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The inspiration for this book came from a discovery. It was an ancient relic I found near a river flowing through the butte-studded desert of the Colorado Plateau. I paddled alone in a canoe for days into a deepening red gorge, cliffs passing slowly against each other, tributary canyons opening and closing as I traveled downstream into the wilderness. On those days I frequently tied my canoe to shore and walked into the surrounding country. I skirted rock shelves and found my way to the tops of cliffs facing stark landforms in the distance, a desolate territory of wind-sculpted stone and brittle scrub.


As I walked, I carefully studied the passing ground for broken artifacts left by the Anasazi, a people once balanced on the imaginary tightrope stretched between B.C. and A.D. They were desert hunters and dryland farmers. Every day or two I came upon their rock art carved into cliffs and boulders—eerie, enigmatic symbols lining hallway canyons. I found miscellaneous human endeavors all about—hard snubs of pre-Columbian corncobs stored in a cave, a polished grinding stone facedown in the sand.


I hesitate using the term pre-Columbian, defining the chronicles of ancient America by the arbitrary date of Christopher Columbus’s first visit in 1492. Prehistoric is just as troublesome, suggesting a time before history that passed pure and unnoticed. Yet these words, however insufficient, give an ample impression of antiquity, telling of a time long before the age of steel in America and before the domestic horse, an era predating Columbus prior to most notions of history.


Time seems very thin in this landscape, as if one could reach across a thousand years merely by crouching over a lost knife blade made of crystal-shot jasper, feeling its edge still sharp enough to draw blood. The desert is a reliquary, its dryness and gradual pace preserving most of what people deposited on their way through. When the Anasazi walked away from this region some seven hundred years ago, they left it like a made house, everything in its place.


Late on the seventh day of my trip, I nosed my canoe into a nest of boulders toppled from above. I climbed to the bow, its line in my hand, and stepped out to tie up. River water purled around the boulders with a gentle, talkative sound. Even in shade at the bottom of the gorge, the air was hot, rocks having been bathed all day in summer sun, now doling out the radiation in force. I left the canoe and went on foot, carrying what I needed—a bottle of water, a pocketed bag of nuts, knife, pen, and paper. I climbed into a net of fallen cliff slabs that revealed a slight break in the gorge. There was no trail, no sign that anyone had ever been here, until I stubbed something up with my boot tip. I knelt and dusted out a piece of broken pottery. The sherd was gray as an oyster shell, its surface neatly pinched into a simple, repetitive design: remains of a broken cookware vessel dating to around the eleventh century A.D. I set it back and came to all fours, lowered my head, and blew across the ground. The pointed teeth of other pieces started to show. I dusted them out with two fingers, revealing the broken ring of a corrugated jar.


After studying this artifact for a moment, I dusted it back over. When I stood, my eyes were sharper than they had been. If there are broken vessels, I thought, there will be other things.


I began discerning shapes around me. Fifteen feet away was a slumped masonry wall, nearly all of it buried by wind and dust. Next to it a slight depression no more than ten feet across sank into the earth—the pit of a circular room—and around it I saw the glint of several sherds from other pots. This had been a prehistoric household, three or four abutting quarters and storage rooms. Not far away was a bit of flatness in the terrain where rainwater runs off the cliff, likely a plot once used for growing amaranth, pumpkins, and corn. All the puzzle pieces I could see I put back together, reconstructing a home for ten Anasazi, twelve perhaps, an extended family. They cooked with gray pots and lived in circular pit-houses.


After several hundred years of no one living here, the site had turned to rubble. Wood-and-mortar roofs had deteriorated and crashed in; doorways had fallen apart. I walked through these ghostly vestiges, things a person could pass right over and never notice. I glanced up to consider the cliff overhead, and there it was.


At first I saw only a high stack of rocks, obviously set by someone’s hand into a crack. As I looked closer, I began to see the concealed outline of a tidy masonry structure that had been tucked behind a leaning flake of cliff. No bigger than a piano bench, it was a small Anasazi storeroom, a chamber known as a granary. Not necessarily for storing grain, it was just as likely a pantry for tools or special items set aside for the future.


I immediately started for it, climbing hand over hand up the cliff base, feeling an anxious press of revelation as I ascended ledges and cracks. My breath tasted hot with discovery. I had found a secret. In past travels I had seen many granaries belonging to the Anasazi, but they had all been broken open, emptied by archaeologists, by pothunters, by erosion, or even, perhaps, by the residents themselves returning many centuries later. This one had been built so that no stranger would see it, like an attic accessed through a hidden door. I entered a gap behind a shadowed rock flake, and there I knelt before the structure. It was rectangular, like a cupboard. I touched its face with probing, diagnostic fingers, measuring it with my eyes—three feet tall, two feet wide, and three feet deep.


