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Foreword 

During the summer of 1950, six Mesa Verde ruins were excavated by members of 
the local staff. The results of this research are included in three separate reports 
which, with the "Introduction to Mesa Verde Archeology," comprise this volume: 

1. Excavation of Two Late Basketmaker III Pithouses. 

2. Excavation at Site 16 of Three Pueblo II Mesa-top Ruins. 

3. Excavation of Sun Point Pueblo. 

These excavations, and others previously carried out in the park, have done much 
to clarify the archeology of Mesa Verde. The investigations are not yet complete, 
but, with the research which has so far been accomplished, it is now possible to 
reconstruct, in some detail, the archeological events of the long period of prehistoric 
occupation. 

In the following papers the authors have presented a summary of the archeo­
logical data as it exists today for the Mesa Verde area, as well as a detailed and 
painstaking analysis of the three special excavations mentioned above. The excava­
tions and the analysis of findings add materially to our knowledge of this area, 
which is so extraordinarily rich in reminders of the long-vanished inhabitants. 

Director. 

v 



Acknowledgments 

The Service and the authors wish to express their sincere appreciation to the 

following for technical assistance and advice: Dr. J. O. Brew, director, Peabody 

Museum, Harvard University; Dr. E. W. Haury, director, Arizona State Museum, 

University of Arizona; Dr. P. S. Martin, chief curator, Department of Anthropology, 

and Dwight Davis, curator of vertebrate anatomy, Chicago Natural History Museum; 

Earl H. Morris, archeologist, Carnegie Institution of Washington; Stanley Stubbs, 

curator, Laboratory of Anthropology, Santa Fe, and Dr. Edmund Schulman, Labora­

tory of Tree-Ring Research, University of Arizona. 

The reconstruction drawings, showing the pithouses and pueblos as they may 

have looked when occupied, were prepared by Per Ernst Guldbeck. 

Appreciation also is expressed to Mrs. Virginia T. Cotter who checked the final 

proof and prepared the index. 

VI 



Contents 

Page 
Introduction to Mesa Verde Archeology (Don Watson) 1 

Early History of the Mesa Verde 1 

Archeological research 1 

Summary of the archeology of the Mesa Verde 2 

Basketmalcer 1 2 

Basketmaker II 2 

Basketmaker III 3 

Pueblo 1 3 

Pueblo II 4 

Pueblo III 4 

Excavation of two late Basketmaker III pithouses (James A. 
Lancaster and Don Watson) 7 

Introduction 7 

Selection of the Twin Trees Site 7 

Location and physiographic conditions 7 

Excavation methods 9 

Architectural features 9 

One pithouse or two? 9 

Tree-ring dates and construction sequence 12 

Roof construction 13 

Artifacts 14 

Objects of stone 14 

Objects of bone 14 

Unworked bone 14 

Perishable objects 14 

Pottery 15 

Summary and conclusions 19 

Excavation at Site 16 (James A. Lancaster and Jean M. 
Pinkley) 23 

Introduction 23 

Location and history of Site 16 24 

Excavation of Site 16 26 

The post and adobe village 32 

The village 32 

Kiva 2 35 

Material culture 37 

Unit Pueblo No. 1 37 

The pueblo 37 

Kiva 3 40 

Material culture 42 

Page 

Unit Pueblo No. II 42 

The pueblo 44 

The towers 44 

Kiva 1 47 

Material culture 53 

Other occupations of Site 16 53 

Basketmaker III (Modified Basketmaker) 53 

Pueblo I (Early Developmental Pueblo) 53 

Later use of the site 53 

The Mesa Verde Kiva 53 

Steps in the development of the Mesa Verde kiva 55 

Kiva features 59 

Material culture 61 

Stone artifacts 61 

Bone attifacts 65 

Ornaments 66 

Pottery 69 

Foodstuffs 77 

Dating of Site 16 77 

Summary and conclusions 80 

Excavation of Sun Point Pueblo (James A. Lancaster and 
Philip F. Van Cleave) 87 

Introduction 87 

Sun Point Pueblo 87 

The kiva-tower 88 

The village proper 96 

Observed evidence and artifacts 96 

The kiva 96 

The tunnel 99 

The tower 99 

The house floor areas 103 

The trash mound 103 

Dating the occupation 103 

Stabilization and repair 109 

Conclusions 110 

References cited 112 

Index 115 

vii 



Illustrations 

Plate Page 
1. Map of Chapin Mesa X 
2. The two pithouses of the Twin Trees Site 8 
3. Architectural features 10 
4. Slab wall of second pithouse 12 
5. Postulated method of roof construction of first pithouse 13 
6. Reconstruction of second pithouse 13 
7. Manos 14 
8. Metate and mano 15 
9. Pot covers 16 

