, the salutes 
and volleys of the fi ring squad and lastly 
the bugle’s mellow brass tones in “Taps” 
sounding “Go to sleep, Farewell to Thee” 
(LCC June 5, 1926:1).  

Note

1. The birth date of 1837 is on Van Patten’s tombstone; 
1843 appears on the 1850 US Census 29 July Records; 
the date1841 appears on the 1855 New York State 
Census 23 June record; 1841 is on his request for a 
military pension.

Figure 4. Van Patten’s grave plot, Las Cruces, New 
Mexico.  Photograph by Patrick H. Beckett.
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Eight Years in the High Desert:
Rock Art Recording in Central New Mexico

CAROL P. CHAMBERLAND

 Meanwhile, my hiking activities took me all 
over central New Mexico.  I was getting to know 
the backcountry pretty well. Inspiration hit me 
one day, and I took my idea to Gretchen Obenauf, 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) archeologist 
at the Rio Puerco Field Offi ce, and at that time 
also President of the Albuquerque Archaeological 
Society. It was late 2008.
 “How about organizing a small commando 
group of hikers to go record sites on BLM land?” 
I asked.  “I’ve seen lots of petroglyphs in my 
rambles, so I know it’s out there. We could hike 
in, record, and hike back out,” I added, by way 
of persuasion. She looked at me with pleasant 
surprise. “Sure,” she said, not missing a beat. “We 
can supply a four-wheel-drive vehicle and gas to 
get you there.”
 It was more than I’d hoped for. At the 
next two monthly meetings of the Albuquerque 
Archaeological Society, I announced our plan to 
the members, specifying that volunteers needed 
to love hiking, be available on Tuesdays, and be 
willing to attend training. I didn’t know yet that 
a sense of humor, balance, and determination 
would also be key qualities. Six people expressed 
interest—perfect for my commando group. We 
each signed the Federal volunteer agreement, 
vowing that we would not disclose site locations to 
non-volunteers. Within two months we seven were 
trained and ready to go.
 We embarked on our fi rst project in the spring 
of 2009, choosing a site that was nearby, easily 

Upon moving to Albuquerque in 2004, I was lucky enough to become involved in a major rock art project in 
the Galisteo Basin. Under the tutelage of Jean and Jerry Brody, I learned the latest recording techniques; we 
worked there until completing the fi eldwork in 2007. After that, we Albuquerque volunteers were woefully 
idle. Rumors of petroglyph sites in the Placitas area fi nally materialized into a project on Diamond Tail 
Ranch. Some of our recorders worked there for a year or so.

accessible, and at the top of Gretchen’s priority list. 
In the beginning, we were slow and clumsy with 
our three required tasks: photograph, map, and 
record. Photographers shoot the rock art, ensuring 
the mug-board has correct information, the lighting 
is advantageous, and the cropping is just right. 
Each photo gets its unique number, date, and so 
on. The mapper records Global Positioning System 
(GPS) and compass data, measures the panels, and 
serves as coordinator between the photographer 
and the recorder, who makes a pencil drawing 
of the rock art to correspond with the photo. The 
recorder also assigns categories from a sanctioned 
list of elements, describes the patina or paint, and 
documents the method(s) of manufacture. Our 
policy is to cross-train so that every team member 
can perform each task, but the reality is that some 
excel at one task and are dismal at another. It didn’t 
take long to sort this out.
 We hadn’t looked at enough rock art yet to 
draw conclusions about the cultural affi liation of 
our fi rst site. We were on an inventory mission, 
so we plodded along, week after week. It was a 
rocky, red sandstone canyon with an occasional 
trickle of water in the bottom. Spirals, concentric 
circles, masks, quadrupeds, crosses, and graffi ti; 
we documented it all. 
 People had obviously been using the area for a 
very long time, because of that precious water supply. 
Archaic hunter-gatherers had passed this way early 
on, followed by early Ancestral Puebloans.  More 
recently, Navajo travelers and Hispanic shepherds 



PAPERS OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF NEW MEXICO VOLUME 43 • 2017

38

left their marks throughout the canyon. We were just 
the latest visitors, but we left no trace. 
 We recorded a total of 591 elements at this 
fi rst site. Roughly a quarter of those are historic 
names and dates. The remaining prehistoric glyphs 
range from a few Archaic abstractions to a plethora 
of Ancestral Puebloan designs. There are a few 
instances of painted handprints and one star ceiling, 
which is likely Navajo in origin.
 Over the months we got to know each boulder 
and cliff, but it was only when we explored beyond 
the canyon that we realized the scope of the site. 
Northwest of our red canyon were acres of bedrock, 
deeply eroded into tinajas (water pockets) and 
gullies. It was rugged, beautiful country where it 
was easy to become disoriented. We found more 
petroglyphs, badly eroded, near some of the deepest 
pools. Pecked spirals and faces had looked up at 
the sky for hundreds of years, wearing away a bit 

more during each rainy season. Here we recorded 
33 elements. There were no modern graffi ti, but 
the prehistoric elements were badly weathered and 
diffi cult to see (Figure 1). 
 Farther north, we found a small third site 
under a large overhang near a deep tinaja. There 
was a mixture of petroglyphs and pictographs here, 
plus a considerable amount of modern graffi ti. 
This site, too, had a total of 33 elements, including 
the graffi ti.
 After our little red canyon, it was time to 
embark on a much grander project. Gretchen 
knew of a fi ve-mile ridge that was purported to 
have petroglyphs, but she didn’t know exactly 
where. I enlisted fellow hikers Dick Yeck and Tom 
Petencin for a few scouting trips. We logged many 
miles and found numerous concentrations of rock 
art, usually on the steepest and most precarious 
sections of the ridge. 

Figure 1. We found badly eroded petroglyphs near the deepest pools—spirals and masks facing skyward. They 
are so eroded they barely show up in photographs, so our drawings became invaluable.  All photos by crew 
photographers Barron Haley, Dick Harris, or Carol Chamberland.
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 During our fi rst project in that little red canyon, 
the commando team had lost three volunteers; not 
everyone really loved climbing around on rocks, 
or chance encounters with rattlesnakes. We soon 
added two replacements, though, and gave them on 
the job training. This second site called for more 
than boulder hopping; we had to act like mountain 
goats (Figure 2).   
 Over the next eighteen months, we clambered 
over that entire ridge, documenting all the rock 
art and archaeological features we encountered. 
There was a small assortment of heavily-patinated 
Archaic abstractions, but mostly we found deeply 
pecked Ancestral Puebloan designs. Circles and 
spirals, faces and quadrupeds, birds and lizards, 
turtles, dragonfl ies and butterfl ies; it was a 
prehistoric menagerie (Figure 3).
 We found glyphs of other styles and content 
as well—weapons and war imagery that were 
scratched and incised rather than pecked. Their 
lighter patina suggested that these glyphs were 
made more recently. Based upon location and 
style, I concluded that these were Comanche in 
origin. These latecomers were respectful of earlier 

petroglyphs and mostly selected different rocks for 
their own designs.
 As we proceeded east along the ridge, yet 
another style of rock art appeared: Hispanic 
inscriptions and Christian crosses. It was those 
shepherds again, leaving dates and names so there 
was no doubt about their provenance. Here was a 
good lesson in dating petroglyphs. These glyphs had 
virtually no patina, so they looked brand new—but 
the dates told us they were one hundred years old. 
 We found no modern graffi ti here, probably 
because the site is unadvertised and diffi cult to 
access. We recorded a total of 1,244 petroglyphs 
along the fi ve miles of ridge-top. Overall, there was 
a predominance of geometric, human and animal 
motifs. Of the animal glyphs, 40 percent were 
birds. We also found a smattering of potsherds, 
rock walls and circles, mostly on the fl atter surfaces 
of the eastern end of the ridge. 
 By 2010 we had enough experience to tackle 
a site that encompassed an entire mountain.  We 
were pretty adept at climbing, and our four-wheel-
drive skills had improved, too. Over the next two 
years we scoured every corner of that mountain. We 

Figure 2. We became like mountain goats, a skill that helped us on our next assignment.
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found no major panels of fabulous petroglyphs on 
this volcanic peak. The rock art here was subtle—
pecked on boulders sporadically scattered in 
arroyos, on peaks, on sandy fl atlands, and slippery 
slopes. We also discovered archeological features 
such as walls, terraces, rock circles, grinding slicks, 
lithic and potsherd scatters. Based on the pottery 
samples, we were able to infer an age of roughly 
1,000 years for our rock art. It was very early 
Ancestral Puebloan—spirals, zigzags and circles, 
goggle-eyes, birds, and crude quadrupeds, hands, 
feet and anthropomorphs. We found no Archaic or 
even Hispanic rock art here. There was very little 
graffi ti, probably due to the hostile terrain (Figure 
4). We weren’t losing volunteers anymore.
 At this mountain site, Air Force helicopter 
pilots often buzzed us on their training missions. 
We were the only humans for miles around, and 
our bright clothing made us obvious from the air. 
On the local news one night I heard about a military 
helicopter crash. They didn’t divulge the location, 

but I guessed it was on our mountain; Gretchen 
confi rmed this was true. No one died, but the copter 
went up in fl ames. After an appropriate amount of 
elapsed time, we resumed our survey and visited the 
crash site. They had cleaned it up, but it wasn’t hard 
to fi nd—a faint whiff of aviation fuel still permeated 
the area. Luckily, no damage was done to the nearby 
rock art. It gave new meaning to our mission of 
recording rock art for posterity (Figure 5).
 It didn’t take long for the BLM’s Socorro Field 
Offi ce to get wind of our recording work. Brenda 
Wilkinson is Gretchen’s southern counterpart, 
and she was eager to have some Piro rock art 
sites documented. Brenda took me to scout some 
of her known locations; they were beautiful, and 
quite different from our northern settings. Between 
Gretchen and Brenda, our To Do list was growing. 
We added several Piro sites to our weekly schedule. 
In the winter, we’d work in the south and in the 
summer, we’d head north to Ancestral Puebloan 
and Navajo territory.

Figure 3. We spent 18 months exploring a 5-mile ridge, recording masks and spirals and a prehistoric menagerie of 
quadrupeds, rds, lizards, turtles, butterfl ies, and dragonfl ies. 
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Figure 4. There was very little graffi ti at this mountain site, probably due to the hostile terrain. 

Figure 5. A nearby helicopter crash gave new meaning to our mission of recording rock art for posterity. 
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 Several of the Socorro sites lie in a huge valley 
outside of town. They were discovered by ranchers 
with BLM grazing leases, and reported to Brenda. 
The fi rst Piro site we recorded was clearly dedicated 
to hunting. There were beautifully executed life-
sized tracks of mountain lions, deer, turkey, and 
bear, geometric designs, and quadrupeds, all 
pecked on small boulders. We dubbed it the Hunter 
Site. There were also a few Hispanic names and 
dates. This same inventory was repeated at a half 
dozen more sites scattered throughout the valley 
(Figure 6). 
 These small Piro sites likely date between 
AD 1300 and 1400. Some were as small as eight 
petroglyphs, while others had 50 to 100 glyphs. 
They were all pecked onto basalt boulders scattered 
across ridges and grasslands. We saw no features 
such as walls or terraces. 
 We developed a tradition of scouting beyond 
the known site boundaries to be sure we’d found 
everything. This is how we discovered one 

previously unknown group of petroglyphs. We 
added a new Laboratory of Anthropology (LA) 
number and recorded it with the others. It was a 
small hill in the center of the valley and had mostly 
Hispanic inscriptions from the early twentieth 
century. Among the six related valley sites, we 
recorded approximately 200 petroglyphs.
 In a nearby area, we recorded two caves with 
Archaic paintings. The caves were too small and 
shallow for a human to enter—they were more 
like nichos (niches). The red abstract paintings 
had been placed on the ceiling and back wall, and 
were best viewed by lying on your back. The other 
cave featured three painted hands, two in red and 
one in black (Figure 7). These pictographs were an 
anomaly in an otherwise Piro-dominated landscape. 
 Brenda had more sites waiting for us beyond 
that valley. One was in a remote location that tested 
our BLM van’s capabilities and our driving skills. 
It was a wide, sandy arroyo with scattered basalt 
boulders lining each fl ank. The site was usually 

Figure 6. A similar inventory of faces, quadrupeds, and geometric designs was repeated at six sites scattered 
throughout the valley. 
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protected from the wind so it was suitable for 
winter fi eldwork. Sometime around the A.D. 1300s 
or 1400s, Piro people had pecked petroglyphs of 
masks, quadrupeds, abstract geometrics and one 
exceptional ceremonial fi gure on the boulders. The 
basalt surfaces were not smooth, but the ancient 
artists did a good job with what they had (Figure 8). 
 We’d already worked there a few times and 
were returning on a cold, sunny day. The dirt road 
looked frozen and fi ne for driving—until the van 
slid helplessly downhill into a muddy ditch. It 
became painfully obvious that the temperature was 
slightly above freezing. After forty-fi ve minutes 
of teamwork we extracted the van from the mud. 
We did no recording that day. We did stop for hot 
chocolate on the way home, and returned the van 
emblazoned with red muddy handprints, in true 
rock art style. 

 We revisited that site many more times, 
always wary of the road surface and weather 
conditions. We recorded a total of 325 elements. 
Nearly all the glyphs had the same level of patina, 
so I surmised they were made during one period 
of Piro occupation. There are no ruins in the 
immediate vicinity. We found a small assortment 
of modern graffi ti dating between 1908 and 1970.
 In the warmer months, we explored a remote 
canyon in the northern extremes of our territory. 
Here we recorded an expansive Navajo star ceiling 
festooned with stars, birds, dragonfl ies, and 
handprints. With its year-round water source, this 
large shelter has attracted humans for a long time 
(Figure 9). 
 The canyon is long and wide, with many 
rock art sites. We recorded a very large sandstone 
boulder covered with Ancestral Puebloan 

Figure 7. BLM Archaeologist Brenda Wilkinson shows us one of the small painted caves near Socorro.  This cave 
has two negative handprints in red and one positive handprint in black. 
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Figure 8. The basalt surfaces were not smooth, but the ancient artists did a good job with what they had. 
At bottom right we see a petroglyph of a ceremonial fi gure located at a strategic point in the arroyo.  

Figure 9. With its year-round water source, this large shelter has attracted humans for a long time. 
Navajo artists created a star ceiling here with crosses, birds and dragonfl ies.
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petroglyphs (Figure 10), another large alcove with 
pictographs, petroglyphs, grinding slicks, cupules, 
and tiny corn cobs, and two small shelters with 
numerous grinding slicks. 
 After recording the known sites, we scouted 
the surrounding area, fi nding hidden caves, 
walls, and lithic and pottery scatters. There were 
quadrupeds, spirals, hand and footprints, shields, 
bedrock mortars, and the occasional Hispanic 
inscription. The area is so vast that we return to 
scout from time to time, watching the dirt road 
deteriorate each year. As this work is still in 
progress, tallies of elements have not yet been 
made. Petroglyphs predominate, but there are 
plenty of pictographs as well.
 One of the easier sites we recorded is in the 
Ojito Wilderness Area, northwest of Albuquerque. 
We recorded 45 petroglyph elements of Ancestral 
Puebloan style, a one-day job (Figure 11). We 

found three additional sites; a small Navajo star 
ceiling, some painted Hispanic Christian crosses, 
and a cluster of Ancestral Puebloan petroglyphs. 
Among the four sites in the rugged vicinity, we 
recorded a total of 71 elements. Thirteen of these 
were painted, the rest were petroglyphs. Instances 
of modern graffi ti were low, but we did notice a 
growing collection of modern trash left by campers 
and skeet shooters. 
 By 2013, I’d been leading the team every 
week for four years. I was inundated with data 
and feeling overwhelmed. Dick Harris had been 
with us since the beginning, so I asked him to take 
over as leader. Luckily for me and for the crew, he 
agreed. New projects were assigned to him, while I 
used my freed-up time to begin writing reports, and 
enjoy the simple life of a crewmember. 
 By then, we’d recorded all the known sites 
within easy reach, so we began driving west—way 

Figure 10. We recorded a very large sandstone boulder covered with Ancestral Puebloan petroglyphs.
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west—to work in Chacoan outlier country. There 
we found magnifi cent red sandstone cliffs pecked 
with Archaic abstractions, early Ancestral Puebloan 
circles, quadrupeds, and anthropomorphs, plus 
Navajo Yei fi gures and geometric designs (Figure 
12). Once again, the area had been visited by many 
cultures over the centuries. We found potsherds 
and grinding slicks, rock walls and small shelters. 
There were no permanent water sources, but the 
area did attract lots of thunderstorms.
 Meanwhile, I spent my extra time preparing 
reports on the sites we’d recorded under my 
leadership. I started where we began, with that 
red sandstone canyon. I’d heard from local 
archaeoastronomy buffs that one of the panels 
was considered a solar marker. It’s a large, 
complicated assortment of concentric circles, 
cupules, quadrupeds and anthropomorphs. When 
I saw a photo documenting the phenomenon, I 
knew I couldn’t fi nish my report without including 
this aspect. I reviewed my tallies and found many 
more instances of spirals and concentric circles 

throughout the site. 
 Thus began another year of intermittent 
returns to the canyon to document the sun’s effect 
upon the various circular motifs (Figure 13). This 
meant rising at 4 AM, driving out to the site and 
hiking into the canyon by fl ashlight, in order to 
be on site by sunrise. I positioned crew members 
at several locations with digital cameras at the 
ready, date-time display activated. Most of the 
recordings were uneventful. But at a few choice 
locations and dates, the results were outstanding. 
Brilliant sun daggers, elaborately shaped shadows 
draping across the circles—these were not chance 
occurrences. The canyon had, indeed, been used to 
mark solar progress. Notably, the best solar action 
did not coincide with our expectations. Apparently, 
solstices and equinoxes were not the main events 
to the ancient sky watchers. The most dramatic 
observations here were made on winter-quarter 
dates, that time halfway between the solstice 
and the equinox (Figure 14). This canyon was 
evidently too hot for summer solar observations. 

Figure 11. One of the easier sites we recorded is in the Ojito Wilderness Area, northwest of Albuquerque. 



CAROL P. CHAMBERLAND

47

Figure 12. We found magnifi cent red sandstone cliffs pecked with Archaic abstractions, early Ancestral 
Puebloan imagery, plus Navajo ceremonial fi gures.  

Figure 13. Throughout the year, we returned periodically to the canyon to document the sun’s effect 
upon the pecked spirals and concentric circles.
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We confi rmed that through fi rst-hand experience. 
 While I spent the year studying the solar 
effects on the canyon, Dick continued to lead the 
crew on our regular Tuesday outings. In the winter 
months, it was too cold in the high country out west, 
so we started to record in the badlands near Cuba 
and in the hinterlands of Puerco Valley (Figure 15). 
It is big, wild country with lots of sagebrush and 
meandering dirt roads that wash out periodically. 
We monitor the weather forecasts, and select our 
fi eldwork locations accordingly. Dick has led the 
team to two major sites in the vicinity, getting out 
there whenever the opportunity arises. At this rate, 
it will take years to complete those projects, but 
the rock art isn’t going anywhere. Mostly these 
are Ancestral Puebloan sites, with Navajo accents. 
Occasionally we fi nd lots of graffi ti coupled with 
beer cans and broken whiskey bottles. Fortunately, 

those sites are rare.
 During the past two years, Dick and I have 
cooperated as co-leaders. Even so, there were times 
when neither of us was available, and the crew did 
not go out to record. We needed a few more leaders, 
so I recruited three from our seasoned group. Two 
of those, Dottie Noe and John Richardson, are fully 
trained now, and all new sites are being recorded 
under their leadership (Figure 16). The third new 
leader, Sondra Diepen, is still in training, about to 
take on her fi rst leadership role. This has freed up 
both Dick and me to write reports, no one’s favorite 
part of the job. In 2014 I started submitting reports to 
the State Historic Preservation Offi ce for archiving 
in the Archaeological Records Management Section 
at the Laboratory of Anthropology. We now have 
fourteen reports accepted into the archives. In 2015, 
Dick began submitting his reports. We both have 

Figure 14. The most dramatic observations were made on winter quarter dates, halfway between the solstice and the 
equinox.
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Figure 15. We started to record in the badlands near Cuba and in the hinterlands of Puerco Valley. 

Figure 16. New leaders Dottie Noe and John Richardson take charge of recording an Archaic site in the 
badlands west of Cuba. 
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more writing to do.  
 In 2016 we recorded some small Archaic and 
Piro sites for the BLM Socorro Field Offi ce, plus 
some newly found sites in the area west of Cuba 
(Figure 17). These run the gamut from Archaic 
to Ancestral Puebloan, to Navajo, Hispanic, and 
Cowboy rock art. Nobody draws horses quite like 
the Navajo artists—they are a particular pleasure to 
record. Sometimes a site is so inaccessible it takes 
months of planning to get there—and then perhaps 
one day of recording to complete. 
 We’ve used up one BLM van and are now 
acclimating to our second one.  Before the BLM 
upgraded its tires, we had an unfortunate string 
of fl ats (Figure 18). The new knobbies look 
like they’ll hold up just fi ne. The Rio Puerco 
Field Offi ce moved to a new location within 
Albuquerque, and we weathered the resulting 

bureaucratic complications, with a modicum of 
grumbling. 
 After the fi rst year of shaking out the crew, 
we’ve had very little turnover. Twice we’ve lost 
people who have moved away, and once to illness. 
But the core group remains intact. We’ve recently 
added two new volunteers who have quickly 
mastered the requisite skills. Central New Mexico 
is blessed with great quantities of outstanding rock 
art, more than anyone knew before we began to 
record on public lands. 
 When the BLM announced a new awards 
program in 2016, Gretchen and Brenda nominated 
our crew. We won the brand n ew Heritage Heroes 
award for our eight years of fi eldwork in the high 
desert, and the countless hours spent preparing 
reports. We’re not running out of work anytime 
soon.

Figure 17. In 2015 we recorded some small Archaic and Piro sites for the BLM Socorro Field Offi ce. 
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Figure 18. We had a string of fl ats with our new van.  The tires have since been ungraded, so this is less likely to 
happen—but nothing is guaranteed when it comes to rock art.
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TURN BACK! Refl ections on the 
1975 Cochiti Reservoir Project1

RICHARD C. CHAPMAN AND JAN V. BIELLA

We decided to structure this paper basically 
as reminiscences from our fi rst association during 
the early work on the Cochiti Reservoir Project, 
because in many ways that early collaboration laid 
the groundwork for a long collegial and personal 
friendship over the last forty-some years.  Portions of 
this paper have been paraphrased or taken verbatim 
from two sources written previously by the authors 
(Chapman 2005; Chapman and Biella 2014).

The Offi ce of Contract Archeology at the 
University of New Mexico was founded as an 
offshoot of the Maxwell Museum of Anthropology 
at UNM in the early 1970s.  Like other public 
university and museum-based archaeological 
contract programs of that era (including programs 
at Eastern New Mexico University and NMSU), 
OCA/UNM was created to handle the sudden huge 
volume of contract research stimulated by the 
coalescence of federal legislation and regulation 
which operationally began to take effect in the fi rst 
few years of the 1970s.

The Cochiti Reservoir Project was the second 
large-scale contract at OCA, and like the earlier 
one, the CGP project (Reher 1977), began with 
an intensive survey of the permanent pool of 
Cochiti Reservoir.  Planning for the construction 
of Cochiti Dam itself had begun in the late 1950s, 
and preliminary archaeological surveys related to 
identifying sites within the proposed construction 
footprint of the dam were conducted by the 

Laboratory of Anthropology (Lange 1968a, 1968b).  
Prior to 1975, however, no systematic inventory 
had been conducted to identify and evaluate sites 
that were going to be inundated when the reservoir 
began fi lling, targeted for early 1975.

OCA was awarded a contract by the National 
Park Service on behalf of the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers to undertake an assessment of previous 
research and conduct an inventory survey of 
the permanent pool of the reservoir, followed in 
immediate succession by subsequent Corps contracts 
to develop and execute data recovery at signifi cant 
archaeological sites within the reservoir’s permanent 
pool before the reservoir fi lled.  The target date for 
gate closure at the dam was May 1975.  The survey 
contract was let in December 1974, and work began 
immediately on assembling previous documentation 
of known sites in the region.  

Jan Biella, as overall Project Director, 
developed the assessment which served as a 
foundation for the specifi c research questions and 
approaches for the project.   Recognizing that the 
target survey area was actually quite small, being 
restricted to the 5460.5 ft contour of White Rock 
Canyon upstream from Cochiti Dam, a much larger 
study area consisting of nine 1:24000’ USGS 
quads centered upon the reservoir locale was 
defi ned to serve as a basis for gathering previously 
documented archaeological, geological, vegetative, 
and climatic data.  Following then current precepts 

Our fi rst encounters with Karl and Toni stem from the collaboration between the Offi ce of Contract 
Archeology (OCA), University of New Mexico (UNM) and the Cultural Resource Management Division, 
New Mexico State University (NMSU) on the initial survey and excavation phases of the Cochiti Reservoir 
Project in 1975. In refl ecting back on the early days at OCA and our collaboration with NMSU, it was an 
exciting time for those of us at the beginning of our careers.  We met new colleagues who stepped in and 
allowed us to meet some frighteningly tight schedules—the lake was rising daily as we excavated sites at 
the lowest elevations—and we met lifelong friends—Karl and Toni Laumbach. 
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of a multidisciplinary research approach, chapters 
on geology and mineral resources, remote sensing-
based ecological stratifi cation of the study area, 
on-the-ground vegetative survey, faunal resources, 
stratifi cation of agricultural potential, water supply, 
and paleoclimatic variability served as a foundation 
for subsequent analysis.

The Cochiti Reservoir Project, thus, was 
designed by University of New Mexico grad 
students imbued with processualist fervor, perhaps 
understandable for a contract operation born 
from the UNM Anthropology Department where 
Lew Binford reigned. If Binford was the Darwin 
of the new archaeology, we believed Flannery 

was his Huxley, and that if the material evidence 
of past resource extraction, processing, storage 
and consumption activities across the landscape 
could be properly documented, their import for 
understanding the dynamics of social process could 
be revealed by applying concepts of seasonality, 
scheduling, and residential group size. In short, 
we strove to initiate an entire research program 
bringing cultural evolutionary and cultural 
ecological theory down to earth. 

Given the highly convoluted nature of the 
White Rock Canyon terrain (Figure 1), it was felt 
that trying to undertake survey by formal transects 
or quadrats would be an exercise in futility, so the 

Figure 1.  Looking across the Rio Grande within White Rock Canyon.
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plan was to essentially take care to walk over all 
walkable land surfaces and talus slopes during the 
site discovery phase.  Because of the extremely 
tight time-frame available for analyzing survey 
data to develop an excavation plan, we decided to 
embark on a radical new venture for the time—a 
“no-collection” survey.  It was felt this could 
signifi cantly reduce the turnaround time for analysis 
of survey data.  The strategy, however, entailed 
developing recording forms for different artifact 
categories (ceramics, lithics, historic artifacts), 
and emphasizing a formal transect-based sampling 
unit documentation strategy on each site to gather 
comparable data concerning artifact densities.  
This was a modifi cation of the Human Systems 
Research “dog-leash” artifact sampling strategy. 
The transects were oriented up-slope/down-slope 
within specifi c proveniences at sites, in hopes of 
accommodating bias in artifact size introduced by 
artifact movement along slope gradients.  Detailed 
recording forms for ceramics were developed 
by Helene Warren, John Stein took the lead in 
developing the historic artifact form, and Richard 
Chapman developed the lithic artifact recording 
forms. A major, and then controversial, departure 
in documentation of all artifact classes, was a shift 
to an attribute-based format for recording of each 
artifact, rather than a type-based format.  

The audacity of this no-collection approach 
was shunned by many of our peers, but we had 
nothing to lose at that point in our budding careers, 
and were reassured by Jan that the artifact collection, 
and any course-correction in analysis, if needed, 
would follow immediately during excavation. 
Thus, the survey team—Jim Enloe, Karl Laumbach, 
John Stein, and Dick Chapman—took the plunge 
(literally, at times) in late February of 1975 to 
conduct the survey of the proposed permanent pool 
for Cochiti Lake in White Rock Canyon.    

Some substantially edited excerpts from fi eld 
journals, buffered heavily by personal memory, are 
offered here to provide a fl avor of that initial effort.  
In the spirit of full disclosure, it should be noted that 
portions of the following (in italics) were originally 
presented as an unpublished paper at the 2005 Pecos 
Conference held in Los Alamos (Chapman 2005).

The Survey Area

Our target survey area is White Rock Canyon—
viewed from above, a thousand-foot deep 
chasm bounded by sheer basalt walls. A band 
of silver water meanders through the bottom of 
the canyon—it is the Rio Grande—defi ning the 
lower elevation limit of our survey (Figure 2).  

Figure 2.  Rio Grande in White Rock Canyon from above.
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The upper limit of the survey will follow the 5320 
ft elevation gradient from the nearly completed 
Cochiti Dam to a point some 13 km upstream 
to Alamo Canyon. Our primary access is from 
the west side, upstream from Cochiti Pueblo, 
near the confl uence of Bland Canyon, down a 
trail so steep that its switchbacks are like stair 
steps rather than meanders. We have found the 
trailhead by driving through a maze of bladed 
roads marked with signposts bespeaking the 
street layout of the yet to be built Cochiti Lake 
Estates. We decide to establish camp at the 
trail head, on a lot we think is 403 Shrutsunah 
Road, about a block east of the intersection of 
Shrutsunah Court and Shrutsunah Lane. We 
name the trail the Shrutsunah Trail.  

Petroglyphs

We fi nd our fi rst petroglyph on the fi rst day of 
survey, at the base of Shrutsunah trail, on the 
north side of the mouth of Bland Canyon. It is a 
carefully pecked frontal view cartoon face with 
eyes, nose, mouth, ears, and a single feather 
angling up from a headband. An arrow protrudes 
horizontally through the forehead, point to 
the west, fl etching to the east. Underneath in 
block letters are the inscribed words TURN 
BACK. We take photographs, and document the 
petroglyph on our Petroglyph Recording Form. 
We are uncertain how to characterize its cultural 
affi liation and leave that space blank.  We are, 
perhaps, overly sensitive to the import of the 
warning, having been told this repeatedly by our 
collection-addicted peers when discussing our 
no-collection approach.

Isolated Occurrences

Isolated occurrences, individual artifacts not 
associated with site locations, will be documented 
on an isolated occurrence form noting their 
physiographic location, vegetative setting, and the 
full suite of attribute characteristics documented 
for artifacts found on sites. We believe isolates to 

be critical evidence of landscape usage, tragically 
underreported by previous survey efforts.  After 
the fi rst two days of survey, we have documented 
236 isolated occurrences in approximately 3 
acres of landscape and have yet to encounter a 
site. At this rate we will be fi nishing the survey in 
scuba gear as the lake fi lls. We reluctantly decide 
that our isolated artifact documentation strategy 
is not well suited to the White Rock Canyon 
cultural landscape, but we have faith that the 
next generation of archaeologists will refi ne the 
means to economically record these data, and 
that isolate distributions will someday fi gure 
as prominently in future theoretical models of 
human behavior as sites do now.

Ceramics

We have retained Helene Warren as our ceramics 
consultant. Prior to survey, we show her our 
Ceramic Recording Form. She suggests that in 
addition to fi elds for documenting paste, temper, 
slip, paint, design element, vessel form, and vessel 
portion for each sherd, we might consider adding 
an eighth attribute—type. After much spirited 
debate, we do so.  On the sixth day of survey, far 
upstream from the mouth of Medio Canyon, we 
encounter a small Classic fi eld house site. We see 
a pin fl ag in the midden area. It is marking a sherd 
and pierces a piece of yellow tablet paper. It is 
a note in Helene’s handwriting dated four days 
ago: “early Cieneguilla Glaze on Yellow bowl, 
augite latite temper, manufactured at Tonque 
Pueblo between AD 1315-1385.”  We had always 
suspected that Helene was taking a different path 
into our survey universe, and asked Karl if her 
assessment was accurate.  He said it was.

River Crossings

The Shrutsunah trail runs along the west side of 
the Rio Grande from the mouth of White Rock 
Canyon upstream to at least as far as Bandelier 
National Monument. There is no equivalent 
trail along the east side. Our survey logistics 
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require that we cross the river periodically to 
do the east side inventory. We have purchased 
a two-man infl atable raft for this (Figure 3), 
but one of our lab crew (who is a white-water 
kayaker) has convinced us we will die instantly 
of thermal shock in the icy February water if 
we capsize. She recommends wet suits. We 
compromised and purchased fi shermen’s hip 
waders for the river crossing exercises. River 

crossings are complicated by the fact that the 
Corps of Engineers partially fi lled Cochiti Lake 
earlier in the winter, allowed the proto-lake to 
freeze, and then opened the fl oodgates, leaving 
a 10-foot high rim of ice around the edges of 
the river (Figure 4).  This limits the number of 
locations from which we can actually launch 
our raft, and makes landing on the opposite 
bank unpredictable, the far shore having the 

Figure 3.  Raft repairs—Jim Enloe, seated; John Stein, standing.

Figure 4.  Remnant ice along banks of the Rio Grande
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appearance of an Antarctic berg against which 
we bounce aimlessly for as much as a half mile 
downstream until fi nding an ice-free gap to 
beach on. 

We have an idea—we will string a rope 
across the river and use the raft as a ferry, 
pulling ourselves hand over hand from one side 
to another. We tie one end of a 200-foot-long 
rope to the raft, and Enloe and Chapman set out 
paddling furiously while Stein and Laumbach 
pay out the line from the west bank. Two-thirds 
of the way across, our progress seems sluggish, 
and we begin to sweep downstream as if tethered 
to the bank. We turn and see Stein standing well 
into the river, the water level lapping perilously 
close to the top of his hip waders, holding a 
25-pound knot above his head.   Laumbach is 
shouting something to us that we cannot quite 
hear over the noise of the rapids we are now 
slipping into. Enloe paddles valiantly to keeps 
us out of the rapids while Chapman unties the 
raft, and after a bumpy ride we fi nally beach 
on the east bank below a precipitous ice shelf, 
having lost only one paddle. We spend a full day 
surveying on the east side, paddle back at dusk, 
and ask Laumbach what he was trying to tell us. 
He said he was yelling “TURN BACK!”

Shrutsunah Camp

In 1975, OCA owned a single 8 x 10 Montgomery 
Ward wall tent, and our company vehicle was 
a 1973 Blue Ford ¾ ton 4-wheel drive pickup 
rented from Mr. Nemco Rents, located on Lomas 
Boulevard a few blocks up from our offi ce. For 
the Cochiti Project Enloe made us a better rental 
deal on his 1968 International Carryall, and we 
bought day packs, instamatic cameras, and pin 
fl ags to supplement the reams of recording forms 
we had developed for our no-collection survey. 
February 1975 was bitter cold, and we outfi tted 
the OCA tent with a sheepherder’s stove that we 
vented though a hole cut in the ceiling. We had 
a piece of asbestos cloth to wrap the stove pipe 
where it went through the roof. It was beginning 

to be reported on the news that asbestos wasn’t 
good for you, something about lung disease. We 
didn’t care, reasoning what did it matter if we 
froze to death fi rst? 

An Aside: Why Pithouses Came Into Being

After a full day of survey, generally punctuated 
with freezing drizzle and occasional snow 
fl urries, we undertake the fi nal thigh-cramping 
hike up the Shrutsunah trail switchback, where 
we top out of the relatively protected canyon into 
a bitter sub-gale-force wind and plod to camp—
wet, cold, minds and bodies numb (Figure 5). 
We have set the tent facing east, so the fl y opens 
downwind and the tent offers minimal protection 
for the cooking area, a rock-lined campfi re and 
a Coleman stove, stacks of bread boxes and egg 
crates full of oatmeal, coffee, baloney, cans of 
Vienna sausage and other staples of a typical 
1970s fi eld effort.

Four people can sleep in the tent, three 
parallel from front to back, the fourth at right 
angle across the entrance. There is no real room 
for gear, so we stash it out front under tarps, and 
night time is a constant thrashing of rearranged 
sleeping positions as one after another of us have 
to go out to relieve ourselves—fl opping around in 
our mummy bags like drunken blue caterpillars to 
avoid being stepped on, and curling up to shield 
ourselves from the blasts of Arctic air as the tent 
zipper fl y is repeatedly opened and closed. 

Every morning we vow to lay off the Coors, 
Tokay, and Wild Turkey, but our resolve always 
weakens by next sundown. After one particularly 
wet and miserable night, Laumbach remembers 
he has a two-man pup tent in his gear, and we set 
it in front of the big tent to make an antechamber. 
Emboldened by this insightful innovation, we 
scavenge downed juniper trees uprooted by the 
Cochiti Lakes Estates bladed roads and build a 
roof-high windbreak around the tent and the sides 
of the antechamber/campfi re area. This retards 
the chronic gusting winds, but we are still sodden 
from the seemingly perpetual February drizzle. 
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We speculate that if we had a roof over the entire 
complex—now consisting of a sleeping area 
with its own heat source, separate antechamber, 
cooking area, and storage area—we might have 
a halfway decent camp setup for the Shrutsunah 
trail head. 

We are struck with a kind of Formative 
epiphany.  We have discovered why people build 
pithouses—to facilitate a meaningful existence 
in a place one should NOT be camping. 

However, keen archaeological observation 
reveals that the Shrutsunah site locale is bedrock, 
and verifi es that no one in the prehistoric or 
recent past (excepting ourselves) ever attempted 
residence there. After some discussion, we 
abandon thoughts of excavation, revert to our 
hunter-gatherer ways, and decide to exercise our 
mobility option. 

For the remainder of survey we camp in 
among tree-shaded dunes along the east side of 
the river and drive across the nearly completed 
Cochiti Dam, dodging belly scrapers and D-8 
Caterpillars, to the Shrutsunah trail head every 
morning. As we bottom out from our near free-
fall descent down the Shrutsunah stair-step 
switchbacks, we approach TURN BACK in the 
early light of dawn, knowing that we would, 

indeed, do so, as dusk fell that evening. TURN 
BACK became a kind of project icon greeting our 
subsequent survey and excavation crews over the 
next two years, until fi nally subsiding beneath 
the rising waters of Cochiti Lake.

The End of Survey

Laumbach, Enloe, Stein and Chapman completed 
the fi rst phase of survey on March 5, 1975, 
emerging from the depths of White Rock Canyon 
miraculously unscathed (at least physically), to 
meet wives and signifi cant others at Charlie’s Other 
Back Door saloon in Peña Blanca for a celebratory 
fi nal toast to the successful conclusion of fi eldwork 
(we were all still alive weren’t we?) before heading 
back to Albuquerque.  After several rounds of fi nal 
celebratory toasting we decided it was time to leave, 
a decision heartily welcomed by the bartender.  
We encountered a problem, however—the back 
door to Charlie’s Other Back Door seemed to be 
stuck.  Laumbach jogged our collective memory 
that the door normally opened outward, and the 
bartender assured us it was not actually locked, so 
we summoned our problem solving capabilities and 
through some extreme pushing were fi nally able 

Figure 5.  Survey crew members in February.
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to wedge the door open, to discover that about 8 
inches of snow had fallen during the term of our 
fi nal celebratory toast, thus blocking the door.  We 
surmised this might have explained in part the 
lack of other patrons in the bar during our stay.  
Undaunted, we piled into our vehicles and broke 
trail on the untraveled highway toward the big city.  

The trip itself turned into another adventure, 
involving much slipping and sliding, avoiding 
overturned and stalled cars and trucks, and nearly 
ended when we encountered a massive traffi c 
jam on the old Tonque Hill, created by very late 
happy hour commuters from Santa Fe (it was a 
Wednesday night) who were also caught unawares 
by the  snowstorm  Treating the stuck cars as just 
another problem to be solved through the judicious 
application of brute force, Laumbach and Chapman 
got out of the trucks to offer aid to the vehicles 
most egregiously blocking our way.  As we began 
to push, the stuck drivers inevitably fl oored their 
accelerators in typical New Mexico fashion, their 
spinning tires creating a nearly frictionless situation 
allowing us to gently maneuver the vehicle to the 
side.  Within 45 minutes or so of hard labor, we 
created a path that could be navigated by Enloe’s 
International 4-wheel drive and Biella’s 1974 
Datsun pick-up, and were soon back on the road 
to town, carrying one extra passenger—a Santa 
Fe elementary school teacher clearly frightened 
by her experience, but at the same time grateful 
for the ride, despite being exceedingly nervous 
about the bearded, booted, ruffi ans who were her 
saviors.  We remarked to her that it really was too 
late to turn back and if she wanted out—it might be 
diffi cult going in her high heels.

The 1975 Excavation Season

At the outset of the project in December 1974, it 
was anticipated that work would move rapidly from 
survey to excavation.  OCA, still a comparatively 
new organization, was adept at conducting surveys, 
but was woefully unprepared for excavation of any 
sort.  The excavation equipment inventory at the 
offi ce consisted of a single tent (used as a supply 

tent on the CGP project) and two shovels, sent 
out with the Mr. Nemco Rents pickup normally 
used by OCA for small surveys. In anticipation 
that large-scale excavation would follow quickly 
upon completion of the fi rst phase of the Cochiti 
survey, a cooperative agreement was reached with 
NMSU to provide a complete fi eld camp and two 
excavation crews (in addition to having provided 
Laumbach for the survey effort).  Stan Bussey, the 
director of the Cultural Resources Management 
Division at NMSU, had been fi eld director on one 
of the earlier Laboratory of Anthropology Cochiti 
Dam excavation seasons in 1964 where Chapman 
had served as a Crew Chief.  By 1975 Stan had 
been teaching for several years at NMSU, and 
had run archaeological fi eld schools for several 
years, with the result that he had a large inventory 
of fi eld camp and excavation equipment presently 
lacking at OCA, as well as a cadre of trained 
archaeologists.  Given the number of sites that were 
targeted for excavation, and the exceedingly short 
time-frame to complete the fi eldwork, developing 
a joint UNM-NMSU project seemed to be a viable 
solution.  As part of our cooperative agreement, 
Stan furnished a complete fi eld camp for a crew 
of over 30 persons.  NMSU also provided fi eld 
excavation equipment for the entire project and 
two excavation crews, one of which was led by 
Karl Laumbach.  Toni (then Sudar-Murphy) was 
the NMSU lab director.

Our fi rst excavation fi eld camp was set up 
along the Rio Chiquito creek downstream from 
Dixon’s apple orchard.  Fred Dixon was the de 
facto caretaker of the UNM-owned Cañada de 
Cochiti grant, and the Dixons graciously gave 
permission for the joint UNM-NMSU project to 
camp on lands below the orchard.  The campsite 
selected for the project was a low, level terrace 
along the north side of the Rio Chiquito, fl anked 
on the north by a steep slope leading to a much 
higher terrace. No lateral drainages ran through the 
campsite, and vehicle access was readily made a 
short distance off the Dome Road, an all-weather 
gravel road leading from Cochiti Pueblo to higher 
points north in the Pajarito Plateau.  All in all, it 
seemed to be a perfect setting for a fi eld camp. 
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The NMSU crew had arrived at the Rio 
Chiquito camp location a day earlier, and by the 
time the OCA/UNM crew members began dribbling 
in, NMSU had set up the nucleus of a top-of-the 
line fi eld camp, complete with a kitchen (including 
refrigerators, stoves, a cook, and a cook’s helper), 
supply tent, and a dining fl y/laboratory tent, Stan 
had also provided enough 8x10 wall tents to house 
the entire fi eld crew, and the NMSU personnel had 
already erected theirs by mid-day.  By the time 
OCA personnel began to arrive, the foot print of the 
fi eld camp was already established, with the cook 
tent-supply tent- lab tent complex upstream to the 
west, and the personal tents arrayed downstream 
to the east. Perhaps the most impressive features 
of the NMSU tent city were the ditches that had 
been constructed around the bases of each of the 
individual tents—these were deep, highly bermed, 
and in some cases outfi tted with well-constructed 
bridges crossing over the ditches at the entrances 
of the tents.  As the OCA personnel arrived, they 
were given tents for their own use, which they 
began to set up even farther to the east.  The early 
arriving crew members, apparently following 
the berm and ditch construction precedent set by 
the NMSU crews, constructed their own ditches 
around the tents.  As the day wore on, subsequent 
later OCA arrivals set up more tents, but the fervor 
for digging moats around the tents began to wane.  
Ditches became shallower, berms less high, and 
in some cases only partially encircled the tents.  
The last arrivals began to discuss the effi cacy of 
such endeavor, evaluated the lay of the land, and 
concluded that no ditches were actually called 
for in that particular setting, and set their tents in 
moatless and bermless fashion.  A map made of the 
camp at the end of the project thus displays a quite 
organized structure of large facility footprints at 
the west end of the terrace (the cook-supply-dining 
complex), and a string of small domicile footprints 
running to the east, with ever-decreasing ditches 
and berms, trailing into no ditches at all in the 
extreme eastern portion of the site.

