


I 
f 

I 

' \ ,, 
' 

Mesa Top Loop Drive 
From Pithouse to Pueblo 

Stop, alon).\ the 5ix-mile tV\c~a To(! Loo(! Dril'e reveal the 
ful l mngc of ard1itc"111't at .\'ksa Verde, fmm the earliest 
(lit house!> to the latN cliff dwelling,. Hert you can sec a 
JJI\J/\rc,,ion of the home, and rcll!;ious ~tn1ct11rc.~ or the 
A11ccstml Pucblo,111~, who lil'ed hc1"r for more than ~ix 
centuries, fmm ,m>m}d'A.D. 600 nntil ,1bout 1300. Ten 
excavated , itc, aJll\,o nnmbcr or cliff dwelling, ,1re vi~ihlc. 
Parkin!-\ ,1rras r~ ( on both $icb of th i, mostly one-way 
romc, with ~it beside the mad or within a 5horl walk. 

T., • rw,11 . ,i..c- T,. l'a, --"'I_ __ , __ ...., o(o<'-t. 
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first, second, 
& third villages 



Pithousc 
A .D. 600 

, .. , 
( ~ firepit , __ 

kitchen area 

• 
post holes 

for 1hous;111d, of yc,11'\ pcuplr 11crc Iii ing in the ~11r­
ro1111ding arra before li1cy c,1111c to i\'lc,a Verde it-elf. Herc, 
carlic,t Cl'idcncc of thei r presence date, to ,111011 ( A. D. 5.'iO 
lo 600. A~ people did all orer the Southwe,11 the Ance,trnl 
P11d1loa11, bu ilt nwtbt dll'cll ing, - ~hallo1r pit~ dug into 
tl1c .~rou nd, corcred 1l"ilh pole ,ind mud roof, and mill,, 
1rith entrance, through the roof,. 

The pithou,e at th i, ~ite, one of the he,l 111-c,m·cd 
anywhere, ,how\ feature~ wmmon LO nearly .111 tlie,e 
hou~c,. The largenpace w.i, the li1iog 1m1111 . In lhe center 
i, ,1 fircpil, ll'here the people did their cooking. Although 
many other lhin.~, changed m·er time, a hearth remained .1 
tomtant feature in their home,. A stone ,lah 11.i, placed in 
front of the firepit to kee11 the air drculati11g - l1oth 
clellecting cool dra li... and clra1ri11.~ ,mokc up and mil. 

Adjoining thi, k1rger space is a ~maller mom, called 
an antcdwmber, where food and firewood 11erc , turcd. 

Con~idcr whal life 11,1' like in the dim conlinc, of ,1 
pithou,e, ll'he1-c an extended family - 1mrc11t <,, children, 
and grandparent> - ,lcpt on the lloor on twill maL, and 
tried to keep 11~1nn on long 11·i11tn ni.~ht, on li1i, high 
platean. Tho11gl1 diggin.i: a large pit into the gmund 11-ith ,1 
,tit~ 11,1, labor-intcn,ivc work, pithou~c, were generally 
11~1r111er than ak111-c,, and pro1idcd , 1111.~ ,helter out of the 
clement.... 

The idea of ,e11l ing du1rn in a pcr111anc111 home 
c.111;:ht 011, and lmndred, uf pitl1011,c~ 1rcrc built on the 
mc,,1 lop during the nc.,t couple of centuric,. 

Navajo Canyon Vic'"' 

Thi, c~vam,ire r iewpoi111 gires a good icle,1 of the hi} of 
the I.ind. Once a rnnti1111ou, l,111d111,"\ the .\\c,a Vc11le ha, 
been un into a ,crie, of ,e11:ml ,nwllcr mc,a, that reach 
lilc Inn).\ fingc~ to the ,011111. Deep, ,ancbtone-11~1lbl 
t.111}1m, ,uch a, N;1r,1jo Canyon hare inci,ed 11ortl11rnrd, 
i,olatin;: each , mailer me,;1. All tl1e canym1, drain to the 
,uulh into die .\lanco, Ril'cr. 

The high me"" ,wcra;:e around 7,000 feet in 
dc1atio11 and rcceire ahout 18 indte\ of prccipit.11ion a 
year. Thi, moi,tm-c, in the form ol rain ,111d ,11011, feed, 
,prin~, at the hcacb of man) of tl1c can)otb ,11ul ,uppm·t~ ,1 

dense forN of pinyon and juniper. Thi, frn-c, t gal'e .\lc-.1 
Verde it, Spani,h name, which 111cam ";:reen l,1blc." 