I got up on my haunches and lightly dusted off the granary’s flat roof, which was undamaged. I licked my lips, feeling their dry chap. For some thousand years not a single breeze had entered the space within this chamber, no inkling of light. Residents living below had cached something that to this day had remained untouched. My imagination raced. What tightly woven baskets were here? What painted ceramics, what woven textiles, what stockpile of cobalt blue and honey-colored seed corn left many centuries before the boom of Spanish rifles?


With a finger I traced through dust and fallen rock debris on the granary’s roof, where I outlined a rectangular hatch: the way in. I blew off dust, revealing a piece of flagstone mortared into place, used to seal the granary shut.


This was no casual find. I had been looking for this for a long time, traveling untrailed desert for most of my adult life, poking into canyons and caves hoping to find intact signs of people here long before me. Their presence gave context to my brief life, to my civilization. They were the ticking sound of the clock on the mantel letting me know that time is truly passing, whole societies rising and falling to a believable rhythm. I had encountered their towering cliff dwellings like secluded castles and found their skulls eroded from the ground, eye sockets cleaned out by the wind. But never had I come upon a closed granary, a chamber untouched.


I laid my hands on the smooth hatch stone, and then I knocked lightly, causing a hollow drumming within. I put my ear against the entry as if cracking a safe.


I could split the seal with my knife blade, I thought. I would get my fingers under the stone and pry it out. I would see whatever was most valuable to these people. I was certain that upon opening this small reserve, I would understand what it meant to live in the era of the Anasazi, finding what was placed to ensure their future. I envisioned polished wooden knife handles, perhaps a filled, red seed jar with a tiny mouth, or woven pouches made of dogbane, each containing a different-colored artist’s pigment painstakingly gathered from a mineral or plant. There would be ceremonial artifacts celebrating a clan’s lineage, or precious tools and seeds stashed to ensure a viable crop upon their return.


These people planned on coming back, but they were never seen here again. As the story goes, the Anasazi simply vanished one day. Farming implements were left in the fields; ceramic vessels remained neatly stowed in their quarters; ladles rested in bowls as if people had been swept from the land by an ill and sudden wind. The disappearance of the Anasazi has been hailed as the great mystery of archaeology.


But I had been speaking for years with archaeologists who worked in the Southwest, and they told me the mystery was an over-simplified and outdated notion. After what they had seen in the field, none believed that the Anasazi had simply vanished. Inviting me into their studies and into the trenches of their excavations, they explained that there was not enough paper to publish all that they had found out about these people. There were not enough occasions to speak to the public of their countless conjectures. They had to keep to their discipline, digging deeper like eager animals, moles tunneling through the dark soil of time. But since you come asking about these ancestors, they told me, here, take these in your hands, as much as you can carry, and go. They glowed with excitement as they handed over hard-earned data, or they became deadly serious, or they simply gave me a name or two—Chacra Mesa, Peñasco Blanco—and sent me out the door, back to where I followed their clues and inquiries across the ground.


Over time I began discerning trails of Anasazi movement in the wilderness, the directions from which they came, an almost biblical journey of an entire culture across centuries and limitless miles. There is far more to the Anasazi than what lies in the modern American mythos, bucolic museum dioramas of men in loincloths and women’s breasts bare in the sun. The land holds a far more complex and human story, evidence of migrations, upheavals, wars, and great alliances; lives of astronomers, weavers, merchants, and pilgrims.


Sunlight receded, and a field of stars overtook the sky as I sat on a rock shelf over the granary, the dark gorge gaping below. Summer heat was still rising out of the rock. My head rested on my knees, arms drawn around my legs.


I would be so careful with this if I entered it. I said this out loud. Going through someone else’s treasure, I would be cautious with my fingers, my words, my thoughts. When the first stir of air entered this masonry chest, I would not even breathe.


But the granary was not mine to open. It was left by other people, a stockpile waiting for their return. As I understand more of the Anasazi, it is hard to say that they ever truly vanished. The farther I track them, the more it seems they are right in front of me, until I can nearly feel the body heat left in their footsteps. It is not unthinkable that a person might someday return to this granary, maybe a century from now, or a millennium, relieved to find an intact sign of ancestry deep in this river gorge.


