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INTRODUCTION 

In December, 1933, funds were made available to the National Park Service 
through the Civil Works Administration for archeological investigation in Zion National 
Park . The late Ben Wetherill took charge of the work under the administration of 
P . P . Pat raw, then Superintendent of Zion and Bryce Canyon National Park . He was 
ass is ted by Elmer R. Smith, now on the staff of the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Utah. 

As nothing was known regarding the antiquities in the a rea , the aims of these 
investigations were to determine the locations, number and the principal types of p r e ­
his tor ic s i tes within the Pa rk and their cultural relationship to surrounding archeologi­
cal r ema ins . As planned, the resu l t s were achieved as far as possible by surface 
surveys . In order to determine values of the mater ia l available on the surface, three 
s i tes were fairly extensively excavated, and tes t t renches were set down in several 
other s i t e s . 

Field work began December 28, 1933, and continued until May 26, 1934. In 
August, 1934, investigations were resumed for a period of six weeks. Forty prehistoric 
s i tes were recorded outside of Zion National Park between Kaibab Plateau on the east 
and Beaver Dam, Arizona, on the west, and between the north boundary of Zion National 
Park on the north and Mt. Trumbull , near the r im of the lower Grand Canyon on the 
south. These si tes outside of the park boundaries were recorded by Wetherill on his 
own t ime in order to gather data from surrounding regions for comparative purposes . 

Following the original survey within the park, seven mi les of Parunuweap Canyon 
between the east boundary of Zion National Park and the confluence of the Parunuweap 
River with the Virgin were selected for intensive investigation. Thir ty- three si tes 
bear ing evidence of Basket Maker, Modified Basket Maker, and Developmental Pueblo 
occupation were located in this region. All excavations were res t r ic ted to this a rea . 

No ar rangements had been made for a repor t and Wetherill attempted to v/rite 
one in his spare t ime while employed e lsewhere . Unfortunately, a fire destroyed most of 
his notes and apparently much of his manuscr ip t . However, Smith published a brief 
repor t of the Shunesburg Ruin and Wetherill published a summary ar t ic le on the a r c h e ­
ology of Zion (Smith, 1934; Wetherill , 1934). It was not until some years after Wetheril l 's 
death that a rough draft of the introductory portion of his final repor t , some photographs 
and sketches , and a few other i tems which survived the f ire , turned up at the Arizona 
State Museum. This mater ia l was kindly turned over to the National Park Service by 
Dr. Emil W. Haury, Director of the Museum, and arrangements were made to study the 
mater ia l stored at Zion National Park . Additional notes of Smith, on file at Zion, also 
were incorporated in this study. After the first draft of this report was completed, 
Milton Wetherill discovered a large box of Ben Wetheri l l ' s half-burned notes which he 
gave to Dr . Harold S. Colton of the Museum of Northern Arizona. Dr. Colton in turn 
presented the notes to the National Park Service and the repor t was revised to incorpo­
ra te them. 
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Fig. 1. Map of Zion National Park and site locations. Inset, upper left, 
outline of Utah and location of park. 
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Archeological investigations of varying, extent have been carried on in parts of 
southern Utah, northwestern Arizona and southern Nevada since 1875. Early travelers 
such as Major Powell and Frederick S„ Dellenbaugh observed ruins in this portion of 
the Colorado River drainage, bur merely mentioned the fact or presented cursory 
descriptions of their findings. 

Dr. Edward Palmer, apparently the first to excavate in the ruins of southwestern 
Utah, obtained in 1875 material frvim sites on Santa Clara Creek about four miles west 
of St. George. The only published account of his discoveries is a. short article which 
describes in general terms the structures and artifacts uncovered {Palmer, 1876, 
410-14). In 1877, he excavated a cave in Johnson Canyon, a few miles east of Kanab, 
and in a brief paper (1880, 269 72) gave an abbreviated description of the specimens 
recovered. Dr. W. H. Holmes visited the area shortly after and incorporated some 
data in a report published in 1886. 

