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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.

Eom 27 HH

Director.
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CHAPIN MESA
Mesa Verde National Park, Colorado.

Section Showing Location of Mesa-Top Ruins Excavated in 1950
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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 pifion 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 Nordenski6ld 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 ot 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.

(@) 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.



(b) Gila Pueblo Tree-Ring 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 Pucblo, 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 slabhouse 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-hecad pucblo, dating about A. D. 1025 to 1200.

(@) 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.

(e) 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 ot 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 (pl. 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, although 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 with park visitors as its use of descriptive names,
and the fact that it has one less period makes it easier for th?
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 with 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 1

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 I1

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