I climbed down to the granary and laid my hands on its door stone, feeling the grit of blown sand, the hardness of rock. I did not want to move from here, a person to be found in a thousand years, a statue kneeling at the brink of decision. I withdrew and climbed back to the ground, leaving the granary sealed as I started back toward my canoe, the obsidian night closing around me. At the river I untied the canoe’s bowline, stepped in, and swept the paddle into the water, setting a wake across a mirror of stars.


To this day my imagination has remained within the dark granary I never opened, my hands still laid upon its smooth door stone. I ache to know what is inside. Instead of breaking the seal and unpacking its belongings, I wrote this book, setting out to find who the Anasazi were and what became of them. I traveled deeper into the land than ever before, hunting through villages where no one lives, looking for ancient walkways across the Southwest. I searched the history of these people to give this granary context, to return it to a place in time when a civilization danced across this desert like rain.
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THE FLOOD
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CHACO CANYON


It happened quickly, as if a diviner’s staff had struck the ground. Water flashed onto the dry earth. Its dark and wringing hands plunged over cactus and sage, welling around the trunks of sparse cottonwood trees. The desert groaned as its thousand parched mouths opened to an empty summer sky.


Two of us looked down at this flash flood from atop a safe, high bank. Below us water funneled into Chaco Canyon, passing through a set of mustard-colored cliffs in the barrens of northwest New Mexico. The water smelled as ripe as garbage. It was incense to me, a lurid scent that I have encountered only select times in my life, brief hours of the desert erupting into sudden and monstrous floods, where everything living and dead is channeled into a single slot. It smelled like creation itself.


The flood thundered past buff-colored boulders that had fallen from the cliffs into beds of withered greasewood and cracked clay soil. My companion, a man named Adam, had never been to this part of the desert. Standing above the flood, he glanced at me, astonished. It seemed there should not be water out here, ever. I told Adam that we were very lucky. You can wait years and not see something like this. Or you can walk out on rattleboard roads that no one has driven in years, and where you expect yet another dry wash, you find a bestial river heaving with broken trees.


Adam stood with his arms draped at his sides. His face was red from the heat. A tall man, Adam has a graceful manner, his hair long and dark. He studied the water, which was actually more mud than water, and then looked up at the sky. There was not a single cloud, no possible source for this flood as far as he could see. The blue overhead was bereft of any moisture.


One small cloud had passed while we were out walking earlier in the day. It had dragged a quarter acre of shade across the desert, and we had set off chasing it, sprinting to catch up so we could get under its shade. Before we got there, the cloud lifted its skirt and sailed off, evaporating into nothing. We were left empty-handed, my oiled hat brim wilted in the sun.


Most people think this must have been better country to live in some thousand years ago, back when an indigenous civilization of hunters and corn growers assembled in a geographic province known as the Colorado Plateau. The climate is no different now than it was then, however, just as dry at times and wet at others, and prone to the same scales of flooding. Rainfall has always been unpredictable in this desert. Farming seasons expand and contract like an accordion, leaving only slim margins for planting and growing.


The Colorado Plateau is the very edge of where one can even partly subsist on agriculture. It is a 150,000-square-mile blister of land that rises across the dry confluence of Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico. Its surface is incised with countless canyons and wrinkled into isolated mesas and mountain ranges that stand suddenly from the desert floor up to 13,000 feet in elevation. The combination of irregular topography and infrequent rainfall gave rise to the Anasazi, an indigenous people who knew how to move. Small family groups and clans readily skirted around climate changes, transferring their settlements to high, wetter mesas or down to the sunbaked lowlands whenever the need arose.


In the late centuries B.C. and the early centuries A.D., the Anasazi lived in small villages of semi-subterranean pit-houses made of earth and wood, clusters of tiny domes the color of local soils. They occupied any one settlement for no more than ten to twenty years before moving on. Rarely would a person have been born, grown old, and died in the same place. For more than ten thousand years, the Anasazi and their ancestors walked the climatic tightropes of the Colorado Plateau, chasing the rain, leaving their camps and settlements behind. Sporadic farming began some four thousand years ago as corn and other subsidiary crops slowly made their way up from southern Mexico. But even with the onset of agriculture, the Anasazi remained a wayfaring people. Farming came to a head about a thousand years ago, and the Anasazi rose with it, reaching the civilized heights of imposing public architecture and industrial farming. Though still in motion, they began to settle in places for longer periods of time, making their homes sturdier, more permanent. Populations rapidly increased. Architecture flourished. Then suddenly they were gone.
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I glanced upstream, where the scalp of a thunderstorm barely peeked over the eastern horizon. The flood had come from there, maybe thirty miles away, and had picked up everything it could carry along its way. It hissed with sand and mud, hauling across its back bobbing clods of horseshit. A car tire rose to the surface and then sank like a drowning ogre. Countless tiny moons of juniper berries nodded up and down alongside aluminum cans with their identities sanded off. We had to cross to get where we were going.


