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Plate 1: Southeast view of masonry wall. 
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The Salmon Site, located on the San Juan River, ca. 

45 miles northeast of the Chaco Canyon, was constructed 

in the late 11th century by a group originating in that 

cultural center. Built in the form of a great ' C , it stands 

three or more stories high and extends 450 feet along the 

back and 200 feet along the arms (Photograph 1). It is 

thus one of the largest of these pre-Columbian "apartment 

houses". The structure itself is constructed entirely of 

several grades of carefully-worked stone, and the fine-banded 

masonry and carefully-planned architecture reflects a sophis­

ticated knowledge of architecture unknown outside the Chacoan 

province. A large depression (ca. 60 feet in diameter) al­

most certainly conceals a great kiva, the community ceremonial 

chamber. Preservation at the site is excellent, with roof 

beams frequently preserved, and entire floors and ceiling in­

tact in some areas. Indications from this and the companion 

"great house" of Aztec National Monument are that these enormous 

structures were built as massive coordinated efforts in very 

short periods of time (about a decade). This is in marked 

contrast to other large pueblo structures which reached maximum 

size by eclectic growth through time. 

In addition to the two very large "great houses", pre­

liminary information indicated the existence of at least a 

dozen other somewhat smaller Chacoan communities, all dating 

from the late 11th century and suggesting a population intru­

sion of considerable size. However, despite the complexity 

and development of Chacoan culture, these towns were abandoned 

before the middle of the 12th century, creating one of the 
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most pressing unsolved problems in southwestern archaeology. 

Subsequently, after nearly a century of abandonment and decay, 

most of them were reoccupied by other non-Chacoan puebloan 

groups of local or northern affiliation, which, while numerous, 

were less well-integrated and developed in architectural and 

other skills. 

Many of the Chacoan great houses were excavated long be­

fore modern techniques of archaeology had come into existence, 

and most of these excavations have never been fully published. 

Therefore, knowledge of this remarkable culture was inadequate 

to permit any real comprehension of the economic, socio-polit­

ical and religious order on which it was based. It was felt 

that the San Juan-Animas centers provide an ideal situation 

for the study of the Chaco phenomenon at the height of its 

development. The short duration of their occupation makes it 

possible to focus on their creation and structure on a nearly 

synchronous basis, with relatively little complication by tem­

poral development. 

Preliminary Excavations at the Salmon Ruin 

The basic focal points of survey excavations at Salmon 

Ruin during the 1971 field season included: (1) the outlining 

of the parameters of a selected occupational unit of the Ruin; 

(2) initial construction of a viable excavation methodology 

which would allow retrieval of the maximum amount of informa­

tion; (3) the collection of information concerning the en­

vironmental setting to which the occupants of Salmon Ruin adapted; 

and (4) the preliminary determination of the spatial, temporal 



Plate 2: Ruin before excavation looking south. 



4 

and cultural relationships between the Chacoan community and 

the society created by the subsequent reoccupation of the 

site (sometimes referred to as the "Mesa Verdean" occupation). 

1. Essential to the reconstruction of the basic internal 

structure of the communities which created Salmon Ruin and their 

economic and social adaptations was the construction of a sophis­

ticated and viable model of data retrieval which would allow the 

delineation of the spatial and temporal relationships between 

categories of material remains, while minimizing time and funds 

expenditure. This model was developed during the 1970-1971 

testing excavations at Salmon Ruin, from past excavations of 

other prehistoric pueblo societies, and from ethnographic analy­

sis of contemporary pueblo societies. The excavational method­

ology was continually reevaluated and revised to assure a match 

with the variability exhibited by the Ruin. The following is 

a synopsis of this excavational methodology and the rationale 

underlying its implementation. 

Survey excavations focused on the exploration of the west 

end of the Ruin with attention centered on Rooms 1, 2, 3 and 

4 (Figure 1), which comprised two east-west oriented rooms 

and two kivas. Work in Rooms 1 and 2 indicated the existence 

of complex but readily recognizable stratigraphy reflecting 

the detailed character of the building's history. By the use 

of refined excavation techniques, it was possible to identify 

the strata (from bottom to top) representing: The first floor, 

the second floor the roof of the original. "Chacoan" structure; 

a zone of nonoccupational debris from the decay of the building 

during a period of abandonment; the crude adobe and cobble walls, 



Plate 3: Stratigraphlc record of successive occupations of site. 





Plate 4: Burial of juvenile female from secondary occupation of pueblo. 
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hearth, floor and roof of the later "Mesa Verdean" occupa­

tion (Photograph 2). Because of these excellent conditions, 

it was decided to try to extract the maximum information 

from this internal stratigraphy in subsequent excavations. 

Within Room 1 occurred a well-preserved burial, be­

longing to the second occupation. The interment occurred 

in a small cobble-lined, juniper slat-covered pit, which 

was intruded into the debris of the first occupation. The 

individual represented was evidently a young girl (about 

10-12 years of age), who was placed in the pit in flexed 

position and accompanied by three pottery vessels and a 

digging stick (Photographs 3 and 4). In Room 2 was uncovered 

a partial burial also belonging to the second occupation, and 

intruded into the debris of the first. The remains comprised 

two articulated legs belonging to a large individual, severed 

at the knees, and wrapped in a twilled mat. 

Room 3 comprised a kiva belonging to the second occupa­

tion of the site. Because of limitations of time and personnel, 

excavation was limited to a one-meter wide test trench placed 

along the north-south axis .of the structure. The trench re­

vealed the existence of well-preserved plaster on the kiva 

walls, and the presence of a lined wall niche on the north 

side of a wattle and daub deflector near the south side. The 

outlines of the structure indicated that it belongs to the 

type characterized by six equidistant pilasters. Room 4 was 

also evidently a kiva of the pilastered type, but time limita­

tions permitted only the uncovering of the uppermost two feet 



Plate 5: Pottery with burial of juvenile female from secondary occupation of pueblo. 
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of the structure's outline. 

It was determined from survey excavations that each 

"room" represented a unique problem in stratification which 

outlined the temporal existence of that particular room. 

Nevertheless, it was possible to define two broad categories 

of stratigraphic fill: (1) the class of individual strati­

graphic units comprising the "Rubble Fill", which were the 

result of post-occupational weathering of the Ruin and which 

contained only limited information concerning cultural be­

havior; and (2) a class of units together making up the 

"Occupational Fill", which was the result of direct cultural 

occupation and which contained materials essential to the 

interpretation of the structure of behavior. A third category 

of stratigraphic fill recognized, but treated similar to that 

of the "rubble fill" was that stratigraphic fill which was the 

result of the artificial, as opposed to the natural, filling 

of intersticial spaces between rooms. 

The usual case observed, (see Figure 2), was that the 

"rubble fill" category overlaid those strata belonging to the 

"occupational fill" category; however, rooms were found which 

contained trash layers of the second occupation overlying the 

rubble fill representing the period of abandonment after the 

primary (Chacoan) occupation. 

Basic to the excavation of a room was the placement of 

a one meter wide "test trench" along the meter grid lines 

which most closely approached the long axis of the room, (see 

Figure 2). Through this technique, it was possible to deter­

mine the stratigraphic nature of a room prior to its total 



A-B » "Hubble Fill" zona; C-J - "Occupational Fill" zona; C • Roof 
fall; D • Aeolian fill; E • cultural deposits from secondary occupation; 
F " Adobe floor; G • Aeolian fill; H • occupational deposits from the 
Ghacoan society; I • Adobe floor; J • occupational deposits from the 
primary Chacoan occupation; K « Primary adobe floor. 
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