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Mark Michel, President

Lay of  
the Land

The Science Of Recognizing Magic

Historical archaeology is playing 
a larger and larger role in the 
understanding of America’s 

past. The relatively new sub-discipline 
combines traditional documentary 
research with archaeology. In this issue, 
we examine the role of magic in the 
nation’s early history. (See ”Unearth-
ing Magic,” page 19.) When it comes to 
slaves, the historical record is notably 
scrawny. We know next to nothing of 
their religious and historical ties to 
Africa. Until recently, most scholars  
just assumed that was all left behind 
when the slaves were wrenched from 
their native land.

Not so, it seems. Archaeological 
finds confirm that American slaves 
maintained many of their African 
religious beliefs, even if they had to 
hide them from Christian masters. 
Magical, or more properly, religious 
bundles and charms are being dis-
covered wherever slaves lived, now 
that archaeologists have learned how 
to recognize them. Their use persists  
into the 20th century.

European immigrants also brought 
folk beliefs with them to the New 
World. Magical remedies were preva-
lent among the Irish and the Germans. 
Historical accounts are rare, so the 

archaeological evidence is extremely 
important, even if it is hard to identify. 
As the evidence mounts, archaeolo-
gists will be better able to recognize 
religious and magical objects they 
find. Historical archaeology has come 
a long way, and its future is bound to 
enhance our understanding of Ameri-
can lifestyles.



american archaeology 3

Letters
A Tour Of South 
Florida’s History
I took a self-guided tour 
of Florida’s south gulf 
coast this winter based 
on Susan Ladika’s excel-
lent article in the Sum-
mer 2014 issue. (See “On 
The Trail Of Florida’s 
Indian Heritage,” page 
25.) My main interests 
were Calusa history 
and culture. My favor-
ite stops were the 
Calusa Heritage Trail 
on Pine Island and the 
Southwest Florida Museum of History in Fort Myers. 

The trail is well laid out with signs in all the right places 
and well informed guides who answered all my questions. 
The museum presents south Florida history in a complete and 
understandable way.

I capped off my tour by going to the Miami Circle. If you 
go to the building immediately north of the circle and look out 
the window on the fifth floor you can see it on your left near 
the top of large empty space that looks like a construction site, 
but is the site and an archaeological dig.

I was lucky enough to be there at a slow time and the 
archaeologist who was there took the time to tell me that this 
was the place where the Tequesta people established a village 
near the ceremonial circle.

Thank you for teaching me more about Native American 
cultures.

Walter Holden
Skokie, Illinois

Editor’s Corner
There once was a time when archaeology con-
sisted primarily of digging things up. But that’s 
certainly no longer the case. Many archaeologi-
cal projects are now complex, multidisciplinary, 
highly technical endeavors. In addition to 
excavation, any given project might also fea-
ture such components as ancient DNA analysis, 
LiDAR mapping, thermoluminescence dating, 
one or more forms of remote sensing, and  
virtual recreations of ancient artifacts, land-
scapes, and events.

This brings us to the matter of trying to 
answer one of American archaeology’s enduring 
questions: Why did the Anasazi leave their home-
land in the late 13th century, and where did they 
go? Since 2001, Washington State University 
archaeologist Tim Kohler and various colleagues 
have brought a wide range of expertise to bear 
in search of answers. (See “Grappling With A 
Great Mystery,” page 32.) Under the auspices 
of Kohler’s Village Ecodynamics Project (VEP), 
archaeologists, geologists, hydrologists, geog-
raphers, computer scientists, and economists  
from institutions in the U.S. and Canada have 
joined forces in an attempt to solve this mystery.

Perhaps the most salient aspect of the VEP 
is its use of computer simulations that, informed 
by the archaeological record, paleoclimate 
information, and other data, create virtual Ana-
sazi families that inhabit an ancient landscape. 
The point of this is to observe how the virtual 
people respond to such real-world issues as 
precipitation, resource abundance or scarcity, 
and (perhaps most challenging) other virtual 
people. This information can help archaeologists 
get into the minds of the Anasazi, revealing why 
these ancient people did what they did. 

And, as a sign of just how much archaeology 
has changed, while working on the VEP Kohler 
didn’t so much as touch a shovel.

 

Sending Letters to
American Archaeology

American Archaeology welcomes your letters. 
Write to us at 1717 Girard Blvd. NE, 

Albuquerque, NM 87106,
or send us e-mail at tacmag@nm.net. 

We reserve the right to edit and publish letters in the 
magazine’s Letters department as space permits.  

Please include your name, address, and telephone number 
with all correspondence, including e-mail messages.
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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 490 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.



american archaeology 5

MuseuM exhibits • tours • Festivals • Meetings • education • conFerences

Events

Abbe Museum
Bar Harbor, Maine—From baskets to beadwork, woodcarvings to birchbark canoes, tools 
to artwork, objects are an important expression of Wabanaki culture. Since the arrival of 
the first European explorers more than 400 years ago, objects made and used by the 
Wabanaki have made their way into museums around the world. The new exhibit Coming 
Home features a beautiful array of material culture, selected and interpreted by Wabanaki 
community curators. The exhibit shares cultural and traditional knowledge, offering 
information about the Wabanaki objects. (207) 288-3519, www.abbemuseum.org/exhibits 
(Through December 19, 2015)

San Diego  
Museum of Man
San Diego, Calif.—The 
ancient Maya left behind 
evidence of a sophisticated 
and complex culture, 
which is explored through 
the exhibit Maya: Heart of 
Sky, Hearth of Earth. Using 
cycles of the moon, sun, 
and planets, they were 
able to develop accurate 
calendar systems. More 
than a thousand years 
ago, they used unique 
hieroglyphic writing to 
carve important dates, 
rulers’ names, and 
ceremonial events on stone 
monuments in southern 
Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, 
Honduras, and El Salvador. 

The huge monuments are casts of the original monuments at the site of Quirigua in 
Guatemala. Today these casts are in better condition than the original monuments, and are 
studied by researchers tracing the history of the Maya through their hieroglyphic writing. The 
exhibit also includes Maya masks, bowls, and figurines, as well as a 42-foot-wide mural. 
(619) 239-2001, www.museumofman.org/exhibits (Through July 31, 2015)

Heard Museum
Phoenix, Ariz.—In the new exhibit Time 
Exposures: Picturing a History of Isleta 
Pueblo in the 19th Century, the pueblo’s 
residents tell their history and the lasting 
effects of 19th-century changes on their 
lives today through historic photographs 
and a variety of media. The story unfolds 
in three parts: first, pueblo people describe 
the year’s cycle as it was in the mid-19th 
century; then they describe the arrival of 
Americans and how this disrupted their 
way of life; and finally they examine the 
historic photographs as products of 
Anglo culture and ask what kind of 
record they really represent. 
(602) 252-8840, www.heard.org 
(Through September 27, 2015) 
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Museum of  
International Folk Art
Santa Fe, N.M.—The new exhibit The 
Red That Colored the World combines 
recent research and original scholarship to 
explore the history and widespread use in 
art of cochineal, an insect-based pigment 
for the color red, whose origins and use 
date to the pre-Columbian Americas. The 
exhibit is one of the most ambitious the 
museum has ever produced, involving 
major scholarly collaboration between an 
international team of curators, art historians, 
and conservation scientists to tell the epic 
story of the history and global use in art of 
American cochineal. For centuries, artisans 
strived to find the color source to rival the 
best reds of nature, their quest ending in the 
Aztec marketplaces of 16th-century Mexico, 
where Spanish explorers encountered the 
American cochineal bug. Highlighting more 
than 130 objects from pre-Columbian and 
Spanish Colonial artists of Mexico and 

Peru, to international painting masters and 
contemporary New Mexican artists, the 
exhibit follows the cochineal insect through 
a 2,000-year journey of global creativity  
and trade. (505) 476-1200,  
www.internationalfolkart.org  
(Through September 13, 2015)

Princeton University 
Art Museum
Princeton, N.J.—Spanning 5,000 years and 
covering a vast geography from Alaska to 
Chile, the museum’s renowned collection 
Art of the Ancient Americas illuminates the 
extraordinary richness of the indigenous 
art of the western hemisphere. (609) 
258-3788, artmuseum.princeton.edu 
(Permanent collection)

v CONFERENCES, 
    LECTURES & FESTIVALS

Fort Ancient Celebration
June 13-14, Oregonia, Ohio. This Native 
American-themed educational event 
features native flute music, drumming, 
and up to 100 dancers in full regalia. 
View demonstrations by silversmiths and 
flintknappers, or participate in dream 
catcher workshops and walk through 
an 18th-century camp. Listen to expert 
storytellers, or sit in on presentations by 
herb and Native heritage experts. There will 
also be crafts, games, tomahawk throwing, 
archery, and prehistoric garden tours with 
master gardeners. (800) 283-8904, www.
fortancient.org

Indian Market & Festival 
June 27-28, Eiteljorg Museum, 
Indianapolis, Ind. A weekend celebration of 

Native American culture through art, music, 
dance, demonstrations, and food. The event 
features native performers and more than 
150 artists from more than 60 tribes.  
(317) 636-9378, www.eiteljorg.org 

Haudenosaunee Dance Day 
July 11, Iroquois Indian Museum, Howes 
Cave, N.Y. The Allegany River Dancers have 
become one of the best-known native dance 
groups, traveling across North America to 
share traditional Iroquois social dances. 
They often perform the hoop dance, which 
involves 30 hoops used to make various 
formations or designs representing things 
from nature. (518) 296-8949,  
www.iroquoismuseum.org

Tidewater Archaeology Days
July 25- 26, Historic St. Mary’s City, Md. 
Experience life in 17th-century Maryland by 
stepping aboard a tall ship, playing Colonial 
games, and wandering through an Indian 
wichott. Take a guided tour of excavations 
and explore the archaeology laboratory. An 
exhibit of artifacts recovered from the site 
will be on display. (240) 895-4990,  
www.hsmcdigshistory.org 

Pecos Conference
August 6-9, Mancos, Colo. Join professional 
and avocational archaeologists, students, 
Native Americans, and members of 
the public at the annual gathering that 
focuses on recent research in the American 
Southwest. This year’s conference includes 
paper and poster presentations, the second 
annual Cordell Prize Competition, a NAGPRA 
Turns 25 roundtable discussion, and 
fieldtrips to local sites. For more information 
contact organizer Chuck Riggs at riggs_c@
fortlewis.edu or www.pecosconference.com 

New York State Museum
Albany, N.Y.—Native Peoples of New 
York explores New York’s cultural 
history and natural landscapes from 
the last Ice Age 12,000 years ago to 
the present. Lifelike dioramas, scale 
models, artifacts, and a life-size 
Mohawk Iroquois longhouse take the 
visitor through New York’s changing 
cultures and populations. New 
computer stations make available 
the latest museum research and 
information from the museum’s vast 
collections. (518) 474-5877, 
www.nysm.nysed.gov/exhibits 
(Long-term exhibit)
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Archaeologists excavating at the 
Rimrock Draw Rock Shelter in 
southeast Oregon, have discov-

ered a stone tool beneath a layer of 
volcanic ash that erupted from Mount 
St. Helens 15,400 years ago, suggesting 
that the site may prove to be one of the 
oldest known human occupation sites 
in North America. 

“When we had the volcanic ash 
identified, we were stunned because 
that would make this stone tool one of 
the oldest artifacts in North America,” 
says University of Oregon archaeolo-
gist Patrick O’Grady. “Given the laws of 
stratigraphy, this object should be older 
than the ash.” He adds that the discov-
eries are “pretty compelling,” but they 
need to be supported by additional 
lines of evidence. 

Located on land owned by the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 
the shelter is adjacent to a stream chan-
nel on a north-facing slope protected 
from prevailing winds. Led by O’Grady, 
archaeologists and field school stu-
dents from the University of Oregon 
and BLM have been studying the site 
since 2011. In 2012, they discovered 
a cluster of tooth enamel fragments 
from a Pleistocene camel that became 
extinct about 13,000 years ago. Below 
that, they unearthed the ancient layer of 
volcanic ash from Mount St. Helens that 
was radiocarbon dated to 15,400 years 
ago. O’Grady says the ash is “intact and 
very clean. There has been no mention 
of it being reworked or blown in from 
elsewhere.”

About eight inches below the 
ash, they discovered a large orange 
stone tool that would have been used 

for scraping and butchering.  A recent 
analysis of blood residue on the tool 
revealed animal proteins consistent 
with bison. 

 “There is a very old presence at 
the site,” he says. So far, a majority of 
the lithics unearthed at the site are 
associated with Western Stemmed 
technology that generally dates from 

about 7,000 to 12,000 years ago. How-
ever, based on discoveries at nearby 
Paisley Caves, a site that’s thought to be 
approximately 14,300 years old, some 
stemmed points may also predate Clo-
vis technology, says O’Grady. They have 
also discovered lithics with Clovis-like 
fluting technology at a site opposite 
the rock shelter. —Paula Neely

Pre-Clovis Artifact
Found In Oregon
Archaeologists have recovered a stone tool 
that appears to be more than 15,000 years old.

Researchers work at the site in 2013. The stone tool was found  

at the bottom of this excavation unit.
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Samuel Munoz (left) and his colleagues take core samples from the deepest part  

of Horseshoe Lake. The core samples provide evidence of ecological change  

over long periods of time.

According to a new study of 
ancient sediment deposits, 
flooding could have contrib-

uted to the collapse of Cahokia, once 
the largest prehistoric city north of 
Mexico. Cahokia is bordered by the 
Mississippi River in what is now south-
western Illinois.

Led by Samuel Munoz, a Ph.D. 
candidate in geography at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madison, the study is 
the first to identify when major floods 
along the central Mississippi River 
occurred during the past 1,800 years. 
The results were recently published in 
the Proceedings of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences. 

The researchers took several sedi-
ment cores from Horseshoe and Grassy 
lakes, one located in the floodplain at 
Cahokia’s northern boundary, and the 
other well to the south down river. 
Each core had layers of fine silt that  
represent periods of flooding. “The lay-
ers had no pollen or microfossils, and 
the texture was unusual,” Munoz says. 
Above and below each flood deposit, 
the layers contained bits of wood and 
charcoal that the researchers dated to 
identify when the floods occurred. 

The evidence showed that from 
about a.d. 300 to 600, the area expe-
rienced large floods that occurred 
about once a century. After 600, 
as the climate over central North  
America became more arid, the large 
floods disappeared. People began set-
tling in the area, and by 1050, Cahokia 
emerged as a major population cen-
ter. It reached its zenith around 1100 
when tens of thousands of people lived 
there. The researchers determined that 
around 1200 the climate became wetter 

Flooding May Have 
Triggered Cahokia’s Decline 
Periodic floods could have led to unrest and abandonment.

and large floods began to resume. At 
about the same time, Cahokia began to 
decline, and by 1350 it was abandoned.  

Munoz thinks that flooding may 
have contributed to the decline of the 
city by destroying crops and supplies 
and forcing people to temporarily relo-
cate. “After about six centuries without 
large floods, the inundation of almost 
the entire floodplain would have been 
unprecedented to people living at 
Cahokia and other low-lying communi-
ties,” he says. Based on archaeological 
evidence, including a palisade that 
was constructed around the center 
of Cahokia, some archaeologists have 
theorized that the city suffered from 
political and religious unrest and vio-
lence that led to its demise. 

But so far, archaeologists have not 
unearthed any evidence of flooding 
at Cahokia, according to Tim Pauketat, 
a University of Illinois archaeologist 
who has studied Cahokia for more than 
30 years. “There’s no real evidence of 
flooding where people were living, and 
one flood doesn’t necessarily mean that 
the civilization would be destroyed. 
These people were organized and 
would have prepared for them,” he says. 
He also notes that many farmers were 
living in the hills, where they would 
have been “high and dry.”

“If the study is right, it would be 
interesting. It would speak to the big-
ger picture of the valley’s history,” 
Pauketat says. “But there are a lot of ifs.”

—Paula Neely



american archaeology 9

b
R

ia
n

 k
o

o
y

M
a

n

The remains of one of seven butchered horses uncovered at the site.

New dates on horse and camel 
remains discovered at Wally’s 
Beach indicate that Ice-Age 

hunters were killing megafauna in 
the area about 300 years earlier than 
previously believed, according to Mike 
Waters, the director of the Center for 
the Study of the First Americans at 
Texas A&M University. 

Waters and a team of research-
ers from the University of Calgary 
in Canada and Aarhus University in 
Denmark, obtained new radiocarbon 
dates on the skeletal remains of a 
camel that had been discovered at the 
site, which is located about 80 miles 
south of Calgary, Canada, several years 
ago. They also dated for the first time 
seven butchered horses unearthed 
at the site. All of the animals dated 
to 13,300 years ago, plus or minus 
30 years Their study was recently 
published in the Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences.
Located on a major game trail 

where animals forded the St. Mary’s 
River about 110 miles south of Calgary, 
Wally’s Beach is the only site where 
evidence of prehistoric human hunting 
of horses and camels in North America 
has been discovered, Waters says. Track-
ways with foot impressions of mam-
moth, bison, camels, horses, and other 
animals indicate that the site was well 
travelled.