10. Hammerstones and maul 16 
11. Rubbing, pounding, and polishing stones 17 
12. Miscellaneous stone objects 17 
13. Miscellaneous artifacts 18 
14. Lino Gray jar 18 
15. Jar handles 19 
16. Miniature vessels 19 
17. Sherds of La Plata Blaclc-on-white 20 
18. Excavation at Site 16 25 
19. Ground plan of Site 16 28 
20. Post and adobe village ground plan and kiva profile 31 
21. Post and adobe village after excavation 33 
22. Post and adobe village after stabilization 34 
23. Kiva 2, associated with the post and adobe village 36 
24. Artist's reconstruction of post and adobe village 38 
25. Unit Pueblo No. I ground plan and profile 39 
26. Upper photograph—Unit Pueblo No. 1 41 

Lower photograph—Kiva 3, associated with Unit Pueblo No. I. . 41 
27. Artist's reconstruction of Unit Pueblo No. 1 42 
28. Unit Pueblo No. II ground plan and profile 43 
29. Unit Pueblo No. II 46 
30. Kiva 1, associated with Unit Pueblo No. II ground plan and profile. 48 
31. Kiva 1, associated with Unit Pueblo No. II 51 
32. Kiva 1, associated with Unit Pueblo No. II 52 
33. Artist's reconstruction of Unit Pueblo No. II 54 
34. Steps in the development of the Mesa Verde kiva 56 
35- Manos 62 
36. Rubbing stones or small manos 62 

Plate Page 
37. Small hammerstones and pecking stones 63 
38. Axes, hammers, and maul 63 
39. Miscellaneous stone artifacts 64 
40. Concretions 64 
41. Bone artifacts 65 
42. Ornaments 67 
43- Necklace of shell beads 67 
44. Necklace of shale and shell beads and a bone gaming piece 68 
45. Miscellaneous clay objects 68 
46. Basketmaker II-Pueblo I decorated bowl sherds 71 
47. Mancos Black-on-white bowl and ladle sherds 72 
48. Mancos Black-on-white bowl and ladle sherds 73 
49. Mancos Black-on-white bowl and ladle sherds 74 
50. Mancos Black-on-white pitcher and jar sherds 75 
51. Mancos Black-on-white pitcher and jar sherds 76 
52. Mancos Black-on-white vessel handles 79 
53- Mancos Black-on-white vessels 80 
54. Pueblo II corrugated jar sherds 81 
55. Pueblo II corrugated jars 82 
56. Site 16 after excavation and stabilization 84 
57- Excavation at Sun Point Pueblo 89 
58. Ground plan of Sun Point Pueblo 90 
59. Profiles of Sun Point Pueblo 91 
60. Kiva interior 92 
61. Upper photograph—Kiva interior showing tunnel entrance 94 

Lower photograph—Kiva-tower unit, looking west 94 
62. Schematic panorama of kiva interior 97 
63. Kiva-tower unit 98 
64. Sun Point Pueblo 100 
65- Miscellaneous objects 101 
66. Objects of stone 101 
67. Slab metate 102 
68. Manos from Sun Point Pueblo 103 
69. Mesa Verde Black-on-white half-bowl 104 
70. Black-on-white sherds from the excavation of Sun Point Pueblo.. . 107 
71. Corrugated sherds from the excavation of Sun Point Pueblo 108 
72. Artist's reconstruction of Sun Point Pueblo 110 

Tables 

Page 
1. Southwest classificatory systems 6 
2. Stone artifacts—Pithouses 21,22 
3. Sherd types and percentages—Pithouses 22 
4. Sherd analysis—Site 16 83 
5. Sherd percentages by excavated unit—Site 16 85 