Investigations were carried our. in southwestern Utah and northwestern Arizona, 
by Neil M. Judd for the Bureau of American Ethnology in the years of 1915, 1918, .1919 
and 1920 (Judd, 1926). Although his field seasons were limited to short periods because 
of the small appropriations available, Ms work laid the foundation for future archeologi­
cal research, in the area. He located and mapped a number of ruins in northwestern 
Arizona and explored caves in Cottonwood Canyon near Kanab. His surveys have given 
us knowledge of types and distribution of ruins over some of the more inaccessible parts 
of the country north of the Colorado River. Judd's excavations in the caves of Cottonwood 
Canyon revealed structural features and cultural material similar in many respects to 
the remains of the San Joan Ana.sa.zi east and south of the Colorado River. Judd also 
demonstrated a considerable difference between the cultures of northern and southern 
Ut3h in the western part of the state. 

In the fall of 1920, Jesse L„ Nusbaum excavated in Du Pont Cave, eight miles 
northwest of Kanab, for the Museum of the American Indian, Heye Foundation. Storage 
bins, burial cists, and a quantity of typical Basket Maker II remains, bearing the same 
characteristics as those previously found in the Sa.r Juan drainage, were uncovered 
(Nusbaum, Kidder and Guernsey, 1922). This work extended the known range of the 
Basket Maker K culture of the plateau region of the Southwest another 1.25 miles or so 
to the west. 

As a result of Mark R. Harrington's investigations on the Muddy and Virgin 
rivers in southern Nevada the western range of elements of the Basket Maker 11 culture 
was extended into southern Nevada.. Modified Basket Maker and Developmental Pueblo 
sites also were uncovered. Julian H. Steward, whose research covered practically 
all sections of Utah, divided the state into four sub-areas for convenience in handling 
the archeological materials involved (Steward, 1933, Fig. 1). His work in western and 
southern Utah supplemented Judd's. About the same time, J . E. Spencer made a survey 
of a number of sites in the Virgin Valley between the mouth of Parunuweap Canyon and 
the Arizona boundary. The pottery types he named as a result of his study were used by 
Colton as a starting point in collating the pottery types of the "Arizona Strip, " southwestern 
Utah and southern Nevada (Spencer, 1934°, Cotton, 1952). 

- 3 -

http://Ana.sa.zi


J , R Rudy's and R. D. Stirland's survey of Washington County (1950) and Rudy's 
recent report (1954) are the latest studies contributing to the archeology of southwestern 
Utah. 
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THE GEOLOGICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 

OF PARUNUWEAP CANYON 

by 

Myrl V. Walker 

The Virgin River , one of the las t major t r ibutar ies to the Colorado River in i ts 
dash to the sea , is indeed of major significance. In i ts course of l ess than 250 mi les , 
the Virgin has carved two awe-inspir ing canyons, Zion and Parunuweap in Zion National 
Park . In addition, it flows through three spectacular narrows—the Zion Canyon Narrows 
on the North Fork Virgin River in Zion National Park , the Timpoweap Narrows where the 
r ive r has cut through the uplifted s t ra ta along the Hurricane Fault near Hurricane, Utah, 
and the Virgin Narrows where the s t r eam has sliced through the rock s t ra ta to separate 
the Beaverdam and Virgin Mountains below St. George, Utah, near the Arizona state l ine. 

The s t r eam heads near the junction of present U. S. Highway 89 and Utah 14 a 
few mi les above Glendale, and flows south-southwesterly ac ross the south side of Zion 
National Pa rk . Parunuweap Canyon (PL 1, a; has been cut by this s t ream ac ross the 
south side of Zion National Pa rk . 

A short distance below the village of Springdale, Utah, a t r ibutary s t ream enters 
the Virgin River from the north. This s t r eam, which has been officially designated as 
the North Fork Virgin River, flows through Zion Canyon, the Zion Canyon Narrows, 
and heads in a number of t r ibutary s t r e a m s which a r i s e on the Kolob T e r r a c e , a minor 
topographic unit of the Markagunt Plateau, which l ies below the Pink Cliffs of the Cedar 
Breaks a r e a . 

