


Mesa Top Loop DmL

From Plthause to Pueblo

Slll]h along the sixv-mile Mesa Top Loop Drive reveal the
full range of architecture at Mesa Verde, from the carliest
pithouses to the latest elift dwellings, Here you can see a
progression of the homes and religious structures of the

Ancestral Puebloans, who lived here for more than six

centuries, from around A.D. 600 until about 1300. Ten
excavated sites and/d number of cliff dwellings are visible.
arking arcas exist on both sides of this mostly one-way
route, with siteg beside the voad or within a short walk.
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Pithouse
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A.D. 600

Fur thousands of vears, people were living in the sur-
rounding arca before they came o Mesa Verde isell, Here,
catliest evidence of their presence dates o about A.D. 550
to 600, As people did all over the Southwest, the Ancestral
Puchloans built modest dwellings — shallow pits dug into
the zround, covered with pole and mud roofs and walls,
with entrances through the wols,

The pithouse at this site, one of the best preserved
anywhere, shows leatures common to nearly all these
houses. The Larger space was the living mom. In the center
is a firepit, where the people did their cooking, Although
many other things changed over time, a hearth remained a
constant feature in their homes. A stone slab was placed in
front of the firepit to keep the air circulating — both
deflecting cool dratts and drawing smoke up and out,

Adjoining this larger space is a smaller room, called
an antechamber, where food and Hrewood were stored.

Consider what life was like in the dim conlines of a
pithouse, where an extended family — parents, children,
andd erandparents — slept on the floor on twill mats and
tried  keep warm on long winter nights on this high
plateau. Though digging a large pit into the ground with a
stick was labor-intensive work, pithouses were generally
warmer than alcoves, and provided snug shelter out of the
clements.

The idea of settling down in a permanent home
caught on, and hundreds of pithouses were built on the
mesa top during the nest couple of centuries,

Navajo Canyon View
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This expansive viewpoint gives a good idea of the lay of
the Laind. Onee o continuous Eindmass, the Mesa Verde has
been cut into a series of several smaller mesas that reach
like long fingers to the south. Deep, sandstone-walled
canvons such as Navajo Canvon have incised northward,
isolating cach smaller mesa. All the canyons drain to the
south into the Mancos River.

The high mesas average around 7,000 feet in
clevation and receive about 18 inches of precipitation a
year, This moisture, in the form of rain and snow, feeds
springs at the heads of many of the canyons and supports a
dense forest of pinvon and juniper. This forest gave Mesa
Verde its Spanish name, which means “green table.”

On the southern horizon on a clear day, you can see
the Chuskas and Lukachukais, mountains in northeast
Arizom,

Today the Land is silent, save for the wind rustling
the trees and the song of a canyon wren. But for the early
people of Mesa Verde, the land was everything. Tt provided
water; soil for crops; plants and animals for food; stone
and wood for houses and wols; clay for pottery; and fiber
for clothing and haskets, The Tand was also significant
hecause topography determined where and how people
moved and communicated.

Mancos River

6,200 ft
1,890 m



Square Tower House Overlook

A.D. 1200 - 1300

A sentle 500-foot-long trail leads to a close view of Square
Tower House, a beautiful cliff dwelling built in an alcove
in the upper walls of Navajo Canyon.

The name comes from the striking four-story-high
structure still standing against the curving back wall of the
alcove. This was not like the free-standing round towers
found elsewhere at Mesa Verde, but part of the overall plan
of Square Tower House. The “tower” had windows,
doorways, and flooring, and the inner walls had been
plastered. In other rooms were found an almost perfect
reed mat, a pottery rest, some feathered cloth, and a
humanlike Hourine.

About 60 of the original 80 rooms of Square Tower
House remain. A spring below the aleove provided water
for the residents. They went to and from the dwelling by
way of hand-and-toe holds pecked into the cliff walls,

As with all the cliff dwellings, Square Tower House
represents the final phase of building at Mesa Verde,
People lived here between AD, 1200 and 1300, but there
may be signs of much eardier habitation in pithouses under
this alcove.

Pithouses & Early Pueblo Villages
~ A.D. 700 - 950

This site shows two significant architectural develop-
ments: the trend toward deeper pithouses, and the move
from pithouses to aboveground dwellings.