When eventually queried about the origins 
of the robust ditch and berm construction ethic, 
Karl and the NMSU crew recounted a disastrous 

fl ood event some years before during one of the 
fi eld schools—an event which resulted in a ditch 
and berm tradition passed from year to year to 
subsequent fi eld school students.  So when the 
crews from the south set up new housing starts in the 
north, traditional modes of construction prevailed 
despite the fact, to our northern jaundiced eyes at 
least, that the Rio Chiquito campsite terrain showed 
no signifi cant evidence of previous fl ooding.  The 
power of tradition in shaping the built environment 
was manifest in the camp footprint however.  
Equally interesting was the process of diffusion 
of that tradition down the line of tent bases, as the 
new inhabitants built ever farther away from the 
source, resulting in a concomitant diminution of 
robustness in ditch and berm construction.

The Excavation Program

The Cochiti Reservoir research design called for 
excavation of a sample of sites falling within each 
of the major time periods of occupation identifi ed 
during the survey.  These included Archaic period 
sites, Pueblo Coalition and Classic Period sites (no 
Developmental Period sites had been discovered), 
and sites refl ecting the span of Historic Period 
occupations in the White Rock Canyon locale, 
ranging from Spanish Colonial through U. S. 
Territorial phases.  A decision to conduct extensive 
excavations at a sample of sites, rather than target 
sample excavations at a large number of sites, 
had been made early on in the planning process.  
Critical elements of the research were (among other 
goals) to gather data which could be used to assess 
the durations of occupation, and residential group 
sizes that had occupied each site.  We believed this 
could only be achieved if large contiguous portions 
of sites were excavated.

The question then became how to divide 
up the work among NMSU and OCA crews, and 
how to structure the analysis.  After consideration 
of a number of options, it was fi nally decided that 
the NMSU crews would focus on excavation of 
the Coalition period sites, and would conduct all 
analyses of those materials for the fi nal report.  OCA 
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crews would target the spectrum of Archaic, Classic 
Period, and Historic period sites, with concomitant 
analysis and reporting responsibilities.  This was not 
a perfect solution to the problem of conjoining two 
different organizations in a single research effort, 
but had benefi ts in maintaining some continuity of 
personnel from excavation through analysis and 
reporting phases for each entity.

Fieldwork was fraught with its own set 
of logistical issues.  Daily travel to and from 
excavation sites involved trucking the crews to 
the Shrutsunah trail head, descending the tortuous 
switchback, and then traversing either upstream or 
downstream along the sole footpath running along 
the western bank of the Rio Grande in White Rock 
Canyon.  All excavation equipment, including items 
like screens and wheelbarrows, had to be muscled 
down into the canyon, and then to sites targeted for 
excavation.  The Corps of Engineers had closed 
the Cochiti Dam gates at the beginning of the 
excavation season, with the result that the reservoir 
began to fi ll immediately as we started our work.  
Sites selected for excavation lay on both sides of 
the river, but land access was only possible from the 

west side.  This meant that equipment and crews, 
once in the canyon, had to be lugged upstream, 
downstream, and then back and forth across the 
river/lake as the reservoir fi lled, swallowing up our 
target sites—logistics were driven by rising water, 
not rational planning (Figure 6).  As a kind of fi nal 
afterthought by the weather deities, spring runoff 
from snow melt that had accumulated prior to our 
survey (and during the second week of excavation) 
began to fl ow, adding yet another dimension of 
excitement to site access as crews wended their way 
across the mouths of lateral drainages on their way 
to excavation sites (Figure 7).

The collaboration between OCA and NMSU 
during the survey and fi rst excavation season 
culminated in the publication of Volume 1 and 
Volume 2 of the four-volume fi nal report for the 
Cochiti Reservoir project (Biella and Chapman 
1977; Chapman and Biella 1977).  Karl and Toni 
took the lead in reporting on the fi ve Coalition 
sites that NMSU crews excavated during the fi rst 
fi eld season in the second volume (Laumbach et al. 
1977; Sudar-Murphy et al. 1977). 

Figure 6.  Raft “ferry” crossing the Rio Grande as it becomes Cochiti Lake.
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Final Thoughts

Despite the fact that the Cochiti Reservoir Project 
was the fi rst and last time that all four of us actually 
participated in the same research venture, our 
professional paths continued to cross at different 
points in our careers—regularly through informal, 
decades-long discussions on all topics related to 
archaeology from the origins of San Marcial Black-
on-white ceramics to speculation on the fi nal resting 
place of Albert Fountain and his son.  At other 
times, we also crossed paths “offi cially.”  When 
Karl became a member and chair of the Cultural 
Properties Review Committee, Jan worked closely 
with him on policy, a dialogue that continued through 
the ensuing years after Karl left the CPRC.  Toni’s 
and Jan’s careers ultimately led them to the state’s 
Department of Cultural Affairs, Toni at the Farm 
and Ranch Heritage Museum and Jan at the Historic 
Preservation Division, where they had occasional 
opportunities to work together—the Green Bridge 
now emplaced at the museum is one example. 

Cochiti provided us with an opportunity to 
pursue many research interests—especially in 
the realm of cultural evolutionary and cultural 

ecological studies—really operationalizing our 
academic training fresh out of graduate school.  
Analyses included experimental lithic studies, use-
wear replications, custom computer programming 
and analysis (main-frames and punch-cards—state 
of the art at the time), exploration of statistical 
mapping and spatial analyses of artifact distributions 
on sites, mapping of lithic sources, and ceramic 
petrographic source studies. In addition to these 
specialized studies, the project allowed us to devote 
several chapters to analyses of historic period 
occupation of the White Rock Canyon locale.  Some 
elements of the Cochiti Reservoir survey helped lay 
the foundation for procedures still ongoing.  Our 
“no-collection” approach to documenting artifact 
assemblages, deemed radical at the time in 1975, is 
now a standard of nearly all ongoing contract survey 
efforts.  Our failure to implement comprehensive 
documentation of isolated artifacts has been off-
set by advances in technology, and use of GPS 
instruments to point-provenience isolated artifacts 
is now common.  However, we would argue that the 
cultural landscape of White Rock Canyon, like the 
cultural landscape of the Valles Caldera, would still 
challenge even the most fervent proponents of the 

Figure 7.  Crossing the mouth of Bland Canyon on the way to excavation sites.
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approach.  Perhaps most importantly, we feel the 
fi nal four-volume report on the Cochiti Reservoir 
Project served to set a standard for what could be 
achieved through contract research early in the 
contract archeology era—a standard that could not 
have been achieved without that initial collaboration 
of NMSU and OCA/UNM contract teams. 

Notes

1.  At this writing, an extensive search of the Cochiti 
project fi les has failed to discover either a photo or a 
form related to the “Turn Back” petroglyph.  It seems 
whatever spirits govern inundated landscapes have 
dictated that “Turn Back” disappear not only beneath 
the waters of Cochiti Lake (like many of its brethren), 
but as well from the archives for that survey project.
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Main Post
 
Under authorization from the War Department, 
dated November 7, 1848, Fort Bliss was established 
in 1849 as one of a string of posts intended for the 
protection of the new U.S.-Mexican border. Indian-
European confl ict had plagued relationships since 
the fi rst Spanish settlers arrived in New Mexico in 
1598.  Although the 1700s were relatively serene, 
trouble began in earnest about 1815.  At its heart 
were the inevitable land-use diffi culties that arise 
whenever groups employing differing technologies 
must co-exist in the same geographical area.  The 
Apaches were originally hunters and gatherers 
who later became sometime horticulturalists; 
the Pueblos were sedentary horticulturalists; the 
Navajos were hunters, gatherers, horticulturalists, 
and shepherds; and the Spaniards followed a 
combination of the military, religious, horticultural, 
herding, and mercantile life.  Both the Apaches and 
the Navajos adopted the horse with alacrity when 
opportunity arose in the 1700s and 1800s.
 Always neglected by the Spanish and, after 
1821, the Mexican governments at Mexico City, 
New Mexico (which then included the El Paso 
area) was perennially hard put to defend its Indian 
and white citizenry.  By 1846, when New Mexico 
became a U.S. Territory, the relationship among the 
Navajos, Apaches, Pueblos, and whites was one of 
continual raiding and retaliation.  The Utes and 
Comanches also kept New Mexicans, both white 

and Indian, under constant pressure.  Apparently, 
no group stood aloof from the practice of capturing 
women and children to sell as slaves.  Settlements 
in Texas, also a new addition to the U.S. in 1846, 
were vulnerable not only to Apaches, but to Plains 
Indians such as the Comanches, Kiowas, and 
Kiowa-Apaches, as well.
 Like many of the other border posts, Fort 
Bliss was alternately abandoned and re-established 
in response to the fading and fl aring of Indian 
attacks on settlements and travelers.  The paucity 
of available troops (in 1857 the entire U.S. 
Army consisted of 18,000 men; in the 1870s the 
number had increased only to 30,000) necessitated 
constantly moving troops—and thus, posts—to the 
worst trouble spots.
 The fi rst site of the fort that was to be named 
Bliss was at Smith’s Ranch (in the area of the 
present intersection of Main and Santa Fe streets in 
El Paso). There was no town north of the Rio Grande 
in 1849.  “Paso del Norte,” “El Paso,” and “Passo” 
designated the town now known as Juarez.  The 
inevitable camp town quickly installed itself near 
the Smith’s Ranch post and was called Franklin, 
later to adopt the name El Paso, Texas.  In 1851, the 
post on Smith’s Ranch was abandoned, except for a 
small guard detachment, which departed in 1852.
 However, Indian depredations against 
settlers and travelers necessitated re-establishment 
of the post in 1854, when it was relocated to 
Magoffi nsville (in the area of present Magoffi n 

A Brief Sketch of the History of Fort Bliss, 
Texas and a Few of Its Old Buildings

CAROL J. CONDIE

This is a slightly revised—and shorter—version of a paper published as Appendix D (Stout and Stout 1978) 
to Whalen (1978).  In the preparation of the paper, two brief but invaluable publications, M. H. Thomlinson’s 
The Garrison of Fort Bliss: 1849-1916 (1945) and the 1965 edition of Richard E. McMaster’s Musket, Saber, 
and Missile: A History of Fort Bliss, have been relied upon heavily.  In order to avoid constant affronts 
to the reader’s eye, Thomlinson and McMaster are cited below only when direct quotations are used.
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Avenue and Willow Street) and named Fort Bliss, 
presumably in honor of the late William Wallace 
Smith Bliss, General Zachary Taylor’s adjutant 
general during the Mexican War.  The post’s routine 
was broken momentarily when Lt. Beale and his 
Army camel train passed through Fort Bliss in July 
1857.  In March 1861, Fort Bliss was surrendered 
to the Confederacy, by order of the commander of 
the Department of Texas.  When California infantry 
and cavalry troops approached to occupy the post 
for the Union in 1862, however, the Confederates 
evacuated peacefully.
 After the fl ooding Rio Grande washed out the 
corral and several buildings in February 1868, the 
Magoffi nsville site was abandoned and the garrison 
moved to higher ground at Concordia, on the old 
Stephenson Ranch (in the area between present 
Concordia Cemetery and Alameda Avenue).  The 
name of the post was changed to Camp Concordia, 
but was changed back to Fort Bliss in 1869.
 Orders to abandon the post were issued in 
December 1876.  Since the post was not garrisoned 
in 1877, Colonel Edward Hatch was ordered from 
Santa Fe when the El Paso Salt War broke out in 
December 1877.  The arrival of Hatch and his nine 
companies, many of them the famed black “buffalo” 
troops squelched the enthusiasm of the antagonists 
almost instantly (Leckie 1967:186-190).
 The Salt War and continuing Indian fl areups 
made regarrisoning of Fort Bliss desirable.  
Further, completion of the transcontinental railroad 
in 1881 would make the establishment of a few 
large permanent posts feasible, since troops and 
supplies could be moved quickly by rail anywhere 
they were needed (Cohrs and Caperton1974).  Four 
major railroads were to intersect at El Paso.
 A tract of land for establishment of a four-
company permanent post in the gorge at Hart’s 
Mill (near present Doniphan Park) was purchased 
in 1879 (previous posts had been on leased land).  
Because the contractor’s estimate for construction 
of the new fort’s buildings came in at $120,000 
more than the appropriated $40,000, the soldiers 
were assigned the job.  So frequent were their 
absences chasing Indians, however, that work 
progressed slowly.

 During the years from 1849 to 1893, when 
the present post was established, the Fort Bliss 
troops spent most of their time attempting to 
discipline the Apaches (mainly the Mescaleros 
and the “Southern” Apaches, whose stronghold 
was the Mimbres-Gila-Mogollon area), but were 
occasionally also troubled by Utes, Comanches, 
and even the normally placid Jicarilla Apaches.  
The job was a frustrating one, for U.S. troops 
were not allowed to cross the border into Mexico.  
The Apaches must have delighted in raiding U.S. 
settlements, then fl eeing across the border where 
they could safely thumb their noses at the thwarted 
troops.  Indian attacks began to increase when 
the Civil War necessitated pulling men from the 
western garrisons for service in the East.  Most 
severe throughout the 1870s, Indian troubles fi nally 
ceased when U.S. troops were given permission to 
cross the Mexican border and secure Geronimo’s 
surrender in 1886.
 Because the Hart’s Mill site was small, a 
new post was authorized in 1890.  After land 
was purchased on La Noria Mesa, construction 
of buildings proceeded under then Captain 
(later, Colonel) George Ruhlen, Constructing 
Quartermaster, early 1891.  (A monument to 
Ruhlen stands on the parade grounds, just north 
of the east-west bisection.)  Fortunately, nearly all 
of the original structures remain at the fort, in use 
and in good repair.  Only the Quartermaster Corral 
and three duplex non-commissioned offi cers’ 
dwellings (which stood on Sheridan between 
Forrest and Meiggs) have been razed.  Colonel 
Henry M. Lazelle (who, nearly 40 years earlier, 
had been commended for his part in action against 
the Coyotero Apaches) was appointed the post’s 
fi rst commanding offi cer.
 Except for the departure of Fort Bliss troops 
during the war with Spain (1898), the departure 
of occupation troops bound for the Philippines 
in 1900 and 1901, and the meeting of Presidents 
Taft and Diaz at El Paso in 1909, life at Fort Bliss 
was uneventful until the continual eruptions in 
Mexico, which had begun in 1911 when Madero’s 
revolutionaries had toppled the Diaz government, 
threatened to pour over the U.S. border.
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Figure 1.  Bldg. 111.  Original north barracks, constructed 1893.  Two-story brick army barracks, Victorian style.  
Uniform red brick throughout.  Almost identical to south barracks, which suffered extensive wind damage in 
spring, 1895.  

Figure 2.  Bldg. 111, detail.  Note the corbelled brick piers and attached segmental arches 
with brick bas relief.  Pressed sheet tin was used to decorate the upper gable end.
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 Accordingly, in the Spring of 1914, Brigadier 
General John J. Pershing, renowned veteran of action 
against the Apache, the Sioux, and the Moros in the 
Philippines, was ordered to take command at Fort 
Bliss, his duties being defense of the border from 
Columbus, New Mexico to Sierra Blanco, Texas 
(Smythe 1973:206).  After Pancho Villa attacked 
Columbus on March 9, 1916, Pershing was ordered 
to lead an expedition into Mexico with the aim of 

frustrating Villa.  His instructions were to punish 
the Villistas without starting a full-scale war with 
Mexico.  The next year was to prove as maddening 
as had many earlier expeditions against the Apaches.  
The Carranza government, theoretically anti-Villa, 
refused to permit Pershing to move men and supplies 
by rail, necessitating movement over the rough 
terrain of hot alkali deserts and the rugged Sierra 
Madres by mule, horse and buggy, or automobile.  

Figure 3.  Bldg. 219.  Offi cers’ housing, constructed 1893.  Typical of the imposing, faithfully executed Victorian 
offi cers’ residences constructed for the original post.  The building is softened by a wide hipped roof over the porch.
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Carranza troops, resentful of U.S. interference in 
what was essentially a civil war, themselves goaded 
and sometimes sniped at the U.S. troops.  Nearly 
all of the state of Chihuahua, Villa’s stronghold, 
was sympathetic to Villa.  Almost never would 
Chihuahuans admit they had seen Villa, much less 
reveal his whereabouts.  Finally, the standoff was 
ended by an agreement between the U.S. and Mexico 
and Pershing withdrew in February 1917.  O’Connor 
observes (1961:138-140) that the diffi culties in 
communication and logistics, the defi ciencies in 
air power, and the obsolescences and shortages 
in artillery and ammunition with which Pershing 
had contended shocked U.S. political and military 
leaders into realization of the pitiful inadequacy of 
the U.S. military complex—barely in time to initiate 
(though not complete) major alterations before the 
U.S. entered the First World War.

 When the U. S. determined to enter the 
war, Pershing was selected as Commander of the 
American Expeditionary Forces in France.  Many 
of the National Guard troops who had served 
under him in Mexico were retained in service and 
other National Guard units were activated.  Fort 
Bliss functioned as an important training center 
throughout the war.
 From 1849 until 1912, Fort Bliss was 
primarily an infantry post.  Beginning in 1912, 
however, more and more cavalry troops were 
assigned to the post.  During his tenure as post 
commander (1919-1925), Major General Robert 
L. Howze (who, along with George S. Patton and 
other offi cers who were to become famous in the 
Second World War, had been with Pershing in 
Mexico) implemented organization of the First 
Cavalry Division.  Nothing remains today of the 

Figure 4.  Bldg. 228.  Pershing House, constructed 1910.  This was General John J. Pershing’s residence from 1914 
to 1916.  Symmetrical Victorian style, two-story red brick (painted white).  Wide, two-story covered veranda wraps 
around the front and sides.  
 This is undoubtedly the house to which Pershing referred when he told a friend (O’Connor 1961:110), “I’m tired 
of living alone.  I’m having my quarters fi xed so my wife and children can join me.”  On August 27, 1915, just a few 
days before Mrs. Pershing and their four children were to move to El Paso from San Francisco, Pershing received word 
of the tragedy that was to end the Pershings’ story-book romance and mark him forever—Mrs. Pershing and three of 
their children had burned to death in the old wooden offi cers’ quarters at the presidio.
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Eighth Cavalry buildings, which were located 
between Slater and Custer, Carter and Forrest.  
Many of the Seventh Cavalry barracks buildings, 
located between Pershing and Gregg, Merrit and 
Howze, are still in use as nursery, kindergarten, 
Girl Scout, etc. facilities.  The Seventh Cavalry 
stables, between Custer and Pershing, Merrit and 
Howze, have been razed.
 Fort Bliss remained a horse cavalry post until 
February 1943, when the First Cavalry Division was 
notifi ed that it would serve overseas as a dismounted 
unit.  Commander Millard McKinney (personal 
communication 1977) notes that mechanization 
began about 1928 and that a photograph taken in 
March 1943, of the last review of the First Cavalry 
Division, is the last in which a few horses are still 
visible.  McMaster (1965:46) notes:

The lst Cavalry Division, fi rst to enter Manila 
and fi rst to occupy Tokyo, participated in 
the Admiralty, Leyte-Samar, and Luzon 
Campaigns during 1944 and 1945.  The 
division lost 1211 men killed in action, and 
4167 wounded, with a loss to the enemy of 
24,097 killed and 1567 captured.

Even though horse troops are no longer part of the 
modern army, the fort’s long regime as a cavalry 
post is recalled in the still-used polo grounds, 
installed in 1923, in the present Pershing Dam area.
 The departure of the dismounted First Cavalry 
Division in 1943 left a vacuum at Fort Bliss that was 
soon fi lled by anti-aircraft units.  In 1944, Fort Bliss 
became the U.S. center for anti-aircraft training, a 
function that was resumed in 1950 when the Korean 
War began. Work on guided missiles began at Bliss 
in 1946 when captured V-2 rockets were studied 
under the supervision of German scientists.  In July 
1957, Fort Bliss was designated the U.S. Army 
Defense Center, providing training at all levels of 
sophistication in Nike Ajax, Nike Hercules, Nike 
Zeus, and Hawk low altitude missiles.

Biggs Field

To aid General Pershing in the search for Pancho 
Villa, the fi rst air unit in the U.S. Army, the First 
Aero Squadron, was called to Fort Bliss from San 
Antonio.  Quoting from Pershing’s unpublished 
diaries and papers, O’Connor (1961:125) records 

Figure 5.  Bldg. 2011.  Quartermaster stables, constructed 1893.  Masonry building with several unusual details 
including use of various sizes and shapes of windows in gable end .  This structure constitutes a nice example of 
local ashlar stone masonry (masonry exhibiting a face of square or rectangular stone), visible on the gable end and 
toward the rear of the building.
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that the expedition was given “...eight of the 13 
antiquated tactical planes which constituted our 
all in aviation.”
 Consisting of 11 offi cer pilots and 84 enlisted 
men, the squadron fl ew its fi rst reconnaissance fl ight 
two days after its arrival at Fort Bliss on March 14, 
1916.  The original location of the airfi eld (Cordiner 
1921) was south of present Forrest and east of 
present Lufberry on the main post.
 Pershing’s expectation that the planes would 
solve the immense problems of monitoring 
Villa’s movements through the Chihuahua desert 
and the Sierra Madres was disappointed almost 
immediately.  One of the eight planes crashed on the 
fi rst fl ight from Columbus, New Mexico to Colonia 
Dublan, Chihuahua, Pershing’s fi eld headquarters.  
The pilots were no happier than Pershing, for they 
needed to fl y their rickety craft, designed for 10,000 
feet, over 12,000-foot mountains, contending with 
treacherous air currents and air so dry the wooden 
propellers split (Smythe 1973:232).  Within a 

month, fi ve more planes had crashed and the other 
two were non-functional (O’Connor 1961:125).  
Later, however, new equipment permitted oper-
ation of a courier service between Columbus and 
the fi eld headquarters at Namiquipa, a valuable aid 
since Pershing’s fi eld radios commanded only a 
25-mile radius (O’Connor 1961:125, 131).
 After 1917, except for a sudden assemblage 
of air squadrons at Fort Bliss in 1919, when 
Villista forces gathered at Juarez, the airfi eld, one 
airplane its usual component, served primarily as 
a convenient overnight stop for non-Bliss aircraft.  
In 1920, Claire L. Chennault, to become famed 
as commander of the Flying Tigers in World War 
II, served at Fort Bliss as 1st Lieutenant in the 
Twelfth Observation Squadron. Although the 
last airship company (the 8th) was deactivated 
in 1922, the heavier-than-air fi eld was named 
Biggs Field in 1925 in honor of El Pasoan 1st 
Lieutenant James B. Biggs, killed while testing a 
new airplane in France.

Figure 6.  Bldg. 2014.  Wheelwright shop, constructed 1917.  Rectangular stone building.  Masonry laid up in 
jumble fashion with rock of greatly varying sizes.  Segmental arches and sills are dressed sandstone.  A red brick 
chimney projects above the hip roof.  Rafter ends are exposed.
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 Under a care-taking detachment until 1940, 
Biggs Field was relocated to its present site 
northeast of Fort Bliss and the area enlarged for 
training heavy bombardment crews during World 
War II.  In 1947, when the Air Force became a 
separate entity, Biggs was made a base of the 
Strategic Air Command and was re-named Biggs 
Air Force Base. No structures remain at the fi eld’s 
original location.

William Beaumont General Hospital

Named for Major Surgeon William Beaumont, 
“the pioneer physiologist of the United States,” 
Beaumont Hospital opened in July 1921.  R. E. 
McKee was general contractor for construction 

of primary buildings completed in 1922 (M. 
McKinney, personal communication 1977), but 
erection of additional buildings (medical, storage, 
recreational, and residential) at the Beaumont 
facility continued into the 1960s.  Thomlinson noted 
in 1945 (p. 30) that “...Beaumont has experienced 
the usual war-time expansion and is now widely 
recognized for its work in plastic surgery.”
 Construction of a new hospital at the western 
edge of the Beaumont reserve, now called the 
William Beaumont Army Medical Center, began 
in 1972.  Although demolition of many of the 
original buildings was well underway in June 
1977, the charm of the old Beaumont gardens and 
buildings, “... long ... known as a beauty spot in the 
Southwestern desert” (Thomlinson 1945:39), was 
still apparent.

Figure 7.  Bldg. 7005.  Library at Beaumont Hospital, constructed 1922.  Two-story gable-roofed stucco building 
on a raised concrete foundation.  Unusual features consist of large, deeply set windows paired above the entry.  The 
front entry is through a deep, wide, circular-arched masonry opening onto an enclosed porch, which gives it a 1920s 
California look.
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Logan Heights, Magazine Area 
and Maneuver Area 1

 Construction at Logan Heights, necessitated 
by World War II, began in 1940 and continued 
through the late 1960s.  Construction of the fi rst 
general purpose magazines took place in 1934.  
Building in the magazine area continued through 
1963.  There are no structures in either location 
more than 50 years of age.  Maneuver Area I was 
acquired by the Army in 1944, and the area has 
since been intensively used for military training 
maneuvers.  There has never been any substantial 
military construction in this area.
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A New Synthesis of the Gallina Culture 
of Northwestern New Mexico

CONNIE I. CONSTAN

The fi rst comprehensive discussion of the 
Gallina region was Frank Hibben’s dissertation 
(1939)1. The University of New Mexico funded fi eld 
schools in the Gallina region for several summers 
in the 1940s and 1950s. Hibben’s students from 
these expeditions were the major contributors to 
Gallina publications through the 1960s (e.g. Green 
1956, 1962, 1964; Green et al. 1958; Pattison 
1968). There was a 15-year hiatus between the end 
of University of New Mexico work in the Gallina 
area in 1956 and the beginning of a series of fi eld 
schools from Ghost Ranch led by Florence Hawley 
Ellis in 1971 (Ellis 1988). James Mackey and 
Sally Holbrook from the University of California 
at Berkeley (Holbrook and Mackey 1976; Mackey 
and Green 1979; Mackey and Holbrook 1978) and 
Herbert Dick from Adams State College (Dick 
1976, 1980, 1988; Dick and Davidson 1985) also 
began research on the Gallina culture in 1971. In 
the 1980s, Ellis continued with the Ghost Ranch 
Archaeological Seminars concentrating on the 
Rattlesnake Ridge community (Hatch et al. 1994).

The recent research on the Gallina include 
dissertations (Byrd 2016; Constan 2011; Massouh 
2009), theses (Borck 2012; Simpson 2008; 
Stanerson 2012), and articles (Borck and Bremer 
2015; Bremer and Burns 2013). These documents 
are a major contribution to Gallina studies, but 
they do not provide detail across the Gallina 

culture. With this current fl ourishing of Gallina 
studies, the time is ripe for a new synthesis of the 
Gallina area. This article presents an overview 
of Gallina architecture, settlement patterns, and 
material culture2. For discussion of chronology 
and human remains see Bremer and Burns (2013), 
Constan (2011), Stanerson (2012), and Towner and 
colleagues (2015).

The Rio Gallina is in the heartland of the 
“Gallina country,” which lies between the San 
Juan Basin to the west and the Chama Basin 
and Jemez Mountains to the east (Figure 1). 
The Gallina Phase (A.D. 1050-1275/1300) is 
coincident with the Gallina culture. The dates 
are based on dendrochronological samples from 
excavated sites (Bremer and Burns 2013) spanning 
from A.D. 941vv to 1267rG. While the earliest 
cutting date, 1059r, is from the central tower at 
Rattlesnake Ridge (Robinson and Warren 1971), 
the vast majority of sites show occupations during 
the thirteenth century. Not all structures at a village 
were occupied simultaneously (Dick 1976) and 
reoccupation of sites did occur (Green 1962, 
1964). Around A.D. 1275, with the onset of the 
Great Drought (Euler et al. 1979), the Gallina area 
was completely abandoned.

The Gallina area seems to follow the “out 
of phase” highland adaptation with late, post-
A.D. 1000 pithouse occupations in upland regions 

The Gallina 

Archaeological investigation of the Gallina region began in the 1930s with work by Harry Mera (1938) and 
Frank Hibben (1938, 1939). Mera (1938) named it the Largo cultural phase and presented four characteristic 
artifacts—conical bottomed jars, tri-notched axes, comb arrowshaft straighteners, and elbow pipes—and 
three architectural forms—pithouses, surface houses, and small pueblos. Hibben (1938) published on the 
Gallina Phase in the same year as Mera. The two names for the cultural area have been combined as Largo-
Gallina, although general usage favors simply Gallina.



PAPERS OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF NEW MEXICO VOLUME 43 • 2017

76

Figure 1. Gallina culture area location.
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(Stuart and Farwell 1983). Isolated deep pithouses 
are found in colder, high elevation areas of both 
the Ancestral Puebloan and Mogollon traditions in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The majority 
of these pithouses occur in forested areas of piñon-
juniper and mixed ponderosa pine between 2,135 
to 2,440 meters (7,000-8,000 feet) elevation. Both 
pithouses and unit houses are found together and 
contemporaneously in the Gallina region.

Architecture

Gallina architecture includes pithouses, unit 
houses, outbuildings, ramadas, and towers. Eighty-
six percent of habitations have a north-south 
orientation (Simpson 2008). It has been postulated 
that pithouses with an east-west orientation may 
be earlier in time following on the Rosa tradition 
(Dick 1976; Wyatt 1996). Much of the structural 
detail in the following discussion comes from Erik 
Simpson’s (2008) master’s thesis exploring Gallina 
residential architecture and Herbert Dick’s (1976) 
synthetic report on Gallina architecture.

Pithouses
Gallina pithouses are generally circular with an 
average diameter of 5.5 m (18 ft) and depth of 
2.2 m (7 ft 3 in) (Simpson 2008). They were dug 

into the ground and exposed interior walls were 
commonly plastered with a series of thin slips of 
adobe mud composed of a fi ne clay and colorful 
shale for tint. The color was white to pinkish to 
gray. Layers were all applied during the initial 
construction (Simpson 2008). 

Internal features include a hearth, defl ector, 
ash pit, ventilator, wing walls, banquettes, storage 
bins, and niches with a fl agstone fl oor (Figure 2). 
The hearth is commonly four-sided sandstone slab-
lined or circular clay-lined (some unlined), often 
with an adobe collar. Generally, the defl ector is 
u-shaped and encloses an ash pit that was used to 
hold the typical Gallina pointed bottom pots (see 
ceramics section below), where radiating heat from 
ashes and the defl ector kept the pot warm. The fresh 
air intake ventilator was located in the south wall.

Partitioning the room, wing walls of coursed 
adobe extend from the wall to the defl ector. A 
banquette encircled the west, north, and east 
walls from wing wall to wing wall. Storage bins 
were located in the wing walls, the banquette, the 
southeast and southwest corners of the main room 
above ground, and below the fl oor. Rarely, bins 
were placed north of the wing walls or on the roof. 
They often have small vent holes with sandstone, 
adobe, or vegetal plugs. Niches used for storage 
do occur as recesses in the wall. Periodically, sub-
fl oor storage pits are encountered.

Figure 2. Pithouse plan and unit house plan based on Simpson (2008).
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Gallina pithouses do not evolve into kivas and 
there are no clear ritual structures in the Gallina 
architectural repertoire (Dick 1980, 1988). Only 
one structure in the Gallina area appears to have 
a sipapu (Ellis 1991). Rather than a sipapu, many 
Gallina habitations include a chamber below the 
bottom slab of the hearth (Dick 1975; Ellis 1988) 
containing smooth river cobbles, fi ne ash, and 
partially burned wood. They may be part of a house 
blessing ceremony (Ellis 1991; Simpson 2008).

Another unusual feature is the presence of 
tunnels between structures: pithouse to pithouse, 
pithouse to unit house, or pithouse to tower. Tunnels 
are known from at least four Gallina communities: 
Huerfano Mesa, Butts Village, the Fiero Site, and 
the Bg88 complex. With entrances about 75 cm in 
diameter, the tunnels are only big enough for one 
person at a time. Some are completely subterranean, 
while others were trenched with a pole and adobe 
roof. These tunnels run from 8 to 20 m or more. 
These secret movement corridors may have been 
ritual or defensive in nature (Simpson 2008).

Unit Houses
Unit houses tend to be square and consist of a 
single room. Walls are thick with widths up to 1 
m (3 ft 3 in), varying from 6 to 8 m (19 ft 6 in to 
26 ft 3 in) in length and stood up to 3 m (10 ft) 
high (Simpson 2008). Large unshaped sandstone 
blocks with mud chinking were used and the 
exterior of the structure also was coated with mud. 
The fl oor space is consistent between pithouses 
and unit houses with an average of 25 m2 (82 ft2) 
(Simpson 2008).

Interior features duplicate the arrangement 
of pithouse features with only minor differences 
(Figure 2). In Gallina unit houses, the banquette is 
built of coursed adobe, masonry, or jacal and the 
ventilator lacks timber supports. The structure is 
divided into a main room and a partition room by 
the wing walls and defl ector. The main room was 
the general living area used for food preparation, 
eating, and sleeping, while the partition room did 
not have fl agstones and was used for miscellaneous 
storage (Simpson 2008).

As with pithouses, access to the structure 

was gained through the roof, evident from ladder 
depressions in the fl oor near the defl ector. The 
roof was typically supported by four posts placed 
in the wing walls and the banquette. Roof storage 
bins are indicated at some dwellings (Dick 1976, 
1988), along with fl agstones on the roof work 
area (Hibben 1939:58). The interior walls were 
plastered with a combination of adobe mud and 
fi ne clay. A similar plaster was used to level the 
fl oor, which was then covered with large tabular 
sandstone fl agstones in the main room or just the 
area around the hearth. 

Frank Hibben (1948) defi nes a separate 
architectural form called “pueblo-like structures.”  
His description confl ates multi-room habitations 
and above-ground storage structures. Multi-room 
habitation structures are rare in the Gallina area 
(Dick 1980). They consist of between two and 
seven surface houses with contiguous walls. There 
are no interior doorways and entrance for each 
unit was via the roof. Typical interior features are 
present in each room. Carricito has two separate 
multi-room habitation blocks with fi ve and seven 
rooms each. Double unit houses are found at a few 
sites, such as Rattlesnake Ridge, the Evans Site, 
and Owl Point.

Outbuildings
Outbuildings tend to be associated with either 
a pithouse or a unit house (e.g. Green 1956; 
Lange 1956). One in six pithouses has a surface 
outbuilding, but they are less commonly associated 
with unit houses (Dick 1976). Outbuildings typically 
consist of small contiguous compartments with 
thin stone walls, jacal construction, adobe alone, or 
various combinations of these three methods. They 
have raised fl oors with no doorways or fi re pits. 
Outbuildings average one to four rooms, but have 
been noted with up to twenty-seven rooms in an 
arc. The uses of outbuildings include corn drying, 
storage, turkey pens, mealing, and burial locations 
of both turkeys and humans. 

Storage rooms also are associated with 
agricultural features. These are smaller rectangular 
structures, generally 1 or 2 m by 2 m (3 ft 3 in or 
6 ft 6 in by 6 ft 6 in) (Wyatt 1996), and sometimes 
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incorporate natural boulders as part of their 
construction. Bigger storage roomblocks have 
been noted with large fi eld systems, such as the 
fi ve-room building with raised fl oors at Bg91. The 
size, construction, and location of these structures 
suggests use for fi eld monitoring, maintenance, and 
crop harvesting (Ware et al. 1999:2.67), similar to 
the function of Puebloan fi eldhouses (Preucel 1990).

Another form of outbuilding has been 
variously called a “granary” (Green et al. 1958:56) 
and “unit pueblo” (Mohr and Sample 1972). They 
are heavy walled, multi-roomed constructions with 
attached or enclosed unit houses. These buildings 
have raised fl oors with thin interior walls of 
coursed adobe or narrow masonry. This variant is 
more commonly found in the western part of the 
Gallina region (Simpson 2008). Storage cists are 
found associated with habitations occasionally 
(Green 1962; Pattison 1968). 

Ramadas
In the Gallina area, ramadas consist of a post and 
roof system without walls (Mackey and Green 
1979:145). The roof was built with poles and 
mortar. Some of the ramadas were then enclosed 
with brush walls (Moore 1988). This may explain 
the disarray of “post” holes in the adjacent burned 
adobe area at the Archuleta Pithouse (Green 1956). 
These structures, such as LA 12074, are amorphous 
and produce little debris. 

Other shelters, such as windbreaks and sun 
shades, also have been documented (Ellis 1988; 
Fiero 1978; Ware et al. 1999). At the Fiero Site, 
Activity Area B was set up as a windbreak and 
sun shade area associated with four mealing bins. 
Activity Area C had a concentration of artifacts 
with two post holes, suggesting that this was a 
sun shade attached to an outbuilding (Fiero 1978). 
Another example of a windbreak is described as 
a partial alignment of large sandstone blocks used 
for a low wall with a soil stain to the northeast of 
the rock alignment (Ware et al. 1999:2.3). All kinds 
of shelters can be found in villages or connected 
to seasonal camps (e.g. Ellis 1988; Fiero 1978; 
Moore 1988). 

Towers
Towers are a particularly distinctive Gallina 
architectural form. Towers can be identifi ed 
as “peaked, circular mounds without a central 
depression” (Mackey and Green 1979:145) and 
“exhibit thick double wall construction of dressed 
masonry blocks” (Upham and Reed 1989:155). 
The double walls are thick with a rubble fi ll. The 
ventilator shaft for the interior hearth is built inside 
the rubble section of the wall. Towers were entered 
through the roof. The estimated original height of 
these structures is between 8 and 10 m (26 ft 3 in 
and 32 ft 9 in) with diameters from 5 to 9 m (16 ft 5 
in to 29 ft 6 in) (Hibben 1948; Simpson 2008). The 
top of the tower would have cleared the surrounding 
trees and allowed for visibility in all directions 
(Upham and Reed 1989). This facilitated line-of 
sight communication among towers (e.g., Byrd 
2015, 2016; Sleeter 1987) and observation to protect 
community fi elds (Baker and Langenfeld 1990).

There are over 100 recorded towers in the 
Gallina area (Byrd 2015, 2016) and they tend 
to be associated with villages, although they 
can be found in isolation (Dick 1976). In one 
instance, a unit house was converted into a tower 
at Rattlesnake Ridge (Bg19 structure). The fl oors 
were covered with fl agstones in some instances 
and bins, banquettes, and murals have occasionally 
been found (Fiero 1978; Hibben 1948). Sometimes 
another structure was attached or connected to the 
tower, such as a unit house, pithouse, or cist (Green 
1962; Green et al. 1958:55; Hibben 1948).

Data from seven excavated towers (Green 
1962, 1964; Hatch et al. 1994; Mackey and Green 
1979) show evidence of defensive use based on 
burning, human remains, defensive location, and 
defensive features. Defensive features include 
thick double-wall construction with fi ne masonry, 
greater wall height than other structures, building on 
artifi cial mounds to increase height, and connecting 
towers with habitations through subsurface tunnels 
(Mackey and Green 1979). Marie Wormington 
(1955) suggests towers in general had some ritual 
use, but Gallina towers are not large enough to hold 
a group for ritual activities (Green and Mackey 
1979:149). As defensive structures, Gallina towers 
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were not very successful in preventing violence, 
but they may have allowed watchmen to provide 
a warning when attackers fi rst appeared and they 
could have been used to signal for help (Page 
1986). Some towers, e.g. Bg20, 21, and 88T, were 
converted into storage structures for corn during a 
secondary occupation (Green 1962, 1964; Mackey 
and Green 1979).

Settlement Patterns

The typical community is characterized as a 
“dispersive village,” consisting of scattered 
or physically separated habitations placed in 
preferred areas or bounded by a topographic feature 
(Dick 1980, 1988). In the Llaves area, pithouses 
outnumber unit houses by fi ve or six to one (Dick 
1976). The sequence of architecture is suggested 
as pithouses only occurring earlier and pithouses 
and unit houses together occurring later (Dick and 
Davidson 1985; Elyea 1994; Seaman 1976). Cliff 
dwellings appear toward the end of the phase.

Gallina villages occur in four types of 
locations: cliff edges, promontories, and narrow 
ridges; fl at mesa tops; low terraces along streams; 
and caves or overhangs (Hibben 1948). Isolated 
homesteads generally are located in open valleys, 
on slopes, or on low ridges (Simpson 2008). Gallina 
sites as a whole tend to occur on topographic rises 
with only seven percent of habitations located in 
valley bottoms (Muceus and Lawrence 1990). 
This happens across time in the Gallina region, 
especially pithouse sites. Pithouses are the most 
common Gallina site type and have the largest 
range in elevation (Elyea 1994). 

Based on several settlement pattern studies 
(Elyea 1994; Elliott and Smith 1985; Muceus 
and Lawrence 1990; Plog 1984; Sleeter 1987) 
there are at least fi ve different interpretations for 
the location of Gallina sites on topographic rises: 
1. conservation of agricultural land, 2. pithouses 
in valley alluvium are diffi cult to stabilize and 
prone to fl ooding 3. patterning of sites on terraces 
and ridges is broadly typical in river valleys, 4. 
preference for specifi c vegetation zones, and 5. 

defensive locales against raiding and warfare. 
Placement also has been associated with locations 
having better drainage (Ellis 1991; Wyatt 1996) 
and to catch the mountain breeze to drive away 
insects (Winter 1983:3). Examining the defensive 
question, Richard Sleeter (1987) shows that 
violence increases around A.D. 1250, but habitation 
sites occur in the same elevation ranges throughout 
the 13th century. Actually, elevation is bimodal 
between A.D. 1200 and 1249 with modes at 2,100 
m (6,900 ft) and 2,250 m (7,400 ft) (Constan 
2011). Between A.D. 1250 and 1300 the mode for 
habitation sites is 2,200 m (7,200 ft). Therefore, no 
change in habitation site elevations co-occurs with 
the increase in violence.

The Gallina lived in isolation and the Llaves 
area had a high site density during the mid-1200s. 
This may refl ect population pressure, which in turn 
led to competition and may explain the evidence 
for violence (Seaman 1976). Gallina settlement 
patterns and social violence are extensively 
analyzed in Adam Byrd’s dissertation (2016). 
Multiple occupations of sites with transformation 
of older structures into storage and thin, unstratifi ed 
midden deposits point to short occupations with 
frequent movement of people in the Gallina area 
during the mid-to-late A.D. 1200s (Green et al. 
1958:58). 

Material Culture

Four artifact classes were initially noted as 
characteristic of the Gallina Phase: pointed bottom 
pots, tri-notched axes, elbow pipes, and comb 
arrowshaft straighteners (Hibben 1938; Mera 1938). 
Antler celts and basal tanged knives also were 
added to the list (Hibben 1939). Nancy Wilkinson 
(1958) provides a succinct summary of the Gallina 
material remains. Many excavated Gallina sites 
have rich assemblages. The following discussion 
uses the Fiero Site (LA 11850) as an exemplar for 
depiction of Gallina material culture. Excavated 
by Kathleen Fiero (1978) through the Museum 
of New Mexico, this representative community 
consists of two pithouses, two towers, and a 21-
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room outbuilding. The artifact assemblage is 
composed of ceramics, lithics, groundstone, bone, 
perishables, ornaments, and ceremonial items.

Ceramics
Gallina ceramics include both painted and utility 
types (Figure 3). Gallina Gray has a fi ne-grained 
homogeneous paste, medium to light gray in color 
with a fi ne quality sand temper. Vessels were 
formed by coiling and were thinned by scraping. 
The surface is therefore smooth and regular with 
scraping striations on the interior of closed forms. 
The primary forms include large and small ollas 
with lugs, small bowls, and effi gy pots. The 
surface is not slipped. Decoration, when present, 
consists of dull grayish-black carbon paint dots, 
cross hachures, occasional zoomorphs, hour-glass 
fi gures, and checkerboards. 

