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Foreword 

Traveling in the summer of 1629 between the 
Pueblos of Acoma and Zuni. Father Esteban Perea 
passed by what is now El Malpais National 
Monument and described the expansive lava flows 
as ten leagues of burnt cliffs (Sanchez n.d.). Few 
descriptions of El Malpais—the badlands—have 
so aptly described the rugged and isolated volcanic 
landscape between Acoma and Zuni. This 
forbidding terrain is a geologic record of lava 
flows and other volcanic activity that date as far 
back as 700,000 years and as recently as 3,000 
years ago (Laughlin and WoldeGabriel 1997). 
Cinder cone volcanoes, spatter cones, winding 
lava tube systems, ice caves, and kipukas (areas 
around which the lava flowed) create a landscape 
unique to the southern Colorado Plateau. Born of 
fire and cooled by time. El Malpais is a land of 
sharp contrasts—a land of fire and ice. 

This unforgiving natural landscape is also a 
sacred cultural landscape. El Malpais is imbedded 
in the origin stories, ceremonies, and continuing 
traditions of the Acoma, Laguna, Navajo, and 
Zuni (Holmes 1989). The volcanic terrain comes 
alive in ancient stories as the congealed blood of 
slain monsters or as the melted pitch of a fire set to 
burn the countryside by a beaten and angered 
gambler. These stories—epics really—are still 
told today and connect present generations to the 
past, allowing long-practiced cultural traditions to 
continue. 

Europeans brought different views of El 
Malpais. Spanish explorers and colonists were 
happy to skirt its perimeters. Much later, with the 
introduction of the railroad in the late 1800s, 
grazing and logging in and around El Malpais 
became important industries. As transportation 
systems developed and Route 66 linked east and 
west, El Malpais became a refuge for Depression 
era homesteaders seeking a new start. Their 
aspirations fueled new legends telling of outlaw 
hideouts and hidden gold. 

This intertwining of natural landscapes and 
diverse cultural heritage illustrates the significance 
of El Malpais. On the last day of 1987, through an 
act of Congress, the American people set aside this 
remarkable area as a national monument. The 
burnt cliffs Father Perea described in the early 
seventeenth century are now El Malpais National 
Monument and part of the National Park System. 
As such, the National Park Service is mandated to 
preserve and protect El Malpais unimpaired for the 
enjoyment of current and future generations. In 
order for the National Park Service to be 
successful in this endeavor, though, we must 
identify and understand the cultural significance of 
the heritage resources that exist within the 
monument. 

Prior to the beginning of Phase I of the El 
Malpais Archeological Inventory Survey, El 
Malpais National Monument had never been the 
focus of an extensive systematic archeological 
survey. Though known to contain nationally 
significant archeological sites, only a few dozen 
had been recorded prior to the beginning of this 
project. The majority of recorded sites were 
located along the monument's eastern boundary, 
near Las Ventanas (Candelaria Pueblo)—a Chaco-
style great house. This area is located between 
Cebollita Mesa and the rugged McCartys lava 
flow within a small portion of the monument 
where there are no volcanic features. Even fewer 
sites were known within the various lava fields of 
El Malpais. The nature and extent of most of the 
monument's archeological record was relatively 
unknown. 

This lack of information prompted the 
National Park Service to fund a multi-year 
archeological inventory of El Malpais National 
Monument. Beginning in Fiscal Year 2000, the 
Anthropology Program of the National Park 
Service's Intermountain Support Office began 
developing the scope and direction of the survey. 
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Working with the staff at El Malpais, a research 
design and sampling strategy were designed to 
meet both management and research needs. The 
guidance provided by these documents was crucial 
to development of the project and beneficial to 
managers of the monument. 

This report will prove even more beneficial to 
El Malpais National Monument. It presents the 
results of the most extensive archeological survey 
yet conducted in the El Malpais area. Though 
only the first phase of a three-phase project, the 
preliminary results and interpretations presented 
are the first to put the archeological record of El 
Malpais in context within the surrounding region. 

The survey results demonstrate that the 
archeology of El Malpais follows many of the 
general patterns found throughout this region. 
Population density prior to historic times rises to 
its highest levels between A.D. 1050 and the early 
to middle 1100s, displaying the same trend as 
many other areas on the southern Colorado 
Plateau. Construction of Las Ventanas during this 
time signals participation of the El Malpais 
population in the region-wide economic, political, 
and religious system centered on Chaco Canyon. 
Sites that are typically found with Chaco-style 
great houses—including small pueblos, great 
kivas, roads, field houses, and petroglyphs—were 
recorded by the survey. 

The survey results also demonstrate how 
utterly different the archeological record of El 
Malpais National Monument is compared to the 
surrounding region. The uniqueness of the natural 
volcanic landscape and its spiritual and economic 

importance to surrounding communities are 
responsible for the monument's unusual and 
fascinating array of archeological sites. Here, 
archeologists may study the religious and 
economic significance of ancient trail systems, the 
archeology of ice caves, or even the creation and 
maintenance of ceremonial landscapes. 

Because El Malpais is a spiritual place, 
Acoma, Laguna, Zuni and Navajo religious groups 
continue to practice traditional activities and 
ceremonies within the monument. Visitors to the 
monument are taken by its rugged beauty, and 
know too, that El Malpais is a special place. To 
many, El Malpais is spiritually alive, and its 
archeological record—from great kivas to nearly 
imperceptible shrines—is a reflection of how 
people have been nourished by, and interacted 
with, the sacred places across its landscape. 

This report is but one step in better 
understanding the complex archeological record 
we find at El Malpais National Monument. It 
provides an important contribution to the 
archeology of El Malpais and to Southwest 
Archeology in general. Future studies will 
undoubtedly add to these contributions. With over 
90 percent of the monument unsurveyed, much is 
still unknown. Bob Powers and Jan Orcutt and 
their colleagues have set the stage well for those 
future studies, while providing important 
information needed to better manage the cultural 
resources of El Malpais National Monument. 

James W. Kendrick. Archeologist 
El Morro and El Malpais National Monuments 
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