Could you swim it? I wondered. I knew better. I had once made an academic study out of flash floods in the desert, adding my own arcane contributions to the fields of hydrology and geomorphology. I knew very well how nasty floods can be, full of chaotic undertows and unexpected obstacles that may or may not break the surface at any moment. But I felt pulled toward the water.


We were heading for an archaeological site on the opposite side of this shadeless canyon about five miles downstream. The flood was going in our direction.


I carefully studied the water, my eyes tracking its fleeing surface puckered with whirlpools. There was a specific grit to the sediment and softness to the bedrock that spoke of how water travels in this region. The way shoreline plants were arranged in tiers and the scales of the terraced banks told what it might be like to hitch a ride downstream. I concluded that we had a good chance of surviving as long as we encountered no boulders along the way, no unanticipated waterfalls. Sometimes floods sing with catastrophe, but this one seemed safe.


Without looking at Adam, I said, “Let’s swim it.”


Adam did not look at me either. He nodded slowly, watching as chunks of shoreline crashed in, sucked immediately beneath the muddy froth.


He smiled wryly, unable to take his eyes off the water, and asked, “So this is what you do in the desert?”


“Only when you get lucky,” I said.
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Much of northwest New Mexico is a landscape of oblivion, an arid sink bowing into the Colorado Plateau. Ochre- and straw-colored washes loop in and out for hundreds of miles, many seeing running water for no more than a day or two each year. In some places dusty sagebrush steppes extend as far as the eye can see, and in others scabs of badlands lie naked under the sun, completely devoid of vegetation. Occasional black monoliths are visible in the distance, wind-struck jags of rock standing several hundred feet tall like lost chess pieces. Chaco Canyon lies here, in a basin a hundred miles across.


Of the deserts I know, this barren quarter of the Colorado Plateau is the most unfortunate. During freeze-dried winters, the snow blusters about like dust, and temperatures can drop to twenty below zero. Summers leave every stone hot to the touch. Looking for remains of ancient cultures, one might expect only sparse ruins, if any, ramadas of scavenged wood and impoverished households where residents tied reed mats across doorways to keep out the incessant wind. But the Anasazi left much more in their wake. Reaching a feverish peak in the eleventh century A.D., they built scores of masonry buildings, their floor plans as sizable and geometrically abstruse as crop circles. Thousands of chambers, with ceilings weighing up to ninety tons each, were constructed in Chaco Canyon. To support these structures, 250,000 trees were felled in mountains fifty miles away and hauled across the desert. The timbers were not dragged. They were hoisted and carried in procession to this canyon.


At the time, much larger population centers arose elsewhere in the Americas. The Mound Builder culture erected earthen pyramids with ramps and flattened tops along the Mississippi River. In what is now Illinois, the ancient city of Cahokia reached a population of 15,000, while in southern Mexico the stone temples of Chichén Itzá broke the jungle skyline with monolithic stone facades. The gridded avenues and pyramids of Teotihuacán near modern-day Mexico City hosted about 150,000 people, while 350,000 lived in an urban center at the south end of Lake Titicaca in Bolivia.*


Chaco, on the other hand, had a relatively small year-round population. Estimates range between a couple of thousand residents and only a few hundred. In the larger cultural picture of North, South, and Central America, Chaco was a relatively minor place. In the sparsely populated Southwest, however, it was the preeminent center, a shining anomaly of broad, clean streets, or processionals, and ceremonial buildings that once stood like cathedrals in the desert.


A traveler in the eleventh century would have approached Chaco Canyon along one of many scrupulously engineered roads. Where roads entered the canyon, stairways had been carved straight into the bedrock walls to get from the surrounding desert down to the canyon floor. There one would have found an oasis of curve-walled temples and blocky residential compounds. Housing was built on the south side of the canyon. On the north side stood public buildings two or three times the square footage of the White House in Washington D.C. Nothing like these buildings existed anywhere else in the Southwest.