The Gallina Utility type has a light gray to 
very dark gray fi ne- to coarse-grained paste with a 
quartz sand temper. Vessels were formed by coiling 
and scraping (regular scraping marks can be seen 
on the exterior). The interior shows depressions 
that may be fi nger indentations, as evidenced by a 
fi ngerprint in the clay of a sherd from Nogales Cliff 
House (observed by author). Principal forms are 
wide-mouthed, squat, fl at, or indented-bottom jars 
and bowls and pointed or semi-pointed bottom pots 
with wide orifi ces and lugs. The pointed bottom 
pots are tall jars with no decoration other than 

fi llets near the mouth and some surface sparkle 
from muscovite fl ecks. The rounded bottom 
jars often are fi re-blackened and crumbly with a 
rough and gritty, but fairly even texture. There is 
no decoration on these jars and bowls. Current 
work on Gallina ceramics includes Constan (2011, 
2015), Kocer (2014, 2015), and Massouh (2009). 

At the Fiero Site, 49 whole and reconstructable 
vessels were found along with 36,805 sherds. 
Gallina Gray forms are jars, ollas, canteens, bowls, 
seed jars, miniature bowls, and effi gy pots, while 
the Gallina Utility had small-mouthed jars, large-
mouthed jars, bowls, and miniature vessels. Large-
mouthed pointed bottom pots with exterior soot 
were the standard utility vessel (Fiero 1978:109). 
Numerous worked and drilled sherds occur from 
each ceramic type. Worked sherds were used for 
scraping, abrading, and as a fi ber or cordage tool, 
and possibly for gaming, ornamentation, or as 
spindle whorls. Tradewares are rare to non-existent 
in Gallina ceramic assemblages (Borck 2012; Byrd 
2016; Constan 2011; Green 1956; Lange 1956). 
At Fiero, fewer than ten intrusive sherds were 
recovered; among them were Mogollon Smudged 
Brownware, McElmo Black-on-white, Mancos 
Black-on-white, and Wiyo Black-on-white.

Figure 3. Gallina Black-on-gray olla (40.2.408), Pointed bottom pot (40.2.641).
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Lithics
Gallina tool types include projectile points, bifaces, 
drills, scrapers, and utilized fl akes with chert the 
predominant material (Fiero 1978). Hibben (1938) 
includes a semi-lanceolate or basal tanged knife 
in his Gallina characteristic trait list. These basal 
tanged knives are described as having two forms: 
pointed basal tang with parallel sides above the 
hafting notches and a variant with a straight or 
convex end (Green 1962:152). Points and scrapers 
have been found cached in pots (Green 1964:38; 
Pattison 1968:72; Wilkinson 1958).

Projectile points generally are small 
triangular side-notched or corner-notched points 
with fl at, concave, and rounded bases (Kocer 
2015; Wilkinson 1958; Wyatt 1996). At the Fiero 
Site, side-notched, corner-notched, and stemmed 
projectile points were recovered, with the side-
notched style composing almost 60 percent of the 
points. Hibben (1939:228) had a majority of corner-
notched broad bladed points with expanding bases 
and fewer side-notched narrow bladed points with 
squarish bases (1939:229). Un-notched triangular 
points also occur (Ellis 1988; Lange 1941). Much 
larger Archaic-style projectile points appear as part 
of the Gallina repertoire and are either modifi ed 
curated Archaic points or specially manufactured 
Gallina points (Kocer 2015).

Hibben (1939) noted differential material 
preferences for different point styles, with corner-
notched points predominately made from Pedernal 
chert and the side-notched from obsidian. Ellis 
(1988) noted obsidian side-notched points as 
the most common type. The Evans Site (Lange 
1941) showed three styles: side-notched, corner-
notched, and un-notched. The side-notched were 
mostly obsidian, the three corner-notched were 
all chalcedony, and the two un-notched triangular 
points were both obsidian and chalcedony. While 
obsidian is preferred for some of the projectile 
points, chert tends to be the most abundant lithic 
material at sites.

Steven Shackley (1999) conducted a source 
provenance of 62 obsidian bifaces and pieces 
of debitage from nine Gallina sites including 

Rattlesnake Ridge, Leeson, Carricito, Archuleta 
Pithouse, Burriones Cliff House, and the Evans 
Site. All of the artifacts were produced from two 
obsidian sources in the Jemez Mountains: El 
Rechuelos Rhyolite of the Polvadera Group in 
the northern part of the Jemez Mountains and the 
Valle Grande Member of the Tewa Group in the 
Valles Caldera.

Other stone implements from the Fiero Site 
included axes, mauls, fl oor polishers, pot polishers, 
quartzite hammerstones, arrowshaft straighteners, 
a sandstone griddle, and circular sandstone pot 
covers. Pestles also have been noted in the Gallina 
area (Lange 1941:44; Wilkinson 1958). As an 
alternative to the stone pot lids, some Gallina 
vessels were sealed with clay pot plugs (Hibben 
1939:139-143; Lange 1941:46; Wilkinson 1958). 
Bins also were covered with shaped stone slabs 
(Hibben 1939:60; Lange 1941:46; Wilkinson 1958). 
Clay bin plugs, similar to the pot plugs, have been 
found in place at the bases of interior bins (Hibben 
1939:144-145; Lange 1941:46). Another possible 
covering stone are the sandstone discs that tend 
to be found with roof debris (Hibben 1939:56-57; 
Lange 1941:41; Wilkinson 1958), which led Green 
(1962:150) to suggest they are hatchway covers, 
but they also could function as roof bin covers.

Groundstone
The groundstone objects at the Fiero Site were 
mostly grinding tools of local arkosic sandstone. 
Both slab and basin metates were unearthed with 
two-hand and one-hand manos. The slab metates 
and two-hand manos make up the majority, which 
is in keeping with other Gallina sites (Wilkinson 
1958). A palette with traces of hematite on the 
surface was found in the fi ll of the outbuilding. 
A sandstone pipe fragment came from the north 
tower. Eight stone cylinders were found in various 
parts of the site, made from sandstone, limestone, 
calcite and an igneous rock. Gallina cylinders also 
are made from clay (Hibben 1939:136; Lange 
1941:47). Possible functions of the cylinders are as 
tiponi, altar pedestals, fi re dogs, or props for raised 
fl oors (see ceremonial objects section below).
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Bone and Antler
Awls are the most common bone tools at the Fiero 
Site and at other Gallina habitations (Fiero 1978). 
Several bone counters or gaming pieces came from 
the fl oor and fi ll of the north pithouse. Needles, 
spatulate forms, fl akers, and bird bone whistles 
also were found. The spatulate forms may have 
functioned as rubbing tools or scrapers. These 
seem to be related to the antler celts that Hibben 
(1938) includes in his characteristic traits of 
Gallina assemblages. Antler axes and adzes have 
also been recovered previously (Hibben 1939:150-
154; Wilkinson 1958).

Mammal leg-bones, mammal ribs, and 
bird bones were all present at the Fiero Site and 
suggest a considerable reliance on hunting (Fiero 
1978:203). Faunal remains consist of elk, deer, 
rabbits, gophers, wood rats, and turkeys. Tools 
were produced from deer, elk, gray wolf, bobcat, 
and coyote or dog. Mountain or bighorn sheep and 
pronghorn antelope bones have been identifi ed at 
other Gallina sites (Lange 1941; Seaman 1976).

Perishables
This category includes wood, fi ber, and basketry 
artifacts, along with botanical remains. Wooden 
artifacts were fragmentary at the Fiero Site. Known 
wooden objects from Gallina sites consist of 
digging sticks, bows, arrows, knife-shafts, cradle-
boards, billets, seed-beaters, bowls, platters, ladles, 
gouges, spatulas, ladder sections, and toggles, 
which may be gaming pieces (Hibben 1939:199-
214; Wilkinson 1958). Types of wood represented 
are piñon, juniper, ponderosa pine, oak, box elder, 
mountain mahogany, willow, cottonwood, and 
sacaton reed for the arrowshafts.

A single yucca cordage sandal fragment was 
recovered during Fiero’s excavations. Woven 
sandals from the Gallina area are described 
as predominantly twilled with corner-notched 
toes and square heels (Hibben 1939:182-194; 
Wilkinson 1958). Cordage was worked employing 
whole leaves, twisted fi bers, and braiding (Hibben 
1939:165-169). Whole yucca leaves were used 
as reinforcement in adobe walls, to bind cracked 
pottery vessels being looped through the paired 

repair holes, and to form harnesses or suspension 
systems for ceramics (Hibben 1939:166). The only 
surviving cordage segments consist of yucca or 
human hair (Hibben 1939:167).

Hibben’s work produced numerous fi ber 
items (1939:161-165). Yucca was twilled to create 
a bow guard. Matting was composed of twined 
muhlenbergia grass, juniper bark, and rush. A net 
bag was formed with yucca cord in an open netting 
weave combined with fi ne human hair cordage to 
fi ll the openings. Another bag was twined from 
shredded juniper bark. Also of importance are pot 
rings used to support the pointed bottom vessels. 
The rings consisted of loosely gathered yucca 
fi bers or shredded juniper bark wrapped with split 
yucca leaves. More commonly, a worn basket with 
a hole in the center was placed in a slight depression 
on the fl oor to support the pointed bottom pots 
(Hibben 1939:165).

Basketry was preserved in several Gallina 
sites (Hibben 1939:171-178; Wilkinson 1958). 
The majority are coiled with a few woven/wicker 
specimens. Materials are yucca with the addition 
of willow in the wicker ones. The coiled examples 
tend to be two-rod and bundle with interlocking 
stitches. Shapes are dominated by the open circular 
tray with others in the form of bowls, carrying 
baskets, and pointed bottomed bottles that are 
sometimes pitch-coated.

Hides were tanned and used by the Gallina 
people (Hibben 1939:169-170). A piece of deerskin 
was found with sinew stitching. Other fragments 
of processed animal skins were formed into bags 
to hold corn pollen and medicine bundles. No 
fabrics have been recovered in the Gallina area, 
but possible frames and wall pegs for weaving are 
mentioned (Dick 1976:25, 43; Hibben 1939:61, 
69; Lange 1941:23, 28-29), along with suspected 
shuttles (Green 1962:152; Hibben 1939:156). 
Numerous worked sherds were recovered at the 
Fiero Site, but none were defi nitely identifi ed 
as spindle whorls (Fiero 1978:135). A rack for 
weaving may have been necessary to create the 
feather cord cloth found with one of the burials at 
Gavilan Cliff House. The feather cord cloth with 
the burial was made from yucca cords wrapped 
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around split quills of the down feathers from 
golden eagles and turkeys (Hibben 1939:159-160).

Corn appears to be the main source of food 
at the Fiero Site. Squash also was recovered here. 
The fi nal element of the agricultural triumvirate, 
beans, has been found at other Gallina sites (Dick 
1976:55; Hibben 1939:243-244). Corn was stored 
in roof bins for unit houses and in outbuildings for 
pithouses, while the interior bins held tools and 
other materials (Dick 1988). Hibben recovered 
corn husk braids in large numbers (1939:168-169), 
suggesting that ears of corn would have their husks 
braided together to be hung in the houses. Wild 
grasses, amaranth and ragweed, were stored and 
processed at the Fiero Site (1978:203). Seeds, nuts, 
and berries have come out of some excavations 
(e.g. Hibben 1939:243-244; Lange 1941:59).

Ornaments
Beads and pendants are the primary Gallina 
ornamentation. These items are well represented 
at the Fiero Site. The pendants are ovoid or 
rectangular in shape and consist of selenite, kaolin, 
limonite and shell, calcite, bird skull, other bone, 
and possibly some of the worked sherds. Other 
materials used for pendants were gypsum and 
travertine (Wilkinson 1958). Selenite seems to be 
a preferred material for the pendants (e.g. Green 
1964:38; Pattison 1968:79).

Beads occur in tubular and disc forms. At the 
Fiero Site, both stone (including a drilled gypsum 
crystal) and bone were used for beads. Ceramic, 
shell, selenite, basalt, tuff, travertine, and slate 
beads have been uncovered in the Gallina area 
(Lange 1941:57; Seaman 1976:55, 99; Wilkinson 
1958). Bone appears to dominate the choice for 
beads, although over fi ve hundred travertine 
beads were recovered from Bg88T along with two 
pounds of travertine fragments (Black and Rook 
1955). Additionally, effi gies of birds and beetles 
and imitations of shells were cut from gypsum and 
selenite for use as ornaments or amulets (Hibben 
1939:235-236; Kocer 2015; Wilkinson 1958).

Ceremonial Objects
The most likely ceremonial object from Fiero’s 

excavation (1978:95) is the tiponi from Activity 
Area C. Tiponi are corn-mother fi gures made of 
conically shaped pieces of sandstone (Lange 1944). 
Three of these fetish symbols were discovered near 
the hearths at the Evans Site (Lange 1941:44-45, 
1944). An alternate interpretation of these objects 
is their use as pedestals or “cloud mountains” on 
an altar (Wilkinson 1958). They also could have 
a more mundane function as fi re dogs or props for 
raised fl oors (Green et al. 1958; Lange 1944).

Several artifacts from the Fiero Site may 
have ritual uses: pipes, whistles, gaming pieces, 
palettes, and cylinders. At Nogales Cliff House, 
prayer sticks, pahos, were preserved in one of the 
storage cists (Hibben 1939:208-209). They were 
made of willow and box elder, with one exception 
of sacaton reed in the form of a cross. There are 
striations on the surface of the prayer sticks and a 
few have remnants of pigment. No feathers were 
attached, but feathers from mountain blue bird 
and red-shafted fl icker were found in the fi ll at 
Nogales. These feathers probably were used for 
decoration on pahos. Additionally, feathers from a 
western red-tail hawk were embedded in the fl oor 
of a structure (Hibben 1939:170).

Mineral specimens of kaolin, malachite, 
azurite, argillite, and calcite came from the 
storage rooms at the Fiero Site. The site also 
contained sandstone concretions, petrifi ed wood, 
and quartzite cobbles from a lightening stone set. 
Gallina medicine bundles have been found in 
tanned skin bags, a basket, and an olla (Hibben 
1939:237). They consist of crystals, pigments, 
clay, fossils, concretions, unusual rocks, antler 
tines, and long bones of small mammals. Quartz, 
chalcedony, and quartzite pebbles were polished 
and grooved, which suggests use as lightening 
stones (Hibben 1939:220). Another ritual 
cache from the Butts Village included pieces of 
travertine, quartz lightening stones, two bird-
shaped sandstone concretions, a stone axe head, 
and a group of modifi ed coprolites (Ellis 1988:39-
40). The travertine probably came from the nearby 
cave out of which a tributary of the Rio Gallina 
fl ows (Ellis 1988).
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Imagery
Many Gallina sites contained murals (Figure 4), 
which consist of repeated motifs or combinations 
of different elements:  a fl oral or plant motif, 
animals and birds, pennants, pendants, stacked 
triangles, checkerboards, eyes, and targets (Green 
1962; Hatch et al. 1994; Hibben 1939; Lange 
1941; Wilkinson 1958). The murals were done 
on a whitish gypsum wash background with red 
hematite or black carbon paint (Hibben 1939:72), 
although the birds at Nogales Cliff House were 
painted in white on the brown plastered wall. 
Petroglyphs also are known from the Gallina area 
(Pattison 1968).

Conclusion

A descriptive article may seem arcane, but in 
general conversation the Gallina culture seems 
to be poorly characterized in the consciousness 
of Southwest archaeologists. This is an attempt 
to provide an updated synthesis that can help 
archaeologists interested in the Gallina area move 
forward on a similar footing. As studies continue 
in the Gallina region, this portrayal may need to 
be modifi ed, but that is the great benefi t of further 
research in such an exciting part of the Southwest.

Notes

1: Frank Hibben’s dissertation from Harvard University 
has a date of December 1939 on the title page. In many 
publications, it is cited as Hibben (1940).
2:  Due to the page limit many supporting references 
were eliminated. For more extensive references see 
my dissertation (Constan 2011) at http://hdl.handle.
net/1928/13132.
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Does Size Really Matter?
Carved Boulders on the Pajarito Plateau

RORY P. GAUTHIER AND EMILY J. BROWN

For this study, our methods included not 
only documentation of features but also inquiry 
into the age and ethnicity of these small sites.  
These efforts naturally led us to a more theory-
based investigation of “who, what, when, where, 
and why.”  Needless to say, our background 
research revealed a somewhat surprising paucity 
of published studies of similar archaeological 
features.  In fact, in the last 40 years, only one 
publication covering both method and theory of 
small sites was found.  Due to the importance 
and obscurity of this little-cited study, we have 
reproduced it in its entirety below.   

Where

These archeological sites are located on the Pajarito 
Plateau, an area on the eastern side of the Jemez 
Mountains that is perhaps one of the most studied 
regions in North America (Kues et al. 2007:ix) 
and the setting of classic research in the fi elds 
of volcanism and archaeology (Bandelier 1892; 
Griggs 1964; Hewett 1938; Smith et al. 1970).   
The geologic foundation of the plateau is mostly 
Bandelier Tuff, a welded rhyolite tuff (Dethier and 
Kampf 2007; Jacobs and Kelly 2007). This unique 
stone was deposited by a series of violent volcanic 
eruptions over 1.0 million years ago, forming an 

For several years, we have been intrigued by a number of small sites found on the Pajarito Plateau in 
the vicinity of the Los Alamos town site and Bandelier National Monument. We are not referring to the 
thousands of ubiquitous fi eldhouse sites (Gauthier and Herhahn 2005:27; Powers and Orcutt 1999) but 
rather to some remarkable sites consisting of carved/sculpted boulders and areas of bedrock carved to 
resemble Southwestern pueblos.  Other miniature landscape features found at these sites consist of roads 
or trails traversing or approaching these model-sized villages and extensively sculpted areas of bedrock 
that most resemble farming terraces.  Several other carvings are also found at these sites, including a face, 
abstract embellishments, and names or initials.   

east-sloping plateau cut by a number of deeply 
incised, east-fl owing canyons. 

The Bandelier Tuff has been carved and 
manipulated for at least eight hundred years.  It 
has been carved into living space such as the well-
known cavates (Figure 1) which form one of the 
most visible artifacts of the Pajarito Plateau cultural 
landscape (Rivera 2005; Toll 1995) (Figure 2).   
Kivas, trails, stairways (Figure 3), and even life-size 
sculptures of mountain lions found in shrines have 
also been carved out of the Bandelier Tuff bedrock 
(Hewett 1938; Powers and Orcutt 1999).  For this 
paper we will focus on a number of small, unique 
carvings representing, for the most part, models of 
villages, roads, and possible terraced farming areas.

The two clusters of miniature archaeological 
features discussed in this paper are located 
approximately fi ve miles apart and separated by 
deep canyons and high mesas.  However, these 
seemingly distinct areas are connected by a system 
of trails and routes that have been in use since pre-
Hispanic times and are still used today (Figure 4).  

What

Tsankawi
LA 65742 is known as Doll House, an apt name.  It is 
situated at the base of an unnamed mesa separating 
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Figure 1.  Cavates

Figure 2. Bandelier Tuff was extensively utilized for a variety purposes.  Here, the cliff face has been 
modifi ed from carving cavate rooms, viga sockets to support roof beams and a series of vertically 
spaced depressions to help bond tuff building elements to the cliff.  Photo by Emily J. Brown.
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Figure 3.  Even a network of prehispanic trails and stairways, connecting villages or leading to resource areas are 
found carved into the Bandelier Tuff.  Photo by Rory P. Gauthier.
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Figure 4.  Map showing the relationship of the Hannaford site, the Los Alamos Ranch School, and a portion of the 
trail system used to access Doll House and the Tsankawi Unit sites via the Breakneck Trail (Martin 2012:20).  Map 
by Emily J. Brown.

Los Alamos Canyon from Pueblo Canyon in the 
Tsankawi Unit of Bandelier National Monument.  
It consists of three carved tuff boulders.  The most 
elaborate is the Doll House—a boulder .8 x 1 m 
in size carved with two ascending roads leading 
to a house with fi ve or six stories that is 50 x 50 
cm square (Figure 5).  Two staircases have been 
carved into the northeast and southwest ends of the 
house; of all the carved boulders we documented, 
this is the only one that exhibited stairs. They lend 
credence to the interpretation that it represents a 
miniature pueblo, and it is somewhat reminiscent 
of North House at Taos Pueblo. 

Most of this structure is covered with biotic 
growth, which suggests some antiquity.  However, 
several wall surfaces at Doll House exhibit marks 
from a metal tool, indicating a historic date for its 
creation. 

The other two boulders at the Doll House site 
are much more simply carved.  One has a road that 
wraps around at the end to form a loop.  The second 
has a road with a switchback that leads to a spiral 

around the top of the boulder.  The former is 1.9 m 
long overall, the latter 1.4 m.  The two average 7.8 
cm in width and are 10 cm deep at their deepest.

A second site with similar carving at Tsankawi 
is an unrecorded one we dubbed Tsankawi’s 
Spiral Road.  Employing two adjacent boulders, 
it consists of a road that begins on one boulder, 
crosses to the other, and spirals two full revolutions 
to a loop around a knob at the top.  The portion on 
the western boulder is 1.3 m long, and the portion 
on the eastern boulder is 3.6 m long.  It averages 10 
cm in width and is cut 15 cm deep at the deepest.  
The boulders are midway down the side of a mesa 
separating Los Alamos and Sandia Canyons.

Hannaford Site
Named for archaeologist Charles Hannaford (who, 
as a small boy, played around this cluster of carved 
boulders on the rim of Pueblo Canyon) and situated 
on the south rim of Pueblo Canyon, the Hannaford 
Site has two loci separated by a residential street 
(Figure 6).  There are 24 carved boulders in Locus 
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Figure 5.  Doll House is one of the most striking representations of a Rio Grande Classic period (1325-1600 C.E.) 
village with multistory construction connected by stairways.  Photo by Jeff Brown.

1 on the rim of the canyon, and another ten in Locus 
2 set back from the rim on the banks of a shallow 
drainage that contains the remains of a small rock 
dam.  They range from simple carved lines that 
may be channels or roads to much more elaborate 
and apparently abstract elements.  

Two features in particular are remarkable for 
the extent of the carving and their representational 
qualities.  Feature 5, titled Home Sweet Home, is 
a large bedrock boulder with an extensive complex 
of roads, courtyards or plazas, and houses, some 
of which are multistory (Figures 7a and b).  The 
buildings vary in shape and are rectangular, 
triangular, D-shaped, L-shaped, or simply irregular.  
A small hole on the north side of the rock may be a 
purposefully carved cavate; it is 8 cm in diameter.  
The boulder would appear to represent an entire 
village or pueblo. 

We called Feature 12 Inca House for 
its resemblance to extensively terraced Inca 

agricultural sites.  Made up of three tuff bedrock 
boulders, the feature lacks the road and house 
creations carved into so many of the other boulders 
at the site.  Instead, the large boulder was carved 
with ten levels of terraces over an area 3.5 x 1.8 m 
in size (Figures 8a and b). They generally follow 
the contours of the rock, but employ straight lines 
and angled corners rather than curves to do so.  The 
much smaller ancillary boulder to the southeast 
has three incised pits.  On the west side, another 
smaller boulder exhibits a deeply carved road or 
cleft that angles directly toward a small cavity in 
the main boulder that may represent a cavate.  

A few other boulders have aspects of note.  
Feature 4 is the only one with carved lettering.  In 
addition to an apparent road with a switchback, an 
“A,” “T,” and a third unidentifi ed character were 
incised into its upper surface, all 17 cm tall.  Feature 
10 exhibits a face incised into the west face of the 
boulder (Figure 9).  Feature 20 is composed of a 
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Figure 6. The Hannaford site, located on the rim of Pueblo Canyon.  Map by Emily J. Brown.
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Figure 7. Feature 5 at the Hannaford Site.  This carving represents one of the more stylistic representations of a 
northern New Mexico village with multiple roomblocks, plaza areas and roadways.  Photograph and illustration by 
Jeff Brown.
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Figure 8. Feature 12 at the Hannaford site.  This la rge carving spans three separate boulders forming the most com-
plex boulder sculpture within the site.  It differs from the other miniature villages as it appears to mimic a system of 
agricultural terrace features, several roads or trails and possible model cavates.  Photo and illustration by Jeff Brown.
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Figure 9. Feature 10 at the Hannaford site.  Photo by Emily J. Brown.
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channel that extends across the top of the boulder, 
then descends the site and curves around to outline 
a heart shape.  Feature 31 is primarily a meandering 
but well defi ned line over the top of a boulder, but 
at the base of its west side is a small incised cross 
20 x 10 cm in size that is isolated, and qualitatively 
different from, the other carved elements of the 
rock.  Some of the boulders in Locus 2 had nails 
driven into them, but these appear to have little or 
no relationship to the carved elements and may or 
may not be later additions.  

Speaking broadly, the carvings at Locus 
1 of the Hannaford Site most closely resemble 
those at the two sites at Tsankawi in form and 
technique, with most apparently representational 
and consisting of what appear to be roads or trails 
and houses or pueblos.  Roads at both sites spiral 
up or ascend boulders via switchbacks, and many 
boulders have square or rectangular elements 
that resemble buildings.  With a few exceptions, 
they differ somewhat from those in Locus 2 
in that the carved boulders at Locus 2 are less 
representational, more organic, and even abstract, 
consisting of curving channels and lines with no 
clearly identifi able “structures”.  

Who

The proximity of the Doll House and Tsankawi’s 
Spiral Road to pre-Hispanic cavates carved into 
the tuff have led some researchers to assume an 
Ancestral Pueblo origin, and a wide range of 
hypotheses have been put forth regarding the 
origin of the small pueblo carvings and other 
features located on the rim of Los Alamos Canyon.  
Various theories identify the makers as Ancestral 
Pueblo people, Boy Scouts, or students from the 
Los Alamos Ranch School.  One interested local 
suggested it was migrating Aztecs who carved the 
features in this location because of the underlying 
ley lines (spiritual and mystical alignments of land 
forms or places or signifi cance). 

Our attempts to fi nd comparative examples in 
the archaeological literature led to a number of dead 
ends.  There are rumors of examples from Chaco 

Canyon, Hovenweep, and Mesa Verde, but no one 
could verify them in response to our inquiries.  It 
was only when we were made aware of an article by 
Richard C. Chapman (1977, 1981), which focused 
on the subjects of theory and methodology and 
small archaeological sites, that we began to suspect 
who was responsible for the carved boulders. This 
seminal work, fi rst delivered at the 50th Annual 
Pecos Conference and later published in 1981, is 
reproduced herein in its entirety with the gracious 
permission of its author:

In Search of Theory

(Paper delivered at the 50th annual Pecos 
Conference [1977] under the title “The excavation 
of room two at Pendejo Pueblo”):

It was a small site. It was located in 
a place very much like other places where 
small sites can be found. A mesa stood to one 
side of the site, and an arroyo fl owed to the 
other, if sand can be said to fl ow. 

The arroyo had a name, Hodido Wash. 
It seemed to fi t.

The site was called Hodido Ruin. I was 
standing at the edge of the second room.

The wall foundations were made of 
rock. The rocks were small and uniform in 
size and shape. They were good rocks for 
making a wall, sandstone blocks which had 
been pecked to shape and mortared together 
by someone who cared. The walls made from 
those rocks should have stood for centuries. 
They were now a jumbled mass of rubble.

My job was to fi nd out why.

I hadn’t asked for the assignment. I was 
working late in my offi ce, a small basement 
fl at furnished with a desk, typewriter and 
intermittent running water during the summer 
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months. It was a typical August night in the 
City, hot, dry and breezeless. I was making 
my own contribution toward improving the 
atmosphere by lighting another Camel when 
she walked in.

She was young, in her late twenties, 
blonde and in trouble. Her eyes were gray-
green and I could tell from the way she walked 
that the trouble was big. She looked quickly 
around the room, spotted my client chair and 
started talking as she moved toward it. 

“We’ve lost a theory. One of our top 
operatives reported it missing three days 
ago. I think I know where it is, but we need 
outside help.”

She sat in the chair and waited for me 
to speak. Her skin was darkly tanned, and 
her hair held hints of red which only long 
exposure to direct sun could account for. The 
Marshalltown handle protruding from the 
right hip pocket of her Levis gave her away. 
She was an Archeologist.

“You’ve got the wrong man,” I said. 
“I specialize in methodology. I don’t fi nd 
theories. I make them work.”

My answer didn’t faze her.

“I know that. That’s why I’ve come to 
you. We need a methodological investigator 
for this job.”

I knew the problem. I’d worked on 
theory cases before. They were elusive and 
didn’t pay well. I was getting steady pay 
with offi ce space doing methodology. I told 
her the obvious.

“I charge 50 dollars a day and expenses, 
200 dollars in advance, if the theory is worth 
it.”

She reached inside her Penney’s work 
shirt and placed two portraits of Benjamin 
Franklin on the desk beside my bottle of 
Old Crow.

“It’s a simple theory. It helps explain 
the evolution of human behavior. I can’t 
tell you any more than that. The dynamic 
underlying the theory is what is missing. Our 
operative has traced it to the Hodido Ruin. 
We can provide you with the location of the 
ruin and survey notes. Your job will be to 
fi nd that dynamic.”

I considered her proposition. The 
theory was obviously simple. The matter of 
the missing dynamic bothered me.

“Where is your operative now?” I asked.

Her face crumbled. I could tell my 
question was a good one. I poured a generous 
slug of Old Crow into my cleanest jelly glass 
and pushed it across the desk. She sipped at 
the glass with a tentative motion and put it 
down before she answered.

“He’s dead. It looks like suicide. He left 
a note, but his fi les are missing.”

There was little I could say. It seemed a 
clear case of theoretical frustration. I asked 
to see the note. She reached again within 
her Penney’s work shirt. I would have been 
intrigued with her search some years ago.

The note read “In Hodido Lies Truth.”

It was a cryptic statement. I decided to 
take the job.

The excavation was routine. Removing 
wall rubble, stripping exterior surfaces, 
screening, bagging, voluminous note taking, 
photography, samples of this and that for the 
usual.
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The documentation was different. A 
dynamic was missing. Dynamics are subtle, 
unpredictable in form and occurrence. I knew 
they had a way of disguising their existence 
in seemingly obvious facts. There was only 
one way they could be isolated—through 
measurement. 

I measured the interior wall lengths. The 
north wall measured 2.28 m. The south wall 
measured 2.15 m. The east wall measured 
1.86 m. The west wall measured 1.92 m. 

It was obviously a room no larger than 
the interior space of a pre-1973 Buick.

There was a circular, adobe rimmed 
fi repit in the center of the room. It measured 
21 cm in diameter, 12 cm deep and was fi lled 
with fi ne white ash. There were no other 
interior features.

The critical measurements were 
beginning to add up. The room faced 
southwest, its long axis bearing 290° - 110°.  
A fl oor level entrance was centered in the 
southern wall. The entrance was 23 cm wide 
at the base. Wall fall to the south indicated 
that the entrance was originally 32 cm high.

A quick perusal of my solar ephemeris 
shed light upon the missing dynamic. It was 
a winter habitation.

I rechecked a few other measurements 
of artifactual variability, paid off the crew 
and hitch-hiked to the nearest place where 
I could catch a bus to the City. It was after 
midnight when I arrived.

I called her from a payphone in the 
depot, bought a bottle of Old Crow on my 
walk to the offi ce and tried to air out the musty 
smell by opening the casement window 
behind my desk. I was contemplating the 
signifi cance of the hat on the crow when she 

gave a tentative knock on the open door and 
entered my offi ce.

She was pale, and seemed more nervous 
than before. I nodded toward the bottle, but 
she ignored my invitation and carefully sat in 
my client chair. I’d tried about a dozen ways 
of saying it nicely to myself and hadn’t come 
up with one that seemed to work, so I just 
said it.

“All I can do is lay out the facts. I 
measured the room. It was small. It had 
a small fi repit in the center. The room had 
burned and the assemblage was intact. There 
were ollas, cooking jars, serving bowls, 
eating bowls, canteens and ladles. All the 
vessels were small.”

I took my time lighting another Camel 
to see how she would react. She didn’t. I 
decided she had been trained well, to accept 
the apparent.

“I measured the stone tool assemblage. 
I counted 17 small siliceous stone tools 
inside the room. There were two manos lying 
underneath an overturned trough metate just 
outside the entranceway. The metate was 
small. The manos were small. There was a 
scatter of debitage 2.4 meters away from the 
entrance. It was a small scatter. The fl akes 
and angular debris comprising the scatter 
were small. They had been detached from 
small cores by small hammerstones.”

I took a fi nal drag on my Camel and 
stubbed it out as I looked at her. She seemed to 
slump a little in the chair. I poured a generous 
slug of Old Crow in my client jelly glass and 
pushed it across the desk. She picked it up and 
downed it in a single movement. I decided I 
could give her the rest of it straight.

“I think you can see where its leading 
to. It was a good theory. Your operative 
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traced it down to the fi nal dynamic. He knew 
where the proof could be found, but couldn’t 
deal with that reality once he understood it. 
That’s why he committed suicide.”

I looked at her carefully, perhaps more 
carefully than I usually look at a client. She 
was still taking it well, for a theoretical 
operative. In a few years she might have the 
makings of a methodologist.

“You mean …?” she said.

“Yes.” I answered. There was only one 
way to say it.

“They were small people.”

So who is responsible for our small carvings?  
Assuming that small Aztecs was the least likely 
explanation, we systematically examined the 
evidence for the other three possibilities: Ancestral 
Pueblo people, Boy Scouts, or students at the 
Los Alamos Ranch School.  To narrow down the 
possibilities, we turned to the question of when.

When

Assigning an age to these features is a diffi cult 
problem similar to the many issues of assigning 
dates to petroglyph/pictograph sites. For example, 
when it was fi rst documented, Doll House was 
assumed to date to pre-Hispanic times based 
solely upon its proximity to a number of Ancestral 
Pueblo sites. In addition, biotic growth has formed 
on nearly all surfaces and this too suggests some 
antiquity for these features. However, as described 
above, close examination of Doll House reveals 
carving marks most likely the result of metal tools.  

To get a better estimate on the age of the 
rock features we ranked a number of variables, 
including presence of time-sensitive features, 
presence of biotic growth, methods of construction, 
and dendrochronology. 

Roads: Wagon roads became common on the 
Pajarito Plateau in the late 1800s during the 
homestead period (Brown et al. 2012:74; Machen 
et al. 2012:77) and the presence of model roads 
at a number of the miniature features implies a 
post-1900 date.

Village Layout: Many of the villages at the 
Hannaford Site show separate roomblocks, 
plaza areas, and roads between and accessing 
roomblocks.  Such layouts were common at nearby 
by Tewa villages by the early 1900s (Stubbs 1950), 
although the Doll House site is an exception.  
This model features a multi-story construction 
similar to Taos Pueblo or any number of Hopi 
villages.  However, the majority of villages exhibit 
a dispersed house layout with associated roads 
suggesting these miniature villages are modeled on 
nearby settlements in the northern Rio Grande.

Construction impacts to the archaeological sites: 
The cluster of carved features at the Hannaford site 
has been impacted by the construction of Canyon 
Road and the installation of a sewer and natural gas 
pipelines, which may have completely destroyed 
some features.  These utilities were installed in the 
1940s once the Los Alamos town site was converted 
to a permanent installation.  These improvements 
bisect the site, supporting a pre-1946 date.

Manufacturing techniques: Some of the features at 
the Tsankawi sites and those located on the rim of 
Los Alamos Canyon exhibit manufacturing scars 
indicative of metal tool use.  Many of the features 
are suffi ciently eroded to give no indication of 
manufacture techniques, but given the soft nature of 
tuff, the stone can even be shaped with a sharp stick. 
Obviously the marks left by metal tools (possibly 
a hatchet or chisel and the claw of a hammer or 
crowbar) indicate a historic date of manufacture.

Biotic growth on carved features: Nearly all of the 
carved features are covered with a lichen/biofi lm 
crust that visually implies the carvings are old. Most 
conservators believe the formation of biotic/abiotic 
crusts on carved rock features are detrimental for 
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their long-term preservation although, in the case 
of the features found on Bandelier Tuff, biotic 
surface growth actually stabilizes the rock surface 
(Porter et al. 2016).  What is not fully understood 
is how long it takes for these surfaces to develop.  
Porter et al. (2016:15) believe the interval may be 
few years to several hundred years.

Dendrochronology: Two cores were taken from a 
Douglas Fir growing out of a crack in the Feature 
18 boulder (Figure 10).  The tree appears to have 
sprouted after this model village was carved from 
the rock, and tree growth then split the boulder 
and portions of the carving.  Dating of the cores 
indicates the tree began growing by 1957 (cores and 
dates by U.S.G.S. Jemez Mountain Field Station). 
Although the cores did not provide an absolute 

date, we know that the Feature 18 structure had 
reached its fi nal form sometime before 1957.  

Taken together, our time indicators suggest 
these small sites date to sometime between 1900 and 
1940.  The model villages mimic typical northern 
New Mexico architecture patterns of the early 
1900s and the tree-ring cores indicate that one of 
the model village features was completed sometime 
before 1957.  In addition, construction activity 
associated with immediate post-World War II 
development in the Los Alamos town site impacted 
the existing site.  Visually the sites seem old—the 
soft tuff has eroded, softening carved elements, 
and the presence of biotic crusts imparts a feeling 
of antiquity (if perhaps falsely).  In sum, we are 
confi dent that the evidence indicates construction 
dates to the interval between 1900 and 1940.

Figure 10. A Douglass fi r growing through Feature 18 of the Hannaford Site was cored revealing that this feature 
was created sometime before 1957.  Photo by Rory P. Gauthier.
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Discussion

So who would have had the time, access, motivation 
and knowledge of local architecture to carve these 
elements on the rim of Pueblo Canyon and in the 
Tsankawi Unit of Bandelier National Monument?  

As described above, carvings at all the sites 
exhibit scarring from one or more metal implements 
used in their construction (likely a hatchet and/or a 
chisel and the claw of a hammer or crowbar), and 
therefore are unlikely to have been produced by the 
early Pueblo inhabitants of the plateau.  

Was it Boy Scouts?  In the 1950s, the Boy 
Scouts of American constructed what is locally 
known as the Boy Scout Lodge located west of 
the Hannaford site.  It is separated from the site by 
a small canyon, but the area is easily accessible.  
However, based on the temporal variables 
discussed above, we feel that this site pre-dates the 
lodge and the Boy Scouts.  

We believe the most likely suspects were 
students from the Los Alamos Ranch School.  The 
school catered to young men from east coast, well-
to-do families, and endorsed outdoor activities—
favoring horseback riding, camping, and hiking—
as well as academics. The school was established in 
1917 and closed in 1943 when it was taken over by 
the United States Army for the Manhattan project.  
This is the same timeframe in which our research 
suggests the model villages were created.

In addition to matching the timeframe, there 
are other lines of evidence that point to the students 
at the Ranch School.  The horseback riding and 
hiking that were part of the school’s curriculum 
utilized a number of local trails and roads for these 
activities, including a trail that entered Pueblo 
Canyon near the location of the Hannaford site, the 
Breakneck Trail that entered Los Alamos Canyon, 
and the original road to Los Alamos, all of which 
gave access to the Tsankawi area (Figure 11). 

Figure 11. Los Alamos Ranch School students on the original road to Los Alamos.  This route will provide easy 
access to the Doll House site area, about a mile distant.  Switchbacks were a common feature on Pajarito Plateau 
wagon roads and may have infl uenced the switchbacks carved into the boulders. Photo from the archives of the Los 
Alamos Historical Society, reprinted with permission.
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The students lived near the Hannaford Site, 
had easy access to it, and probably used the area as 
a place to get away from the daily regimentation of 
the school.  They would also have had the time to 
create the many boulder sculptures.  During their 
outdoor activities, the students would have had 
access to the Tsankawi Unit as well.  In addition, 
the students would have traveled in the northern Rio 
Grande region and would have been familiar with 
nearby Native American and Hispanic settlements 
as well as the Ancestral Pueblo site of Puye and 
those located at Frijoles Canyon, Tsankawi and 
Otowi.  They therefore would have had the 
knowledge of the local architecture and could have 
recreated these details in their sculptures.

Informed by Chapman’s inspired deductions, 
we can conclude that, yes, the small houses were 

created by small people—or, in this case, by young 
(and small) students.
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The Ring Place in Poñil Park, Colfax 
County, New Mexico

DAVID T. KIRKPATRICK

I fi rst heard of the Ring Place while working 
as an archaeologist at Philmont Scout Ranch 
(1972–1975). While I never made it to the Ring 
Place, on one rainy afternoon, Meli Duran, my 
wife, and I did visit the nearby logging settlement 
of Poñil in Poñil Park (Kirkpatrick 1980). A note of 
clarifi cation on the use of “place” instead of ranch. 
Place refers to the headquarters area of the ranch. 
“I’ll see you at the Ring Place,” means we will 
met at the headquarters. The following article is a 
condensed version of the Ring Family history and 
their Poñil Park neighbors.

The Timothy Ring Family

Timothy Ring was born in Ireland in 1840. His 
early years are not well known. In 1860 he was a 
farm laborer and living with Joseph Seymour and 
his farming family in the village of Barrington 
Center (U.S. Federal Census 1860). He enlisted in 
the 36th Illinois Infantry on September 23, 1861 at 
the Millers Grove M.E. Church, Barrington Center, 
Cook County, Illinois (Berry 2009). Private Ring 
was assigned to Company A through the war and 
discharged on February 10, 1863 due to wounds 
(http://civilwar.illinoisgenweb.org/r050/036-a-in.
html). His name is listed on the 1933 Barrington 
Center Cemetery War Memorial honoring their 
citizens who fought in the Civil War (http://www.
barringtonarealibrary.org/local-history/362-war_
memorials). Sometime after his discharge, Ring 

moved west, possibly in response to the discovery 
of gold in the area around Baldy Mountain in 
northeastern New Mexico Territory on the Maxwell 
Land Grant, originally known as the Miranda-
Beaubien Land Grant (Table 1).

 In the Cimarron country, Timothy Ring met 
Lucien B. Maxwell, who owned the Maxwell Land 
Grant. Maxwell had an informal agreement with 
many of the settlers in the area to provide him with 
either rent money or livestock and produce, which 
he then sold to the US Army at Fort Union or to 
the Indian Agencies. Robertson (1987) indicates 
Ring did enough work on the Vermejo Ditch, in the 
Vermejo Canyon to the east, to earn labor purchase 
credit for his Poñil Park property.

Around 1868, Timothy Ring settled in the 
upper section of the North Poñil Canyon, north 
of Cimarron on the Park Plateau of the Raton 
Section of the Great Plains Physiographic Province 
(Hawley and Love 2005). The area has several 
open grassy parks, notably Vermejo Park, Pena 
Flor, Van Bremer Park, Ring Park (Figure 1), and 
Poñil Park. Several of the parks have small lakes 
including Ring Lake and Beatty Lake. The grassy 
parks were suitable for grazing herds of sheep, 
cattle, and horses. The numerous streams provided 
water that could be diverted to irrigation ditches 
for fi elds in the park lands. 

Timothy Ring is listed as a resident of Poñil 
Park in the Colfax County census for 1870 (US 
Federal Census 1870). He lived with Marion D. 
Seely, age 38, and head of household. Seeley’s 

The Park Plateau in northeastern New Mexico is a rich land with well-watered streams, grass-covered 
vegas, timbered hillsides, and abundant wildlife. With the conclusion of the Civil War, many individuals 
came to the region to hunt for gold, raise livestock on the vegas, and farm the open areas by diverting water 
from the streams to water their fi elds. Timothy Ring was one of these Civil War veterans who came to 
northeastern New Mexico Territory to build a new life for himself and eventually for his family. 
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Table 1. History of Ownership for Maxwell Land Grant 1841-1887 (adapted from Worth 2016).

Date Event

January 1841 Guadalupe Miranda (Santa Fe) and Charles Beaubien (Taos) petition Governor Manuel 
Armijo for land grant.

February 
1843 Miranda and Beaubien take possession of land; Charles Bent receives a share of land grant.

1849 Lucien Maxwell and Kit Carson settle at Rayado south of Cimarron and on the Santa Fe Trail.

1857 Maxwell moves headquarters to Cimarron, establishing a store and a fl our mill.

1858 Miranda sells a share of the land grant to Maxwell, Beaubien’s son-in-law.

1864 Beaubien dies and Maxwell purchases shares of land grant from sisters-in-law. 

1866 Maxwell purchases shares of land grant from heirs of Charles Bent, becomes sole owner of 
land grant, nearly 2 million acres.