According to the study, the newly 
dated horse and camel remains, cou-
pled with butchered mammoth, mast-
odon, sloth, and gomphothere discov-
ered elsewhere, provide evidence that 
six of the 36 genera of megafauna that 
went extinct about 12,700 years ago 
were hunted by humans. The new study 
also demonstrates the importance of 
obtaining accurate dates at early sites. 
“Without a proper chronology we can’t 

Early Date Of Megafauna 
Hunting Revised
New radiocarbon dates indicate that Paleo-Indians hunted horses  
and camels in Canada centuries earlier than previously thought. 

put it all together. The earlier erroneous 
dating masked an important pre-Clovis 
discovery,” he says.

The camel was originally dated 
to about 13,000 years ago, but all the 
contaminants had not been removed 
from the collagen before it was dated. 
As a result, the date wrongly sug-
gested that the hunting had occurred 
during the Clovis time period. Waters 
says the original date didn’t match 
the artifacts from the site. No Clo-
vis points were unearthed; instead 
only nondescript tools, choppers, a 
core tool and a crude biface used to 
butcher the animals were discovered 
at the eight kill sites. 

Wally’s Beach is now the oldest 
firmly-dated site in Canada, and it falls 
into the transition period between 
pre-Clovis and Clovis, Waters says. “It’s 
always exciting to get another piece of 
the puzzle.”—Paula Neely
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Peter Douglas (left) and his colleagues on Lake Salpeten.

Archaeologists have known for 
some time that the Maya’s col-
lapse in the southern lowlands 

was more complete than it was in the 
north, and a recent study suggests that 
could have been due to a more severe 
drought in the south. Led by Peter 
Douglas of Yale University, a team of 
researchers from various institutions 
conducted stable hydrogen and carbon 
isotope analyses of plant wax lipids 
in sediment cores from Lake Chichan-
canab in the northern lowlands and 
from Lake Salpeten in the southern 
lowlands. 

Archaeologists have long tried to 
explain the massive societal collapse 
of the ancient Maya civilization in the 
southern lowlands between about a.d. 
800 and 1000, a time known as the Ter-
minal Classic period. “While there have 
been a number of studies about climate 
change that affected the ancient Maya, 
there are still unresolved questions 
about how bad droughts were at differ-
ent times, in which parts of the Maya 
region they were worse, and how the 
ancient Maya responded,” Douglas says.

The team’s analyses show changes 
in water availability and land use over 
time. “We used the same method at two 
lakes, one each in the north and south 
of the Maya region, allowing us to 
compare where drought was worse at 
different times” explains Douglas. “We 
found that, during the period of Maya 
societal collapse, drought was worse 

New Study Considers
Impact Of Drought
On Maya Collapse 
Analyses show that drought was worse 
in the south than in the north. 

in the southern part of the Maya world 
(now northern Guatemala and Belize) 
than in the northern part (the upper 
Yucatan peninsula). This is important 
because the collapse was much worse 
in the south; in the north fewer cities 
were abandoned and there was much 
more of a recovery, but in the south 
this time period really marked the end 
of the Maya as a powerful civilization.” 

The researchers also found that 
an earlier, less severe drought episode 
had stricken the Maya between about 
A.D. 200 and 500, during which time 
they grew corn in better watered 

seasonal wetland areas, rather than 
relying on rainfall agriculture across 
the landscape. “This suggests that the 
ancient Maya adapted to this earlier 
drought, but they couldn’t adapt to 
the droughts in the Terminal Classic,” 
Douglas says. “This may be because the 
later droughts were worse, or because 
their society had changed in ways that 
made them more vulnerable, or both.” 
Douglas and his colleagues are looking 
for opportunities to apply the study’s 
techniques to other areas of the Maya 
region and Mesoamerica. 

—Tamara Stewart
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The red dots in this illustration show where bones were found at one of  

La Quemada’s residential and ceremonial terraces.

Mesoamerica Bone Study 
Sheds Light On  
Ancient Violence
Human remains were apparently used  
to communicate various messages.

The analysis of human remains 
from La Quemada, a fortified resi-
dential and ceremonial complex 

in northwest Mexico, offers insights 
into violence between different 
groups and how the dead were used 
to convey symbolic messages, accord-
ing to a new study by archaeologists 
Ben Nelson of Arizona State University 
and Debra Martin of the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas.

Their study concluded that from 
about a.d. 500 to 900, people who lived 
in the northern frontier of Mesoamerica 
engaged in social conflict. Teotihuacan 
had collapsed and many small groups 
were dispersed throughout the area. 
La Quemada’s defensive architecture, 
extensive bone deposits, and displays 
of the bones of vanquished enemies 
suggest conflict between the groups. 

Over 2,000 bones were recovered 
from the site, about half of which were 
completely or partially analyzed. “We 
didn’t conceive of it when we were 
digging, but we were looking at a living 
space adorned with human bones,” Nel-
son says. The complex arrays of human 
skeletal material commemorated past 
physical conflicts, possibly discourag-
ing their repetition, while also symboli-
cally connecting the living with their 
deceased ancestors and deities.

On a walkway leading to a temple 
there were displays of long bones 
and drilled skulls, possibly of defeated 
enemies, hanging from each side. More 
bones were suspended from a roof cov-
ering another walkway, on freestanding 
racks and on the outside of the temple 
wall. “They didn’t have literature, law or 
lasting agreements, so they had to make 
statements in other ways,” Nelson says.

On a patio near the temple, archae-
ologists discovered bone fragments 
with deep cut marks, bone splinters, 
and evidence of burning. Some bones 
also had pot polishing and other char-
acteristics consistent with cannibalism. 
“There are stories about people pick-
ing single captives, bringing them back, 
tying them up, mistreating them, and 
then killing and eating them,” he notes.

Inside the temple, bundles of 
bones were suspended from the ceil-
ing. Unlike the bones discovered out-
doors, those found indoors probably 
belonged to ancestors and had very 
little perimortem modification other 
than the shallow cut marks. Those 
marks may have occurred when the 

skeletons were defleshed after a period 
of decay and desiccation. That was a 
sign of veneration for loved ones and 
ancestors, according to Nelson.

Caches of small discarded bones 
with some evidence of burning and 
other processing, and bones with spi-
ral fractures and cut marks were also 
discovered in middens near a terrace 
where bones were likely processed. 

Although similar mortuary pat-
terns and mass deposits of disarticu-
lated and commingled bones have been 
discovered at other contemporaneous 
regional centers, this study represents 
the first detailed bioarchaeological 
analysis of remains from such a residen-
tial complex. —Paula Neely
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A Lost City Found?

By ChArLes C. PoLing

A stream winds through part of an unexplored valley in Mosquitia in eastern Honduras,   

a region long rumored to contain a legendary White City, also called the City of the Monkey God. 

Earlier this year the media reported that a scientific expedition 
had discovered a 1,000-year-old lost city in a remote area  
in eastern Honduras. But rather than celebrating this news,  
a number of other researchers were up in arms.
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On March 2, 2015, a news story on the 
National Geographic web-

site announced the discovery of an ancient “lost city” that 
was once inhabited by a mysterious culture in the Mosqui-
tia area of eastern Honduras. The article said an expedition, 
which had been searching for the legendary White City 
(also known as the City of the Monkey God), verified the 
existence of an ancient site found by LiDAR during a 2012 
aerial survey. After the National Geographic story appeared, 
dozens of other media published versions of it, some embel-
lishing the account into a Raiders of the Lost Ark-style epic, 
with references to cannibals and human sacrifice. 

Shortly thereafter, 27 researchers and scholars with 

knowledge of the region, including several Hondurans, 
signed an open letter attacking the press accounts of this 
project, known as the Under the LiDAR (UTL) expedition. 
They complained that the National Geographic article—
published by the venerable organization that has supported 
numerous archaeological projects—and subsequent media 
coverage exaggerated and sensationalized the expedition’s 
discovery, and ignored previous research and local knowl-
edge about the thousand-year-old ruins.

“By focusing on the White City legend, citing the ‘Lost 
City of the Monkey God’…and by presenting the area as 
‘one of the last scientifically unexplored places on earth,’ 
these articles exploit hyperbolic, sensational, and unscien-
tific rhetoric. Explanation of research questions and other 
essential aspects of a scientific approach are largely ignored,” 
the letter stated. “One day it’s this, the next day it’s Atlantis,” 
says conservationist and cultural geographer Mark Bonta of 
Penn State University Altoona, one of the letter’s signees. “It’s 
almost like it’s a reality show.” 

“The publicity and sensationalism of UTL is not justified 
by the find,” says Chris Begley, an archaeologist at Transylva-
nia University who coauthored the open letter with several 
of the other signatories. Begley is a leading expert who has 
spent years working in the Honduran jungle, and he lived 
among the contemporary indigenous people, the Pech. He 
wrote his doctoral dissertation on the archaeology of this 
unnamed ancient culture. Based on the reports he’s seen, 
Begley says, “This site is not actually any different from what 
archaeologists have found there for years, either in size, or 
the stone artifacts on the surface. What merits the publicity?”

In addition to questioning the media accounts of the 
expedition, Begley and at least some of the other signatories 
question the project itself. Did UTL find a lost city, or do the 
local inhabitants already know about it? Had other archae-
ologists already been there? Why was the expedition staffed 
by researchers who, at least in some cases, lacked expertise 
in the Mosquitia? And why were the expedition’s discoveries 
first reported in the popular media rather than a scientific, 
peer-reviewed journal?

Various legends of fabulous cities 
in the Honduran 

rainforest can be traced all the way back to the Spanish 
conquistador Hernán Cortés. Some stories conflate the 
White City with the Lost City of the Monkey God, others 
with indigenous tales of Casa Blanca, or White House. The 
latter tales have spiritual significance for the Pech and other 
local people. In 1526 Cortés mentioned, but never pursued, 
a legendary Old Land of Red Earth. In a 1544 letter to the 
King of Spain, a Spanish cleric claimed to have glimpsed a 
large city in the unexplored jungle, a place where his native 
guides said the residents ate from gold plates. 

Hunters and pilots claimed sightings; Charles Lindbergh 
reported seeing a “white city” as he flew over eastern Hon-
duras in 1927. That same year, an ethnographer from Luxem-
bourg studying the Pech said a rubber prospector had found 
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ruins of the White City. The legend reached its zenith when 
adventurer Theodore Morde claimed to have found the Lost 
City of the Monkey God in 1940. Morde fetched home ship-
ping crates full of artifacts, but he never returned to finish 
excavating the site. He died of an apparent suicide in the 
1950s without divulging its location. 

In the 2013 book Jungleland, author Christopher S. 
Stewart chronicled his own often harrowing quest for 
Morde’s lost city, guided by none other than Chris Begley. 
At the end of Jungleland, Begley told Stewart the White City 
can never be found because “its essence is to be lost.” He  
all but laughed off the Lost City of the Monkey God as 
Morde’s ridiculous fabulation. The archaeological commu-
nity—including the researchers on the UTL expedition—
would agree. Chris Fisher, a UTL member, archaeologist, 
and LiDAR expert from Colorado State University, called the 
myth “a big distraction for archaeologists.”

“The legend still functions and it is active within the 
Honduran culture,” says Juan Carlos Fernández, a Honduran 
engineer at the University of Houston who ran the LiDAR in 
the 2012 aerial survey and was also a member of the expedi-
tion. “If anything, I guess it has gained momentum over the 
last years.” In 2010, the Honduran government launched a 
tourism route capitalizing on the White City mystique. 

Indigenous people like the Pech and Miskito, he says, 
consider the myth “an integral part of their history and iden-
tity.” Some Hondurans “approach the legend as a mystery: is 

it real or is it not?” In eastern Honduras, “everyone knows 
at least one person who claims to have been to a Ciudad 
Blanca. In a way, it’s true,” he says, given the extensive ruins 
in this area. Outside of academic circles, “there are many 
accounts of individuals, both Honduran and foreign, who 
have organized or led expeditions in search of the White 
City,” according to Fernández. Such trips often make the 
national newspapers. 

The media not only covered the UTL expedition, it 
played a role in its inception. Filmmaker Steve Elkins, who 
organized the expedition, is making a documentary about it 
and the White City legend. Elkins admits to being obsessed 
with finding the site since he first heard about the legend 
while filming another documentary in Honduras in 1994. On 
that trip, “we found enigmatic artifacts, but no city,” he says. 
He later read everything about it, and commissioned satellite 
imagery and aerial image analysis to search for it. By 2012, 
with the approval of the Honduran Institute of Anthropology 
and History (IHAH), the government agency that oversees 
the country’s archaeological projects, Elkins commissioned 
a LiDAR scan of an area he discerned on the satellite imagery 
that he thought might be the site. The scan was done by 
the National Center for Airborne Laser Mapping, based at the 
University of Houston.

LiDAR, or light detection and ranging, uses billions of 
laser pulses to peer through the dense jungle and spot fea-
tures on the forest floor that can’t otherwise be seen from 

A were-jaguar effigy, likely representing a combination of a human and spirit animal, is part of a still-buried ceremonial seat,  

or metate, one of many artifacts discovered in a cache in ruins deep in the Honduran jungle.
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the ground, air, or space. The technology typically scans the 
ground from an airplane, then incorporates that data with 
other information to generate precise 3-D surface imagery. 

Elkins’ hunch paid off. He took the images to Fisher 
and geographer Stephen Leisz, also of Colorado State Uni-
versity. They had used the technology with great success 
at Angamuco, a site in western Mexico. “We had our ‘aha’ 
moment when we saw the [UTL] images,” Fisher says. “We 
could show [Elkins and others] features they couldn’t 
recognize before.” The LiDAR results were newsworthy 
themselves. The author of the National Geographic piece, 
Douglas Preston, wrote about them in a New Yorker article 
published May 6, 2013. Preston is a long-time archaeology 
writer for the New Yorker, and his work also appears in The 
Atlantic, Smithsonian, and Natural History magazines.

Elkins then assembled an interdisciplinary team to 
verify the LiDAR imaging by surveying the site. The expedi-
tion was sponsored by UTL Productions, (a company involv-
ing Elkins and formed to produce a documentary about 
the use of LiDAR in search of ancient ruins in Honduras) in 

partnership with IHAH, NCALM/University of Houston, and 
Colorado State University and supported by the president 
of Honduras. It included Oscar Neil Cruz, an IHAH archae-
ologist who has worked in this region, Fisher and one other 
American archaeologist, Fernández, ethnobotanists, docu-
mentary filmmakers, Preston, a photographer, and support 
personnel. The 16 Honduran special forces soldiers provid-
ing security—narco-trafficking ravages the Honduran coun-
tryside—included members of the Pech, Tawakha, and other 
indigenous communities. 

“Basically, everything we thought we were seeing 
on LiDAR was there,” says Fisher. The team surveyed and 
recorded, but did not excavate, the ruins. They found evi-
dence of roads, paths, irrigation canals, reservoirs, possible 
river channel modification, terraces, plazas, and an earthen 
pyramid. They also found 52 artifacts poking out of the 
ground and assumed more were below the surface. Carved 
stone objects included a dramatic were-jaguar head, grinding 
stones resting on legs or possibly chairs, and vessels embel-
lished with figures. They left everything in situ. 
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A large-scale image of the structure below, 

which is believed to be a man-made plaza.

This image shows how LiDAR penetrates thick vegetation to reveal formations that could be archaeological sites. 

The rises in the highlighted circles are thought to be structures found in the Mosquitia.
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The press accounts led Begley to conclude the site has 
the characteristics of the culture he and others have studied 
for decades. “It’s definitely the same culture,” he says. “You 
see all the same stuff. It has some interesting elements and 
looks like it may be one of the larger sites. It’s got these cool 
things that you find in these remote sites, like all the stone 
artifacts on the surface. But it’s absolutely typical of what we 
find at similar sites with hundreds of artifacts on the ground.” 

Days after the expedition returned to the 
United States, the National 

Geographic website posted Preston’s article. Though he 

mentioned the White City legend, he also wrote that the 
UTL archaeologists and other scientists dismissed it. Still, 
the article inflamed many archaeologists. “My initial reaction 
was, here we go again,” Begley says. “This time we’re going 
to speak up and tell people this is not what archaeology is 
about.” 

So Begley and several other signatories wrote the open 
letter, which they first sent to National Geographic. They 
then sent a slightly revised version to other publications, 
a number of which ran articles about it. The letter casti-
gated “recent articles proclaiming the discovery of a lost 
city or civilization in Honduras.” The letter concluded, “We  

This drawing of Theodore Morde’s Lost City of the Monkey God was originally published in the American Weekly on September 22, 1940.  