These stately structures, now called great houses, were not residences per se. More likely they were monuments, temples, or palaces. Many of them had as few as ten residents for every fifty rooms, and most of the rooms, by the nature of the artifacts found in them, seem to have been used for religious or ceremonial purposes. Deep inside catacomb-like chambers within one great house, excavators have found the most highly decorated burials in the Southwest. Two richly dressed skeletons were discovered lying on a bed of fifty-six thousand pieces of turquoise, surrounded by fine ceramic vessels, and covered by a sheet of ivory-colored shells imported from the ocean six hundred miles away.
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Ruins of a triple-walled structure at an eleventh-century Chaco Canyon great house. REGAN CHOI


Great-house stonework was painstakingly created, as evidenced by straight corners and geometrically perfect circles, which were then washed with a glaze of plaster, resulting in an arresting, lofty appearance. These buildings would have looked like multistory thrones set along the promenade of Chaco Canyon.


During certain times of the year—perhaps on the winter and summer solstices, or at the beginning of lunar cycles—people traveled great distances to reach Chaco. Based on skeletal remains, these people were physically distinct from one another, and based on languages descended from that time, they probably spoke a variety of disparate tongues. People from different regions would have been recognizable by their manner, their facial features, and the weaving patterns of their robes, sandals, and skirts. Perhaps these visitors came to Chaco for religious reasons, attending festivals, partaking in celebratory feasts during years of plentiful crops, or offering their labor to help construct great houses.


In the middle of the eleventh century, the stonework alone at each great house required hundreds of thousands of man-hours. Masons broke rocks into thin, workable tablets, laborers hauled baskets of wet mortar, and woodworkers stripped timbers and evened off their ends with stone axes before setting them into place. Parts of older great houses were demolished to make way for expansions, and thousands of tons of rubble went into the new foundations. At the same time, adjacent land was cleared for future construction.


Most of this activity took place in an area of about three square miles, known today as Downtown Chaco, a term coined by archaeologist Steve Lekson. It contains a couple of dozen residential compounds facing half as many great houses, as well as tidy processionals leading toward the center. Ten miles in all directions lies a looser halo of ten more great houses and numerous contiguous living quarters. Chaco, or at least parts of Chaco, keeps going from there. Ancient roads radiate from the canyon outward to meet satellite great houses scattered across the desert. The place was built like a web, drawing people and their artifacts to the center, Chaco Canyon.


Whether people living elsewhere on the Colorado Plateau were directly involved with eleventh-century Chaco or not, they could not help being deeply affected by it. Year after year more travelers came from the hinterlands. They left tracks of broken pottery along the way—countless ceramic water pitchers and painted ollas dropped and shattered across the desert. The roads they stamped into the ground can be seen to this day from space. Chaco became the cultural center of the Colorado Plateau, and thus it is the appropriate place to begin the story of the Anasazi.
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On the clear summer day when Adam and I visited, a mass of mud and water shouldered through Chaco Canyon, taking no notice of the toppled great houses standing on the dry banks above. The flood had its own business more pressing and ancient than human civilization, proud heaves of water undercutting the banks and dragging away dead and dying cottonwood trees. The floodwater ran down a wash in the middle of the canyon where we walked with accelerated hearts. We felt the anxious intoxication I imagine skydivers feel the moment before they jump. Quickly now, who knew how long the high water might last? It could drain out from under us in half an hour.


The canyon floor was about half a mile wide, leaving plenty of room for us to get away from the flood, which ran less than a hundred feet across. We headed right for it, walking through greasewood and saltbush until we found a place where we could get into the water. We had gone back to my truck and picked up a watertight ammunition box that Adam now carried. It was army surplus, about the size of a lunch pail. Adam knelt and popped it open. We stripped off our clothes and stuffed them inside, along with a pen, a journal, and a bottle of drinking water. We left on only our boots to protect our feet from whatever lay on the floor of this flood.


The sun burned our bare shoulders as we slogged through soaked clay to the flood’s slipstream edge. I nervously rubbed my hands on my thighs, glancing along the corridor of the canyon. Certainly, the Anasazi had done the same, I thought. A thousand years ago someone taking a message from one compound to another must have hopped into a flood to speed the journey—or just taken an afternoon dip in the cold water, joyous over its startling appearance in this landscape where water is the rarest commodity. Maybe people used to flock to these infrequent floods, running with baskets and pots to gather mud, which they could use to make mortar or farming soil. Indeed, earthen and stone-lined canals, where water would have been diverted from the main wash toward nearby storage areas, have been detected all around Chaco. Buildings went up in fits and starts, perhaps matching sporadic flood cycles as millions of gallons of mud were suddenly available for construction. These floods also brought down precious water to be distilled for drinking. An event like this would have been a wonder and the cause for celebration.


