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THE PREHISTORIC
SOUTHWEST

 My first visit to Balcony House was the last thing I did on a
long day at Mesa Verde. I was saturated with information, footsore,
and grubby from traipsing all over the mesa on a hot summer
day. How different will this be from
Spruce Tree House? I wondered, as my tour
group followed the ranger down the trail to the pueblo.
And will I even care?

We turned a bend and kept walking
along the cliff under a sandstone overhang where it was cooler and
a few ferns grew. Ahead and slightly above us we could see the
long, sinuous retaining wall of a cliff dwelling curving along a
bulge of peach-colored sandstone as smooth as skin. We climbed a
stout ladder and stood waiting in a little plaza for the rest of
the group to arrive. I looked around.

It was obvious that, although Balcony
House was constructed of the same sandstone and mud mortar as
Spruce Tree House, it is very different. It is smaller yet somehow
more grand, fitted more tightly into its east-facing alcove and
more difficult to access than the expansive Spruce Tree
House.

The ranger showed us a shallow basin
pecked into a flat stone just inside the doorway of an ancient
room.

“On the longest day of the year,” she
said, “a shaft of sunlight travels down the edge of that basin at
dawn.”

I peeked in the doorway and saw tiny
marks tapped into the rock. For an instant I forgot the rest of the
group and became someone else, someone for whom great mysteries are
revealed in a ray of light from the sun.

Then a voice broke through my
reverie.

“Can you believe it? I left the
sunscreen in the car!”

I sighed. The modern age seems too
pervasive and too loud for the past to glimmer through it. Yet as
the group began to walk again, a mother reached a hand out to her
child as she would have done 800 years ago. A rufous-sided towhee
sang from a nearby tree, as towhees have sung here for millennia.
Time let me go again and I floated briefly outside of my usual
frame of reference of driving and paperwork, phone calls, and
shopping for groceries.

Mesa Verde is a wonderful place for
this sort of time traveling. Almost anything can prompt it: an
unseen creature rustling in a fendlerbush, or an ancient ladle
hand-painted in a black-and-white geometric pattern. Puffy clouds
sailing across the face of the sun cause fleeting shadows, making
our vision flicker and our perspective briefly shift. A toe-hold
chiseled into the rock beckons our imaginations up sun-warmed
stone.

Our ranger had her own
suggestions:

“Smell the smoke from
their cooking fires. Hear children shouting as they play. Listen to
the sound of manos and metates as the women grind corn.”

For most of us this would be difficult
anywhere else but Mesa Verde, which is saturated with evidence of
the ancestral Puebloans and their way of life. Everything here
seems to be so completely interwoven, their homes integrated into
the landscape and the objects they made reflecting the natural
world in materials and design. Even one small observation can
enmesh us in their world.

This sensation can be
especially strong at Long House, which was perhaps a ceremonial
center constructed in an effort to reverse a long drought. Pots
found here were full of pollen, still used in modern Puebloan
ceremonies. Long House would have been like an enormous
kiva, or ceremonial
chamber, and the foot drums in the plaza would have made the whole
canyon reverberate. Standing here now we can almost hear a rhythm
like a heartbeat.

The multistoried bastions of Mesa
Verde seem timeless to us, but they were occupied for only three
generations. Their inhabitants—like most people of the Four
Corners—dispersed to new homelands toward the end of the 13th
century. There is a persistent myth that no one knows where
ancestral Puebloans went from Mesa Verde and other Classic Puebloan
sites, but ceramics and other artifacts confirm the spoken
tradition of the people themselves, who moved to where they live
today: Ácoma, Zuñi, the Rio Grande pueblos, and the Hopi
mesas.

I like to visit a Hopi friend in
springtime when we can go on flower quests together. Some mornings,
as I kneel to peer at the tracks of a cottontail in the still-cool
sand or examine the heart of a mariposa lily, I hear my friend’s
voice over my shoulder.

“Lots of rabbits this year; we’ll have
to keep an eye on the corn,” or

“We always think of sunrise when we
see those flowers.”

