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Aerial View of TJ Ruin Above the Gila River. (Photo by Peter McKenna)
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TJ RUIN ABSTRACT

ABSTRACT

Mapping and limited surface sampling of the TJ Ruin at Gila Cliff
Dwellings National Monument have provided basic surface documentation for
this prehistoric ruin as well as data for a brief overview of upper Gila
archeology in relation to the TJ Ruin. Plane table mapping documented the
surface plan of a multicomponent site of extensive time depth. Five
roomblocks, several communal size pitstructures, and a partially enclosed
plaza were recorded. Ceramic and lithic samples are used to evaluate the
ceramic typological time-frame of occupation and profile lithic resources.
Elements of the architectural documentation and design, and typological

ceramic analysis are used for intra-regional cultural comparisons.
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The TJ Ruin
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument

INTRODUCTION AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is situated in the heart of the
Mogollon Mountains along the drainage of the upper Gila River. The
Monument is composed of two separate units roughly 1.5 miles apart. The
western tract contains the famous and frequently visited Gila Cliff Dwellings,
the eastern tract, located downstream just below the confluence of the West
and Middle Forks of the Gila River, was set aside to protect the large, open
"Heart-Bar Site" or TJ Ruin (LA 54,955).

Unlike Gila Cliff Dwellings, the TJ Ruin is largely unexcavated and
rarely visited. TJ Ruin is one of the largest and best preserved Mimbres sites
still in existence, yet it is largely unrecognized (LeBlanc and Whalen 1980;
Stuart and Gauthier 1981:175-258) if not unknown, and no formal survey or
ground plan of the site has ever been prepared. During the week of July 7,
1986, National Park Service archeologists James Bradford and Peter McKenna
traveled to Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument in order to map and
record the TJ Ruin, held to be a large multicomponent Classic Mimbres site.
This report contains the results of that documentation at the TJ Ruin,
preliminary observations on the place of the TJ Ruin in the Mimbres region,
and recommendations for further investigations.

Viewed from upslope, the TJ Ruin appears as low, saltbush-covered
mounds on a lower cliff edge overlooking the Gila River. On closer
inspection, discrete mounds, depressions and a conspicuous plaza-enclosing
wall become apparent, although precise structural outlines are muted by the
thick covering of brush and mantle of mixed refuse and melted adobe.

TJ Mesa, on which the TJ Ruin rests, served the early TJ Ranch (now
the Heart-Bar Ranch of the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish) as



TJ RUIN INTRODUCTION

a pasture and possibly a "polo field" (Watson 1927:219; Richart 1971). A large
area on the mesa is indeed cleared of trees and rocks, and low rock
alignments are visible between juniper trees around the periphery of the
cleared area just upslope and north of the ruins. Some authors (Stockbridge
in McFarland 1974:10) suggest this large open area is of aboriginal doing, but
this is doubtful. Certainly the TJ Ruin was not unknown to locals and seems
to have been visited almost as often as the Gila Cliff Dwellings themselves
(McFarland 1974; 1967:12) before road construction into the area channeled
visitation to the cliff dwellings.

Inclusion of the TJ Ruin in Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument
was a compromise to factional interests. Initiatives in the mid-1950s by the
National Park Service to divest itself of the Gila Cliff Dwellings in favor of
a large, open Mimbres site (Vivian 1955) aroused local enthusiasts, who rallied
behind the efforts of then custodian Dawson "Doc" Campbell and the
president of the Grant County Archeological Society, to save the situation
by adding TJ Ruin to monument holdings. The Gila Cliff Dwellings
themselves had been essentially gutted by looters and the National Park
Service was apparently disenchanted with supporting an isolated shell that
now faced the "improvements" of paved roads and increased visitation.

The park service desired a more convenient, open site that exhibited
potential for excavation to interpret the Mimbres Mogollon culture. Campbell
and associates’ answer to this was the nearby TJ Ruin. Accordingly, the "TJ
unit" was added to the Monument in 1962 by Presidential Proclamation No.
3467 (National Park Service 1976:3).

Acquisition of the TJ Ruin by the National Park Service satisfied
both parties. Gila Cliff Dwelling National Monument, with the addition of
the TJ unit, expanded to include all major architectural representations of the
Mimbres Mogollon, including cave habitations, a large multi-component open

site, pithouse villages, and smaller limited activity sites.



TJ RUIN ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

THE ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

The TJ Ruin overlooks the half-mile-wide valley of the Gila River at
the confluence of the West and Middle Forks (Figure 1). The site lies at the
edge of a 100 foot high bluff of exposed Gila Conglomerate on the north side
of the river at an elevation of 5775 feet. Covering the site is a dense stand
of saltbush which concentrates on the house mounds and masonry features.
Grama grass and other range grasses cover the exposed mesa top while mixed
juniper and walnut woodlands encroach on the old "polo field" which lies just
north of the ruin. In the valley below, the river supports denser stands of
cottonwood, sycamore, walnut, wild grapes, willow, reeds and other plants of
a more mesic community. In sheltered side canyons south of the river,
Ponderosa Pine and Douglas Fir give way, on canyon slopes, to more xeric
communities of pinon, yucca, prickly pear, and oaks.

Geologically, the Gila forks area is located near the juncture of three
mountain ranges which, combined, form the southwestern New Mexico
highlands: the Mogollon Mountains immediately to the north and northwest,
the Black Range further to the east, and the Pinos Altos Range to the south.
The geologic situation in the immediate vicinity is particularly complex due
to the various volcanic episodes that created the mountain ranges. Local
geology is dominated by the Teriary-age volcanics of the Datil formation and
the Quaternary-age deposits of the Gila Conglomerate.

The higher elevations surrounding TJ Ruin consist of a variety of
volcanic rocks, primarily rhyolite interbedded with younger deposits of
andesidic and latitic lava flows and even younger deposits of basalt,
sandstone, and conglomerates. The Bloodgood Canyon Rhyolite Tuff is the
dominate rock type of the vicinity and forms the high steep canyon walls of
the West and Middle Forks and outcrops between Gila Hot Springs and Gila
Cliff Dwellings (Elston 1965:171) and, in the area of the cliff dwellings, is
underlain by a thick section of andesite. These igneous and associated
metamorphic rocks contribute most to the lithic resources used at TJ Ruin,
including flakable welded tuffs, rhyolites and mudstones (see Lochman-Balk
1965:106-107 and Elston 1965).

A series of fault lines extending through the area have created the

3
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Figure 1. The TJ Ruin and the Gila forks area.
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Gila Hot Springs graben which has resulted in the formation of the river
valley and the exposure of the thick (several hundred feet) Gila Conglomerate
in the vicinity of the Gila forks (Ratte and others 1979:30). As with the
Bloodgood Canyon Rhyolite Tuff, the Gila Conglomerate contains lenses of
sandstone and flakable mudstone. Also, the bluff of Gila Conglomerate on
which the TJ Ruin rests is covered with stream-rolled cobbles of mixed
igneous material from local sources (earlier Gila River beds) which provide
an immediate source for both grinding and flaked stone tools.

In contrast to Mimbres sites at lower elevations, those in the Gila Hot
Springs area seem to enjoy the advantages of a more moderate climate (see
Tuan et al. 1973). Rainfall averages 18-20 inches annually with a summer
dominate pattern peaking in August. The frost-free period of about 140 days
runs between mid-May (the driest spring month) to early October.

The width of the valley from the Gila Cliff Dwellings to the
confluence of the West and East Forks is unique in this mountainous region,
where narrow, steep-sided canyons are the rule. The slope of the land and
canyon width is such that the valley is usually warmer than the surrounding
terrain. The land slope and canyon width also mitigate against the adverse
affects of cold air drainage which, in surrounding canyons, shortens the
growing season considerably. Within the Mimbres region, the TJ Ruin is
situated in the area of lowest moisture deficit (<12 inches, Tuan et al. 1973:
Figure 50), theoretically making possible a greater variety of subsistence
strategies than at lower elevation where irrigation agriculture, at least in
Classic times, was extensively practiced (Lekson 1986a). Agricultural land of
adequate soil development, extent, and drainage is available on low terraces
flanking the Gila River flood plain.

In addition to the agricultural possibilities, the variety, abundance and
proximity of different wild plant communities to this section of the Gila
River increase its potential as a gathering area. This floral diversity and
permanent water attracts now, as in the past, a large number of local and
transitory fauna. Faunal resources in the area today include several species
of fish, ducks, muskrat, heron, beaver, mule deer, mountain sheep, bear,
cougar and small mammals such as rabbits and squirrels. All of these were
available in the past and undoubtedly were used in different ways according

to time and species availability.
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UPPER GILA ARCHEOLOGY

This section reviews the literature in regard to findings and opinions
on archeology in the Gila forks area. The concerns are two-fold; first, to
present a summary of what archeology has been done at the TJ Ruin and in
the Gila forks area and, second, to examine Mimbres Mogollon variability in
the region and how that variability has been interpreted, applied to, or
conceived of, in the upper Gila River region. Time-space systematics for the
region are presented and discussed in relation to their applicability in the
Gila forks area.