Its caption read: From the tribal legends of the Honduran Indians comes this artist’s conception of the temple of the monkey god at  

the peak of its glory a thousand or more years ago: the huge idol of an ape, seated atop a great platform, faced an enormous paved 

approach whose margins were bordered with grotesque images of monkeys, frogs, and alligators.
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urge you to make an effort to correct the inaccuracies and 
damaging rhetoric in these articles and to give more sophis-
ticated consideration to the publication of this and future 
articles that sensationalize archaeology, make false claims of 
discovery, show a general ignorance of the region and previ-
ous research, and exploit rhetorical elements that represent 
antiquated and offensive ethnocentric attitudes.” 

The sensationalism, according to Begley, started with 
the National Geographic article. Rosemary Joyce, a Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, archaeologist who has worked in 
Honduras for years, describes the expedition as an “adven-
ture fantasy trip. She and others carried on an assault in the 
blogosphere, ripping into the National Geographic piece 
and subsequent reports from other media outlets. 

Begley accuses the UTL expedition of being a media 
event. “The problem is presenting this as a ‘lost city’ and a 
‘lost civilization’ that they discover,” he says. “That is just not 
true. We have 100 years of studying this civilization.” He is 
“certain that local folks know about the site and the area,” 
and he argues that the notion of “discovery” dismisses indig-
enous peoples’ knowledge, whereas including their knowl-
edge makes for a better understanding of the past. “Every-
thing points to these sites having been built by the ancestors 
of the Pech, principally,” and others. 

 (As for his role in the book Jungleland, Begley says,  
“I explore the legend. I don’t search for the lost city, and we 
don’t find it. I am not against popular media. I do it, but I do 
it differently. Mine has explicitly given credit to the Pech and 
local folks who are instrumental in everything I do.”) 

National Geographic and members of the expedition 
rebutted the allegations. “That’s so ridiculous,” Fisher retorts. 
“I’m not Indiana Jones. The technical report is already 
deposited with the government in Tegucigalpa, with sites 
not before documented.” These include sites revealed by 
LiDAR that were not ground-surveyed by UTL. “Our work has 
resulted in protection for the area. We’re preparing academic 
publications on the material. The map digitizes the archaeo-
logical features we saw. The overarching goal was to confirm 
what we saw on the LiDAR. I don’t think that’s adventuring.” 

Preston calls the letter’s characterization “a wildly incor-
rect portrayal of the UTL expedition,” adding that “most of 
these criticisms are based on erroneous information or erro-
neous assumptions.” The letter also charged that the press 
coverage, and by implication the UTL expedition, ignored 
the previous scholarship on the area, which consists of 
“many scholarly and popular works.” Joyce notes that it “sim-
ply is conventional to write to the other scholars working 
in an area.” While acknowledging that Preston interviewed 
him for the New Yorker article that was published prior to 
the expedition, Begley says no researcher from UTL has con-
tacted him to discuss his work, and that merely reading his 
dissertation isn’t sufficient. 

Fisher bridles at this charge, saying he, Fernández, and 
UTL member Alicia González, an anthropologist and ethnog-
rapher, exhaustively reviewed the published literature and 
source documents, and they found no peer-reviewed articles 

by Begley. “Where’s the data? Where’s the publications?” 
Fisher asks rhetorically. He also notes that Begley hasn’t 
worked in the Mosquitia for a number of years.

González says she combed through the IHAH archive 
in Tegucigalpa looking for historical records, manuscripts, 

Archaeologist Chris Begley in the Mosquitia.
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Christopher Fisher excavating at Angamuco, 

Michoacán, Mexico in 2013.
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and land titles of sites in the Mosquitia dating from the 16th  
century. She searched other archives and repositories includ-
ing the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian’s collections and 
libraries, and the National Museum of the American Indian. 
“I researched everything that had been done prior,” she says, 
adding that the “intention always had been to include Begley 
and other specialists who have worked in the Mosquitia at 
the appropriate time, after the field verification of the LiDAR 
target sites.” 

González isn’t so sure who the direct 
descendants of this spe-

cific site are. “The real puzzle is about the original peopling 
of the area,” she says, and though many local groups “go way 
back to these ancestral lands, it’s not a simple attribution 
to one group, but a layering of several groups and stories 
through time.” She is, however, “convinced no one has been 
in this specific site for a very long time, perhaps a couple 
hundred years.” Amazon rainforest ethnobotanist Mark  
Plotkin, who was part of the expedition, says the area “is 
clearly the most undisturbed rain forest in Central America.”

“Yes, it is a lost civilization,” says Preston, who vigor-
ously defends the articles he wrote. “Nobody has done the 
research to indicate which groups are descended from the 
people who created this civilization. This civilization no  
longer exists.” He adds that “What I wrote is 100 percent 
accurate. Everything I write is fact-checked to death.” 

Though Fisher stops short of calling the site a lost city—
“It’s an undocumented city of an academically unknown 
culture”—he agrees with González that humans haven’t 
set foot there in a very long time. “I’ve never been to any 
place like that,” he says. The ancient artifacts and features 
aside, the expedition found no evidence of human presence. 

According to a web post by UTL Productions, the nearest 
indigenous Pech village is roughly 45 miles away.

Fisher says it was IHAH’s decision to have National 
Geographic publish the expedition’s finds rather than first 
submitting them to a scientific journal, in which case they 
would have undergone peer-review in order to be published. 
He notes, however, that since the 2012 LiDAR survey, he’s 
presented papers at four academic conferences and coau-
thored two journal articles on the project’s LiDAR work. 

Indeed, the UTL Productions’ web post states that “The 
multi-level tropical forest of la Mosquitia represents some 
of the densest vegetation cover in the world. The UTL proj-
ect demonstrates that LiDAR can penetrate even this heavy 
vegetation cover to produce meaningful results. In many 
respects this represents the ultimate demonstration of this 
technology, which was used for the first time to explore an 
unknown region for archaeological features.” Furthermore, 
the post announced that Honduras President Juan Orlando 
Hernández had directed the military “to safeguard the site” 
and the Mosquitia region after the National Geographic 
article focused international attention on deforestation from 
illegal logging and potential looting in the Mosquitia. 

Elkins admits they failed to find the legendary White City. 
Fernández suggests that “many important large scale settle-
ments in the region still need to be identified, documented, 
researched, and preserved. This is perhaps the beauty of the 
legend, that it has inspired and generated actual evidence by 
us and others of something much broader, more extensive, 
and perhaps more relevant than a single lost city.”

CHARLES C. POLING is a New Mexico-based writer who reports on 
archaeology, history, and the arts. His article “The Search For Moho” 
appeared in the Spring 2015 issue of American Archaeology.
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This map shows the Mosquitia 

region, the approximate area 

where the LiDAR scan took place, 

and a number of the documented 

archaeological sites in the area.
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In the late 17th century, Annapolis enjoyed a thriv-
ing economy as the capital of the Maryland colony. 
An average of at least 300 enslaved Africans were 

brought in every year between 1695 and 1708, many 
from the west coast of Africa. By the middle of the 18th 
century, slaves made up a third of the city’s population, 
and the number of free African Americans was growing 
as well.

In the late 1980s and 1990s, archaeologists discovered 

By Julian Smith

a bundle of objects buried under the floor of a house in 
Annapolis once owned by Charles Carroll, a signer of the 
Declaration of Independence. The objects were in the 
northeast corner of a room that at one point had been 
occupied by slaves. About a foot and a half beneath the 
floor, roughly two dozen items were found in an area 
approximately six inches in diameter. The assemblage 
included shell discs, straight pins, buttons, two pierced 
coins, a tiny faceted glass bead, a smooth black stone, and 

This tiny clay skull was uncovered 

at the Demory site in northern Virginia. 

The skull dates to circa 1830-1860 

and is less than an inch in height.
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When European and African immigrants came to America 
they brought with them spiritual practices that in some 
cases suggested magic. In the last few decades a number 
of archaeologists have found evidence of these practices.

Unearthing MagicUnearthing Magic



20 summer  •  2015

14 large rock crystals. The collection was covered with an 
overturned pearlware bowl with a blue sunburst painted on 
it. Two more crystals were found in a nearby room, the larg-
est of which was six-inches long and weighed about four 
pounds. All the objects were dated around the beginning of 
the 19th century.

At first people thought it was a garbage deposit or 
rat’s nest, says archaeologist Mark Leone of the University 
of Maryland. But the assemblage reminded him of similar 
groups of items he had excavated at Native American sites 
in the Southwest. He consulted with scholars of African 
American history, who pointed him to historic descriptions 
of charms from West Central Africa called minkisi. These 
bundles of carefully chosen items were used to invoke the 
supernatural for healing and protection. It appeared that the 
bundle as a whole was a spiritual artifact, rooted in African 
traditions but transformed as a result of the journey across 
the Atlantic.

Since the 1990s, archaeologists have recognized many 
such signs of private ritual in the New World. Even as Chris-
tianity emerged as the nominal religion of the American 
colonies, both European and African immigrants continued 
to practice non-traditional forms of spirituality throughout 
the colonial period. Sometimes called “magic,” these prac-
tices illustrate the complex interactions between races, and 
show how widely different cosmologies combined to create 

a spectrum of uniquely American folk beliefs.
Researchers subsequently identified other bundles all 

around Annapolis. Almost all were placed under doorsteps 
or hearths, or, for unknown reasons, in the northeast corners 
of rooms. But there were exceptions: in 2008 a bundle was 
found in what was once a gutter along Fleet Street near the 
state capitol building. Impressions on its surface showed 
that the compact lump of hard clay was once held together 
by cloth or leather. X-rays revealed it contained a carefully 
organized assemblage of over 300 pieces of lead shot on the 
bottom, overlaid with dozens of nails and about two dozen 
straight pins, some bent at 90-degree angles. A stone ax pro-
truded from the top.

Dating to the 1740s, this was the oldest bundle found in 
the city, Leone says. It was originally placed in the open, as 
opposed to the secretive burials of other bundles, suggest-
ing that African religions were more tolerated in that time 
period. The bundles were thought to possess a power of 
their own, allowing practitioners to control powerful spirits 
who intervened in daily life. “It’s an active management of 
the spirit world, not passive invocation,” Leone says. 

The arrangement of a set of deposits unearthed in 1998 
in what is known as the Brice House revealed a significant 
spiritual pattern. The objects were found under the brick 
floor of two rooms, a kitchen and laundry, in the east wing. 
Each room had a hearth on the wall opposite the central 

Objects from the Carroll House cache included shell discs, straight pins, buttons, two pierced coins, a tiny faceted glass bead,  

a smooth black stone, and large rock crystals. The collection was covered with an overturned pearlware bowl.
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wall that divided them. Two caches, one associated with 
each hearth, contained hundreds of objects, including doll 
parts and a bundle of feathers. A pierced coin was discov-
ered in the corner of one room near the central wall. All 
were dated to the end of the 19th century, after slaves were 
emancipated.

The two caches and the coin form three of the four ends 
of a cross that is oriented north and south by the hearths, 
and east by the pierced coin. It’s assumed that the deposits 
marking the west end of the cross were destroyed when a 
staircase in that part of the house was removed. Near the 
doorway between the rooms was a series of caches that con-
tained shells, matchsticks, a button from a Civil War uniform, 
a perfume bottle, glass buttons and beads, and coins dating 
to 1870-1900.

The pattern resembled a cosmogram or dikenga, one 
of the most important symbols in the Bakongo religious 
tradition of West Central Africa, according to Leone. Often 
surrounded by a circle, the pattern symbolizes the universe 
and the intersecting worlds of the living and the dead. The 
woman who lived in this part of the house and worked for 
the owners of the house spent 30 or 40 years systematically 
building a cosmogram below the floors of the rooms, he says. 
It may have been meant to turn the rooms into a safe space 
for African Americans, who faced Jim Crow segregation and 
other forms of intense racism in former slaveholding areas 
even after emancipation. The entire collection may have 
included 500 to a thousand items, of which half to two-thirds 
were excavated. In all, it was probably the most complex set 
of African American objects excavated in the city.

Signs of African and African American spirituality like 

cosmograms and bundles went unnoticed by archaeolo-
gists for decades, Leone says. “Once you understand that 
Africa and its religions didn’t disappear, but were reshaped 
in North America, you can find the archaeological expres-
sions everywhere you find African Americans,” he says. 
“Annapolis becomes an African city as much as it is a patri-
otic European city.”

Researchers long dismissed remnants of African culture 
and spirituality, often for racial reasons. The word “magic” itself 
has too many negative connotations, especially when it follows 
the word “black.” But in fact “it’s a culture of beliefs of how 
the world works,” says Leone. “It’s usually positive, involved in 
protecting people or enticing them into loving relationships.” 
Over time these practices have persisted and changed, and 
still exist today in the form of voodoo and hoodoo.

In 1997, during excavations at a farmstead in Loudoun 
County in northern Virginia, Chris Fennell of the Univer-
sity of Illinois found a small clay sculpture of a human 

skull under the floor of a small cabin. Roughly the size of a 
thumbnail, it was buried six inches below the floorboards 
between two doorways. The object was inscribed with four 
letters—M, D, R, and S—separated by two crossed lines form-
ing an X. Associated artifacts suggested the sculpture dated 
to the early 19th century. 

“That little item opened up a world of research,” says 
Fennell. Like other properties in the region, the farmstead 
was owned by several generations of German-Americans 
between the mid-18th and mid-19th centuries. Documentary 
evidence showed that one of those owners, the Demory fam-
ily, had two male slaves. This raised the question of whether 
one of them may have had experience in invoking spiritual 
powers. The letters MD matched the initials of one of the 
Demorys, and identifying the subject of a curse by name cor-
responded with African American spiritual traditions.

On the other hand, many European cultures brought 

This illustration shows the nails, lead shot, straight pins, and  

stone ax that X-rays revealed in the Fleet Street bundle.

Punched or drilled silver coins are common at African-American 

slave sites. This coin was found in a historic component of the 

Burning Spring Branch site in western West Virginia.
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non-Christian folk beliefs with them to the New World, Fen-
nell says. German-American traditions included practices 
known as hexerei, or powwowing, used for things like cur-
ing fevers, warding off witches, or keeping cows’ milk from 
going sour. Frowned on by mainstream church leaders, these 
practices would have been kept private. The inscriptions on 
the skull, and its location in a spot where it was guaranteed 
to be walked across frequently, strongly suggest it was placed 
there as part of a malicious curse. (Walking over a charmed 
object was generally thought to activate its power.)

But who placed it there? The R and S didn’t fit the names 
of any known owners or area residents, but they did recall a 
25-letter Latin palindrome found in Roman ruins called the 
Rotas Sator. Palindromes, words and sentences that read the 
same forwards and backwards, have long been viewed as 
magical, and were thought to confuse the devil. The Rotas 
Sator palindrome was known to have appeared in “charm 
books,” otherwise written in German, that were in circula-
tion in the region in the early 19th century.

Based on the evidence, Fennell thinks the curse was 
probably left by another German-American family who built 
the cabin, but was evicted when the Demorys took owner-
ship of the land in 1806. “It looks like someone left behind 
a curse with the initials of the new family,” he says. But that 
doesn’t mean that the folk beliefs of European and African 
American cultures don’t often overlap. Spiritual items could 
have been meaningful to both, perhaps even used in similar 
ways. “You have to look at all possibilities of a site,” he says.

Archaeologists have often assumed that “exotic” artifacts 
found in certain places and timeframes were African Ameri-
can, he says. Only in the past decade have they started to 
accept that European Americans had similar folk belief sys-
tems and used similar objects. Cultures mixed and borrowed 

from each other, but they may have also developed parallel 
beliefs independently.

One example can be seen in the personal amulets some 
slaves made for protection from harm, such as pierced coins. 
Pierced coins were a common enough charm item that they 
appeared in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, where 
Mark Twain wrote how “Jim always kept that five-center piece 
around his neck with a string and said it was a charm the 
devil give him with his own hands and told him he could cure 
anybody with it and fetch witches whenever he wanted to.”

Since overseers considered any expression of African 
cultural identity as a threat, and perhaps a first step toward 
coordination, or even rebellion, they likely would have 
objected to the open display of such objects—but only if 
they recognized them for what they were. While some 
archaeologists would say that European-Americans’ narrow 
view of religious beliefs meant that slaves would have been 
free to display the charms, Fennell argues the opposite: 
“People across two cultures could at least both recognize 
they were for spiritual use.” As a result, slaves likely had to 
keep the charms hidden under their shirts.

In both cultures, “what we call magic and superstition 
is the private exercise of religion that got pushed under by 
a dominant religion,” he says. Continuing practice of the folk 
religion “was done in a very circumspect way, at home.” Folk 
religions tend to use intermediary spirits to make personal 
requests, as opposed to groups that come together in a 
church to address a higher power directly.

Artifacts found in New York City show how European 
immigrants may have mixed ancient folk beliefs with 
practical methods, at least in matters of health, says 

Meredith Linn of Barnard College. Like the Africans and 
Germans before them, Irish immigrants 
in the 19th century also brought their 
own cultural practices to America. 
Among those practices were a variety 
of strategies that employed household 
items for medicinal purposes. Many of 
these immigrants left Ireland because 
of the potato famine of 1845-1852, and 
as a result they were both poor, and in 
poor health. Due to prevailing preju-
dices, they often had to live in neigh-
borhoods with minimal sanitation and 
housing, and could only find the most 
menial or dangerous jobs. “There was a 
great need for healing,” Linn says. 

Some cures came from people 
whose credentials as healers were 
merely accidents of birth. Children 
born after their fathers’ deaths were 
thought to be able to cure thrush, an 
oral fungal infection, by breathing into 
the patient’s mouth. Certain families 
were believed to have special powers: This German charm book includes a common variation of the Rotas Sator palindrome.
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Cahills had a charm to stop bleeding, and blood from a Walsh 
or a Keogh was thought to cure the bacterial skin infection 
erysipelas.

Trained specialists such as herbalists, bonesetters, and 
midwives also provided cures, some of which combined 
natural remedies with religious and magical healing prop-
erties. Rope used in a hanging was considered a magical 
cure for scrofula, a bacterial infection of the lymph nodes 
that often affected children. Iron had the power to protect 
from supernatural creatures like fairies, so parents would 
sew iron nails into the hems of children’s clothing, and 
place iron objects near cradles. Red cloths or strings could 
help treat coughs, earaches, or sprains. Fragments of iron, 
cloth, and plants traditionally used for healing were found in 
mid-19th-century Irish contexts at the Five Points in Lower 
Manhattan and in the Dublin neighborhood of Paterson, 
New Jersey, two major Irish sites. 

Green bottles of Hyatt’s Infallible Life Balsam, a patent 
medicine made from the aromatic resin of balsam trees, 
were also found at both sites. Linn suggests that this product 
appealed to Irish immigrants because it resembled traditional 
Irish plant-based cures and because its material properties 
signaled supernatural potency. For Irish immigrants, Hyatt’s 
distinctive odor evoked the powers of the Church, where 
balsam-based incense was burned for spiritual purification. 
Its color conjured the powers of nature traditionally linked 
with green: growth, fertility, and healing. In the New World, 
balsam-based patent medicines were advertised to cure 
tuberculosis and scrofula, both of which were widespread in 
Irish immigrant communities and stumped physicians.

“It’s hard to separate what’s natural in a treatment 
from what is a supernatural element, and what is magical 
from what is religious,” says Linn. For example, Irish folklore 
records indicate herbalists prescribed dandelion for edema 
of the legs. Some believed the flowers cured because they 
were one of the plants that Mary Magdalene gathered to treat 
Jesus’s body before the Resurrection, while others noted 
their helpful diuretic effect, conveniently indicated by their 
yellow color. Either way, Linn says, “the patient had more 

confidence in the cure because of the lore surrounding it.”
The Irish had a worldview distinct from Americans, 

according to Linn, which could reinforce anti-Irish stereo-
types and attitudes. Many came from rural areas and brought 
a syncretic way of looking at the world, combining Chris-
tianity with ancient Celtic beliefs. (Many also spoke only 
Gaelic.) This influenced how they approached healing: 
reciprocity was important, both with the natural and super-
natural worlds, as well as the community. Sharing knowledge 
was emphasized, while boasting of one’s skill or accepting 
money for treatment could nullify a healer’s abilities. Curing 
was considered a dangerous profession in which careless 
practitioners could transfer illness onto themselves.

“It is a complicated topic and the evidence is hard—and 
sometimes impossible—to see in the archaeological record,” 
Linn says. Historical records of Irish magical healing in New 
York City, especially from immigrants’ own perspectives, are 
rare. “It’s about expanding what we often take for granted to 
be indisputable and obvious uses of objects.”

Chris Manning of Dovetail Cultural Resource Group in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, says the key to finding these artifacts, 
whether European or African, is to teach archaeologists to 
identify larger patterns: what to look for and where to look, 
such as under hearths and foundations and inside walls. (A 
cat was recently found deliberately entombed in a chimney 
foundation in the John Carlyle House in Alexandria, Virginia, 
and more than 250 deposits of old shoes and boots have been 
found concealed within the walls and chimneys of buildings 
throughout the United States.) “Research can be tricky, because 
it can be hard to prove that an artifact was used for magic or 
ritual instead of a more prosaic function,” Manning says.

In any case, Linn says it’s important to try. From athletes 
who stop shaving during playoffs to anyone who walks 
around a ladder or picks up a penny for luck, “magic was, 
and still is, a critical part of many people’s lives.”

JULIAN SMITH is the author of Smokejumper: A Memoir by One of 
America’s Most Select Airborne Firefighters. His article “Is It Really Pre-
Clovis?” appeared in the Fall 2014 issue of American Archaeology.

This bottle of Hyatt’s 

Infallible Life Balsam 

was recovered from a site 

in Jersey City, New Jersey.
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Summer Travel Special

The Santa Bárbara 

Mission church was 

completed in 1820. 

Visiting California’s Historic Missions
self-sustaining indigenous communities, with vast lands, 
water systems, thousands of heads of livestock, and industries 
including farming, wine-making, weaving, woodworking, 
and the like. The padres enticed natives to live and work here 
through offers of gifts, food, pageantry, and salvation. And 
since there were typically only two friars at a mission, native 
labor would make or break the endeavor.

The missions declined when Mexico gained indepen-
dence from Spain in 1821, and they were soon secularized by 
the Mexican government, losing their land holdings, stock, 
and buildings. It was a disastrous time for natives who had 
come to depend on the missions, but a great time for the 
Californios, Mexicans who took over former mission lands 
for their ranchos. In 1850, California became a U.S. state, 
and the mission churches were returned to the Catholic 
Church—some by Abraham Lincoln. Today, most are active 

IT wAS 1782, and an earthquake had ripped through Alta 
California. “In Santa Clara, it broke a bottle of brandy,” 
Father Junípero Serra noted, “which the poor Fathers there 
were jealously treasuring against some emergency.” Saving 
souls was not an easy business at the 21 missions of Spanish-
era California. Quakes were just one of many emergencies 
the Franciscan friars faced (often sans brandy). There were 
also floods, fires, pounding rains, disease, drought, privateer 
raids, quarrels with the military, and native uprisings. 

Each event left its mark, changing the mission land-
scape, creating treasures—and mysteries—for archaeologists. 
with that in mind, I’m setting out to explore 13 of the mis-
sions, on a trip stretching 442 miles from Santa Barbara to 
San Francisco. The missions were much more than churches. 
They were founded, starting in the late 1700s, to help main-
tain Spain’s claim on California. Missions were set up to be 

Visiting California’s Historic Missions
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parishes, operated by various Catholic religious groups, 
including some that are still led by friars. 

Santa Bárbara is nicknamed the “Queen of Missions,” 
and the church, with its double towers, sits regally on high 
ground facing the ocean. The current sandstone building is 
actually the fourth church here, completed in 1820, after a 
massive earthquake in 1812 destroyed its predecessor. But 
even without temblors, the friars’ plans called for upgrad-
ing and expanding all the mission churches, progressing 
from simple daub and wattle structures to adobe to stone—
though few actually made it beyond the adobe phase. 

Santa Barbara’s church facade has a distinctly classical 
look, with its pediment and six columns. Kristina Foss, the 
mission’s museum director, points out the remnants of the 
Roman-like water system, which featured a two-mile stone 
aqueduct leading to reservoirs and settling tanks; a second 
aqueduct provided drinking water, fed fountains, and served 
the 1808 lavanderia, a large washing tank. A stone mountain 
lion head on the lavanderia was crafted by native Chumash 
carvers, and is considered to be the oldest surviving public 
sculpture in California. Remnants of an aqueduct can be found 
on the north side of the church and across the street in a park. 

Foss also points out cannon balls in the mission 
museum that were found embedded in the church steps 
during a renovation. Prevailing opinion suggests they may 
have been fired at the church during the Chumash revolt of 

1824, when relationships with the natives deteriorated after 
Mexican independence. There’s also a soldier’s lance blade, 
found during a dig, and attributed to the same revolt.

In the museum there are items from an excavated mid-
den. It includes fragments of roof and floor tiles made by the 
Chumash converts (whom the padres referred to as “neo-
phytes”), shells, pieces of a clay cooking pot, and a Chumash 
steatite olla (a large cooking jar). There’s also iron, including 
an old spur, and fragments of tableware from China, Japan, 
Mexico, England, and the Eastern U.S. Other intriguing native 
artifacts, like Chumash “donut stones,” used for weight-
ing digging sticks and fishing nets, also catch my eye. My 
favorite, though, is a clay floor tile with a human stick-figure 
pricked into the surface around 200 years ago by an Indian 
who must have tired of turning out endless plain tiles. 

A self-guided tour takes me through the museum and 
past the characteristic interior courtyard of the quadran-
gle—now a lush garden—where native craftsmen would 
have toiled, and to the cemetery, where both early settlers 
and natives are buried, most in unmarked graves, as was the 
Spanish custom of this time. 

I head up Highway 154 and into the foothills of the Los 
Padres National Forest for a beautiful drive to Santa Inés, 
outside the small town of Solvang. The original church was 
also lost in the 1812 earthquake, and the current adobe 
building dates from 1817, with interior paintings from 1825. 

Eye-catching cobalt, vermilion, and red ochre pigments embellish the interior of San Miguel Arcángel.
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This impressive 18th-century side altar is found at San Francisco de Asís.
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Out behind the church are remnants of the lavanderia, fed 
by a stone-lined underground water system. Across from the 
entrance to the church is a large 1804 reservoir, also part of 
the system, which was surprisingly complex. It was excavated 
and restored by former mission curator Bill Warwick, who 
also found clay water pipes made by the Chumash natives. 

In the mission museum, I discover one of the water 
pipes, as well as arrowheads, trade beads, pottery, foreign 
china, remnants of musical instruments used at the mis-
sion, and a large collection of vestments, including one item 
reputedly worn by Father Junípero Serra, who spearheaded 
the founding of the California chain of missions. 

I then drive through the fiercely Danish town of Solvang, 
where the half-timbered buildings are a shock after mission 
architecture, on the way to La Purísima Concepción. 
Located in an eponymous state historic park, it’s the only 
mission not organized around a quadrangle. Archaeologist 
Robert Hoover explains that the original structure in fact was 
a quadrangle, but when the 1812 quake hit, “people ran into 
the center and were killed by falling adobe and tiles.” Fearing 
another disaster, they rebuilt on a linear plan at a nearby site. 

During the 1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps con-
ducted a huge restoration project here, and many dormito-
ries and workshops were excavated, restored, and filled with 
facsimile implements and furnishings. Docents, who assume 
characters from the mission’s past, lead tours and there’s 
even livestock grazing in the fields. On some weekends, you 
can see demonstrations of mission crafts; it’s also a popular 
site for reenactments. 

I visit more than 20 different restored structures here, 
including soldiers’ barracks (missions typically had six sol-
diers attached), the friars’ spartan housing, kitchens, the 
unmarried women’s dormitory, and workshops for pottery, 
weaving, and leather craft. 

The park’s museum has artifacts ranging from pottery 
and china dinnerware to a floor tile with a native footprint 
and a roof tile with a hand impression. They’re touching bits 
of humanity, left to us by a native people devastated by Euro-
pean diseases, like measles and smallpox, and a changing 
landscape, where local grasses and traditional plant seeds 
were devoured by Spanish livestock. 

In 1776, an Indian shot a flaming arrow into a thatched 
roof at San Luis Obispo de Tolosa, and the fire damage 
motivated the friars to manufacture their own roof tiles, a 
practice that soon spread to other missions. The mission’s 
museum has a fine collection of native Chumash artifacts, 
including arrowheads, mortars and pestles, and other tools. 
Particularly interesting is a native-made brush used to apply 
pigments. There are also fragments of the mission’s sundial, 
dated 1796, and unearthed in 1928. 

My next stop, San Miguel Arcángel, has had a hard 
life. Completed in 1818, the buildings were sold in 1845, and 
used as a dance hall, saloon, and store for a time. In 1848, 
William Reed, its American caretaker, and his family were 
murdered by a band of six California outlaws. Then there 
was the quake of 2003, which nearly toppled the church, 

requiring a major retrofit. Thank goodness it barely affected 
the spectacular interior, painted in vibrant cobalt, vermilion, 
and ochre neo-classical designs, and watched over by an all-
seeing eye of God, all original to 1821. I’m particularly struck 
by two huge paintings of shells, which were important to 
the natives as beads and currency—but also important to 
the padres as a symbol of baptism.

One of the most interesting items in the mission 
museum is a tree with a cross cut into it, an original marker 
from El Camino Royal. There are also padres’ quarters, with 
a missive one friar wrote, complaining that his fellow padre 
spoke with the natives in their own tongue and even “dares 
to teach them doctrine in their own language.”

With its dazzling interior and evocative adobe wall, San 
Miguel is a don’t-miss on the mission trail. It’s not easy to 
leave, but Hoover has predicted my next stop, San Antonio 
de Padua, will be my favorite. “It’s like Pompeii—without 
the volcano,” he promises. Intrigued, I head for the modern-
day Fort Hunter Liggett military installation where the mis-
sion is located. 

 On the approach, I pass a circular indentation in the 
ground where a placard indicates a sweat house was located; 
there are also excavated wells and a canal that leads to the 
ruins of a gristmill and stone tanning vats. In the distance, 
there’s a large reservoir. A rare feature is a stone threshing 
floor, laid out in a sunburst pattern. Remnants of other adobe 
buildings are “melting” into the landscape as rains return the 
mud-and-straw bricks to the earth. 

Cats came and went through the hole in the lower left of this  

hand-carved door at San Juan Bautista’s Guadalupe Chapel.
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1. Santa Barbara
2201 Laguna Street
Santa Barbara
(805) 682-4713
www.santabarbaramission.org

2. Santa Inés
1760 Mission Drive, Solvang 
(805) 688-4815
www.missionsantaines.org

3. La Purísima Concepción
2295 Purisima Road, Lompac 
(805) 733-3713
www.lapurisimamission.org

4. San Luis Obispo de Tolosa
751 Palm Street
San Luis Obispo 
(805) 781-8220
www.missionsanluisobispo.org 

5. San Miguel de Arcángel
775 Mission Street, San Miguel 
(805) 467-2131
www.missionsanmiguel.org

6. San Antonio de Padua
Ft. Hunter Liggett Reservation
Jolon 
(831) 385-4478
www.missionsanantonio.net

7. Nuestra Señora de la Soledad
36641 Fort Romie Road
Soledad
(831) 678-2586
www.missionsoledad.com

8. San Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo
3080 Rio Road, Carmel
(831) 624-1271
www.carmelmission.org

9. San Juan Bautista
406 Second Street
San Juan Bautista
(831) 623-2127
www.oldmissionsjb.org

San Francisco de Asís 
San Francisco

San José
Fremont

Santa Clara de Asís
Santa Clara

Santa Cruz
Santa Cruz

San Juan Bautista
San Juan Bautista
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12. San José
43300 Mission Boulevard
Fremont
(510) 657-1797
www.missionsanjose.org
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Hoover, who’s now retired, directed field schools here 
for 30 years. His students excavated part of the married 
neophyte housing area, which is still exposed, in a fenced 
area to the right of the church. Here, I see the tile floor of a 
zaguan, a passageway that had rooms on either side. Hoover 
also worked in the military barracks area, and some founda-
tions of the building are visible to the left of the restored 
convento building.

In the museum, artifacts from Hoover’s work are on 
display, including many items from the neophyte housing 

dig. Knife blades, an iron ladle, a copper bowl, mission-ware 
fragments, and food remains hint at native mission life. One 
of the most interesting discoveries is a copper chocolate 
mug, evidence that padres apparently shared their prized 
chocolate stash with the natives. The display also includes 
shell and trade beads, phoenix buttons, tools, projectile 
points, and Spanish coins. A case of china and pottery frag-
ments from Mexico, Spain, and England are evidence of the 
far-flung trade that reached this remote area. An original 
mission drum, made by Salinan natives, is a reminder of the 
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role music played in mission life.
The self-guided tour also takes me to the wine-making 

room, where a huge vat is still intact. Below it, down some 
stairs, is the vaulted barrel room. Many of the missions had 
vineyards and produced wine. The church is sheathed in scaf-
folding, undergoing major renovation as I visit. Tens of thou-
sands of roof tiles have been removed and are stacked nearby. 
The mass of tiles demonstrates the boggling task that must 
have faced native craftsmen who fashioned them all by hand. 

My next stop, Nuestra Señora de la Soledad, is 
hemmed in by fields stretching in every direction, green with 
broccoli and kale. Archaeologist Rubén Mendoza of Califor-
nia State University, Monterey Bay, has done fieldwork here 
since 2007, and his students discovered one of two irrigation 
canals that once spanned a 15-mile-long circuit that watered 
20,000 acres of mission land beginning in 1796. Mendoza’s 
students continue to excavate the remains of the mission’s 
workshop wing, having identified the building’s stone foun-
dations, floors, and a passageway into the courtyard located 
adjacent the mission’s gristmill millstone.

The Soledad museum contains artifacts from Mendoza’s 
and previous excavations, including spurs, keys, glass beads, 
eating utensils, tiles, and a pair of dueling pistols that Men-
doza found in a well. There was a triple-homicide at the mis-
sion in1802, a time compatible with the pistols’ age. Mendoza 

refers to the blue and white English-made transferware he’s 
uncovered as “contraband.” The missions were only allowed 
to get supplies from Spain, but as Mexico moved toward 
independence, the missions were cut off from the mother 
country, becoming reliant on foreign ships that called on the 
California coast. 

The only remains of the mission’s church are some 
excavated remnants, visible onsite under Plexiglas; it was 
recurrently damaged and eventually destroyed by floods in 
the 1820s. The small, restored Mexican-era chapel of 1832 is 
embellished with paintings, including basketry-like designs, 
and arrows on the ceiling beams pointing the way to heaven. 

In contrast, the next mission, San Carlos de Borro-
meo de Carmelo, has an impressive 1797 Moorish-style 
sandstone church that was recently fully retrofitted and 
restored. Mendoza has worked here, too, and his next proj-
ect will be to search for a wine cellar that, rumor has it, is 
beneath Father Junípero Serra’s library. As the story goes, 
the trap door leading to it was tiled over years ago after a 
skeleton and a sword were discovered there. “It’s as close to 
urban legend as you can get,” Mendoza says.

In the mission museum, I peek inside Serra’s tiny 
library—the first in California. The museum also houses 
recreated padres’ chambers, a kitchen, and a cozy salon 
in the convento wing. The interior of the quadrangle now 

A reconstructed replica of a Chumash tule structure stands on the grounds of the La Purísima Concepción mission.

 R
u

b
é

n
 G

. M
e

n
d

o
za



30 summer  •  2015

features a lovely garden. Back in 1931, when restoration on 
the mission began, extensive excavation revealed the origi-
nal foundations of the quadrangle buildings, which are now 
reconstructed. 

Heading to the lost-in-time town of San Juan Bautista, I 
take in the only intact Spanish plaza in California, which sits 
in front of mission San Juan Bautista. It’s part of a state 
historical park of the same name that includes a livery stable 
and other mission-era structures—some of which were re-
purposed in later years. For example, the Plaza Hotel build-
ing once housed the mission’s detachment of soldiers. 

The site is right on the edge of the San Andreas Fault, 
and in 1800 a massive quake and fire destroyed the entire 
quadrangle. In fact, it was assumed that the mission was 
configured in an L, until Mendoza first found evidence of its 
layout in 1996. Part of the original El Camino Real runs just 
below the mission cemetery, virtually on top of the fault.

Cultural cross-pollination between the Spanish and 
natives is evident here. “We found a lot of glass bottle frag-
ments that had been turned into arrowheads,” Mendoza notes, 
“and domestic animal bones that were used to make tools.” 
In fact, he says, “a lot of the natives’ material culture survived. 

The 1812 church is the largest extant mission church in 
California, and the only one with three aisles. But amid the 
grandeur, there’s evidence of the frontier era when it was 

built. Study the original tiles in the center aisle closely and 
you’ll find animal tracks preserved on their surface. This is 
a consequence of mountain lions, fox, chickens, and dogs 
walking on the wet clay bricks when they were laid out to 
dry in the fields below the mission. Two holes in interior 
doors were cut to let cats come and go; they were essential 
to prevent rodents from raiding the mission’s grain stores. 

I move on to the Santa Cruz mission, which was 
plagued by troubles. It was founded near Villa de Branciforte, 
a secular pueblo that was populated in part by emancipated 
prisoners shipped from Guadalajara, Mexico. The mission 
was ransacked and looted in 1818, when it was abandoned 
for fear of a pirate attack. 

The current mission church, built in 1931, is a one-third-
scale replica of the original 1795 adobe. A small, one-room 
museum adjacent to the replica church houses mostly reli-
gious items. The main attraction here is in the nearby Santa 
Cruz Mission State Historic Park, home to a section of the 
mission’s neophyte housing, part of which was continuously 
occupied until 1983. Rooms in the restored building are 
devoted to displays of native Ohlone and Yokuts artifacts, 
as well as items from the Rancho period following Mexican 
independence. 

There’s some unexpected amateur archaeology going 
on here, too. “The gophers keep giving us things,” a ranger 

The Star of Bethlehem window graces the façade of San Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo’s sandstone church.
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tells me, holding up a triangle of china that has been fash-
ioned into an arrowhead. “We just recently found this on one 
of their mounds. It makes the archaeologists crazy,” he adds, 
“because they don’t know where the items came from.”

I hit the road, heading toward Silicon Valley, where “cube 
farms” have taken the place of mission farms. Located a few 
miles south of San Francisco Bay, mission Santa Clara de 
Asís was plagued by floods, and was rebuilt (and in some 
cases, relocated) six times. Its fifth church, dating to 1825, 
was destroyed by fire in 1929. It was rebuilt in a similar style, 
and sits amid the verdant campus of Santa Clara University, 
California’s first college.

Portions of the mission’s old adobe walls are still stand-
ing, as is a portion of the 1822 adobe quadrangle building, 
now used by the university. While the Santa Clara campus is 
lovely, it has swallowed up much of the former mission. 

San José, located in the modern city of Fremont, was 
one of the most successful missions, its lands yielding olives, 
figs, tobacco, and copious amounts of grain. The 1809 church 
was destroyed by an earthquake in 1868, but it was recon-
structed in the 1980s, informed by 100-year-old photos, plat 
drawings, and excavations of the old foundations. Portions of 
the convento wing house a well-organized museum, which 
includes native artifacts, as well as items unearthed during 

the reconstruction. These include fragments of wine and 
olive oil bottles, and French wallpaper (likely from a redeco-
ration done in the 1830s) recovered from beneath a wooden 
church erected on the site in 1869. There are also artifacts 
from the Rancho period, religious items, and vestments. 

My final stop is San Francisco de Asís (commonly 
known as Mission Dolores), the oldest building in my own 
city of San Francisco. A modern basilica looms over the 
modest adobe church, dedicated in 1791, and the adjacent 
graveyard contains a who’s who of early California luminar-
ies—nearly every one with a street named after them. 

A docent points out the blue-printed transferware 
dishes that hold holy water in the wall niches. A few artifacts 
are to be found in the small museum, but city life has over-
run the former site. In fact, mission cattle used to graze in my 
own neighborhood of Potrero (“Pasture”) Hill. 

I step into the neighboring basilica, startlingly grand 
after visiting so many modest mission churches. Its stained-
glass windows depict San Francisco’s 20 sister missions—
the perfect capper to my journey.

GAYLE KECK is a San Francisco-based travel writer whose work has appeared 
In AFAR, National Geographic Traveler, the Washington Post, Los Angeles 
Times and many other publications.

San Antonio de Padua features a handsome fired-brick bell gable and arcade.
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It had seemed like a good idea at the time. In the spring 
of a.d. 1250, you and your new spouse decided to move 
away from the hamlet where you were raised, in what is 

now southwestern Colorado. Your village, perched atop the 
rugged Mesa Verde plateau, was experiencing a baby boom 
and getting crowded. The best dwellings and croplands 
were already taken. But you’d heard there were perfectly 
good places to start your own family to the north, in the 
Montezuma Valley. Nervous but excited, you packed up and 
said goodbye.

Now, decades later, you wondered if you’d made the 
right choice. At first, things had gone well. Yes, the small 
spring-fed valley you’d settled in was far from the center of 

things, but the rains came, your corn and turkeys thrived, 
and the children arrived like clockwork, and then had kids 
of their own. Then, almost imperceptibly, things got tougher. 
Your corn didn’t do so well some years, but you survived 
by trading with communities that enjoyed better weather. As 
the harvests became even less predictable, however, those 
communities began to turn their backs on you. There were 
rumors of growing discord and violence.

Your increasingly desperate neighbors start to talk: 
better to move again than risk starving here. Things aren’t 
so bad a few weeks journey to the south, they’ve heard, on 
some high ground near a big river. They are ready to go; do 
you and your kids want to come too?M
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Grappling
With A Great 
Mystery
For years archaeologists 
have struggled to 
understand why the 
Anasazi abandoned the 
Mesa Verde region in  
the late 1200s, and 
where they went.  
A long, ambitious, 
innovative project is 
providing some answers.

Such choices must have been agonizing for people liv-
ing in the American Southwest between 600 and 1,400 years 
ago, when cultures blossomed and withered with sometimes 
startling rapidity. “People, especially farmers, tend to love 
their land, and they don’t usually leave unless they just can’t 
help it,” says archaeologist Tim Kohler of Washington State 
University (WSU). “Something really needs to force the issue.”

Today, we know that something did convince these 
ancient Native Americans to abandon their homes, some-
times leaving behind spectacular ruins in places such as 
Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park.  And now, as a result of 
the recently completed Village Ecodynamics Project (VEP)—
an ambitious, $2.4 million, 15-year-long effort that teamed 

archaeologists with computer scientists, ecologists, and 
scholars from many other fields—we have a more sophisti-
cated understanding of the many forces that buffeted these 
people, determining where they settled, how their popula-
tions changed, and when they migrated. 

“The VEP is important because it organized and tapped 
into a huge amount of existing data from some very large 
areas…and used it to explore the many causes of change 
through time, ” says archaeologist Barbara Mills of the Univer-
sity of Arizona in Tucson, who was not involved in the project. 
“And the interdisciplinary collaboration was impressive…
this wasn’t just archaeologists talking to archaeologists.” The 
project “represents a huge upgrade in our ability to attack 

Cliff Palace is the largest alcove habitation in Mesa Verde National 

Park. One of its 23 kivas has a beam that was dated to a.d. 1280, 

marking it as one of the last sites in the region to be abandoned.

By David Malakoff
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some classic questions in Southwestern archaeology,” adds 
William Lipe, a professor emeritus of archaeology at WSU. 
“We’re beginning to get at the complexities of the story.” 

The VEP was inspired by an ancient mystery and some 
very modern technological wonders. For more than a 
century, scholars have struggled to understand the com-

ings and goings of ancient Native American populations liv-
ing in the Southwest’s Four Corners region, and why people 
abruptly abandoned the impressive stone cliff dwellings at 
Mesa Verde and scores of smaller communities in the late 
1200s. Efforts to explain this depopulation, and where the 
people went, have helped fuel “one of the great debates in 
American archaeology,” says Lipe. 

From the start of this debate, many archaeologists 
believed that drought and other climatic changes, together 
with some form of social conflict, played a big role in the 
Mesa Verde collapse. But their arguments generally rested 
on relatively scant evidence. By the late 1990s, however, 
researchers were sitting on a mountain of data from the 
region, often collected as a result of surveys conducted 
before the construction of new dams, highways, and 
other infrastructure. Between 1978 and 1983, for instance, 
researchers collected more than 1.5 million artifacts and 
surveyed more than 1,600 sites as a result of the Dolores 
Archaeological Program, conducted before the construc-
tion of the McPhee Dam and reservoir on the Dolores River 
just north of Mesa Verde National Park. Climate researchers 
and ecologists, meanwhile, were busy collecting tree-ring 

records from thousands of living and dead trees, in a bid to 
reconstruct past temperature and precipitation patterns.

Figuring out how to systematically synthesize and exploit 
all that information—much of it buried in obscure reports—
posed a huge challenge. But by the late 1980s, Kohler and 
other researchers were realizing that they could use rapidly-
evolving computer technologies and emerging statistical 
techniques to mine the data. In the 1980s, for instance, Kohler 
had used computers to transform data from the Dolores pro-
gram into relatively crude simulations of how ancient villages 
blossomed and changed. Then, in 2001, he saw an opportu-
nity to dramatically expand such virtual worlds: the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) was seeking to fund research proj-
ects aimed at understanding how people interact with their 
environments over long periods of time.

Kohler and several colleagues wrote a proposal that 
won a grant of nearly one million dollars to create the VEP. At 
its core was a pitch—somewhat audacious at the time—to 
recreate the prehistoric world of southwestern Colorado 
inside a computer, populate it with virtual inhabitants, and 
then watch how populations evolved under different envi-
ronmental and social conditions. These simulations, known 
as agent-based models, are like movies that can be replayed 
endlessly, each time with the actors reacting to slightly dif-
ferent situations. One goal was to better understand how the 
settlement patterns seen by researchers in the archaeologi-
cal record came to be. 

The early models were relatively simple. One, by Carla 
Van West, then a Ph. D student at WSU, started by recreating a 

This three-dimensional reconstruction of Goodman Point Pueblo in southwest Colorado illustrates the  

large, clustered habitations typical of the last years in the Mesa Verde region. 
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more than 695-square-mile swath of southwestern Colorado, 
which was divided into 45,400 cells, each nearly 10 acres 
in size. Drawing on tree-ring studies, soil and agricultural 
productivity data, as well as other real-world information, 
she estimated how much corn people could have grown 
in each cell in every year between a.d. 900 and 1300. Van 
West, Kohler, and other researchers then released a throng 
of virtual families on this landscape, each of which had to 
follow some basic rules that focused on avoiding starvation. 
Each household had to grow enough corn to feed itself, for 
instance, and if the harvest wasn’t big enough, it could try to 
optimize food production by adding new fields or migrating 
to a new cell. 

By comparing the optimal settlement patterns that 
emerged in these virtual worlds with those seen in the 
archaeological record, the researchers were able to explore 
just how important finding good crop land had been to 
ancient families. If the virtual and real patterns diverged, for 
example, it suggested that some other factor, such as a need 
to huddle together for defense against enemies, or to shift to 
trading for food instead of growing it, might have become 
more important than settling on productive land.

Over time, the researchers rebuilt the models, mak-
ing them more complex and realistic. They were able to 
add more information about water, wood, and wild game 
to their landscapes. They collated data from nearly 9,000 
archaeological sites within their study area, including 3,200 
apparent settlements, so that they could better compare 
the simulations to how population and settlement changes 
had unfolded in the real world. They also gave their virtual 
people the ability to gather firewood, hunt deer and rabbits, 
trade goods, and get married and start new families. And they 
began their simulations 300 years earlier, so that they cov-
ered the period from a.d. 600 to 1300. 

By 2008, when VEP’s first phase ended, the team had a 
dizzying array of findings to ponder. For example, by com-
bining the models with archaeological data about settlement 

sizes—such as the number of rooms found in structures—
they concluded that their study area had seen two distinct 
population booms: one that peaked in the late 800s at about 
8,000 people, and another that peaked in the mid-1200s at 
about 20,000, just before depopulation. And these people 
worked hard; the models suggested that to survive, inhab-
itants older than seven had to spend at least five hours a 
day just on farming, foraging, and other essential subsistence 
activities. That didn’t include tasks such as grinding corn, 
making pottery or baskets, caring for children, or attending 
ceremonies. 

The models also supported the idea, developed from 
studies of animal remains, that hunters had relatively quickly 
depleted local deer populations, and consequently they 
focused on rabbits, which were more plentiful. Ultimately, 
they began to raise turkeys, long used for their feathers, for 
meat. But hydrological reconstructions cast doubt on the 
idea that the drying up of springs and other drinking water 
sources had played a major role in the final depopulation; 
even during a severe drought that occurred near the end, 
“there were domestic water supplies to spare,” the research-
ers concluded.

Mostly, however, the findings raised scores of new ques-
tions that the researchers were eager to explore. There were 
hints, for instance, that reproductive success had helped 
breed failure: during each occupation, booming populations 
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VEP researchers relied mostly on previous archaeological surveys, 

but in some places, such as here in Mesa Verde National Park,  

they made new maps and analyzed ceramics to refine estimates  

for site sizes and dates of occupation.

The VEP’s north and south study areas are seen here.
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may have prompted some families to settle in areas that were 
less dependable for farming, perhaps triggering social unrest 
and migrations that ultimately helped undermine the larger 
group. The researchers also wondered how the population 
trends they saw in southwestern Colorado related to those 
in areas further south, such as the northern Rio Grande 
region of New Mexico, which archaeologists had often sur-
mised was a destination for fleeing Mesa Verdeans. And they 
wanted to keep increasing the social and economic realism 
of their models by adding the ability of agents to inherit 
knowledge and behaviors from their parents, and blacklist 
trading partners who didn’t repay debts. They even wanted 
to give their silicon citizens the ability to form cooperative 
groups, choose leaders, and wage war, and then compare 
the levels of conflict seen in their simulations to real-world 
records of Mesa Verde violence, such as evidence of injuries 
found on human bones.

“We know groups can be territorial,” says Kohler. “So 
what happens if two groups want the same patch of land? 
Do they negotiate and maybe become one group? Or do 
they go to war, and one group wins and subsumes the other? 
We wanted to be able to model these kinds of interactions” 
and compare the results to the evidence of violence in the 
archaeological record.

The VEP researchers were able to do much of that, and 
more, with a second, $1.4 million NSF grant that began in 

2009. They expanded their Colorado study area to an approx-
imately 1,776-square-mile block that holds some 18,000 
archaeological sites, including about 7,600 habitation sites, 
many of which are in Mesa Verde National Park. They added 
a second, roughly 2,685-square-mile block in New Mexico’s 
Northern Rio Grande region, about 250 miles to the south-
east. It holds some 6,000 known sites, including about 1,750 
habitations. They also expanded the time window, from a.d. 
600 to 1760, in order to capture the impact of European 
colonization in the Southwest. And the team began studies 
that explored, in unusual detail, how ancient temperature 
and precipitation patterns might have shrunk or expanded 
areas ideal for growing corn.

Researchers will be writing up the findings from the 
VEP’s second phase, which ended in December 2014, for 
years to come. They include two extraordinarily detailed 
population studies: one analyzing trends in the northern 
Mesa Verde study area, the other in the southern area in New 
Mexico. Each spans a period from a.d. 600 to 1760. Taken 
together, they strongly suggest that people migrating south 
from the Mesa Verde region in the decades prior to the 
final 1285 depopulation helped establish new communities 
in the Northern Rio Grande that evolved into the modern 
Tewa Pueblo culture. “The numbers show a pretty stunning 
correspondence between the [population] decline in the 
north and the growth in the south,” says Scott Ortman, an 

Occupied from the mid-1300s to the mid-1400s by ancestors of the Tewa, Poshuouingeh demonstrates that many habitations in the 

northern Rio Grande exceeded the sizes of earlier habitations in the central Mesa Verde region. The outline of Poshuouingeh’s  

roomblocks is seen in the foreground of this picture.
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archaeologist the University of Colorado who published the 
southern study in the Journal of Archaeological Method 
and Theory in December 2014. 

The studies “are a real fundamental achievement,” says 
Mark Varien of the Crow Canyon Archaeological Center in 
Cortez, Colorado, who helped found the VEP. They broke 
new ground by developing statistical methods that help 
researchers transform data on physical evidence, such as bits 
of pottery or architectural ruins, into fine-grained population 
estimates. And, he adds, “they provide the kind of compre-
hensive demographic information you need to help answer 
almost every question we want to ask.”

The north to south migration scenario isn’t accepted 
by all scholars, but the motivation for such a move could 
be explained by another major VEP study, which examines 
how temperature and precipitation patterns influenced 
where corn grew best. The study, led by Kyle Bocinsky, now a 
postdoctoral researcher at WSU, drew on tree-ring and corn-
growing data to chart how the best farming areas shrank and 
expanded over time in the two study areas. Then, research-
ers compared the corn data to population trends to see, for 
example, if people tended to cluster in the best growing 
areas, or abandon marginal areas during droughts. 

Not surprisingly, the comparisons suggest big settle-
ments, such as those found at Mesa Verde, tended to arise 
in areas where conditions made corn agriculture relatively 
dependable. But they also suggest that ancient people were 
very sensitive to shifting climates; for instance, they appear 
to adapt to dry, hot conditions by having fewer children or 
fleeing to new areas. “It does seem adaptation is going on,” 

says Bocinsky. “When things are going 
well, you see people spreading all 
over the landscape.” 

But when the corn-growing 
niches shrink, “it seems people latch 
on to the most efficient or optimal 
behaviors for survival.” And in the 
mid-1200s, survival for Mesa Verdeans 
may have meant moving south to the 
volcanic soils of the Pajarito Plateau, 
which Bocinsky’s model suggests was 
hospitable to corn farming more than 
90 percent of the time. “If you were 
looking for a new place to do rain-fed 
agriculture, that was the place to go,” 
he says. “It would have been really 
attractive to people up north.”

The studies also support the idea 
that Mesa Verdeans were abandon-
ing marginal farming areas, such as 
in the Ute Piedmont decades before 
the final depopulation, says Donna 
Glowacki, a VEP collaborator at the 
University of Notre Dame. “There’s 
some evidence that populations 
were growing in the core areas even 

as they declined in the hinterlands,” she says. That may have 
contributed to social stress.

One contributor to the upheaval, researchers speculate, 
may have been a social and economic structure that discour-
aged interdependence and the creation of collective safety 
nets for sharing food, water, and other resources during Mesa 
Verde’s hard times. “One thing we may not have fully appre-
ciated before is how the social structure may have put limits 
on their ability to deal with the challenges they faced,” says 
Ortman.

Such fraying of the social fabric is also highlighted in 
VEP’s violence studies. They find that conflict escalated in the 
northern area during times when populations were booming, 
but per-capita corn production was low and uneven—such 
as just before the depopulation in 1285. Surprisingly, however, 
violence appears to have dropped in the southern area even 
as migrants appeared to swell the population in the late 1200s. 
That result may reflect a lack of key archaeological evidence 
from the southern area, the researchers say. But they also 
speculate that it could reflect social evolution, as the emerg-
ing Tewa Pueblo society developed more peaceful ways of 
sharing and managing resources (and generally enjoyed bet-
ter conditions for growing corn). “Pueblo people might have 
figured out a better way to do things,” Ortman says.

If that was the case, perhaps Ortman, Kohler, and other 
VEP researchers will figure out why.

DAVID MALAKOFF is a deputy news editor with Science in Washington D. C. 
His article “Celestial Timekeeping” appeared in the Spring 2015 issue of 
American Archaeology.

The 1200s were tense times in the central Mesa Verde region, as suggested by this tower  

in Hovenweep National Monument, which was apparently built for defense.
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In 1916, as FlorIda state geologIst elIas sellards 
stood on the bank of  Van Valkenberg Creek, which has run 
along Florida’s eastern coastal region for the last 14,000 years, he 
observed ancient strata where Pleistocene animal bones appeared 
to be associated with artifacts and a human skull and 44 other bones 
that came to be known as old Vero Man. It was a shocking idea at the 
time, but sellards nonetheless persisted in his interpretation of  the site,  

Archaeologists  
are investigating  
a site on Florida’s  
Atlantic Coast  
to determine if  
a controversial  
hypothesis formed nearly 
100 years ago is true.
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Revisiting 
Old Vero Man

By Tamara Stewart

The excavation area of Old Vero Man site 

is protected from the elements by a 

tent-like structure called a WeatherPort.
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inviting scholars from various disciplines to come view the 
evidence. 

Naysayers, led by Czech-born anthropologist Aleš 
Hrdlicka, founder of the Department of Physical Anthropol-
ogy at the U.S. National Museum (now the Smithsonian Insti-
tution), cast doubt on the site’s human associations, ques-
tioning Sellards’ stratigraphic interpretation and claiming the 
human remains resulted from recent burials. People weren’t 
ready to accept Sellards’ conclusion, and those human bones 
became scattered among various institutions, and some of 
them were eventually lost. With no direct dating methods 
yet available, Sellards’ interpretation of the Old Vero Man site 
was left in question.

When the development of a wastewater treatment plant 
threatened the site several years ago, Barbara Purdy, profes-
sor emeritus of anthropology at the University of Florida, 
helped remind people of its importance through discussions 
with the public and the media. The discovery of what may 
be an ancient carved image of a mammoth on a fossilized 
bone was recently found in the vicinity, creating additional 
interest in the site. Now, nearly a hundred years since the 
initial discovery, a group known as the Old Vero Ice Age 
Sites Committee (OVIASC), is spear-heading another inves-
tigation of the site, which is located in Vero Beach, Florida. 
Having raised hundreds of thousands of dollars to fund the 
excavations and secured the necessary permissions from 
the landowner, OVIASC hired Paleo-Indian researchers from 

Mercyhurst Archaeological Institute (MAI) in Pennsylvania, 
who began fieldwork at the site last year. 

“We had to find meticulous excavators to clear up the 
site’s stigma,” says OVIASC chairman Randy Old. That stigma, 
according to J. M. Adovasio, MAI’s director, was not only ideo-
logical, but also methodological. For Hrdlicka and others, “an 
Ice Age human presence was considered heresy,” Adovasio 
says. Hrdlicka’s training had convinced him that modern 
humans had made their way to the New World at a much 
later time. And Sellards, for his part, failed to convince his 
skeptics otherwise. Sellards “didn’t do a very thorough job” 
proving a stratigraphic association between the human and 
animal bones, says Adovasio. Consequently, “the rejection of 
Vero at the time was legitimate” for methodological reasons. 

Adovasio and his colleagues, on the other hand, are 
anything but methodologically challenged. They’re employ-
ing the same precise techniques and rigorous protocols that 
Adovasio put in place during his lengthy excavations of the 
Meadowcroft Rockshelter, a pre-Clovis site in southwestern 
Pennsylvania. MAI geologist Frank Vento has examined and 
analyzed the Vero site’s complex stratigraphy and deposi-
tional history, which has informed the archaeological inves-
tigation, while addressing some of the century-old criticisms. 

 “Because of all the geological concerns that were raised 
in the early work at Vero, nearly all we did at the site last year 
was to reconstruct the stage on which Paleo people acted,” 
says Adovasio. Though they’re not digging in the exact same 

Preparing the site for excavations was extraordinarily complex and time consuming. During the month of January, approximately eight to 

nine feet of overburden was removed, a WeatherPort was assembled over the site, and the grid system and access platforms were installed. 
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area of the site that Sellards did, they are so close that, with 
Vento’s help, the archaeologists can confidently say they 
have exposed essentially the same stratagraphic profiles that 
Sellards did.  

The archaeologists have uncovered the burned bones 
of extinct animals that date to approximately 14,000 years 
ago. Adovasio and his colleagues believe humans burned 
the bones. “This is not a likely location for natural fires, so 
it looks like the burning of these bones is a consequence of 
human activity,” he observes. The archaeologists believe their 
discovery not only confirms Sellards’ conclusion, but it also 
makes Vero one of only a handful of sites in the Southeast 
with evidence of humans alongside the likes of mammoths, 
saber tooth cats, and ground sloths. In fact, the researchers 
have identified an incredibly rich, diverse assemblage of 
Pleistocene fauna and flora at the site, including 150 animal 
and 25 plant species, with about 30 species of extinct ani-
mals, some of which are quite rare. The dire wolf taxonomic 
subspecies is specific to Vero. “There was an incredible diver-
sity and density of animals here,” says Andrew Hemmings, 
MAI’s project director, holding up a paleo-llama tibia filled 
with Pleistocene dirt. 

The Old Vero Man site stands on a high point at the con-
fluence of three creeks that served as a source of freshwater 
for animals and humans for thousands of years. Researchers 
have found intact strata from the site that date continuously 
from less than 2,000 to 22,000 years ago, spanning the late 
Pleistocene to late Holocene periods. The landscape has 
radically changed in the intervening years. Since workers 
first dredged a canal adjacent to the site in 1915 and discov-
ered the trove of Pleistocene animal bones there, the canal 
has doubled in width and the bank stands some eight feet 
higher. Despite the fact that the site is now surrounded by a 
dense complex of utilities, county administrative buildings, 
and a small airport, there are still amazingly intact, well-
preserved deposits.

“Most Paleo-Indian sites aren’t excavated like this,” 
Adovasio observes. For example, the site is covered by a 
tent-like structure called a WeatherPort. These structures 
were originally designed for construction work on the Arc-
tic slope, and they’re not often used by archaeologists. He, 
however, considers them to be an essential tool of the trade 
because, to a large extent, they prevent the elements from 
interfering with his investigations. Within the shelter, a sys-
tem of color-corrected lights illuminate the excavation area, 
which is surrounded by a wooden platform with handrails 
from which the site’s many visitors can observe the dig. The 
Vero investigation also has a longer field season—from mid-
January through mid-May—than most other archaeological 
projects, according to Adovasio. This allows them to do the 
slow, meticulous work that the site demands. (The entire first 
month of the field season was spent setting up and position-
ing the WeatherPort.) “It’s insanely expensive to do this kind 
of work,” he says. “We’ve been spending about three-quarters 
of a million on a field season.” Most archaeologists can’t get 
that kind of money to fund their research. 

Setting up the WeatherPort, which cost $38,000, was so 
laborious because it entailed removing eight to nine feet of 
backfill dirt that covered the site. That done, the crew then 
had to place the structure on the very spot they excavated 
last season in order to maintain the consistency of their 
maps, grids, stratigraphic profiles, and the like. Having accom-
plished that, they laid out their grid and began to excavate.

Hemmings, chief field assistant Annie Marjenin, and 
their crew work nine-hour days, six days a week. The sauna-
like WeatherPort—inside the temperature can exceed 100 
degrees—is mostly water-tight, but extreme rainfall can still 
introduce small amounts of water into the excavation. The 
crew takes such extraordinary measures as grinding the 
treads of their shoe soles smooth so as not to disturb the 
thin and friable strata or to displace any artifacts, plants, or 
animal materials they hold. All excavation is done with trow-
els or, in areas where the strata are particularly thin and even 
a trowel blade could displace materials, with single-edged 

This partial skull of a dire wolf was excavated at Vero. These wolves 

are estimated to have lived approximately 11,000 years ago.
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razor blades. The excavated sediment is screened through 
1/16-inch mesh dry screens. A hand-held vacuum is used to 
suck up fine dirt, which is also screened. Exposed items are 
left in situ so their exact three-dimensional coordinates can 
be plotted with a laser transit. 

Researchers mark the location of burned items with 
small pieces of aluminum foil that are secured over the 
items with straight pins. As if playing an extreme version 
of the game Twister, they stretch and contort their bodies 
to avoid disturbing either the item being covered or the 
adjacent sediment. They also employ LiDAR, an expensive 
laser-imaging technology, to produce the most precise maps 
possible. “This is definitely the most meticulous excavation 
I’ve ever worked on,” says one of the excavators. “We are 
honing and sharpening our techniques to figure out more 
ways to answer questions,” says Hemmings. “We are trying 
to consciously and explicitly expand the methodological 
frontiers of the field. We can never dig this site again, so we’d 
better do it right.” 

Numerous volunteers show up every day to help. They 
work in a tent set up next to “Mount Vero,” the massive heap 
of backdirt that was removed to install the WeatherPort and 
expose the site. One of the site’s regular volunteers, Ed Elliot, 
pulls out an old black-and-white photograph of a couple of 
small boys with a gigantic bone. “That was my brother and 
his friend in the 1940s holding a mammoth bone they pulled 
out of the bank of the canal there. We all used to pull fossils 
out of there back in the day” he says somewhat apologeti-
cally. The fossils, donated to the local high school, eventually 

went the way of most of the material retrieved from the site 
over the years, scattered across the country at various insti-
tutions, and subsequently lost. 

THE RESEARCHERS ARE TRYING TO DEFINE THE evolution 
of the area’s landscape and understand what Paleo-Indians 
were doing here and how they were handling the rapidly 
changing climate at the end of the Ice Age. “We don’t know 
much about Ice Age populations living this close to coastal 
environments,” says Adovasio, adding that the Vero site would 
have been much closer to the coastline in earlier times. This 
is because there are very few known coastal sites of Clo-
vis age or older. Archaeologists suspect they exist, but that 
they’re either buried, or underwater, having been submerged 
as the Ice Age ended and melting glaciers flooded ancient 
coastlines. 

It was once thought that the Americas were first colo-
nized by the Clovis people in a single, massive migration 
across the Bering Sea land bridge about 13,000 years ago. But 
many experts now believe multiple waves of people came 
over land and sea, and some of them came before the Clovis. 
Vero is a great distance from the Northeast Asian homeland 
of Paleo-Indians, notes Adovasio. Understanding when and 
how people got to Vero can speak to the larger issue of the 
peopling of what is now North America. 

Recent work at Paleo-Indian sites throughout the Ameri-
cas is changing ideas about Ice Age lifeways. There was no 
“one size fits all” lifestyle, as was previously thought. “It’s 
a challenge to present the truth of Paleo-Indian lifestyle 

Members of Ellias Sellards’ crew work at the site in this historical photo.
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diversity,” says Hemmings. “It’s taken a 
long time for ideas to change—pulses 
of migration and diversity of lifestyles 
are not as exciting as one massive 
migration of rapidly-moving, fur-
wearing, and spear-wielding big-game 
hunters. However, men still dominate 
the field and like the hunting image. 
But we are interested in what they’re 
doing besides big-game hunting.” 

Adovasio believes that early Amer-
icans, as they made their way south 
from the land bridge, developed new 
and varied technologies, subsistence 
practices, and settlement strategies. 
There’s evidence that Paleo-Indians 
consumed fish and seeds at other sites, 
he notes, and it stands to reason they 
would eat whatever was available. In 
Vero’s case, a wide variety of animals 
and plants were at hand, and that’s 
not to mention insects such as extinct 
grasshoppers. “While we don’t seem 
to have any difficulty imagining Paleo-
Indians eating mammoth or ground 
sloth steaks, we don’t usually envision 
them capturing insects and collecting fruit,” says Hemmings. 

The MAI archaeologists have found stratigraphic evi-
dence that appears to mark the end of the Younger Dryas, a 
relatively brief 1,300-year cold spell that interrupted a lon-
ger warming trend roughly 11,000 years ago. The Younger 
Dryas is one of the best-known examples of abrupt climate 
change in the Northern Hemisphere. This period saw the 
last occurrence of certain animals, such as bison and several 
types of bear, at Vero, as well as the first occurrence of spe-
cies such as coyote and various kinds of wolves. While the 
animals came and went, the warming climate brought an 
abundance of plants, changes that presumably affected the 
occupants’ diets.

I arrived in mid-March on the day the crew began exca-
vating an area dated from 12,000–14,000 years ago. That 
morning they uncovered 40 pieces of burned bone, which 
they interpret as additional evidence of humans. Nonethe-
less, to convince the archaeological community that people 
occupied Vero some 14,000 years ago, the archaeologists 
feel the need to find unambiguous artifacts, such as stone 
tools. Adovasio says other Paleo-Indian experts are preoccu-
pied with lithic evidence. 

THE ARCHAEOLOGISTS HAVE FOUND TINY FLAKES struck 
from non-local stones in an 11,000-year-old level, indicating 
the site’s occupants were then hauling in knappable stone 
material from far away. They apparently used it down to the 
nub, which suggests it was highly valued. A larger flake off a 
stone core is the only indication of tool manufacturing.  

Old Vero Man’s skull and 44 bones are now thought to 

be the remains of at least five individuals, one whom may 
have been female. Hemmings and his colleagues are try-
ing to track down all of the previously excavated items for 
analysis and the development of a systematic inventory, and 
they’ve made some progress. “The better documented the 
collections are, the more valuable they are,” he says. They 
know that some of the human remains are in collections at 
the University of Florida, but unfortunately the early 20th-
century practice of lacquering and varnishing the bones, or 
soaking them in paraffin, has precluded radiocarbon dating 
them. Adovasio says he’s never seen the artifacts that Sellards 
said were associated with the human and animal remains, 
and he doesn’t know what’s become of them.

OVIASC recently enlisted the help of researchers 
with the nearby Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institute 
to extract and analyze ancient DNA from the fragmentary 
animal bones. A relatively new technique called ghost rang-
ing examines soil samples, rather than bones, for traces of 
ancient animal or human DNA. The archaeologists intend to 
continue the excavation next year. OVIASC is committed to 
raising the money for the dig and the analysis of the materi-
als recovered from the site. MAI will temporarily curate all 
recovered materials until OVIASC builds a repository on or 
near the site that will be open to the public. All of this will 
take time, but then Adovasio excavated his signature site, 
Meadowcroft Rockshelter, on and off over the course of four 
decades. He is in no hurry. 

TAMARA STEWART is the assistant editor of American Archaeology  
and the Conservancy’s Southwest region projects coordinator.

Annie Marjenin, J. M. Adovasio, and Andrew Hemmings examine dispersed in situ 

burned bone and charcoal fragments exposed during the 2015 excavation.
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new acquisitions

The Conservancy is acquiring the Steel Earthworks, its 
sixth large Hopewell preserve in south-central Ohio, 
the heartland of the Hopewell culture. From about 100 

b.c. to a.d. 500, the Hopewell produced massive earthworks. 
In addition to the burial mounds that characterized earlier 
time periods, they constructed geometric earthworks, some 
of which enclosed over a hundred acres within miles-long 
walls and featured astronomical alignments. 

Another Hopewell Success
The Steel site contains 11 ancient earthworks.

They also procured an array of exotic raw materials 
from across North America, including grizzly bear teeth from 
the Rocky Mountains, obsidian from Idaho, mica from North 
Carolina, copper from the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, and 
whelk shells from the Gulf of Mexico. They fashioned these 
materials into expertly crafted small objets d’art that they 
buried with their dead. It is not surprising that the archaeo-
logical remains of the Hopewell people were recognized by 

A magnetometry map of the Steel Earthworks was overlaid on an aerial photograph of the farm, the boundaries of which are defined 

by the yellow lines. The large circle near the bottom of the photograph is the only feature that can be seen from the ground.
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early students of North American prehistory as something 
beyond the ordinary. Attempts to identify the mound build-
ers dominated the early decades of archaeological investiga-
tion in the United States, but by the end of the 19th century, 
it was accepted by all serious scholars that no lost race of 
mound builders existed and that the Hopewell culture was 
the product of ancient American Indians.

Since the Conservancy was founded in 1980, preserv-
ing Hopewell culture sites has been a major priority. The 
typesite Hopewell Mounds Group was the first acquisition 
in the Chillicothe area, followed by High Bank Earthworks, 
Henneberger Works, Spruce Hill Works, and the Junction 
Group. Unfortunately, many sites have been destroyed by 
urban sprawl, and modern farming has damaged the rest. 
The Steel Earthworks is unusual in that one circular earth-
work remains visible in spite of decades of plowing. It mea-
sures about 300 feet in diameter with an interior ditch and 
earthen wall. 

Initially, the Conservancy focused its efforts on acquir-
ing only the visible circle with a small buffer area, and we 
developed a good relationship with Martha Kuhner, the 
landowner whose family has owned the farm since 1842. 
We reached a handshake agreement in 2003 to purchase 
eight acres, but Martha died before the purchase was final-
ized. The farm was inherited by her three children, some 
of whom didn’t care about preserving the site. Recently 
Martha’s daughter acquired sole title to the property, and 
inspired by the Conservancy’s acquisition of the nearby 
Junction Earthworks (see “A Preservation Collaboration,”  
American Archaeology Summer 2014, page 44), she offered  
to sell the entire 81-acre farm to us for $571,500.

The acquisition was increased from eight to 81 acres 
due to a magnetometer survey of the property in 2007 by 
archaeologist Jarrod Burks. Burks discovered that in addi-
tion to the visible earthwork and another known from a 
19th-century map, there were nine more with no surface 
traces, making Steel the site with the highest concentration 
of small earthworks so far discovered in Ohio. One of the 
earthworks is not the typical blend of a square and a circle, 
known as a “squircle,” but instead is shaped more like a dia-
mond, a form that’s not seen in any other earthworks com-
plex. Since the site has only small, simple enclosures and 
lacks the elaborate geometric architecture of some other 
nearby sites such as Hopewell or High Bank, Burks hypoth-
esizes that it is transitional from the Adena to Hopewell 

cultures. It is, he says, “the perfect laboratory for studying 
the end of small earthworks and the path towards mega 
earthworks.” 

Purchasing 81 acres of Ohio farmland in the immediate 
path of residential development is a daunting fund-raising 
challenge. The Conservancy also hopes to attract land 
preservation partners of the sort that helped preserve the 
nearby Junction Group and Spruce Hill earthworks. 

—Paul Gardner

ConservanCy

Plan of Action

SITE: Steel Earthworks
CULTURE: Hopewell (100 b.c. – a.d. 500)
STATUS: The site is threatened by immediate  
residential development.
ACQUISITION: The Conservancy made a $35,000 down 
payment with a monthly $2,500 mortgage payment.  
The total purchase price is $571,500.
HOW YOU CAN HELP: Please send contributions to  
The Archaeological Conservancy 
attn.: Steel Earthworks 
1717 Girard Blvd. NE  
 Albuquerque, NM 87106
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The Davis Ranch, which is located 
just north of Quemado, in west-
central New Mexico, is one-square 

mile in size and contains five separate 
prehistoric sites. Consequently, Tom 
Davis is donating five pieces of land that 
contain these sites, ranging in size from 
two to 20 acres, to the Conservancy. 

The five sites consist of two quar-
ries located on mesa tops, and three 
pueblos on lowlands beneath the 
mesas. The mesa tops are covered by 
a thick blanket of quartz, quartzite, 
and chert rocks that once served as a 
source for making stone tools. Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM) archaeolo-
gists determined that one of the quar-
ries dates to the Paleo-Indian period. 
The other quarry had numerous bro-
ken ceramics around it, which could 
indicate that it was utilized by late-
prehistoric groups. 

One of the pueblos has seven con-
centrations of room blocks and three 
large middens. A mile north is another 
pueblo, which is located just below 
the Paleo-Indian quarry. This pueblo 
features 15 or more rooms and a siz-
able midden. The third pueblo is about 
a quarter of a mile to the north. The 
pueblos are located above a flood plain 

Preserving Quarries  
And Pueblos
The Conservancy obtains five sites located on a New Mexico ranch.

where the inhabitants likely planted 
crops. Ground stone artifacts such as 
manos collected from numerous loca-
tions on the ranch indicate that exten-
sive plant processing was taking place 
there. 

BLM archaeologists also found 
Tularosa Black-on-White, St. John’s 
Polychrome, and Wingate Black-on-Red 
ceramics that were apparently crafted 
by the Mogollon people, who occupied 
this area between a.d. 200-1450. The 
Mogollon produced the earliest ceram-
ics in the American Southwest. 

During a lifetime of work on the 
ranch, Davis amassed a collection of 
ceramics and ground-stone artifacts 
that he donated to the Western New 
Mexico University Museum and to the 
City of Albuquerque Open Space Visi-
tors Center. One of the most interesting 
pieces in the collection was a child’s 
pot, slightly larger than a half dollar 
coin, that Davis found in a posthole he 
was digging for a fence. Ethnographic 
studies have shown that children as 
young as two have been taught artisan 
crafts by their elders, so it’s possible 
this pot was made by a child. 

Tiny ceramic animal figurines and 

small plates with children’s fingerprints 
embedded in the clay have been found 
in the Sinagua area to the north and 
west of the Davis Ranch. The archaeo-
logical record indicates the Mogollon 
and Sinagua peoples interacted, and it’s 
possible that they exchanged pottery, 
and that their children were trained in 
ceramics making. 

This site contains a number of sig-
nificant archaeological resources, and 
with future research, will greatly add to 
our knowledge of the prehistoric set-
tlement of southwestern New Mexico.

—Chaz Evans

This specialized hoe shows signs of extensive wear.

A child’s pot was found in a posthole.
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POINT-5
acquisition

The Conservancy has obtained the Yorktown Enclosure, 
a 2,000-year-old prehistoric earthwork in east-central 
Indiana. The earthwork was acquired from Larry New, 

a Muncie, Indiana, real estate developer, as a bargain-sale-to-
charity for only $20,000. The property appraised at more 
than $100,000.

The Yorktown Enclosure is part of what archaeologists 
refer to as the New Castle Phase, a period of time between 
250 b.c. and a.d. 350 when American Indians constructed 
relatively small circular earthworks and sometimes sizeable 
burial mounds in east central Indiana. It is related to the 
more elaborate Ohio Hopewell Culture. 

Yorktown seems to have been recognized as a sig-
nificant historical place as early as 1881, when a history of 
Delaware County mentioned that near Yorktown there was 
“one of those enclosures…of the class known as fortifica-
tions.”  Since enclosures were typically built by digging a 
circular ditch and pitching the earth to the outside to create 
an encircling wall, they do superficially resemble a defen-
sive structure. Today most archaeologists consider them to 
be ceremonial sites where the ditch and wall separate the 
interior, sacred space, where important activities took place, 
from the outside world of everyday life.

Saving An Ancient Earthwork
The Yorktown Enclosure has significant research potential.

When archaeologists from Ball State University visited 
the enclosure in 2007, they noticed it had been modified 
during the historic period. The ditch has been deepened 
and a low interior wall created, while the original exterior 
wall had been buried by fill removed from the ditch. The 
causeway, which allowed access to the interior of the circle 
across the ditch, had also been removed.  Fortunately, the 
interior of the circle and the base of the original wall are 
still intact, so the site has significant research potential and 
is considered to be eligible for nomination to the National 
Register of Historic Places. In fact, archaeologists at Ball 
State have expressed interest in investigating the site this 
summer.

The chain of events that led to this acquisition began in 
late February when New inquired about obtaining permits to 
further develop his property along Route 32 near Yorktown. 
Word of the planned development reached Ball State, and 
Kevin Nolan, senior archaeologist with the Ball State Applied 
Anthropology Laboratories, informed the Conservancy of the 
potential threat to the earthwork. The Conservancy visited 
the site to assess it, and then quickly reached an agreement 
with New to acquire it. New will develop the portion of his  
property that has no cultural resources. —Paul Gardner

The Yorktown Enclosure survives within an isolated wood lot surrounded by agricultural fields that are being developed for commercial purposes.
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POINT-5
acquisition

There are oral traditions that 
recount the history of the alli-
ance of the Haudenosaunee, or 

the League of the Iroquois, but how its 
formation is manifested in the archaeo-
logical record is much more difficult 
to discern. The Footer site, occupied 
sometime between a.d. 1300 and 1500, 
may offer some clues to the processes 
that were occurring during this time 
period. The site is located in the Bristol 
Hills area near Canandaigua, New York, 
an area traditionally thought to be the 
homeland of the Seneca Nation. 

Footer is one of several prehistoric 
Iroquois sites in this area that was 
identified by amateur archaeologist 
Alton J. Parker in the 1950s. He began 
excavating the site in 1958, and con-
tinued for three years, at which point 
the Rochester Museum of Arts and 
Sciences (now the Rochester Museum 
and Science Center) became involved. 
Subsequently the Lewis Henry Morgan 
Chapter of the New York State Archaeo-
logical Association, of which Parker 
was an active member, joined the dig. 

These excavations revealed numer-
ous postmolds that help to tell the story 
of this early habitation site. On two of 
the site’s boundaries the archaeologists 
found circular stains aligned in a row, 
suggesting a palisade surrounded the 
village. Two other postmold patterns, 

Examining Iroquois Origins
The Conservancy signs an option to acquire the Footer site.

one rectangular and the other circu-
lar, were also found. These could have 
been dwellings or other structures 
for activities like food processing. The 
rectangular structure contained the 
remains of at least four hearths, which 
could be an indication that it contained 
four separate living areas. 

The floors in these structures were 
well-used, and the people left behind 
significant quantities of pottery, flakes 
from stone tool production, and pipe 

fragments. Several storage pits within 
the structures were excavated, some 
of which contained charred corn and 
beans. There are also large middens 
outside of the presumed palisade walls 
that have never been investigated.

Close to 7,000 artifacts were recov-
ered during these excavations, the 
majority of which are pottery sherds 
and lithics associated with tool produc-
tion. In addition, numerous decorative 
items were found, including stone and 

This fragment of a trumpet-style pipe was found at the site.
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POINT Acquisitions

The Protect Our Irreplaceable National Treasures 
(POINT) program was designed to save significant 
sites that are in immediate danger of destruction.

H

Yorktown
Enclosure

bone pendants and beads, hematite 
pigment, and stone gorgets. Gorgets 
are ground and polished stones that 
are often semi-rectangular in shape and 
have holes drilled in them. The holes 
could have been used to suspend the 
gorget around an individual’s neck,  
possibly for ceremonial purposes. 
Other recovered items included a 

maskette carved out of sandstone, dec-
orated pipes, ground stones thought to 
have been used as gaming pieces, and a 
nearly-complete pottery vessel.

The evidence suggests that the 
Footer site was occupied between a.d. 
1300 and 1500. Some scholars believe 
this is the time when processes leading 
to the alliance of the Oneida, Onondaga, 

Cayuga, Seneca, and Mohawk—the 
original five nations that comprised the 
Haudenosaunee—first occurred. 

Of the pre-Iroquoian sites identi-
fied in New York, Footer is the first in 
the Bristol Hills region to contain evi-
dence of structures. Interestingly, the 
circular layout of Footer’s postmolds 
differs from the typical longhouse-style 
patterns of postmolds found at con-
temporaneous pre-Iroquoian sites. It is 
possible that the Footer site was occu-
pied seasonally, such as during periods 
of hunting, rather than throughout the 
year, negating the need for longhouse-
style dwellings.

Joe and Janet Green, who own 
the land that contains Footer, realized 
the importance of protecting this 
irreplaceable site. Consequently the 
Conservancy has signed an option to 
purchase a 20-acre parcel that includes 
Footer. —Kelley Berliner

This pipe’s bowl is decorated with incised lines and crescent-shaped impressions.
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field notes

Flags mark various features uncovered during excavations at Carson Mounds. The group of trees in the background  

marks the location of Mound B, which is part of the Conservancy’s original 15-acre acquisition.
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SOUTHEAST—The Conservancy recently added an addi-
tional eight acres to its Carson Mounds preserve in Mis-
sissippi. In 2009 the Conservancy acquired approximately 
15 acres of this Mississippian site (a.d. 900-1540), which  
is located in the northwest part of the state. Included in  
that acquisition were four mounds and a three-acre  
easement. The Conservancy will now acquire an additional 
eight acres that include the easement. 

The Carson Mounds site was first mapped in the late 
1800s by archaeologists from the Smithsonian Bureau of 
Ethnology. At that time, the site had over 80 mounds and 
covered approximately 150 acres. Unfortunately, years of 
farming have since destroyed part of the site and most 

of the mounds. 
Nonetheless, research on the Conservancy’s preserve 

has revealed astonishing results. While excavating one acre 
of the easement, the Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History recorded 6,818 postmolds, 60 structures, three 
stockades, and 498 pits, 74 of which contained from one 
to 36 burials. The researchers also identified Cahokia-style 
stone tools and semi-subterranean houses, as well as pro-
jectile points made of Burlington chert, which is found 
in the Cahokia region. This suggests that the Carson and 
Cahokia communities could have engaged in trade. Older 
ceramics that could date as far back as a.d. 100 have also 
been recorded. 

Carson Mounds Site Expanded
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Barbed wire was attached to these posts to protect the site.
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WEST—In April of this year the Con-
servancy, working with a local fencing 
company, installed a perimeter fence 
around the Mound Spring preserve. 
The fence will protect the preserve’s 
cultural resources against threats posed 
by looters and recreational collectors.

The preserve is located in South-
ern Nevada’s Pahrump Valley, where 
there was once was a series of spring 
mounds that were formed by the 
buildup of mineral deposits from cen-
turies of seepage from underground 
springs. Many of the artesian springs 
that created the mounds have since 
dried up, but they once provided water 
as well as temporary residences for the 
native Southern Paiute. 

Although most of these mounds 
have been destroyed by development 
in the Pahrump Valley, a few remain. 
The Mound Springs site has one of 
these surviving mounds. The mound’s 
artesian spring has since gone dry, 
but in the late 1880s and early 1900s 
the spring served travellers on stage-
coaches and freight wagons that made 
their way through the valley. 

In 2002, the Conservancy pur-
chased a 2.1-acre parcel containing the 
northern half of the mound. Last Janu-
ary, after working with an appraiser, 
a Realtor, and the landowners, the 
Conservancy acquired the remaining 
portion of the mound, expanding the 
preserve to 5.4 acres. 

Mound Spring Preserve Fenced

The Conservancy’s president, Mark Michel, was re-
cently given the Cultural Resource Achievement 

Award from the George Wright Society, a prestigious 
international organization of park professionals. In 
presenting the award to Michel, the George Wright 
Society stated “there are few individuals whose lives 
and careers have a broad and profound impact on 
the conservation of nature and culture throughout the 
United States. In 1980, when Mark Michel established 
The Archaeological Conservancy, he single-handedly 
changed the trajectory of how cultural resources are 
safeguarded.”

“Over the past 35 years, Michel’s efforts in advo-
cating for, and effecting, conservation archaeology, 
cultural heritage stewardship, policy and legislative im-

The Conservancy’s President Wins Award
plementation, and public outreach are unsurpassed. 
Under Michel’s pioneering leadership, TAC remains 
the only national nonprofit organization dedicated  to 
the permanent protection and management—through 
site acquisition from private landowners—of America’s 
endangered archaeological sites. An incalculable num-
ber of our nation’s cultural resources have been saved 
through his work.”

The George Wright Society also commended Mi-
chel for his “resourcefulness, professionalism and vi-
sion directly correlating to TAC’s success. By creating a 
national system of archaeological preserves for future 
generations to study and enjoy, Michel has helped to 
ensure survival of our irreplaceable cultural heritage—
a lasting legacy for all.” 
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Reviews

Living the 
Ancient 
Southwest
Edited by 
David Grant Noble
(School for Advanced Research Press, 2014; 200 pgs., 
illus., $60 cloth, $25 paper; www.sarpress.org)

David Grant Noble has been writing and editing books about 
archaeology in the American Southwest for some 40 years. 
Even though he is not a trained archaeologist, Noble is generally 
considered to be the leading interpreter of Southwestern 
archaeology. In this latest offering, he assembles 18 noted 
scholars to examine how ancient people in the Southwest made  
a living in the vast and arid region. 

Topics include Mesa Verde and Chaco Canyon as well as 
many lesser known locales and cultures, like the Fremont of the 
Great Basin. The contributors to this anthology include some of the 
most prominent archaeologists, students of rock art, and Native 
Americans, who convey the history of the region from their point 
of view. One author, the late Edmund Ladd of Zuni Pueblo, offers 
insights on the religion and the philosophy of his tribe. 

Some of the essays describe the harsh beauty of the desert 
landscape and the contributions of ancient artists in the form of 
rock art and pottery. There are two essays about the enigmatic 
Fremont people of Utah’s Great Basin, a culture that is still little 
understood and explored. There are two fascinating essays about 
the ancient trails that bound the area together and linked it to 
faraway places like the Valley of Mexico. Aspects of Mesa Verde 
and Chaco Canyon are discussed by noted archaeologists, and 
Suzanne and Paul Fish of the University of Arizona examine the 
Hohokam irrigation farmers.

The volume is amply illustrated with both modern and period 
photographs, many of them by Noble, a renowned photographer. 
Written for a general audience, this volume is a valuable and 
entertaining addition to Southwestern prehistory.

Hopewell 
Ceremonial 
Landscapes 
of Ohio: More 
than Mounds 
and Geometric 
Earthworks
By Mark J. Lynott
(Oxbow Books, 2015; 288 pgs., illus.,  
$32 paper; www.amazon.com)

When Europeans first encountered the great earthen mounds 
and geometric earthworks of southern Ohio, they were so 
amazed at their size and complexity that they refused to 
attribute them to Native Americans. After more than 150 years 
of scientific research, archaeologists have finally begun to 
understand these mysterious monuments.

The late Mark Lynott was an archaeologist for the National 
Park Service for 34 years, and he spent much of that time 
applying the latest technology to the study of the Hopewell 
culture. In this volume, Lynott describes the remaining 
mound-builder sites of southern Ohio and the people who have 
endeavored to understand them. The result is a very readable 
history of an important part of American archaeology. 

Scientific pioneers of the 19th century were the first to 
tackle the many problems of the Hopewell mounds. They 
determined that they were built by Native Americans, but 
little more. More recently, a new generation of scholars has 
again taken up the challenge. Using modern archaeological 
techniques like remote sensing, radiocarbon dating, 
and ancient DNA studies, they promise to increase our 
understanding of these earthworks. Lynott also sets out goals 
for new research and proposes new projects.

An excellent overview of the Hopewell culture and the 
archaeologists who have studied it, Hopewell Ceremonial 
Landscapes of Ohio is a significant addition to a rich 
archaeological tradition.
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The Chaco 
Meridian: 
One Thousand 
Years of Political and Religious Power 
in the Ancient Southwest (2nd Edition)
By Stephen H. Lekson
(Rowman & Littlefied, 2015; 234 pgs., illus.,  
$88 cloth, $34 paper/ebook; www.rowman.com)

University of Colorado archaeologist Stephen Lekson 
rocked the archaeological world in 1999 with the first 
edition of this work. In it he set forth a general theory of 
Chaco Canyon, the exceptional native site in northwestern 
New Mexico that dominated the Southwest from about  
a.d. 1000 to 1150. The theory proposes that a powerful 
elite determined the fate of cities across time and space. 
Beginning in desolate Chaco Canyon, the epicenter 
shifted north to the well-watered Aztec Ruin in northern 
New Mexico, then south to Paquimé in northern Mexico 
over a 500 year period. All three centers are located on a 
north-south line—the Chaco Meridian—which was central 
to their cosmology.

When The Chaco Meridian first appeared 15 years 
ago, it set off a spirited debate that triggered new thinking 
about Southwestern archaeology. New research followed 
that built on Lekson’s work. In this edition, Lekson 
presents much of the latest research and ruminations 
about the Anasazi world. He urges readers not to look 
east to the Rio Grande pueblos, but south to Mexico 
for answers to the Chaco conundrum. In an all new 
appendix, Lekson explains his thesis that the Chaco 
system was a local adaptation of a well-established 
Mexican political and organizational system—the altepetl.

This new edition brings fresh insights to the debate 
over the shape and scope of Chaco Canyon and its 
successor centers. Challenging conventional wisdom, 
Lekson forces the archaeological community to seek  
new ways of looking at the American Southwest.

Encounters at the 
Heart of the World: 
A History of the 
Mandan People
By Elizabeth A. Fenn
(Hill & Wang, 2014, 
480 pgs., illus., 
$35 cloth, $18 paper; 
www.fsgbooks.com)

In 1804-05, Lewis and 
Clark spent the winter with the Mandan 
people on the banks of the Missouri River in what is now central 
North Dakota. They described a generous and prosperous people 
who made the explorers comfortable as honored guests in their 
roomy earthen lodges. A few years later, artists Karl Bodmer and 
George Catlin immortalized the Mandans by illustrating their  
people and their villages. Only a few years later the Mandans  
were all but gone.

The Mandan story begins about a.d. 1000 on the Missouri 
River in what is now southeastern South Dakota. Archaeologists 
have traced their slow migration upstream before finally settling  
in central North Dakota. By 1500, there were about 12,000 
Mandans in several villages along the river. They were primarily 
sedentary agriculturalists, unlike the better known Plains tribes  
such as the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Crow, who followed the buffalo  
herds across the region. Thanks to the foresight of North Dakotans 
in the 1930s, many of these village ruins are permanently  
preserved near Bismarck.

In this engaging study, University of Colorado historian 
Elizabeth Fenn rebuilds the 1,000-year history using archaeology, 
ethnology, anthropology, epidemiology, and other disciplines.  
These farmers and traders built a vast network of exchange, 
first with their native neighbors, and then with French, English, 
and Spanish traders. Fenn shows how the Mandans grew and 
prospered, but the European invasion proved to be too much for 
them. First came the havoc brought by the arrival of horses that 
empowered competing tribes. In the 1800s, smallpox and other 
European diseases decimated the Mandans, leading to a general 
collapse, and their villages were abandoned. Fenn’s discussion  
of these traumatic events is a major contribution to the history  
of the people of the Great Plains.

Using all of the tools of modern scholarship, Fenn has 
produced an absorbing and definitive history of one of America’s 
great Native people. It recently won a well-deserved Pulitzer Prize 
for history. —Mark Michel
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Chaco Canyon boasts some of the most impressive ruins in the Southwest.

Chaco Canyon in Depth
When: September 12 - 20, 2015
Where: New Mexico, Colorado
How Much: $2,195 per person ($230 single supplement)

Explore the vast cultural system of Chaco Canyon and the 
extensive network of outlying communities that developed in 
northwestern New Mexico and southwestern Colorado from  
a.d. 800 to 1140. We’ll visit Pueblo Bonito and other spectacular 
great houses in Chaco Canyon as well as the great kiva at 
Casa Rinconada. We’ll hike to some of the most remarkable 
and remote sites in the canyon. We’ll also have the unique 

opportunity to visit many of the most important outlying 
communities that are integral parts of the entire Chacoan 
complex still being uncovered by researchers. Scholars are 
struggling to understand how this vast system developed and 
operated, and why it suddenly collapsed around a.d. 1140.  
We’ll spend two memorable nights camping in Chaco Canyon, 
and we’ll also tour the modern day Pueblo of Acoma.  
Some of the leading Chaco experts will join us. 
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Cliff Palace is one of Mesa Verde National Park’s  
most spectacular attractions. 

Cliff Dwellers
When: September 17 - 27, 2015
Where: Arizona, Colorado
How Much: $2,495 per person ($480 single supplement)

This fall the Conservancy brings back one of its most popular 
Southwestern tours: an exciting visit to the region’s spectacular 
prehistoric cliff dwellings. Ancient Southwestern groups 
experimented with building their houses in cliff faces and 
rockshelters. These structures not only offered protection from 
the weather, but many of them also served as natural solar 
collectors during the winter. 

From Phoenix you’ll travel north through the Verde Valley, 
Sedona, Oak Creek Canyon, and Flagstaff to Monument Valley 
and Mesa Verde. You’ll see the cliff dwellings of Montezuma 
Castle, Cliff Palace, and White House Ruin, just to name 
a few. The trip also includes a visit to Lorenzo Hubbell’s 
historic trading post, a stop at Second Mesa at Hopi, a 
jeep tour of Canyon de Chelly, and walking tours of some 
of the Conservancy’s most significant preserves, including 
Yellowjacket and Atkeson Pueblo at Oak Creek.

Maya of Yucatán  
and Calakmul
From a.d. 300 - 900, the Classic Maya flourished in the Yucatán 
Peninsula of Mexico. We’ll visit some of their most splendid sites, 
including Dzibilchaltún, Balankanche Cave, Mayapán, and Chichén 
Itzá. We’ll also drive deep into the forest to visit Calakmul, which has 
been undergoing significant excavations in recent years. Calakmul is 
believed to be the largest of all the Maya cities. More than 100 stelae 
and 6,500 structures have been discovered so far. During the Late 
Classic period it dominated the entire southern Yucatán. Accompanying 
us will be John Henderson, one of the nation’s leading Maya scholars.

Upcoming Tours  •  Winter 2016

Guatemala Highlands 
and Copán
Rain forests, snow-capped volcanoes, and magnificent 
lakes make up the landscape of the ancient Maya in the 
highlands of Guatemala. On our tour you’ll experience a 
complete spectrum of history from ancient Maya ruins 
to modern-day Maya cities. Our travels will take us from 
beautiful Lake Atitlán to the Honduran rainforest, where 
we will visit Copán, considered the crown jewel of the 
southern Maya cities. John Henderson from Cornell 
University will accompany us on the tour.

th
e

 a
R

C
h

a
e

o
lo

G
iC

a
l 

C
o

n
s

e
R

va
n

C
y

v
iC

k
i M

a
R

ie
 s

in
G

e
R

Chichén Itzá, in southern Mexico, was occupied until the 13th century.

This stele depicts 

18 Rabbit, one of 

Copán’s greatest 

rulers.
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Patrons of 
Preservation

The Archaeological Conservancy 
would like to thank the following 
individuals, foundations, and 
corporations for their generous 
support during the period of February 
through April 2015. Their generosity, 
along with the generosity of the 
Conservancy’s other members, 
makes our work possible.

Life Member Gifts of $1,000 or more
Charles and Louise Cochran, Texas

Hazel L. Epstein, California
Arthur M. Fairley, Alabama

Joseph T. Gibbons, New York
William J. and Priscilla G. Robinson, Arizona

Albert E. Schmid, Jr., Florida

Bequest
Helen L. Kempton, California

Mary L. Lewis, Colorado

Anasazi Circle Gifts of $2,000 or more
Pete and Christine Adolph, New Mexico

Ralph L. Burnham, Virginia
Charles R. Larimore, New Mexico

Leslie and Colin Masson, Massachusetts
Elizabeth Sherwood, Georgia

Foundation/Corporate Gifts 
Columbus Foundation, Ohio

New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and  
Historic Preservation, New York

The Ruth and Robert Satter Charitable Trust, Maine

Gifts of Distinction
The Anasazi Circle is an elite group of members 

who contribute $2,500 or more annually to the 
Conservancy’s ongoing efforts to permanently preserve 
America’s cultural treasures. Since its inception in 1993, 
participation in the Anasazi Circle has increased by over 
267 percent.

Anasazi Circle member support is essential to 
the Conservancy’s ability to continually expand its 
preservation goals. It is crucial to preserve information 
regarding our nation’s past so we can better understand 
it. Cultural evidence is often destroyed before proper 
analysis can be done, and the knowledge is lost forever. The 
Conservancy uses donations to act quickly to protect sites 
and prevent significant information from being destroyed.          

The benefits of Anasazi Circle membership include 
discounts on tours, recognition in American Archaeology, 
an award-winning magazine, and an invitation to an 
exclusive seminar weekend this October in Columbus, 
Ohio, where you’ll learn about the archaeology of the 
Hopewell culture.  By sending in your donation of $2,500 
or more today, you can ensure your invitation to the 
Conservancy’s 2015 Anasazi Circle. 



Celebrating 
Our 35th Year

Meet the people
behind the 

Conservancy.
Each month in our blog we

feature a member of our team.

archaeologicalconservancy.org



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                       Charitable gift annuities

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’ll use it to preserve places 
like Old Fort Earthworks and our other 490 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. 

Give a charitable gift annuity.
Depending on your circumstances, 
you may be able to make a gift of 
cash and securities today that lets 
you receive extensive tax benefits 
as well as an income for as long 
as you live. 

Began as a  
Conservancy  
Preserve in 2003

Old Fort Earthworks, 
MIDWEST REGION