At several locations along the course of the Virgin River, small valleys or canyons 
developed which provided opportunity for set t lement and use of these sections of arable 
land. Parunuweap Canyon is one of these a r e a s , and here we find evidence of human 
occupation by at leas t th ree different groups or cu l tures . F i r s t there is evidence of use 
by prehis tor ic peoples, about which this repor t is concerned; secondly, it is known that 
the a r ea was being utilized by the Paiutes when the f i rs t white men reached southern 
Utah, and finally, it has been occupied and utilized by the enterpris ing colonists of the 
Lat ter -day Saints faith since the year 1861. 

The f i rs t Mormon colonists to reach the Parunuweap Canyon in late 1861 secured 
the land they desired by purchase from an old Paiute named Shunes, who had a "farm" 
near the junction of Shunes Creek and the Virgin River (Woodbury, 1944, 151). Later 
investigations proved that Shunes's " farm" and the sett lement a rea was located on an 
extensive s e r i e s of dwelling s i tes once occupied by a prehis tor ic people. When occupied 
and settled by the Mormons, this village si te was named Shunesburg. 

Several his tor ical events of more than passing significance a re closely associated 
with Parunuweap Canyon. The f irst was the a r r iva l of the Wheeler Survey party 
(Gregory, 1950, 19), which in 1872 reached the site of Shunesburg by descending from 
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Shunes Mountain. Of this descent Wheelei reported;, "Our coining created a sensation, 
as no par ty , except on foot, had ever been known to pass this route, unless it were an 
adventurous mail r ider with a trusty led mule, in case of great emergency. Nothing 
short of considerable blasting could render the trail passable even for pack an ima l s . " 
Gregory has also commented that. "A drawing of the 'Wriggle Trail1 at Shunesburg 
(reproduced as Plate 55 in the Wheeler report) is the first known il lustrat ion of the 
grea t rock walls of Navajo sandstone that dominate the landscape of southwestern Utah." 

Later in the year , the Power! survey party ' ibid., 20 23 reached Parunuwea.p 
Canyon., From the. pass (Gravel Springs , Powell led a pack train along the old road 
down Parunuweap Valley (Long Valley to Mount Carmel , and then on foot followed 
Parunuweap Canyon to the Mormon settlement, at Shunesburg. This first t r ave r se of 
the formidable gorge, one of the few ever made, he described In detail . Mxer spending 
a night at the Shunesburg ranch, Powell and his companions followed the Virgin River 
northward into present Zion Canyon. 

JX was on this t r ip that Powell proposed the names of Parunuweap and Mukuntuweap 
for the two s t r e a m s and two canyons cut by the headwaters of the Virgin River. 

Vis i tors to the Zion Pa rk region today e re most Impressed by the spectacular 
canyons and the sheer-wal led cliffs of highly colored shales and intricately c r o s s -
bedded sandstones. The colored shales and sandstones of the vermilion cliffs brought 
forth poetic descript ions from such wr i t e r s as Powell and Dutton. Gregory [ ibid. , 48-52) 
has described in detail this upper Tr iass ic 'Shinarump andChinle) stratigrapbic column 
with i ts abundance of fossiliferous mate r ia l , part icularly the petrified or agatized 
tsiliciiied wood. He has called special attention to the spring line at the contact of the 
Kayente and Navajo, and the significance of this feature, not only in canyon widening 
and a rch development, but In the location of numerous la rge f resh-water spr ings . 
His analysis of the origin wind deposit; and development of the extensive Navajo 
sandstone formations i s c lear and concise. 

But to people who lived by the soil , these features had a different meaning. No 
doubt the- prehistor ic inhabitants saw in the petrified wood an abundant supply of p r o ­
jecti le points and d r i l l s . The evenly bedded sandstones of the upper Chinle provided 
mater ia l for construction of pueblos or pithouses, or for meta.tes and manos . The 
sheer walls of sandstone covered by dese r t varnish furnished a fine slate for pictographs 
and petiog.'yphs. The springs with their abundance of pure water determined possible 
dwelling s i t e s . The flood plains along the then crystal c lear and meandering river pro­
vided good farm lands for corn, beans , and squash, which cou'd on occasion be I r r i ­
gated if dry weather pers i s ted . The great a rches or coves in the base of the Navajo 
sandstone provided s i tes for the construction of cliff dwellings, and the east west 
alignment of the canyon gave them sunlight ir winter and s u m m e , and probably shielded 
them ftorn cold bl ista which might sweep the ares, from the north during the winter 
months. 

in Parunuweap Canyon, the floor of which i s for the most par t at an elevation of 
4, 000 feet above sea lever, t empera ture and weather conditions a re much more to le ra­
ble than on the high plateaus, 3 000 to 4, 000 feet above, or on the more open and arid 
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plains some distance downstream. In fact, this canyon represen t s the transition stage 
from the lower to the upper Sonoran life zone. 

While t empera ture variat ions may at t imes be ex t reme, 115 degrees in summer to 
-13 degrees in winter, averages in summer a re more like 110 degrees , and during the 
winter there a r e few days on which the tempera ture falls below 10 to 15 degrees above 
ze ro . The growing season, between killing f ros ts , for Parunuweap Canyon would 
probably average about 200 days. Great variat ions in annual precipitation also have 
been recorded for this region, the mean being slightly l ess than 14 inches and the range 
between 21 inches and seven inches. 

The animal and plant associat ions in Parunuweap Canyon a re not unlike those 
found in many s imi la r situations in the canyon country of the Zion Park region. The 
floor of the canyon, along with i t s two adjacent sidewails , provides for an unusually 
large number of animals and plants in a r a the r res t r ic ted zone. The common t r ee s 
and shrubs of the valley and s t reamside a r e the ever -presen t cottonwood, willow, wild 
grape, sage brush, and shadscale . The d r i e r portions support ash, live oak, white 
oak, hackberry , juniper, pinycn pine, rabbit brush, and an occasional mesquite. In 
more moist and protected a r ea s a re maple, boxelder, sumac, manzanita and se rv ice -
b e r r y . Under extremely favorable conditions of mois ture and shade there a re a few 
ponderosa pines, Douglas f i rs and white f i r s , while in those a reas of most sunshine 
and leas t mois ture , there is a good var iety of cacti and related semideser t shrubs . 
The annuals a r e likewise abundant and s imi lar ly distr ibuted. 

Except for a scarc i ty of fishes and aquatic fo rms , ver tebra te fauna is fairly well 
represen ted . Amphibians a re l imited to a few toads and frogs and one species of sala­
mander . L izards a re fairly abundant; such forms as the collared l izard, horned l izard, 
and chuckwalla a re found h e r e . Snakes a r e common, but not abundant. However, 
ra t t lesnakes a r e present , as well as gopher snakes, ga i t e r snakes, kingsnakes, r a ce r s , 
and other fo rms . 

Birds a re unusually abundant, both as to species (150) and number, regard less 
of the isolated and res t r i c t ive zones imposed by the aridity and topography of the a rea . 
In addition to the more common species of songbirds, spar rows , woodpeckers, hawks, 
and owls, there a r e the golden eagle, water ouzel, roadrunner , black crested jay, and 
Gambel quail. 

Many small animals such as mice, gophers , skunks, ground squ i r r e l s , and 
chipmunks a r e present , but the l a rge r forms a r e l ess numerous . Rocky Mountain mule 
deer still live in fairly la rge numbers in Parunuweap Canyon, but the bighorn moun­
tain sheep, the black bear , and possibly the grizzly bea r , that once inhabited the rocky 
slopes and mountain tops, a re now extinct. Coyotes, weasels , bobcats, badgers , 
foxes and, r a re ly , a mountain lion make up the l is t of carnivorous fo rms . Porcupines 
a r e fairly common, even out of the coniferous zone, and rabbits a re usually abundant. 
Beaver , once present in average numbers , then largely exterminated, have been unable 
to readjust to the changed conditions, although efforts have been made to reestabl ish 
them. 
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