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ABSTRACT 

From 1974 to 1977, the National Park Service conducted an archeo-

logical sampling survey in and adjacent to Canyon del Muerto, part of 

Canyon de Chelly National Monument in northeastern Arizona. This report 

documents the results of this work and places it within the context of 

previous research and knowledge of Southwest aboriginal occupations. 

After presenting a background to the survey and reviewing the known 

culture chronology and environmental setting, a description of the range 

and types of sites located is given. From this extensive data base, de­

scriptive and explanatory models for both the Anasazi and Navajo occupa­

tions of the area are offered. In addition to these general settlement 

models, a number of more restricted analyses were undertaken involving 

the use of Anasazi lithics and ceramics, prehistoric pollen from Ante­

lope House Ruin, and Anasazi and Navajo rock art. These studies aid in 

supporting and fleshing out the picture of aboriginal occupation per­

ceived from the site types and their distributions. 

Representing a first attempt to consider the archeology of the can­

yon in relation to the adjacent plateau, this report serves as a guide 

to a fuller understanding of human ecology in the Canyon de Chelly 

region. 
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Chapter 1 

THE CANYON DEL MUERTO SURVEY PROJECT 

by 

Pat Fall 

This report presents the results of a sampling survey in Canyon del 

Muerto, part of Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Arizona. The survey 

covered over 10 percent of Canyon del Muerto, its tributaries, and the 

adjoining plateau. A.total of 798 sites were located, with 670 of these 

described in survey forms. 

Introduction 

The Canyon del Muerto Survey Project (CDMS) began primarily because 

of federal rules and legislation regarding preservation and control of 

cultural resources, especially the National Environmental Policy Act of 

1969 (91 Stat. 852), and E. 0. 11593, "Protection and Enhancement of the 

Cultural Environment," of 1971 (36 CFR 8921, 16 USC 470). In addition 

to these legal requirements, excavations at Antelope House from 1970 to 

1973 and a related survey during 1971 and 1972 raised many questions 

regarding population movements, plateau occupation, and prehistoric com­

munity changes from A.D. 1100 to A.D. 1300. The Canyon del Muerto Sur­

vey Project, originally including all lands within the canyon walls, was 

expanded to include sections of both the north rim of the monument and 

the plateau between Canyons de Chelly and del Muerto. This survey was 

begun in 1974 and continued through 1977. The project and previous sur­

vey work during the six years from 1971 to 1977 varied from photograph­

ing or briefly describing a site to filling out a complete survey record 

and locating all sites within a defined sample area. The Canyon del 

Muerto survey incorporated data from the Antelope House Project and sur­

vey and excavation done preceding the construction of the north rim 

overlook roads. Table 1 summarizes the history of survey coverage in 

the area, which is described below. 

The Area 

This study, located on the Navajo Reservation in northeastern Ari-

1 



Table 1 
HISTORY OF ARCHEOLOGICAL SURVEY COVERAGE IN CANYON DEL MUERTO 

JIM MOUNT 1971-72 
Antelope House 
Project 

STACY AND MORRIS 1972 
North Rim 
Spur Roads 

ROCK AND HALL 1974 
Photographic 
Reconnaissance 

PAM MAGERS 1975 
Navajo Settlement 
Survey 

CDMS 1975 
Transect 
Survey 

CDMS 1976 
Quadrat 
Survey 

CDMS 1977 
Quadrat and 
Archaic 
Settlement 
Surveys 

Total 
No. of 
Sites 

104 

21 

157 

47 

310 

115 

137 

No. of Sites 
Not Duplicated 

Elsewhere 

72 

20 

134 

10 

310 

115 

137 

TOTAL 798 

Area Covered 

3.00 km2 

0.26 km2 

Does 
Not 
Apply 

1.77 km2 

8.52 km2 

3.47 km2 

4.81 km2 

21.83 km2 

Percent of 
Canyon del 
Muerto 

1.74 

0.15 

— 

1.03 

4.94 

2.01 

2.79 

12.66 

Number of 
Field Days 

170 

10 

90 

450 

135 

260 

1,115 

Size of Area and 
No. of Units 

Canyon Bottom: 
± 10 km long 
300 m wide avg 

Four Spur Roads: 
8,552 m long 
30.5 m wide 

— 

Two Quadrats: 
720 m x 1,460 m 
720 m x 1,000 m 

Sixteen Transects: 
60,860 m long 
140 m wide 

Twenty Quadrats: 
Average Size -
425 m x 425 m 

Twenty-Two Quadrats 
Average Size -
425 m x 425 m 

One Quadrat: 
1,505 m x 540 m 

N> 



zona, is within the area known as the Colorado Plateau (figures 1 and 

2). The general regional surface (about 5,500 ft. elevation above MSL) 

is composed of relatively flat plateaus and mesas underlain by sedimen­

tary strata. Several volcanic spires and buttes rise from the valleys 

and plains. However, most of the plateau relief slopes downward. With­

in its 84,000 acres, Canyon de Chelly National Monument encompasses deep 

canyons cut into the Defiance Plateau, a major division of the Colorado 

Plateau. The spectacularly formed sandstone walls have eroded to form 

numerous alcoves and caves which contain impressive cliff dwellings and 

ruins of the prehistoric Anasazi. Early archeologists and explorers 

were drawn to the canyons by these cliff dwellings and the wealth of 

archeological material preserved in this arid setting. 

The influence of an arid climate is reflected in the streams of the 

area. Most of the stream channels contain no perennial water, but flood 

during summer storms. During these floods, coarse alluvium and fine­

grained sand scour the bedrock surfaces and promote erosion. Much of 

the Colorado Plateau area that has been repeatedly flooded shows con­

stant fluctuation in alluvial deposits and dune formation. 

This area is outside the usual path of cyclonic storms, with the 

exception of summer monsoons. About half of the annual precipitation 

falls during summer thundershowers from July to September. The remain­

ing moisture falls as light showers or snow during the fall and winter. 

Rainfall varies from 6 in. (152 mm) per year in the Colorado River Val­

ley to more than 20 in. (508 mm) per year in the Chuska and Carrizo 

mountains. 

Vegetation ranges from Douglas fir and ponderosa pine stands at 

higher mountain elevations and in protected shady areas of the canyons, 

to low shrub and grassland associations at lower elevations. Perhaps 

the most characteristic plant communities of the area are the pinyon-

juniper forests interspersed with sagebrush flats, and the vast open 

expanses of either snakeweed-rabbitbrush or saltbush-greasewood associa­

tions on disturbed grasslands. Variations in vegetation are the result 

of storm patterns and available moisture. Other factors affecting local 

vegetation are topography, soil components, runoff, exposure, and eleva­

tion. Riparian vegetation along stream channels is characterized by 

cottonwood, box elder, willow, and the recently introduced tamarisk and 

3 



Fig. 1. Four Corners area, showing location of Canyon de Chelly National Monument 
in relation to other major archeological sites and regions. 
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Fig. 2. Canyon de Chelly National Monument 
with major geographic features noted. 
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Russian olive. The climate, vegetation, and geology of the area are 

discussed more fully in chapter 3. 

The Navajo have used the area intensively. Today they still farm 

the canyon floor and graze sheep, cattle, and horses within the monu­

ment. Except for a brief interruption between 1863 and 1868, when the 

United States military detained the Navajo at Fort Sumner, New Mexico, 

they have lived at least seasonally in Canyon de Chelly since 1750. 

Although many Navajo still live within the monument on the rims and pla­

teau, no families presently inhabit the canyon floor year-round. 

Canyon de Chelly National Monument, established in 1931, has pro­

tected the rich Navajo and Anasazi material contained in Canyon de Chel­

ly, Canyon del Muerto, and Monument Canyon. The last 10 years have 

shown marked increases not only in visitation, but also in construction 

and development. Archeological work in this area has increased our 

knowledge of the prehistoric Anasazi and Navajo and has raised questions 

regarding their settlement and use of the canyons. The most widely 

known Puebloan ruins within the monument are Junction Ruin, Sliding 

Rock, Antelope House, Mummy Cave, and White House. All of these Anasazi 

sites and several others may now be viewed from rim overlook roads. 

White House can be reached by a trail into the canyon bottom. 

Previous Archeological Surveys 

The Antelope House Survey. An archeological survey was begun in 

1971 in the vicinity of Antelope House as part of the excavations at 

this site. This was to be a survey of the area within a 3.2-mi radius 

of the site. The survey was established (1) "to test the hypothesis 

that Antelope House was a center for surrounding contemporary sites, (2) 

to delineate (if present) population aggregation in the area of the site 

during Pueblo III times, and (3) to discover the access routes from 

Antelope House to the plateau" (Morris et al.:in press). 

Originally, the Antelope House survey intended to cover plateau 

areas as well as the canyon bottom, but time made this impossible. 

James Mount recorded 104 sites and surveyed ca 3 km2 (1.74 percent) of 

the Canyon del Muerto section of the monument (see table 1). Later 

investigation revealed a few more small, nearly inaccessible and incon­

spicuous sites, primarily in the south wall of the canyon. Despite its 
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limited nature, Mount's data was the most comprehensive at the time. 

The North Rim Spur Roads Survey. During March 1972, Pheriba Stacy 

and Don Morris (1972) surveyed the rights-of-way of overlook roads on 

the north rim of Canyon del Muerto, adding 20 sites to the record for 

the adjacent plateau and increasing the total area surveyed to 3.26 km2. 

Most of this site information, along with Mount's data, has been compu­

terized for uniformity with the Canyon del Muerto Survey Project data. 

Some inconsistencies exist since Mount's records were in narrative for­

mat and Stacy and Morris' were recorded on Arizona State Museum site 

forms. 

Charles James III excavated 28 archeological sites within the 

rights-of-way of these spur roads and Route N64 from Chinle to Tsaile 

Lake Road for the Museum of Northern Arizona in 1972. He excavated 18 

Navajo sites and one protohistoric Hopi site (James 1976:23). 

The Canyon del Muerto Survey 

The purpose of the CDM Survey Project was to record, evaluate, and 

interpret the archeology on the plateau surrounding Canyon del Muerto in 

relation to the better known material within the canyon. This integra­

tion required hypotheses relating settlement pattern to the occurrence 

of natural resources, seasonal use of the plateau and the canyon, sub­

sistence changes due to environmental and social changes and abandonment 

processes, and how they operated in the area. 

During the course of the survey, the preliminary notions from the 

initial research design (Morris and Rock 1975) were improved, modified, 

or discarded. The following paragraphs will quickly summarize the 

framework of our thinking about the archeological phenomena and will 

serve to introduce the chapters which follow. Many ideas" and assump­

tions were radically changed in the course of the survey as new data 

were evaluated. 

One elementary aim of the survey was to search for an occupation 

earlier than BMTI that would relate to Archaic materials found elsewhere 

in the region. Care was taken not to arbitrarily assign all nonceramic 

sites to the BMTI period, and attempts were made to define lithic attri­

butes that could distinguish Archaic from early Basketmaker sites. Our 

concept of the probable location and character of the potential Archaic 
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