What appears here to be one pithouse is actually
two, The larger one was built first, around A.D. 700, but
was destroved in a fire. The smaller one, which looks like
an antechamber to the larger room, 1s in fact a second
pithouse built soon after the first one burned. It contains a
new feature, a vertical ventilator shaft in one side, which
appears in pithouses from then on.

ruins of
old pithouse

ventilator shaft/entry

Inside these pithouses, archeologists found things
that provide insight into the life of the Ancestral
Puebloans. Most basic of tools was a stone mano held in
the hand, used to grind seeds and corn on a large flat rock
alled a metate. Also unearthed were deer bone awls and
turkey hones, more than a thousand pottery sherds, a
charred piece of someone’s prized woven cloth sandal, and
a bowl filled with tiny seeds,

Both pithouses are D-shaped and dug about four feet
down. Deepening of pithouses was a step along the way to
a major transformation in the pueblo world — some
pithouses would become special rooms where ceremonies
were likely held.
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A short distance away are the aboveground dwell-
ings. The carliest were a series of rooms, joined in a :
crescent shape, From a foundation of shallow slab-lined
pits, the walls of these rooms were built up of a Tattice of
wooden poles plastered over with mud. This village dates
to about A.D. 830, The deep pithouse was also part of this
slab-lined village.
development of pithouse to pueblo and kiva
LY
ventilator shaft Pa
This simple assemblage of two rooms and kiva, with
TN common space hetween marks the beginning of the “unit”
= NeE (S bl Latet, g puchlo dwellines wee composed of
- pucbio. Later, Lirge pueblo dwellings were composed of a

series of these basic units.
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Mesa Top Sites
A.D. 900-1100

post and
adobe walls

a"’n

ch: amid the sagebrush the Ancestral Puebloans
repeatedly chose to build and rebuild their homes over
several hundred years.

This complex site shows three building sequences
and architectural styles. The earliest village had post-and-
adobe walls, the second was of single-course masonry, and
the third and latest was of stout, double-course masonry.
Each village was superimposed on the other, and only a
little evidence of each is exposed now.

The “Mesa Verde”-style kiva appears at the
beginning of this period and is fully developed by the end
— round, with benches, ventilator, sipapu, and six

U dfirst village

A 900

B second village
an, 1000
| third village
ap. 1075 )
ventilator

" sipapu

Mesa Verde- .
style kiva LT ’ \'pilaster

pilasters. The large excavated kiva at this site, part of the
third village, is a tine ecxample of one, except it has eight
rather than six pilasters.

Circular towers also first show up during the third
phase. They are a signilicant but mysterious development.
They are often associated with a Kiva and connected w the
kiva by an underground wnnel, Were these watchtowers or
defensive structures? Might they mark the beginning of
troubled times at Mesa Verde? Or did they serve a religious
or ceremonial function? Or possibly o combination of
these!
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Few utensils were found at this site. The first village
burned. Residents of the second village may hive taken
their possessions with them. When the last pucblo was
deserted, it was razed and the building materials taken
elsewhere,

What was found was an unusual collection of joweln
heneath a Hoor surtace — pendants, beads, and lour
exquisite necklaces, including one with 458 white shell
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beads. Buried in one kiva was a cache of bird, mammal,
and reptile bones.

We can only guess what attracted families to stay at
this same location through the centuries, It's rather
exposed and the closest water supply is a quarter mile
away. Perhaps good farmland on the mesa top held them
here. Or maybe cach generation simply followed a
penchant to live in the same place where others lived
betore,

third village

Sun Point Pueblo

e
A.D. 1200s

S‘llli Point Pueblo is one of the last mesa-top pueblos built
at Mesa Verde, part of a cluster of sites in the CIff Palace-
Fewkes Canyon group.

The pueblo’s rooms enclosed an intriguing kiva-
tower complex. The kiva, more than welve feet in
diameter, has a banquette, fivepit, ventilator, and sipapu,
which represents the entrance from the underworld. The
plastered walls contained small niches. A tunnel was dug
into the soil o connect the kiva with the round tower, At
some point the tnnel was filled with debris, and the twer
was largely dismantled. The “dimpled” marks pecked into
the stones of the kiva and tower were a technique that
began to show up in the AD. 1200s.

But people lived in Sun Point Pueblo for only about
ten years. Some unforeseeable conditions may have arisen,
causing them to depart and sacrifice a considerable
investment of time and effort,



Sun Point View
A.D. 1200 - 1300

Thu view at Sun Point is one of the best in Mesa Verde.
Visible from this spot are a dozen cliff dwellings set in
alcoves high up in Cliff and Fewkes Canyons, along with
the intriguing mesa-top building called Sun Temple across
the canvon.