I may glance up toward his distant
cornfield or toward the east just as a horned lark perches on a
nearby yucca. Suddenly, I feel connected with everything at once.
Such moments restore my perspective and serve as a reminder that I
and my kind are not and never have been the only ones to live in
this part of the world. If only for a moment, I connect with other
human beings—and with other creatures—across time. I like to think
that centuries from today, someone walking on the same path that I
am following will also hear a towhee sing and bask in a shaft of
light from the same bright sun that shines on me now.

 


The Wetherill Family and Southwestern
Archeology

 The story is often
told of a snowy December afternoon in 1888, when a local rancher
named Richard Wetherill and his brother-in-law, Charlie Mason, were
out searching for stray cattle and caught their first sight of
Cliff Palace. This event drew national attention to Mesa Verde, but
these two men were not the first to find ancient pueblos in its
alcoves.

The local Utes, of course, had always
known of the old pueblos and had shown them to a few early
explorers. In 1874, William Henry Jackson was a government surveyor
working near Silverton. He heard about the cliff dwellings and made
a private expedition to photograph them. As families began to
settle in the Mancos Valley below Mesa Verde in the early 1880s,
they also came across Puebloan pottery, projectile points, and
dwellings. Soon many visitors, including New York journalist
Virginia McClurg, came in search of ancestral Puebloan
civilization.

The Wetherill story may be so famous
because Cliff Palace is the largest and, to many, the most
beautiful of the cliff dwellings. It was also this dramatic
experience that led Richard Wetherill to begin collecting ancestral
Puebloan artifacts in earnest. He sold several collections to
museums, which publicized their origins, and visitors to the area
hired him or another of the five Wetherill brothers as guides to
the ancient sites. Before long, Richard devoted himself full-time
to archaeology and kept careful notes and maps of his excavations,
especially his work at Chaco Canyon in New Mexico. By applying
stratigraphy—the principle that deeper layers of material were
deposited before those above them—he discerned an earlier phase of
Puebloan culture that he named Basketmaker for the beauty of its
weavings. Navajos nicknamed him “Anasazi,” their term for the
ancestral Puebloan people.

In 1891, a young Swedish aristocrat
named Gustav Nordenskiold arrived in southwest Colorado to see the
Puebloan sites. He was touring the world in order to strengthen his
health and obtain samples of minerals for his father. Running low
on money, when he learned how much Richard Wetherill earned on
sales of Puebloan artifacts he wrote his mother for help in
financing his own dig at Mesa Verde. Nordenskiold recruited
Richard’s brother, John, to help him conduct and record a
systematic excavation on the mesa, thereby introducing the locals
to scientific methods. After Nordenskiold published his finds in
1893, he died of tuberculosis at the age of 24.

Both Nordenskiold and Richard
Wetherill funded their work through the sale of artifacts. Although
this would be considered unethical as well as illegal today, it was
a common practice of the day.

 


Cultures of the
Southwest

 Summer is the
easiest time to imagine what it was like to live as a
hunter-gatherer on the Colorado Plateau. The air is warm, flowers
are in bloom, and we delight in glimpses of creatures scurrying
across rocks or flitting from tree to tree. We recall the summer
days of childhood, when to say farewell to the world outdoors and
go inside was almost more than we could bear.

After a century of research,
archaeologists and anthropologists now interpret the people of the
distant past very differently than in the days when exhibits
invariably showed a band of troglodytes huddled anxiously around a
campfire. Experience with hunter-gatherers of recent
times—particularly the Shoshone of the Great Basin of North America
as well as people in Africa, South America, and Australia—has shown
that being without permanent shelter or material possessions does
not necessarily mean a life spent in hardship and
misery.

In fact, one of the more surprising
conclusions that scholars have reached is that foraging for food
takes far less time and effort than farming (actually, this may
come as no surprise to avid gardeners or present-day farmers).
Finding shelter for the night or shade in the daytime is not nearly
as much work as maintaining a home, especially a modern one. Social
and family bonds are usually stronger when everyone unites in
pursuit of shared goals, and more leisure time offers the
opportunity to develop complex sung and spoken traditions and a
rich interior life.