1870
Maxwell decides to sell land grant (1,700,000 acres) except for property around Cimarron 
house and several mining interests. Colorado and New Mexico investors purchase it under 
name of Maxwell Land Grant and Railroad Company (MLG & RC). 

April 1870

Maxwell Land Grant and Railroad Company land sold to English investors with Dutch 
fi nanciers, who seek US government approval of total acreage. Government recognizes only 
97,000 acres for land grant, rest is public domain. New owners default, selling land grant to 
Thomas Catron and members of Santa Fe Ring.
Dutch fi nanciers re-purchase land grant.

1876 U. S. Land Commissioner J. A. Williamson authorizes new survey of land grant boundaries, 
and issues patent for 1,714,765 acres to Dutch company as owners of land grant.

1870s Confl ict between Dutch owners and people Maxwell allowed to live on the land grant 
resulting in the Colfax County War. 

1887 U S Supreme Court upholds patent issued in 1876.

occupation is given as gold miner. Ring, age 30, 
listed his occupation as a laborer.  It is not known 
where Seeley’s residence was located, but there is a 
Seally Canyon that joins the upper end of the North 
Poñil Canyon and south of Ring Place.

In 1880, Ring and John Lane were partners 
in raising livestock in the Poñil Park area (Leven 
2010). Ring, a stockman, was boarding with the 
John E. Lane, a stockman, age 40, and his wife 
Sara, home keeper, age 20 (US Federal Census 
1880).The other boarder was Benjamin Hart, Sara’s 

brother, who also listed his occupation as stockman.
Timothy Ring and several nearby neighbors 

worked out an agreement with the Dutch-owned 
Maxwell Land Grant Company to recognize their 
ownership of land obtained from Lucien Maxwell. 
There is record of Ring paying county property 
taxes for his ranch in 1875, and it is assumed 
he may have done so before and after that date 
(Robertson 1982:107). Ring had a registered brand 
which he advertised in the Raton Comet in 1883 
(Robertson 1987). With proof of prior ownership, 
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Figure 1. Aerial view of Ring Park at head of North Poñil Canyon.  Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar 
Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AEX, Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS 
User Community.
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in 1890, Ring was able to purchase an additional 
320 acres for $960.00 ($3.00 an acre) from the 
Maxwell Land Grant Company.

Ring married Catherine Byrne on March 17, 
1882 in Chicago, Cook County, Illinois (Illinois, 
Cook County Marriages, 1871–1920).  Catherine 
Byrne had immigrated to the United States in 1875 
from Ireland when she was 20 years old (US Federal 
Census 1900). It is not known how the couple met.  
It is assumed that shortly after their marriage they 
moved into a house or cabin on Timothy’s ranch in 
Poñil Park, where they raised cattle and grain crops, 
including oats. Between 1883 and 1892, Catherine 
gave birth to seven daughters (Table 2). At some 
time, Ring built a two-story log house for the 
growing family. The National Register Nomination 
(Robertson 1987) provides architectural details but 
no fi rm construction dates.

The 1900 Federal Census lists the entire Ring 
family living in Poñil Park plus two boarders. 
The fi rst boarder was Edna (Athna) Hunt, 21, the 
daughter of the 1880 Cimarron postmaster; she is 
listed as a school teacher and  probably taught the 
Ring sisters and the children of nearby ranchers. 
The second boarder was Patrick Gallagher, a 20 
year old farm laborer who very probably worked 
for the Rings.  

In 1900, Ring, age 60, deeded the ranch to 
Hugh and Ida (Chase) England. England was also 
a stockman in the Poñil Park area; he reportedly 
continued to farm and raise livestock. Ida was a 
daughter of Manley Chase, who ranched on the 
lower Poñil Canyon area. Around the same time, 
Timothy and Catherine obtained a house at 1027 
State Street in Trinidad, Las Animas County, 
Colorado. Timothy Ring died of tuberculosis 
on July 2, 1903 in Trinidad.  He is buried in the 
Catholic Cemetery there. He has two tombstones, 
one recognizing his military service (Figure 2a) 
and the other a family monument (Figure 2b).

The seven Ring sisters continued to live with 
their mother at 1027 State Street after their father’s 
death.  Margaret and Amy were the only sisters to 
marry.   The remaining single sisters worked as 
bookkeepers, school teachers, and clerks. Sadly, 
Mary, Maude, and Myrtle died between 1909 and 

1912 while in their 20s. (Table 2). Catherine Ring 
later moved to 413 Colorado Avenue, where she 
lived until her death. The eldest daughter, Margaret 
McBride, widowed by 1920 according to 1920 US 
Federal Census, inherited the house in 1929 and 
continued to live there with her children until her 
death. The two youngest sisters Amy and Anna 
lived there at different periods of time.  

Catherine Ring died April 8, 1929. The 
following Trinidad Chronical obituary is an 
abbreviated version of her obituary, as written 
by Nancy Robertson (1989) in a letter to Mr. Jon 
Young, Carson National Forest. 

Mrs. Catherine Ring, resident of 
Trinidad since 1900, widow of Timothy 
Ring, highly esteemed resident of the 
community, passed away Monday evening 
at her residence 413 Colorado Avenue. She 
was the mother of Margaret McBride, newly 
elected city treasurer, Mrs. Amy Skidmore of 
this city, and Miss Anna Ring of Chamita, 
N.M. and grandmother of Katherine and 
Robert McBride… One sister is Mrs. 
Maggie Burns of this city… requiem high 
mass at Holy Trinity…internment will be at 
the Catholic cemetery…

Pallbearers will be Frank Flynn, Owen 
McBride, Earl Morand, Joe Gleason, Charles 
Chambers, and J. J. Griffi n.

A search of the list of interments (3,203) did 
not show her name or her children’s names, only 
that of Timothy Ring with the two monuments 
(Figure 2).

The Ring Family Photographs

There are six known photographs of the Ring 
family. The two most representative of the 
family and with the best identifi cation of the 
daughters are illustrated here. The fi rst portrait 
is of Timothy and Catherine (Figure 3) taken at 
the Desmond Studio, which was in operation in 
Trinidad between 1891 and 1900 (Mautz 1997). 
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Figure 2a. Timothy Ring’s military tombstone, 
Catholic Cemetery, Trinidad. Electronic document, 
http://www.fi ndagrave.com, accessed August 9, 2016.   

Figure 2b. Timothy Ring’s family monument. 
Electronic document http://www.fi ndagrave.com access 
August 9, 2016.  

Table 2. Timothy Ring Family Birth and Death Years (compiled from Robertson 1989) a

Name Relationship Born Died Age

Timothy Ring father May, 1840 July 2, 1903 63

Catherine Ring mother January, 1855 April 8, 1929 74

Margaret (Maggie) (Ring) McBride daughter January, 1883 post-1940 57+

Mabel F. Ring daughter March, 1884 post-1920, pre-1930b 36+

Mary A. Ring daughter December, 1885c 1912 27c

Maude Ring daughter May 1887 1909 22

Myrtle E. Ring daughter March, 1889 September 12, 1910 21

Amy Eva (Ring) Skidmore daughter December, 1890 post-1940 50+

Anna Jane (Annie) Ring daughter October, 1892 1984 92

a Nancy Robertson used Polk & Co. city directories, marriage books, newspapers, interviews, and Colorado and US 
census records to fi nd the dates. These have not been independently verifi ed for this paper.  
b Robertson does not have death date for Mabel, but Mabel is listed in 1920 census and not in the 1930 census. 
c Robertson gives December 1886 as Mary’s birth date. This would seem to be in error if Maude’s birth date of May 
1887 is correct.  A plausible explanation would be a mistake in recording the year of Mary’s birth.
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The photograph was probably taken around 1900 
when they moved to Trinidad and while the studio 
was still in operation. 

The second photograph is undated and very 
likely taken in Trinidad, but a portrait studio is not 
mentioned (Figure 4). It shows the Ring sisters as 

young women. Margaret, the oldest, and Anna, the 
youngest, are both wearing glasses. The photograph 
was taken after 1900 but before 1909, when Maude 
died.  The identifi cation of the sisters is provided 
on the back of the photograph with the order of 
birth of the sisters indicated in brackets.  

Figure 3. Timothy and Catherine Ring (ca.1900). Courtesy of Carson National Forest). 

Figure 4. The Ring sisters before 1910, front row left Maude [4], Margaret [1], Anna Jane [7], back row left Mary [3], 
Myrtle [5] Amy [6], Mabel [2]. Bracketed numbers indicate the order of birth. Courtesy of Carson National Forest.
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The Ring Ranch House and Brands

The fl oor plan of the log house that Timothy 
Ring built for his family on the ranch in Poñil 
Park is unknown for the time of the Ring family 
occupation. A historic building survey section 
in the National Register Nomination (Robertson 
1987) indicates the fi rst log house was one story 
with hewn half dovetailed logs. The windows were 
2/2 lights, a fi eldstone fi replace was in the south 
wall. The walls were whitewashed with adobe 
plaster. The ceilings were cotton fabric nailed 
to the rafters. As the family expanded, a second 
story was added with 4/4 lights, a brick-lined 
fi replace for heat, six bedrooms—two with dormer 
windows—and wallpaper on the walls. There was 
no indoor plumbing. It is assumed that Timothy 
Ring also built a corral complex, a barn, possibly a 
tack room, and possibly a root cellar (to keep fruit, 
vegetables, and meat cool).

Timothy Ring had two registered brands for 
his cattle and horses. In and probably before 1879 
he used TR on the right shoulder and right hip 
(Figure 5). This brand would have been called out 
at the round up as TR Connected or Double TR 
or Double TR Connected. Ring was grazing the 
herd in the Moreno Valley. At this time his mailing 
address was a post offi ce in Elizabeth Town several 
miles west of Poñil Park. On the National Register 

Nomination form, Robertson (1987 states that Ring 
advertised his brand in The Raton Comet and Live-
stock Journal of New Mexico June 29, 1883. The 
advertisement read “TIM on right side … Horse 
Brand, R on right shoulder. Timothy Ring, Range 
- - Poniel Park, P.O. Address, Elizabethtown, NM.”

The BRAND BOOK of New Mexico Territory 
(Cattle Sanitary Board of New Mexico 1906) lists 
all the brands used on cattle, horses, mules, and 
asses that were re-recorded by May 1, 1899 and 
all new brands up to December 31, 1906. Ring 
continued to use the TIM brand, assumed for cattle. 
His address is listed as Ponil (Figure 6). 

Figure 5. Timothy Ring Brand TR Connected in 1879 
(Graham 1879).  Courtesy New Mexico Farm and 
Ranch Heritage Museum).

Figure 6. Timothy Ring brand in 1883 and 1906. The 
abbreviations are for the location of the brand: Right 
Hip. Right Shoulder, Cow. Courtesy New Mexico Farm 
and Ranch Heritage Museum.

Ring Place 1903 to 1937

Following Timothy Ring’s death in 1903, Hugh 
and Ida Chase England deeded the ranch back to 
Catherine Ring.  The reasons for the deeding of 
the ranch to and from the Englands are unknown. 
In 1906, Catherine sold the property to a nearby 
Poñil Park neighbor, Joseph Rich (immigrated 
Austria Switzerland as Josef Risch) who lived in 
the Middle Poñil Canyon. Rich used the Poñil Park 
property for irrigating hay and oat crops. There was 
an agreement with the Chase family to continue 
with the use of the area for raising livestock (Leven 
2010:10). In 1916, Rich deeded or sold the property 
to Stanley Chase, one of Ida England’s brothers. 
Stanley, his brother Mason, and brother-in-law 
Charles Springer created the S.M. Cattle Company 
(Leven 2010:10). Mason Chase and his wife Nettie 
lived at the Ring Place and continued the farming 
and ranching. In 1920, Charles and Zeta Springer 
sold the Ring Place to the S.M. Cattle Company 
(Leven 2010:10). There was a working ranching 
relationship with Joseph Rich and his brothers until 
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1926, when they sold their brand, a heart outline, to 
the Chase family (Leven 2010:10).

The S. M. Cattle Company used this high 
country land for grazing herds of cattle for many 
years. Mason Chase and several of the cowboys 
had their picture taken in 1921 (Figure 7). The 
photograph is the fi rst known of the house, and 
shows the east and south sides of the building 
with a small log structure behind it at far right.  
The photograph seems to have been taken in the 
late fall because the cowboys are wearing light 
jackets and the tree in the foreground is nearly 
devoid of leaves.

George Laumbach Family

The following section is the original unpublished 
manuscript written by Karl Laumbach recording 
the family stories his father and mother told about 
their living at the Ring Place. Karl wrote the 
stories as he remembered them being told at family 
gatherings. These are fond memories.

George and Margaret Laumbach moved 
from La Cinta Canyon to the Ring Place in 
May, 1937. They brought Janet Laumbach, 
their daughter, who had been born on 
December 24, 1936. Two other daughters, 
Louise (1938) and Ruth (1939) were born 
during their time at the Ring Place. The 
family lived there until the fall of 1940 when 
they moved to the main ranch near Miami.

George’s employer, Mr. Benjamin 
Clayton, had leased 70,000 acres in the 
mountains from the Maxwell Land Grant 
Company which maintained offi ces in Raton, 
New Mexico. George’s job was to take care 
of the cattle. Most of the cattle were brought 
in for the summer, so spring and fall brought 
extra cowboys to help. Otherwise George 
was the only one working up there. Some 
cattle would be left to winter in the vega.

George and Margaret’s closest neighbors 
were Lucille and Archie Crisp. Arch Crisp 
worked for Ed Springer (CS Ranch) and 
was living at the Van Houten camp about 12 

Figure 7. Mason Chase and his cowboys at the Ring log house, 1921. Courtesy Carson National Forest.
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miles away. Margaret remembers looking 
out the window one morning and seeing 
Arch Crisp in his big hat and chaps riding 
towards the house. He said he was looking 
for a cup of coffee and wanted to meet his 
neighbors. After Mother and Lucille became 
acquainted, Arch took George aside and told 
him “George, you know how these women 
folk are, pretty soon they’ll be fi ghting about 
something, let’s you and me just be friends”. I 
don’t think Margaret and Lucille ever fought 
and the two couples were lifelong friends.

Margaret said that it was diffi cult to 
garden up in the mountains due to the short 
growing season, but that they grew the best, 
crisp, head lettuce she ever had.

Margaret remembers an old school-
house, referred to as the Whitman School 
House, located catty corner from the house 
in the same pasture and near the confl uence 
of the McCrystal and the North Poñil. She 
remembered its location as being near the 
Windy Gate that opened to the North Poñil. 
The tall posts of the Windy Gate were a 
welcome sight after traveling all the way 
up the North Poñil from Cimarron with 
numerous stream crossings and 17 gates.

Mr. Clayton contracted with Floyd 
Hughes to build a cabin and a servant’s 
cabin at the Ring Place. This was done in 
the summer of 1937. Mr. and Mrs. Clayton 
spent one month there in the summer of 1937 
but never returned. Margaret remembers 
the Claytons watching the deer play out in 
the vega. Mr. Clayton’s servants, Eddie and 
Bertha, stayed in the little cabin. Later the 
WS’s (owned by Mr. Gourley) put a box car 
against the larger cabin and ruined the whole 
scenario as far as Margaret saw it. The current 
USFS sign states incorrectly that the cabin 
was built under Mr. Gourley’s ownership.

The vega would also be mowed for hay. 
Mr. Clayton had a bunk house built near the 
barn. The hay crew would stay there and 
took care of their own cooking.

I remember my father pointing to a 
bullet hole in the ceiling and telling me that 
some cowboy had had too much whiskey 
and fi red his .45 in the air. Clyde Malone 
stayed at the Ring Place for Mr. Clayton 
after George and Margaret left. Mother has 
always felt badly because they left a good 
milk cow there for Clyde and he didn’t milk 
her, allowing her bag to spoil. Margaret said 
“we should have taken her with us.” 

Dad and Mom enjoyed the time at the 
Ring Place immensely. Dad hunted deer and 
elk (in season of course) and kept a fi shing 
line and hook tied around his hat so he could 
bring home a few trout out of the McCrystal 
when evening came. Most were small with 8 
inches being a big fi sh, but he remembered 
catching one that was 18 inches in length and 
very thin. He said it was like pulling in a snag. 
Mother remembers the little ditch from the 
McCrystal that crossed in front of the house 
and watered the garden. There were also two 
tall pine trees that added to the scene. The 
pine trees are now gone and the little ditch is 
no more. (Karl Laumbach 1991)

The forests and parks of the Park Plateau have 
been, and continue to be, rich in wildlife. George 
was able to provide deer and elk for the family diet 
(Figure 8). Karl provided a photograph of the Ring 
Place as it looked in 1937 when his parents moved 
in to the ranch headquarters (Figure 9). The view 
is looking across the corral area to the south side 
of the house. The building with the peaked roof is 
the original log barn, to the north is the log storage 
building. The building in the middle is not one of 
the original buildings but probably built to shelter 
vehicles. 

Figure 10 maps the Ring Place buildings in 
1985 and is part of the National Register nomination 
(Robertson 1987). Note that the vehicle building is 
no longer present. 
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Figure 8. George Laumbach and his big buck deer. Note the open park land. Courtesy of Karl W. Laumbach.

Figure 9. The Ring Place as it looked in 1937 when George and Margaret Laumbach moved into the ranch 
headquarters. Courtesy of Karl W. Laumbach.
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Figure 10. Map of the Ring Place, 1985.  Redrawn from Robertson 1987.
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The Ring Place Today

The Ring Place is part of the Valle Vidal (Valley 
of Life) unit of the Questa Ranger District, 
Carson National Forest. There is a one-mile-long 
interpretative trail from the McCrystal Campground 
to the Ring Place. The trail has several large 
interpretative signs with excellent photographs and 
text about the Ring Place and the Ring family. 

The Philmont Scout Ranch has an ongoing 
cooperative agreement to use portions of the 
Valle Vidal as part of their summer back-packing 
hikes with associated staff camp programs. 
The Ring Place is one of three staff camps. The 
Ring log house is closed up because of structural 
weaknesses. However, the bunkhouse is used as 
the staff living quarters, for distributing trail food, 
and for presenting programs on astronomy, folk 
weather forecasting, and organizing mountain bike 
rode in nearbyWhiteman vega. The peaceful setting 
of the area makes this one of the more popular 
hiking iternaries for Scouts and desired assignment 
for Philmont summer staff.
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Of a total population of perhaps 7,000 at A.D. 
1100, more than half lived in the Mimbres Valley.  
Archaeologically, that valley was the center of its 
eponymous culture.  But the biggest Mimbres sites 
aren’t in the Mimbres Valley, they are on the Gila; 
with a few big ones in the Rio Grande Valley, too. 

The Rio Grande was (literally) a big river, 
too much water for Spanish Colonial and pre-
historic irrigation agriculture.  The Gila was not 
quite so grande, but it’s still a real river.  Pre-
Hispanic irrigation in the Gila Valley (for which 
we have colonial accounts) probably required 
more organization than most ancient Mimbreños 
wanted in their lives, but they got the job done.  
The Rio Mimbres itself was a Goldilocks stream: 
not too big, not too small, just right for pre-pump, 
pre-concrete diversion irrigation.  Consequently, 
a dozen farming towns popped up along its 
useful length, from where the stream burbles out 
of the mountains to where its last trickle sinks 
into riverbed gravels.  While the ancient farmers 
probably had more hierarchy and organization than 
Mimbres Valley archaeologists want in their lives, 
the Mimbres Valley villages lived a good, simple 
life and—famously—made lovely pots.

Those pots were poison—at least, for the 
archaeological record.  In the early 1900s, Jesse 
Walter Fewkes, from the Smithsonian, bought 
pottery from a hobbyist collector in Deming, 
thereby demonstrating that Mimbres pottery had 
market value.  The valley was looted left, right, 
and sideways.  By the 1920s and well into the 
1960s, archaeologists wrote Mimbres off as a total 
loss.  Southwestern archaeologists from Santa Fe 

and Tucson would not work there.  They left poor 
battered Mimbres to outsiders: researchers from 
California, Michigan, and Texas.  Happily, the 
Upper Gila Project (fi eldwork 1970-1974), the 
Mimbres Foundation (1974-1978) and the NAN 
Ranch project (1978-1989) discovered that the 
Mimbres still had a story to tell.  The story was far 
more interesting than pretty pottery and far bigger 
than the Mimbres Valley.

I worked as a crew chief and fi eld director on 
James Fitting’s Upper Gila Project from 1971 to 
1973, mainly around Cliff, New Mexico, where 
the Gila exits the mountains and winds 12 miles 
through a dandy agricultural valley.  After a detour 
running Tennessee Valley Authority projects in 
Tennessee, I returned to the Gila again in 1974 
as principal investigator and project director of a 
survey of the Redrock Valley, downstream from 
Cliff.  That effort took the unimaginative title of 
Redrock Valley Project (RVP).  Another detour took 
me north to Chaco and then west to Tucson, but I 
returned to southwestern New Mexico in 1982 with 
Peggy Nelson’s Eastern Mimbres Archaeological 
Project (before it moved to ASU and was joined 
by Michelle Hegmon).  We surveyed the creeks 
of the eastern Black Range in Sierra County, but 
stopped short of the Rio Grande Valley proper.  We 
all agreed that it would be useful to know what was 
in the Rio Grande Valley, and in the early 1980s 
I organized the Sierra County Rio Grande Survey 
(SCRG) – rivaling Redrock Valley Project as an 
uninspired name. 

My time on the Gila and the Rio Grande led 
me, in the Orwellian year of 1984, to organize a 

Rio Grande Abajo and Rio Gila Arriba, Revisited
STEPHEN H. LEKSON

Two major rivers fl ow through southwestern New Mexico: the Rio Grande and Rio Gila.  The waters of the 
Rio Grande fl ow east to the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic.  The Gila fl ows west to the Colorado, and then 
empties into the Gulf of California/Cortez and the Pacifi c.  If a stream in southwestern New Mexico chooses 
to not join the Rio Grande or the Gila, it goes nowhere.  The Mimbres is the largest and prettiest of these 
hydrological false-starts; with the other unaligned streams, it disappears into the dry desert.
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session at the Third Mogollon Conference on 
“Mimbres Archaeology Outside the Mimbres 
Valley” (my bits: Lekson 1986).   The central theme 
which emerged from that session was that big 
Mimbres sites could be found outside the Mimbres 
Valley—a reaction to and correction of some fairly 
loud assertions of that time that Mimbres was only 
Mimbres in the Mimbres.   The session participants 
thought we’d made that point, conclusively.  Maybe 
not.  Thirty years later, I marvel with my friend 
and colleague Karl Laumbach that a disturbing 
number of archaeologists seem still to believe that 
Mimbresarchaeology = Mimbresculture = Mimbresvalley.   

The Rio Grande and the upper Gila effectively 
“book-end” the Mimbres region; Cliff on the Gila 
and Truth or Consequences on the Rio Grande are 
approximately equidistant from San Lorenzo on the 
Mimbres.  This paper briefl y revisits those surveys 
on the upper Gila in 1974 and the Rio Grande in 
1984, and offers a few observations, conclusions, 
and provocations—informed, hopefully, by the 
passage of time.  Quite a bit of time.  

The Rio Grande in New Mexico is conven-
tionally divided into two segments, with a 
narrows above Cochiti/La Bajada dividing the 
Rio Arriba above from the Rio Abajo below.  
Michael Marshall and others’ Rio Abajo Survey 
in 1980-1981 started just north of San Acacia, and 
stopped at approximately at the Sierra County line 
(Marshall and Walt 1984), the southern limit of 
the big Piro Pueblos.  Beyond that survey’s end, 
in Sierra County, the river is impounded behind 
dams built in 1916 and 1938 – Elephant Butte 
and Caballo reservoirs respectively.  And below 
Sierra County, the river valley opens up into the 
chile-fl avored Hatch Valley, then into the Mesilla 
Valley—awarded many LA numbers, early and 
often—and on into Texas, from whence we hope 
the river fl ows unvexed to the sea.  But it does 
not. The Rio Grande’s troubled course in Texas 
fortunately does not concern us here.    

The Rio Grande Valley’s archaeology in its 
run through Sierra County was in 1980 something 
of a cypher.  (It was not completely unknown—
God bless Herbert Yeo!—but no recent work.)  In 
1984-1985, I organized a reconnaissance survey 

of 60 mi (100 km) of the Rio Grande Valley in 
Sierra County, and the lower 3 or 4 mi (6 km) of 
its major western tributaries: the Sierra County 
Rio Grande project (SCRG).  SCRG was funded 
by the New Mexico State Historic Preservation 
Division and the Bureau of Reclamation.  Those 
funds covered basic fi eld travel, food, and lodging.  
Salaries?  No.  SCRG was the result of many, 
many days of volunteer work from an all-star 
crew, including Karl and Toni Laumbach (see 
Acknowledgements). 

Before the Sierra County Rio Grande Survey, 
43 prehistoric sites were known from that length 
of the Rio Grande Valley.  Most of these had been 
mapped by Herbert Yeo in the 1930s, Yeo being a 
“gifted amateur” in the sense that Sherlock Holmes 
was a gifted amateur.  Yeo was an engineer, not 
an archaeologist; he sent pottery collections to the 
experts at the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa 
Fe.  We amended Yeo’s superb plane-table site maps, 
but could not improve on his grab-samples: most 
sites along Elephant Butte and Caballo reservoirs 
have been vacuumed by bass fi shermen and their 
bored children. To Yeo’s sites, SCRG added 
over 200 more. Our reconnaissance looked for 
prehistoric architectural and big non-architectural 
sites (“big” = more than 10 m diameter).   About 
half of the sites had visible or inferred architecture; 
of the rest, one quarter were fi re-cracked-rock sites 
and one quarter were simple artifact scatters.  I 
am inordinately proud that a later Class III (total) 
survey of Bureau of Reclamation lands (about half 
of the SCRG area) found very few prehistoric sites 
that missed (see Phillips and Laralde 2004).  We 
learned a lot about the Rio Grande Valley between 
the Pueblos of the Rio Abajo and the Jornada sites 
of the Mesilla Valley (Lekson and Wilson 1985), 
much of which was later published in regional 
journals (Lekson 1989a; Wilson 1988).  

Moving back ten years and west one hundred 
miles to our survey of the Redrock Valley 
(RVP).  The Redrock Valley of the upper Gila 
River spans about 17 mi (27 km) from an upper 
narrows through the Burro Mountains separating 
Redrock from Cliff to a lower narrows separating 
Redrock from the Duncan/Virden Valley.  Duncan/



STEPHEN H. LEKSON

125

Virden straddles the state line, Virden in New 
Mexico, Duncan in Arizona.   The narrows of the 
Bureau of Land Management’s Gila Box National 
Conservation Area separates Duncan/Virden from 
the archaeologically famous Safford Valley and 
Chihuahuan from Sonoran deserts.  (Redrock 
lies in the former; but the only Gila monster I’ve 
seen in the wild came waddling up the river bed a 
mile below the Redrock post office.)   S a f f o r d 
boasts one of the largest Hohokam ball courts; 
Redrock has one of the biggest Mimbres sites.  The 
archaeology of the Duncan/Virden Valley, between 
Safford and Redrock, should be interesting.

The Redrock survey was funded by the IBM 
Corporation, with a small volunteer crew—the 
pick of people I’d worked with in Tennessee.   
RVP covered more or less 1 mi on either side 
of the Gila River, along the full 17-mi length of 
the valley.   Prior to RVP, 11 sites were on fi le at 
the Laboratory of Anthropology, most with only 
sketchy descriptions.  We remapped the known 
sites (save a couple we couldn’t fi nd) and added 
over 165 more.  About a quarter of those were 
sizable architectural sites; several, discussed 
below, were very big indeed.  The site forms, 
maps and collections (with a brief technical report) 
were delivered and docketed to the Laboratory of 
Anthropology; the data were later re-worked into a 
master’s thesis (when such was required; Lekson 
1978).  The data provided fodder for conference 
proceedings (Lekson 1982, 1984, 1986a and b) and 
regional syntheses (Lekson 1989b, 2006).   

SCRG and RVP were great fun and highly 
productive.  Both were shoestring projects, with 
support for room and board, fi eld logistics, a bit of 
equipment, and nothing more.  All the expertise in 
fi eld and lab was volunteered.  I do not now have 
the budget information, but Redrock came in under 
$10,000 and the Rio Grande work under $20,000.  
Thanks to excellent crews, that’s a lot of bang for 
very few bucks.  All that said: what did we learn?  

(The following discussion is based on 
Lekson 1978, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 2002, and 
2006, and several decades’ distance between now 
and then.  Rather than cite those works repeatedly 
and annoyingly, I hereafter remain anonymous if 

omniscient.  I cite others’ works, and my more 
obnoxious arguments.) 

What did we learn?  Not much about historic 
sites: neither survey recorded historic sites, with 
the exception of several likely Apache sites in the 
Rio Grande Valley.  Again, these surveys were not 
intended as cultural resource management Class III 
inventories; rather, they would be today classifi ed 
as reconnaissance surveys and they focused on 
prehistoric sites.

We learned, at Redrock, that non-collection 
surveys won’t work when you’ve trained for the 
Mimbres ceramic sequence and then, right out of 
the gate, you hit a large, cosmopolitan Salado site.  
That was Dutch Ruin (LA 8706; see Lekson 2002), 
which I later discovered had fi fteen minutes of 
fame for its remarkable range of pottery types.  Two 
local ladies excavated a bit of the ruin in the 1960s 
and shipped sherds to the Museum of Northern 
Arizona and the Laboratory of Anthropology; 
curators sent back astonished replies.  For one brief 
shining moment, Dutch Ruin was famous; but by 
RVP, it was forgotten.  A Tennessee crew briefl y 
trained on Mimbres Boldface and Mimbres Classic 
wasn’t up to the challenge of Maverick Mountain 
Polychrome and Jeddito Black-on-orange.  So we 
gave up our ideas about non-collection survey and 
switched to representative collection, with 100 
sherds collected from every defi nable room block, 
midden, etc.  Those collections were curated at the 
Laboratory of Anthropology (now at the Center 
for New Mexico Archaeology), which is probably 
a good thing because years later one (and perhaps 
more) of the most important sites was bulldozed.  
At least we have surface collections.  

I also learned, years later, that you see what 
you expect to see.  When we did RVP, I didn’t 
know Mimbres had unit pueblos.  Ten years later 
for SCRG, I’d learned that boundaries between 
Anasazi and (Mimbres) Mogollon were permeable.  
Five-rooms-and-a-pitstructure was not unheard of 
in southwest New Mexico (Lekson 1988, 1999).  
How many slight, subtle swales adjoining small 
Mimbres roomblocks did we ignore on RVP, 
because pitstructures required Pithouse Period 
ceramics?  Maybe none, but I’m guessing some.  
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During my subsequent detour into Hohokam 
country, I saw a range of ballcourts: some big and 
obvious, others small and subtle.  The latter—small, 
subtle ballcourts—would be lost among the swales 
and depressions of a large Late Pithouse sites.  How 
many ballcourts might we have mapped as odd or 
overlapping pithouse depressions?  Probably none, 
maybe some.  This got me thinking: even when 
excavated, small subtle ballcourts might not survive 
from Late Pithouse times through Mimbres’ messy 
town-building to even messier modern looting.  
But Mimbres, I was (and we are) told, defi nitively 
did not have ballcourts.  All I can say with certainty 
is in RVP and SCRG, I did not recognize any 
ballcourts.  That might not be surprising on the 
Rio Grande, but perhaps less certain on the upper 
Gila—poor Redrock, so near Hohokam and so far 
from Chaco.  A tag which suggests another site 
type: what about roads?  During RVP and SCRG, 
ancient roads were not on our radar. (I knew Chaco 
roads of course, but such things were not done in 
Mimbres.)  Anything road-like was automatically 
historic, and therefore disregarded.  Most (all?) 
linear features probably were, in fact, modern.  
But now we know that Mimbres had roads (Creel 
2006).  As the poet sang, wish that I knew what I 
know now, when I was younger.

Like any survey, we learned that what you see 
is not always what you get.  The visual clarity of 
Mimbres sites on gravel-capped terraces lulls one 
into a sense of precision.  Mapping cimientos is a 
breeze.  Then we dig, and are surprised.  Because 
its surface had Mimbres and Gila Polychrome, 
Villareal II (in the Cliff Valley) was thought to 
be a small Animas phase pueblo, back when 
“Animas” was thought to be the transition between 
Mimbres and Salado (Lekson and Klinger 1973).  
Spades hit turf, and the site proved to be a fi ve-
room Salado pueblo atop two Mangas/Mimbres 
pithouses (Lekson 2002).  A more recent example: 
at Woodrow Ruin, a huge Mimbres site in the Cliff 
Valley, Classic Mimbres walls lay just below the 
surface above deep pithouses with absolutely no 
surface indications of either (Sedig 2015).  What’s 
visible on the surface at Woodrow is impressive; 
what’s hidden below is a revelation.  That’s 

unsettling and rather humbling.   
Despite second-guessing and missed oppor-

tunities, we learned a LOT about settlement patterns, 
population histories, and archaeological sequences 
in two of the major river valleys in the Mimbres 
region.  The remainder of this paper shifts from 
cautionary tales to more positive culture history.

Early Pithouse sites in the Gila and the Rio 
Grande were most visible—and uniquely— 
positioned atop high places.  That is, sites with 
plain brownwares and a bit of polished red-slipped 
pottery, and perhaps shallow depressions and swales.  
In both valleys, sites with those characteristics 
were found atop high, isolated mesas.  But a few 
were also found on lower terraces.  That’s a puzzle: 
on brownware-only sites, were eye-catching 
painted sherds missing simply because, as in the 
Rio Grande, they’d been crammed into cigar boxes 
and shelved in garages?  That’s possible.  But it’s 
also possible that Early Pithouse Period settlement 
ranged high and low.  The high sites might be 
like later Apache “blood refuge” sites—places to 
hide when the local politics got hot.  The low sites 
might easily disappear beneath multi-component 
Mimbres pueblos. 

 More than a few high brownware-only sites 
had dry-laid masonry walls at points of easiest 
access.  One ring of walls is defense.  Multiple 
walls—a concentricity of walls—may be something 
else: a trincheras, which is something we thought 
(at the time of RVP and SCRG) did not exist in 
New Mexico.  Trincheras sites were understood 
several decades ago as belonging to Sonora and 
southern Arizona.  In fact, we saw no trincheras 
sites in the Redrock Valley,  and we would have 
noticed—they are impossible to miss.  Perhaps we 
did not cast our net wide enough, to reach peaks 
beyond our territorial 1-mi limit.  Recently, several 
trincheras sites have been found atop peaks in the 
Duncan/Virden Valley, only a few miles downriver 
from the RVP survey’s end, slightly closer to the 
Sonoran Desert and Hohokam (Roney et al. 2012).  
We were surprised, on SCRG, to fi nd a spectacular 
trincheras site near Truth or Consequences.  Not 
surprised, exactly, because Herbert Yeo had noted 
walled sites, which (for reasons now obscure) 
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he called “F Sites” (Lekson 2004).  We expected 
a walled Early Pithouse refuge, but we found a 
real trincheras, with massive walls stepped up the 
slopes of a fl at-topped butte.  Yeo’s other “F Sites” 
encompassed a variety of site-types: walled Early 
Pithouse sites, possible Apache fortifi cations, and 
several other likely trincheras sites.  This range 
illustrates a practical problem with trincheras 
sites—they date from the Early Agricultural Period 
through Apache times; all of ours were brownware-
only, but only a few sherds.  The SCRG sites are the 
northernmost known trincheras sites, which should 
be a matter of interest.  Young archaeologists of 
New Mexico, you don’t have to go to Arizona, 
Chihuahua, or Sonora to work on trincheras sites. 

Another un-miss-able site type, well known 
from the Safford Valley, was absent at both 
Redrock and the Rio Grande: upland grid gardens 
(Doolittle and Neely 2004).  These agricultural 
fi elds of gridded plots can cover many acres.  They 
are impossible to miss, so we probably did not 
miss them—unless they were outside our survey 
limits.  As far as we know, they do not occur in 
the Upper Gila, where we might reasonably expect 
them (again, it’s only 50 miles from Safford to 
Redrock).  The absence of grid gardens on the Rio 
Grande might be less surprising, or maybe not; 
very similar agricultural landscapes are found in 
the northern Rio Grande.  In any event, from casual 
observation and several CRM projects away from 
the river valley, I think it likely in the SCRG part 
of the Rio Grande, grid gardens are indeed absent. 

 Late Pithouse Period sites occur on the Rio 
Grande, although small in size and grading at 
the northern end of SCRG from Mimbres series 
ceramics to Anasazi-looking San Marcial and 
other black-on-white types (Seamont 2010).  
Much larger pithouse sites with all the right 
Mimbres ceramics were particularly conspicuous 
on the Upper Gila.  In the Mimbres Valley, Late 
Pithouse components are often (but not always) 
superimposed by Classic Mimbres pueblos, but on 
the Gila there are several large Late Pithouse sites 
with no subsequent Mimbres trifl ing.  The largest 
of these, and probably the largest Late Pithouse 
site anywhere, the Fort West Hill complex which 

includes Lee Village (LA 6000 and LA 5779, 
respectively) is in the Cliff Valley.  That site has, 
probably, several hundred pithouses with only a 
small Mimbres pueblo messing things up.  No sites 
in the Redrock Valley rivaled Fort West Hill/Lee 
Village in size.  The largest topped out at about 60 
pithouses at two closely adjacent sites, again with 
no later Mimbres shenanigans.  The pattern of large 
Late Pithouse sites absent the annoyance of later 
Mimbres pueblos suggested to several researchers 
(including your author) a history of heavy Late 
Pithouse occupation in the Gila, later followed 
by a heavier Classic Mimbres occupation in the 
Mimbres Valley and intriguing notion to which we 
will return.

  The Mimbres Valley has a dozen or so medium-
to-large Mimbres Phase pueblos and many smaller 
Mimbres sites.  The Gila has many small Mimbres 
sites, only a few medium-sized sites, and two huge 
ones: Woodrow Ruin (LA 2454) and Redrock 
(a.k.a. Redrock Cemetery; LA 5412).  This is a 
matter of more import than archaeological rivalry 
or boosterism.  The conventional wisdom is that 
there is no site size hierarchy in Mimbres.  Perhaps 
not within the Mimbres Valley, but Mimbres was 
bigger than the Mimbres Valley.  Looking at the 
full regional range of Mimbres, a case could be 
made for site size hierarchy with Woodrow and 
Redrock at the top.  What that hierarchy means 
is worth considering, but the issue remains 
unconsidered.  Personally, I think that large towns 
on the Gila refl ect at least in part the larger labor 
and more elaborate organizational requirements of 
canal irrigation on the larger Gila River, compared 
to the comparatively easier demands of the smaller, 
quieter Mimbres.  

Woodrow is famous, but Redrock is my 
bedrock case.  I mentioned above that Woodrow 
is hard to map. It is obviously big but recent 
excavations revealed that it is almost certainly 
larger than it looks.  But one could quibble—
absence of surface evidence is not evidence of sub-
surface abundance.  Redrock, on the other hand, 
was easy to map, as pothunting had exposed many 
room corners and walls.  Redrock was so big that 
RVP gave it two fi eld numbers, 1 and 171, to avoid 
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double and triple A, AA, AAA, B, BB, BBB, and 
so forth designations for its many roomblocks 
and proveniences (each of which was collected 
separately).  We mapped the site by triangulation, 
laying out a thousand-foot north-south baseline, 
and pulling 100-foot tapes from two points on 
the baseline out to the site’s corners and features, 
which were then drawn to scale.   That work took 
almost a week.  No pace-and-compass, no sketch 
maps, no guestimates (we did use feet, not meters 
because metric equipment was beyond our meagre 
budget).  The Redrock map is accurate, and the site 
is (by Mimbres standards) enormous.  And with 
surface collections totaling almost 2,400 painted 
sherds and 6,400 non-painted sherds from every 
roomblock and feature, we can say with confi dence 
that it dates from Late Pithouse through Classic 
Mimbres with only three Salado sherds post-dating 
the Mimbres town.  

As mentioned, some knuckle-head bulldozed 
the northern half of the site, but we have an 
accurate map and representative ceramic data.  
When Redrock was bulldozed, its single Great 
Kiva was fi lled in.  Presumably its fl oor and lower 
walls survive.  In its prime at the time of RVP, 
the Great Kiva was dramatically, over-your-head 
deep, as were the two Great Kivas at Woodrow 
Ruin.  The pattern proposed for the Mimbres 
Valley (and indeed the region) has Great Kivas 
built in Late Pithouse times and “retired” by the 
early Mimbres phase—burned, fi lled, otherwise 
put out of commission (Creel et al. 2016).  The 
startling depth of the Upper Gila Great Kivas 
suggested to me that they were in use throughout 
the Mimbres phases.  Surely their fl oors must be 
barely buried, just a whisk broom away.  Jakob 
Sedig’s recent excavations at Woodrow Ruin 
(Sedig 2015) convince me I was wrong.  The 
Woodrow Great Kiva was alarmingly deep.  It 
looked like a meteor crater.  Following the rules, it 
was indeed built in the Late Pithouse Period and it 
was apparently decommissioned before or during 
the Mimbres phase.  The seemingly excessive 
depth of the Upper Gila Great Kivas is another 
question awaiting an answer.

Mimbres of the Upper Gila looked to the 

west.  Almost every large Mimbres site on the 
Upper Gila had a few Hohokam sherds, and private 
collections from Redrock Mimbres sites included 
both Hohokam palettes and pottery-making hand 
anvils.  At the time of RVP when we were shown 
these objects, I didn’t know what I was seeing.  
Fortunately, I took photos.  Recall the very large, 
very obvious Hohokam ballcourt in the Safford 
Valley, only 50 mi from the biggest Mimbres site 
in the Redrock Valley.  I have neighbors who run 
that far in a day, for fun.   

To the east, Mimbres reached and crossed the 
Rio Grande.  There are sizable sites with abundant 
Mimbres pottery in the Jornada region.  Their 
relationship to the Mimbres motherland remains 
to be determined (probably not as in Lekson 
1989c, one of my several brilliant mistakes).  
Karl Laumbach and David Kirkpatrick’s (1983) 
sample survey of the slopes of the Black Range 
demonstrated the presence of Mimbres sites on 
east side of the Continental Divide.  Eastern 
Mimbres Archaeological Project (EMAP) directed 
by Peggy Nelson and Michelle Hegmon provides 
the defi nitive source for Mimbres of the east (e.g., 
Nelson et al. 2006).  EMAP in fact prompted the 
SCRG survey, and we found what they found: 
many small Mimbres sites, small-to-medium-sized 
villages (nowhere near as big as the large Mimbres 
Valley sites), and one really big site: Garfi eld (LA 
1082, a.k.a. Rio Vista; Mayo 1994).  Garfi eld 
(Figure 1) covers a high terrace on the east side of 
the Rio Grande, but it’s hard to see as dunes cover 
much of the land surface.  Architecture is evident 
in blow-outs and between dunes, and it goes on 
and on.  The real size of Garfi eld remains a riddle 
wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma, in need of 
remote sensing magic that hasn’t yet been invented.

What came after Mimbres was ... nothing.   
Mimbres collapsed.  At least in the Upper Gila, 
depopulation, exodus, and a chronological gap.  That 
dire and dramatic picture was strongly suggested 
by survey and confi rmed by the admittedly limited 
amount of excavation.  Elsewhere I’ve argued 
that most Mimbres packed up and moved south, 
ultimately to the Casas Grandes Valley (Lekson 
2015).  Those Mimbres who did not head south, 
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Figure 1. Big Mimbres towns, to scale. A: Galaz; B: Swarts; C: TJ; D: Redrock; E: Woodrow; F: Old Town; G:  Garfi eld.  
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headed for the hills (to the EMAP area, for instance) 
from whence they departed for who-knows-where 
a few decades after the Gila Valley exodus.  Some 
few hung on along the Rio Mimbres, rattling around 
the otherwise empty valley (the Black Mountain 
phase; Creel 1999; Putsavage 2016).  For those die-
hards, there was a perceptible slide to the south—
steps toward Paquimé?—particularly around the 
lower reaches of the river, around Black Mountain, 
which names the phase immediately following the 
end Mimbres (Putsavage 2015).  But across the rest 
of southwestern New Mexico, nobody home.  