Adam and I continued along sloppy mud banks and through cold lagoons where the flood swelled into the surrounding desert. The water had the chill of freshly melted hail. Parts of trees spun downstream in the froth. We waded in up to our thighs, and the current began to pull on us. Just before it swept us off our feet, we dove forward. Like busted rams of cottonwood trees, we were carried off.
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Several million tons of sediment depart from the Southwest every day, carried in warm, muddy rivers toward the nearest sea. The entire landscape is falling apart, too dry to hold on to its soil, too weathered to remain solid. In 1941 a 300,000-ton slab of canyon wall toppled into the back of the largest of Chaco’s ruins, crushing numerous rooms and throwing boulders into ceremonial chambers, where they remain today like rough-edged meteorites. What you see in the Southwest is temporary, everything caught in motion.


When archaeological crews began digging in the ruins of Chaco Canyon in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they dumped unsalvageable rubble into the wash for flash floods to carry off. From one excavation alone, led by the National Geographic Society in the 1920s, more than 100,000 tons of archaeological debris—splintered ceiling timbers and unseated wall stones—were hauled out in ore carts and fed to the wash, as if the workers themselves were agents of erosion. Everything else was packed into crates and shipped in boxcars to distant museums and private collections. A startling wealth of artifacts left Chaco Canyon during those excavations: colorful flutes and planks of richly painted wood that once hung in rooms like banners; beautifully decorated bowls and jars found stacked nearly to the ceilings of these rooms; masses of bear paws and mountain lion claws and bird wings uncovered in ceremonial contexts.


When researchers looked closely at the hundreds of thousands of relics excavated from Chaco, they realized that very few had originated in the canyon itself. Surprisingly, nearly everything turned out to be imported. Forged copper bells had come from Mexico, amber-colored ceramics from northern Arizona and southern Utah. Even the corn found here had been brought in, its kernels revealing isotope signatures of soil from farming plots at least forty miles away. At its eleventh-century peak, this canyon was a destination for pilgrims and traders from across the Southwest and beyond. They arrived with baskets full of rare stones, jewelry, crystal-tempered pottery, and exotic tropical birds, all of which they deposited in Chaco’s great houses.


Wolcott Toll, an archaeologist working extensively with pottery here, explained that knowing that so much material came into Chaco when nothing appears to have gone out in exchange drives people crazy. “They believe that in order to give something tangible, you’ve got to get something tangible in return and take it home with you,” Toll said to me. “Maybe nothing was going out. Maybe people were bringing stuff here and leaving it for no other reason than to establish their link to a very important place.”


Toll believes that people were gathering from dispersed regions for special events, something required by this landscape for cultural survival. He explained that in the face of vast distances and hit-or-miss precipitation, people had to be flexible in their location, leadership, and group constitution. They picked a central meeting place—Chaco Canyon—and flocked to it to claim their place in the world. Toll found evidence of eighty thousand ceramic vessels intentionally smashed at one site. He saw this as a ritual act. It was like casting champagne glasses into a fireplace, an exploit of stunning abundance and celebration in this crumbling, bare-bones land.


Swimming a flash flood through Chaco Canyon, I began to understand in a visceral way the passage of material in and out of this place. All taste and touch and sight, my reactions unplanned, I pushed off against a tangle of tree roots and swam hard to avoid a broad trunk spinning wildly in front of me. Boils of debris rushed to the surface and disappeared just as quickly. The water felt like fists pummeling my body. As best I could, I floated with my boot tips sticking up, heading downstream, and my arms waving to keep myself straight. I glanced over at Adam, who was half grinning in astonishment as the land sped past.


I tried to laugh aloud, but the cold water wrapped around my throat, and I could not let out anything but a gasp. I shot a broad, exhilarated smile—all teeth and muddy beard—back to him. It was a secret smile, one thief to another. We had stolen our way into a place where people should not go. We were now subordinate to the whims of the elements, and it felt beautifully insane, like riding a hurricane.


I swam hard to keep near the center of the stream, out of range of snagged cottonwood trees that grew along the banks. Adam had one arm draped over a floating tree trunk and clutched the floating ammo box with his other hand. Supported by the two, he made a raft of himself, a stable vessel that bucked through eddies and waves.