Although we find no evidence for
people settling on Mesa Verde before about AD 550, signs of human
presence on the Colorado Plateau date back at least 10,000 years to
the Paleolithic (Old Stone) Age. The Pleistocene Ice Age had waned
and the climate was becoming warmer and drier. Pleistocene
creatures may still have roamed the region as late as 10,000 BC,
possibly mammoths, giant ground sloths, shrub and musk oxen, and
the once common Harrington mountain goat. Early hunters used short
spears with big, Clovis-style points that were designed to kill
mammoths. Folsom points, smaller and more suited to the hunting of
bison, came into use at a later phase. Neither type of point has
yet been found in direct association with the remains of these
animals on the Colorado Plateau itself, but finds from Palaeo camps
elsewhere in the Southwest indicate that these big-game hunters
lived in groups of less than 40 and killed their prey near springs
and streams.

What is missing from this picture?
Almost everything! Probably only a few people were fit and skilled
enough to be hunters, and each kill resulted in enough meat to last
for quite a while. Most of the time, people must have been doing
something other than hunting. We have virtually no archaeological
evidence to tell us how Palaeo-Indians passed their days, but
anthropologists studying today’s hunting cultures report that they
explore their surroundings, tend their children, sing songs and
tell stories, prepare food, groom and adorn themselves and one
another, watch the night sky, and speculate on the forces of
nature.

As the climate warmed and dried,
plants and animals became smaller and less abundant. During the
Archaic period which began about 8,000 years ago, people in the
Southwest still hunted bison but depended more upon smaller game
such as rabbits, sometimes throwing curved sticks instead of short
spears. They collected leaves, roots, fruits, and seeds of plants
in simple bags and baskets; sometimes drying or parching them with
coals and grinding them between stones. People followed the
migrations of animals and the ripening of plants from the lowlands
in winter to the highlands in summer. As the seasons unfolded,
every day was different. There was a need to know so much about the
world, about the properties of plants and how to use them for
medicines, dyes, and textiles.

Due to different conditions where they
hunted and gathered, local variations emerged in the ways that
people in different parts of the Southwest made snares, traps, and
containers. No doubt there were other geographical distinctions
between groups. On the Colorado Plateau, for example, Archaic
people painted eerie, elongated, human-like figures with elaborate
headdresses and garments on canyon walls. They bent twigs into the
shapes of four-legged animals—deer, elk, bighorn sheep—which they
then often pierced with a stick and left in caves.

Corn and squash arrived on the Plateau
at least as early as 1500 BC. Corn had been domesticated long
before in what is now Mexico, then spread gradually across the
Southwest as farmers traded seeds and know-how with neighboring
groups or moved into new territory themselves.

Archaic people of the region had long
collected grass seeds and at first glance, corn is simply a grass
with very large seeds. But corn cannot disperse those seeds and
grow without the help of human beings. Nevertheless it took at
least two thousand years between the time that corn and squash came
to the Plateau and the time when farming became central to life
here. Apparently, people planted just a few seeds at first, and
either stayed nearby to look after them or returned in time for a
small harvest. It wasn’t until about 200 BC that some settled down
in permanent dwellings dug into the earth, called pithouses. The
footloose Archaic era was drawing to a close; the time of the
Basketmakers was at hand.

The Basketmaker phase of the ancestral
Puebloan culture was named for the exquisite baskets of all shapes
and sizes that they made. They also crafted sandals, cradles, nets,
and textiles of plant fibers, fur, and hair. People lived in rock
shelters or in large rooms dug into the ground and domed with poles
and clay. Instead of hurling spears at animals they launched them
from carved spearthrowers, or atlatls, or flung throwing sticks at
small prey such as rabbits. They obtained some pottery from the
Mimbres people to the south through trade, but did not make their
own ceramics until late in the Basketmaker era.

There must be many reasons why people
began to forsake a wandering life. The population of the Southwest
had been growing for years, meaning more competition in foraging
for food. If they stayed in one place, people could keep an eye on
the crops they had planted as well as on any surplus they had
stored from past harvests. Having a permanent home meant having a
place to create and keep tools, clothing, toys, and other artifacts
instead of having to carry them everywhere. Dividing up tasks
allowed individuals to develop particular skills, and a settled
society could build complex structures and carry out elaborate
ceremonies.