Page 
6. Sherd percentages by periods—Site 16 85 
7. Tabulation of body and rim sherds—Site 16 86 
8. Sherd counts from the excavation—Site 16 86 
9. Tabulation of artifacts recovered—Sun Point Pueblo I l l 

viii 



PLATE 1— Map of Chapin Mesa 
x 



Introduction to Mesa Verde Archeology 
BY DON WATSON 

EARLY HISTORY OF THE MESA VERDE 

MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK comprises one-half of a great 

tableland, or mesa, in the southwestern corner of Colorado, 
only a few miles from the "Four Corners," where the States 
of Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico meet at a 
common point. The mesa, measuring 15 by 20 miles, rises 
from 1,000 to 2,000 feet above the surrounding country. Its 
flat top, which slopes gradually to the south, is cut by a score 
of rugged canyons, dividing the large mesa into many smaller 
mesas. Because of its heavy forests of piflon and juniper, 
the mesa is perpetually green, and at some early date, prob­
ably during the 1765-1848 period, when there was much 
Spanish activity in the area, it was given the name Mesa 
Verde, or "green table." 

First knowledge of the archeological treasures of the Mesa 
Verde came in 1874, when W. H. Jackson, the famous 
"Pioneer Photographer ," discovered small cliff dwellings in 
the Mancos River Canyon which borders the Mesa Verde on 
the east and south (Jackson, 1876, pp. 367-381). In 1888, 
the major cliff dwellings were discovered, and this date marks 
the beginning of the tragic period in the history of the Mesa 
Verde. Shortly after the discovery of the large cliff dwell­
ings, it was learned that there was a ready market for the 
artifacts which they contained. The cliff dwellings were so 
thoroughly ransacked in the following 18 years that , so far 
as is known today, little material of scientific value remains 
in them. Only one archeologist worked in the Mesa Verde 
during this period. Baron Gustav Nordenskiold excavated 
in a number of cliff dwellings in 1891 and, considering the 
time, published a most excellent report on his work (Norden­
skiold, 1893). 

ARCHEOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

Early research, 1908-22. In 1906, a portion of the great 
mesa was set aside as Mesa Verde National Park. The first 
research was done 2 years later when Dr. Jesse Walter 
Fewkes, of Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American 
Ethnology, excavated Spruce Tree House, one of the larger 
cliff dwellings (Fewkes, 1909). During the years between 
1908 and 1922, Fewkes excavated a number of cliff dwellings 
and mesa-top ruins but modern scientific methods were not 
used and the results leave much to be desired. 

More recent research, 1923-38. Following the Fewkes period, 
research was, of necessity, neglected. The park was created 
to preserve the ruins and make them accessible to the public. 
From the time the first roads were built, travel to the area 
increased year after year. The number of visitors increased 

more rapidly than the size of the local staff, and consequently 
research was delayed. 

During the summer of 1923, the First National Geographic 
Beam Expedition, under A. E. Douglass, collected tree-ring 
specimens in the park (Douglass, 1929, p. 750), and in 1932-33, 
H. T. Getty, of the Tree-Ring Laboratory, continued this 
work (Getty, 1935, pp. 21-23). In 1926, Superintendent 
Jesse L. Nusbaum excavated three early seventh century pit-
houses in Step House Cave and, during the winters of 
1926-29, did a small amount of salvage excavation in the 
previously disturbed refuse of several cliff dwellings. In 
1929, H. S. Gladwin, of Gila Pueblo, surveyed 103 mesa-top 
and canyon-head sites. Sporadic testing and probing during 
stabilization of cliff and mesa-top ruins and removal of 
burials encountered, comprise the only other research for 
this period. 