I needed something, too. Up ahead was a spinning backwater of debris, and I swam into it, splashing juniper berries out of my path. The water here was slow, and I could feel deep turnings below me, my feet touching drowned cottonwood branches. I found a half-sunken, rusty Coleman ice chest and grabbed its handle. Its lid was torn off, and bullet holes were punched through one side. I swam out of the eddy, using the chest as a buoyant shield, swinging it out into the current, where it picked up speed and dragged me along.


As long as we kept our wits about us, feet dancing off submerged debris, we would make it just fine. Nothing but heads and boot tips floating with the rest of the wreckage, we were small in the water’s hands. Pieces of trees heaved around us, broken branches and roots. We glided past them, following the laws of debris, spinning into knotted eddies and being spit back out. The ice chest helped keep me comfortably afloat.


When we caught glimpses of each other, we flashed signals with our faces, checking in.


We still good?


Still good.


I could feel minor shifts in the flood’s composition. Snakes of sediment were coiling around my body, tongues sharp and cold darting against my skin. It was too cold. Adam and I shouted across to each other. We needed to get out, just long enough to warm up. We swam to a shallow overflow, where we paddled over cacti and woody spikes of saltbush that bit at our chilled, pink skin. I dragged the ice chest behind me to a bank of dry sand.


We sat in the hot sand, scooping it up and pouring it over our scratched bodies, washing it down our chests, burying our thighs and the tops of our feet. It must have been 130 degrees, baked by the sun. When our bones no longer stung from the cold, we dove back in, slipping around trees like lustrous eels. We repeated this process every five or ten minutes, crawling out to bathe in the sand, then pushing back into the flood.


As we rounded a corner, an ample ruin appeared above us, its walls slowly eroding at the base of a hot cliff. The building maintained the best of its stature, three stories of cleanly cut stones, the fastidious trademark masonry of Chaco. Cacti grew up through rows of opened rooms. The ruin was almost blinding in the sun, like the whitewashed plaster of a Middle Eastern village.


During the past century, archaeologists excavated painted jars as big as watermelons from the site. I had seen them in storage at a federal artifact repository, the vessels set shoulder to shoulder on metal shelves, their glossy white exteriors painted with black geometric designs. In the repository I also saw drawers packed with cut turquoise and argillite, along with finely made trinkets of wood, stone, shell, and bone. As I passed beneath this ruin, I had only a few seconds to recall its many excavated objects, necklaces and small, carved bird effigies, a wealth of civilized artifacts once ushered into this canyon.


A gateway of high sandstone bluffs appeared ahead, and at the top of one was a crown of ruins. This was our destination. The place looked large even from a couple of miles away. It was one of the first great houses constructed at Chaco, placed high enough that it would have been visible from all around. Looking up from the flood, I thought that this may have been one reason so many travelers had come here. People approaching Chaco Canyon in the eleventh century would have spotted this great citadel from afar, a masonry behemoth unlike anything they had ever seen before.


My throat strangled by the cold water, I kept my eyes firmly on the ruins ahead. Eventually, we were close enough to them that we had to start looking for a way out. Paddling and kicking fiercely toward shore, I let go of the ice chest, giving it back to the flood. We clawed through blade-sharp willows that snapped at our cold skin until we reached exposed ground and sank our fingers into the slick clay. We crawled out of the flood on hands and knees, then stood. Mud draped off our shoulders and wormed down our legs. I turned and watched the ice chest vanish into dark waves.


Like creatures from a bog, we walked dripping and draining into the desert, moving up along tiers of sandstone, where the dead heat of summer radiated up from the ground and overtook us. The mud turned to dust as we climbed toward the top of the bluff, our boots sloshing. The sun began burning the scrapes in our skin. Adam stopped and opened the ammunition box. The sun was too strong; we needed clothes. As we slipped on shirts and pulled down sleeves to protect our forearms, we glanced at the flood behind us. It was nearly out of sight in the canyon below, a distant rumble like continuous thunder.


Not far ahead stood the ruins we sought, a tabernacle of fallen walls at the highest point of land, doors and hallways split wide open by erosion. The site is an oval with two hundred ground-floor rooms buried in the debris of the second, third, and fourth stories, which once surrounded a central mass of circular communal chambers known as kivas. No room stood wholly intact. The place looked as though it had been bombed. Tight whirlwinds scoured the ground, sweeping through gaping walls with quick, hot twists of dust.