On li te 5outhcrn hori:on m1 a dear day, yon c,111 ,cc 
the Chu,la, and L11k,1ch11kai..., mountain, in nonhea,t 
Ari:ona. 

Toclav the land i, , ilcnt, s.11·e for the ll'ind ni...tlin;: 
the tree, and the ,ong ol a ca n1·on ll'ren. But for the earll' 
people of ,\\e,a \'crdc, the bnd wa, cmything. ll p1111 id~d 
ll'ater; ,oil for crnp,; plant> ,111d ;111imal, for food; ,tone 
and miod for hou~c, and tool,; day lor pottery; and fiher 
for clothing and ba,kch. The la nd wa, al,u ,ig11ifica111 
hcc111\e topography delenniuccl ll'herc ,1ml how people 
mm'Cd and rnm11111nic.1tcd. 

* * 
* * * * * 

8.571 ft lf: 
2,621 m 

Mancos River-
6,200 It 
1,890m 



Square Tower House Overlook 
A.D. 1200 - 1300 

A gentle 500-foot-lon.~ tr.iii leads lo a close view of Square 
Tower House, a beautiful cl iff dwell ing buiJt iu ,111 alcove 
in the upper wall~ of Nm,1jo Canyon. 

The name comes from the striking fonr-sto1y-high 
struwu·c still st;1nding a~1inst the c111ving hack 11,111 of the 
alcow. This was not like the fi·ce-~tanding mund towers 
found elsewhere at Mesa Verde, but part of the ovcrall plau 
of Square Tower House. The " tower" had window,, 
doorw,1ys, and [looring, and the inner walb had bceu 
plastered. I 11 other moms wcrc found an almost pc1fcct 
recd mat, ;1 pottery rest, ~ome feathered cloth, and a 
hunwn!ikc figurine. 

About 60 of the original 80 rooms of Square Tower 
House remain. A spring below the :1lcuvc provided ll'ater 
for tJ1c rcsidc111s. They went to and fmm the dwelling by 
way of hand-and-toe l10lds pecked into the cliff walls. 

As with all the d iff dwelling,, Squa re Tower 1-lou~e 
rep resents the final phase of building at .\~esa Verde. 
Pco)llc lived here between A.U. l200 :incl 1300, but there 
may be signs of much c,11'iier habitation in pithou~cs under 
this ;1korc. 

Pithouses &. Early Pueblo Villages 
A.D. 700 - 9S0 

T his ,itc shows t" t> significant ,Hchitt'Ctuml dcl'clo1>­
mcnts: the trend tomml deeper 1>ithouscs1 and the move 
from pithouscs to ,1bovcwound dwellings. 

\%at appears here to be one pithousc i~ actually 
two. The largeJ one wa, built first, around A.D. 700, but 
11,1s destroyed in a fire. The snwllernnc, which looks like 
an antechamber to the larger room, is in fact ,1 second 
pithouse huih soon ,1ftcr the first one burned. It t0ntain\ a 
new fc,Hurc, a vertic:11 ventilator shaft in one side, wl1ich 
appears in pithouses from then on. 

ventilator shaft/entry 

lnsidc these pitlumses, archeolngists found thing~ 
that provide insight into the life of the Ancestml 
Pucbloan~. tvlost basic of tools wa, a ~tune mano held in 
the h,1nd, used to !lfind sce<ls and corn on a la rge Oat mck 
c;ilJed a met:Hc. Also une:11ihcd were deer bone awls and 
turkey bones, more than a thousand potte1y sherds, a 
ch,1Hed piece of someone's prized M>vcn doth sandal, and 
a howl filled with tiny seeds. 

lloth 1>ithouscs arc D-sh,1ped and dug ,1bout four feet 
clom1. Deepening of )lithow,c, wa, ,1 step a Ion,!( the w,1)' to 
:1 major t1:111sfonnation in the pueblo world - some 
pitl1ou,es \l'ould become ,pL'Cial moms where ceremonie~ 
were Ii kc!y hdd. 
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A ,l10rt cli,tancc all';1y arc the ;1horcgnmncl dwcll­
in.~,. The earliest ,rere ;1 ,crie, of rooms, joined in a 
crc,ccnt ,hnpc. Fmm a founch1tion of , lw lloll' ,l.1b-l ined 
pih, the ll'all, of tl1e,c rooms were built up of a l;11Lkc of 
11ooden pob pla,tcrccl over 1rith mud. Thb r ill,tgc dates 
to ,tllout A.D. 850. The deep pithou,e m1~ al.<,o part of th i, 
,lab-lined village. 

development of pithouse to pueblo and kiva 
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Reside the pithou,e arc the loll' rock wnll, of two 
ahon:ground mom\ part ol ;1 ,mall ,i llagc cbting to arou nd 
A.D. 950. Beyond the t1111 mom, i, another deep pit that 
i, a,,umcd to be ,t kira becau,e of it, ~imilarit\ to ~trnc­
turc, io modem pueblo\ place~ 11·herc ~ea,onal cercmonic, 
,111: held. 

small village A,O. 9S0 

ventilator shaft > 
Thi~ , implc a,,cmhla.~e of 11m mom, ;111d kint, with 

tom111011 ,11,1tc bc111ecn nwrb the hcginuin.~ of the "unit" 
pueblo. Lttcr, lar.!\C pueblo d1rcl ling, 11crc composed of a 
,cric, of the~c ha,k nnit;,. 
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Mesa Top Sites 
A.O . 900-1 I 00 
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double-course 
masonry 

Herc amid the s.1gcbmsh the Aucestr.il Pucbloans 
repeatedly cho~c to build and rcllllild their home., over 
scYC1:1I hundred years. 

Thi.~ complex ,itc shows 1h1tc bu ilding ,l'<iUenccs 
and architcctuml styles. The earliest vill,1gc 1ml pos1-and­
;1dobc walls, the second was of ,i nglc-rnmse masonry, and 
the th ird and latest was of stout, double-course niasonl). 
E.1ch l'illage 11~1, superimposed on tl1c other, and only ,1 
little evidence of eacl1 is exposed now. 

The "Mesa Verde" -style ki\.1 appe,11-s ,11 the 
beiinning of this period and i, fully developed hy the end 
- round, wi th benches, venti lator, ,ipapu, and ~ix 

0 O o 
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• firstvillage 
A,0. 900 

• second village 
A,0. 1000 

third village 
A,O. 1075 

Mesa Verde• 
5tyle kiva 

sipapu 

\pilaster 

pilasters. The lar):e cxca1:11cd kiva at th i;, ,itc, part of lhc 
third \'illage, is a fine example of one, except it ha, eight 
ratl1er than six pil,1s1crs. 

Circula r tower.; ,1lso fiN show up during the 1hi11I 
pha,e. They arc a significant but lll)~lcriou;, tb·clopment. 
Tl1cy are often as,ociatcd with ,1 ki1~1 and connected to the 
kiv,1 by ,1111111clcrgro11 11d 1unucl. Were tl1csc 11·a1chtoll'cr, ur 
dcfcnsilt slructmcs? i\ilight they mark the heginnin): of 
troubled 1i111e, at i\'\c;,a \lerclc? Or did the)' , rn·e a religious 
or ceremonial function? Or possibly a combination of 
these? 

first viitagc 

few utensils were found a1 thi~ ~itc. The first rilla,l!,c 
bu med. Rc, idcnts of the ,etoncl village m,l)' hal'e taken 
their 1msscssiun, ll'ith them. When the ht\t pneblo 11·a, 
dcscncd, it ll'a~ r.md and the buildin:.; matcriab taktn 
cbewherc. 

\\11m 1r:1., found ,ra, ;11111111i;,i1al collection of jc,rdl) 
bcnemh a iloor ,urfocc - pcndanb, head~, and fou r 
cxqui, itc ne(klarc,, indudingonc 11ith -158 white ,hell 



beach. Buried in onr kiva 11'a!> a cache of bird, mammal, 
and reptile bones. 

We can only gu~, wh.it attracted lamil ic, to ,tay ,11 
this s,1me luc;1tion th n111gh 1hr cc111urie~. It';, mther 
expm,ed and the dmest 11-.1ter ~upply i, a quarter mile 
.111~1y. l'crhaps good fo nnl.rnd on the m~a top l1elcl thrm 
here. Or maybe e,1ch gcncmtiun simply rollowcd a 
prnchant to livr in the ,ame place where othrr, lived 
l>eforc. 

third village 

Sun Point Pueblo 
A.D. 1200s 

Sun Point Purblo is one of the last lllC\iHOp pueblo, bui lt 
at ,\lc,a Verde, part of a clll',tcr of ,itc, in the Cliff Palace• 
Fmkc, C1111~111 gmup. 