Research outside the park. Although research lagged in the 
Mesa Verde itself, the general archeology was comparatively 
well understood because of extensive work which was done 
in the surrounding area. Over the past 50 years the reports 
of many investigators have given us a general overall picture 
of the archeology of the Mesa Verde region. Outstanding 
in this regard is the work of the following: E. H. Morris 
in the Durango, La Plata, Red Rock, and Canyon de Chelly 
areas to the east, south, and southwest (Morris, 1919b, 
1939, 1941); J. A. Jeancon and F. H. H. Roberts, Jr . , in the 
Piedra district to the east (Jeancon, 1922; Jeancon and 
Roberts, 1923-24; Roberts, 1922, 1925, 1930); E. K. Reed in 
the Mancos Canyon to the south (Reed, 1943, 1944); S. G. 
Morley and A. V. Kidder in the McElmo drainage to the 
west (Morley, 1908; Morley and Kidder, 1917); T. M. Prud-
den, P. S. Martin, and J. B. Rinaldo in the Montezuma 
Valley to the northwest (Prudden, 1905, 1914, 1918; Martin, 
1929, 1930, 1936, 1938; Martin and Rinaldo, 1939; Rinaldo, 
1950); B. Cummings and his students, A. V. Kidder, N. M. 
Judd, and J. L. Nusbaum in southeastern Utah to the west 
(Kidder, 1910); and later, J. O. Brew's excavations in the 
same area (Brew, 1946). 

Recent research in the park, 1939-53. While the general ar­
cheological story of the region was relatively well known, 
it was to be expected that the Mesa Verde would present cer­
tain variations. Since 1939, a program of organized research 
has been carried out in the park in an effort to determine 
these local manifestations. 

0 0 Excavation by park staff, 1939-41. In 1939, T. L. Smiley 
excavated an A. D. 700 pithouse (Smiley, 1949 pp. 167-171), 
and, in 1941, J. A. Lancaster excavated two pithouses dating 
about A. D. 600 (Lancaster and Watson, 1943, pp. 190-198) 
and tested other pithouses and early pueblo structures. 
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(b~) Gila Pueblo Tree-King Expedition, 1941. In the fall of 
1941, Gila Pueblo collected tree-ring specimens in the park. 
Dates obtained are included in O'Bryan's recent publication 
on the Mesa Verde (O'Bryan, 1950, Appendix A, pp. 112-
115). 

(/) Excavations by Gila Pueblo, 1947-48. During these years, 
D. O'Bryan excavated an extensive series of ruins in the park 
(O'Bryan, 1950): 

1 shallow pithouse, dating about A. D. 572. 
1 deep pithouse, dating about A. D. 664. 
2 slabhousc villages, dating about A. D. 840. 
1 small pueblo, dating about A. D. 950. 
1 small pueblo, dating about A. D. 1024. 
1 large canyon-head pueblo, dating about A. D. 1025 to 1200. 

(ef) Recent excavations by park staff, 1950. In the summer of 
1950, members of the local staff excavated six ruins: 

2 pithouses, dating about A. D. 700. 
1 post and adobe village, dating about A. D. 900. 
1 masonry pueblo, dating about A. D. 1000. 
1 masonry paeblo, dating about A. D. 1074. 
1 masonry pueblo, dating about A. D. 1200. 

Reports on these excavations are included in this volume. 
(«) Archeological survey by local staff, 1951. An intensive 

archeological survey of the Mesa Verde was started in the 
fall of 1951 and will continue for many years. When com­
pleted, this survey should provide an overall picture of the 
prehistoric occupation of the Mesa Verde. All archeologi­
cal features are included: cliff dwellings, mesa-top ruins, 
canyon-head ruins, dams, reservoirs, shrines, pictographs, 
etc. Sherd collections are made, all pertinent data recorded, 
ruins marked, and, whenever possible, individual ruins are 
mapped. To date, this survey has been confined to Chapin 
Mesa south of park headquarters (pi . 1), and in an area of 
approximately 4 square miles, 472 sites have been surveyed. 
The only cliff dwellings so far surveyed are those in the head 
of Cliff Canyon, north of Cliff Palace. In one-half mile of 
this small canyon, 15 cliff dwellings have been located. 

SUMMARY OF THE ARCHEOLOGY OF THE MESA 
VERDE 

As a result of the excavations and survey within the 
park and the extensive work which has been done in sur­
rounding areas, the archeology of the Mesa Verde itself is 
becoming somewhat clearer, al though there are still gaps in 
the story which must be filled through continuing research. 
It should be mentioned also that , except for some of the early 
work, all excavation to date has been in the Chapin Mesa 
area and the remainder of the Mesa Verde is practically 
untouched. Chapin Mesa is in the center of the Mesa Verde, 
in an east-west line, and extends from the north rim to the 
Mancos River Canyon, on the south. It is the largest 
mesa and, while it appears to have the greatest number of 
ruins of all known local types, there is reason to believe that 
archeological variations may occur in other parts of the 
Mesa Verde. 