Even though Chaco Canyon is one of the most heavily scrutinized archaeological centers in North America, many of its sites have never been excavated, their buried chambers still loaded with artifacts. This bluff-top great house had undergone only cursory explorations over the past century. I had heard that a tremendous amount of imported turquoise had been found just near the surface. But there had been no concerted excavation here. If archaeologists had the funding and political backing to break into this place, no doubt they would make discoveries that would revamp our thinking about Chaco, but up to now it has been left mostly alone.


Even with the astonishing amount of cultural material already excavated, Chaco remains one of the most enigmatic sites in American archaeology. There is so much data, so much evidence of religious and political complexity, so many far-flung associations and ethnicities, that just about any story makes sense in this desert canyon.


First is the argument over “foreign” influence versus spontaneous “local” development. Some say that Chaco was obviously an extension of empires existing at the time in Mesoamerica. Perhaps it was a miniature Tenochtitlán, with its own dusty temples lined up along the broad avenue of Chaco Wash. An expedition of Mesoamerican voyagers may have walked a thousand miles or more and planted themselves here, calling on awestruck natives to pay homage and build great houses. Others argue that Chaco was a purely indigenous creation, the quintessential work of people living in isolation on the Colorado Plateau. Those who rebuff any Mesoamerican influence insist that there were no Maya or Aztecs here and that Chaco was its own homegrown community.


Next comes the argument over function. The evidence gathered from a century of digging and mapping can support nearly any speculation thrown at Chaco Canyon: religious center, military center, government center, economic center, ceremonial center—the list is extensive. The place is thought by some to have been a colony of churches, its numerous great houses exhibiting certain recurring features thought to be religious. The repetition of specific architectural designs could also be interpreted as a form imposed by a ruling elite, the abundant goods as tithing. The outrageously copious artifacts found inside these great houses look like ritual paraphernalia: feathers and bones representing nearly every bird species found within a thousand-mile radius; a large number of wooden staffs like shepherds’ crooks, their handles inlaid with fine stones; and many rooms filled with precious, expertly crafted mementos, many of which were found positioned as if on altars.


Other people take this abundance to mean that Chaco was a commercial center, a pre-Columbian shopping mall built to redistribute goods in the Southwest’s notoriously unstable environment. In that sense the buildings are seen as storehouses, with some rooms stacked nearly to the ceiling with intricately painted vessels that were hardly ever used. Alternatively, the way these stacked vessels are frequently gathered around burial rooms has led some people to believe that they were offerings to the dead and that great houses were monumental tombs.


Whether this was a place of economic tribute, religious oblations, or offerings to ancestors, Chaco reached its peak in the eleventh century A.D. as the hub of an immense, pan-Southwest pilgrimage. Episodic layers of trash were left by thousands of people who seem to have arrived in waves and stayed for only a short time. When archaeologists pick apart their garbage, they find the remains of feasts and construction events that would have filled the canyon with noise.


In this vein I have heard Chaco called an ancient Las Vegas, an isolated strip of grandiose architecture in an ill-watered desert where people came from all directions to participate in flashy ceremonies and where they left all their wealth before heading home.


Finally, there is the argument over culture, over who or what these people called Anasazi might have been. In one school of thought, they were dispersed bands of primitive farmers and hunters, cliff and rock dwellers living without benefit of the wheel or any appreciable amount of forged metal. The stones used for constructing great houses were cut by using other stones, harder rock against softer.


At the same time, many envision a much more complex culture on the prehistoric Colorado Plateau, one comparable to Neolithic peoples such as the builders of Stonehenge in England or those who erected pueblo-like townships in Turkey in the sixth century B.C. They see astronomers here, priests, master masons, and warriors dressed in finely woven textiles and brilliantly feathered robes. They imagine a powerful and rigidly structured civilization.


Despite all the theories to have passed through Chaco Canyon, one thing is certain: something colossal happened here, an astounding feat of organization for a seminomadic people who had never before built anything near this scale.
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Before entering the ruined great house, Adam and I stopped to gather our thoughts. My mind was still occupied by the flood, my body poised for sudden movements, whether it be fending off tree trunks or swimming with a quick burst out of a whirlpool. Time took on a different quality atop this bluff, which had seen centuries of slow decay. I bent down and unlaced my boots, pulled them off, and slipped off my wet socks. I let my bare feet feel the ground, aware of every pebble and stick. It felt better to walk this way—more slowly, more attentively than boots allowed. I tied the laces together and slung the boots over my shoulder as I walked into the ruins.


Walls and parts of walls stood here and there. Thousands of sandstone tiles lay scattered across the ground. