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Mark Michel, President

Lay of  
the Land

Learning About The Alamo

The Alamo is one of the nation’s 
most iconic historical sites. 
Located in central San Antonio, 

it is the site of an epic 1836 battle 
between fighters for Texas indepen-
dence and the Mexican army. Cel-
ebrated in legend, movies, and song, it’s 
a major tourist attraction. So obviously 
we know everything there is to know 
about this historic Spanish mission.

In this issue of American Archae-
ology (see “Rediscovering The Alamo,” 
page 26) we learn that, in fact, we 
know very little about the mission, 
the archaeological sites that preceded 
it, or the famous battle. Hopefully, 
that’s about to change. Archaeologists, 

historians, and architects are joining 
forces to investigate the site in a major 
way for the first time. They enjoy strong 
public support, but the obstacles are 
formidable. Most of the original mission 
is buried beneath the modern city—
only the chapel is currently visible on 
a five-acre plaza. Re-establishing the 
mission’s footprint will provide a map 
of the mission that was home to clergy, 
European settlers, Native Americans, 
and lots of livestock. Ground penetrat-
ing radar studies and test excavations 
this summer show promising results 
with the discovery of the remains of 
more original walls.

If all goes well, this testing will 

lead to major archaeological investiga-
tions and major discoveries. Located in 
the center of a large American city, it 
is also an opportunity for the general 
public to observe and participate in 
scientific research.

Rediscovering the Alamo is an 
exciting opportunity for archaeologists 
to show what they can do to unveil the 
past.
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It used to be that if you asked a Paleo-Indian 
archaeologist how and when the Americas 
were first colonized, you’d get a simple answer: 
some 13,000 years ago the Clovis people 
migrated from Siberia via a land bridge (Berin-
gia) into the northwest corner of the Americas. 
They continued south through an ice-free cor-
ridor, and then spread west, east, and south. 
This was known as the Clovis First model, 
and for a number of years it passed as gospel 
among first American scholars.

But eventually new evidence emerged 
discrediting that gospel. Archaeologists uncov-
ered sites throughout the Americas that were 
more than 13,000 years old. One site, Monte 
Verde, yielded evidence that people were liv-
ing in southern Chile more than 1,000 years 
before the Clovis passed through the ice-free 
corridor. There were reports that other sites 
were 15,000, 20,000, even 50,000 years old. 

The subject of the Americas’ coloniza-
tion had long been the exclusive purview 
of archaeologists, but then some geneticists 
dared to butt in. Using complicated extrapola-
tions, they derived their own dates as to when 
people arrived. In some cases the genetic and 
archaeological data were complementary, in 
other cases they were anything but. If the first 
Americans arrived roughly 16,000 years ago, 
as geneticists seem to think, how could they 
have occupied a site in South Carolina that an 
archaeologist claims is 50,000 years old?

As our feature “How Were The Americas 
Colonized” (see page 39) reveals, fashioning all 
this disparate information into a model, even a 
remotely plausible model, is beyond the most 
nimble of minds. The Clovis First model is 
dead, but now what? 

So if you happen to run into a Paleo-Indian 
archaeologist, don’t even bother to ask.

Beware The Badgers
Your thoughtful feature article “The 
Bears Ears Controversy” (Fall 2016) 
brought light to this controversy in 
southern Utah. But you missed a 
unique threat to cultural resources 
there. According to Utah Rep-
resentative Mike Noel, an out-
spoken critic of proper cultural 
resource management, “There is 
no fresh digging. All we can see 
today are badger holes. We have 
to get a handle on these badgers 
because those little suckers are going 
down and digging up artifacts and sticking them in their holes.” 
As if the job of a preservation archaeologist isn’t hard enough.

Mark Luttrell
Seward, Alaska
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Why Save Archaeological Sites? 
The ancient people of North America 
left virtually no written records of their 
cultures. Clues that might someday 
solve the mysteries of prehistoric 
America are still missing, and when 
a ruin is destroyed by looters, or 
leveled for a shopping center, precious 
information is lost. By permanently 
preserving endangered ruins, we 
make sure they will be here for future 
generations to study and enjoy. 

How We Raise Funds: 
Funds for the Conservancy come 
from membership dues, individual 
contributions, corporations, and 
foundations. Gifts and bequests of 
money, land, and securities are fully 
tax deductible under section 501(c)(3) 
of the Internal Revenue Code. 
Planned giving provides donors  
with substantial tax deductions and a 
variety of beneficiary possibilities.  
For more information, call Mark Michel 
at (505) 266-1540. 

The Role of the Magazine: 
American Archaeology is the 
only popular magazine devoted 
to presenting the rich diversity of 
archaeology in the Americas. The 
purpose of the magazine is to help 
readers appreciate and understand the 
archaeological wonders available to 
them, and to raise their awareness of 
the destruction of our cultural heritage. 
By sharing new discoveries, research, 
and activities in an enjoyable and 
informative way, we hope we can 
make learning about ancient America 
as exciting as it is essential.

How to Say Hello: By mail: 
The Archaeological Conservancy, 
1717 Girard Boulevard NE, 
Albuquerque, NM 87106; 
by phone: (505) 266-1540; 
by e-mail: mbawaya@
americanarchaeology.com; 
or visit our Web site: 
www.americanarchaeology.org  
You can also follow us on Facebook.

he Archaeological Conservancy is the 
only national nonprofit organization 
that identifies, acquires, and preserves 
the most significant archaeological 
sites in the United States. Since its 
beginning in 1980, the Conservancy 
has preserved more than 505 sites 

across the nation, ranging in age from the 
earliest habitation sites in North America to 
a 19th-century frontier army post. We are 
building a national system of archaeological 
preserves to ensure the survival of our 
irreplaceable cultural heritage.
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MuseuM exhibits • tours • Festivals • Meetings • education • conFerences

Events

v NEW EXHIBITS

Bowers Museum
Santa Ana, Calif.—Explore Pre-Columbian Art from the western 
Mexican states of Colima, Nayarit, and Jalisco through the exhibit 
“Ceramics of Western Mexico.” Visitors learn about West Mexican 
shaft tombs and the cultures that used this means of burial. A 
selection of the ceramic figures placed inside shaft tombs to 
accompany the deceased in the afterlife are on display. The exhibit 
includes artworks that depict imagery from daily life, demonstrating 
the intensity of West Mexican figurative work. (714) 567-3600, 
www.bowers.org (Long-term exhibit)

Museum of Northern Arizona
Flagstaff, Ariz.—A rich 
accumulation of petroglyphs 
within Wupatki National 
Monument has intrigued the 
public and scholars over 
the last century. The exhibit 
“Images on Stone: Petroglyphs 
of Wupatki National 
Monument” explores recent 
archaeological interpretations 
of when and by whom the 
images were made, as well 
as new information about the 
unique geological setting of 
the sites and the process of 
archaeological documentation. 
(928) 774-5213, 
www.musnaz.org 
(Through March 2017)

Abbe Museum
Bar Harbor, Maine—
“People of the First Light,” 
the museum’s new core 
exhibit, introduces visitors 
to the Wabanaki universe, 
and immerses them in the 
culture and history of a 
people that is unfamiliar 
to many. Bringing 
together oral traditions, 
personal stories, cultural 
knowledge, language, and 
historical accounts  
with objects, photographs, multi-media, and digital interactives,  
the exhibit shares a wide variety of content and perspectives on  
at least 12,000 years of history, conflict, adaptation, and survival 
in the Wabanaki homeland that is now Maine (207) 288-3519, 
www.abbemuseum.org/exhibits (New long-term exhibit)

Autry Museum
Los Angeles, Calif.—Featuring 
more than 100 pieces of rare 
ceramics from the Autry’s 
collection, the exhibition “Four 
Centuries of Pueblo Pottery” traces 
the dramatic transformations 
the Pueblo pottery tradition 
went through following Spanish 
colonization. Organized by  
Pueblo language groups, the  
show includes pieces by such 
well-known potters as Maria and 
Julian Martinez (San Ildefonso 
Pueblo), Nampeyo (Hopi) and  
her descendants, Juan Cruz 

Roybal (San Ildefonso Pueblo), Tonita Peña Roybal (San Ildefonso 
Pueblo), Gladys Paquin (Laguna Pueblo), and many others.  
(323) 667-2000, www.theautry.org/exhibitions (Ongoing)

Makah Cultural and Research Center
Neah Bay, Wash.—The center’s museum houses and interprets 
artifacts from the Ozette Archaeological Site, a Makah village that 
was partly buried by a mudslide at Lake Ozette around 1750 and 
discovered in 1970. An eleven-year excavation by Washington 
State University researchers produced over 55,000 artifacts, 
including pre-contact wooden artifacts that had been buried and 
preserved in a shroud of mud. The center resulted from the tribe’s 
desire to curate and interpret this unique collection. The museum 
includes eighteen showcases, a replica long house, three dioramas, 
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and thousands of artifacts such as canoes, basketry, whaling, 
and fishing gear. The center’s ethnobotanical garden contains 
many local native plants and offers outdoor exhibits located on the 
museum grounds. (360) 645-2711, www.makahmuseum.com 
(Ongoing)

v CONFERENCES, 
    LECTURES & FESTIVALS

Light Among the Ruins Holiday Celebration
December 10, Jemez Historic Site, Jemez, N.M. The ruins of 
Giusewa Pueblo and San José de los Jemez Mission will be 
decorated with hundreds of farolitos (traditional candles in paper 
bags). The evening’s program includes traditional Native American 
flute music and Jemez Pueblo dancers’ performances between 
two bonfires. Enjoy free holiday refreshments and horse-drawn 
wagon rides from Jemez Springs Park to the historic site.  
(575) 829-3530, www.nmmonuments.org/jemez 

Pueblo Grande Indian Market
December 10 – 11, Pueblo 
Grande Museum Archaeological 
Park, Phoenix, Ariz. The Market 
features over 200 top Native 
American artists selling items 
such as paintings, sculptures, 
jewelry, baskets and much 
more. The event features music 
and dance performances, artist 
demonstrations, a children’s 
craft area, and traditional 
native foods. (602) 495-0901, 
www.pueblogrande.com/
indian-market 

Pueblo Grande Museum’s 
Third Thursdays Food for Thought
The third Thursday of every month, archaeologists, historians, and 
native scholars present fascinating lectures at different Tucson-
area restaurants. Lectures are free (donations appreciated) and 
participants order dinner off the menu. On December fifteenth 
Sharonah Fredrick will present “Epics of the American Southwest: 
Hopi, Diné, and Hispanic Narratives of Heroes & Heroines in 
Mythic Literature” at the Karichimaka Mexican Restaurant in 
Tucson. The January nineteenth lecture and venue are to be 

announced. On February sixteenth Barbara Roth will discuss 
excavations at the Elk Ridge Mimbres archaeological site at a 
venue to be determined. Call (520) 798-1201 to reserve a  
space by five p.m. the Wednesday before the program date.  
www.oldpueblo.org
 
Society for Historical Archaeology Conference
January 4-8, Omni Fort Worth Hotel, Fort Worth, Tex. This year’s 
conference reflects the theme “Advancing Frontiers: Where the 
Next 50 Years of SHA Begins.” This theme will be explored 
through presentations, workshops, symposia, and tours to local 
historic sites. Join the premier conference for the celebration and 
presentation of investigative work, theoretical topics, historical 
research, methodological approaches, and emerging technologies 
in modern history for both terrestrial and underwater archaeology. 
A special land/water symposium about the University of West 
Florida’s Luna settlement and shipwrecks investigation in 
Pensacola, Florida will also be held. (301) 972-9684,  
www.sha.org/conferences 

2017 Maya Meetings
January 10-14, The University of Texas, Austin, Tex. This year’s 
theme is “Tlillan Tlapallan: The Maya as Neighbors in Ancient 
Mesoamerica.” Tlillan Tlapallan, the “Land of Writing and Painting,” 
is a Nahuatl place of myth and history that evokes the lands far 
to the east on the Gulf of Mexico. In addition to workshops and 
presentations on the latest in Maya research, the 2017 meetings 
will explore Mesoamerican perspectives on the ancient Maya  
such as cultural legacies and cross-cultural connections.  
www.utmesoamerica.org/maya 

Archaeology Day at the Burke Museum
January 21, Burke Museum, Seattle, Wash. Discover the exciting 
world of archaeology through a variety of activities and games.  
Get up close to unique artifacts found in the Puget Sound region, 
try your hand at the ancient hunting skill of atlatl throwing, and  
join in hands-on archaeology-themed crafts at this fun, annual 
event. (206) 616-3962, www.burkemuseum.org/calendar

Heard Museum World 
Championship Hoop Dance Contest
Feb. 11-12, The Heard Museum, Phoenix, Ariz. Prepare for 
stunning performances of the men and women who are vying for 
World Champion Hoop Dancer title. The event combines artistry, 
athleticism and cultural traditions to create an exciting and  
colorful competition. (602) 252-8840, www.heard.org/hoop

Point-À-Caliére, Montreal 
Archaeology and History Complex
Quebec, Montreal, Canada—The museum’s 
“Archaeo-Adventure” workshop gives families 
a unique opportunity to experience a simulated 
archaeological dig and laboratory. A dig site 
allows visitors to excavate with authentic tools 
and to learn proper techniques. A laboratory 
shows the cleaning, classification, labeling, 
cataloguing, and analyzing of artifacts and 
ecofacts found on the dig site, allowing for 
hands-on exploration. (514) 872-9150,  
www.pacmuseum.qc.ca (Long-term gallery)
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Sulfate mineral salts of the kind seen here likely increased Chaco’s maize production.

C ontrary to previous studies, Uni-
versity of Cincinnati researchers 
have concluded that the salinity 

of the ancient soil at Chaco Canyon 
was beneficial, not harmful, to growing 
maize, according to a study published in 
October in the Journal of Archaeologi-
cal Science. The new study, conducted 
by a team of anthropologists, geolo-
gists, and geographers, suggests that 
crops grown at the Ancestral Puebloan 
center located in the San Juan Basin 
in northwest New Mexico could have 
sustained a larger population than pre-
viously believed. “It’s highly likely that 
they could have grown a fair amount 
of food,” said archaeologist Vernon 
Scarborough, the project’s principal 
investigator. 

Between a.d. 800 and 1250, the 
Ancestral Puebloans built an expansive, 
hierarchical society at Chaco Canyon. 
Massive, complex, multi-story stone 
buildings served as great houses, stor-
age, and ceremonial centers. Previous 
archaeological research suggests that 
soil salinity was too elevated to accom-
modate significant maize productivity, 
a key component of their diet and a 
highly ritualized resource. Based on 
doubts about the viability of the soil to 
grow crops, experts have argued that 
Chaco would have had a difficult time 
supporting a large number of people, 
according to Scarborough. Some 
researchers think Chaco may have 
been maintained by a relatively small 
caretaker population as a place for 
seasonal rituals where visitors brought 

in food and resources for festivals and 
ceremonies, he said. 