Occupation of the Mesa Verde seems to have extended 
from the early part of the Christian Era to almost A. D. 
1300. In summarizing this long occupation, the Pecos 
Classification will be followed as it is the best known and 
most widely used classification of culture periods (Kidder, 
1927, pp. 554-561). The Roberts' Classification is employed 
in dealing wi th park visitors as its use of descriptive names, 
and the fact that it has one less period makes it easier for t h 3 

uninitiated visitor to whom such classifications are, to say 
the least, baffling (Roberts, 1935, p. 32 and this volume, 
table 1). 

The following brief summary is an effort to present the 
archeology of the Mesa Verde as it is known today and to 
point out some of the problems yet to be solved. Few com­
parisons will be made wi th findings in nearby areas, for this 
has been done in past publications and in the three reports 
included in this volume. Dates vary somewhat from those 
which have been given for other areas. It must be borne in 
mind that there was constant progress throughout the entire 
occupation, and it is impossible to draw sharp lines and set 
exact dates for the various periods. Many different dates 
have been used by archeologists, but those used below seem 
best for the Mesa Verde as the archeology is known at 
present. 

The presentation of each of the following periods is divided 
into two parts. First, a general summary is given of the 
period, as known throughout the Mesa Verde region. Fol­
lowing this is a summarization of the known aspects of the 
period in the Mesa Verde itself. 

Basketmaker I 

This is a postulated, preagricultural stage set up at the first 
Pecos Conference, since it was obvious that a hunting-
gathering culture must have preceded the later farming 
cultures. 

Basketmaker II 

Dates: From about the beginning of the Christian Era to A. D. 
450. Dates obtained indicate that by the first century A. D., 
agricultural people were well established in the Four Corners 
region. Corn and squash were cultivated and there was also 
great use of wild plant foods and game. Pottery was absent 
and excellent baskets and bags were made in profusion. 
Slab-lined storage cists were characteristic, but houses have 
been found only in the Durango area, where there is evidence 
of crude, early structures. The atlatl and dart, and curved 
sticks served as weapons for the bow and arrow were not 
known. Other traits were woven bands; square-toed sandals; 
string aprons; fur-string blankets; soft, padded cradles; 
troughed metates; jewelry of stone, bone, seeds and shells; 
and wide use of animal skins. Dogs were present. This 
widespread culture served as the base out of which the 
later, more highly developed cultures grew. 

No remains dating from this period have been found in 
the Mesa Verde, but there is reason to believe they will be 
found when the necessary, difficult excavation can be per­
formed. Material dating from this period has, except in 
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one area, been found in caves. Since Mesa Verde caves 
contain cliff dwellings it will be necessary to excavate 
under these structures in order to establish this early occupa­
tion. Basketmaker II remains have been found to the east 
of the park in the Durango area, to the west in southeastern 
Utah and to the southwest in Arizona, and it would be sur­
prising if the Mesa Verde were not occupied during this 
period. Investigation of lower cave levels, deep under cliff 
dwellings, is high on the priority list of future research 
projects. 
Basketmaker III 

Dates: A. D. 450 to 750. This period saw marked devel­
opment and is characterized by the advent of pottery, wide­
spread use of pithouses of a standardized nature, appearance 
of the bow and arrow and the first use of hafted axes and 
mauls. Beans were first grown, turkeys apparently were 
domesticated, and turquoise came into use. Except for 
these new items, other material traits remained much the 
same as listed for Basketmaker II. However, fur-string 
blankets declined in favor of feather-string blankets, and 
sandals with notched or scalloped toes replaced the square-
toed variety. 

The Mesa Verde contains abundant remains dating from 
the latter part of this period. Twelve pithouses dating from 
A. D. 572 to 700 have been excavated in the park but no 
work has been done, as yet, in the A. D. 450-572 period. 
Because of the lack of work in the earlier part of this period 
the dates and types of the earliest houses and pottery are 
unknown. Seven houses dating at about A. D. 600 have 
been excavated. The common structure at this time appears 
to have been a large, shallow pithouse with a comparatively 
large, connected antechamber (Lancaster and Watson, 1943, 
pp. 190-198: O'Bryan, 1950, pp. 55-58). The three pit-
houses excavated in Step House Cave were somewhat differ­
ent. Instead of having antechambers they had ventilators 
which were much too small to have served as entrances. 
This variation may have resulted from the cave location. 