What fi lled that vacuum varied across the 
old Mimbres region.   In the upper Gila, a century 
after Mimbres, the Cliff Valley became a hot-bed 
for Salado, big important towns which spilled 
over into a few short-lived sites in the Mimbres 
Valley.  Upper Gila Salado was so spectacular the 
Cliff valley was once considered a possible fons 
et origo for that high-profi le phenomenon.  Today, 
orthodoxy holds that Salado emerged across the 
state line from the intrusion of Kayenta Anasazi 
into Post-Classic Hohokam, and then did an end-
run up into New Mexico’s Gila valleys.  I suspect 
the truth is more complicated.  A pair of tantalizing 
tree-ring dates of 1243 from a site near Cliff suggest 
that the Cliff Valley might have a more formative 
role to play in Salado’s emergence.  Time (and 
Archaeology Southwest, currently digging in Cliff 
Valley) will tell. 

The elephant in the room or the fl y in the 
ointment is, of course, Paquimé—to stretch 
the faunal metaphor, the 800-pound gorilla of 
the fourteenth and fi fteenth century Southwest.  
The single large Salado site in the Redrock (the 
aforementioned Dutch Ruin) had clear ties to that 
metropolis, in part because of Redrock ricolite 
which was in high demand at Paquimé, 170 mi 
distant.  Dutch Ruin Saladoans were buried with 
Ramos Polychrome jars.  Paquimé’s reach into 
the Rio Grande was undoubtedly signifi cant, if 
demonstrably less dramatic; Ramos and other 
Chihuahua types were found both at EMAP and 
SCRG sites, but no one has yet declared any 
Paquimé colonies in the Rio Grande.  Unless of 
course Curtis Schaafsma is correct and late Jornada 

was, in effect, a part of the Casas Grandes world 
(Schaafsma and Riley 1999).  The SCRG area had 
a number of El Paso phase Jornada sites, mostly 
small.  Much bigger El Paso phase sites were over 
the hill but not far away from the river valley, and 
big El Paso phase towns like Cottonwood Spring 
and Indian Tank (Lekson and Rorex 1995) were 
less than 50 miles from Garfi eld, at the southern 
end of SCRG.  

At the northern end of SCRG things were ... 
complicated.  More complicated than we could 
have guessed.  A return to research history: The 
initial survey in 1985 of Cañada Alamosa 30 mi 
up Alamosa Creek from the Rio Grande was 
(loosely) part of SCRG.  That brief reconnaissance 
was followed a few years later by a decade-plus 
Cañada Alamosa Project, a program of survey, 
excavation, ethnohistory and history led by Karl 
Laumbach and Denny O’Toole (http://www.
canadaalamosaproject.org/home; see also articles 
in Archaeology Southwest Vol. 18, No. 2, 2004).  
The University of Colorado contributed to research 
at one site, Pinnacle Ruin (Ferguson et al. 2015; 
Lekson et al. 2002).  And what a tangled web, a 
twisted tale too long to tell in full: the northernmost 
Mimbres sites.  An intrusion of a sizable Socorro 
Black-on-white settlement.  A 500-room Tularosa 
town, again with clear ties to the north.  In-migration 
of Mesa Verde people, who built their village atop 
a defensive pinnacle.  And, either transformation 
of the displaced Mesa Verde town into a western 
Pueblo, or an infl ux of people with Zuni glaze 
pottery reoccupying the same pinnacle.   Down in 
the Rio Grande Valley at the north end of SCRG, 
the situation was less dramatic, but only slightly 
less varied.  The northernmost El Paso phase site 
(at the mouth of Palomas Creek) was less than 
25 mi from the southernmost Piro pueblo (at the 
mouth of Milligan Gulch).  The El Paso site may 
precede the Piro site but, still, a boundary between 
northern Pueblo and southern Chihuahua cultures.   

Our data from 60 mi of the Rio Grande in 
Sierra County and 17 mi of the Redrock Valley 
were combined with survey information from 
the Cliff Valley, the upper Mimbres, the middle 
Mimbres, the Rio Arenas, Gila Cliff Dwellings, and 
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sample surveys of the Black Range and upper Gila 
in a synthesis of the prehistory of Southwestern 
New Mexico (Lekson 1989b).    My Archaeological 
Overview of Southwestern New Mexico was (I 
think) a good piece of work—250 pages of data 
and analysis—so I close with a few bits of useful 
fl otsam salved from that wreckage, with numbers 
too few and caveat-conditioned to present as a table. 

Data from the surveys listed above was 
recast into ceramic assemblages and estimated 
room counts, a process with required hundreds of 
miles of travel, reams of correspondence, hours 
of phone calls, weeks of ceramic reanalysis, and 
months of Sisyphean archival work.  All this effort 
was required to compile a single table (Lekson 
1992:Table 4.6), which may seem a puny get 
for such great labor.  But I am proud of fi t.  The 
data represent the actual surface archaeology 
on the major drainages in southwestern New 
Mexico translated into comparable chronological 
systematics and comparable cross-site measures.  
Room counts are, of course, problematic as 
different researchers use different conventions, but 
they provide the only practical common measure 
between and among the several surveys.

Consider three areas (each consisting of 
several separate surveys): Gila (Cliff, Redrock, 
and Gila Cliff Dwellings); Mimbres (upper and 
middle and Rio Arenas); and the Rio Grande (not 
including EMAP).  The approximate lengths of 
each river valley: Gila 30 mi, combining both Cliff 
and Redrock but ignoring the narrows between; 
Mimbres 30 mi, from the confl uence of its forks 
to Old Town; and Rio Grande 60 mi, its length 
through Sierra County.  By this crude indicator, 
Gila and Mimbres are roughly comparable, and the 
Rio Grande twice as large/long.

How much archaeology is out there?  Taken 
en masse, the total number of all rooms, from Early 
Pithouse to Black Mountain, falls out thus: Gila 
4947; Mimbres 6910; and Rio Grande 1505.  That 
is, there’s about the same amount of archaeology 
in the Mimbres Valley alone as in the Rio Grande 
and Gila, combined.  Score one for Mimbres, but 
note that half the total archaeology lies outside the 
Mimbres Valley!  

Let’s not worry about the elusive Early 
Pithouse and get right to the heart of the matter: 
Late Pithouse and Mimbres.  Late Pithouse and 
Mimbres periods are complicated because many 
sites are multicomponent through these two 
periods.  Single component Late Pithouse sites 
are comparatively rare in every survey, with total 
room numbers in such sites ranging only between 
2 percent and 5 percent across all major surveys 
with the possible exception being the Cliff Valley 
with several conspicuously large Late Pithouse 
sites.  Multicomponent Late Pithouse-Mimbres 
sites are far more signifi cant in the make-up of 
the region’s archaeology.  Total rooms in Late 
Pithouse-Mimbres sites: Gila 2325; Mimbres 
1761; Rio Grande 678.  Score one for the Gila, 
with more archaeology tied up in multicomponent 
Late Pithouse-Mimbres sites than in the Mimbres.  

The room count totals for single component 
Mimbres sites in each area: Gila 1277; Mimbres 
2624; and Rio Grande 301—a clear advantage 
for the Mimbres Valley.  But, of course, these 
totals do not include the Mimbres room counts at 
multicomponent sites.  

Over the years, there has been discussion of 
inter-valley demographics, with the Gila valleys 
heavy in Late Pithouse and the Mimbres Valley 
moving to the fore in its star phase, the Classic 
Mimbres.  I liked that idea, very much: regional 
hop-scotch appeals to my notions on scale.  On fi rst 
reading, the numbers above might support such an 
argument.  

The kicker is multi-component sites, where 
room count totals were estimated (in various 
surveys) as site totals, not component totals – a 
particular problem in the early Cliff Valley surveys.  
For Late Pithouse-Mimbres, excavated examples 
vary from sites with large Late Pithouse components 
with small Mimbres components to sites with sizable 
Late Pithouse and Mimbres components to sites 
with very minor Late Pithouse under major Mimbres 
components.  There is no constant formula or 
proportion for numbers of pithouses versus number 
of pueblo rooms at multicomponent Mimbres sites, 
and no way to second guess Cliff Valley (and other) 
sites.  Resurveying the largest Cliff Valley sites 
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would go far to resolving these ambiguities. 
Of course, there are many single-component 

Mimbres period sites.  If we add the single 
component Mimbres fi gures to the multicomponent 
fi gures, the totals look like this: Gila 3602; 
Mimbres 4385; Rio Grande 979—closer to parity 
between Gila and Mimbres.  These fi gures cannot 
resolve questions of valley-hopping of course, but 
they might help frame the way we ask and answer 
it, in the future.    
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Karl and Dave Kirkpatrick, bumping from one island to 
the next, pulling up to likely buttes or bluffs and fi nding 
sites.  It was a tough job, but we did it.  John Fitch of 
HSR was also a key player at Cañada Alamosa and 
later at Black Mountain, and another great friend to CU 
students.  Denny and Trudy O’Toole of the Monticello 
Box Ranch were friends and colleagues, and with Toni 
and Karl were wonderful and patient hosts for the CU 
fi eld schools at Cañada Alamosa.  It was a privilege to 
work at Cañada Alamosa—and at Redrock and on the 
Rio Grande —with all these very fi ne people.  
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1929 Ethnology and Linguistic Studies in 
Chaco Canyon, New Mexico: John Peabody 

Harrington and His Students
FRANCES JOAN MATHIEN AND JOYCE M. RAAB

Harrington fi rst met Hewett through H. 
R. Fairclough of Stanford University, one of 
Harrington’s most infl uential professors when 
he was in college.  The association with Hewett 
would lead to Harrington’s appointment in 1909 
as ethnologist at the School of American Research, 
where he focused on the Tewa people while 
Hewett directed a study of the archaeology of 
the Rio Grande.  Harrington also recognized the 
importance of integrating data from various other 
disciplines into his ethnological studies.  This 
approach is refl ected in Harrington’s extensive 
reports that are included in a bibliography by 
Karlena Glemser that was published in Stirling 
1963.  In 1915, Harrington joined the Bureau of 
American Ethnology as an ethnologist, a position 
he held until he retired in 1955.  Harrington 
was an exceptionally gifted listener and easily 
mastered numerous languages.  He is well known 
for his recording of Native American languages, 
especially those spoken in California (Stirling 
1963).  Given Harrington’s distinguished reputation 
and his long-term association with Hewett, as well 
as their broad perspectives on archaeology and 
anthropology, it is easy to understand why Hewett 
would invite him to be a staff member for his 
advanced Chaco fi eld school.

The 1929 fi eld camp in Chaco Canyon 

consisted of tents located on the south side of the 
wash where both faculty and students kept their 
belongings and carried out many of their daily 
activities (Figure 1).  Harrington was present for 
three weeks (June 13 through July 5, 1929) during 
which his personal research goal was to study the 
Zuni and Navajo languages.  Stamm (1929e:19-20) 
notes that Harrington “recorded several thousand 
words of Zuni, and several hundred of Navajo, 
arranged a dictionary of the Taos language which 
was scheduled for publication, and made an 
alphabet of the Zuni language.” 

Harrington’s fi eld lectures focused on a 
number of tribes in the West.  Included in the series 
were the Karuk of California (June 13, 1929), 
the Mojave of Arizona (June 15-17), Navajo 
and Apache, and the Keres and Tanoan pueblos; 
Harrington also provided details on Zuni, Acoma, 
Taos, and Isleta pueblos (Stamm 1929a, 1929c, 
1929d).  The presentations covered the customs of 
these tribes and provided a vocabulary of religious 
words.  Notes on several of the lectures, taken by 
Winifred Stamm as secretary for the fi eld school, 
were published anonymously and intermittently 
as short paragraphs in several issues of El Palacio 
(1929, Volumes 26 and 27). 

Harrington’s language laboratory was located 
in the Lodge on the north side of the Chaco Wash.  

As part of our ongoing research into the history of the cooperative University of New Mexico and School of 
American Research/Museum of New Mexico fi eld schools in Chaco Canyon, we are uncovering information 
relating to ancillary studies carried out in conjunction with excavations at the site of Chetro Ketl.  The fi eld 
school director, Dr. Edgar L. Hewett, designed a well-rounded curriculum that included both ethnology 
and linguistic studies.  To accomplish this during the fi eld season with advanced students in 1929, Hewett 
invited an old friend and colleague, John Peabody Harrington, who would provide instruction on Native 
American cultures and languages. 
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Figure 1. View of the 1929 tent camp located on the south side of Chaco Wash and west of Casa Rinconada.  From 
the personal album of Stanley Stubbs, donated to this project by his daughter, Mary Lou Ross.

To carry out his studies, Harrington brought a 
kymograph to Chaco (Figure 2).  This machine has 
been described in some detail by Goddard (1930:8-
11) and Stamm (1929e:24-26).  The speaker talked 
into a tube that moved air against a diaphragm.  The 
diaphragm moved a needle that scratched a piece of 
paper that had been coated with soot so that changes 
in air pressure that occur when a word is spoken 
are engraved and captured permanently when the 
paper is coated and dried.  Multiple recordings of a 
word (with phonetical representation shown above 
or below) could be compared to insure accuracy.  

Through his linguistic studies and lecture 
sessions, we can see Harrington’s infl uence on six 
students who carried out individual projects that 
summer.  Several focused on Zuni language and 
culture; one included some Navajo, a language to 
which Harrington would return in later years; and 
one used data on the Jemez.  Below we introduce 

the cultures studied, the students, their background, 
and a brief outline of their projects.  These projects 
refl ect both Hewett’s and Harrington’s belief 
that holistic knowledge of historic cultures is an 
important guide to understanding archaeological 
remains.  They thought contemporary practices 
provided models or indicators of past lifeways.

Zuni Culture and Language Studies

Harrington’s information on the Zuni language was 
obtained from Nachapani, who was originally from 
Hécotatŝinnach, an old pueblo about six miles from 
Ramah, New Mexico (Goddard 1930:96).  Brugge 
(1980:348, 366-367) relates that Nachapani, who 
had worked for Neil Judd in 1924, had married 
a young Navajo woman named Mary who was 
working at the Lodge for Gus Griffi n, the custodian 
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Figure 2. Photograph of the kymograph used for research on Zuni and 
Navajo languages in 1929.  Left to right:  Nachapani, J. P. Harrington, and 
Leonora F. Curtin.  From Acequia Madre House Archive, Fényes-Curtin-
Paloheimo Collection, Santa Fe, NM.

who ran the Lodge in the Wetherill complex next 
to Pueblo Bonito.  By 1929 they were living near 
Pueblo Bonito.  Based on a photograph donated to 
the Chaco Center by Florence Hawley Ellis, they 
had a four-year old son, William (Figure 3).  That 
the family easily made friends with the students 
is evident in Figure 4, which that shows Florence 
Hawley wearing one of Mary’s outfi ts.  Stamm 
(1929e) reports that Harrington collected over 

3000 words in Zuni from Nachapani during his 
three weeks in the Canyon.  Several of the student 
projects focusing on Zuni culture and language also 
included information obtained from Nachapani 
during that period.   

Leonora Frances Curtin (Figure 5), who was 
later married to Y. A. Paloheimo was the daughter 
of Leonora Scott Muse Curtin and granddaughter 
of Eva Scott Fényes. All three were contributors 
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to the early twentieth century cultural traditions in 
Santa Fe.  Even as a child Leonora Frances Curtin 
had a gift for languages, and she developed a deep 
interest in culture and history (http://wis-amh.org/
history/leonora-frances-curtin-paloheimo, accessed 
3/31/2016).  Her mother was among the active Santa 
Feans who worked with Hewett and the School of 
American Research, and she later published a report 
on her study of herbs of the Rio Grande (Curtin 
1965).  Thus, it was natural for Leonora to enroll 
in the advanced Chaco fi eld school and enjoy an 
opportunity to work with John Harrington. 

Curtin’s project was entitled “Some Zuni 
Symbols.”  She reported on the origin of clan 

Figure 3. Nachapani and his son, William.  From the 
Chaco Culture NHP Museum Collection, Chaco Center 
Historic Photograph Collection n28/004-n28696.

Figure 4. Nachapani’s wife Mary, William, and Florence 
M. Hawley wearing Mary’s dress clothes.  From the 
Chaco Culture NHP Museum Collection, Chaco Center 
Historic Photograph Collection, 28/004-n28695.

Figure 5. Photograph of Leonora Curtin probably taken in 
1931.  From the Chaco Culture NHP Museum Collection, 
Ann and Sue Kent Collection, 44-IMG 0364.
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symbols, usually refl ecting animals and birds, but 
also plants, and how they are depicted in rock art.  
Lightning, the plumed serpent, the “eagle-person,” 
a number of water symbols, a mudhen, and 
butterfl y are among the symbols for which the Zuni 
words and associations are included.  Curtin noted 
that color symbols are important and documented 
what the different colors represent, correlating this 
information with cardinal directions.  She was 
careful to state that these are general terms used 
by the Zuni people, but that the cacique and head 
medicine men have an entirely different set of 
words they use in prayers and ceremonies.  After 
cautioning the reader that Nachapani’s limited 
English and Spanish vocabulary made it diffi cult 
to pull together a cohesive story, Curtin ends her 
report with an account of the Antelope Hunt.  Her 
paper refl ects the use of symbolism in religion and 
social life by the Zuni people (Curtin 1929).

After her Chaco fi eld experience ended, Curtin 
continued to work with Harrington, collecting 
information on Native American tribes, as well as 
a few in Africa.  One of her major contributions to 
anthropology related to Spanish Colonial history.  
This interest began prior to her fi eld school session 
when she and her mother were involved in the 
establishment of the Spanish Market in Santa Fe, 
and it continued later with her husband, who donated 
property that became El Rancho de las Golondrinas 
(Bunny Pierce Huffman, personal communication 
2015).  For her tireless contributions, Leonora 
Curtin Paloheimo received an honorary Doctor of 
Human Letters Degree in 1996 from the University 
of New Mexico (Campus News 1996).

Two students, Anna Risser (Figure 6) and 
Winifred Stamm (Figure 7), probably worked 
together with Nachapani to collect Zuni myths.  In 
the list of student projects for 1929, that of Anna 

Figure 6. Probably Anna Risser in East Tower Kiva (Kiva G) at Chetro Ketl in 1929.  Notes on this photograph 
indicate the woman is Anita Rose but no person with that name was present during the summer.  Because the 
initials are the same, we believe this is Anna Risser.  From the Chaco Culture NHP Museum Collection, Paul Reiter 
Collection, 32/002.002-n25032; original at New Mexico Photo Archive No. 67124/80146/1115.708.
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 Figure 7. Winifred Stamm in Chaco Canyon in 1929.  
From the personal album of Stanley Stubbs that was 
donated to the project by his daughter, Mary Lou Ross.

Risser is entitled “A preliminary report on the 
study of Zuni mythology at Chaco Canyon Camp,” 
and the one by Winifred Stamm is entitled “A non-
technical report on Zuni mythology as obtained at 
Chaco Canyon camp.”  Risser’s is a formal version 
(Risser 1930); Stamm’s is informal and documents 
the background that Nachapani provided about 
himself when he heard the stories from Zuni elders 
and/or his father (Stamm 1929b). 

Originally from El Paso, Anna Risser was a 
student at the University of New Mexico from 1927 
through 1931.  An Internet search revealed that a 33 
year old named Anne Risser lived in Albuquerque 
at that time.  Although we cannot be certain this 
is the same person, the information suggests Anna 
may have been a slightly older student or one who 
was a working woman interested in anthropology.

Winifred R. Stamm—later married to 
another student, Paul Reiter, who continued in 

archaeology—was raised in Albuquerque.  In 1929 
she was a junior in the College of Arts and Sciences 
at the University of New Mexico.  In addition to her 
interest in anthropology and especially archaeology, 
she was an excellent writer.  As noted above, she 
kept notes on the fi eld school activities, most of 
which were initially published anonymously in El 
Palacio, but by the end of summer under “DIGS” 
with Stamm listed as editor (Stamm 1929e).

In her account entitled “Nachapani Stories,” 
Stamm (1929b) indicates that Nachapani’s fi rst 
exposure to Zuni myths began at age 8 when his 
father let him stay up to listen to an elder recount 
the creation myth and the fi rst use of sweet corn.   
This initial experience taught him to listen and 
not speak during a recitation by an elder; and that 
because he was tired and fell asleep, he was not yet 
considered a man.  A few years later he was invited 
to the story-telling sessions and learned a number 
of lessons, including ones about the macaw, the 
war gods, and the creation of differences among 
animals.  Even later he would listen to his father 
recount stories as they walked along trails.  

The original paper for Risser’s project 
entitled “Zuni Myths” has not been found, but we 
note that a published version in Hewett (1930) 
does not include the personal background that 
Stamm reports Nachapani provided.  We have no 
information as to the remainder of Risser’s career 
or life.  We suspect she may have become a teacher.  

Stamm graduated from the University of New 
Mexico in 1930 and worked for Hewett at the School 
of American Research in Santa Fe.  She participated 
in the Chaco fi eld sessions in 1930 and 1932 while 
she pursued a master’s degree (Reiter 1933).  She 
married Paul Reiter in 1932, and they raised two 
children.  She was a staff member of the Museum of 
New Mexico in 1935 and 1936, edited the Woman’s 
Page of the Albuquerque Journal from 1942 through 
1950, after which she joined the University of 
New Mexico’s Alumni Association initially as the 
departmental secretary in 1951.  She remained with 
the Alumni Association, working as acting director, 
managing director, and managing editor.

A formal study of the Zuni language was a 
project for Sara Anne Goddard (Figure 8) who was 
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Figure 8. Sara Ann Goddard in front of her tent in 
Chaco Canyon.  From the Chaco Culture NHP Museum 
Collection, Chaco Center Historic Photograph Collection, 
28/004-n28653.

a teacher at the Albuquerque Public High School 
from 1923 to 1953.  Her work with Harrington 
led to a Master’s thesis (Goddard 1930) at the 
University of New Mexico.  This thesis covered a 
brief history of the Zuni people, the purpose and 
method of her study, Zuni phonetics, alphabet, 
and consonant combinations before a listing by 
categories of words from the Zuni language.  
Categories covered ethnobotany of Chaco, 
animals, birds, insects, amphibians, parts of the 
body, numerals, minerals, metals, money, and 
jewelry.  It concluded with several lists that pertain 
to Zuni culture (a map of heaven, theory of death, 

description of an altar, story of why animals do not 
talk, a game, and Zuni place names).  Additional 
information on greetings, idioms and unclassifi ed 
words were part of this thesis. 

Goddard continued to teach at Albuquerque 
High School for many years.  She formed an 
Albuquerque High School Archaeological Society 
that mentored young students, including Wesley 
Hurt, who would later attend the University of 
New Mexico, including the 1935 fi eld session, and 
become an archaeologist.  Others in her classes 
were Joseph Toulouse, Herbert Dick, A. E. Dittert, 
Carolyn Miles Osborne, and Ernst Blumenthal.  
From 1933 to 1938 Goddard directed excavations 
at Tonque Pueblo, with subsequent analysis carried 
out by the students at the high school (Hurt 2000).

Navajo Language Study

Local Navajo (Ed Henry, Dan Cly, and Raphael 
Atencio) and Nachapani (who spoke fl uent 
Navajo), as well as Albert Sandoval, who lived 
on the reservation, were consultants for linguistic 
studies in 1929 (Tietjens 1929:8).  One student, 
Janet Tietjens, concerned herself with the origins 
of names for the major sites and landmarks in 
Chaco Canyon for her summer project. 

Janet Tietjens (Figure 9) was raised in Chicago 
and graduated from the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, with a B.A. in 1929.  Her major was 
language; she had been a student of French, Italian, 
and some Arabic, and thus was attracted to work 
with Harrington in Chaco. 

Her paper, “Chaco Canyon Place Names,” 
provides a history that includes the origin of the 
word Chaco.  She thought the Spanish names 
probably originated with Spanish speaking New 
Mexicans.  The Navajo names were thought to be 
descriptive, with some, e.g., Chetro Kettle, being 
quite old.  Tietjens noted that the various consultants 
often provided different names, and assigned these 
differences to an independent semi-nomadic life 
style in which some of the older signifi cance of 
names used by others may have been lost through 
time.  She provides 16 Navajo names for the major 
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Figure 9. Janet Tietjens’s engagement photograph 
from a Chicago area newspaper in 1930.  From a scan 
of the newspaper clipping sent to Edgar L. Hewett by 
her mother.

Figure 10. Two photographs of Blanche Wurdack 
Harper.  From the University of New Mexico yearbook, 
MIRAGE 1929, Center for Southwest Research.

sites, but she recommends retaining the Spanish 
names for sites better known by them.  Other major 
landmarks included in her study are Mesa Fajada, 
two staircases, two canyons, several springs, 
the south mesa cliff, and some petroglyphs.  All 
the names were recorded using a standard form 
devised by Sapir, a noted linguistic anthropologist 
(Tietjens 1929).

Tietjens returned to the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, as a graduate student that 
fall.  In a letter from Hewett to Janet Tietjens 
dated May 5, 1930 Hewett acknowledges receipt 
of a note from her mother informing him of her 
upcoming marriage in July 1930 to Chester Hart, 
a Chicago architect (Hewett Collection, Acc. 105, 
Fray Angélico Chávez History Library, Santa Fe).  
That year she also published a volume of children’s 
stories in collaboration with her mother, but we 
have little information on her life thereafter.

Jemez Studies

Blanche Wurdack Harper (Figure 10) graduated 
from the University of New Mexico with a B.A. 
in 1928; her major was education.  In 1929 she 
received her B.S. in Anthropology.  Already 
married, she was living and working in Jemez. She 
also attended both the Chaco fi eld session and one 
held at Jemez that year.  Harper was present in the 
Chaco fi eld school for only the three weeks that 
Harrington was directing the language laboratory 
(Stamm 1929c).  

Harper’s project was entitled “Comparative 
Study of Zuni, Taos and Jemez Languages.”  We 
have not found her student paper.  Her M.A. thesis 
entitled “Notes on the Documentary History, the 
Language, and the Rituals and Customs of Jemez 
Pueblo” is similar in organization to Sara Goddard’s 
M.A. thesis; it provides an overview of the written 
record on the Jemez people, a section that lists 
words in several categories (clans, religious 
terms, numbers, time, directions, heavenly bodies 
and heavenly phenomena, geographical terms, 
mammals, parts of the body, clothing and personal 
adornment, relationship terms, plants and foods, 
place names, and other terms).  She concludes with a 
compilation of stories or myths of the Jemez people 
that depict their traditional history (Harper 1929).
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Correspondence between Harper and Hewett 
(Harper to Hewett, April 14, 1930; Hewett to 
Harper, May 1, 1930; Harper to Hewett, May 14, 
1932, Hewett Collection, (Fray Angélico Chávez 
History Library, Santa Fe) indicates that she moved 
to St. Louis in 1930.   An Internet search yielded 
a picture of her with her infant son, Hugo Horace 
Harper, born March 12, 1930, posted as a public 
member photo on the Ancestry.com website.  By 
1932 she was a student at Columbia University.  
Whether she completed an advanced degree is 
uncertain, and we have no information on a career.

Education on Indian Life

Clara C. Leibold Wilson (Figure 11) was listed as 
a special and unclassifi ed student in the College 
of Education at the University of New Mexico.  
During the 1929-30 academic year, she was a 
senior and probably graduated that year.  

Wilson’s paper entitled “Project of Indian 
Life for Primary Grades.”  Following then 
modern teaching methods, it was designed to 
allow children to learn about Indian life through 
hands-on experiences in construction and research 
as well as improving reading abilities, problem 
solving, and learning about other cultures.  Her 
outline includes constructing Pueblo and Navaho 
homes and working with stories or myths (reading, 
dramatization, drawing, dancing).  Some of the 
material she collected during the summer session 
and incorporated into her paper to cover these 
activities includes Karuk children’s games, a 
Zuni game, drawing of the ground plan of Pueblo 
Bonito, drawings from sherds, sand paintings, and 
Karuk and Zuni myths.  A visit to Isleta to see a 
living pueblo is suggested so that the students can 
incorporate what they see into their constructions.  
Wilson used a number of illustrations of masonry 
gleaned through her summer experiences as well 
as a photograph of a Navajo hogan (Wilson 1929).

Figure 11. Photograph of students in Chetro Ketl, East Tower Kiva (Kiva G) in 1929.  Woman on left is 
thought to be Clara Leibold Wilson.   From the Chaco Culture NHP Museum Collection, Paul Reiter Collection, 
32/002.002-n25041.
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Summary

What is visible in our review of these student papers 
and theses is how well they incorporate the broader 
perspectives on anthropology that both Hewett 
and Harrington held in 1929.  It was not just the 
archaeological experience of excavating sites in 
Chaco Canyon that was important.  Knowledge of 
the cultures of the various peoples studied (how 
they lived, what they thought and believed, and 
how they adapted to their environments), and their 
language were combined in each project.

That several students continued to contribute 
to anthropology is also demonstrated.  Three of 

the six students obtained M.A. degrees.  The 
futures of Curtain, Goddard, and Stamm were 
easy to document.  Each followed her interests in 
broader anthropological fi elds in different ways.  
Whether Harper was able to continue her studies 
while raising a son (she obtained a divorce in 
1939) is uncertain.  Similarly the careers of Risser 
and Wilson are vague, but Wilson’s outline for 
teaching suggests she probably continued to use 
her studies to educate younger children on Indian 
cultures, both past and present.  We conclude that 
the summer experience was a success for these 
students and the Chaco Canyon fi eld season 
accomplished its goals.
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The Red Lake Ranch, a vast cattle-raising 
enterprise of some 355 sections, falls squarely 
in the uncharted archaeological terra incognita 
between the Gallinas Mountains on the south 
and Cebolleta Mesa on the north.   Cañon de la 

Mosca itself is located about 15 miles northwest of 
Alamo, New Mexico and about 35-40 miles south-
southwest of the Pueblo of Acoma (Figure 1).  The 
canyon divides the highlands of Wiley Mesa on the 
south from the Cebolleta Mesa massif on the north.  

This paper presents an initial discussion of a primarily A.D. 1100s Anasazi community in the upper Cañon 
de la Mosca on the Pueblo of Acoma’s Red Lake Ranch. Comparisons are made within the Acoma Province 
as well other contemporary Socorro-horizon occupations.

Pilares Phase Community in the 
Southern Acoma Province

PETER J. MCKENNA

Figure 1.  Project location and confi guration of Pilares phase proximity groups in Cañon de la Mosca.
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Dittert’s Los Veteados portion of the Cebolleta 
Mesa Region lies directly west; Mosca Canyon lies 
within the heart of Dittert’s unexplored Region 3 of 
the Acoma Cultural Province (Dittert 1959:Figures 
1 and 11; Ruppé 1953).

Background

Dittert (1959:33) identifi ed his Region 3 (of the 
Acoma Cultural Province) as a strip some 12 miles 
wide north of Alamocita Creek based on unspecifi ed 
fi ndings from his Acoma land claims survey work 
(Dittert 1952 cited in 1959:32).  Dittert’s and other 
classic mid-century reconnaissance surveys that 
touched the southern margins of the region provided 
decades of archaeological fodder for normative 
culture-area comparative arguments—largely 
regarding Mogollon/Anasazi culture boundaries 
based on construction fabrics and relative 
frequencies of brown ware and gray ware ceramics 
in the area (Danson 1957:75-78; Davis 1964:115-
134; Mera 1935:27-29).  Because of the nature of 
these surveys, later (late Pueblo II-III—hereafter 
PII, PIII, etc.), larger sites usually attracted attention 
and provided comparative bases.  These early 
studies noted that circular subterranean kivas are 
rare at best along the Alamocita-Rio Salado southern 
boundary, and that, while masonry buildings 
occurred, jacal construction was commonplace and 
often the main construction method.  The Cebolleta 
region’s southern study area in “Los Veteados” (in 
Armijo Canyon, see Dittert 1959:50) was found to 
have more Mogollon traits, such as coursed adobe 
construction and higher levels of brown ware and 
Socorro Black-on-white (B/W). These traits were 
taken to represent southern cultural intrusion and 
infl uence.  Ceramic assemblages tended to diverge 
at Alamocita Creek with brown ware being more 
common to the south and gray ware more common 
to the north.  The Veteados area, and by extension the 
unexplored “Region 3” to the east, were postulated 
as a belt where a blending of the Mogollon and 
Anasazi traditions occurred—which led, ultimately, 
to a unique cultural confi guration discussed as the 
Acoma Province.  

These arguments of cultural uniqueness for 
the Acoma Province and the issue of cultural 
boundaries were reassessed during the last 
quarter of the twentieth century.  Tainter and 
Gillio (1980:63-66) reviewed the arguments for 
cultural blending and infl uence through site/trait-
level “intrusions” and found the archaeology of 
the Acoma area equally, if not more, explicable 
in terms of localized populations optimizing 
ecologically diverse areas and resources as the 
deus ex machina of migration (i.e., economics 
and politics—not cultural intrusions, sensu Stuart 
and Gauthier 1981:121). Wozniack exposed 
the unique time-space constructs proposed for 
the Acoma Province as undemonstrated and, in 
truth, no different from regional sequences and 
developments outside the Acoma area (Wozniack 
and Marshall 1991:Chapter 4). The settlement 
pattern of a great house and associated small-house 
community common to the Chaco phenomenon 
(see Powers et al. 1983) holds as true during the 
PII of the Acoma Province as elsewhere, as the 
continuation of public structure vocabularies 
with reformulation of earlier great house design 
elements are seen in the later public centers of the 
Acoma Province (after Fowler et al. 1987).

Because the archaeology of Cañon de la 
Mosca falls so heavily within Dittert’s Pilares 
phase (PII-early PIII) a brief review of fi ndings 
for periods in the Cebolleta Mesa region is useful.  
Wozniack has provided a distillation through a 
culture history review on the subject (Wozniack 
and Marshall 1991).  Key differences between 
Ruppé and Dittert’s northern (Los Pilares) and 
southern (Los Veteados) study areas may be further 
summarized thus: masonry construction becomes 
standard with time but coursed adobe construction 
and relatively greater use of jacal fabric is evident 
in the south; though building/site size increases 
with time (PII to PIII) more large buildings are 
located in the north during PII; during the Los 
Pilares phase (A.D. 1100-1200,  late PII-early PIII) 
there are more buildings in the north but with fewer 
rooms than in the south; the northern ceramic 
assemblages tend to feature Cebolleta through 
Tularosa B/W and Chaco Series white ware while 
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assemblages in the south feature Socorro B/W, Los 
Lunas Smudged, and a relatively higher amount of 
brown ware as utility jars. Commonalities between 
the study areas include gray ware as the main utility 
pottery in both areas, with the higher brown ware 
percentages in the south declining in PIII; a lack 
of (compound) sites (where roomblocks are built 
to create a compound around a plaza or court); 
tradeware declines sharply in the Los Pilares phase; 
kivas in both areas are consistently associated with 
all sizes of buildings.

Actual archaeological work has been limited 
in the southern portion of the Acoma Province 
(Cordero and Cribben 2010; Dello-Russo 1997, 
1999; Elyea 1990; Roney 2002) and coverage in the 
immediate area is insuffi cient to allow generating 
expectations for prehistoric occupations. Archaic 
settlements tend to concentrate around springs 
and along high ecotonal boundaries that provide 
easy access between drainage systems. Survey on 
the southeast edge of the Cebolleta Mesa massif 
(Area 4 in Eleya 1990; Roney 2002) and along 
NM-55 (Dello-Russo 1997, 1999) suggests, and 
only suggests, that Anasazi occupation occurs as 
scattered small surface houses and pithouses with 
ceramic affi liations tending to more northern series 
in the Cibola Whiteware; site size and levels of refuse 
suggest that a more mobile pattern of occupation 
was practiced south of Acoma. Roney’s (2002) 
survey just over the divide from Mosca Canyon 
suggests small habitation and special-use sites of 
the A.D. 950-1100 period are common to the area 
and are distributed in a special (close-fi t) manner 
with arable lands. Work in the Los Veteados area 
indicated that occupations with uniformly small 
houses constructed of mixed masonry and jacal 
fabrics and associated pitstructures/kivas were the 
norm. Kivas (or pitstructures) remain a consistent 
part of the architectural milieu across a variety of 
house sizes. Publicly oriented buildings are not 
indicated as part of the southern settlement pattern, 
though “community cores” have been recognized 
in the latter part of the twelfth century elsewhere 
in the Acoma Province (Roney 1996:160-163). 
Ceramic inventories favor more southern painted 
types and the use of gray ware utility with higher 

occurrences of brown ware in the southern sites.
The only other consistent recognition of 

Socorro-horizon sites has been in the Rio San Jose 
and Rio Grande Valley, but most of this work is 
from excavations that emphasize interpretation of 
individual units (such as Acklen et al. [1995] and 
Fenenga and Cummings [1956]) and not the issue 
of settlement patterns. Along the upper San Jose 
drainage sporadically occurring sites of Socorro-
dominant material are more reminiscent of site-
unit intrusions than cohesive communities (see 
McKenna 2016a; Roney 1996). In the Rio Grande 
drainage the few surveys leave an impression that 
small scattered sites, pithouses and small earthen 
architectural units are the vernacular architecture 
of the area (reviewed in Larson [2013:17-23]; see 
also Wimberly and Eidenbach [1980]).  Again, no 
hierarchy of site or settlement complexity has been 
suggested.

The Archaeology of Cañon de la Mosca

The coverage in La Mosca Canyon was 
roughly 635 acres spread out along about 2 miles 
(3.2 km) of canyon bottom (McKenna 2004, 2005, 
2016b).  As the purpose of the survey was targeting 
dense cholla growth amenable to removal with 
heavy equipment there is no illusion that the full 
scope of the community has been captured, but a 
signifi cant portion surely has been.  The survey 
identifi ed about 80 sites, including an Archaic 
camp, two (early) Basketmaker settlements, eight 
PI-early PII (White Mound through Red Mesa) 
sites, one protohistoric camp, a Navajo hogan, six 
historic sites (mostly water control), and 57 late 
PII-early PIII sites of which only four are simple 
artifact scatters.  These late PII-early PIII sites 
are characterized by assemblages dominated by 
Socorro B/W pottery and tool stone of fi ne-grained 
basalt.  Occupation is centered between 6900 and 
7000 ft., hugging the valley margins as the canyon 
mouth opens onto alluvial fl ats.  

The earliest Anasazi sites cluster near the 
upper end of the survey area around the large 
northern lateral.  Early Basketmaker sites and 
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components (aka “Lobo Phase”) featuring a diverse, 
high quality lithic assemblage, dart and/or arrow 
points and plain brown ware pottery (Alma Plain) 
are found as small camp-like scatters at LA149693 
and 149702 on the south side of the canyon and 
are likely undetected components in the PI sites as 
well.  The principle pithouse village in the survey 
area at LA149709 (White Mound-Kiatuthlanna) is 
in the alluvial bottoms at this large confl uence with 
contemporary sites on benches or the base of the 
talus within a 300-m radius.  All PI sites are located 
on the north side of Mosca Wash.  Red Mesa period 
sites (n=4, @ A.D. 870-950) are the most evenly 
distributed sites in the canyon, being equidistantly 
spaced along the north side of the wash from the 
pithouse village at LA149714 on a bench just 
above LA145706 down to LA145704 capturing 
out-wash from an isolated hill in mid-valley on the 
east.  There are but two Cebolleta period sites (LA 
149711 and149712), again affi liated with the long-
term occupational cluster around the big northern 
lateral.  Beginning with the Red Mesa period, site 
location is apparently positioned so as to use or 
control lateral run-off catchments onto the valley 
fl oor.  The remaining 57 sites/components in the 
survey area fall within the Pilares phase (A.D. 
1100-1200) and are the main interest of this paper.

Dittert’s (1959) span for the Pilares phase is 
used here, despite Wozniack and Marshall’s (1991) 
good arguments for temporal revision, because 
Dittert’s plan is more amenable to examining 
the temporal range of occupation as it is initially 
perceived in Mosca Canyon and because the 
proposal of Wozniack and Marshall is founded 
on the northern end of Cebolleta Mesa region (a 
small plot at the mouth of Cebolla Canyon) in 
which their defi ned assemblages, architecture, and 
possibly settlement patterns are at odds with those 
in Mosca Canyon (see Roney 1996).  At the very 
least, the default time-span for Socorro B/W (A.D. 
1050-1275, Smiley et al. 1953:58; A.D. 1100-
1300, Sundt 1979), which is so prevalent in the 
Mosca Canyon sites (in contrast to assemblages 
from the northern Cebolleta region) requires a 
broader time-referent for initial discussions.  The 
occurrence of Socorro B/W and White Mountain 

Redware are temporal keys.  Of the roughly 3090 
sherds tabulated on all sites, 24 percent are Socorro 
B/W with White Mountain Redware (less than 1 
percent) a rare occurrence in the survey area.  Of 
the White Mountain Redware, seven sherds from 
four different sites were identifi ed as St. Johns 
Black-on-red (B/R) with three other items from 
three different sites color-affi liated with St. Johns 
pottery.  The St. Johns pottery tends to be distributed 
on the court sites (see below) and toward the upper 
end of the canyon.  A single sherd each of Puerco 
and Wingate B/R were present and no Wingate 
Polychrome was identifi ed—all of which would 
seem to suggest occupational dates spanning, at 
least, the 1100s.  Though the distribution of St. 
Johns and earlier White Mountain Redware is 
mutually exclusive, the ware is not suffi ciently 
abundant for assigning strong temporal meaning; 
the concentration of St. Johns in the court sites 
suggests there may a social component, beyond 
simple acquisition and time, attached to the ware’s 
distribution in the Mosca Canyon settlement.

Pottery assemblages are fairly stable in the 
canyon and immediate neighboring areas, with 
Chaco Series bichromes the most common nonlocal 
ceramics associated, though Reserve, Mimbres, 
and other southern types are represented as well.  
A notable absence in Mosca Canyon is Cebolleta 
B/W, which plays heavily in the northern part of 
the Cebolleta Region.  There may be classifi catory 
issues at work here but this survey, the NZ Project 
(Elyea 1990), and Dello-Russo’s (1997, 1999) 
work on N-55 tend to classify “nonlocal” mineral–
on-white pottery as from the Chaco Series, which 
suggests the production/economic sphere in which 
Cebolleta B/W circulated was not a strong factor 
in Anasazi communities east of Wiley Mesa (cf. 
Roney 2002).  One of the odder aspects of the 
Mosca Canyon assemblages is a surprising lack of 
associated utility ware, and most of it, after the Red 
Mesa phase, is brown ware.  No site assemblage 
is predominantly utility ware, which is virtually 
unheard of in Anasazi domestic refuse.  Causes for 
this are the apparent decline in gray ware through 
time and the selection of brown ware as favored 
white ware temper, which signifi cantly reduced 
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utility ware’s profi le in assemblages (McKenna 
2016b).  Dittert [1959] has suggested that there is 
a decline in imports during the Pilares phase and 
certainly that decline is refl ected in both nonlocal 
pottery and lack of diversity (and quality) of 
chipped stone assemblages in Mosca Canyon. 

Houses are generally small and made of 
unshaped tabular sandstone masonry with and 
without jacal components.  There appear to be 
three basic house forms: 1. compound sites—of 
multiple roomblocks built around a central court; 
2. multi-room houses with a court; and 3. smaller, 
relatively simple houses of generally less than six 
rooms (50 percent contain only one or two).  The 
preeminent site, LA149721, is centrally located 
in the canyon. It is a “compound” site consisting 
of multiple court-oriented roomblocks arranged 
around a central plaza area between the buildings; 
LA 149721 is unique in the survey area (Figure 2).  
The formality of LA 149721’s layout is underscored 
by dressed masonry and peripheral embellishments 
such as long low walls, a more formal approach 

corridor from the east, and pedestrian-fl ow wall 
segments extending from the roomblocks.  A 
circular subterranean kiva depression in the most 
form al upper court is the only such kiva in the 
canyon.  The lack of kivas in Mosca Canyon is one 
of the striking aspects of the settlement.  Some of 
the large court-sites, such as LA149707, exhibit 
over-sized rooms that show ventilator-like features 
on their exterior south or east walls (verifi cation 
of these rooms as “kiva-like” features will require 
more than surface suggestions); LA149721 
also has over-sized surface rooms.  The lack of 
clearly identifi able kivas in Mosca Canyon is one 
signifi cant difference between the survey area and 
other regions of the Acoma Province. 