By analyzing water, soils taken 
from naturally occurring arroyo cuts, 
and sediment cores collected in the 
area during the past four years, the 
research team found levels of sulfate 
mineral salts that would have increased 
the soil’s fertility for growing maize 
during this period. Sodium chloride 
and other potentially toxic salts are 
generally scarce. 

“Harsh salts such as chloride 
minerals can indeed be deleterious 
to plants such as maize; however, not 
all salts are chlorides, and not all salts 
are harmful to plants,” said Kenneth 

Tankersley, a member of the research 
team. “Previous investigations of this 
area only looked at surface soil samples 
and found what they thought were 
toxic levels of salt, but the studies 
lacked an in-depth chemical analysis 
of the type of salt found in the water 
and soil and an anthropological look at 
how the culture lived,” he said. 

“Now we want to know how the 
Ancestral Puebloans got water to the 
crops,” Scarborough said. As part of a 
larger study, the team is analyzing evi-
dence of the Ancestral Puebloan water 
management system to learn more 
about how they irrigated their fields.

—Paula Neely

Salty Soil  
Helped Chaco  
Canyon Crops
New Study Shows Chaco’s salts increased,  
rather than diminished, soil fertility.
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These horse toe bones were recovered from Paisley Caves.

Researchers have recently found 
evidence of an extinct horse 
species that co-existed with 

humans some 14,000 years ago at 
Paisley Caves in south-central Oregon. 
Using a new technique known as 
discriminant analysis, the researchers 
were able to identify toe bones belong-
ing to Equus conversidens, also known 
as the Mexican horse.

Although most of the horse speci-
mens recovered from the cave consist 
of toe bones, which are generally not 
considered very useful for determin-
ing species, paleontologists Brianna 
McHorse of Harvard and Edward Davis 
of the University of Oregon, and archae-
ologist Dennis Jenkins of the Univer-
sity of Oregon called in Eric Scott, pale-
ontology curator at the John D. Cooper 
Archaeological and Paleontological 
Center at California State University, 
Fullerton, and a specialist on ice-age 
horses, to help with the identification. 
Scott maintains large data sets on the 
remains of extinct species from pale-
ontological sites across the Western 
U.S., and through discriminant analysis 
the researchers were able to identify 
the toe bones as belonging to Equus 
conversidens. “Equus conversidens is 
known from throughout the Western 
U.S., from Canada all the way down 
into Mexico,” Scott said. “It is actually 
quite common in Mexico, but prior to 
this study, it had not been confirmed 
from Oregon.” 

“The paleontological remains at 
Paisley Caves are very well preserved, 

Extinct Horse Coexisted With 
Humans At Paisley Caves 
Evidence at Oregon site shows people and horses lived together 
more than 14,000 years ago.

especially these toe bones, since they 
are very dense and without a lot of 
marrow, so they’re not chewed up 
by carnivores as much,” said Jenkins. 
“Horse bones were dated between 
13,250 and 14,600 calibrated years ago 
and came from the same stratigraphic 
level and in close proximity to a human 
coprolite dated 14,525 years ago. But 
they’re not usually great for diagnostics, 
so we brought in Scott and the other 
co-authors and developed a new tech-
nique to identify species.”

Discriminant analysis is a quantita-
tive approach that uses a set of mea-
surements of specimens from known 
groups to predict what group unidenti-
fied species belong to. “It’s the best tool 
for cases like this one, where we have 
individual elements we need to identify 

by connecting them to specimens from 
sites with much more complete skel-
etons,” said Davis. 

The fact that this small, short-
legged horse co-existed with humans 
for such a long time argues against 
the hypothesis that humans hunted 
larger fauna to extinction at the end 
of the last ice age. “There are about a 
thousand years of deposits containing 
human and horse remains,” Jenkins 
said. Other fauna previously identified 
in Paisley Caves include camel, llama, 
and American lion. “As far as the envi-
ronment goes, there were wild horses 
out there, but they all disappeared,” he 
said. “The changing climate was likely 
the biggest factor, with human impact 
probably playing a smaller role.” 

—Tamara J. Stewart 
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These are three of the Grolier Codex’s pages. For years the book was thought to be a forgery.
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S ince its discovery in the highlands of Chiapas, Mexico, 
in the 1960s, scholars have debated the authenticity 
of the pre-Columbian Maya book known as the Gro-

lier Codex. But a team of researchers recently concluded 
that the codex is authentic, making it the oldest known 
book in the New World.

Doubts about the codex’s authenticity stemmed from its 
discovery by looters, who unearthed the fragmentary book 
in a Chiapas cave and sold it to a wealthy Mexican collector. 
The Grolier figures also differ from those found on other 
Maya codices, appearing more similar to the Mixtec codices 
and Toltec art styles of central Mexico. The codex takes its 
name from the Grolier Club in New York City, where the 
collector displayed it in 1971. 

A 2007 study undertaken by the Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de Mexico attempted to determine the manu-
script’s authenticity through non-destructive testing, but their 
results were inconclusive. So last year, Michael Coe, emeritus 
professor of anthropology at Yale University, brought together 
a team of researchers including Stephen Houston of Brown 
University, Mary Miller of Yale University, and Karl Taube of 
the University of California at Riverside to study the codex. 

“We sought to investigate every aspect of the manu-
script: materiality, hieroglyphs, art historical style, and 

iconography,” said Miller. The team reported scientific stud-
ies of Mexican scholars that underscored the fact that no 
modern pigments could be identified. Mexican scholars 
also confirmed the use of Maya blue, a pigment used by pre-
Columbian peoples in Mesoamerica. 

Coe’s team found that figures drawn in the codex align 
and conform to grid lines of Maya murals, and that suspi-
cious sharp edges in the paper were likely formed when the 
friable gypsum plaster coating the bark pages was sheared 
off. A recent radiocarbon test of the bark paper confirmed 
an early- to mid-thirteenth century date, and several artifacts 
found associated with the book, including a small turquoise-
inlaid wooden mask, a flint knife, a child’s sandal, and two 
wooden boxes, one of which was carved with hieroglyphs, 
were also authenticated. 

“Unlike the other Maya codices, Grolier seems to have 
been by and for a less elite, less urban context,” Miller said. 
“The fourth codex is the workaday book of what was proba-
bly a provincial priest.” Some of the Grolier figures represent 
deities that were unknown in the 1960s, but have since been 
documented at two Maya sites in Mexico—another indica-
tion of the document’s authenticity. 

“I’m happy to say that I consider the work on the  
Grolier complete,” said Miller. —Tamara J. Stewart 

Study Authenticates 
Controversial Grolier Codex 
Thirteenth-century Maya codex is the oldest book in the Americas.
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Two typical burials from early agricultural societies in the Sonoran Desert are shown here. 
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A recent study of burials among 
small-scale, early agricultural 
societies living in the Sonoran 

Desert region of the Southwest U.S. 
and Northwest Mexico suggests atypi-
cal, haphazard burials of violently-killed 
individuals may be the result of family 
or tribal feuds. Bioarchaeologist James 
Watson and doctoral candidate Danielle 
Phelps of the University of Arizona pub-
lished their study in the October issue 
of the journal Current Anthropology 
after identifying an unusual burial pat-
tern in these societies dating between 
2100 b.c. and a.d. 50.

“We identified several burials 
that do not conform to the normative 
mortuary treatment associated with 
this time period,” said Watson. “Their 
particular circumstances led us to 
believe that these individuals were 
killed and placed in pits and covered 
by the individuals who committed 
the act of violence. We propose that 
these deposits reflect an extension of 
violence enacted upon the living indi-
vidual to violence on their corpse…the 
kind of violence and desecration that 
invites revenge and the development 
of blood feuds.” The researchers sug-
gest that violent individuals benefited 
by gaining prestige, wealth, and greater 
access to resources, and they created a 
cycle of violence and revenge where 
families and societies fought each 
other through generations.

Typically these societies buried 
their members in a fetal position on 
their sides, accompanied by grave 
goods, but these individuals were 
thrown head-first into their graves, often 
with broken bones and no burial offer-
ings. Watson and Phelps suggest that 
this sent a message about the abilities 

Ancient Burials Suggest 
Tribal Feuds
A study of prehistoric graves in the Southwest  
examines motivations for violence.

and importance of the killers, and rep-
resents an early example of revenge as 
a way of exhibiting dominance. 

Applying so-called costly signal-
ing theory, which was developed in 
the fields of biology and economics, 
the researchers propose that there 
were certain benefits to behaviors or 
physical traits that could be costly in 
terms of posing significant risk (in this 
case, revenge), but exhibiting these 
behaviors also indicated a level of 
prestige and dominance that conveyed 
advantages such as increased access to 
important resources and mates.

“Among the early agriculturalists 
of the Sonoran Desert, the evidence for 

violence is interesting because there is 
little evidence for limited resources; 
therefore it may reflect competition 
for new resources, such as agricultural 
land, or as the result of growing social 
tensions among increasingly settled 
and larger villages,” Watson said. “There 
is some evidence for developing politi-
cal and/or ritual systems designed to 
deal with these issues during this time.” 

Consequently there is scant evi-
dence of violence among societies in 
this area during later time periods. This, 
he added, likely demonstrated “that 
social systems exerted significant con-
trol to limit these tensions and compe-
tition.” —Tamara J. Stewart
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This buckle with a leather strap was recovered from a Thule house.

Recent analysis of metal artifacts 
recovered from 700-to-900-year-
old residential sites in north-

western Alaska suggests that they were 
smelted in East Asia, indicating that 
people in the North American Arctic 
and Asia engaged in trade hundreds 
of years before European contact. The 
metal artifacts include a bone fishing 
lure with iron inset eyes, a piece of 
bone fishing tackle with a copper hook, 
an eyed copper needle, a fragment of 
sheet copper, a copper alloy cylindrical 
bead, and a fragment of a small copper 
alloy buckle. These artifacts were recov-
ered from a cluster of Thule house sites 
on Cape Espenberg on the north shore 
of the Seward Peninsula between 2009 
and 2011.

“My initial (x-ray fluorescence) 
analysis showed that two of the copper 
objects were alloys, i.e. metals com-
posed of copper but also containing 
significant amounts of lead and tin,” said 
archaeologist H. Kory Cooper of Pur-
due University, who led the research. 
“This means they are smelted industrial 
products.” While natives of the Arctic 
used naturally available metals such 
as raw copper, iron, and meteorites, 
they did not smelt their own metals. 
“Due to their recovery from buried 
contexts and association with material 
dated using C14, the two copper alloy 
objects provide the first good example 
of Old World metals showing up in the 
Western Hemisphere centuries before 
the arrival of Europeans in the western 
Arctic,” he said. 

Pre-contact Asian Metals 
Found In Alaskan  
Residential Sites
Metal artifacts confirm trade between North American  
Arctic and Asia centuries before European contact.

A leather strap attached to the 
belt buckle was radiocarbon dated to 
between 500 and 800 years old. Two 
of the artifacts were recovered from a 
house site that dated between a.d. 1100 
and 1300, but the artifacts could be 
much older. The buckle and bead were 
both made from heavily leaded alloys 
similar to those made in Asia, and the 
buckle resembles that used as part of 
a horse harness in north-central China 
during the first six centuries b.c.

“When European traders and 
whalers showed up in the Bering Strait 
region in the late nineteenth century, 
native peoples on either side of the 
Bering Strait were trading a variety of 

materials and Eurasian metals were 
moving east across the strait,” said Coo-
per. “The question then is how far does 
this go back? Oral history provides a lot 
of detail about the movement of mate-
rials across the strait, both from trade, 
warfare, and raiding.” 

Cooper, along with researchers 
Owen Mason and John Hoffecker 
of the Institute of Arctic and Alpine 
Research at the University of Colorado-
Boulder, Victor Mair of the University of 
Pennsylvania, and Jeff Speakman of the 
University of Georgia, published their 
results in the October issue of the Jour-
nal of Archaeological Science. 

—Tamara J. Stewart
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R
esidents of  Phoenix long ago recognized something 
special about the rugged mountains that rise from the 
desert south of  the city. In 1924, this area became one of  
the largest municipal parks in the country. But the city’s 

denizens weren’t the first to appreciate the striking beauty of  
the South Mountains craggy landscape. The Hohokam, the 
prehistoric people who populated the Phoenix Basin from 
approximately a.d. 400–1450, embraced the same mountains 
as a sacred landscape, and adorned them with thousands of  
rock art images that endure today. 

Although archaeological investigations of  the Hohokam 
have focused on their population centers and the vast net-
work of  irrigation canals they built along the Salt and Gila 
rivers, Hohokam rock art is not new to archaeologists. In 
recent years, however, a new perspective has emerged—one 
that reflects a growing effort to transform rock art analysis 
from a neglected stepchild of  archaeology into a more useful 
tool for the study of  the Hohokam as well as other ancient 
cultures. 

“Rock art has never been as amenable to scientific, 
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A Sense Of Place
Because of the difficulty of interpreting rock art, its value as a  
diagnostic artifact has been limited. A recent study of Hohokam  
rock art addressed this problem by taking the unusual approach of 
focusing on the images’ surroundings as well as the images themselves.

                                                                  By Mike Toner

                                                                  Photos by Paul Vanderveen

Certain places in the South Mountains captured the attention of Hohokam artisans. Here, petroglyphs of various 
animal and human forms encircle a spring. The setting provides a panorama of the Salt River Valley, where dozens 
of Hohokam villages and hundreds of miles of hand-dug canals lie under the asphalt of metropolitan Phoenix.
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quantitative analysis as ceramics, tools, and other artifact 
classes,” said Aaron Wright of Archaeology Southwest, a Tuc-
son based non-profit organization dedicated to preserving 
archaeological resources. “Iconography is difficult to inter-
pret with any surety. The symbols almost certainly meant 
different things to different people, and meanings probably 
changed through time.” Absent a rock art Rosetta stone, past 
attempts to divine the meaning of these symbols have been 
fraught with such ambiguity and unverifiable interpretations 
that rock art studies were often dismissed as fringe science. 

But Wright’s five-year study of Hohokam petroglyphs 
in Arizona’s South Mountains, published in the 2014 book 
Religion on the Rocks, suggested a way in which the work 
of ancient artists can be as useful a tool for archaeologists as 
other diagnostic artifacts and features. The key is context. Of 
the 3,300 rock art images at 108 archaeological sites that he 
has recorded and categorized, Wright said the most impor-
tant aspect of his survey is not the perceived meaning of the 
symbols themselves, but the landscapes in which they occur. 
The message, in effect, is not the symbol itself, but where it 
is and why it is there.

 “The petroglyphs were crafted in myriad places, but 
careful attention to context reveals a structure to their dis-
tribution,” Wright said. “As a result, we can learn a lot about 
rock art by studying what is going on around it. The delib-
erate, repeated placement at key locations and association 
with unique landscape features is evidence of the ritual use 
and religious importance of the mountains. These mountains 
were part of the everyday landscape, readily visible from the 
villages and courtyards,” Wright explained. “Countless trails 
from the villages led to places where the people hunted, 
harvested wild plants, and extracted minerals and other 
resources.”

A host of ethnographic studies show that the O’odham, 
the contemporary descendants of the Hohokam, as well as 
other Southwestern native peoples, still ascribe mythical 
and metaphysical attributes to their sacred mountains and 
springs. Based on such traditions, Wright said it should be no 
surprise that the South Mountain petroglyphs were instru-
mental in ritual practices that conveyed knowledge between 
religious leaders and their audiences. “The petroglyphs are 
a material manifestation of the spiritual relationship the 
Hohokam had with their surroundings,” he said.

 Most of the images he has studied—regardless of whether 
they depict humans, animals, or geometric designs—are clus-
tered around distinct features. Some mark short, rock-lined 
paths that led directly up the slope of a hill. Other images 
occur in summit areas where the Hohokam erected promi-
nent rock cairns. Still others mark rock shrines, agricultural 
terraces, stone tool quarries, mountaintops, and springs. 

Wright said wherever they occur, the images are clearly 
visible and they formed the backdrop of public “stages” for 
small groups of people visiting the mountains from the vil-
lages below. Based on the available space, those groups may 
have ranged from a handful of individuals to as many as 100.

 “Hohokam rock art is not a collection of doodles or 
decorations scattered about the landscape, but something 
that was crafted, experienced, and interpreted during ritual 
practices in a sacred place,” he said. Thus, even without 
assigning meaning to the symbols, many of which are geo-
metric abstractions, the locations of the rock art attest to the 
sacred nature of the imagery and the place.

U
ntil recently, American archaeologists have been slow to 
embrace rock art as a scientific tool for studying ancient 
cultures. In Europe in the 1980s, the rise of post-pro-
cessual archaeology, which emphasized interpretation 

over the quantitative analysis of artifacts and stratigraphy, 
prompted researchers to assess rock art not as ancient pic-
tures, but as information about ancient culture preserved in 
the landscape. British archaeologist Richard Bradley, one of 
the architects of the new theoretical approach, contended 
that the meaning of rock art, whether it was painted on cave 
walls in Spain or scratched on boulders in Ireland, could only 
be understood if it was viewed in the context—geographic 
as well as cultural and temporal—in which it was created. 

Wright said American archaeologists are only now 
adopting this approach. “Rock art in the context of the land-
scape can add a great deal to what we learn from excava-
tions,” said Henry Wallace, senior research archaeologist at 
Desert Archaeology Inc., a cultural resource management 
firm in Tucson. “Perhaps the biggest thing it can do is give us 
a sense of what people were doing outside the villages, and 
perhaps who was doing it.”

 “As archaeologists we have been doing a much bet-
ter job lately of integrating the cultural landscape into 
our understanding of the cultures we study,” said anthro-
pologist Donna Gillette, co-editor of Rock Art and Sacred 
Landscapes and board member of the American Rock 
Art Research Association. “The only ones who truly know 
what any of these cultural markings mean are the people 
who created them. But when we look at their work in 
the context of the landscape, we can at least get some 
important clues.”

 “We have to remember that humans create places 
out of spaces,” said rock art expert David Whitley, a direc-
tor of ASM Affiliates, a cultural resource management firm. 
“When someone puts a message on rock, they are taking a 
geographic space and turning it into a cultural space. Those 
places have social implications, but you need the context—
cultural as well as geographic—to understand what those 
implications are.”

On California’s Carrizo Plain, Whitley, relying on ethno-
graphic accounts of the ancient Chumash Indians as well 
as information from their living descendants, has mapped 
a vast complex of rock shrines, volcanic bluffs, and rock 
art arrayed around 8,800-foot Mt. Pinos, which the Chu-
mash consider the center of their spiritual world. Chumash 
glyphs, evocative of psychedelic, altered states of conscious-
ness experiences, are thought to have been produced by 
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This petroglyph panel, which has a narrative quality to it, is on clear display next to an ancient trail.
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shamans, and are located predominantly in the villages, 
where shamanic power was concentrated. 

However, Chumash rock art differs from that of the 
Hohokam, whose symbols, arrangements, and placements 
on the landscape do not suggest they were the work of 
shamans, according to Wright. “This does not mean that reli-
gious leaders, possibly shaman-like figures, did not craft any 
of the petroglyphs,” Wright wrote in a recent article about 
his research. “Instead, it indicates that the rock art cannot 
be clearly attributed to altered states of consciousness. The 
rock art served other ends, and was likely created by a more 
inclusive community of practice.” 

“What we can see in the rock art of the South Moun-
tains doesn’t fundamentally change what we know about 
the Hohokam, but it helps fill in some gaps,” said former 
Phoenix City Archaeologist Todd Bostwick, now the direc-
tor of archaeology at Verde Valley Archaeological Center in 
Arizona. His surveys as a city archaeologist, which helped 
lay the ground for Wright’s studies, found more than 8,000 

rock art images in the park. 
From pot sherds and other artifacts found near rock art 

panels, and from similar items found in the villages below, 
Wright concluded that most of the people came to the South 
Mountains from nearby communities. And like the villages 
below, the artifacts and the petroglyphs reflect the rise and 
fall of Hohokam culture as reliably as a story written in stone.

T
he Hohokam’s occupation of the Phoenix Basin is gener-
ally divided into two eras: The Preclassic (a.d. 400-1150) 
was marked by an expanding canal system, an artistic 
florescence, and the growth of villages built around ball 

courts that were used for community games and ceremonies. 
The Classic era (a.d. 1150 -1450) saw rapid social change, a 
decline in small villages and medium sized towns, and an 
increase in the population density, most of it concentrated 
in large towns with adobe walled compounds built around 
a central platform mound. By the end of the Classic Period, 
however, most of the towns had been vacated, the irrigation 

Complex rock art panels such as this are often located at the mouths of canyons, where the flow of people  

between the mountains and their villages was heaviest.
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system was in ruins, and the culture eventually fragmented. 
Wright, who is also using several other dating tech-

niques, said his efforts to date petroglyphs in the South 
Mountains provide a potential new line of evidence that 
supports both the timing and nature of the changes. Early 
Hohokam rock artists borrowed their design elements from 
the pottery made in the villages. Because the ceramic chro-
nology is well documented, he can estimate the age of rock 
art panels by comparing those images with pottery styles. 
Preclassic designs in both pottery and petroglyphs are 
replete with curvy, circular lines and images of humans, big 
horn sheep, birds, and other creatures.

These easily comprehended motifs, as well as the open 
settings in which they occured, reflected the participatory 
nature of early Hohokam villages, in which communal activi-
ties like ball games and plaza-centered activities like feasting 

and mortuary rites were widely practiced. Artifacts found in 
the vicinity of rock art panels also date the mountain images 
to the Preclassic era.

In villages at the foot of the mountains, the start of 
the Classic Period ushered in a marked change in ceramic 
designs that had, until then, been similar to those used in 
the rock art panels. Over time, the images of animals and 
people that were common on early Hohokam pottery were 
supplanted by increasingly complex geometric designs. In 
the mountains, things changed, too. There, Wright found only 
a few occurrences of abstract, rectilinear geometric designs, 
like those proliferating in local ceramics. And then, not long 
after the start of the Classic Period, the Hohokam stopped 
producing rock art in the South Mountains. The Preclassic 
practice of villagers trekking to the mountains to partake in 
community rituals also ceased. 

Aaron Wright examines pot sherds found near rock art panels in the South Mountains. Having matched these sherds and other items  

with similar artifacts found in nearby villages, Wright concluded that people from these villages visited the rock art sites.
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Canyons provided Hohokam artists with a sense of seclusion 

that may have been hard to find in their bustling villages. 

Tucked away in the mountains, this large panel is found 

above a spring. The amphitheater-like setting was ideal  

for private ceremonies by individuals or small groups.
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Wright contends that the change in Hohokam ceramic 
styles and the abrupt end of their rock art tradition resulted 
from a profound cultural change. Though the cause of that 
change is uncertain, it is clearly reflected in the archeologi-
cal record. As the Classic Period unfolded, ball courts and 
community plazas were abandoned and replaced by plat-
form mounds, walled compounds, and the centralization of 
ritual performance. 

“Over time the mounds became more restricted as the 
walls around them and the buildings atop them confined reli-
gious authority to smaller and smaller places and, presumably, 
fewer and fewer people,” he said. These people were entitled 
to decide the meanings of the abstract pottery designs, he 
believes, and the more difficult a design was to fathom, the 
greater the power of the person who explained it. 

“Whatever convinced Hohokam communities to turn 

their backs on the ballgame, reshape the cities, and turn 
away from early designs on pottery also swayed them to 
give up many of their religious traditions, including those for 
which rock art was an integral part.”

“Looking at rock art in the context of the landscape 
makes great sense,” said Polly Schaafsma, research associate 
of the Museum of New Mexico and a life-long student of 
rock art. “Archaeologists have tended not to see landscapes 
as religious. They see culture in the context of towns and 
houses that they excavate, and they forget that these people 
lived and interacted with the entire landscape. Aaron’s work 
gives us a way to look at the larger picture of what they may 
have been doing out there.”

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer in Atlanta, Georgia. He is a 
frequent contributor to American Archaeology.

As a nexus between the valley floor and the sky, the South Mountains offered Hohokam villagers a number of elevated stages to carry out 

a range of ceremonial activities. Situated atop a ridge, this large open space contains clearings, rockshelters, and hundreds of petroglyphs.
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IN THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY Moundville, located just 
south of present-day Tuscaloosa, Alabama, was one of the 
Mississippian culture’s most impressive settlements. It was 
home to 1,000 or more people at its peak, making it second 
in size to the great city of Cahokia. Moundville’s residents 
lived alongside the Black Warrior River, among at least 30 
mounds protected by a large encircling wall. An all-powerful 
chief oversaw every aspect of community life, from sched-
uling the planting of maize crops to overseeing the flow 
of valuable goods. Smaller, outlying settlements funneled 
people and materials to Moundville.

Such was the old view of Moundville. Now, excavations 
over the past two decades have led to a different interpre-
tation of this remarkable site. Rather than a single political 
leader dictating everything that happened in the settlement, 
Moundville may have had a more dispersed set of manag-
ers. “It’s not that there weren’t powerful leaders — it’s just 
that it wasn’t all one chief telling everybody what to do,” 
said Vincas Steponaitis, an archaeologist at the University of 
North Carolina in Chapel Hill and co-editor of the new book 
Rethinking Moundville And Its Hinterland.

A New View Of 
MOuNdVille
Some archaeologists are concluding that this 
Mississippian capital was in fact something else.

By Alexandra Witze

In fact, the leaders may not have been chiefs at all, but 
rather priests who wielded strength through religious influ-
ence. “Moundville as a spiritually powerful place may have 
been just as important as Moundville as an economic and 
politically powerful place,” he said.

People began to settle at Moundville after the year a.d. 
1000. At first they spread out, constructing a mix of buildings 
and earthen mounds on high ground in the river valley. But 
around 1200 they leveled the landscape, razing structures 
on high ground and dismantling and burying them in the 
low spots. In their place rose a new, more formal mound-
and-plaza arrangement, according to Jera Davis, an archae-
ologist at the University of Alabama Office of Archaeological 
Research at Moundville. “This was a tremendous building 
project,” she said. “The plaza, in particular, was fundamental 
to this process.” 

In 2010, researchers conducted a magnetometer study 
of Moundville that was one of the biggest ever done in the 
history of American archaeology. They surveyed about sixty 
percent of the site and revealed many previously unknown 
buried features. Davis went on to lead excavations of a few 
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dozen of these newfound structures, which dated between 
around 1100 and 1450. She concluded that the magnetom-
eter survey had detected as many as 900 previously undocu-
mented buildings at the site. 

Davis’s excavations capture a point in history when the 
people of Moundville began interacting with one another 
in much more complex ways. “Moundville is a playground 
for people interested in early complex societies,” said Davis, 
who is writing a book about the site. 

ARCHAEOLOGISTS BEGAN STUDYING Moundville’s larg-
est mounds at the beginning of the twentieth century. Their 
arrangement seemed to support the idea of a central politi-
cal authority that presumably ruled from structures built 

atop the most impressive mounds. And so early researchers 
proposed that Moundville was a classic centralized chief-
dom, similar to some modern Polynesian chiefdoms. 

“That was our starting idea, and most of the evidence 
fit pretty well at first,” said Vernon James Knight, a profes-
sor emeritus at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. But 
between 1989 and 1998, Knight led excavations into the 
mounds around the margins of the main plaza. It turned out 
that various mounds were not just cookie-cutter copies of 
one another, but instead had very different histories. Each 
appeared to be associated with different kinds of the presti-
gious goods Moundville is known for, such as copper crafts, 
flaked stone artifacts, and paints. “There seemed to be little 
specialties in individual mounds,” Knight said. “None of that 
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An artist’s depiction of Moundville sometime after a.d. 1200.
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seemed to fit very well with the central-control idea.”
So Knight began thinking about the smaller groups who 

might have made up the settlement. In a 1998 paper, he pro-
posed a new analogy. He compared the layout at Moundville 
to that of a nineteenth-century Chickasaw camp square, in 
which clan groups occupied certain areas—as if these areas 
were their private properties—around a central fire. Knight 
argued that Moundville, too, would have had different groups 
arranged in some type of order around the central mounds. 
That would have made Moundville more of a ceremonial 
center and less of a political capital. “That was a real eye-
opener to all of us,” Steponaitis said. “It got us thinking about 
Moundville’s layout in a meaningful way.” 

Building on Knight’s work, Steponaitis began looking 
more closely at some basic assumptions about the site, such 
as whether chiefs controlled the flow of exotic goods. He 
studied several objects including circular stones about the 
size and shape of a dinner plate that are known as palettes. 
They are usually scalloped around the edge, with concentric 

rings marking their surface. They also contain traces of color-
ful mineral pigments that presumably served as paints dur-
ing some sort of ritual. Some of the palettes have been found 
near pigment-stained fish spines, suggesting that they may 
have been used for tattooing, Davis said.

Steponaitis noticed that some of the Moundville pal-
ettes showed signs of having been kept in ritual bundles. 
Soft materials such as leather, or harder ones such as a bas-
ket or a mat, had left their impressions on the palette faces. 
During the historic period, such bundles were employed 
exclusively by priests who were trained in their use, and 
they could never be given away as gifts. Thus, the fact that 
palettes made at Moundville are found at sites hundreds of 
miles away implies that people from these sites traveled to 
Moundville, apprenticed themselves to local priests, and 
eventually brought home the ritual knowledge and para-
phernalia they had obtained there. In other words, Mound-
ville was a place of pilgrimage where people came to obtain 
spiritual power.

This Moundville cup is 

embellished with an incised skull 

motif, imagery that suggests the 

site evolved into a necropolis.
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The priests-as-rulers idea ties into another aspect of 
Moundville history. Around 1300, it seems to have tran-
sitioned from a place of the living to one of the dead. For 
unknown reasons people who had been living there relo-
cated to outlying settlements, and the number of burials 
increased dramatically within Moundville. The priests’ role 
changed from the overseers of people’s daily lives to the 
guardians of a necropolis. 

George Lankford, a historian and folklorist in Batesville, 
Arkansas, has been studying this change from an artistic per-
spective. He analyzed the imagery on Moundville’s ceramics 
and found that they consist of a limited number of visual 

themes. Some of the designs, such as skulls and long bones, 
seemed to indicate some sort of mortuary or death-related 
pattern. “Why did they start specializing in this mortuary art? 
Some change had occurred here, and Moundville is no lon-
ger for the living,” Lankford said. He thinks the art conveyed 
a spiritual passage, a path of souls along which people could 
travel into the afterlife.

Lankford came to these conclusions around the time 
that Steponaitis discovered that most of the people being 
buried at Moundville were from outlying settlements. “We 
suddenly realized we were looking at two sides of the 
same thing,” Steponaitis said. “Around the time Moundville 

This engraved circular palette with a hand and eye motif is called the Rattlesnake Disk. Research is revealing that this imagery formed 

part of a system of cosmological signs that connected Moundville’s leaders to their ancestors and the forces of nature.
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became a necropolis, all this imagery about the path of 
souls was produced and buried with the dead.”

In a chapter in Rethinking Moundville And Its Hinter-
land, Lankford takes the argument one step further to sug-
gest there may have been some type of medicine society 
at Moundville. It may have been a highly organized group 
of religious specialists who had their own artistic symbols 
and rituals for dealing with the dead. As an example, he 
points to the Midewiwin medicine society, which arose by 
the seventeenth century in the Upper Midwest among the 
Algonkian and Siouan peoples. It had an important influence 

on shamans for hundreds of miles around. 
Lankford thinks something similar may have been going 

on at Moundville. The site contains several owl effigies, 
which are sometimes linked with medicine lodge traditions, 
and the orientation of structures atop some of the mounds 
echo architectural details of other medicine lodges. If he is 
right, Moundville may have been not just a locally important 
place of spiritual power, but one whose influence spread 
across the Southeast. “I haven’t proved there was a medicine 
lodge at Moundville,” he said. “But I still pretty much believe 
this is correct.”

A winged serpent was engraved on this bottle found at Moundville. This image is also suggestive of the site’s association with death.
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Margaret Scarry, an archaeologist at the 
University of North Carolina and co-editor of 
Rethinking Moundville And Its Hinterland, 
has focused on the smaller sites scattered about 
the surrounding area to see what those might 
reveal about the region’s power structures. Her 
excavations show that in Moundville’s early years 
people in the hinterlands sent food to their lead-
ers and kin living in the city. Later, as Moundville 
became a necropolis where far fewer people 
lived, there was less need for supplies from the 
hinterland communities.

Scarry and her colleagues have found evi-
dence of ceremonial activity at sites once thought 
of as simple homesteads. This, too, supports the 
idea that Moundville had a more nuanced socio-
political structure than a Polynesian-style chief-
dom. “Not everything was under the control of 
some super elite,” she said. 

AS A RESULT of these discoveries, Steponaitis 
and Scarry proposed a new way of thinking 
about Moundville in their book. It was not a 
city in the modern sense, defined by political 
interactions, but rather a ceremonial center 
where people from many different groups came 
together, bound by a shared belief system, their 
activities organized by priests and lesser leaders. 

“One of the things I find most satisfying 
about our newer interpretation is that it fits more 
comfortably with what we know about American 
Indian communities in the historic era,” which 
were politically decentralized, said Scarry. “It’s 
easier to see how you could go from what we’re 
describing at Moundville to the tribes the early 
colonists encountered.”

Still, many mysteries remain. One major 
question is why Moundville rose to ascendancy when it did. 
Rachel Briggs, a graduate student at the University of Alabama, 
thinks a specific type of cooking pot may be responsible. The 
globe-shaped, open-topped pot used at Moundville and many 
other Mississippian sites is well suited for hours of boiling 
over a bed of hot coals, she reported in a paper in Ameri-
can Antiquity in April. That long cooking time was essential 
for preparing hominy, a maize dish that is much more easily 
digested and provides more nutrients than untreated maize. 
“We did a little experiment in my backyard using replica 
pots, and we had no problem at all keeping a boil going for 
several hours,” said Knight, who is Briggs’ advisor.

This style of pot became common in the Black Warrior 
River Valley around the year 1120, indicating that the valley’s 
residents learned to cook and eat hominy prior to building 
Moundville’s large earthen structures. According to Briggs 
and Knight, the production of this new jar and the consump-
tion of this new food dramatically changed the everyday 

lives of Moundville’s residents, imbuing the different groups 
who moved there with a shared identity. 

As for the other end of the Moundville story—why it 
began slowly falling apart after a.d. 1450—the jury remains 
out. Something must have happened to the Moundville 
necropolis so that priests began losing power and gradually 
departed. Yet some people lingered, especially around the 
mounds on the north side of the site.

Its full story may never be known. Moundville itself is 
protected as an archaeological park owned by the University 
of Alabama, but some of the outlying settlements are being 
lost to agriculture and the expanding suburbs of Tuscaloosa. 
“Some of what we would like to do,” Scarry said, “may no 
longer be possible.”

ALEXANDRA WITZE is a science journalist in Boulder, Colorado. Her article 
“The Search For A Legendary Ship” appeared in the Fall 2016 issue of 
American Archaeology.

Jera Davis shows visitors the floor of an 800-year-old building at the western  

edge of Moundville’s plaza.
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During a month-long investigation of the 
old Alamo mission in downtown San 

Antonio this past summer a team of archaeologists found a 
portion of a collapsed adobe brick wall. “You could literally 
see that the bricks fell over as a single unit,” said San Antonio 
city archaeologist Kay Hindes, wearing her trademark pink 
hard hat. “They were still attached to one another. The mor-
tar between them was visible and so were traces of lime 
wash on the outside.”

The wall likely fell around the time of the Battle of the 
Alamo between Mexican forces and the greatly outnum-
bered Texian rebels in 1836. That thirteen-day siege and bat-
tle inspired the war cry “Remember the Alamo” and secured 
the frontier mission’s place in history as an enduring symbol 

Rediscovering The Alamo

of resistance and freedom. “What we don’t know is whether 
the bricks were part of the compound wall itself or one of 
the small dwellings we know were in the area,” Hindes con-
tinued. “We also don’t know when it fell. Before the battle? 
During the battle? After? History tells us (Mexican General) 
Santa Anna ordered the Alamo walls to be taken down after 
the battle, but there are still many questions to be answered.”

The answers to those questions will have to wait, how-
ever, because this summer’s dig at two sites in the Alamo 
compound—one at the west wall where the collapsed 
bricks were found, and the other along the mission’s south 
wall—were designed to uncover other information. The find-
ings of these excavations will inform the creation of a mas-
ter plan called Reimagine the Alamo that will be a blueprint 

This illustration shows how the Alamo might have looked in 1836, the year of the famous battle.
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More than a million people visit this iconic site  
annually, and many of them find the experience to be 

underwhelming. An archaeological investigation is playing  
an important role in an effort to improve the Alamo experience.

By Richard A. Marini
for a multi-million-dollar redevelopment of the Alamo and 
its surrounding plaza. Intended to make a visit to the site 
a more rewarding and historically accurate experience, the 
Reimagine project will likely include construction of com-
prehensive interpretive exhibits, a world-class museum, and 
a visitors center—all of which the site currently lacks. The 
collapsed adobe wall, for example, is being preserved in 
place should the Reimagine project call for exhibiting it as is.

But, as Hindes put it, “To reimagine the Alamo, we first 
have to rediscover it.” There have been plenty of previous 
excavations done in and around the Alamo through the 
years, but most were limited investigations mandated by 
construction projects. Last summer’s investigation focused 
on identifying the exact locations of the compound’s main 

gate, the mission’s perimeter walls, and other structures that 
existed during the Alamo’s nearly 300-year history. 

The Alamo—it was then called Mission San Antonio 
de Valero—was originally established in 1718 

on a nearby creek and moved to its current location in 1724. 
Its purpose was to Christianize the native population and 
expand Spanish influence in the New World. The Alamo 
grounds, however, have a history that goes far deeper. “The 
site has been inhabited for at least 10,000 years by Native 
Americans,” said George C. Skarmeas, planning and design 
director with Preservation Design Partnership of Philadel-
phia, which is leading the Reimagine the Alamo project. 
“Excavations in multiple locations undertaken at different 
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periods, both in the past and now, have provided undisputed 
evidence.” That long, complex history is why, in 2015, the 
Alamo and the four other 18th-century colonial missions 
that make up San Antonio Missions National Historical Park 
were collectively listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

But despite its distinguished status, the Alamo is a big 
disappointment to many of its approximately 1.5 million 
annual visitors. What most people think of as the Alamo is 
only the church that was part of the larger mission com-
pound. That compound was subsumed as San Antonio, the 
seventh largest city in the country, grew up around it. Even 
with its iconic scalloped roofline, the chapel is, to put it 
bluntly, unimposing. “When one walks onto the site, the typi-
cal reaction is, ‘Is that all there is?’ said Steve A. Tomka, senior 
archaeologist with the firm Raba Kistner Environmental, as 
trucks rumbled by on the street in front of the shrine. “Visu-
ally, it doesn’t grab you.” 

Consequently the City of San Antonio, the nonprofit 
Alamo Endowment, and the Texas General Land Office, 
which manages the Alamo, are developing the master plan 
to rethink the Alamo experience and better tell a story that 
began with its founding and continues to this day. The goal is 
that by 2024, the Alamo’s 300th anniversary at this location, 
its reimagination will be well under way, if not completed.

The recent archaeological work began with a ground-
penetrating radar survey of the five-acre plaza. Some anoma-
lies detected by the survey, plus information from previous 
archaeological digs, convinced the team to excavate near the 

Archaeologist Kay Hindes confers with Texas Land  

commissioner George P. Bush.
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A researcher cleans artifacts in the laboratory. Some 1,700 artifacts were recovered during the project.
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south and west walls. Extended families inhabited the dwell-
ings along the west wall and elsewhere in the compound, 
and they were taught farming, raising livestock, blacksmith-
ing, carpentry, and other skills. Following secularization in 
1793, the compound hosted Spanish, Mexican, Texian, and, 
after Texas became a state in 1845, U.S. Army military gar-
risons. Later, after the Alamo was de-commissioned, it was 
inhabited by civilians.

A dig in 1979-80, led by Jake Ivey, who was then with 
the Center for Archaeological Research at the University 
of Texas, San Antonio, uncovered part of the west wall and 
house foundations, in addition to a musket ball and other 
1836 battle-related artifacts. The project is referred to as the 
Radio Shack excavation because workers dug through the 
floor of a closed Radio Shack store.

Most of the 1,700 artifacts recovered during the last 
summer’s excavations were found by the west wall. They 
include remnants of daily life at the mission such as majolica 

ceramic sherds, glass and metal fragments, lithic debitage, 
and a small amount of animal bone from food processing. 
The artifacts are being catalogued and analyzed, and a report 
will be released in the coming months. “That is actually the 
most important part of the job in a lot of ways,” said Nesta 
Anderson of Pape-Dawson Engineers, the project’s lead prin-
cipal investigator. “Our colleagues and the public need to be 
able to understand how we got our answers.” Some, or pos-
sibly all, of the artifacts may eventually end up on display in 
a yet-to-be-built Alamo museum, she added.

Anderson is one of the twenty or so archaeologists from 
several different organizations who were involved in the 
excavation. They were chosen for their expertise in Spanish 
Colonial, mission, and military archaeology. (No gravesites 
were discovered, and representatives from both the Arch-
diocese of San Antonio and Tap Pilam Coahuiltecan Nation, 
whose ancestors were Christianized by the Spanish, partici-
pated in a blessing prior to the dig.)

Tourists look at artifacts on display inside the Alamo.
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“Most of (the artifacts) we’ve found are typical of what 
you’d expect,” said Sarah Wigley with the Center for Archaeo-
logical Research at the University of Texas at San Antonio.  
“It’s a lot of very small stuff.” Some of it, such as a Snickers 
candy wrapper from 1984, was far more curious than histori-
cally significant. “We know it’s from ’84 because the wrapper 
had the Olympic logo from that year on it,” Wigley said.

In addition to the artifacts and collapsed adobe bricks, 
the west wall also revealed what appears to be a pit ten or 
eleven inches in diameter that could have been used for 
storage. As with the collapsed brick wall, the archaeologi-
cal team left it in situ, backfilling it for subsequent analysis. 
“We understand that’s a little unusual because as archaeolo-
gists we normally want to explore something like that,” said 
Hindes. “But for this work we have other concerns.” The pit 
could also become part of an on-site exhibit in the future.

At the excavation along the nearby south wall, the 
archaeologists were looking for evidence of the 

gate that was the main entrance into the central courtyard. 
“There are a few maps that place the gate in slightly different 
locations,” Hindes explained. “Construction after the battle 
closed off the gate completely and there were changes to 
the wall itself.” Finding the actual location requires under-
standing those changes. 

There weren’t many artifacts in the south wall area, lead-
ing Raba Kistner archaeologist Kristi Miller Nichols to con-
clude they were near the south gate. “The gate would have 

The tip of a Mexican sword was recovered near the south wall.
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A nineteenth-century toothbrush fragment.

Pieces of a bone that was used to make a button.
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been a high-traffic area,” she said, “and kept pretty clean” of 
debris and other obstacles so as not to impede people enter-
ing and exiting the compound.

Despite the lack of artifacts, the south gate area doesn’t 
lack historical significance. During the 1836 battle, for exam-
ple, Jim Bowie, commander of the Texian rebels, was ill with 
what the Alamo website says was probably advanced tuber-
culosis. He was laid up in a room directly east of the south 
gate where he was shot and killed, presumably by Mexican 
soldiers. “It would be wonderful if we were able to point to 
a spot on the ground and tell the Reimagine folks, ‘This is 
where Jim Bowie died,’ ” Hindes said.

The south wall area did yield one of the highlights of 
the investigation: a badly corroded, nearly six-inch tip of a 
French-made briquette sword of the type typically issued to 
noncommissioned Mexican officers. The sword tip, the first 
and largest military artifact uncovered, may have been bat-
tle-related, or it could have been broken prior to the battle, 
perhaps when Mexican forces fortified the area around the 
south gate prior to the battle. “We don’t know yet, but it’s 
exciting anytime you find something associated with the 
battle,” Anderson said. 