The term "Upper Gila" has been variously conceived and defined. For
the purpose of this paper, the upper Gila will be identified as that short
stretch of the Gila River itself from the headwaters down to Cliff valley,
New Mexico (Figure 2). This section of the river, as mentioned, is very
mountainous and inaccessible, leading to a dearth of archeological work.
Stories of adventures, exploration, and legends in the area are certainly more
vivid than the archeological picture (McKenna 1936; McFarland 1967). Early
archeological surveys were, by-and-large, simple travelogues and
reconnaissance undertakings with little work comparing areas or sites
(Bandelier 1892; Hough 1907; Watson 1927). More recently, a flurry of
activity occurred in the mid-1960s with archeological salvage undertaken at
sites impacted by road construction to the Monument (Hammack 1966; Ice
1968) and a reconnaissance survey of the Gila forks area (Morris 1968).

Stabilization reports at the Gila Cliff Dwellings and incidental letter
reports from the mid-1950s make up the remainder of the local archeological
investigations (Richert 1956; Vivian and Dodgen n.d.). Wheat’s (1955) outline
of early Mogollon traits is echoed in brief summaries regarding upper Gila
archeological finds and cultural history (Reed 1965, n.d.; Steen n.d.; Vivian
1956). The archeological activity at Gila Cliff Dwellings is fully chronicled
by Anderson et al. (1986).

The first surveys of the region were confined mostly to the perimeter
of the Gila forks area. Hough’s (1907) report was a broad reconnaissance that
focused on the largest, most visible ruins in the area. Open sites on the upper

Gila were not recognized (Hough 1907:29-32) in favor of cliff dwellings,
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although some, including TJ Ruin, Woodrow Ruins, and Cemetery Site, easily
rivaled open sites Hough reported along the San Francisco and Mimbres River
systems (Figure 2). Watson (1927:219) first mentions the TJ Ruin as a site up
on the "polo field" and comments on the different nature of the site’s ceramics
in comparison with other local ruins. The area around the TJ Ruin and the
mouth of Sapillo Creek are noted as localities of particularly high site density
in the upper Gila (Watson 1927:220,225). Only four sites close to modern
roads were used by Danson (1957:25-27) to characterize the upper Gila area,
none of which were close to the Gila Hot Springs vicinity.

More recently, several regional overviews have been presented: one
offers a regional interpretation based on extrapolations from the Mimbres
Foundation’s work in the Mimbres Valley (LeBlanc and Whalen 1980); two
less broadly conceived summaries and surveys are based on proposed water
control projects for southwestern New Mexico (Fitting et al. 1982; Chapman
et al. 1985); and an innovative if controversial perspective on past cultural
systems encompasses southwest New Mexico and northern Mexico (Lekson
1986b). The Gila Hot Springs valley is largely overlooked in these overviews
both because it is an archeological unknown and because in some respects it
falls outside the area of concern for these projects. Suggested phase sequences
are shown in Figure 3 (after Fitting et al. 1982) for the major river drainages
in southwestern New Mexico, and the terminology of the Cliff-Gila sequence
is followed in this report.

However, Fitting and others (1982:47) acknowledge that the area is
distinct from the lower portions of the upper Gila--from whence comes the
majority of information on Gila prehistory--and that the locality forms an
interface between the San Francisco and Mimbres area populations. In
response to some claims of regional uniformitarianism proposed by the
Mimbres Foundation, Lekson (1984, 1986b) has shown that settlement patterns
outside the Mimbres Valley are different and that along the Gila River in
particular, settlement tends to be more aggregated with evidence of early
development at large sites (see also Fitting et al. 1982: 50-51).

Don Morris’ (1968; Anderson et al. 1986:13-20) survey provides more
specifics about the Gila Cliff Dwellings and the immediate area of the West
and Middle fork confluence. Morris identified a relatively dense occupation

with 110 sites, including 21 pithouse sites, 25 cliff shelters containing 14