Only eight sites are suggested to be more than 
fi ve rooms and these larger sites and sites with 
courts are, apparently, constructed completely of 
masonry; jacal sites or masonry buildings with jacal 
components all tend to be smaller structures.  Court-
sites also possess formal middens, which suggests 
more intense (if not longer) domestic activities were 

Figure 2.  Site plan for LA149721, Cañon de la Mosca Community, Cibola County, New Mexico.
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based at these sites with smaller structures in the area 
perhaps serving as logistical sites affi liated with the 
larger court-buildings.  There is an apparent order 
to these buildings based on the spacing of simple 
Thessian polygons creating “proximity groups” or 
site clusters around the six principle large, court-
oriented sites (Figure 1; Haggett 1966; general 
discussion in Smith 1976).

Central to this schema is LA149721, which is 
notable for the general lack of associated buildings 
within its proximity-area.  There are six court 
buildings (or paired buildings) in Mosca Canyon, 
mostly equidistantly spaced—three each—on 
either side of the wash (Figure 1).  Paired court 
buildings fl ank the LA149721 proximity area 
with peripheral proximity groups having but a 
single court site. The LA149721 proximity group 
consists of only two other single-room buildings, 
one of which may be with another proximity 
cluster.  There are two clusters of sites above 
LA149721, one directly south across the wash, 
and two below.  The court sites at the center of 
these clusters are, through one means or another, 
visibly linked to LA149721.  Farthest upstream 
is the building cluster associated with LA149707, 
the smallest of the court sites, positioned on a 
talus bench on the south side of the wash, which 
achieves the visibility connection for the cluster 
with LA149721.  With LA149707 are 11 spatially 
associated smaller sites arrayed along the upper 
margin of the valley fl oor around the large northern 
lateral.  The position of LA149707 allows inter-
visibility with sites hidden around bends in the 
canyon, up the northern lateral and on higher 
benches on the north side of the canyon.  The next 
court sites east are LA149724 and 149725 on the 
north side of the wash; 12 smaller buildings are 
again mostly arrayed about the upper margins 
of the canyon fl oor, equally distributed on either 
side of the wash.  Just south of LA149721 is a 
small cluster of fi ve sites of which LA149703 has 
a court.  Below LA149721 on the south side of the 
wash LA149686 is centrally located to a cluster 
of seven small houses most of which are simply 
of jacal construction; the extensive use of jacal in 
the smaller sites of this cluster is likely because 

of the lack of building stone in the immediate 
area.  North of this, on the north side of Mosca 
Wash, is a tight group of interrelated buildings 
around a high butte in which LA145699 and 
149689 seem to be the principle buildings; of the 
six associated smaller houses only one may have 
partial jacal construction.  Given the arrangement 
of the Cañon de la Mosca settlement, LA149721 
may well be an over-wintering habitation for all 
the canyon’s residents, particularly when factors 
of sun angle and thermal gain are considered (see 
Windes et al. 2000).

A seventh larger building, LA149748, can be 
seen at the eastern end of the survey area and likely 
represents the edge of another building group in the 
rincon east of this survey.  A more detailed study of 
contemporaneity is required for these groups, but 
all share the high Socorro B/W profi le on which 
this settlement affi liation is based.

In this arrangement of buildings, the 
physiography of the canyon is important to 
understanding the Anasazi settlement.  Canyon 
walls are composed of bench-separated sandstone 
cliffs capped by basalt on the upper mesas; the 
north side rises more steeply than the south side.  
Mosca Canyon heads on the northern shoulders 
of Wiley Mesa and turns abruptly east, opening, 
gradually onto the broader alluvial plains up the 
upper Gallegos Creek valley (which fl ows south 
into Alamocita Creek).  The survey area begins 
about three miles below the canyon›s headwaters 
where the drainage passes through canyon narrows 
and is joined by a large northern lateral draining the 
southern fl anks of Blue Water Mesa west of Broom 
Mountain.  Below this confl uence the canyon 
fl oor contains a series of smaller sandstone ridges, 
or little hogbacks, paralleling the main canyon 
walls.  These features would tend to slow, retain, 
and rechannel run-off from the steeper northern 
talus slopes creating an opportunity for its use in 
scattered fi elds at several elevational breaks along 
the valley margin.  Breaks in topography between 
these ridges and around isolated hills provide 
multiple naturally channeled runoff passages 
around which building clusters occur. Buildings are 
more abundant toward the upper end of the canyon, 



PETER J. MCKENNA

153

notably around the northern lateral but retain the 
pattern of clustering around ridges and steep knolls 
as these land forms spread out toward the canyon’s 
mouth.  Concentrated run-off areas from north- and 
south-side talus slopes, drainages breaching narrow 
internal-canyon ridges, and the toes of isolated, 
rocky hills or knolls were the geophysical focal 
points of building—an investment in infrastructure 
that most likely signaled control and use of watered, 
arable lands.

A classic case of this opportunistic use of 
natural land forms is at LA149701, located on 
the south side of the wash in the LA149724/25 
building cluster.  There, a small earthen dam, 
with a sandstone boulder core, was installed to 
create an impoundment pool which would have 
provided controlled fl ow through a breach in the 
ridge and out onto an arable pediment below and 
within immediate working control of these small 
houses.  Domestic water and jug watering from 
this source are also likely uses.  Positioning of 
buildings alongside and at the mouths of drainages 
just above and on the canyon fl oor appears to 
be a strong factor in site-choice for the Mosca 
Canyon Pilares phase settlement.  The settlement 
is grounded in both close human-to-land siting 
choices within a hierarchical site settlement pattern 
that has indications of being a single, extended 
community occupying Cañon de la Mosca in the 
twelfth century.

Summary

Stuart and Gauthier (1981:126-128) propose some 
very basic questions for archaeologists working 
in under-surveyed areas of the Acoma Province 
which basically require comparison with the better 
known Cebolleta Region in order to get a handle on 
the archaeological variation over the larger Acoma 
area.  Without excavation the comparisons here are 
limited to surface signatures with all the caveats 
that entails.

That the occupation of Cañon de la Mosca has 
its roots in the late Archaic but later intermittent 
occupation of the canyon are also indicated by 

the survey.  Early Anasazi occupations from 
Basketmaker to PI periods tend to concentrate in 
the upper part of the canyon, close to a suspected 
spring and confl uence of a large lateral into the 
canyon.  The few Red Mesa period sites show the 
fi rst tendency to occupy a length of the canyon, 
building close to lateral ephemerals from northern 
talus and knoll slopes.  The only pithouse site of the 
Red Mesa period is also to be found at the upper, 
western, end of the survey area.  These earlier sites 
primarily have architectural signatures of pithouses 
and perhaps jacal surface rooms with a slightly 
higher level of gray utility ware; almost all show 
some reuse during the later Pilares phase occupation.  
The single Cebolleta phase building appears to be 
of mixed masonry and jacal construction.  These 
physical patterns of occupation, together with 
Roney’s Anasazi settlement just to the west, are 
very similar to the temporal trends Dittert (1959) 
noted for his southern study area at Los Veteados.  

The Pilares phase occupation is the main 
archaeological phenomenon of the canyon.  The 
presence of early White Mountain Redware and 
PII Chaco Series bichromes suggests that the most 
intense occupation of Mosca Canyon began no 
earlier than A.D. 1050 and ended at or a little before 
A.D. 1200.  It is likely the occupation was shorter, 
concentrating in the A.D. 1100s, and appears to 
be a resettlement following the canyon’s virtual 
abandonment in the early A.D. 1000s.  The Pilares 
phase (as used here) in Mosca Canyon differs from 
that described in the Cebolleta Region and from 
contemporary Socorro-horizon occupations in the 
Rio Grande Valley; it is not distinct from general 
Anasazi patterns.  There seem to be three main 
differences with the Los Veteados area.  The biggest 
difference is the general absence of recognizable 
kivas, particularly subterranean, circular, Chaco/
San Juan style depressions.  There are suggestions 
of “kiva-like” or larger living rooms in some of the 
larger sites.  The only subterranean circular kiva 
depression in the valley co-occurs with such rooms 
in the largest site (LA149721), which also exhibits 
a more formal arrangement of architectural 
vocabularies indicating that a community 
integrative function was part of the role for this 
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centrally located facility.  Site size, as a crude 
index of “complexity,” would seem to infl uence the 
presence and nature of kiva-like rooms.  Second, 
site construction would seem to refl ect building 
decisions based on both least-cost and cultural 
(formality) choices rather than a manifestation 
of a cultural “trait.” Masonry use, even if only as 
unaltered slabs, is more common in the larger sites.   
Jacal-like fabrics are more in evidence at smaller 
sites throughout the valley, but masonry fabrics are 
generally more evident at localities distant from 
the LA149686 house group, which is situated away 
from suitable building stone sources.  Lastly, the 
ceramic profi les of Mosca Canyon in the Pilares 
phase would seem to be more uniform than those 
of the Cebolleta Regions, though of the two earlier 
study areas, the assemblages of Los Veteados area 
are more similar.  These differences, combined 
with the material homogeneity (architecture and 
artifacts) evident in Mosca Canyon suggest either 
a very short occupation or occupation by one 
relatively distinct and cohesive group.

Our view of the past is usually shaped by 
our assumptions and the questions we ask.  As the 
questions here were largely pattern-exploratory 
and not an a-priori quest for cultural traits, this 
initial interpretation of Mosca Canyon’s Anasazi 
occupation concerns itself more with localized 
patterns of settlement and land use than with the 
question of arbitrary culture-boundary interaction, 

fusion, and change that currently pervades much of 
the archaeological discussion for the Acoma area. 
The close mapping-on of sites in relation to run-
off areas and the organization of sites in the valley 
suggest the upper Mosca Canyon was likely settled 
by a cohesive group of Anasazi from elsewhere in 
the general Socorro-producing region. The Pilares 
phase settlement in Cañon de la Mosca may 
represent a subsistence refugium during regional 
drought where run-off sources were, of necessity, 
best tapped at higher elevations.  But here, for the 
fi rst time along the Mosca wash, is found a distinct 
hierarchy of site-types organized as a cohesive 
community not apparently recognized elsewhere 
in the Acoma Province nor implied for scattered 
Socorro-horizon sites elsewhere in the region.
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Humbling the Pride of the Apaches: A Spanish 
Expedition into Central New Mexico, 1795

MARK SANTIAGO

Showing a degree of uniformity, many of Cor-
dero’s horsemen wore short blue coats, trimmed 
with small red collars and cuffs, and black fl at-
crowned, broad-brimmed sombreros. These were 
the soldados from the presidios and the compañias 
volantes (fl ying companies) of Nueva Vizcaya, 
armed with lances, muskets, and pistols, and dis-
tinguished by their cueras, jackets of seven layers 
of tanned antelope hides, worn as armor and virtu-
ally arrow proof. As they passed through the town, 
most probably they carried their cueras slung from 
their saddles as the heat of the day would have 
made wearing them unbearable.

Similarly clad, but riding mules and carrying 
bows and arrows as well as fi rearms and lances, 
the 43 Ópata soldiers from the Sonoran Presidio 
of Bavispe could be readily distinguished from the 
other troopers. Renowned for their ability to fi ght 
on foot in mountain terrain, these Indian solda-
dos disdained the use of the cuera which proved 
an encumbrance for their method of warfare.  The 
Ópatas had proved in numerous engagements to be 
among the most skilled warriors amongst the as-
sembly and the most feared by the Apaches.

There were other contingents of Indians as 
well. These were Piros, Mansos, and Tewas from 
the nearby mission communities of Isleta, Senecu, 
and Socorro. Their ancestors had remained loyal to 
the Spaniards after the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and 
had moved south to live near the white men at El 
Paso. For over a hundred years, they had contin-
ued to provide military support, serving as scouts 

and auxiliaries in the seemingly never-ending war 
against the Apaches. 

Undoubtedly the most closely observed riders 
among the throng were the substantial number of 
Apaches themselves. There were 24 Gileños that 
had come from their rancherías near the Presidio 
of Janos located just over a hundred miles to the 
southwest. For the vecinos of El Paso, the Gileño 
Apaches had for decades been viewed only as fi erce 
enemies, who stole their cattle, kidnapped their 
women and children, and killed travelers along the 
roadways. But for the last 10 years these Gileños 
had agreed to become Apaches de paz (Apaches 
at peace), and now these once dreaded foes were 
allies of the Spaniards.

Aside from the Gileños there was another 
small group of four Apaches who came from the 
Presidio of San Elizario, some 20 miles down the 
Rio Grande from El Paso. These men were also 
living as Apaches de paz, outside that presidio. 
They may have been recognized by at least some 
of the people of El Paso as they had been residing 
in the area for over fi ve years.  Yet for these four 
Apaches the mustering of such a large military 
force was more than just the fulfi llment of the terms 
of an alliance; instead it was an intensely personal 
endeavor, for they were Mescaleros, and they were 
riding out to hunt down and kill their own people 
(Cordero 1795b, 1795c).

For Lt. Col. Antonio Cordero, the passage 
through El Paso of his troopers was merely the 
continuation of an already hard campaign. In early 

On August 27, 1795, the vecinos of El Paso del Norte watched in awe as more than 250 riders along with 
almost a thousand horses and mules under the command of Lt. Col. Antonio Cordero moved through the 
town’s streets and plaza. The people had only occasionally seen such a large assembly of men and horses. 
Their presence marked the arrival of a punitive expedition by the Spanish military to punish the Mescalero 
Apaches who had ambushed and killed Spanish soldiers earlier in the month. 
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August 1795, a large number of Mescaleros, totaling 
about 400 including some of the Apaches de paz 
living outside of El Paso, crossed the Rio Grande 
on a large scale raid. On August 3, apparently by 
accident, they discovered and ambushed a Spanish 
scouting party of 50 men under the alférez (ensign) 
of the First Volante, Joseph Urias, in the Sierra del 
Carrizo, east of present-day Coyame, Chihuahua. 
Despite a hard fi ght, Urias and 22 of his men were 
killed. Three days later, while moving back across 
the Rio Grande, the Mescaleros again ambushed a 
Spanish detachment. This time, a party of 44 troops 
under command of Alférez Cayetano Limon was 
virtually annihilated in the Sierra del Ojo Caliente, 
close to the modern Van Horn Mountains. Limon 
and 32 of his men were killed. Stung by these 
defeats, the Commandant General of the Interior 
Provinces, Field Marshal Pedro de Nava, ordered an 
immediate counterstrike and dispatched Lieutenant 
Colonel Cordero to hunt down the raiders.

In mid-August, Cordero reconnoitered the 
sites of the two ambushes. By August 21 he and 
his men were moving northwest along the south 
bank of the Rio Grande when his scouts found 
numerous tracks leading into the mountain ranges 
across the river. These were the lands inhabited by 
the Mescalero de paz living near the Presidio of 
San Elizario.  Having received reports confi rming 
that many of the Mescaleros had come from the 
Hueco Mountains northwest of El Paso and the Or-
gan Mountains near present-day Las Cruces, New 
Mexico, Cordero determined to attack.

Two days later, he fortuitously received a 
substantial reinforcement when “there arrived 
the Troops of the west, comprising a party of 142 
men.” Immediately, Cordero drew up a plan to use 
these men to cross the Rio Grande and scour the 
major mountain ranges where the Mescalero tra-
ditionally lived. Moving in a broad, sweeping arc, 
this detachment was to move north and then west, 
before rejoining Cordero and his main force farther 
upstream along the Rio Grande beyond El Paso 
where the river turned sharply north. He entrusted 
the detachment to Lt. Blas de Aramburu of Presi-
dio del Principe. Cordero ordered him to “set out 
for twelve days to beat the Tinajas Hondas, Cerros 

Huecos, Cornudo, that of del Aire, and the Sierra 
de los Organos.”

Pressing on with the main force Cordero 
reached the Presidio of San Elizario the following 
day where he took custody of several Mescaleros 
who had been detained by their own kin “for 
being involved in the hostilities.” The next day he 
again received reinforcements, noting in his fi eld 
diary, “I was joined by 20 Opatas of Bavispe and 
35 men from San Buenaventura under command 
of Lieutenant Dn Nicolas de Almansa, 25 from 
Janos with a sergeant, and 25 from San Eleceario 
[Elizario] and the 2nd [Volante] with the Alférez 
Dn Joseph de Carrasco.” The colonel now had a 
powerful force of 250 men and on August 26 they 
all set out for the Villa of El Paso (Cordero 1795c). 

After a short day’s march, Cordero billeted 
his men with the citizens of the town while he 
held council with Francisco Xavier de Uranga, 
the Lieutenant Governor of the Province of New 
Mexico, whose offi cial residence was the Villa. In the 
midst of these discussions, Cordero was informed 
of the arrival of a force of 24 Gileño Apaches from 
those settled at peace establishments outside the 
Presidio of Janos, along with four Mescaleros who 
had come up from San Elizario. These Mescaleros 
confi rmed for him the identity and mountain homes 
of the Apaches involved in the attacks, telling him 
“that some from the Sacramentos and Robledos 
had conspired in the last campaign against us, and 
that they had taken fl ight after killing one of the 
faithful Apaches of the Rancheria of Francisco; 
which incident they assured me, from now on has 
left cut off the relations between the true friends 
with the disloyal.”

Finally, sometime during the day Cordero 
found time to write a letter to Commandant 
General Pedro de Nava, detailing the events of 
the expedition thus far and further laying out his 
plans for continuing operations. “I will leave for 
now in this Pueblo,” he wrote, “some part of the 
supplies so as not to over encumber the train, 
which are deposited under the charge of a trusted 
cabo [corporal] and four working sick. And I will 
have the Troops carry munitions of war and food 
for 40 days which is the amount necessary for this 
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fi rst sally” (Cordero 1796c).
Having marshaled his forces, Lieutenant 

Colonel Cordero marched out of El Paso the next 
day following the Rio Grande as it turned north. 
On August 29 he divided his forces at Paraje de 
Robledo, located at present-day Ft. Selden, New 
Mexico. He ordered Lt. Nicolas Almansa with 
70 men and the baggage train to follow the river 
as far as the Paraje de San Diego, about 80 miles 
upstream from El Paso and make camp there. The 
colonel in turn would take a force of 90 men into 
the Robledo Mountains northwest of present-day 
Las Cruces. In this area his scouts had found “an 
old trail of Indians coming in from the hostile lands 
on the other bank” of the Rio Grande and heading 
into that range (Cordero 1795b).

For three days Cordero led his detachment in 
a fruitless quest for Apaches, searching “the Sierra 
Robledo and that of Mesilla of the same name.” 
But the only signs the Spaniards found showed that 
these mountains “had already been abandoned by 
the Enemies,” with indications that the inhabitants 
had fl ed westward towards the Mimbres River, 
the homelands of the Mimbreños.  This discovery 
raised the suspicion among the Spaniards that 
perhaps some of the Chiricahuas may have joined 
the Mescaleros in the recent attacks. In spite 
of these fears, the colonel turned away from the 
Robledos and headed back to the Rio Grande. On 
September 1 he reached the Paraje de San Diego 
where he rejoined Lieutenant Almansa and the 
baggage train.

That same day Lt. Blas de Aramburu and his 
142 men rode into camp. As ordered, Aramburu had 
made a large fl anking maneuver heading northwest 
from Presidio San Elizario until rendezvousing 
with Cordero at the Paraje San Diego. During this 
sweep Aramburu and his men had searched several 
mountain ranges looking for the Mescaleros. As 
Cordero (1795b) noted in his fi eld diary:

On this day I incorporated Aramburu with 
his party who gave me two Gandules that 
they had taken prisoner in the Tinajas 
Hondas and three pairs of ears from three 
women who they had been forced to kill 

in the Sierra de los Organos because they 
would not surrender, and not foreseeing this 
result, attempted to escape.

Whether the Spaniards killed the women in cold 
blood or in a failed attempt to capture them the 
result was the same.

While the two Apache prisoners and the 
severed ears of the three women may have given 
some credence to Aramburu’s account, Cordero 
was more interested that Aramburu had discovered 
evidence that the Mescaleros were fl eeing the 
region. “He likewise gave me notice about the 
tracks of the Rancheria of Malla . . . that had 
been alarmed and aware of our movements in the 
vicinity.” Malla was one of the capitancillos [little 
captains] of the Mescaleros de paz living outside 
Presidio del Norte, and the Spaniards believed he 
and his people had joined in the attack on Alférez 
Urias and Alférez Limon. The fact that they were 
now fl eeing was, for Cordero and his men, proof of 
their guilt (Cordero 1795b).

Having concentrated all his forces together, 
the colonel consulted with his offi cers and 
evaluated his situation. He had become convinced 
that “the Indians of one and the other banks of this 
River agreed and cooperated in a general gathering 
to attack our Frontiers.” In this he maintained that 
not only had the Mescaleros been involved in the 
rising, but Apaches from “the other bank” west 
of the Rio Grande, meaning either the Gileños or 
Mimbreños, had participated as well. What proof 
shaped Cordero’s beliefs is not known, but no 
matter what, he had “decided that they would be the 
fi rst to experience our strikes, giving time to those 
of the east to let down their vigilance in order to 
surprise them.” After interrogating the two Apache 
men captured by Aramburu’s party, he resolved to 
continue his operation by heading north “where I 
had news from the prisoners that there were many 
Indians of war” (Cordero 1795d).

On September 2 Lieutenant Colonel Cordero 
began his foray by reviewing all his troops. After 
dispatching the prisoners with a guard of 10 of 
his troopers back to El Paso, he singled out 314 
men to continue the campaign. These included 
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soldados from six of the eight presidios and all 
four of the fl ying companies of Nueva Vizcaya, 
along with 43 Ópatas from the Presidio of 
Bavispe in Sonora, and 34 Indian auxiliaries from 
El Paso. Perhaps most signifi cantly he now had a 
substantial contingent of 40 Apaches de paz, both 
Gileño and Mescalero, who would take the lead in 
scouting for their own people. 

 Wishing to search as broad an area as possible, 
the Spanish commander divided his force into three 
sections. Lt. Miguel Mesa from the Fourth Volante 
with 110 men was to cross to the east bank of the 
Rio Grande and, moving away from the river, 
search the Jornada del Muerto and surrounding 
mountains from south to north. He was to go as far 
as the Paraje of Fra Cristobal where the Jornada 
reached the Rio Grande. Mesa would then re-
cross the river and head west towards the Mimbres 
Mountains where he would rejoin Lieutenant 
Colonel Cordero “in the Cañada of the Mimbres 
named las Calabazas.” The expedition’s supply 
train was placed under the command of Lt. Phelipe 
Peru of Presidio San Buenaventura with 80 men. 
They were ordered to head directly to Fra Cristobal 
where they were to encamp and which would 
serve as the base of operations. Cordero himself 
would lead a force of 124 men directly west into 
the Mimbres Mountains and then move north to 
eventually link up with Lieutenant Mesa and his 
men. This combined force would then return to join 
the supply train at Fra Cristobal (Cordero 1795b).

With their plans set the three Spanish 
detachments set out on September 3. The next day 
Cordero and his party entered the foothills of the 
Mimbres Mountains where his men captured “a 
shepherd and a woman,” who informed him that 
nearby there were “many Indians celebrating with 
dances the misfortune that befell our people, and 
in which they had taken part; and that they were 
awaiting my departure in a mountain crest according 
to the news that they had been given by two 
Gandules recently arrived from El Paso.”  Fearing 
that he had been discovered, the lieutenant colonel 
moved to attack. Guided by his prisoners, the 
Spaniards located the Apaches in “one of the highest 
elevations in the Sierra.” Cordero observed that they 

were in several rancherías, “which occupied the 
most rocky, most broken, and mountainous [terrain] 
that rose from the depths of a funnel formed by three 
eminences of the Sierra and surrounded by a canyon 
whose fl at could barely be descried from the cusp 
where I was” (Cordero 1795b).

Dismounting many of his men, the colonel 
left his horses and a small supply train of 24 men 
under command of Alférez Josef Ygnacio Carrasco 
of San Elizario. He then split his remaining force 
into three detachments: the fi rst of 50 men on foot 
under Alférez Nicolas Madrid of Buenaventura; 
the second containing 30 mounted men under 
Lieutenant Aramburu; and the third with 30 
horsemen under Cordero himself. Heading single 
fi le down a narrow trail, the commander led his 
men to the attack. As the footmen climbed towards 
the Apache encampments which were scattered 
amongst the broken and rocky terrain, the two 
parties of cavalry swept around along the fl ats of 
the funnel and up the sides of the canyon below 
the rancherías to try and surround them. When 
the alarm was sounded, the Apache women and 
children immediately abandoned their dwellings 
while their men folk tried to organize a defense. 

Pressed by the Spaniards, the Apaches took 
refuge “in a dense cachaniyal” [a thicket of trees 
or shrubs] half way up the slope of the mountain. 
There they formed a large ring and fought back. 
Cordero noted that “the force of Indians, favored 
by the rockiness, resisted our fi re and fought 
desperately.”  The fi ght became protracted, and 
the colonel reported that after “three hours of hard 
action we had very much reduced the ring made 
by the Enemy, and most would have perished, and 
left their families in our power if the day had not 
ended so briefl y.”  Fortunately for the Apaches, as 
night came on the colonel recalled his men and 
the battle ended as abruptly as it had begun. He 
recorded in his fi eld diary, “I cannot calculate 
the great destruction suffered by these Indians, 
and only know that between the much blood that 
stained the rocks where they went, there were 
already dead in the evening seven Gandules and 
one woman, and they left of these 5 living in our 
hands” (Cordero 1795b).
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But the Spaniards had not come out of the battle 
unscathed. An Ópata soldado from the Presidio 
of Bavispe was killed, and two of his comrades 
wounded, along with two of the Apaches de paz. 
The Spaniards also missed a golden opportunity to 
cripple the mobility of their foes and lost some of 
their own horses in the process. At one point during 
the battle three Apaches de paz, apparently without 
orders, “returned to the canyon to recover the horse 
herds of the Enemy but were attacked by another 
group that countered them and they were obliged to 
abandon them, losing as well the saddled animals 
on which they arrived.” Cordero complained that 
this unauthorized action by his own Apache allies 
“squandered” the chance to capture the enemy’s 
animals (Cordero 1795b).

As darkness closed in, the colonel had his 
command make camp “on a plateau named el 
Corral de Cuellar” along the mountain crest. He 
ordered his men to remain under arms to thwart 
any counterattack by the Apaches and detailed 
Lieutenant Almansa “to repel some Indians who 
were intent on stampeding our animals.”  At ten 
o’clock that night Alférez Carrasco brought up the 
24 men of the supply train and rejoined the main 
body.  Cordero recounted in his diary that “there 
was not heard anything more that night other than 
the crying and howls of the Enemies who were 
searching for their families in the thickets, and the 
working of others who were forming a stone trench 
on the summit of the mountain crest, which they 
fi nished by sunrise the next day” (Cordero 1795b).

With the morning light the colonel withdrew 
his men from the battlefi eld, climbing back up the 
mountain they had clambered down the previous 
day to launch their attack. The Spaniards could 
now clearly make out that the Apaches had 
constructed rudimentary fi eld entrenchments and 
were ensconced in a good defensive position from 
which it would be very diffi cult to dislodge them. 
Cordero allowed a few of the Apache de paz to go 
forward, noting that “some of our Indians parleyed 
with the Enemies that had remained in the trench 
to delay us, while the rest fl ed with their families.” 
Realizing that most of the Apaches had made good 
their escape, the Spanish commander decided to 

move his camp to good water nearby and rested his 
men and horses for several hours before continuing 
the pursuit (Cordero 1795b).

Setting out that same afternoon, it soon 
became clear to the Spaniards that the Apaches had 
scattered in all directions. The next day, September 
6, scouts found the trail of fi ve individuals heading 
into the Black Range Mountains and Cordero 
ordered his men to give chase. After several hours 
his vanguard emerged from the mountains into 
a plain where with a curious mixture of seeming 
indifference and nostalgia, the colonel noted “they 
succeeded in killing one Gandul in the pleasant 
valley of the Sierra Negra” (Cordero 1795b).

Apparently enjoying this setting, the 
commander ordered his troopers to make camp 
and then sent out two Apaches de paz to see if 
they could make contact with Lieutenant Mesa and 
his party. They were successful, and the next day, 
September 8, the lieutenant and his 110 men rode 
in. After dismounting his troopers, he delivered 
his report to Cordero. The lieutenant colonel, with 
obvious disappointment, concluded that Mesa had 
returned “without having achieved any advantage 
in the vast reconnaissance that he had undertaken 
because a Rancheria that he had located . . . fl ed 
before being attacked.” In addition to failing to 
locate the enemy, the lieutenant also reported that 
an Apache de paz from Janos from his detachment 
had deserted two days earlier.  Cordero and his 
offi cers “imputed this to the bad character of the 
said Indian.”  Anticipating that the deserter might 
cause trouble among the other Apaches settled at 
Janos, the lieutenant colonel sent a warning letter 
to the Janos commander carried by eight other 
Apaches de paz “for allaying any uprising that the 
fugitive might intend among the peaceful of that 
establishment” (Cordero 1795b).

That same day, the women prisoners taken in 
the recent battle gave out that there was another 
“enemy Rancheria in the same sierra two days 
travel course to the north.”  Perhaps giving Mesa 
a chance to redeem himself, Cordero detailed the 
lieutenant with 150 men, along with Alfereces 
Carrasco and Madrid, on the best horses to set 
out deeper into the Black Range in pursuit of 
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these Apaches. At the same time, the lieutenant 
colonel with 80 men would continue to hunt for 
the ranchería that had fl ed before Mesa from the 
Jornada del Muerto and crossed to the west bank of 
the Rio Grande (Cordero 1795b).

For four days Cordero and his men searched in 
vain for the fugitive Apache ranchería, all the while 
gradually making their way eastward, back toward 
the Rio Grande. On September 12 the detachment 
reached the Paraje de Fra Cristobal where they 
rejoined the supply train under Lieutenant Peru. 
Two days later Lieutenant Mesa and his detachment 
returned, and this time he had succeeded in coming 
to grips with some Apaches (Cordero 1795b).

Mesa undoubtedly told Cordero about his 
pursuit, but the lieutenant colonel required the 
lieutenant to prepare a written report as well. That 
evening he composed a brief but concise account 
with the formality common to Spanish offi cers:

In compliance with the order of Your Honor, 
on the 8th of the current [month] in the 
pleasant Valley of the Sierra Negra I went 
with one hundred fi fty men which composed 
my party, course to the North, by all the 
cordilleras that are from Zuni in search of 
the Enemy Rancheria which Your Honor 
had informed me, whose tracks I cut on the 
same afternoon. And following hard after 
them, succeeded on the tenth in killing a 
Gandul and three women and taking alive 
eight piezas [captives] of both sexes; and 
on the eleventh, in the morning, attacked 
the Rancheria wherein nine Gandules were 
killed, who made a great resistance, among 
whom was capitan Cladensdy; and likewise 
there died two women, and eleven piezas 
of all ages were taken. The offi cers and 
Troop behaved as they should, and we had 
only two soldados wounded and two horses 
killed; one that of the Cadet Don Facundo 
Melgares and the other that of Sergeant 
Fermin Urives; and an Apache Auxiliary 
missing.  God Keep Your Honor many 
years” (Mesa 1795a).

With these results, Lt. Col. Antonio Cordero 
resolved to return to El Paso. He dispatched copies 
of his fi eld operations to Commandant General 
Pedro de Nava via Indian messengers, and shortly 
thereafter led his command back down the Rio 
Grande. During this operation his forces had killed 
18 Apache men and 10 women, and captured two 
other men and 27 women and children. Given 
the areas he had swept, many of the casualties 
infl icted were upon the eastern Chiricahuas, both 
Gileños and Mimbreños, and not the Mescaleros. 
Nevertheless, Cordero was convinced that at least 
some of the former had taken part in the uprising 
and that it was a strategic necessity to punish them 
fi rst. Satisfi ed that he had done so, he now turned 
his attention to the east, where he planned to strike 
as hard as he could against the Mescalero.

Several days later the citizens of El Paso 
del Norte welcomed the return of the Spanish 
expedition.  The undoubtedly exhausted troopers 
and their animals were once again billeted in 
the Villa, while the 27 Apache prisoners of war 
were consigned to the carcel, or jail, of the town. 
From there these unfortunates were destined to 
be dispatched to the Villa de Chihuahua where 
Commandant General Pedro de Nava would consign 
them to a most dreadful fate.  After several months 
of confi nement, they would be gathered with other 
captured Apaches and deported to Mexico City 
in a collera, or chain gang. Upon their arrival in 
the capital, most, if not all, would then be sent in 
a second collera that would transport them to the 
coast and then ship them overseas to Havana, Cuba.  
Here they would be sentenced to a term of 10 years 
of labor on the city’s fortifi cations. Yet, even should 
they should survive, they would never be allowed 
to return to their homelands (Santiago 2011).

Still outraged by the losses his men had 
suffered, Commandant General Nava resolved to 
infl ict the terrors of deportation and worse on the 
Mescaleros that had risen in August. Armed with 
the information that Lieutenant Colonel Cordero 
had provided on the scope of the outbreak, Nava 
began to marshal more of his forces in a planned 
escalation of operations across the frontier.  He 
sent word to Governor Miguel de Emparan of 
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Coahuila and Governor Fernando de la Concha 
of New Mexico, ordering them to put men into 
the fi eld to attack the Mescalero homelands.  
The commandant general envisioned that the 
detachment from New Mexico would strike into 
the regions of the Sacramento and Sierra Blanca 
Mountains from the north, while troops from 
Coahuila would move into the same areas from 
the east. Finally, a third detachment from Nueva 
Vizcaya would push up from the south. For this last 
thrust, Nava ordered Lieutenant Colonel Antonio 
Cordero to immediately set out as soon as he had 
rested and refi tted his men.

With barely two weeks respite for himself 
and his men, Cordero mustered his forces around 
El Paso del Norte and once again began noting his 
progress in a detailed fi eld diary. On October 13, 
1795, he was ready for the campaign with a force 
of 250, including soldados, 40 Indians from the El 
Paso area, and an undetermined number of Apaches 
de paz, all of them from the same force that he had 
set out with in late August. As before, he ordered 
them to equip themselves with munitions, rations, 
and mounts for at least 40 days. His subalterns 
included Lt. Phelipe Peru, Lt. Nicolas Almansa, 
and Alférez Nicolas Madrid from Presidio San 
Buenaventura; Lt. Jose Escageda and Lt. Miguel 
Mesa from the Fourth Volante; and Alférez Jose 
Ignacio Carrasco from San Elizario.

The next day Cordero dispatched 20 men 
with the baggage train and horse herd downstream 
to Presidio San Elizario, which would serve as his 
base of operations and supply depot. The rest he 
led north, heading for the Sierra de los Organos, 
a favorite Mescalero camping area. On October 
18 the Spaniards entered Soledad Canyon on 
the western slopes of the mountains.  Cordero 
then ordered his spies to scout “the three parallel 
canyons that leave the Sierra as far as San Agustin.” 
Moving cautiously through the mountains as far 
as San Agustin Springs, these spies found tracks 
leading across the Organs into the Tularosa Basin 
heading east towards the Sacramento Mountains 
(Cordero 1795a).

The Spaniards followed these tracks into “the 
center of the Sierra de San Nicolas [today’s San 

Andres Mountains],” skirting to the west of the 
barrier of the White Sands. Here, Cordero noted 
in his fi eld diary, “I kept hidden all day and at 
sunset undertook my march with the greatest speed 
in order to cross the large plain between, as far as 
the Sierra del Sacramento at which I arrived before 
sunrise and halted in the Cajon de Jesus Nazareno.” 
The Spaniards were near the present-day city of 
Alamogordo, New Mexico, and from there they 
sent out scouts, who on October 21, “crowned the 
heights of Nuestra Señora de la Luz, at the front of 
the Sierra Blanca” (Cordero 1795a).

The following day Cordero’s men came 
across a trail which they interpreted as a Mescalero 
ranchería fl eeing before them, heading north into 
the Sierra Blanca.  They gave chase but could not 
overtake the Apaches.  With the coming of darkness, 
Cordero ordered a halt at the Cajon Sombrio where 
he made camp. The next morning the Spaniards 
located the tracks of a second group of Apaches 
and, changing targets, pursued this new quarry. For 
two full days the chase continued with the soldados 
gradually closing the distance. On October 24, 
however, the Apaches spotted their pursuers as 
the Spaniards reached the top of Cumbre del San 
Rafael, causing the Indians to increase their speed. 
The Spaniards also picked up their pace, but were 
only able to catch up with the tail end of the fl eeing 
Apaches. Cordero lamented, “I only succeeded in 
attacking the most exhausted of which they left a 
shepherd prisoner in our power, one woman dead, 
and several wounded Gandules who escaped. In 
this action we had a horse killed and they lightly 
wounded the Auxiliary Tagajla” (Cordero 1795a).

Frustrated by not being able to catch the 
Mescaleros, Cordero interrogated his prisoner to 
fi nd out how they knew of his approach. The latter 
recounted that “the tumult of the Indians of that 
Sierra was due to the arrival fi ve days before of a 
wife of the Indian Vida Licay with the news that 
her husband had been captured by the Spaniards, 
and that of these, there came more than the seeds of 
grass to avenge their grievances.” The Mescaleros 
had been forewarned of the Spanish campaign 
by the wife of an Apache de paz living near San 
Elizario who left to alert her kinsmen.  “The result 
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of this,” Cordero continued in his report, “was that 
the four rancherías that were left there determined 
to divide up, each seeking its own safety.”  The 
Spanish commander, however, now had the prisoner 
serve as a guide, and the man eventually brought 
the Spaniards to another location that “cut the trail 
of another large Rancheria over which we travelled 
until the Rio de Sacramento” (Cordero 1795a).

Coming up on the Mescalero ranchería in 
an unnamed canyon, on the evening of October 
25 Cordero dismounted part of his force and had 
them make a night march up the mountain slopes 
on either side. The remaining mounted troopers 
waited at the canyon mouth. At day break the 
Spaniards sprung their ambush, “but they found 
nothing besides the fi res they [the Mescleros] had 
raised the night before.” When the Spaniards gave 
chase they found that the Apaches had escaped “to 
a cliff impassable for horses and very diffi cult for 
those on foot, through which they saved themselves 
and frustrated our efforts” (Cordero 1795a).

Stung by the Apaches’ successful stratagem, 
Cordero and his men turned back towards the Rio 
Sacramento. There, they luckily hit upon the trail of 
another group of Mescaleros, whom their prisoner 
identifi ed as the ranchería of capitancillo Esquin-
Yoé Viguis. Unfortunately for the Indians, Cordero 
recorded that “these were less cautious than the 
others and I followed and reached them at sun set, 
taking prisoner eight persons of both sexes, killing 
four, and wounding several Gandules, having on 
our part in this number [i.e., wounded] a soldado of 
the Company of San Buenaventura.”  Undoubtedly 
pleased with this victory, the Spaniards also may 
have felt a sense of justifi ed retribution as “in this 
Rancheria as well as that attacked the previous day, 
there were found many fragmentary items of the 
soldados that died at the hands of the Barbarians 
this past August” (Cordero 1795a).

Believing that he had driven the Mescaleros 
before him out the east side of the Sacramentos, 
Cordero hoped to make contact with the other 
Spanish forces coming either from New Mexico or 
from Coahuila. To that end, “in the night I arranged 
to send down to the Rio de Pecos two Apaches 
familiar with that terrain to search for them or 

their trains and to give them notice of me and my 
command with papers, that I had given them to 
this effect, and orders for them to look for me by 
afterwards, going over my trail.” At the same time, 
Cordero continued his own operation heading 
northeast into the modern Capitan Mountains, 
“where I found no more than the vestiges of the 
numerous Apaches” (Cordero 1795a).

Realizing that he could do no more on his 
current course, and sensing that the Mescaleros 
may have slipped behind him, on October 26 the 
lieutenant colonel ordered his men to turn south 
where they would sweep several more mountain 
ranges as they made their way back to the Rio 
Grande and Presidio San Elizario. He detailed 
Lieutenant Escageda along with Lieutenant 
Almansa and Alférez Carrasco with 115 men to 
reconnoiter the Guadalupe and Diablo Mountains 
of west Texas and southeast New Mexico, while 
Cordero would examine the Cornuda, Hueco, and 
del Aire Mountains in the same regions. 

The following day, Cordero led his men to the 
Cornuda Mountains, where he declared, “It was 
impractical to go mounted in this small Sierra or 
rather an impregnable fortress arranged by the author 
of nature.” He personally led a reconnaissance on 
foot with 80 men that only found some old tracks 
indicating that some of the Mescaleros had indeed 
headed back south toward the Rio Grande. Other 
signs indicated to the Spaniards that it was in these 
mountains that “the Enemy had their families in 
the month of August past” at the beginning of the 
outbreak of hostilities (Cordero 1795a).

Over the next fi ve days the colonel vainly 
searched the region for signs of the Mescaleros. 
By November 2 he had reached the Rio Grande 
downstream from Presidio San Elizario where he 
reunited with Lieutenant Escageda.  The subaltern 
had been just as unsuccessful as his commander in 
fi nding the enemy, and it appeared that the entire 
operation had concluded on a rather unspectacular 
note.  Anticipating this, Cordero dispatched his 
nine prisoners to the presidio, and then dismissed 
“the forty El Paso auxiliaries so that they would not 
destroy their animals as they had come fatigued.”  
Cordero then moved his men to an encampment 
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called Loma Alta, “amidst a commodious bosque 
that hid us.” He then sent out fi ve spies down river 
“as far as the abandoned Presidio of Pilares,” in 
what must have been seen as a last ditch attempt to 
locate the Mescalero (Cordero 1795a).

Whatever the feelings of the Spaniards as 
the campaign wound down, they were suddenly 
changed on November 6 when their spies returned 
with the report “that they had just cut a very 
fresh trail in the vicinity of the canyon,” meaning 
a location farther downstream. Having fi nally 
let himself relax after 40 days of continuous 
exertions Cordero had fallen ill. “Mortifi ed by an 
indisposition in my health,” he noted in his diary, 
“I granted the command of this raid to Lieutenant 
Mesa giving to him one hundred fi fty men with 
the object to attack the Rancheria whose tracks 
the spies had cut and followed.”  Should the 
Mescaleros elude this blow, Cordero ordered the 
lieutenant “that afterwards he was to search all the 
cordillera of the River advancing until the Sierra 
del Mobano,” the present-day Davis Mountains of 
west Texas (Cordero 1795a).

After sending off this detachment Cordero sat 
down to give an account of the campaign results 
thus far to Commandant General Pedro de Nava 
at the Villa de Chihuahua. He began by noting 
that he had begun the campaign by searching 
the “Sierras and terrains most frequented by the 
Mescaleros.” He then summarized the forays and 
battles his men had had throughout a large section 
of central New Mexico and west Texas. Despite 
having had some success in harassing the Apaches 
that he believed responsible for the outbreak, his 
tone was notably pessimistic.  Cordero concluded 
that part of the reason for his lack of success was 
that the Mescalero had dispersed over a wide area 
after hurriedly fi nishing their fall buffalo hunt in 
September, “the month following their hostilities.” 
He recounted that Mescaleros had scattered into 
northern New Mexico, the Llano Estacado of west 
Texas, and all along the Rio Grande frontier of 
Nueva Vizcaya, declaring that “a few Rancherias 
had pulled to the vicinity of New Mexico, others to 
the Cañon de San Sabas, and others to the Frontiers 
of this Province” (Cordero 1795e).

“I am sensible My General,” he wrote, 
“that the progress of this sally until now has not 
corresponded to our toils and efforts, mostly 
when I observe that the offi cers and Troops that 
accompany me have the most honorable and ardent 
desires to batter the Enemies.” Still, Cordero felt 
he and his men had done all they could and asked 
that Nava would take this into account, so that “the 
penetration of Your Lordship will not be obscured 
in judging us that this did not depend on the scarcity 
of opportunities, and that these have been sought 
with the activity corresponding to the performance 
of your worthy orders” (Cordero 1795e).

Still, Cordero held out hope that further success 
would come as he awaited word of the results of 
Lieutenant Mesa’s expedition, telling Nava that 
“on the return of Mesa I will give to Your Lordship 
an account of the results of his mariscada [raid], 
sending you the diary in detail.”  Having concluded 
his report and the special pleading he had made to 
the commandant general, Cordero recorded in his 
fi eld diary, “I dispatched two Apaches of Carrizal 
with a packet that included the report of what has 
happened to this date.”  All he could do now was to 
wait (Cordero 1795e).

After sending off his dispatches Cordero 
slowly shepherded his command and his exhausted 
horse herd up river towards Presidio San Elizario, 
which they reached on November 9 after a three-
day march. For the next week and a half the 
colonel waited impatiently for word of the results 
of Lieutenant Mesa’s fi nal attempt to punish the 
Mescalero. Finally, on November 20 the lieutenant 
returned with news that he had located and attacked 
a Mescalero encampment in the Sierra de la Cola 
de Aguila, the modern day Eagle Mountains of far 
west Texas. His written report to Cordero described 
the battle (Mesa 1795b):

 
Immediately after I separated from Your 
Honor on the 6th of the current month with 
one hundred fi fty men of the Troop that you 
had placed under my orders, I went to take 
the trail of  the Enemies in the same place 
where the spies had left it, which I verifi ed 
on the 8th. And I followed with the greatest 



PAPERS OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF NEW MEXICO VOLUME 43 • 2017

166

perseverance and caution and succeeded to 
discover the Rancheria on the tenth before 
day break, and they were found in a deep 
canyon in the Sierra de la Cola de la Aguila. I 
arranged to attack in two parties, one on foot 
of fi fty men, to crown the crests commanded 
by the Sergeant of Bavispe, Leon, and the 
other of fi fty cavalry, which I led over the 
mountain side; which was effected at sun 
rise succeeding between both in surprising 
the said Rancheria which was that of the 
Mescalero Esquine-Yoé, el grande, that they 
call Friega la Olla, which was immediately 
put to fl ight offering very little resistance; 
but despite the precipitous nature of their 
fl ight, two Gandules and four women were 
killed and seven piezas of both sexes taken 
prisoner; and they left in our power all of 
their goods among which were items and 
fi ve horses of the fallen Soldados; and there 
escaped very badly wounded eight Gandules, 
among them the referred to capitancillo, the 
rest of the people sorely hurt.

After the battle, Mesa continued his scout of 
the region as far as the Sierra Mobano, the modern 
day Davis Mountains, before deciding to return to 
San Elizario.  There he turned over to Lieutenant 
Colonel Cordero not only his report but “the cited 
prisoners and four pairs of ears as we had not been 
able to recover the other two because of the diffi cult 
terrain in which they fell” (Mesa, 1795b).

Buoyed somewhat by the success of 
Lieutenant Mesa’s operation on November 21, 
1795, Cordero dispatched another set of dispatches 
to Commandant General Nava in Chihuahua. In 
these he included not only his detailed fi eld diary, 
but a copy of Mesa’s report as well. He informed 
Nava that he had sent off his prisoners to a more 
secure location: “The sixteen prisoners that have 
been made in the strikes that I had in the Sierra 
del Sacramento as well as these last that Mesa has 
provided are guarded in the Presidio de San Carlos 
until whatever Your Lordship determines for 
them.” Like the previous group of prisoners that 
he had sent south after his fi rst expedition, Cordero 

undoubtedly knew that these Apaches would also 
most likely be deported in another collera destined 
for permanent exile in Cuba (Cordero 1795f).

In reviewing the campaign of the last three 
months, Cordero knew that he and his men had 
infl icted a substantial number of casualties on 
the Apaches. In their fi rst sally between August 
27 and September 14, they killed 18 Apache men 
and 10 women and captured another two men, 
eight women and 19 piezas, most likely indicating 
children not having yet reached puberty. On their 
second foray between October 13 and November 
10, they killed two more men and fi ve women 
and captured one man, and 15 piezas. Of these 
78 Apache casualties, some, if not all, of those 
from the fi rst foray were most likely Gileño or 
Mimbreños. Those who suffered on the second 
were undoubtedly Mescalero.

From the standpoint of showing the reach of 
Spanish power, Cordero had clearly succeeded, 
raiding deep into lands that the Apaches considered 
theirs, and in which few white men had ever 
ventured. Yet, in regards to “punishing” those 
Apaches actually responsible for starting the 
hostilities, the results were clearly unsatisfactory.  
Spanish pride had not been restored nor Spanish 
honor satisfi ed. More blood and more suffering 
would inevitably follow, and Lt. Col. Antonio 
Cordero and his brother offi cers were determined 
that it would be the Mescaleros who would bleed 
and suffer the most.

And so for the next four years, Cordero and 
other Spanish offi cers would undertake a series of 
large-scale and continuous campaigns against the 
Mescalero Apaches that can fairly be categorized 
as a particular war.  The area of hostilities stretched 
across the central and eastern Interior Provinces 
and extended beyond the Spanish frontier line into 
the Mescalero homelands in what is now central 
and eastern New Mexico and west Texas.

Eventually, by the end of 1799, violence 
abated as the campaigns of the Spaniards took 
effect. While sporadic and localized small scale 
raids continued, the Mescaleros ceased almost all 
of their larger attacks into the Provincias Internas. 
Further, the number of Mescaleros entering into 
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the reservations or peace establishments around El 
Paso, Presidio del Norte, and other Spanish frontier 
posts indicated a new-found, albeit transitory, 
willingness on the part of the Mescalero to accept 
Spanish terms. For several years in the early 
nineteenth century, a general quiet that resembled 
peace more than war settled on the region. But 
when in 1821 the Spanish empire fell before the 

advent of the newly independent Mexico, the 
mutual accommodation with the Mescaleros 
gradually broke down. By about 1830 Apaches and 
Hispanics were again engaged in open war, a war 
that would continue unabated until both peoples 
were confronted and ultimately overwhelmed by 
the forces of the United States.
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Purpose, Function, and the Great Houses of 
Chaco Canyon

LYNNE SEBASTIAN

Despite the central role of these structure, 
however, 120 years after the fi rst formal excavations 
were carried out in Chaco Canyon, archaeologist 
are still unable to achieve a consensus about what 
these structures meant to those who built and 
experienced them and how they functioned over 
the three and a half centuries during which they 
were actively used. I would suggest that, in part, 
we have struggled with great houses because we 
tend to lump together two very different questions:  
What were they for? and What did they do? Our 
search for the meaning of these enigmatic structures 
can benefi t if we keep separate the questions of 
purpose and function.  

As an example of what I mean, let us consider 
Downton Abbey.  Those of us who are devotees 
of the PBS series know that the eponymous great 
house (in the English Heritage sense of that term) 
is the home of the Earl of Grantham, his wife, and 
his three daughters.  As the show progresses, they 
lose a daughter, gain and lose several sons-in-law, 
and acquire three grandchildren.  There is also a 
gaggle of servants and retainers, some of whom 
live in the attics of the house, many more of whom 
live elsewhere on the estate (in the British version 
of small sites).  During the show’s early twentieth 
century time period, Highclere Castle, which plays 

the role of Downton Abbey in the series, was made 
up of some 120,000 square feet and more than 200 
rooms, employed about 30 servants in the house 
itself, and was, as it is today, the country estate of 
the Earls of Carnarvon (including the fi fth Earl—
he of Howard Carter and Tutankhamen fame).  

We know a great deal about what this building 
“did,” what functions were carried on within its 
walls:  meals were made and served;  beds were 
changed and laundry washed;  silver was polished, 
wines decanted, port and whisky sipped and 
approved; the Earl met with the estate manager,  read 
the papers and smoked cigars; the ladies changed 
their clothing an astonishing number of times a day; 
servants cleaned, swept, dusted, polished, made 
fi res, and carried innumerable tins of hot water and 
trays of tea and bikkies up endless staircases.  

None of this, however, is what the building 
was “for.” The purpose of Downton Abbey was not 
to provide houseroom to the Crawley family and 
their servants.  The purpose of this and all English 
great houses was to demonstrate wealth and power, 
to showcase fabulous collections of paintings and 
objets d’art.  The house served as a backdrop against 
which to market one’s marriageable daughters and 
younger sons, in an effort to fi nd suitable (that is, 
wealthy and preferably titled) matches for them.  

It is often observed (e.g., Lekson et al. 2006:67) that great houses are in many ways the central fact of 
Chacoan archaeology.  The massive great houses of Chaco Canyon fascinate us.  They were built in the 
middle of a vast desert basin.  They stood silent and empty for centuries, enduring wind and drought, 
torrential rain, baking sun, and bitter winters.  Yet when fi rst encountered by Europeans, their basic forms 
remained intact, and some of their rooms were still roofed and structurally sound 700 years after their 
builders walked away down the canyon.  Great houses are the reason why Chaco Canyon was the focus 
of so much early archaeological work, why it became fi rst a national monument and then a national park, 
and why it was chosen as a world heritage site.  At the most basic level, the spatial extent of Chacoan 
archaeology, as distinct from ancestral Pueblo archaeology in general, is defi ned by the geographical 
distribution of great houses.  
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Ultimately, the house and estate also acted as a 
lure to attract house-party and dinner guests who 
could further the family’s economic and political 
interests.  Similarly, both the purposes and the 
functions of Chacoan great houses are important to 
understand, but we will advance our understanding 
of these structures and the society that they served 
if we are aware of the difference.

For the fi rst 90 or so years of Chacoan 
archaeology, there was no question about the 
purpose or the function of great houses.  They 
were interpreted as big pueblos, residential 
buildings fi lled with families living in small suites 
of adjoining rooms, just like the ethnographically 
known pueblos.  Purpose and function were 
conceived to be identical: the great houses were 
built to house families and shelter their activities, 
and that’s what they did.  In the 1920s, Neil Judd 
used his count of 651 rooms in Pueblo Bonito 
to estimate a maximum population for the great 
house, based on the assumptions of fi ve persons 
per family with each family occupying a three-
room suite.  He arrived at a maximum population 
fi gure for this one building of 1090 people (Judd 
1964:22).  Vivian (1970) viewed the canyon great 
houses as towns organized into residential moieties.

The belief that great houses were big 
apartment buildings continued to guide Chacoan 
archaeology through the beginnings of the National 
Park Service’s Chaco Project into the early 1980s.  
In the Chaco Project survey volume, Alden 
Hayes estimated the population of great house 
residents in the central canyon using the following 
assumptions:  4.5 persons per family, each family 
occupying a suite of three rooms, one-third of the 
total room count abandoned at any one time (Hayes 
et al. 1981:49-50).  His estimate came to a total 
great house population of 2763 people (1981:51).   

As the Chaco Project excavations were 
proceeding at Pueblo Alto between 1975 and 1979, 
however, the scarcity of domestic features in the 
rooms called into question the interpretation that 
great houses were simply domestic structures.  A 
reexamination of the results of early twentieth 
century excavations at Pueblo Bonito and Chetro 
Ketl underscored this pattern.  Judd, for example, 

noted that there were more than 300 ground fl oor 
rooms in Pueblo Bonito, but that only 48 of them 
contained hearths (Judd 1954:44-45). As a result of 
the Pueblo Alto excavations and the re-examination 
of information from other great houses, especially 
Pueblo Bonito, most interpretations began to shift 
away from the view that the great houses were 
simply large pueblos, functionally identical to 
those occupied by ethnographically known Pueblo 
societies (Windes 1984; but see, for example, 
Wills 2000, who argues that great houses were 
communally built residential structures constructed 
through a process of collective ritual).  

A number of interpretive scenarios that 
attempted to account for the observed features of 
the Chacoan archaeological record were developed 
in the 1980s, based on the wealth of data from the 
Chaco Project and several San Juan Basin-wide 
studies.  The fi rst of these interpretive scenarios 
was put forward by senior Chaco Project staff. 
One of the primary reasons why Pueblo Alto was 
selected for excavation by the Project was its 
clear and potentially important association with 
the newly defi ned network of prehistoric roads 
constructed by the Chacoan people (Windes 
1987:xxi, 6).  Although archaeologists and Navajo 
people had been aware of linear features at various 
places in and around the San Juan Basin for a 
long time, the scale, connectivity, and engineered 
quality of the Chacoan roads were only then in 
the process of being studied and defi ned (Kincaid 
1983; Nials et al. 1987). The location of Pueblo 
Alto at the confl uence of several roads approaching 
Chaco Canyon, and the control that the great house 
could have exercised over traffi c into and out of 
the canyon, led to a strong focus on potential road-
associated functions of this great house.

The harsh and unforgiving environment of 
the San Juan basin, the architectural and artifactual 
richness of Chaco Canyon, the Basin-wide road 
network, and the high proportion of featureless, 
apparently empty, rooms in the great houses led to 
an argument that Chaco Canyon was the center of 
a food-redistribution network (Judge 1979; Judge 
et al. 1981). Under this scenario, local farming 
communities in the agriculturally marginal San 
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Juan Basin attempted to buffer the very real risk 
of local crop failure and subsistence stress by 
participating in a cooperative system whereby 
agricultural surpluses were transported to Chaco 
Canyon, stored there, and then redistributed to local 
communities experiencing an agricultural shortfall.  
The great houses—both those in the canyon and 
the outliers—were seen as large storehouses where 
surplus supplies of corn and other goods were 
stockpiled for future redistribution.

As additional archaeological research was 
carried out, various failings of the redistribution 
hypothesis became clear.  The distribution of lithic 
and ceramic materials indicated that those items 
came into Chaco Canyon and stayed there; there 
was no indication of redistribution of these items 
back into the system (Cameron 1984; Toll 1984).  
The destinations of the roads were found to have 
little or no relationship to areas where agricultural 
surpluses or high-value resources were likely to be 
found (Roney 1992).  The caloric transport costs 
for carrying corn over the distances represented by 
the newly defi ned regional system of great house 
communities (Fowler and Stein 1992; Marshall 
et al. 1979; Powers et al. 1983) was argued to be 
unsustainable, given foot transport (Lightfoot 
1979, but more on this later).

A corollary of the “great houses were apartment 
buildings” belief was the “ancestral Pueblo people 
were strictly egalitarian farmers” belief.  During the 
1980s, however, several dissertations introduced 
discussions of sociopolitical complexity into the 
ongoing dialogue about Chaco and its great houses. 
Building on the redistribution model, Schelberg 
(1982; see also 1984) argued that the administrative 
requirements of organizing, monitoring, and 
operating the system of redistributive exchange 
led to hierarchical social and political organization 
within Chacoan society, and that this hierarchy 
was refl ected in the settlement-size hierarchy of 
Chacoan great houses.  He described the great 
houses as elite residences with many hundreds 
of rooms dedicated to storage of surplus crops 
(1982:223).

Toll (1985) offered an explanation of Chacoan 
society that retained the notion that the complexity 

of the system was an adaptive response to a harsh 
and uncertain environment, but rejected both the 
notion of an administered system of redistribution 
of foodstuffs and the notion of an elite class 
occupying the Chaco Canyon great houses.  He 
proposed instead a cooperative system whereby 
people from communities across the Basin began 
interacting and exchanging goods more intensively 
in order to buffer subsistence shortfalls.  He viewed 
the great houses and other major constructions—
great kivas, roads, mounds, etc.—as public 
architecture, built and used cooperatively, perhaps 
as part of large exchange and interaction events 
held periodically in the canyon.  He did not address 
specifi c functions of the great houses, but viewed 
their purpose as having been to symbolize unity 
and group participation.

In my dissertation (Sebastian 1988, published 
as 1992), I argued that increased investment in 
administrative complexity and construction of 
monumental architecture are not consistent with 
historically and ethnographically known cultural 
responses to harsh environments and subsistence 
stress.  Instead, I proposed that people who were 
already well adapted to the environment of the San 
Juan Basin experienced periodic climatic “good” 
times for corn production, and that those families 
or corporate groups who controlled the best 
farmland were able to produce surpluses, which 
they invested in social and, ultimately, political 
power and its trappings.  I argued that the purpose 
of the Chacoan great houses was to symbolize 
wealth of these corporate groups and their power, 
both political power and sacred power, and that 
they were built to impress through height and mass. 

Lekson (1988) approached the issue of social 
and political complexity at Chaco by looking at cross-
cultural information on the relationship between 
population size and organizational structure.  He 
found that there is a widespread correlation between 
the population size of the largest settlement in a 
social system and the presence of various measures 
of organizational complexity in that system.  The 
threshold for initial organizational complexity, he 
found, was a population of more than 2500 people 
in the largest settlement.  
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Defi ning what has come to be called 
“downtown Chaco” as the largest settlement in the 
Chaco world, he estimated the population of the 
great houses by using the number of kivas as a proxy 
for the number of households and then combined 
that number with Hayes’s (1981) estimate for 
the number of small site residents.  The resulting 
estimate of the peak number of individuals residing 
in the canyon was 1900-2025. Taking into account 
this population estimate, and fi nding my arguments 
for status differentiation (e.g., high-status burials) 
and for the administrative requirements of major 
construction and water allocation unpersuasive, 
Lekson concluded that at its peak Chaco had 
approached but not arrived at the threshold of 
sociopolitical complexity (1988:130).  He did not 
specifi cally address the purpose or functions of 
great houses beyond his assertion that the round 
rooms (kivas) were the main domestic spaces. 

The arguments that Chaco was a socially 
and politically complex society, with elites and 
institutionalized leaders, that Schelberg and I, and 
somewhat later Lekson (for a summary, see Lekson 
2006:27-31) put forward, created strong reactions 
among many of our colleagues.  Researchers who 
had spent their careers working in the Southwest, 
observing the strong homology between ancient 
and modern Pueblo cultures, and benefi ting from 
the depth of traditional historical knowledge 
among Pueblo people, were often skeptical of a 
reconstruction that seemed so un-Pueblo.  Lekson 
and Cameron (1995) have pointed out that some 
knowledgeable Pueblo people, themselves, view 
Chaco as having been a very un-Pueblo anomaly, 
but that doesn’t seem to have helped.

In an effort to account for the known patterns 
in Chacoan settlement and material culture using 
principles that are more familiar and universal 
in Pueblo history and ethnography, a number of 
researchers adopted Toll’s concepts of cooperative 
and communal efforts and added a strong emphasis 
on religion and ritual.  In 1999, Yoffee et al. (1999) 
introduced the concept of “rituality” as a way to 
think about the organization of social action in 
the Southwest.  Yoffee (2001:67) suggests that 
Chacoan society “was not ‘integrated’ in any 

functional systemic way.  Rather, various groups 
and social identities seem to have coexisted in 
Chaco within the context of the relations that called 
them into being.”

When viewed as a society based not on 
political and economic power but on esoteric 
knowledge and communal action, Judge and 
Cordell argue (2006:201), evidence of status 
differentiation at Chaco represents “concomitants 
of power based on ritual where people who served 
their knowledgeable priests also constructed 
Great Houses, irrigation systems, and other 
public architecture.”  Colin Renfrew describes 
Chaco Canyon as “a location of high devotional 
expression” (2001:14), in part, I think, because of 
the roads and the evidence of large “consumptive” 
or feasting events.  In the same vein, Malville and 
Malville (2001) fi nd analogues for the Chacoan 
archaeological record in ethnographically known 
patterns of pilgrimage centers and locations of 
periodic fairs from around the world and conclude 
(2001:339):

The symbiotic linking of pilgrimage, 
periodic festivals, and entrepreneurial 
activity provides a means for the integration 
of an extended population.  If groups of 
people voluntarily visited Chaco Canyon 
to attend periodic festivals and religious 
ceremonies, the surrounding area could have 
become culturally integrated without any 
exercise of administrative control, force, or 
political power.

Malville and Malville suggest that great 
houses functioned as locations for rituals, feasting, 
and periodic commerce as well as providing 
temporary accommodations for visitors and 
pilgrims (2001:338).  Renfrew suggests (2001:21) 
that either the individual great houses in the 
canyon represented “guest houses,” each serving 
a population from a specifi c area of the greater 
Chacoan world or, alternatively, that Pueblo 
Bonito was the focal and primary center and the 
other great houses in the canyon fi lled specialized 
ancillary roles.  
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Judge and Cordell (2006:202-204) offer 
several suggestions about possible purposes and 
functions of great houses:

. . . groups from geographical sectors outside 
the canyon built the later structures to 
facilitate and legitimize their participation 
in canyon ceremonies, to serve as residences 
for pilgrims, and to store ritual paraphernalia 
… construction of these Great Houses in the 
canyon was a means by which people from 
outlying communities could participate in 
the common cultural identity of Chaco.

Most of the research that has been done in 
recent years on Chaco as an archaeological culture 
has adopted a ritual-based explanation for the 
centrality and importance of Chaco Canyon, often 
focusing on the broader cultural landscape rather 
than site-specifi c studies (see Stein et al. 2007 and 
Van Dyke 2007 for excellent examples).    

In my contribution to a volume that resulted 
from a major effort to synthesize what was 
currently known about Chacoan archaeology 
(Sebastian 2006), I discussed these divergent views 
about what Chaco was and what the great houses 
were “for” and suggested an approach that might 
help us to move beyond dichotomous screaming 
arguments (“It is political signaling, I say!”  “No, 
you numbskull, it is ritual performance!!”)  But I 
also argued for the critical importance of previous, 
ongoing, and future functional research addressing 
what great houses “did.”   

Many such functional studies are providing 
us with an increasingly detailed and nuanced 
understanding of great houses and their role in 
Chacoan life.  Some of these include fi ne-grained 
analyses of the distribution of material culture 
within great houses (Neitzel 2003), reanalyses from 
new perspectives of previously analyzed classes of 
material (Crown and Hurst 2009; Marden 2015), 
detailed analyses of previously underanalyzed 
material (Jolie and Webster 2015), and architectural 
studies using techniques such as space syntax 
theory (Bustard 2003) or application of house 
society models (Heitman 2015; Mills 2015) to 

identify residential groups and social hierarchy.  A 
recently published article by Heitman (2016) not 
only offers a new understanding of the frequency 
and distribution of tools associated with the secular 
and ritual presence of women in the archaeological 
record of Pueblo Bonito, it exemplifi es the value 
of newly available legacy data for addressing 
functional questions of all kinds. 

I would like to fi nish out this paper by taking 
my own advice concerning the value of studies 
addressing the function of great houses.   One of the 
issues about great houses that has nagged at me for 
a long time is that of storage.  When Windes (1984) 
and others began to make it clear that these were 
not big apartment houses, but rather large buildings 
that contained a high proportion of rooms, both 
large and small, that didn’t have any clear evidence 
of domestic use or other apparent function, the go-
to explanation for almost everyone was that they 
were storage rooms.   

For example, Schelberg argued (1982:223-
224) that

The great houses were elite residences with 
relatively low population densities leaving 
many of the hundreds of rooms as potential 
storage rooms. … Given the potential need to 
buffer against poor to non-existent harvests 
for several years in a row, a large volume of 
storage would be required. 

Likewise, in his Great Pueblo Architecture 
volume, Lekson says (1986:271), 

From 900 to about 1040, it is clear that 
major Chacoan buildings were scaled-up 
domestic architectural forms. … Formally, 
it is diffi cult to see large Chacoan structures 
as anything but very expensive housing. … 
Between 1050 and 1075, additions to the 
large buildings … are in part blocks of rear 
and exterior rooms. The older residential 
structures apparently were beginning to 
acquire new, centralized storage functions. 
… After 1075, several massive additions to 
the older buildings, and many new buildings 
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are constructed that are obviously not 
domestic. … presumably the additions were 
designed primarily for storage.

In my arguments that great houses were the 
residences of politically powerful corporate groups, 
I recognized that food, ritual items, and a plethora 
of other goods would have been stored there.  I 
also suggested, however, that many of the fi rst and 
second fl oor rooms in the large, later additions, at 
least at Pueblo Bonito, may simply have served as 
platforms to support the third and fourth stories and 
provide the building with its truly impressive mass 
and height.  I was interested to learn recently that 
in a similar pattern, some, perhaps most, Hohokam 
platform mounds were internally supported and 
raised to their full height by the construction and 
infi lling of grids of masonry and adobe walled cells 
1.5 to 2 m high (Elson et al. 1994).

We know that some areas of Pueblo Bonito 
and Chetro Ketl, at least, were used to store ritual 
paraphernalia.  Windes argues (1987:362-369) that 
the long rows of laterally connected single rooms 
that form the back walls of Pueblo Bonito, Chetro 
Ketl, Pueblo Alto, and other great houses were used 
for “road associated” activities, including storage of 
goods and, potentially, sleeping space for travelers. 
Malville and Malville (2001:338-339) see those 
rooms as potentially sleeping space or “stalls 
providing food, goods, and mementos to pilgrims, 
and/or serving as storage facilities for food.”  When 
considering large numbers of “storage rooms” in 
an agriculturally marginal environment, however, 
the thoughts of most Southwestern archaeologists 
turn to food security through stockpiling of corn.   
Lekson (1984:45) describes the basic pattern of 
post-A.D. 1020 great house construction as “the 
addition of massed interior rooms with decreasing 
proportions of rooms adjacent to the exterior,” 
noting that the ratio of interior to exterior rooms 
increased from 1:1 in the 1020s to 4:1 by the end 
of the century. When presented with this striking 
increase in “storage” rooms, the thoughts of most 
Southwestern archaeologists turn to stockpiling of 
truly impressive amounts of corn.

Let us, therefore, contemplate corn, storage, 

and great houses. How much corn could have been 
stored? What does this mean in terms of meeting 
the needs of the canyon population and/or visitors 
or pilgrims? Where and how might this amount of 
corn have been procured?  As a test case for these 
questions I’ve taken Lekson et al. (2006:89) at 
their word when they say that the southeast quarter 
of Pueblo Bonito provides an unusually good case 
for storage as the function for at least this part of 
the great house. Their argument is based on the 
“hyperconnectivity” of the otherwise featureless 
rectangular rooms in this area.  The rooms are 
honeycombed with the small sealable doors of the 
kind generally used for storage, which connect 
the rooms to one another directly and through 
exterior doors and balconies on the back wall of 
the building in multiple ways.  These rooms were 
also most likely connected vertically through the 
three stories by hatchways.   Lekson et al. note 
(2006:90-91):

If an interior room was closed/sealed, access 
to rooms beyond it was still possible via corner 
doors or rear balconies. … The southeastern 
part of Pueblo Bonito was designed (and 
subsequently much modifi ed) to allow access 
and movement around, rather than through, 
“sealed” rooms.  Presumably, if doors were 
sealed, something was stored inside.

Figure 1 shows the plan map of Pueblo Bonito 
at the top and the paired Stage VI additions, built 
ca. AD 1075-1085, at the bottom.  The right side of 
the bottom fi gure, labeled “B,” is the area discussed 
here.  Virtually all of this addition was three stories 
high.  Using room size information from Judd’s 
publication on the architecture of Pueblo Bonito 
(1964), along with some best guess measurements, 
it appears that the area covered by the rectangular 
rooms in this addition would have been about 447 
m2 (4811.5 ft2) per story. 

It seems likely that dried corn was stored on 
the cob in Chaco Canyon.  This is how most corn 
was stored by the Pueblo people historically (e.g., 
Cushing 1974:note 10), and there are numerous 
archaeological examples of dried ears of corn 
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Figure 1.  Top drawing is a plan map of Pueblo Bonito for reference; bottom drawing shows the late AD 1000s 
additions to Pueblo Bonito known as Stage VIA and Stage VIB.  Both drawings taken from the original 1984 
National Park Service publication of Great Pueblo Architecture of Chaco Canyon New Mexico.  See Lekson 1984 
for reprinted version.
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stacked in rooms or cribs and preserved because 
of burning or extreme dryness.   In Room 30B at 
Salmon Ruins, for example, a substantial amount 
of corn on the cob had been stacked along and 
parallel to the south wall when fi re swept through 
the great house (Reed 2006).   Corn cannot be 
stacked too deeply without the cord collapsing, and 
some of the fl oor space in each room would have 
to be reserved for access and egress.  Let’s assume, 
conservatively, that only half of the fl oor of each 
room was stacked with corn, that the corn was 
stacked only 0.75 m (2.5 ft) high, and that only the 
lower two fl oors were devoted to corn storage.  The 
third fl oor would have had more access to light and 
air and could have been used for other purposes. 

If the two lower fl oors in Stage VIB were used 
to store corn using these conservative assumptions, 
they would have held 335.25 m3 or 9513.6 bushels 
of corn. The most commonly used fi gure for the 
amount of corn consumed (that is, both eaten and 
used for other purposes) per person in traditional 
Pueblo societies is about 12 bushels per year.  This 
fi gure is based on Alexander Stephen’s observations 
at Hopi during the mid-1800s (Parsons 1936).  This 
fi gure is roughly consistent with known dietary 
needs, since the average person needs to take in 
about 2000-2500 calories per day, and a bushel 
of corn yields about 87,696 calories per bushel.  
Clearly people were not getting all their calories 
from corn (for a detailed discussion of caloric needs 
and percentage of corn in the Ancestral Pueblo diet, 
see Matson [2016]), and there were ritual and other 
practical uses for some of the corn that was raised; 
but if we do the calorie-based story problem, 12 
bushels per person per year is a reasonable number. 

This means that corn stored in the lower two 
fl oors of Stage VIB of Pueblo Bonito, using the 
conservative assumptions given above, could have 
supplied 793 people for a year.  Given that a high 
proportion of the other 600 rooms in Pueblo Bonito 
remain to be considered, along with nearly as many 
more in Chetro Ketl, plus all the other great houses 
in the canyon and all the storage rooms in all small 
sites in the canyon, not to mention the McElmo sites, 
this is an astonishing fi gure.  Twelve bushels of corn 
(or for that matter, twelve bushels of anything) takes 

up less than half a cubic meter of space.  
In order to convince myself of this, I went 

to the local co-op, where my husband and I 
persuaded them to let us measure bushel baskets 
and stack up ears of corn—only one bushel of 
corn; they somehow took exception to the idea of 
twelve.  Wondering if using modern hybrid corn 
in this experiment was in some way throwing 
off the calculations, I secured several well-dried 
ears of Sinaloa chapalote corn (Figure 2) grown 
experimentally by Karen Adams.  I chose this corn 
because its cobs are close in size to some of the 
unburned cobs from Pueblo Bonito analyzed by 
Cordell et al. (2008:Figure 3). 

Measuring the length and diameter of the 
chapalote ears and treating them as cylinders 3 cm 
(1.2 in) in diameter and 10 cm (3.9 in) long for 
the purpose of computing volume, I determined 
that 383 ears would fi t into a bushel.  This number 
assumes no voids, however.  Using formulas for the 
effi ciency of packing cylinders into cubes, I found 
that stacking corn hexagonally (each ear rests on 
the two ears below it, which is pretty much the only 
way you can stack corn) yields a 90% effi ciency 
of packing, or 345 ears per bushel. Multiplied by 
12 bushels per person, this means that each person 
would have 4140 ears of corn in their 0.422 m3 
(14.9 ft3) of storage space, or 11-12 ears per day.

The point of this exercise—other than 
demonstrating to my grandchildren that you do, 
in fact, have to be able to do story problems after 
you get out of grade school—is to warn against 
adopting the easy answer to the question, What 
the heck would they have been storing in all those 
“storage” rooms? Quite aside from the immense 
disparity between potential storage capacity and 
even the most wildly optimistic estimates of local 
population and/or ritual visitors, where would the 
Chacoans have acquired enough corn to fi ll even 
a tiny fraction of the potential storage space?  
Estimates of potential arable land in the Chaco 
core area have been a source of research and debate 
for decades; see Benson et al. (2006) and Vivian 
and Watson (2015) for recent examples of these 
strikingly divergent views.  As with the population 
estimates, however, not even the most sanguine 
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Figure 2.  An average-sized ear of modern hybrid corn and an example of Sinaloa chapalote corn similar 
in size to unburned prehistoric cobs recovered from Pueblo Bonito.  Photograph by David Cushman. 

advocates of Chaco Canyon as agriculturally self-
sustaining have hypothesized a productive capacity 
that would begin to match the storage capacity 
discussed here.  

Numerous researchers, beginning with those 
who modeled Chaco as a San Juan Basin-wide 
redistributive system, have argued that corn was 
carried to Chaco from more productive areas 
on the margins of the Basin (e.g., Benson et al. 
2006) by client populations, traders, or pilgrims. 
As noted earlier, one of the arguments against the 
redistribution model was the prohibitive energetic 
costs of carrying corn long distance (Lightfoot 
1979).  Subsequent cross-cultural analyses by 
Malville (2001) and others (e.g., Grimstead 2010) 

have demonstrated that human bearers can and 
routinely do carry more substantial loads over far 
greater distances than those posited by Lightfoot 
and that the energetic costs (extra calories 
consumed) are relatively low compared with the 
calories provided by subsistence resource loads.  
Corn weighs 31.7 kg per bushel, comfortably in 
the range of normally carried loads recorded by 
Grimstead (2010:Table 1). Interestingly, most 
of the pre-contact and historical burden baskets 
recorded in the Southwest and Great Basin tend to 
hold somewhere in the neighborhood of a bushel of 
material.   Corn could have been carried to Chaco 
Canyon from the edges of the Basin and beyond 
with negligible calorie loss through consumption.  
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If we recall the 9513.6 bushels of corn that could 
be stored in the two lowest fl oors of Pueblo Bonito 
Stage VIB, however, it is clear that imported corn 
could not account for the enormous volume of 
“storage” rooms in the great houses.

The quest to determine what Chacoan great 
houses were “for” has followed us into this century 
and, at the rate we are going, may be with us into 
the next century as well.  But efforts to discover 
what Chacoan great houses “did” are increasing in 
frequency, variety, and creativity.  Sophisticated 
new analytical and spatial analysis techniques 
and the growing digital availability of the relevant 
literature and of legacy data from nineteenth and 
early twentieth century excavations have opened 
many new avenues of research.  Fine-grained 

efforts to identify the functions of those hundreds 
of spaces lumped together as “storage rooms” 
will undoubtedly provide remarkable insights in 
the future. 
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Observations on Mimbres Bowl Use and Wear
MARC THOMPSON

Bowl Use

Since the beginning of the past century, investigators 
have presented opinions on the uses and intended 
functions of Mimbres bowls. Although it should 
be evident that the ultimate function of many 
Mimbres B/W bowls was to accompany the dead, 
how the bowls were used prior to disposal in 
mortuary contexts has occasioned limited attention 
or consensus. Complete (but not necessarily 
intact) bowls have been recovered primarily from 
burials.  Jesse Walter Fewkes (1915:64), collecting 
Mimbres bowls for the Smithsonian Institution, 
opined, “The majority of these specimens are 
mortuary food bowls.” Albert Jenks (1931:157), 
who excavated at the Galaz site, stated, “We have 
never found a bowl whose appearance suggested 
it was newly made for mortuary purposes.” Some 
(Fewkes 1923; Scott 1983:44; Tanner 1976) 
assumed that bowls were produced for funerary 
purposes.  Brody (1977:29) summarized the 
situation, “These painted bowls may have been 
made and used for other purposes, but in the end 
they were buried with the dead and the art became 
a mortuary one.” In contrast, LeBlanc (2004:24, 
25) expressed concerns about the use of Mimbres 
bowls: “Whether painted bowls were used for 
daily food service or only on special occasions is 

unknown. ... We still do not know if the painted 
pottery was intended for everyday use...”

Bowl Wear

The earliest documentation of bowl wear is that 
of Bradfi eld (1929) at Cameron Creek. Based on 
Bradfi eld’s descriptions it is possible to extrapolate 
the following data.  Observed wear on bowls 
included 1) no wear, 24 percent; 2) exterior bottom 
wear, 32 percent; and 3) other exterior wear, 
36 percent. Sixty-eight percent of the Cameron 
Creek collection had exterior wear.  Only 8 
percent evidenced even light interior wear. Fenner 
(1977) restudied the entire collection of geometric 
and fi gurative bowls from Cameron Creek and 
concluded that 83 percent of the use wear occurred 
on external bowl bottoms.

In 1982, Bray published a study of Mimbres 
B/W bowls from the collections of the Arizona 
State Museum. Bray (1982:144) found no 
signifi cant differences in wear patterns between 
geometric and fi gurative painted bowls suggesting 
that “Decoration is not related to vessel function 
in this context” and that, based on lack of wear, 
“Very fi nely painted bowls were used for purposes 
other than food preparation, serving, and storage.” 

In the conclusions of a preliminary article on a study of Mimbres Black-on-white bowls (hereafter Mimbres 
B/W) with painted fi gurative designs more than two decades ago I stated, “These bowls were made for 
the dead” (Thompson 1994:104). I was wrong. It now appears that most bowls were made for the living 
although many were placed with deceased individuals at the time of interment. Here I review, consider, and 
discuss previous comments, views, and studies concerning assumed use and apparent wear on Mimbres 
bowls. Additionally, I examine probable causes of moderate to heavy attrition exhibited on some bowls, 
and attempt to account for the presence of bowls with light wear, as well as pristine bowls, accompanying 
inhumations and cremations. Data for this study were drawn from the Mimbres Pottery Image Digital 
Database (MimPIDD) and the collections of the Maxwell Museum of Anthropology, University of New 
Mexico.  (The MimPIDD is an electronic database and digital archive of more than 10,000 whole or partial 
Mimbres vessels.)
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Additionally, she observed (1982:147) that 48 
percent of the bowls had use wear on the exterior 
bottom only and 35 percent had no use wear, 
comparable to wear patterns observed at Cameron 
Creek by Fenner (1977).  Bray further noted 
(1982:147) “The fi nest pieces served as status 
symbols. ... Some ... were probably conserved for 
generations as heirlooms [and] Mimbres bowls 
were not a strictly utilitarian vessel type.”

Another study (Lyle 1996) focused on use, 
function, and wear on Mimbres ceramics from 
the NAN Ranch site.  This research included 
examination of a sample of sherds from a Classic 
Period midden as well as vessels from burials and 
other contexts such as rare fl oor assemblages. 
Among the conclusions was that bowls were the 
most common vessel form produced at the site. 
Wear from everyday use was evident in many bowl 
interiors. Bowls were used for food preparation, 
serving, and storage. As noted by Shafer 
(2003:190), “Unequivocally, the majority of bowls 
used in funeral ceremonies were taken from extant 
household assemblages.” The cause of attrition 
was attributed to abrasion from scraping out and 
preparing food. These actions were assumed to 
have eroded both painted designs and white slip. 
This correlates with Bray’s (1982:137) observation 
that “Interior wear may be isolated in the bottom 
of the bowl and takes the form of attrition, without 
striations, that most probably results from the use 
of a ladle or some other type of utensil in direct 
contact with the vessel surface.” Ceramic ladles 
are rare (16 in the MimPIDD), and more than half 
have little or no wear; however, ladles could have 
been fashioned from wood or gourds.

The most recent published investigation of 
wear on Mimbres bowls (Huston 2010) attempted 
to identify correlations of attributes including 
vessel wear, type, designs, and ages of individuals 
in burials at four sites—Swarts, Galaz, Cameron 
Creek, and NAN Ranch—based on data recorded 
in the MimPIDD. Bowls from these sites are the 
best represented in the MimPIDD for numerical 
robustness, context, and recorded attributes, 
including degree of wear.  I used them in the present 
study. Huston’s (2010:42) conclusions included 

the following: 1) the majority of burials included 
bowls with little use-wear, regardless of the age of 
the defunct; 2) all age groups included burials with 
heavily worn bowls; 3) the Mimbres selected the 
best looking, least worn, bowls for burials; and 4) 
vessels with no wear were possibly produced for 
burials. Additionally, Huston (2010:23) observed 
that NAN Ranch had a higher frequency of 
burials with heavy wear on bowl interiors than 
those from similar contexts at Swarts or Galaz. 
Huston speculated that one explanation might be 
that these individuals were poorer, or were more 
concerned with the association of heirlooms with 
their deceased.  An alternative explanation was 
offered earlier by Shafer and Taylor (1986:65) who 
suggested that exceptionally heavy wear in burial 
vessels at NAN Ranch, especially from the last 
dated rooms, refl ected a decrease in or termination 
of bowl production at the end of the Classic Period 
(A.D. 1130) prior to abandonment of the site.

Other considerations concerning the presence 
of extensive wear on the lower interiors of bowls is 
the possibility that these vessels were cleaned with 
abrasive materials such as sand. Additionally, the 
possibility exists that liquids (especially fermented 
beverages) may have increased attrition of interior 
paint by erosion.

Bowl Data

The MimPIDD contains data on a total of 8,567 
bowls. Of these, 1,510 (18 percent) are from 
documented funerary contexts.  The latter fi gure 
and percentage, due to looting, lack of provenience, 
and other factors, is likely a low and inaccurate 
refl ection of the total number of Mimbres bowls 
associated with burials, including interments and 
cremations.  More than half the bowls have visible 
kill holes; perhaps many “indeterminate” do as well 
but are obscured by modern repair and repainting.

Due to chronic lack of provenience, and the 
caveat that not all killed bowls (but only a few 
with provenience) were found in burials, it can be 
suggested that as much as 50 percent of the known 
bowls may once have been associated with burials.  
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Light wear is nearly twice that of moderate and 
heavy wear combined. The sample of bowls from 
four sites in the MimPIDD is 2,050:  Swarts 694, 
Galaz 754, Cameron Creek 392, and NAN Ranch 
210.  The percentages of burial bowls at Swarts (87 
percent), Galaz (83 percent), Cameron Creek (35 
percent, no cremations listed), and NAN Ranch 
(50 percent), present a mean value of 69 percent, 
equal to that associated with burials at NAN 
Ranch. Bowls from burials listed in the MimPIDD 
with no wear (9 percent) or light wear (63 percent) 
combined equal 72 percent. That fi gure is highly 
compatible with Swarts (70 percent) and Galaz 
(77 percent), but higher than Cameron Creek (54 
percent), NAN Ranch (56 percent), and a mean 
value of 64 percent. 

Bowls with geometric painted designs in the 
MimPIDD is 63 percent; bowls with fi gurative 
designs comprise 37 percent. Of the 710 bowls 
with no wear in the MimPIDD, 78 percent are 
fi gurative. This is more than twice the percentage 
of the total fi gurative bowls in the MimPIDD.

Examination of an approximate 10 percent 
sample (25 bowls) of 238 vessels in the Maxwell 
Museum collection affi rmed that wear on and 
in Mimbres bowls is highly variable on rims, 
interiors, and exteriors regardless of relative age, 
style, painted designs, and presence or absence of 
kill holes. Eighteen had visible kill holes, four had 
no kill holes, and three were indeterminate due to 
modern restoration. One was from a documented 
burial at the Mattocks site. Sixteen contained 
geometric designs and nine had fi gurative motifs.  
Seventeen exhibited no (9) or light (8) rim wear; 
eight had moderate (5) to heavy (3) rim wear. 
Thirteen had basal wear, nine were indeterminate 
due to modern repairs and repainting, and three had 
no base wear.

Bowl Functions

If wear is a function of use, then how did bowls 
with little or no wear function? Based on the 
fi gures above, it is apparent that the majority of 
individuals were buried with Mimbres bowls that 

evidence little or no use-wear. As Shafer (2003:190) 
observed, the selection of bowls for burials “was 
almost certainly not random.” It is assumed that 
Mimbres bowls were used for household food 
preparation, serving, and storage, but others may 
have functioned in non-utilitarian roles such as 
rituals and ceremonies, some of which may have 
included preparation of food and drink. Those with 
only exterior bottom wear could have held corn 
meal or pollen that was not prepared or used as 
food. “Virtually all have abraded bases from having 
been set down frequently on earthen fl oors, either 
empty, with paintings displayed, or with pictures 
hidden by whatever dry and relatively greaseless 
materials they held” (Brody and Swentzell 1996:31, 
emphasis mine). This observation accords with 
Shafer’s (2003:189) opinion that “The primary 
purpose of Mimbres painted pottery was for use in 
prestigious public events, such as ceremonies and 
feasts... in other words as prestige items to display 
success and power.”  Feasts may well have included 
ritual consumption of fermented beverages. Thus, 
mortuary ritual use was a secondary function, 
including those vessels with little or no indication 
of wear, for the both the living and the dead. The 
idea that some individuals were interred with 
personal vessels made at birth, “life bowls” kept 
from birth to death and buried with them, seems to 
be contradicted by the presence of some bowls with 
heavy wear in infant burials. The majority of adult 
burials contain bowls with light wear. The general 
practice was to bury individuals with vessels in the 
best condition.

Conclusions

“If each adult owned one bowl at a time, broke it 
about every four to six years, and was eventually 
buried with one, this would account for all of the 
pottery on the [Mattocks] site. So bowls were 
actually rare and valuable” (LeBlanc 2010:78).

The most salient observations from this study 
are these: 1) the majority of individuals were 
buried with bowls that have little or no wear; 2) the 
majority of adult burials contained bowls with light 
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wear; 3) an average of nearly 70 percent of bowls 
from four major sites were recovered from burials 
or cremations; and 4) although bowls with painted 
geometric designs were nearly twice as common as 
bowls with fi gurative designs, 78 percent of burial 
bowls had fi gurative painted designs. It appears 
that Mimbres B/W burial bowls were selected 
with a preference for minimal wear, well executed 
painting, and fi gurative design motifs.

The results of this study are hardly defi nitive. We 
are still left with numerous assumptions concerning 
Mimbres bowl use, wear, and function. Tests of 
these assumptions could include replicative use-
wear studies and chemical residue analyses. These 
might help determine how, why, and where bowl 
wear occurred and identify some of the materials 
and contents associated with bowls. Combined, 
these tests could provide positive identifi cation of 
attrition sources and evidence of foods consumed, 
including beverages. Painted Mimbres geometric 
and fi gurative bowls had value beyond uses as 
containers and burial offerings. They also served 
as vessels of social and ideological messaging in 
highly visible esoteric activities in life and perhaps 

for esoteric rituals in death. These black-on-white 
bowls were multipurpose and multifunctional. 
They were used in sacred and secular contexts and 
were probably designed and destined for both. A 
single bowl could have functioned as a prestige 
item in rituals, for food service in ceremonies, as 
a beverage container in feasts, for prosaic meals, 
and fi nally as burial furniture. Ultimately, at the 
time of inhumation or cremation, apparent effort 
was made to select, decommission, and sacrifi ce 
the best, least worn, bowls to accompany the dead.
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Mimbres Mogollon People on the Rio Grande
REGGE N. WISEMAN

Lehmer’s type site for the Mesilla phase 
is a pithouse village called Los Tules, which is 
situated along the west bank of the Rio Grande in 
south-central New Mexico. At Los Tules, Lehmer 
excavated 11 pit structures—eight residential, one 
communal, and two miscellaneous. The pithouses 
have two basic shapes: round/oval and rectangular. 

Lehmer (1948:24) suggests that this dichotomy is 
the result of “two different architectural traditions.” 
Regarding the round structures, he suggests that 
“their generalized resemblance to some circular 
structures found in early Anasazi horizons makes 
it likely that they were derived from the north via 
the San Marcial Phase” (Lehmer1948:77). The 

Donald J. Lehmer’s seminal work defi ning the Jornada Branch of the Mogollon Culture was published 
in 1948. In it he proposed an archaeological cultural sequence for south central New Mexico, far western 
Texas, and the northern part of the Mexican state of Chihuahua (Figure 1). The sequence is composed of 
one Archaic and three pottery period phases, the Hueco, Mesilla, Doña Ana, and El Paso. He also proposed 
a northern set of pottery period phases—Capitan, Three Rivers, and San Andres—that supposedly mirror 
the southern set in all attributes. Of these, only the Mesilla phase concerns us here.

Figure 1.  Map of south-central and southwestern New Mexico showing places mentioned in the text.   
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phenomenal amount of excavation that has taken 
place in south-central New Mexico since the 1950s 
shows that this notion does not hold and that oval 
to roundish pit structures, referred to variously as 
huts and pithouses, developed indigenously in the 
Jornada region during the Archaic period.

In his discussion of rectangular structures, 
Lehmer (1948:77) notes the work of Emil Haury 
and others in the Mimbres Mogollon region of 
southwestern New Mexico. He further notes that 
“Houses 2, 8, and 11 at Los Tules were identical 
with early Three Circle phase structures [of the 
Mimbres Mogollon].” But with the Rio Grande 
structures, Lehmer sees a problem. Based on the 
anthropological paradigm of the time, some of 
the pottery associated with the Los Tules houses 
is generally later than is found in the Mimbres 
heartland of the Mimbres and Gila River valleys. 
This indicated to him that the Los Tules houses 
have to be the result of delayed development 
(“temporal-” or “cultural- lag”, as it was called 
in those days). This sort of delay was generally 
viewed as diffusion of ideas to a peripheral area 
that informed us that Los Tules probably could 
not have had a direct connection with the basic 
culture. Stated another way, the rectangular houses 
at Los Tules could not have been made and used 
by Mimbres Mogollon people (Lehmer 1948:77).

Again, subsequent research has greatly 
enhanced the data base and the interpretations, 
namely, Mimbres Mogollon pithouses in any given 
phase encompass much more variability than Haury 
(1936) originally thought. Anyon and LeBlanc 
(1984:93-94) discuss some of this variability as 
well as some of the general trends in attributes 
such as post hole patterns, inferences about roof 
confi guration, and changes in hearth shapes and 
construction details. Pithouse shape, on the other 
hand, seems to be fairly consistent for each phase as 
fi rst outlined by Haury. Importantly, we now know 
that Mimbres Boldface Black-on-white (B/w) (now 
commonly referred to as Mimbres Style I B/w), the 
common Mimbres type found at Los Tules, was 
made earlier than originally suspected. It is now 
dated to the period A.D. 775 to 927 or later as an 
indigenous type in the Mimbres valley (Breternitz 

1966). This date range essentially corresponds with 
the Three Circle phase as it is now understood.

In the fi nal analysis, and especially in the 
absence of chronometric dating of the Los Tules 
houses, Lehmer’s assumptions about “time lag” 
between the Mimbres and the Rio Grande sites 
and his presumed incompatibility of early Three 
Circle-style houses with Mimbres Style I B/w can 
now be seen as unsupported.

Lehmer goes on to say: 

In addition to the Jornada Branch, we 
recognize colonies of two contemporary 
foreign phases, Mimbres and Cedarvale. 
Mimbres villages occasionally occur in and 
to the east of the Rio Grande Valley, between 
Hatch and Caballo. In these, Mimbres 
black-on-whites [styles not specifi ed] are 
the dominant decorated wares and there are 
house mounds, typical ruins of Mimbres 
Phase pueblos. The late, rock-lined Three 
Circle type pit house also occurs. As a rule, 
Mimbres Corrugated and Alma utility wares 
are in part replaced by El Paso Brown, but 
with this one exception these sites are typical 
Mimbres villages (1948:71, emphasis added).

And Lehmer (1948:78) concludes, “The 
Mesilla Phase was a continuation of the Hueco 
Phase with the distinguishing traits, architecture, 
and pottery, derived from the Mimbres Branch 
via the San Marcial Phase.” This last assumption 
is very curious in that Lehmer admits that no San 
Marcial phase pithouses had been excavated at the 
time that he made this comment, nor have any been 
excavated since then!

More importantly, it seems from his discussion 
that he recognizes the presence of Mimbres 
Mogollon people as occupants of the Mimbres 
phase pueblo “colony sites” (now dated as post-                                                                                                                                            
A.D. 1000) and possibly a Three Circle phase 
pithouse (underlying one of the pueblos) on the Rio 
Grande. However, he concludes, as related above, 
that the similarities between the Three- Circle-
like pithouses at Los Tules and Three Circle phase 
pithouses in the Mimbres heartland in southwestern 
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New Mexico are basically the result of diffusion 
“fi ltered” (my term) through the San Marcial phase 
to our subject sites. San Marcial phase sites are 
located along the Rio Grande well north of our 
study area and the Mimbres colony sites.

Thus, although suggesting that Mimbres 
Mogollon people inhabited the Mimbres phase 
colony site pueblos, he does not seem to imply that 
Mimbres Mogollon people actually occupied the 
earlier Mimbres-Mogollon-like pithouses such as 
those at Los Tules. Additionally, after a casual perusal 
of a number of regional overviews (Kirkpatrick et 
al. 2000; LeBlanc and Whalen 1980; Lekson 2006; 
Miller and Kenmotsu 2004) and pertinent papers 
(Mauldin 2007), I found that none of these works 
specifi cally states the possibility that the rectangular 
houses at Los Tules were the domiciles of actual 
Mimbres Mogollon people. We are left to conclude 
that Lehmer saw the occupants of those structures as 
being Jornada Mogollon people.

More recently, Roger Anyon (2007) has 
broached the possibility that outsiders may have 
occasionally occupied the villages of other people 
and cultures, whether on a temporary basis or more 
permanently. His comments are most interesting in 
the context of the present discussion even though 
they deal with larger cultural units, in this case, 
Hohokam versus Mogollon:

As archaeologists, we are now more open 
to considering our materially defi ned 
archaeological cultures as complex entities. 
We are open to the idea that the region 
occupied by people within what we call the 
Mogollon culture could well have been a 
collection of multi-linguistic and ethnically 
diverse peoples. We are also open to the 
idea that people move around the landscape, 
as groups and individuals, not only on 
seasonal rounds, but also in their places 
of long term residence. People sometimes 
move long distances and bring new ideas 
and technologies with them. People can also 
stay in one place or area for a long time, and 
allow new ideas and technologies into their 
lifeways. We have, for example, evidence 

of new corn varieties being introduced, the 
implementation of irrigation agriculture, 
and the interaction of people over long and 
short distances. Mogollon pithouse villages, 
for example, may well have housed people, 
either temporarily or permanently, from the 
Hohokam region (Anyon 2007:124).

I could not agree more with this idea! In this 
study, I believe that both Mimbres Mogollon and 
Jornada Mogollon peoples may have inhabited 
villages like Los Tules, either contemporaneously 
or sequentially, on relatively short-term bases that 
cannot be temporally differentiated on the basis 
of pottery assemblages alone! And, as related in 
the discussion below, O’Laughlin (1985) provides 
extended commentary on the subject.

Karl Laumbach and David Kirkpatrick (1983) 
amplify this idea in the report on their survey of 
the eastern detrital fan (bajada) of the Black Range 
(that is, between the Black Range and the west 
edge of the Rio Grande valley). They document 
the presence of actual Mimbres phase, Mimbres 
Mogollon sites, most of which are situated on the 
western or upper slopes close to the mountains 
(Laumbach and Kirkpatrick 1983:Figure 18). 
Apparently, fewer Mimbres phase sites are situated 
on the lower slopes of the bajada and along the 
margins of the Rio Grande valley. And at least two 
Mimbres phase sites have also been documented 
over the years in the Jornada del Muerto basin 
east of the Rio Grande. For all of these reasons, 
Laumbach and Kirkpatrick state:

It now appears that the pithouse period 
development in the Black Range and on the 
Rio Grande was contemporary [with] and 
varied little from that found in the Mimbres, 
Gila, and San Francisco drainages. It would 
also appear that the “cultural” or at least the 
ceramic boundary which later separates the 
Mimbres Branch from the Jornada Branch 
of the Mogollon was established at an 
early date. This boundary is located east of 
the study area (Laumbach and Kirkpatrick 
1983:134, emphasis added).
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The eastern limit of the Black Range Survey 
was ostensibly the Rio Grande valley, as indicated 
in their wording and on their maps (Laumbach 
and Kirkpatrick 1983:Figure 18). Excavations 
by Nelson and Hegmon (2010) on the eastern 
slopes of the Black Range confi rm the presence 
of Mimbres Mogollon people in some numbers 
on that landform. Since all of the drainages of that 
landform empty into the Rio Grande just north 
of the sites studied here, the geographic link is 
established with Lehmer’s “colony sites” between 
Hatch and Truth or Consequences.

Tom O’Laughlin (1985) advances the 
discussion through survey and interpretation in 
the Rincon valley, which includes the sites in the 
vicinity of the villages of Hatch and Rincon. In it, 
he specifi cally discusses the presence of potential 
Mimbres Mogollon predecessor sites representing 
the Pithouse period Mimbres Mogollon along 
the Rio Grande. The demonstration of an early 
Mimbres Mogollon presence along the Rio Grande 
would eliminate the need to refer to those Mimbres 
Mogollon pueblos as colony sites and establish 
the Rio Grande as the proper eastern limit of the 
Mimbres Mogollon branch.

O’Laughlin (1985:53-57) uses survey data 
in his succinct discussion of the possibility of pre-
Mimbres phase Mimbres Mogollon pithouse sites 
along the Rio Grande Valley. Furthermore, part 
of the interpretational problem lies in the pottery 
assemblages associated with Pithouse period sites 
along the river. “Ceramic assemblages of the Classic 
Mimbres and Jornada Mogollon are distinctive 
within their respective core areas, but this is not 
so for their interactive boundary” [the Rio Grande 
Valley] (O’Laughlin 1985:56).  He concludes: 

Plainwares on late Pithouse period sites 
are quite variable, some showing affi nity 
with Mimbres plainwares and others with 
Jornada Mogollon plainwares. Not only 
may some of the late Pithouse period 
sites be contemporaneous with the Classic 
Mimbres, but it is rather diffi cult on ceramic 
grounds to identify which sites are Mimbres 

and which sites are Jornada Mogollon 
(O’Laughlin 1985:56, emphasis added).

It is at this juncture of our discussion that the 
few excavated data from Pithouse period pithouses 
along the Rio Grande can prove to be enlightening. 
The currently available sample of 26 fully excavated 
pithouses spread among six sites is small but can 
still be included in a useful pilot study to address the 
question as to whether actual Mimbres Mogollon 
peoples bearing a Pithouse period culture inhabited 
the Rio Grande Valley. But fi rst we need to outline 
our expectations by describing Mimbres Mogollon 
structures and associated pottery assemblages, and 
from that, developing criteria by which we may 
judge the individual pithouses at our Rio Grande 
sites. Next, brief descriptions are presented of the 
excavated pithouses along the Rio Grande and their 
pottery associations, followed by comparisons 
with the Mimbres Mogollon structures and pottery. 
In the conclusions, the Rio Grande pithouses most 
likely representative of actual Mimbres Mogollon 
Pithouse period occupations of the Rio Grande 
Valley are identifi ed, permitting establishment of 
the Rio Grande as the proper eastern boundary of 
the Mimbres Mogollon branch. It is important to 
remember that the Rio Grande between the modern 
towns of Truth or Consequences and Las Cruces, at 
that time was a true boundary where peoples of the 
Jornada Mogollon and Mimbres Mogollon lived 
and interacted, apparently peacefully, for a few 
hundred years.

Mimbres Mogollon Pithouses

I follow Anyon et al.’s (1981:Table 2) phases, 
architectural sequence, associated pottery 
assemblages, and dating of the Mimbres Mogollon 
that was expressly developed as a result of their 
investigations along the Mimbres River Valley. 
However, their construct seems generally applicable 
across the entirety of the Mimbres region. That is, 
Early Pithouse period (Cumbres phase A.D. 200-
550); and Late Pithouse period A.D. 550-1000, 
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with the following dates for its internal phases: 
Georgetown A.D. 550-650, San Francisco A.D. 
650-750, and Three Circle A.D. 750-1000. One of 
the better visual examples to use to illustrate this 
discussion is presented by Woosley and McIntyre 
in their 1996 volume on DiPeso’s excavations at 
the Wind Mountain and Ridout sites in the Big 
Burro Mountains of southwestern New Mexico.

A general guide to phase assignment of 
pithouses is usually suggested fi rst on the basis 
of ground plan shape of the structure. Associated 
pottery assemblage is highly desirable for 
confi rmation of each assignment. But it is also 
important to recognize that not all structures 
assignable to a specifi c period and phase refl ect 
these “ideal” structures in all details. As in all 
archaeological matters, a certain amount of 
variation exists in this regard. But, on the whole, the 
general progression of changes in structure shape 
and other details does follow the outline presented 
below. Readers desiring more detailed discussion 
of these matters are encouraged to consult Anyon 
and LeBlanc (1984:93-95); Anyon et al. (1981); 
Diehl and LeBlanc (2001); and Woosley and 
McIntyre (1996:41-48). 

Cumbres phase (Early Pithouse period) 
domestic structures are generally characterized as 
round to oval and lack indications of obvious entries 
such as ramps and steps. At Wind Mountain and 
Ridout, as well as elsewhere in the region, many of 
these structures are characterized as having single, 
centrally-located post holes that supported conical 
roofs. Other internal fl oor features vary as to 
type, number, and placement within the structure. 
Woosley and McIntyre (1996:43) call these Type I 
structures (Figure 2). Associated pottery includes 
plain brown, fugitive red-washed, and red-slipped 
(but not highly polished) varieties.

Georgetown phase (Late Pithouse period) 
domestic structures continue the tradition of round 
to oval to D shapes but usually possess ramp entry 
passages that vary in length from relatively short to 
moderately long. Internal fi re pits begin the tradition 
of being located in the fl oor between the center of 
the room and the entry ramp. A few to several other 
fl oor features continue to vary in type, number, and 

placement. Woosley and McIntyre (1996:43-45) 
designate these structures as Type II. Associated 
primary pottery includes Alma Plain (brown) and 
San Francisco Red (highly polished, red-slipped).

San Francisco phase (Late Pithouse period) 
domestic structures are generally rectangular in 
shape with well rounded corners and slightly 
excurvate walls. Some, such as House 4 at Mogollon 
Village (Haury 1936:Plate VI), have ramp entries 
but others do not. It is not clear whether the ramped 
examples are truly part of the progression in shape 
changes or whether they are an early expression 
that eventually led to surface or pueblo-style rooms. 
Woosley and McIntyre (1996:45) refer to these as 
Type III structures. Associated diagnostic pottery 
includes Mogollon Red-on-brown, in addition to 
Alma Plain and San Francisco Red.

Three Circle phase (Late Pithouse period) 
domestic structures attain a well-defi ned square 
to rectangular shape with fairly sharp corners and 
straight walls, moderate to long ramp entries, and 
fi re pits placed just inside the room from the entry. 
Again, other internal fl oor features vary in terms 
of type, number, and placement. Three Circle 
pithouses usually show much more remodeling 
than pithouses of the preceding phases. Woosley 
and McIntyre (1996:45) refer to these as Type IV 
structures. Associated diagnostic pottery includes 
Three Circle Red-on-white, Boldface Black-on-
white (Mimbres Style I B/w), and some Transitional 
Black-on-white (Mimbres Style II B/w).

Criteria Proposed for Identifying Mimbres 
Mogollon Built and Inhabited Structures 

on the Rio Grande

Given the brief characterizations of Mimbres 
Mogollon structures and phases as just presented, 
I propose the following attributes that might be 
used to identify such structures found outside 
the currently defi ned territory of the Mimbres 
Mogollon region. These criteria should also 
include a temporal component to assure probability 
of accuracy in application. That is, there should be 
fairly close equivalencies of structure types and 
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Figure 2.  Architectural sequence of the Mimbres Mogollon culture. WM = Wind Mountain; RO = Rideout. Adapted 
from Woosley and McIntyre 1996.  
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details and ceramic dating of those structures in 
the outside area (the Rio Grande in this case) with 
those in the homeland. What I am looking for is 
evidence of Mimbres Mogollon people actually 
living on the Rio Grande and using and inhabiting 
their native structures at basically the same time 
as their relatives back west in what archaeologists 
consider to be traditional Mimbres Mogollon 
territory. The conclusions reached about individual 
structures at Rio Grande sites will be couched in 
terms of “probable” and “possible” according to 
the criteria discussed for each.

Cumbres phase structures (Early Pithouse period). 
These round to oval structures are probably 
some of the most undiagnostic structures of the 
entire Mimbres Mogollon series. Their form and 
features are general enough that statements of 
probability are easily questioned when it comes to 
comparisons with similar structures in the Jornada 
Mogollon region. The pottery assemblage should 
be dominated by plain brown, plus small amounts 
of red-washed and red-slipped browns that are 
not consistently well polished. As mentioned 
earlier, the pottery assemblage criterion can be 
problematic with regard to cultural attribution 
for, as will be seen, structures belonging to the 
appropriate early time period may be dominated by 
El Paso Brown, rather than Alma Plain. Examples 
as to why an early nondescript pithouse bearing El 
Paso Brown as the dominant plain brown pottery 
could represent Mimbres Mogollon people, rather 
than necessarily Jornada Mogollon people, is 
taken up with similar examples from elsewhere in 
the Southwest.1  Obviously, architecture is given 
precedence over pottery (or other portable artifacts) 
when considering primary cultural affi liation.

Georgetown Phase structures (Late Pithouse 
Period). Two criteria are considered most important 
when considering these circular to oval structures: 
the presence of a long, linear ramp entryway and 
a fi re pit or fi re-area (ash deposit) located in/on 
the fl oor just inside the structure from the opening 
of the entry into the main chamber. The pottery 
assemblage should be composed mostly of plain 

brown pottery accompanied by a generally well-
polished, red-slipped brown.

San Francisco phase structures (Late Pithouse 
period). The main criterion of these structures 
is their square to rectangular shape with well-
rounded corners and slightly excurvate walls. A 
long ramp entry may or may not be present. The 
pottery assemblage, in addition to plain brown and 
well-polished and slipped redware, might include a 
red-on-brown pottery of fairly simple designs.

Three Circle Phase structures (Late Pithouse 
period). These very distinctive, square to 
rectangular structures have fairly sharply defi ned 
corners and relatively straight sides, a long ramp 
entry, and a fi re pit placed in the fl oor just inside 
from the opening of the entry. In addition to plain 
brown and polished red-slipped red pottery, more 
diagnostic types can include Three Circle Red-on-
white, Boldface or Mimbres Style I Black-on-white, 
and possibly some Transitional or Mimbres Style 
II Black-on-white pottery types. Small numbers of 
imported pottery types may be present as well.

Discussion

Only six pithouse sites of which I am aware have 
been excavated along the Rio Grande from the 
vicinity of the city of Las Cruces on the south and 
the village of Hatch on the north. They are within 
the currently defi ned western limits of the Jornada 
Mogollon and as far as I can discern, are generally 
considered by archaeologists to have been built 
and occupied by Jornada Mogollon. As mentioned 
earlier, Don Lehmer formulated the Mesilla phase 
based on the site of Los Tules. The sites, and the 
number of structures from each that are considered 
here, are, from south to north: Los Tules (10), Roth 
(2), Rincon (5), Hatch (5), and sites PA2 and PA 8 
along Placitas Arroyo (4). The structures studied 
here total 26, a small number from which to draw 
conclusions. Other pithouses are known to exist 
at these sites and some have even been tested, but 
they are not further considered in this study because 
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the data for them are incomplete. Numerous other 
unexcavated pithouse sites have been recorded 
along the river in this region.

The reason that this study does not include 
the hundreds of pithouses excavated in the Jornada 
del Muerto basin and the Tularosa and Hueco 
basins east of the Rio Grande Valley is because 
they are located away from the western limit 
of the Jornada Mogollon as currently defi ned. 
Importantly, some of the excavated pithouses at 
the six sites on the Rio Grande are not duplicated 
among any of the structures found in the basins 
to the east. Furthermore, depending on the writer, 
this western boundary (the Rio Grande) either 
abuts the eastern limit of the Mimbres Mogollon 
or is separated from it by a number of miles. The 
current study directly addresses two issues: the 
boundaries of the two branches of the Mogollon 
and whether any of the excavated pithouses 
among the six Rio Grande sites can be confi dently 
assumed to have been made and inhabited by 
Mimbres Mogollon people.

Los Tules. At Los Tules, of the 11 excavated houses, 
rectangular Houses 2, 7, 8, and 11 and round 
House 10 have characteristics greatly reminiscent 
of Mimbres Mogollon houses. Houses 2, 7, 8, and 
11 are square to rectangular in shape, possess long 
ramp entryways, have fi re areas or actual fi re pits 
set just inside the house from the entry opening, 
and display discrete roof support posthole patterns. 
Houses 2, 8, and 11 (Figure 3) are virtual duplicates 
of Three Circle phase structures at various sites 
along the Mimbres River and elsewhere in the 
Mimbres heartland in southwestern New Mexico. 
The only real differences between the Los Tules 
houses and those in the Mimbres heartland are that 
the structures in the latter area usually show ample 
evidence of remodeling and other modifi cations 
usually believed to indicate long term use and 
reuse in the form of numerous other fl oor features, 
including postholes. House 7 at Los Tules has a 
slightly different rectangular shape and even fewer 
fl oor features, but it could easily be subsumed 
within the San Francisco phase or the early (?) Three 
Circle phase of the Mimbres Mogollon region.  

House 10 is circular, has fi re area placement, 
two-post main-roof-support holes, and a series of 
smaller-diameter postholes that are very reminiscent 
of Georgetown phase structures in the Mimbres 
region (Figure 4). The only real problem with this 
structure is that it apparently lacks a ramp entry. 
Mis-excavation does not seem likely since the 
excavators found the ramp entries to the rectangular 
houses at the same site. Or was its presence masked 
by wall collapse, a common problem with some 
sedimentary geologic substrata?

And fi nally, four of the oval to circular houses 
at Los Tules do not conform well with any of the 
Mimbres Mogollon structure patterns. Houses 4 
and 6 do have very interesting posthole patterns 
that duplicate those of the rectangular houses. Yet 
they also lack ramp entries, are circular, and have 
other characteristics (no fi re areas/pits, short entry 
[?] unaligned with the posthole pattern in House 
6, etc.) that seem to be non-Mimbres Mogollon in 
nature (Figure 4). To suggest that these structures 
are Mimbres Mogollon stretches credulity.

So, what do the pottery assemblages from the 
fl oors of these and the other structures at Los Tules 
potentially say about the possible cultural and 
social affi liations of the inhabitants? According 
to Lehmer (see Table 1 in this paper), one of the 
potential problems is that El Paso Brown sherds 
clearly dominate all other types even though all 
houses but one produced sherds of Mimbres Black-
on-white Styles II and III (Lehmer 1948:27). 
Most archeologists would normally expect the 
unpainted pottery to be Alma Plain if these were 
truly Mimbres Mogollon structures. Otherwise, the 
pottery assemblages associated with these houses 
refl ect Three Circle phase assemblages. House 10 
produced only El Paso Brown and San Francisco 
Red, types that suggest an earlier occupation and 
which support a Georgetown phase temporal 
assignment for this house.

Hatch Site. All of the pithouses excavated at the 
Hatch site are oval to circular in shape. However, 
only Structures 5 and 9 have ramp entries (Figure 
5). Structure 9 is circular and has a fi re area/
pit located near the interior opening of the entry 
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Figure 3.  Rectangular pithouses at Los Tules. Adapted from Lehmer 1948.
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ramp. Main roof support postholes allowing for 
determination of roof style were not identifi ed in 
the fl oor. The circular shape suggests a Georgetown 
phase association (but see below). Structure 5 has 
the shape of a modern electric guitar that might 
otherwise be characterized as a rectangle with 
generously rounded corners and slightly excurvate 
walls. As related earlier, this description generally 
conforms with San Francisco phase structures of 
the Mimbres Mogollon culture.

The pottery assemblages for Structures 5 
and 9, like the other three excavated at this site, 
are dominated by Alma Plain (Table 2). Smaller 
numbers of El Paso Brown and Jornada Brown 

were identifi ed for Structures 2, 3, and 6 but not 
for either 5 or 9. Structures 5 and 2 reportedly 
yielded small amounts of Chupadero Black-on-
white, resulting in a Doña Ana phase assignment 
by the excavator. The Doña Ana phase succeeds 
the Mesilla phase, has surface rooms as well as 
pithouses, dates after A.D. 1000, and temporally 
equates with the early Mimbres phase.

Interestingly, all of the pithouses but Structure 
6 are reported to have yielded El Paso Polychrome. 
Given the fact that this site is supposedly early 
rather than late, it is possible that some or all of 
the sherds are El Paso Bichrome. Any question as 
to the correct identifi cation of these El Paso sherds 

Figure 4.  Circular to oval pithouses at Los Tules. Adapted from Lehmer 1948.
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is important with respect to proper temporal and 
cultural placement of these structures.

On April 19, 2016, I examined the sherds in 
question. They are clearly El Paso Polychrome; no 
bichrome examples were noted. In addition, three 
rim sherds are present. One is slightly tapered 
with a rounded lip, and the other two are slightly 
thickened with squared lips. The best currently 
available estimate of the fi rst production of El 
Paso Polychrome is A.D. 1000 or 1100 (Miller 
1995:Table 4).

Even if the A.D. 1000 date is accurate for the 
inception of El Paso Polychrome, it is still too late 
for Structure 9 to qualify as a Georgetown phase 
structure as known from the Mimbres heartland. 
Likewise, the pottery assemblage attributed to 
Structure 5 is too late for its assignment to the San 
Francisco phase. For both structures, the case might 
be made that they are examples of “cultural lag” 
in the old archaeological parlance. Another option 
is that both structures were re-occupied during the 
Doña Ana phase. If so, then the question becomes, 
were these structures fi rst built and occupied by 
Mimbres Mogollones, then reoccupied by either 

Mimbres Mogollones or Jornada Mogollones? This 
question cannot be answered at the present time.

Placitas Arroyo Sites PA2 and PA8. Of the four 
round to oval pithouses fully excavated at the 
Placitas Arroyo sites, only Pithouse 4 at PA8 
possesses a long ramp entry that suggests it was 
built and inhabited by Mimbres Mogollon people 
(Figure 5). It also has the round shape and fi re 
area/pit just inside the interior opening of the entry. 
A second fi re pit located near the fi rst one, four 
fl oor pits, and a number of postholes that do not 
form a distinct pattern complete the fl oor features. 
This description basically fi ts the defi nition of a 
Georgetown phase Mimbres Mogollon structure.

Pithouses 1 at PA2 and 3 at PA8 are rather 
nondescript ovals with numerous fi re pits, fl oor pits, 
and postholes. Thus, they could be either Cumbres 
phase Mimbres Mogollon or Jornada Mogollon 
structures. The cultural affi liation of Pithouse 2 
at Site PA 8 is equivocal because of the absence 
of a fi re area/pit, and the presence of only a few 
peripheral post holes in the fl oor. The small bulge 
on one side suggests a lateral entry of some sort. 

Table 1.  Pottery assemblages from the Los Tules pithouses.

Structure El Paso
Brown

Alma
Plain

SF
Red

Mimbres B/wa Mimbres
Corrugated

Phaseb

 2  (rect.) x x L Mesilla
 8  (rect.) x x x L Mesilla
11 (rect.) x x L Mesilla
 1  (rect.) x x L Mesilla
 7  (rect.) x x L Mesilla
 4 x x x L Mesilla
 5 x x x L Mesilla
 6 x x x L Mesilla
 9 x x x L Mesilla
10 x x E Mesilla

 Key: SF= San Francisco; rect. = rectangular; L = Late; E = Early.
aLehmer (1948) says that the Mimbres B/w sherds are of the Classic style and the style intermediate between 
Boldface and Classic; today these are called Mimbres Style III and Style II black-on-whites respectively.  
bIn the absence of more succinct discussion by Lehmer, it is probably reasonable to assume that he considered all 
of the pithouses at Los Tules to have been occupied simultaneously. However, the consistent association of El Paso 
Brown and non-specifi c Mimbres B/w in all houses but #10 suggests to me that #10 may actually date earlier than 
the others.  The architecture of this house also appears to be an earlier form of structure, as discussed in this paper.
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Figure 5.  Pithouses excavated at Placitas Arroyo sites PA2 and PA8 (top row; adapted from 
Morenon and Hays 1984) and the Hatch site (lower two rows; adapted from Schaafsma 1990).
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Table 2.  Pottery assemblages from the fl oors/fl oor fi ll of Hatch site pithouses.

Structure Alma
Plain

Alma
Scored

Jornada
Brown

El Paso
Brown

SF
Red

Chupadero  
B/w

El Paso 
Poly-chrome

Reserve
Indented Cor.

Phase

5 (w/r) 30% 28% 3% 30% DA
9 (w/r) 71% 14% 14% M
2 23% 12% 8% 12% 27% DA
3 40% 20% 33% 7% M
6 71% 29% M

Key: SF = San Francisco; Cor. = Corrugated; w/r = with ramp entry; DA = Doña Ana or Transitional Pithouse/
Pueblo period; M = Mesilla or Pithouse period. Phase assignments by Schaafsma (1990).

The pottery assemblages of all four structures 
are simple—Alma Plain and San Francisco 
Red. Thus, the pottery data, combined with two 
radiocarbon dates in the A.D. mid-100s to the mid-
400s, are compatible with occupations of all four 
structures in the fi rst half of the fi rst millennium 
A.D. More succinctly, Pithouses 1 and 3 meet the 
criteria as possible Cumbres phase structures of the 
Mimbres Mogollon. Pithouse 4, with its ramp entry, 
could be a Georgetown phase Mimbres Mogollon 
structure. And, Pithouse 2 could be either early 
Mesilla phase Jornada Mogollon or Cumbres phase 
Mimbres Mogollon.

 
Rincon Village. The fi ve structures at the Rincon 
site—three round to oval and two roughly 
square to slightly rectangular (Figure 6)—all 
lack obvious entries. Given the experience of the 
excavator, it seems unlikely that ramp entries, 
had they been present, would have been missed 
in any of the houses.

Of the round structures, #3 has a quadrilateral 
main posthole roof-support system and a fi re 
pit located just south of the center of the room, 
indicating a southerly orientation of the structure. 
Structure 4 appears to have had the same post 
pattern as #3 but only two of the four post holes 
were defi ned by the excavators. To my experience 
in excavating, this is a mysterious but not unusual 
occurrence. The fi re area/pit is located near the east 
wall, suggesting an east-southeast orientation of 
the structure. Absence of any indications for lateral 
entries suggest roof-hatch entries, probably near 
the centers of the rooms.

Discovery of oval Structure 5 through initial 
trenching may have removed some of the fl oor 
features prior to its defi nition as a cultural feature. 
However, the small size, oval shape, and north-
centrally-located post hole suggest that it may 
have been a “hut” or wickiup-like structure, not 
a pithouse as commonly used in Southwestern 
archaeological parlance. 

Of the slightly rectangular structures, #1 has 
a fi re area/pit and an associated ash pit located 
towards the center of the southwest wall and 
a two-posthole main roof support system on a 
more-or-less central alignment along a northwest 
to southeast axis. Structure 2 has a fi re area/pit 
located west of the center of the room, three post 
holes, and one fl oor pit with undercut sides (or 
could it be a fourth posthole?). These placements 
suggest a westerly orientation of the structure. 
Absence of any indications for lateral entries 
suggest roof-hatch entries, probably near the 
centers of the rooms.

The pottery assemblages of the Rincon 
structures (Table 3), excepting #5, are dominated 
by El Paso Brown and, with the exception of 
Structure 2, have varying amounts of Mimbres 
Style I B/w. These assemblages generally indicate 
a mid-to-late Mesilla phase time period in the 
Jornada Mogollon, which also equates with the 
Three Circle phase of the Mimbres Mogollon. In 
both instances, the structure shapes and details 
(especially the lack of lateral entries in the square 
structures), argue against assignment of all of these 
structures to a Mimbres Mogollon affi liation. 
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Figure 6.  Pithouses excavated at Rincon Village (upper two rows; adapted from 
Hammack and Peckham 2016) and at the Roth Site (bottom row; adapted from 
O’Laughlin 1981).
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Table 3.  Pottery assemblages from the Rincon site pithouses.

Structure El Paso
Brown

SF
Red

Mimbres
Style I B/w 

Other
Mimbres

Three Circle 
Neck-Cor.

Other # Sherds Phase

1 (sq.) 74% 18% 6% 1% 78 Mesilla
2 (sq.) 91% 9% 54 Mesilla
3 (oval) 91% 2% 3% 1% 3% 175 Mesilla
4 (oval) 87% <1% 4% 2% 6% 302 Mesilla
5 (oval) 1% 3% 75%a 21%a 72 Mesilla

Key: SF= San Francisco; Three Circle Neck Cor. = Three Circle Neck-Corrugated; sq. = square. 
a Highly skewed percentages, probably meaning that most or all of the Mimbres Style I B/w and Other Mimbres 
sherds represent only one or two restorable vessels.

Roth Site. The two oval structures excavated 
at the Roth site, judging from their posthole 
patterns and lack of obvious entries, appear to be 
Jornada Mogollon in character and could even be 
“huts”, rather than actual pithouses. The pottery 
assemblages are dominated by El Paso Brown, 
and have small percentages of Mimbres Style I 
B/w and Alma series sherds. A late Mesilla phase 
occupation is indicated. Neither structure can be 
reasonably ascribed to the Mimbres Mogollon.

Summary

The preponderance of information about the 
following structures at their respective sites 
suggests that they were built and occupied by 
Mimbres Mogollon people, rather than by Jornada 
Mogollones. All of the other structures at these 
study sites are non-standardized in their details, 
do not fi t within known patterns of Mimbres 
Mogollon pithouses, and are therefore assumed 
to represent domiciles of Jornada Mogollones as 
originally stated, or implied, by their excavators 
and data synthesizers.

Los Tules:
Houses 2, 8, and 11 have shapes and features 

strongly suggestive of Three Circle phase 
houses in the Mimbres Mogollon sequence. 
The associated pottery assemblages contain 
Mimbres Style II and/or III b/w types, the 
former being appropriate for Three Circle 

phase, the latter not. Mimbres Style III 
supposedly belongs primarily, if not solely, to 
the succeeding Mimbres phase with its pueblo-
style architecture (but no pithouses).

I also accept House 7 as representing a probable 
Three Circle occupation. It might also be 
good for the San Francisco phase except for 
the fact that it contained Mimbres B/w, a type 
that supposedly demarcates the San Francisco 
phase from the succeeding Three Circle phase.

I accept House 10 as probably representing 
a Georgetown phase occupation by Mimbres 
Mogollon people. The associated pottery 
assemblage supports this proposition.

The dominance of El Paso Brown and near 
absence of Alma Plain in all of the Los Tules 
houses refl ects the observations of archaeologists 
working along this sector of the Rio Grande that 
it is a common feature of Pithouse period sites 
along the Rio Grande. This subject is discussed 
in the end note of this paper.

Hatch Site:
Structures 5 and 9 possess characteristics, 

and especially the long entry ramps, that 
mark them as possible Mimbres Mogollon 
built and inhabited. However, their associated 
pottery assemblages indicate that they date 
later than Georgetown phase cognates in the 
heartland of the Mimbres Mogollon culture. 
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It is possible that both structures were, in 
fact, originally Mimbres Mogollon but were 
later found and reused by Jornada Mogollon 
people, thus accounting for the late pottery 
assemblages. Thus, depending on one’s 
personal interpretational preference, their 
existence on the Rio Grande could be due to 
“cultural diffusion” of ideas or infl uence from 
the Mimbres Mogollon, or to reuse by later 
arriving Jornada Mogollon people. Either 
way, these interpretations could be debated 
endlessly and not result in consensus.

Placitas Arroyo Site PA2:
Pithouse 1, with its early pottery assemblage 

dominated by plain brown pottery, early 
chronometric dates, oval shape, and numerous 
fl oor features, mark it as a possible Mimbres 
Mogollon structure of the Cumbres Phase. 
However, most of these characteristics can also 
be used to assign it to the Jornada Mogollon. 
Assuming that the pottery is Alma Plain as 
reported, an assignment of this structure to the 
Mimbres Mogollon is probably accurate.

Placitas Arroyo Site PA8:
Pithouse 3 has the same architectural charac-

teristics, pottery assemblage, and radiocarbon 
dates as Pithouse 1 at Site PA2. The same re-
marks also apply, resulting in an assessment that 
this structure can be tentatively assigned to the 
Cumbres phase of the Mimbres Mogollon.

 
Pithouse 4, with its long entry ramp, its fi re 

pit just inside the room from the entry, and 
its numerous other fl oor features conform 
well with a Georgetown phase assignment 
of this structure. However, the uncorrected 
radiocarbon date of 1580 +/- 70 B.P. (A.D. 
370) (TX 2621) from a sub-fl oor pit is rather 
early for the Georgetown phase (A.D. 550-
650). This assumes, of course, that the date 
accurately refl ects the occupation of the 
structure and is not in some way intrusive or 
incorrect due to any number of reasons (e.g. 
old wood effect, etc.). 

Rincon Village:
For the reasons outlined earlier, all of these 

pithouses are probably best assigned to the 
Jornada Mogollon. 

Roth Site:
It seems quite clear from the descriptions of 

these two structures that they are properly 
considered to be “huts” (not pithouses) of the 
Jornada Mogollon culture.

Conclusions

The following conclusions have been reached as a 
result of the analysis outlined in this paper.

Probable Mimbres Mogollon made and inhabited 
structures:
Los Tules—House 10, Georgetown phase; Houses 
2, 8, 11, and possibly 7, Three Circle phase.
Hatch—Structure 9, possibly Georgetown phase.
Placitas Arroyo—Site PA2, Pithouse 1, Cumbres 
phase; Site PA8, Pithouse 3, Cumbres phase; 
Pithouse 4, possibly Georgetown phase.

If the structures listed above were, indeed, 
built and inhabited by Mimbres Mogollon people, 
then they demonstrate these people were in place 
along the Rio Grande long before the building and 
occupation of the so-called colony sites of Mimbres 
phase pueblos along the river after A.D. 1000.

Probable Jornada Mogollon made and inhabited 
structures:
Los Tules—Houses 1, 4, 5, 6, 9.
Hatch Site—Structures 2, 3, 5, 6.
Placitas Arroyo Site PA8—Pithouse 2.
Rincon Village—Structures 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.
Roth Site—Houses 1, 2.

The other fully excavated structures at Los 
Tules, Hatch Site, and Placitas Arroyo Site PA8 
and all of the structures at the Rincon and Roth 
sites appear to have been built and occupied by 
Jornada Mogollon people. An important question 
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with regard to the fi rst three sites is whether 
the Mimbres Mogollon and Jornada Mogollon 
structures were occupied contemporaneously or 
sequentially. Unfortunately, our temporal data are 
not suffi ciently fi ne-grained to permit us to make a 
determination.

In the fi nal analysis, the eastern limit of 
the Mimbres branch should be placed at the Rio 
Grande, rather than farther west as has been 
common practice in the past. For the Mimbres 
pueblos reported as lying east of the Rio Grande 
valley, in places such as the Jornada del Muerto 
basin, this subject should be revisited once we 
have suffi cient information about site cultural 
affi liations, densities, and distributions in those 
regions. It is entirely possible that the answers 
to these questions will also shed more light on 
possible migration directions of the Mimbres 
people, if indeed, some of them did abandon their 
homelands as some archaeologists contend.

Note

1  The incongruence of architectural styles and associated 
pottery assemblages, where one suggests a cultural 
affi liation with one culture and the other with another 
culture, has been noticed elsewhere in the Southwest. 
For instance, sites near Roswell in southeastern New 
Mexico architecturally appear to represent three 
different culture areas: Glencoe phase, Lincoln phase, 
and local people (Wiseman 2013). Yet the primary 
cooking and storage pottery in all three is dominated by 
El Paso Polychrome. In their respective home regions, 
Glencoe phase pottery assemblages in the Sierra Blanca 
region are dominated by Jornada Brown, while those of 
Lincoln phase assemblages from the same region are 
dominated by Corona Corrugated. The people local to 
the Roswell region evidently did not make pottery, but 

instead obtained all of their pots from either Glencoe 
and/or Lincoln migrants who settled in the Roswell 
Oasis during the thirteenth century. While some El 
Paso Polychrome may have been produced in the Sierra 
Blanca region forty or so miles west of Roswell, it is 
best known as the primary decorated and utility pottery 
of the El Paso region 150 plus miles southwest of the 
Roswell Oasis.

Another example of a slightly different character 
involves two sites partially excavated by Stephen 
Durand on Mesa Portales in north central New Mexico 
(Durand and Wiseman 2012). One site, LA 145165, 
has a Gallina style pithouse, but its pottery assemblage 
contains only a small percentage of Gallina B/w. The 
other site is not a Gallina style structure, yet its pottery 
assemblage contains a larger percentage of Gallina 
B/w than the fi rst site. In both pottery assemblages, 
Gallina B/w constitutes a minority of the painted 
types. Architectural and ceramic evidence suggest 
that the occupants of the second structure may have 
been migrants from the Prewitt district along the Rio 
San Jose on the far side of Mount Taylor from Mesa 
Portales. In the fi nal analysis, the characteristics of the 
pithouses along the upper Rio Puerco of the East must 
be established through excavation in order to identify 
the probable cultural affi liations and possible social 
identities of the occupants. The pottery assemblages are 
defi nitely misleading on both points.

What needs to be explained are the dynamics that 
would lead an ethnic/cultural group to change the nature 
of their pottery assemblages, especially in instances of 
migration. Part of that explanation is currently being 
considered by workers in the Mimbres Mogollon fi eld 
(for example, Creel 2006 and references therein). In 
this particular instance, the question revolves around 
the disappearance of the Mimbres pottery types and 
the immediate appearance of Black Mountain Phase 
(formerly Animas) types. Does the disappearance of the 
Mimbres types represent out-migration by the Mimbres 
and the appearance of the Animas types the in-migration 
of Animas people? Or, did the Mimbres remain (or 
return to reoccupy their old region) and adopt a different 
pottery assemblage?
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