Due to the great interest in the Reimagine the Alamo 
project, the organizers hired the DeBerry Group, a local pub-
lic relations agency, to handle media outreach. The agency 
posted FAQ signs near the dig sites and held briefings every 

morning at 10:30 to update the media and the public. The 
archaeologists—who worked from dawn to about two in the 
afternoon to avoid the heat—also took on the task of fielding 
questions from onlookers: Did you find any gold? Have you 
uncovered the bodies of Jim Bowie or Davy Crockett? Are 
you looking for the basement of the Alamo, like Pee-wee Her-
man did in the movie Pee-wee’s Big Adventure? “We love it 
when parents come with their kids and the kids ask us stuff,” 
said Nichols.  “It’s good when the public enjoys what we’re 
doing and we get to share that with them.”

The archaeologists are hoping that more funding will 
be forthcoming for further excavations. Tomka said they’ve 
just “scratched the surface” at this point. He compares previ-
ous archaeological work done throughout the years there to 
walking into a single room of a mansion and trying to figure 
out what the rest of the home looks like. “In this case, we 
hope to be able to actually excavate large contiguous areas 
so it’ll be easier to tell how the different rooms relate to each 
other, how the site is laid out” he said. “This approach will 
provide more accurate information to the team developing 
the master plan.”  

And if they come back, maybe they’ll be able to answer 
those questions about the collapsed brick wall.

RICHARD A. MARINI is a columnist and reporter for the San Antonio  
Express-News.

An aerial view of the adobe walls that were exposed during an excavation in 1979.
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SPANISH NOBLEMAN DON TRISTáN DE LUNA Y ARELLANO 
set out from San Juan de Ulua, Veracruz, in 1559 to estab-
lish the first permanent European colony in what is now 

Finding Luna
Searching land and sea, archaeologists have 
recently discovered the first permanent 
European colony and several associated 
shipwrecks along Florida’s Gulf Coast.

Pensacola, Florida. Having earlier traveled with the legendary 
Spanish explorer Coronado, Luna was familiar with the chal-
lenges ahead. The eleven ships that comprised his fleet were 

By Tamara J. Stewart
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A diver holds a stone cannonball recovered from the Emanuel Point II shipwreck.
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University of West Florida archaeology students work at one of several excavation sites at the Luna settlement.
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supplied with more than a million pounds of food and 240 
horses. Luna intended to establish the Santa María de Ochuse 
colony, replete with a plaza, royal warehouse, church, and 
private residences. But just five weeks after he and his crew 
of 1,500 settlers, sailors, and Aztec warriors arrived from 
Mexico, a massive hurricane destroyed their fleet, which was 
anchored in the bay and still full of supplies. 

The settlers struggled to survive, unsuccessfully appeal-
ing for help from the natives around Pensacola Bay and fur-
ther inland. Desperate and starving, Luna was said to have 
gone crazy. He was replaced and allowed to return to Spain 
in 1561. Some fifty remaining colonists were also picked up 
that year by Spanish ships and were returned to Mexico. The 
colony’s failure ended Spain’s plans to settle the Gulf Coast 
of Florida for the next 137 years, and archaeologists have 
searched for the settlement and shipwrecks for decades.

In October 2015, former University of West Florida 
(UWF) archaeology student Tom Garner was walking around 
a Pensacola neighborhood when he recognized Spanish 
Colonial and Native American ceramic sherds sticking out of 
the dirt on a recently cleared lot. The styles of these items are 
known to date to the sixteenth century, and their location 
and abundance suggested they might be associated with 

the Luna settlement. Garner notified UWF’s archaeology lab 
director Jan Lloyd, who then showed the collection to her 
colleague John Worth, a Spanish Colonial specialist. “Holy 
Moly!”  Worth said when he saw the artifacts. 

Shortly thereafter, with the consent of the property own-
ers, UWF archaeologists were conducting test excavations in 
the backyards and beachfront properties facing Pensacola 
Bay. Worth, who is the project’s principal investigator and 
who has been investigating the Luna expedition and colony 
since the 1990s, verified the antiquity of Garner’s artifacts. 
“Aztec ceramics are very specific to the Luna fleet,” he said. 
A collection of archived Spanish documents known as the 
Luna papers, first published in 1928, state that 200 Aztec 
warriors and craftsmen came along with the crew from Vera-
cruz to augment the Spanish military force and show other 
natives that the Spanish could be trusted. 

The site is within view of two shipwrecks—known as 
Emanuel Point I and Emanuel Point II—that were part of 
Luna’s fleet. The settlement was “established six years earlier 
than St. Augustine and forty-eight years before Jamestown,” 
said Elizabeth Benchley, director of the UWF Division of 
Anthropology and Archaeology. This spot is one of several 
Worth and others had pinpointed as candidates for the 

The Emanuel Point II shipwreck also yielded this copper cooking cauldron.
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Luna settlement. Archaeologists investigated the area in the 
1980s, but they misidentified it, which might not be such a 
bad thing. “We are ready for it now,” said Benchley, noting 
that they now have the advantages of superior technology, 
Worth’s expertise, and knowing the locations of the ship-
wrecks. “If we’d tried to dig this thing back in the ‘80s, we 
could’ve ruined it.” 

The discovery of the Luna settlement has garnered 
worldwide attention, including coverage by the New York 
Times and El País, Spain’s largest daily newspaper. The 
discovery has also prompted a number of questions, such 
as how big is the settlement and how much of it remains 
intact. “So far, it covers about eleven neighborhood blocks,” 
said Benchley. “Can we find specific activity areas? Who were 
the soldiers and other colonists and what were their lives 
like?” she asked rhetorically. And how did they survive after 
the hurricane destroyed their supplies? “We will be working 
here for years.” 

THE UWF FIELD SCHOOL BEGAN INVESTIGATING THE LUNA 
settlement in the spring of 2016. “We’ve been working 
around neighbors’ construction plans, their Fourth of July 
parties, and weddings—we know their pets, their plans, 
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we know all about them,” said Benchley as she scooped up 
Molly, one of the neighborhood dogs and handed her to her 
owner, who asked when his yard would be excavated. Along 
the edge of a lush backyard tarps cover heaps of excavated 
dirt to keep the perpetual bay breezes from blowing the dirt 
on and into the recently remodeled and painted house. The 
archaeologists even rented a house in the neighborhood that 
served as a laboratory, and there graduate students sat on 
the shaded back porch, working with lab volunteers who 
helped sort artifacts and bagged and labeled them for analy-
sis and curation. 

To determine the settlement’s boundaries the research-
ers conducted surface surveys and dug test pits every ten 
meters throughout the area. Garner, who worked as a liaison 
between the neighbors and the researchers, keeping each 
informed of the other’s schedules, concerns, and the like, 
also helped with the digging. “I’ve seen pictures of these 
early Spanish Colonial artifacts,” he said, “but to actually be 
pulling them out of the dirt and holding them in my hands, 
it’s so amazing.” 

Rare glass trade beads, copper rivets from Spanish hel-
mets, two copper crossbow tips, and iron-plated armor with 
copper rivets are among the notable items that have been 

Elizabeth Benchley stands in a trench at an excavation site overlooking the Gulf of Mexico.
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recovered. Numerous nails have also been found, including 
caret-headed nails similar to those associated with Corona-
do’s 1540-1542 expedition to New Mexico, as well as lots of 
Spanish pottery and various personal items. Though Spanish 
accounts made no mention of local Native Americans at the 
site, the researchers have also uncovered an abundance of 
native ceramics. 

There were also items that the archaeologists had dif-
ficulty identifying. “We have no frame of reference for some 
of these artifacts, so we save them all, run them through the 
x-ray machine at the lab, and sometimes we can identify 
them,” said Benchley. In one instance, x-rays revealed what 
appeared to be a clump of metal was in fact a link of riveted 
mail armor.

The field school is unusual in that it has terrestrial and 
marine components, the latter of which focused on the 
Emanuel Point II shipwreck. In 2006, Emanuel Point II was 
found by UWF divers about a quarter mile away from the 
first shipwreck, and the school’s archaeologists have been 
investigating it ever since. Emanuel Point I was discovered 
in 1992 by the Florida Bureau of Archaeological Research, 
and UWF researchers subsequently joined the investigation 
of the wreck in 1997. (The shipwrecks are named for the 
land formation on the nearby shore called Emanuel Point.) 

“These mid-16th-century Spanish Colonial ships are fas-
cinating and little known,” said co-principal investigator John 

Bratten. “There were different types of vessels within the 
Luna fleet, including a barca, which is very unusual and has 
not yet been fully documented.” Naos, galleons, urcas, and 
barcas were different types of ships in Luna’s fleet that the 
researchers hope to learn more about. Differences in ship 
type and cargoes are of great interest to the researchers, and 
may help them identify the individual vessels. The artifact 
assemblages from the ships can also give a more detailed 
picture of the colonists and their everyday lives, details that 
are poorly documented in the historical record. 

ON A BARGE ANCHORED IN PENSACOLA BAY ABOVE THE 
Emanuel Point II shipwreck site, UWF maritime archae-
ologist and co-project director Gregory Cook addressed the 
new underwater archaeology students who were dressed 
in full scuba gear. ”Stop, breathe, act,” Cook told them. They 
repeated this mantra in unison before stepping off the vessel 
and diving the site. “There’s lots of structure down there—
more than we thought,” Cook said of the wreck, which is 
listing slightly to its port side. 

Down at the bottom of the bay, a grid system of about 
thirty one-by-one-meter squares was laid out across the site. 
The hull of the Emanuel Point II is well preserved and it 
rests just twelve to fifteen feet below the surface, but the 

A modeled face sherd (top) discovered on the Emanuel Point I 

shipwreck and Aztec-tradition red-filmed pottery sherds  

found at the Luna settlement

John Worth identified the artifacts that led to the  

discovery of the Luna settlement.
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water is usually so murky it’s impossible to see very far. The 
divers moved by sense of feel and communicated by hand 
signals. They mapped the site, took notes on underwater 
Mylar slates, and recovered artifacts in mesh bags for clean-
ing and analysis. Their custom-made water-induction dredge 
created a vacuum that sucked material through a tube and 
1/8-inch mesh screen. “We’ve been using this [dredge] suc-
cessfully for about ten years. It was originally designed for 
gold dredging, but we modified ours for excavating the 
wreck site,” said Cook. 

The researchers recovered pieces of Spanish olive jars, 
Mexican ceramics, obsidian cutting blades, wooden cross-
bow bolt shafts, wooden rosary beads, limestone cannon-
balls, a brick with fingerprints, and a delicate ivory manicure 
set with a whistle. They also found the well-preserved bones 
of kittens, rats, horses, cows, and other livestock, as well as 
strips of lead that were laid over the ship’s planking seams, a 
hallmark of sixteenth-century ship construction in Spain and 
an important clue as to the identity of the wreck.

“We won’t bring up any of the ship due to conservation 
concerns,” Cook explained. “But recent advances in technol-
ogy have given us great imagery, with detailed 3-D models 
and scans from the wreck.” The team has a few Go-Pro video 
cameras and UWF maintains a website (www.uwf.edu/luna) 
with recent footage from the project. 

UWF received a two-year Special Category Grant from 

Ivory manicure 

set from the  

Emanuel Point II 

shipwreck.

This bronze mortar and pestle, discovered on the Emanuel Point I shipwreck, are on display at the 

University of West Florida’s Archaeology Institute.
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the State of Florida to fund the Emanuel Point II shipwreck 
investigation and to search for Luna’s other ships. Having 
found the settlement, the UWF team was able to narrow the 
field of search for the remaining shipwrecks. They surveyed 
the bay in a vessel equipped with side-scan sonar and a 
magnetometer. The magnetometer senses the local magnetic 
field to detect anomalies as the boat passes over, then the 
researchers run the more detailed side-scan sonar. “It’s like 
remote sensing, but underwater,” said a graduate student, 
peering through the screen to see the underwater image. 
“Certain anomalies are pinpointed by GPS as diving targets.” 
The team then has to apply for site-specific permits from the 
state in order to dive these targets. 

They identified a promising anomaly about eight feet 
from shore, so Cook and his colleagues decided to let the 
students investigate, giving them a respite from the deeper, 
murky waters they had been diving in. Within minutes, stu-
dent divers investigating the shallow anomaly surfaced with 
ballast stones, and artifacts from a shipwreck they discov-
ered later that afternoon. Thus far, the UWF team has recov-
ered iron concretions, ceramic fragments, wooden frames, 
and hull planking from this vessel, which is thought to have 
been part of Luna’s fleet and has been named Emanuel 
Point III. 

“We stand a good chance that this is a different type 
of ship from Emanuel Point I and Emanuel Point II,” said 
Bratten. “Because it was found in shallower water than the 
others, it might be smaller, possibly what they called a barca. 
This discovery is significant in understanding sixteenth-
century ship construction.” The Florida Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection and the US Army Corps of Engineers 
granted the team a joint permit to conduct test excavations 
through March of next year to determine the extent of the 
shipwreck. The researchers also want to identify the type 
of wood that was used to make the ship. If the wood came 
from trees native to the Americas, Emanuel Point III will be 
among the earliest known ships built in the New World.

The researchers kept a keen eye on the weather, 
which quickly changed from a windless, sunny morning 
to a stormy, electric afternoon, forcing them to stop diving 
and head back to shore in the motor boat. Here in Hurri-
cane Alley, one massive storm changed the fate of the Luna 
expedition and the history of North American colonization.  
“If it weren’t for that,” said Worth, “we’d probably be speak-
ing Spanish here now.” 

TAMARA J. STEWART is the assistant editor of American Archaeology  
and the Conservancy’s Southwest region projects coordinator.
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The archaeologists recovered this Spanish lead shot ball that originally incorporated an iron cube.
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The Clovis First model appears to be dead, but 
experts are struggling to fashion a more convincing 
colonization model from the latest evidence.

Archaeologist Tom Dillehay (in blue shirt and hat, standing) has directed excavations at Monte Verde in southern Chile 

for years. Recent research suggests the site could be more than 18,000 years old.

By David Malakoff

How Were The 
Americas Colonized?
How Were The 
Americas Colonized?
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T
wo decades ago, when molecular anthropologist Ripan 
Malhi was a graduate student studying the earliest human 
inhabitants of North America, he sometimes had to watch 

his tongue. Malhi and some of his colleagues were increas-
ingly skeptical of the dominant Clovis First model of how 
and when people arrived in North America. But when the 
heretics voiced their views, they could expect some wither-
ing pushback from Clovis First advocates. “The Clovis police 
ruled, and they were everywhere,” recalled Malhi, who is 
now at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Indeed, Clovis First had been the dominant paradigm 
in American archaeology for some 50 years. It derived from 
a plausible narrative: about 13,000 years ago, as the last ice 
age was ending, humans entered what is now North America 
after crossing Beringia, a land bridge from Siberia to Alaska, 
and then journeying south through a newly-formed ice-free 
corridor in western Canada. The Clovis culture—known for 
the distinctive fluted projectile points that were first discov-
ered in the 1930s near Clovis, New Mexico—then spread 
across two empty continents before disappearing more than 
12,000 years ago.

These days, Malhi has little dread of the Clovis cops. As 
new evidence was discovered, the plausibility of the Clovis 
First model diminished, as did the ranks of its defenders. 
Archaeologists have identified dozens of sites across North 
and South America that appear to have been occupied hun-
dreds or even thousands of years before the Clovis period. 

Geneticists, for their part, say that Clovis First doesn’t fit 
with the patterns they see in studies of DNA taken from liv-
ing Native Americans, ancient skeletons, and extinct plants 
and animals. In a 2015 review in the journal PaleoAmerica, 
archaeologist David Madsen concluded that the Clovis First 
model now “appears to be dead and buried.” 

Clovis First’s death, however, has left researchers strug-
gling to develop a new and better colonization model. 
Indeed, “its demise has opened a kind of Pandora’s Box, 
unleashing multiple models,” wrote archaeologist Jon Erland-
son of the University of Oregon in Paleoamerican Odyssey, 
a book published in 2013. Some scholars have proposed that, 
instead of walking south from the Arctic, the first Americans 
travelled east from Asia, using boats to follow the arc of the 
Pacific Coast to new continents. In contrast, a few scholars 
have suggested they made their way west from Europe, 
around the North Atlantic. Furthermore, new DNA studies 
offer sometimes conflicting conclusions about just how 
many waves of early immigrants there were, where they 
originated, and when they arrived. The upshot, said Michael 
Waters, director of Texas A&M University’s Center for the 
Study of the First Americans, is that “it’s an exciting time to 
be studying the first Americans, but also a confusing time.”

N
ot that long ago lithic artifacts and linguistic studies 
that tried to link Native American languages to possible 
precursors in Asia, Africa, and Europe were the only 

The remains of Naia, a 12,000-to-13,000-year-old female, were discovered in a flooded cave near Tulum, Mexico.
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This map shows possible sea and land 

migration routes and the locations 

and approximate ages of a number of 

very ancient sites. Though professional 

archaeologists have investigated all 

of these sites, some of their dates, 

particularly Pedra Furada’s and Topper’s, 

are very controversial. The Solutrean 

migration from western Europe is also 

highly controversial. The map indicates 

how difficult it is—even if the controversial 

sites and the Solutrean migration are 

disregarded—to construct a plausible 

migration model from this conflicting data.
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evidence that first American experts pondered. But modern 
genetic technologies, which allow researchers to examine 
the DNA extracted from living people and skeletons, now 
also inform the debate. In particular, by comparing gene 
sequences from past and present populations, and making 
some educated assumptions about how quickly changes 
occurred in the genetic code, researchers have been able 
to offer insights into where the ancestors of modern Native 
Americans likely lived, and when ancient populations split 
into genetically distinct groups.

So far, the genetic evidence generally supports the view 
that the first Americans’ ancestors originated in Northeast 
Asia about 30,000 years ago. And three recent studies help 
refine the timeline of when they moved west into North 

America. One, published in Science in July 2015, compared 
DNA samples taken from thirty-one living people and 
twenty-three skeletons ranging from 200 to 6,000 years 
old from the Americas, Siberia, and Pacific Islands. Another, 
which appeared in Nature in September 2015, compared 
the DNA of sixty-three living people from twenty-one mod-
ern-day Native American groups. The third, published in Sci-
ence Advances in April 2016, examined DNA extracted from 
ninety-two skeletons found in South America, ranging from 
500 to 8,600 years old.

The studies, together with other evidence, indicate that 
by roughly 23,000 years ago perhaps tens of thousands of 
people were living in Beringia and they had become geneti-
cally distinct from their Siberian ancestors. It’s not clear, 

James Adovasio (top of steps) photographs an excavator working at Meadowcroft Rockshelter.  Adovasio directed  

the investigation of Meadowcroft, which is thought to be approximately 17,600 years old.
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however, how long these people remained in Beringia before 
moving south. It might have been as little as 2,400 years or as 
long as 9,000. But the evidence suggests some people were 
likely moving south by at least 16,000 years ago, which is 
when geologists say the giant ice sheets that previously pre-
cluded southern migration began to melt, especially along 
the Pacific Coast. 

And by about 13,000 years ago, a founding population 
had moved well south of the Arctic and split into at least two 
distinct genetic groups: a northern group that includes the 
Athabascan people of Alaska and Amerindians of northern 
North America, and a southern group that includes Amerindi-
ans living in southern North America, and the native peoples 
of Central and South America. That “first diversification… 

happened in the Americas, and likely just before or at the 
time of the appearance of the Clovis culture,” said Rasmus 
Nielsen, a biologist at the University of California, Berkeley, 
and a co-author of the Science study. 

The Science and Nature studies, however, present one 
puzzling difference. The Science study concludes that there 
was just a single initial migration wave from Siberia, and that 
later immigrants related to the Australo-Melanesian people, 
who live in the archipelago surrounding Australia, and Aus-
tralasians who reside in the Andaman Islands east of India, 
added their DNA to the Native American gene pool. The 
Nature authors see a potentially more complicated picture, 
concluding that some southern groups, especially in the Bra-
zilian Amazon, show a strong genetic link to Australasians, but 
northern groups do not. That suggests that a distinct group 
of Australasians, and not just Siberians, may have played an 
earlier and more important role in shaping the genetics of 
the first Americans than is generally understood. 

The best way to clarify this genetic picture would be 
to obtain DNA from very ancient American skeletons, but 
those are few and far between. Without such finds, “it’s hard 
to unify the archaeological, genetic, and other evidence into 
some kind of clear story,” said archaeologist Tom Dillehay of 
Vanderbilt University. 

 

T
he absence of tell-all skeletons, however, hasn’t stopped 
scholars from trying to map how the first Americans 
broke out of Beringia. And two other recent studies—one 

concerned with flora and fauna and the other with bison—
have cast further doubt on one longstanding idea that had 
become closely linked to Clovis First: that the Clovis people 
used a 1,000-mile-long, ice-free corridor from Alaska through 
Western Canada to move south some 13,000 years ago.

One of the studies, published in Nature in August 2016, 
used fossilized plants and animals, together with ancient 
DNA extracted from lake sediments, to reconstruct how 
the corridor’s ecosystem changed over time. The evidence 
showed that before roughly 12,600 years ago, it was an icy 
wasteland lacking plants and animals, and any humans pass-
ing through would have starved. Then, vegetation and ani-
mals started to appear in the corridor, and by 11,500 years 
ago it was a dense woodland.

The other study, published in June 2016 in the Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), used 
DNA from dated fossil bison bones to reconstruct the corri-
dor’s history. Based on previous work, the researchers could 
distinguish bison that lived north of the ice sheet from those 
that lived to the south, and so were able to see when the cor-
ridor opened and the two populations started to mix. Their 
data show that the southern part of the corridor—now in 
Canada east of the Rocky Mountains—became hospitable 
first, enabling southern bison to start moving north about 
13,400 years ago. Bison began moving in both directions 
about 13,000 years ago when the entire corridor was open.

Although their timelines vary by a few hundred years, 
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both studies refute the theory that the first Americans trav-
elled south from Beringia through the ice-free corridor. “The 
first people entering what is now the U.S., Central, and South 
America must have taken a different route… they simply 
could not have come through the corridor, as long claimed,” 
said evolutionary geneticist Eske Willerslev of the Centre for 
GeoGenetics at the universities of Copenhagen and Cam-
bridge, a lead author of the Nature paper. 

Both studies offer an intriguing alternative: that people 
used the corridor to move north, not south. “When the cor-
ridor opened, people were already living south of there,” said 
Beth Shapiro, an evolutionary ecologist at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz and co-author of the PNAS study. “And 
because those people were bison hunters, we can assume 
they would have followed the bison as they moved north 
into the corridor.” She noted that Clovis-like artifacts found 
at the northern end of the corridor tend to be younger than 
those at the southern end, suggesting a human migration 
toward Alaska and the Arctic. 

This research supports two other ideas about the colo-
nization of the Americas: that the first Americans departed 
Beringia via a Pacific coastal route long before the Clovis 
culture appeared, and that Clovis may have emerged in what 
is now the southern United States and then spread out.

The coastal migration concept has been around for 
decades, but it has gained more credibility in recent years. 
Researchers note that by at least 16,000 years ago, the ice 
along the Pacific Coast was receding, making the sea and 

shore traversable. Food and water would have been plenti-
ful, and the explorers would have found routes inland at the 
mouth of every river that emptied into the sea.

An early exit from Beringia would have given the 
migrants sufficient time to make their way to the handful of 
pre-Clovis sites that are now generally accepted by scholars. 
It would have allowed more than 1,000 years, for instance, 
for people to travel some 8,000 miles to Monte Verde, Chile, 
located at the southern tip of South America. In the 1980s, 
researchers led by Dillehay stunned the archaeological com-
munity by announcing that radiocarbon dating showed 
humans occupied Monte Verde some 14,800 years ago. It 
took years for many archaeologists to accept that date—in 
part because it put humans in South America some 2,000 
years before the opening of the ice-free corridor—but a 
2012 survey found that some 70 percent now do. (There are 
a number of other sites in the Americas that are said to be 
10,000 years or more older than Monte Verde, but for various 
reasons most experts remain skeptical of these claims.)

Coastal migrants would also have had some 1,500 years 
to travel the roughly 4,000 miles to the Florida panhandle 
near the Gulf of Mexico, the location of Page-Ladson, one 
of the few generally-accepted pre-Clovis sites in the United 
States. Here researchers found stone tools and animal bones 
buried in a giant heap of mastodon dung. The tons of dung, 
produced by the extinct elephant-like creatures, now lines 
the bottom of the muddy Aucilla River, mixed with layers 
of shells and mud. Divers found the artifacts buried there 

The work of geneticists like Eske Willerslev is informing colonization models.
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during fieldwork that concluded in 2014. 
The tools sat in a sediment layer that was 
radiocarbon dated to about 14,550 years ago. 
The date makes Page-Ladson “a slam-dunk 
pre-Clovis site with unequivocal artifacts, 
clear stratigraphy, and thorough dating,” said 
Texas A&M’s Waters, who codirected the dig 
with Jessi Halligan.

The finds at Page-Ladson, together with 
an early coastal migration scenario, also 
would fit with one scenario for how Clo-
vis might have emerged and spread. Some 
coastal migrants chose to make their way 
into the continent’s interior, and eventu-
ally small bands of hunters penetrated the 
game-rich plains and forests of central and 
eastern North America that teemed with 
ice-age bison and mastodons. In Central 
America, they could have crossed the nar-
row isthmus separating the Pacific and 
Atlantic oceans, enabling them to head 
northeast around the bountiful coast of the 
Gulf of Mexico. For generations, these pre-
Clovis nomads polished their hunting and 
tool-making skills. Then, somewhere in the 
southern tier of North America, the first dis-
tinctive Clovis points—the high technology 
of their time—appeared. Soon, the innova-
tion helped Clovis bands expand into new 
terrain, perhaps replacing other groups or 
simply prompting widespread technological 
imitation. Eventually, in just a few centuries, 
Clovis-users essentially conquered the con-
tinent, ultimately moving north through the 
ice-free corridor to the Arctic, where their 

A Clovis-First Defender

Archaeologist Stuart Fiedel isn’t Clovis First’s only remaining champion, but 
he is one of its most active, known for regularly raising thoughtful—and often 

colorful—doubts about pre-Clovis claims. But he admits he’s beginning to feel a 
little like a defender at the Alamo in Texas in 1836, moments before Mexican 
troops overrun the fort and kill everyone. “I’m at the Alamo, and a lot of my [Clovis 
First] allies are gone or wavering,” said the archaeologist, who works at Louis 
Berger Group in Amherst, Massachusetts. 

But he’s not ready to surrender. “I’m regularly referred to as an obstacle to the 
advancement of science, but I like to think I have a voice because I’m looking hard 
at the evidence.” Or, as he noted, the lack of evidence. “Where are the sites with 
pre-Clovis [stone tools] along the Pacific coast? Where is the evidence for boat 
building? Where are the [pre-Clovis skeletons] and burials?” he asked rhetorically. 

Fiedel acknowledged that the day may come when such evidence is uncovered, but until then he likened the 
search for pre-Clovis Americans to “the long, fruitless and often comical search for that other cryptic American hominid,  
Bigfoot.” —David Malakof

Stuart Fiedel
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Mike Waters (right) inspects a biface from the Page-Ladson site that was  

recovered by diver Morgan Smith (left).
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ancestors started just a few thousand years before. Having 
come full circle, Clovis then died out as the big game disap-
peared, the climate changed, and new cultures and technolo-
gies emerged.

Such a scenario would explain why no clear proto-Clovis 
stone technologies have been found in the Arctic, why some 
northern Clovis sites are younger than those found further 
south, and why southern and eastern areas appear to have 
higher densities of Clovis sites than northern and western 
regions. But scholars are also quick to note that it might not 
hold up to scrutiny. The apparent geographic patterns in the 
ages and densities of Clovis sites, for instance, might be giv-
ing a false picture as a result of skewed and incomplete sam-
pling. And even well-studied pre-Clovis sites have so far failed 
to clarify how and where Clovis technology evolved and 
spread. “Our picture of the transition from the older-than-
Clovis period to the Clovis era may always remain indefinite 
and perplexing,” archaeologist Gary Haynes of the University 
of Nevada, Reno, concluded in PaleoAmerica in 2015.

T
he coastal migration concept, meanwhile, 
faces its own challenges. One comes from 
a new pre-Clovis find that Dillehay and his 

colleagues recently made at Monte Verde. In 
November 2015, they announced that thirty-
nine stone artifacts, plant and animal remains, 
and a dozen burned areas at the site are about 
18,500 to 14,500 years old. The site appears 
to have been a temporary camp created by 
nomadic hunter-gatherers. Some of the tools, 
for instance, were fashioned from stone found 
at distant outcrops, suggesting they had been 
made elsewhere. Where the hunters were 
“going, we don’t know, and where they’re com-
ing from, we don’t know,” said Dillehay, “but this 
would have been a passageway from the coast 
to the foothills of the Andes.” If the older date 
gains acceptance, it would be at the expense 
of the most popular coastal migration scenario, 
which has the Beringia outflux beginning 
around 16,000 years ago—2,500 years after 
people have already arrived in Monte Verde. 

As in other first American debates, resolv-
ing this contradiction and quieting the skep-
tics will likely require some dramatic new 
finds, such as coastal sites demonstrating that 
people were moving south some 20,000 years 
ago, when many researchers believe they 
were confined to Beringia. However, popu-
lation densities would have been very low, 
making for small sites. And because seas have 
risen since the end of the ice age, “it is safe to 
assume that most of the sites left behind by 
coastal migrants now lie submerged, often in 
relatively deep water and kilometers from the 
modern shore,” Erlandson, an early supporter 

of the coastal migration theory, wrote.
Still, that hasn’t stopped archaeologists from looking for 

these sites. Waters says he’s learning how to “change my pros-
pecting methods, my search image, to look for those geologi-
cal settings where we know the [sediments] are 12,000 years 
old… or even older.” And Dillehay is working with geologists 
to identify islands off the coast of South America “that would 
have been the [tops of hills] that were 100 meters or more 
above the old sea level, then got surrounded by the ocean as 
it rose.” Perhaps some early American made camp on a ridge 
top one night, if only to get a good view of the stars.

Many researchers, meanwhile, are in no great hurry to 
replace the Clovis First model. “We will have failed,” Erland-
son wrote a few years ago, “if we simply replace one dog-
matic paradigm with another.”

DAVID MALAKOFF is a deputy news editor at Science, coordinating coverage 
of science policy, energy, and the environment. He is a frequent contributor 
to American Archaeology.

Jessi Halligan (left) holds a partially reassembled mastodon tusk recovered from  

the Page-Ladson site. The tusk had long, deep grooves that were likely made by 

people as they removed the tusk from the skull.
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new acquisitions

The American Bottom is located across the Mississippi 
River from Saint Louis, Missouri, and it’s the largest 
expanse of floodplain on the river. Though it has a long 

history of human occupation, it’s been overshadowed by 
nearby Cahokia Mounds, the largest prehistoric settlement 
in the United States and a World Heritage Site. The McCarty 
Mound, the Conservancy’s latest acquisition in the American 
Bottom, is its first in this area to predate the late prehistoric 
Mississippian period, the time of Cahokia. A single projectile 
recovered from the mound dates to the Middle Woodland 
period, perhaps 1,000 years before the rise of Cahokia and 
the East Saint Louis Mound Group. 

The McCarty Mound is located at the western edge of 
East St. Louis, Illinois. In the mid-nineteenth century, local 
dentist and antiquarian J.R. Patrick produced a map show-
ing McCarty to be one of three mounds lying between 
Cahokia and the nearby East Saint Louis Mound Group. 
The other two mounds have apparently been obliterated, 
and the top of McCarty was removed, reducing it to a 

Early Life In The American Bottom
The McCarty Mound could offer a glimpse  
of the American Bottom’s prehistory.

rectangular platform approximately three-feet high.  
Until recently, the land encompassing the mound was 

divided into three residential parcels, each with a modest 
home. But then all three houses were abandoned by their 
owners and taken by the city for unpaid taxes. The city sub-
sequently condemned and demolished one of them. Several 
years ago the other two lots with houses were sold at auction 
by the city to the Central Mississippi Valley Archaeological 
Research Institute (CMAVRI), the Conservancy’s longtime 
partner in preserving the East Saint Louis Mound Group. 

John Kelly, a CMVARI board member and an archaeolo-
gist at Washington University in St. Louis, made arrangements 
through his local contacts in East St. Louis to have the two 
houses demolished. This summer the Conservancy pur-
chased the property from CMAVRI at cost. Kelly met with 
Ronnie Bell, the owner of the neighboring trucking business 
Murphy Truck Repair—Bell wanted to purchase the prop-
erty himself to expand his parking space—to become the 
mound’s site steward and keep the grass mowed and free 
of trash. 

As tidy green space, the McCarty Mound Preserve is 
a sharp contrast to some of the urban blight that plagues 
East Saint Louis and the surrounding area; and as an archaeo-
logical research preserve, it could someday provide another 
chapter in the saga of human occupation of the American 
Bottom. —Paul Gardner

ConservanCy

Plan of 
Action

Site: McCarty Mound
Culture: Middle Woodland Period 
Status: Threatened by  
commercial development
Acquisition: The Conservancy is  
purchasing and stabilizing the  
property for $22,000.
How you can help: Please send  
contributions to The Archaeological Conservancy,  
attn.: McCarty Mound, 1717 Girard Blvd. NE,  
Albuquerque, NM 87106.

 This is one of the houses that was demolished.
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A fter emigrating from Germany to Texas in 1884, Wil-
liam Meyer began working in a pottery workshop in 
Bexar County. After marrying the daughter of a fel-

low worker, Meyer and his new father-in-law, Franz Schultz, 
began searching for the perfect clay source to begin their 
own workshop. In 1887, Schultz and Meyer began producing 
pottery on a five-acre lot they bought for $25.

They built two homes and a pottery shop on the prop-
erty, mining clay by hand from a source located on adjacent 
land that they leased, and later purchased. When Schultz 
died in 1898, Meyer continued producing pottery. During 
the early years of operation, the workshop supplied glazed 
utilitarian stoneware to much of the surrounding area of 
southwest Texas, from San Antonio to the Rio Grande. There 
was great demand for their products. People purchased 
pitchers, bowls, dishes, cake molds, water coolers, and cham-
ber pots. They also needed crocks for their sauerkraut and 
pickles, jugs and jars for preserves, milk containers and but-
ter churns, and poultry fountains for their farms. 

In 1918, Meyer turned the operation over to his two sons, 
both experienced potters. Meyer occupied himself with the 
operation of his small general store that was attached to his 
residence until he died in 1944. For many years, the store 
provided the only telephone in the community.

The clay was mixed with water and strained to remove 

Making Meyer Pottery
The Meyer Pottery Kiln contains information about 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century ceramics production.

lime deposits, then placed in large evaporating vats to settle 
and dry. It was then cut into large blocks and stored under 
cover. The blocks of clay were subsequently crushed and 
mixed with water to the proper consistency in a circular 
pit that served as a primitive, horse-powered pug mill. The 
clay was forced out of a trap door at the base of the mill in 
long rounded masses and patted into rolls weighing thirty 
to fifty pounds. 

After a period of aging in this moist state to improve 
plasticity, the clay was ready to use. The potters would then 
wedge or knead the pugged clay to make it more uniform 
and to eliminate air pockets. It was then weighed to provide 
the proper amount for each piece, from half a pound for a 
small cup to twenty-five pounds for a large jar. The pieces 

Jug handles give Meyer pottery its distinctive character.
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were formed by “throwing” them on a 
treadle wheel powered by the potter’s 
feet. In the 1920s the potter’s wheels 
in the workshop were powered by a 
single model T engine. In the following 
decade electricity powered the wheels.

After 1895 the workshop switched 
from a salt glaze technique commonly 
used in Texas to a clay slip glaze tech-
nique the family learned in Germany. 
The slip, mined from clay found near 
Leon Creek, a few miles away from the 
kiln, can be fired from yellow to green 
to brown tones with finishes from 
shiny to matte, depending on firing 
conditions. Leon slip glaze became a 
hallmark of Meyer pottery.

Production peaked in the 1920s, 
although the total number of pieces 
was never large since each piece was 
made by hand. The products produced 
by the kiln changed through time from 
predominately utilitarian glazed stone-
ware manufactured until the 1940s to 
flower pots and souvenir wares, like 
sombrero ashtrays, that dominated pro-
duction from the 1940s to the 1960s. 
The kiln was wood fired until the 
1920s, when the company switched to 
fuel oil. The fuel source was changed 
to natural gas in the 1930s.The family 
stopped production in the early 1960s. 

A show based on several local 
collections was held at the Whittie 
Museum in San Antonio in 1971. A book 
and several articles have been written 
about the history of Meyer pottery, 
and the pieces are now considered 
highly collectable. The Meyer Pottery 
Archeological Complex was listed in 
the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1990. 

The Meyer family has agreed to 
donate the two-acre tract that con-
tained the kiln and associated resi-
dences and manufacturing facilities to 
the Conservancy. The lot is covered 
with glazed bricks and building blocks 
that formed the foundations and walls 
of the buildings. The tallest standing 
structure is the kiln’s chimney stack. 
Many of the bricks for the buildings 

were made on the property. There is 
also a large debris field containing the 
fragments of thousands of misfired and 
broken pieces of Meyer stoneware. 
Future research at the site can tell us 

more about early American manufac-
turing and crafts development as well 
as what life was like in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries in south 
Texas. —Jim Walker

Bill Simons, a member of the Meyer family, stands in front of the kiln’s chimney.
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C O N S E R VA N C Y

field notes

SOUTHWEST—Last August the National Park Service (NPS) 
announced that it will assist the Conservancy in developing 
a site plan for the Smith Family Archaeological Preserve in 
Utah. The NPS, through its Rivers, Trails, and Conservation 
Assistance program, will provide expertise in matters such 
as planning trails on the 200-acre preserve, which is located 
on the shores of Utah Lake in north-central Utah. The site 
contains over 230 panels of near pristine Native American 
rock art, which, with the help of NPS, small groups of tour-
ists will be able to see. 

The Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance program 
provides technical assistance to various organizations as well 
as local, state, and federal government agencies to protect 
natural areas and water resources and enhance local outdoor 
recreation opportunities. 

NPS employees from its Intermountain Regional office 
in Lakewood, Colorado, and its Salt Lake City office will help 
Conservancy volunteers with this project. Upon the proj-
ect’s completion, the Conservancy hopes to offer guided 
tours at a future date. 

One of the Smith Family Archaeological Preserve’s numerous petroglyphs is seen in the lower left corner.
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National Park Service To Help Develop A Site Plan For  
The Smith Family Archaeological Preserve
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Carson Mounds is one of four Conservancy preserves that are part of the trail.
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SOUTHEAST—The Mississippi Depart-
ment of Archives and History recently 
unveiled markers for its Mississippi 
Mound Trail, a 350-mile-long “trail” on 
key highways throughout the western 
portion of the state where there are 
many prehistoric mounds. Of the thirty-
three sites on the trail, four—Carson 
Mounds, Cary Mound, Glass Mounds, 
and Jaketown Mounds—are owned by 
the Conservancy. Some of the remain-
ing sites are owned by the state, but 
most are on private property. 

Each site has a pull-off area with 
a trail marker. One side of the marker 
is a map of the site showing the loca-
tion of each mound. The other side 
contains information about the age of 
the mound and the purpose it served. 
Due to a lack of professional research, 
the ages of many of the sites were not 
known; consequently funds were pro-
vided for the investigation of each site 
before the markers could be erected. 

Conservancy Preserves Are Part Of Mississippi Mound Trail

This research has made a huge contri-
bution to what is known about these 
mounds. 

Each Mississippi Mound Trail 
marker has a QR code that can be read 
with a smartphone and that provides 
GPS coordinates, photos, and additional 
information about the site. The trail 
also features a website (http://trails.
mdah.ms.gov/mmt/index.html) with 
a map and detailed information about 
the entire trail. The Mississippi trail is 
modeled on a similar one in northeast 
Louisiana that also includes four Con-
servancy owned mound sites.  

The trail has been in the planning 
stages for over ten years, and the Con-
servancy’s Southeast Regional Director, 
Jessica Crawford, has been involved 
with the identification and selection 
of mound sites since the trail’s incep-
tion. “The Mound Trail is not just edu-
cational, it gives people a reason to 
stop and look at what’s around them 

and learn a little about the culture and 
environment of Mississippi,” she said. 
“It also instills a sense of pride in pri-
vate individuals who own mounds on 
the trail, and many of them have been 
cleaned up and stabilized as a result 
of the trail, so it’s a great incentive for 
preservation.” 

The Conservancy is happy to be a 
part of the trail and to work with all the 
landowners, government agencies, and 
archaeologists who worked so hard 
to make this happen. “We’re honored 
to have some of our sites featured on 
the trail,” said Crawford. “It’s an excel-
lent way to highlight the importance of 
preserving these sites and the work the 
Conservancy does.” 
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Reviews
Coming of Age in 
Chicago: The 1893 
World’s Fair and 
the Coalescence of 
American Anthropology
Edited by Curtis M. Hinsley 
and David R. Wilcox
(University of Nebraska Press, 
2016; 624 pgs., illus., $65 cloth; 
www.nebraskapress.unl.edu)

The Chicago World’s Fair of 1893 is best known for its portrayal of the 
“White City” a futuristic vision of urban life in America and the world 
inspired by the City Beautiful movement in neo-classical architecture. In 
six months, more than 27 million people visited the fair to marvel at the 
latest in American inventiveness and economic development, including 
the first Ferris wheel and moving sidewalk. Wrigley’s chewing gum and 
Cracker Jack debuted, as did the dishwasher.

Despite the fair ’s futuristic theme, one of the most popular attractions 
was the Anthropology Building and a full-scale replica of ancient Colorado 
cliff dwellings. Indian tribes from throughout the country as well as 
indigenous people from around the world produced living exhibits of 
their traditional life styles. In 1893, anthropology and archaeology were 
developing disciplines with little in the way of tradition or norms. For the 
fair, scholars, backyard diggers, and religious researchers came together 
to set the foundation for the modern discipline of anthropological inquiry.

Frederic W. Putnam, curator of the Peabody Museum and 
professor of anthropology at Harvard University, was named chief of the 
Department of Ethnology at the fair in 1891. Under his leadership, the 
many exhibits and displays were crafted to bring American archaeology 
and ethnology to the general public. In so doing he helped craft the 
discipline of anthropology and its subfields of archaeology, ethnology, 
and physical anthropology. Virtually every anthropologist appeared at the 
fair, and many made major contributions, including Franz Boa, William 
Henry Holmes, Frank Cushing, and Warren Morehead. The International 
Conference of Anthropology was held there from mid-August into 
September. At the fair ’s close, Chicago millionaire Marshall Field donated 
$1 million to found the Field Museum to continue what the fair had 
begun. Many of Putnam’s exhibits are still there.

This collection of seven essays and twelve supporting contemporary 
documents gives the reader both a history of the profession and 
the workings of the fair. They also provide valuable insights into the 
shaping of the discipline and the laying of the groundwork for academic 
departments, museums, and expeditions. Coming of Age in Chicago is a 
fascinating contribution to the history of anthropology in America.

Cuban 
Archaeology  
in the 
Caribbean
Edited by  
Ivan Roksandic
(University of Florida Press, 2016; 304 pgs., 
illus., $85 cloth; upress.ufl.edu)

In this volume thirteen international researchers from 
Cuba and elsewhere explore the settlement and early 
development of Cuba. As the largest and most centrally 
located island in the Caribbean, Cuba experienced 
successive waves of immigration from Central 
America and from other islands. Using the tools of 
general archaeology, linguistics, paleoethnobotany, 
stable isotopes studies, ethnohistorical sources, and 
historical research, the authors approach the problems 
from many angles. The result is a new understanding 
about the settlement of Cuba. Evidence now points 
to migrations from the Central American mainland 
(Honduras and Belize) and from northern South 
America via the Antilles islands.

A second theme concerns the introduction 
of agriculture to Cuba and the other islands. New 
research indicates crops that were being cultivated on 
the mainland—maize, manioc, sweet potato, yam 
and arrowroot—arrived much earlier than previously 
believed. A third theme examines the identity of the 
earliest Cubans.

These essays provide a framework for new, 
multi-disciplined research on the first Cubans and 
their brethren in the Caribbean. Clearly these people 
were more diverse and much more connected than 
previously thought.
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The Archaeology and Rock Art  
of Swordfish Cave 

By Clayton G. Lebow,  
Douglas G. Harro, and  
Rebecca L. McKim
(University of Utah Press, 2016; 224 pgs.,  
illus., $50 paper; www.UofUPress.com)

Swordfish Cave is a well-known rock art 
location on Vandenberg Air Force Base in south-
central California. By the mid-1990s it was 
clear that the site was deteriorating due to dust 
stirred up by site visitors who were also coming 
into close contact with the paintings on the low 
ceiling of the cave. The locale is named for an 
easily recognizable swordfish painted in black 
on top of a red oval. 

Applied EarthWorks, Inc. was contracted 
to conserve the rock art and excavate the floor 
of the cave to provide a viewing area that would 
separate visitors from the art. In consultation 
with the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash, the 
firm undertook excavations in 1999 and 2002. 
The cave walls and floor were stabilized and 
recovered materials were analyzed. It seems the 
cave was occupied about 3,550 years ago and 
again 660 years later. A final Native occupation 
occurred between a.d. 1787 and 1804.

This book is a report on the project 
written for a general audience based on the 
team’s technical findings. Well illustrated with 
photographs, maps, and drawings, it is an 
outstanding case study of rock art conservation 
and archaeology. 

Strangers in a 
New Land: What 
Archaeology 
Reveals About 
the First 
Americans

By J.M. Adovasio and David Pedler
(Firefly Books, 2016; 342 pgs., illus., $50 cloth;  
www.fireflybooks.com)

The most hotly debated question in American archaeology for the past 
two decades concerns the fundamental questions: Who were the First 
Americans? From where did they come? How did they get here? When  
did they get here? What were they doing here?

These are the basic questions the authors of Strangers in a 
New Land address. Authors James Adovasio and David Pedler are 
colleagues at the Senator John Heinz History Center in Pittsburgh, and 
Adovasio has spent the last four decades excavating the Meadowcroft 
Rockshelter in southwestern Pennsylvania, a site that has produced 
some of the earliest human deposits in the New World. For much of this 
time Adovasio has been on the front lines of the very heated debate, 
once denounced as being misguided, then praised as being a visionary.

Until the 1970s almost every American archaeologist believed 
that humans arrived in the Americas from Asia via a land bridge 
since inundated by the Bering Sea, and then traveled along a corridor 
between the great North American ice sheets onto the Great Plains. 
The people were called Clovis, after a town in eastern New Mexico 
where their distinctive fluted points were first identified. Similar sites 
were discovered through the continent, and they were carbon-14 dated 
to 12,800-13,300 years ago. Adovasio and others challenged that 
truism, and over the last thirty years, the Clovis First hypothesis has 
imploded to the point that it is now a distinctly minority view.

This volume examines in depth thirty-five sites in the Americas 
that have produced evidence of pre-Clovis and Clovis material. Some 
of the pre-Clovis sites are disputed and others are controversial, but 
archaeologists now have several convincing pre-Clovis dates of 16,000 
years ago and earlier, even as early as 38,000 years ago. These pre-
date the ice-free corridor thorough Canada, making a costal migration 
by boat the preferred theory. 

This large format book is lavishly illustrated and written for the 
general reader, and the in-depth description of the thirty-five key 
early sites is the first of its kind. It is a must-read book for all of us, 
archaeologists and lay people alike, who are interested in the story of 
how the Americas were colonized. —Mark Michel
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The Archaeological Conservancy

Expeditions
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Palenque’s magnificent ruins make it a popular destination. The city’s palace is seen in the upper right of this photo.

Where: Mexico
When: February 15 - 25, 2017
How Much: $3,195 ($450 single supplement)

This tour takes us to some of the more out-of-the-way but 
spectacular ruins in southern Mexico. We begin in the tropical 
lowlands and end in the fabulous highlands of Chiapas among 
the modern Maya people. We’ll see tremendous pyramids, 
unbelievable sculptures and murals, and modern arts and crafts. 
The adventure begins with a visit to the major Olmec site of 
La Venta with its great earthen pyramid. The Olmec laid the 

foundation for the development of the Maya. We will then 
visit Comalcalco, Palenque, Bonampak, and Yaxchilán. 
Then we leave the tropical lowlands for a long climb into the 
Chiapas mountains to the large Maya center of Toniná. The 
site is dominated by its acropolis, which rises in terraces 
and buildings some 233 feet up the side of a steep hill. We’ll 
continue climbing to reach the colonial-Indian town of San 
Cristóbal de las Casas, where we’ll spend two nights. We’ll 
then visit the charming Tzotzil Maya villages of San Juan 
Chamula and Zinacantán. Our guide will be noted Maya 
scholar John Henderson of Cornell University.

Maya of Chiapas and Tabasco
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Our rafts navigate the scenic San Juan River canyons.
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Join our river adventure through the heartland of the Anasazi 
world. From the vantage point of Utah’s San Juan River, you’ll 
experience one of the most scenic regions of the Southwest.
We’ll begin our adventure with two full days of site visits on 
land, then we’ll board boats and float down the San Juan River 
for four days, stopping often to visit Anasazi ruins accessible 
only by water. At night we’ll camp under the spectacular 
Southwestern sky.

— UPCOMING TOURS —

When: August 19 - 27, 2017
Where: Canada

Join us as we travel across the provinces of Ontario and 
Quebec to explore the rich history and archaeology of this 
region of Canada. The country will be celebrating 150 years 
as a nation, but it has a rich history that begins far earlier. 
On our journey we will meet with historians, archaeologists, 
and native people at a variety of archaeological sites, 
museums, and interpretive centers. 

The sites include Old Fort Erie, the Museum of Ontario 
Archaeology, Saint-Marie among the Hurons Mission site, 
Petroglyphs Provincial Park, the Canadian Museum of 
History, Saint-Louis Forts in Quebec City, the Traditional 
Huron site at Onhoüa Chetek8e, and Fort York. This tour 
also includes an overnight stay in picturesque Quebec City.

Join us on our exploration of the phenomenal earthworks of 
Cahokia and the central Mississippi and Illinois River Valleys. 
Inhabited around a.d. 700 to 1400, Cahokia was the premier 
Mississippian town and the center of the most sophisticated 
prehistoric Indian civilization north of Mexico. This ancient city, 
located across the Mississippi River from what is now St. Louis, 
covered nearly six square miles and was home to thousands of 
people. Monks Mound, the great platform mound in Cahokia’s 
central ceremonial area, is the largest prehistoric earthen 
construction in the New World.

In addition to Cahokia, we’ll also have a behind-the-scenes 
tour of Illinois State Museum’s laboratories and archaeological 
collection, and tour Dickson Mounds, a Mississippian mound 
and village center that flourished 800 years ago and today 
boasts a state-of-the-art interactive museum. Midwest 
archaeological experts will accompany us on this fascinating trip.

San Juan River Trip
When: June 3 - 10, 2017
Where: Utah

Cahokia And The Middle 
Mississippian Culture
Where: Missouri and Illinois
When: June 8 - 12, 2017

The Archaeology Of Canada: Ontario And Quebec

Thousands of people once lived at Cahokia.
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Sainte-Marie among the Hurons was a mid-seventeenth-century French 
Jesuit settlement and mission located near Georgian Bay in Ontario.
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Since the inception of the Conservancy’s Living Spirit Circle in 2002, 
participation has grown to over 100 members. These dedicated 
members have included the Conservancy in their long-term planning 
to ensure that America’s past will always have a future. 

This elite group is open to those who wish to make a lasting 
contribution by including the Conservancy in their will or estate 
plans, or by making a life-income gift such as a charitable gift 
annuity. The Conservancy would like to thank the following Living 
Spirit Circle members for their thoughtfulness and generosity.

Patrons of 
Preservation

Make your Mark in tiMe.

Life Member Gifts of $1,000 or more
Robert C. Arthur, Texas
Helene Beck, California
William W. Brydon, Mississippi
Kathryn H. Colbert, New Mexico
Chris Donnan, California
David W. Douglas, New Mexico
Arthur M. Fairley, Alabama
John and Allis Gillmor, Tennessee
Antony Caldwell Harper, South Carolina
Howard and Virginia Hight, Illinois
Julian B. Holt, California
Patric R. McPoland, Florida
Rosanna Miller and Elinor Hobart, Arizona
Gary R. Mullen, Alabama
Albert C. Oetting, III, Oregon
Douglas L. Peterson, New York
William F. Pickard, Missouri
Lanny M. Proffer, Colorado
Thomas E. Richardson, New Mexico
Fritz Ruebeck, New York
Cheryl B. Smith, Florida
Rod and Karen Wiens, Idaho
Rick Zabor and Julie Pawelak, North Carolina

Anasazi Circle Gifts of $2,500 or more
Dr. Jean S. Aigner, California
Helen Ann Bauer, Illinois
Carol J. Condie, New Mexico
Mary Faul, Arizona
Patricia Foschi, New Mexico
Jim R. Margard, Washington
Bruce L. Tarkington, Tennessee  
   (The Tarkington Family Fund of The Community       
   Foundation of Middle Tennessee)

Foundation/Corporate Gifts 
The Candelaria Fund, California

Bequest
Yvonee Johnson, Arizona
Edwin Cole Daly, California

The Archaeological Conservancy would like to thank 
the following individuals, foundations, and corporations 
for their generous support during the period of August 
through October 2016. Their generosity, along with 
the generosity of the Conservancy’s other members, 
makes our work possible.

Albert and Becky Abel, Illinois
Charlotte Adelman, Illinois
Michael F. Albertini, Washington
Nancy A. Anderson, California
Dorothea E. Atwell, Maryland
Carol M. Baker, Texas
Olive L. Bavins, California
Lawrence R. Benson, New Mexico
Earl C. Biffle, Missouri
Judith A. Bley, California
Denis Boon, Colorado
Marcia M. Boon, Colorado
Robert E. Bouley, Tennessee
Robert L. Buell, Indiana
Harryette Campbell, Missouri
Patrick F. Carey, California
Jean Carley, Oregon
Suzanne and Donald Carmichael, Maine
Catherine I. Crawford, Illinois
Al Crossman, Arizona
Richard W. Dexter, Wisconsin
William G. Doty and Joan T. Mallonee, Alabama
Willa H. Drummond, Florida
Mary D. Dunnell, Mississippi
Ray L. Elliott, California
William Engelbrecht, New York
Hazel L. Epstein, California
Phoebe B. Eskenazi, Oregon
Jerry and Janet EtsHokin, Arizona
Mary Faul, Arizona
Mary Gwyn Fitzgerald, Colorado
Mr. and Mrs. Preston Forsythe, Kentucky
Robert A. Freed and Barbara Hollenbeck, 
 Washington
Veronica H. Frost, Ohio
Derald and Bridget Glidden, California
Maiya and Ross Gralia, Colorado
Norman and Gilda Greenberg, North Carolina
Daniel A. Grossman, Ohio
Lucinda Beyer Headrick, Georgia
Dale and Barbara Henning, Iowa
George M. Hidy, New Mexico
Susan F. Hodgson, California
Judith Hollander, Illinois
Rodney and Virginia Huppi, California
Judith Husted, California
Barbara J. Jacobs, District of Columbia
Mr. and Mrs. Felipe C. Jacome, Arizona
Diane Jones, Maryland
Joyce S. Kaser, New Mexico
Lawrence J. Kazura, New Mexico
Jeanne L. Kennedy, California
Dona P. Key, Oregon
Walter and Allene Kleweno, New Mexico
Derwood K. Koenig, Indiana
Luella D. Landis, Connecticut
Elva J. Lane, Arizona
William J. Lannin, Illinois
Gail A. Larson, Iowa
Jay Last, California
Debby Leitner Jones, Maryland
Joyce E. Lively and Ronald J. Karden, California
Margaret A. Lussky, Minnesota
Nancy L. Malis, Indiana
William L. Mangold, Indiana
Laura Marianek, Ohio
Robin Marion, New Jersey
Barbara Mead, Michigan
Mark Michel, New Mexico
Gerald and Becky Mitchell, Tennessee

Jeffrey M. Mitchem, Arkansas
Lois Monteferante, New York
Jack A. Moore, Florida
Sandra Moriarty, Colorado
Lynn A. Neal, Arizona
James A. Neely, New Mexico
Lee Newman, Virginia
David G. Noble and Ruth Meria, New Mexico
Mr. and Mrs. Jan Novak, New Mexico
Lee O’Brien, Indiana
Dorinda J. Oliver, New York
Margaret Ann Olson, Wisconsin
Priscilla A. Ord, Maryland
Jonathan F. Orser, Ohio
Margaret P. Partee, Tennessee
Tim Perttula, Texas
Donald E. Pierce, New Mexico
Gavine Pitner, North Carolina
Kim Poggenpohl, Georgia
Willow Powers, New Mexico
Mary Lynn Price, California
David A. Pritzke, Tennessee
Erik and Elizabeth Rasmussen, Virginia
Helen Marie Redbird-Smith, Oregon
Barbara A. Reichardt, California
Caryl Richardson, New Mexico
Jean L. Ring, California
Joy Robinson, California
Don and Amy Rosebrock, Idaho
James W. Royle, California
Susan J. Rudich, New York
Janette L. Rudkin, California
Jon and Lydia Sally, Ohio
Richard A. Sanders and Janice Hand, 
 Montana
Kenneth Sassen, Utah
Ken A. Saunders and Sandra Lawhun, 
 North Carolina
Beverly A. Schneider, Tennessee
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Yes, I’m interested in making a planned-giving donation to The Archaeological  
Conservancy and saving money on my taxes. Please send more information on:

        Gifts of stock                     Bequests                   

Name:  ______________________________________________________________________

Street Address:  _______________________________________________________________

City: ______________________________________  State: _______   Zip: _______________                           

Phone:   (           )   ___________________________

Leave a lasting legacy.
Many people consider protecting our cultural heritage 
by remembering the Conservancy in their will. While 
providing us with a dependable source of income, 
bequests may qualify you for an estate tax deduction. 

The Archaeological Conservancy
Attn: Planned Giving
1717 Girard Boulevard NE
Albuquerque, NM 87106

Or call:
(505) 266-1540

Whatever kind of gift you give, you can be sure we will use it  
to preserve places like Old Fort Earthworks and our other  
505 sites across the United States.

Make your Mark in tiMe.
Some Conservancy members think the only way to help save archaeological sites is through membership 
dues. While dues are a constant lifeline, there are many ways you can support the Conservancy’s work, 

both today and well into the future. And by supporting the Conservancy, you not only safeguard  
our past for your children and grandchildren, you also may save some money.

Place stock in the Conservancy.
Evaluate your investments. Some members 
choose to make a difference by donating stock. 
Such gifts offer a charitable deduction for the full 
value instead of paying capital gains tax. 

Began as a  
Conservancy  
Preserve in 2003

Old Fort Earthworks, 
MIDWEST REGION