Between the years A.D. 1200 to 1300, half the
population of Chapin Mesa was concentrated here in these
dwellings. Meanwhile, many more thousands of people
were living to the north of Mesa Verde along the Dolores
River and in Montezuma Valley.

Sun Temple y {‘
Mummy House Cliff Palace
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Oak Tree House Fire Temple & New Fire House
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A.D. 1250 A.D. 1250

During his investigations at Mesa Verde, archeologist
Jesse Walter Fewkes excavated in the 30-room cliff dwelling
called Oak Tree House. In addition to four known kivas,
he excavated three more which showed fine masonry. Five
nictates, or stone erinding bins, had been set in the Hoor

of one kiva. A bundle of grass was found on one metate,
perhaps used o sweep away meal onee it was ground. No
doubt, Ancestral Pucbloans spent many hours each day
rning com keenels into soft cornmeal, the staple of

their diet.

An exceptional feature of Oak Tree House was part B i

of a circular wall in the wear of the alcove, made of willow important
. . part in pueblo
and other sticks set in mortar, societies today
as they did

centuries ago,

FirL' Temple, near the head of Tewkes Canyon, was
probably not a place where people lived., Tts Large plaza or
apen courtyard may have been a “stage” lor ceremonial
dances, attended by people from all over the mesa, When
the Smithsonian’s Jesse Walter Fewkes excavated the site in
the early 19005, he noted a rectangular floor plan, a high
banguette or bench, and a band of white plaster across the
hack wall. This was once called Painted House for figures
of min clouds, cactus, humans, and animals painted on the
wall. There was also a large foor cist and a slot cut across

main dwelling

e ' the floor.
EFE e | woven pot rest y o e e e wcesratod ol B Ti .
2/ found in Oalc Tree Some Ii.\:]l(.l".ﬁ}ll\.h were .I.\h(.lthllui with II.R I'melh
| House too. An artificial reservoir was built above a spring, helping

recharee the spring’s flow.

Just to the right of Fire Temple is New Fire House, a
clift dwelling in upper and lower alcoves connected by 2
hand-and-toc hold tail chipped into the rock,



Sun Temple

sy
A.D. 1250

solar I'I'tl]'kqfftl‘-_-

Sun Temple 15 an ever-fascinating structure at Mesa
Verde, Excavations in 1915 led Dr, Jesse Walter Fewkes to
conclude that “This building was constructed lor worship,
and its size is such that we may practically call it a
temple.”

Fewkes believed Sun Temple's D-shaped floor plan
was intentional from the beginning of construction. Nearly
every stone in the thousand feet of finely masoned walls

as carefully pecked on the surface. Geometrie designs
were inscribed on the face of some. The four-foot-thick
walls were double coursed and filled with a rubble core,

Neither household goods nor roof beams were found,
indicating the structure of nearly 30 rooms was probably
never finished. Why would Sun Temple have been so
carefully thought out, but never completed:

The existence of a natural rock basin in the
southwestern comer led Fewkes to specalate that it served
as a “solar marker,” and that people from the surrounding
cliff dwellings attended ceremonies here.

Just past Sun Temple is another fine view of Chill Palace. Return now
back toward the museum area and follow signs to the CHif Palace-

Balcony House road. You may also visit nearby Cedar Tree Tower and
Far View sitos.




To Our Visitors

Please help respect and protect archeoloeical sites
at Mesa Verde National Park and everywhere
else. Climbing, sitting, or standing on rock walls
can harm or destroy them. Please stay off. To
ke sense of a site, archeologists need to see
everything in contest, so please do not wuch or
disturh any artifacts. Don’t leave any modern
artifacts cither. Throw litter and wash in the
cans. Smoking is prohibited in all sites. Pets
must be on a leash, and are not allowed on tails
or in-sites. Hiking is restricted to the seven
marked trails in the park.

Do not throw rocks or any other objects
into the canyons — there may be people below,
Parents, please be alent to your children’s
whereabouts at canvon overlooks. And remember
that the park is at a high elevation; activity can
be strenuous for those with heart or respiratory
conditions.

The Navajo word Anasazi, long used to
refer to the early people of Mesa Verde and the
Southwest, is no longer favored. The term now
preferred is “Ancestral Puebloan,” indicating
these people were the ancestors of the modern
Puchlo people of the Southwest.,

©2000 Mesa Verde Musenm Association. Published
in cooperation with Mesa Verde National Park, a
Waorld Cultural Heritage Park.
In the interest ol conserving onr Natural resources, this
trail guide is printed with vegetable based ink on
Recyeled paper.
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