Farming also yields more calories per
acre, although nutrition suffered from the monotony of a few crops
instead of a range of wild foods. With the introduction of bows and
arrows, which were lighter, more accurate, and more lethal than
atlatls and darts, hunting probably required less roaming. And so,
although the hunter-gatherer economy is widely considered to have
been a highly egalitarian, stable, and successful way of life,
permanent settlement offered significant advantages to a burgeoning
population.

As people settled down, they adapted
ever more closely to conditions in their particular areas and
regional differences in culture became more pronounced. The people
who settled on the Colorado Plateau are now known as the ancestral
Puebloans (once called the Anasazi). South of the Plateau in what
is now Arizona, there were other farmers referred to as Sinagua
(Spanish for “without water”). In the hot Sonoran Desert farther
south, members of the Hohokam culture built a network of canals to
irrigate their crops. The Mogollon settled in the highlands of what
is now New Mexico, while north of the ancestral Puebloans were a
people we call the Fremont.
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MIGRATIONS


In the shady plaza of Spruce Tree House, the air
is sweet and cool. I squint up toward the sun and through
iridescent eyelashes, see strands of shiny silver undulating as
they carry newly hatched spiders across the canyon. I try to
imagine what it would feel like to be launched on a fickle summer
breeze, to be caught up in an event far beyond my control yet
occurring due to a wisdom that I am too tiny to
appreciate.

Why does no one live in the
beautiful alcove pueblos of Mesa Verde any more? Building them was
obviously hard work, especially toward the end of the 13th century
when ancestral Puebloans made extensive additions and modifications
to many structures. Why did they labor over the massive complex we
call Sun Temple but omit doors, windows, fireplaces, and roof, and
leave it shortly afterwards?

We know that ancestral Puebloans
flourished on Mesa Verde for more than seven centuries, becoming
ever more creative in their strategies for survival. The more we
learn about them, the more it seems that they had it all figured
out—hunting and gathering, cultivating crops, dividing up tasks,
collectively maintaining a water distribution system. Yet they left
the mesa so abruptly that some people still think that they must
have vanished from the face of the earth.

Their descendants simply say that
there were signs that told them it was time to move on, that their
destiny awaited them elsewhere. What sort of signs these may have
been we non-Puebloans will probably never completely
understand.

Archaeologists point to evidence for a
25 year drought leading to severe depletion of resources. Crops
must have failed, springs of water slowed or stopped, and wild
plants and animals become scarce. After centuries of gathering
firewood there must have been none left for heating, cooking, or
firing pottery. The numbers of people concentrated here during the
Pueblo III period would surely have strained local resources until
their economy completely collapsed.

Ancestral Puebloan society must have
been severely strained as well. Only a few years ago, park
archaeologist Larry Nordby noticed that a wall with no doorways had
been built right through the middle of Cliff Palace. This wall may
have divided the pueblo’s inhabitants according to their
responsibilities for increasingly complex ceremonies, offered in
supplication for relief from rising hardships or perhaps as a means
to bond the community together in a time of crisis. Or, the wall
may have been built simply to keep the peace.

There is evidence of
increasing conflict in the Mesa Verde region during the late 1200s.
During the Classic Pueblo period, the population of Great Sage
Plain may have numbered as many as 21,000 people. Most of them
lived in cities, but there were individual families who led a
hardscrabble existence on the fringes of society. Archaeologists
refer to the former as intensifiers, the latter as
extensifiers, and
speculate that there may have been friction or even raids between
the two when resources became scarce. Another plausible explanation
for the evidence of strife is that non-Puebloan people drifting
through the region raided the pueblos for food.

As part of a trade network that
reached to the Pacific Ocean, the people of Mesa Verde were well
aware of the wider world. When their life on the mesa became
untenable they moved to the south and southeast, where water wa
more reliable and soil, wild plants, and game animals had not been
depleted. Lots of Mesa Verde-style black-and-white pottery has been
found in huge pueblos along the Rio Grande that were built in the
early 1300s. The spoken tradition of modern Puebloan people links
them to the ancestral Puebloans as well.
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