The pueblo'~ romn, r nclo,cd au intriguing kiva­
tll\ler complrx. The ki1~1, more th,111 twcll'c feet in 
diameter, has ;1 b,1111111ellc, firepi1, l'enti lator, and sipapu, 
which represent, the rntr.mcr from 1hr undrnmrld. The 
pla, tered 111111, rn11taincd ,mall niche,. A tunnel wa, dug 
into thr ,oil to connect the kiv,1 with the rou nd tower. Al 
,omc point the tunnel 11"as filled with drhri,, and the w11·cr 
11~1, largely cli,mantlrd. Thr "cl implecl" nwrb pecked into 
the ,tone, of the kil'a and toll"cr were a tcd1niq11c that 
began tl1 sl10w 1111 in the A.D. 1200,. 
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But people lircd in Sun Point Pueblo for only ,1bout 
ten ye,11·,. Some uniore,ccahlc rnml itiom may hal'c ari,en, 
cau, ing them to dqian and ,,1crificc a con,idcr,1blr 
inve,tment of lime and d tort. 



A.D. 1200 - 1300 

The view al Sun Point i~ one of the best in iVlcsa Verde. 
Visible from this ~1101 arc a dozen cliff <hrellings set in 
akorcs high up in Cl iff and Fcwkcs Canyon~, along with 
the intri!(uing mes;Hop building called Sun Temple auo~~ 
the cani,m. 

Between the rears A.O. 1200 to 1300, half the 
population of Chapin ;l'\c~.1 mis concentrated here in these 
dll'cllin).\S, i\>lcanwhile, many more l11011~;11uls of pco11lc 
were Iii-in,~ to the nonh of ,\ks,1 Verclc along the Dolan:~ 
Rircr ;111d in ,\'\u11tcz11111;1 \l,1 lley. 

r 

Sun Temple \ 
Mummy House liff Palace 

t.. "1 

Oak Tree Houie 

you 
here c.u, ... 



Oak Tree House 
A.D. 1250 

During hi, imc~lig.ition, ,11 .\k,;1 Verde, ard1colo;:ist 
Jc,,c \\'alter Fcwkc, c.~ca,·.ued in 1he 50-room difl dwell in)\ 
died O.1k Tree Hou,c. In addition to four knoll'n kiva,, 
he c~cal'ated three 111m·c ll'hich ,holl'nl fine 111a,onry. Fire 
111etalc\ or ,to11e ;(rinding llin,, had been ,ct in 1he floor 
of one kira. A lJllndlc of ;(ra,, 11.1, fou nd on one mctatc, 
perh.1p, u,ed to s11cep .11ray me.ii once it 11,1, ;(l'Ollnd. No 
doubt, Ancc,tral Puchloam '-i>Cnt man) hm1 r, each clay 
turn ii\~ corn kernel, into ,ult commcal, the ,taplc of 
their die1. 

An exceptional lcature of Oak Tree Hou,c 11·a~ part 
ol a circular 11.1 11 in the rear of the alcmc, made of ll'ilioll' 
and other ,tick, ,c1 in mortar. 

main dwelling 

I woven pot rest 
,
1
1 found in Oak Tree 

I House 
/ 

Fire Tc1nplc & New Fire House 

Dane-cs play an 
important 
part in pueblo 
societies today 
as they did 
centuries ,1go. 

A.D. 1250 

fire Temple, near the l1ead of Fcwkc, Canron, 11·a, 
lll'obably nut a 1>l;1ce \\'here pmplc liled. It, l.1r;tc pl.i: a or 
oprn rnurtyard 111,11' hare been a "-ia,t:e" for ceremoni,11 
dance<,, atlcndcd hv people im1n all o,-cr the mc,,1. When 
the Smith,nni,111\ Je,,e \\"alter Fcwke, exc.ll'ated the , ite in 
tl1e earl\ 1900,, he noted ;i rcct,m;tular 0oor plan, a hi;!h 
banquctlc or bench, aml a band of whi te pla,ter across the 
hack ll',11 1. Thi, 11·a, once called Pai111ed Hou,e lor fi,!(111-c, 
of min doml,, rnctu,, h11111a 11\ and ;mimal, painted on the 
ll'all. There 11~1, al,o a large 0oor ci,t and a ,lot cut au1M 
tl1c Aoor. 

Some 11~1te1worb \\'ere .i"ocialed with I ire Temple 
ton. Au a11ifidal 1-c,enoir 11~1, built ;1borc ;1 ,prin.~ hclpin,!( 
recharge the ,pring\ f1011. 

111,1 10 the ri,t:111 of Fire Temple is :"\c11· Fi1-c 11011,e, .1 
d iff dwell ing in upper and lm1er akm·e, rnunectecl ill .1 

hand-and-toe hold lr,1il t:liippcd inlo the rnck. 



Sun Ten1ple 
A.O. 1250 

solar marker-.. 

Sun Temple i, ;111 cvcr-fo,ci11.1ting strutture al iV\e;a 
Verde. fac.ir.1tion; in 1915 led Or. Jesse \V;1 ltcr Fewkcs 10 

rnnduclc that "Thi, building 11~l~ const111cted for wors;h ir, 
and it, , izc i; , ucl, thm we nW)' pmctic;i lly c;ill it a 
temple." 

Fcwke; bcl ieml Sun Temple', D-shaped noor plan 
11~1, imentional f111111 the beginning of co11st111ctio11. Nearly 
e1e11 sto11e i11 the thousand feet of finely masonl1I wall, 
11;" carefully lll'Ckcd on the ~urfocc. Gco111ct1ic design, 
ll'erc in~cribcd on the face oi some. The four-foot-thick 
\\'al l, 1rcre douhle coursed and filled with a 111bhlc core. 

:-Jcitl1er hon,chold .~ood; nor mof hea111, \\'ere found, 
indirnting tl1c ,tn1cturc of nearly 30 room, wa, probably 
11cvcr finished. Why would Sun Temple have been ,o 
carefully thought out, but never completed; 

• 

solar marker 

The cxi, tencc or a natuml rock hasin in the 
,outhll'e,tern corner b l Fewke, to speculate that it ~cn·ed 
a, a '\olar marker," and that pmplc fm111 the ; urroumlin.~ 
cliff dwelling, mtcuclcd ccrcmonie; here. 

t- ,... .... "9- • .,.,_....- lrw tw ... w.APal-.c.r. lbiuir■ .,_., 
INlck •-.-d ,he........, •rn - - ..... ta lho Clfll'a--
....,.,, tt,,u._ ,u4 . .,.,_....,....., _ _.,. ~ ~--
, ... vwsiea. 



To Our Visitors 

l'lca,e help re, pcn and protect .u,hcological , ite, 
al ,vk,a Venlc N:11io11al Park ;md e1-r11wherc 
else. Cli mbing, , iui11g, or ,1anding on rock wall, 
can harm ur destroy them. Plcilsc st.Jy off. Tu 
make ,cn;e of a ;,ite, archcologists need Lo sec 
L'l'ery1hin:; i 11 comcxL, ,o 11lcasc do not wm:h or 
di,1urh a111· m·1i fact, . Don't lcal'c any modem 
artifacts either. Throw litter and trash in the 
can,. Smokiu;; is prohibited in all sites. Pm 
11111, 1 he 011 a leash, and arc not allowed un 1r:1il, 
or in ,ites. Hik ing is restricted to the sc,-cn 
marked t1:1il~ in the park. 

Do 1101 throw rocks or any n1hcr ohjec1, 
into the canyon~ - there may be people bt:low. 
Parents, please be alert to your children's 
whereabouts at canyon Ol'crloob. Ami remember 
that the park is at a high clcv.1tion; activity can 
be s1rc11no11s for those with hcan or rc,pirntrn)' 
condition, . 

The Na1~1jo word 11.J1,1.1:1zi, long u, L1I tu 

refer to the ca rly people of Mc~a Verde and the 
Southwe,t, b no longer famrcd. The term now 
preferred is "Ancestral l'ucbloan,'' i11cl icatin14 
thc,c 11eoplc were 1hc ,111ccs1t1r.. of the modem 
Pueblo people of the Somh11-c, t. 

©2000 Mesa Verde Museum Associmion. Published 
iu cooperation with Ml-s:1 Verde Na1io11al Park, a 

World Cultural Hcrilage Park. 
Jn lhc interest of con.scn·in,g our Nawral resources, Lhis 

tr.iii 1:11ide is printed with ,c~ctabk bast-d ink on 
Rcqdc,I paper. 
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