Five pithouses dating from the late seventh century show 
definite changes. These pithouses were deeper, averaging 
4 to 5 feet in depth. The antechambers were smaller than 
at an earlier date, and certain features of the later ceremonial 
rooms, or kivas, such as bench, sipapu, deflector, and 
ventilator, were well established (Lancaster and Watson, 
"Excavation of Two Late Basketmaker III Pithouses" in this 
volume; Smiley, 1949, pp. 167-171; O'Bryan, 1950, pp. 
58-61). 

Present evidence indicates that during this period, at least 
after A. D. 600, the bulk of the population lived on the mesa-
tops. The three structures found in Step House Cave show 
there was some cave occupation, but surface evidence of in­
numerable pithouses points to a preference for the open 
mesas. These mesa-top pithouses were grouped into vil­
lages but, to date, only individual pithouses have been 
excavated and the plan of the village is unknown. Testing 
has located as many as 9 pithouses in an area less than 300 
feet in diameter. 

The earliest Mesa Verde pottery, to date, came from a 
pithouse which gave a bark date of A. D. 572 (O'Bryan, 
1950, pp. 55-58). The dominant pottery was Lino Gray, 
with a small amount of Lino Black-on-gray. At this site, 
and in an A. D. 664 pithouse, O'Bryan reported considerable 
Lino-like pottery which shows some degree of polishing. 
To this he gave the name Twin Trees Plain, and for a similar 
but decorated type, the name Twin Trees Black-on-white 
(O'Bryan, 1950, p. 91). In two late seventh century pit-
houses which are reported in this volume, Lino Gray was 
still the dominant type, while the decorated ware was La 
Plata Black-on-white. This pottery is basically like Lino 
Black-on-gray except that the paint is inorganic, rather 
than organic. There is strong support for the belief that 
La Plata Black-on-white was far more common in the Mesa 
Verde at this time than Lino Black-on-gray, but some 
earlier reports have lumped the two together under the more 
widely used latter name. The difficulty of drawing a line 
of demarcation between polished and unpolished pottery 
and the presence of crushed rock temper in the five above 
mentioned types, rather than sand temper as specified in 
published descriptions, indicate the need for an intensive 
study of the pottery of this period. 

The minor traits of the period appear to be the same in the 
Mesa Verde as in the surrounding area. 
Pueblo I 

Dates: A. D. 750 to 900. It is difficult to draw a definite 
line between this and the preceding period as the differences, 
for the most part, are a matter of continuing development 
rather than abrupt change. One radical change did occur, 
however, for at about the beginning of this period the soft, 
padded cradle was discarded and a rigid, wooden cradle was 
adopted. This was responsible, in part, for the cranial 
deformation which was prevalent after this time. 

This period is characterized by important developments 
in architecture and ceramics. Surface living rooms of stone-
slab, post and adobe construction developed and were 
joined together in long, curving rows. In front of the rows 
of living rooms were pitrooms which grew very deep and 
began to lose their domiciliary functions as they became 
more kiva-like. Villages were sometimes very large. By 
the end of the period experiments with stone masonry had 
started. Ceramic improvement came with the introduction 
of the slip and decorated types were polished. Banded-
neck vessels are diagnostic of the period. Red wares were 
made in some areas. Minor arts and crafts continued much 
as in the preceding period but sandals changed from a scal­
loped to a rounded toe. Cotton was in use by the end of the 
period. 

In the Mesa Verde this period as well as the end of the pre­
ceding period is not well understood for there has been no 
excavation of ruins dating between A. D. 700 and 825. 
O'Bryan excavated 2 slabhouse ruins, 1 with deep pitrooms, 
which produced bark dates ranging from A. D. 829 to 845-
(O'Bryan, 1950, pp. 37-43 and 51-53). Neither was com­
pletely excavated but they were, in general, typical of the 
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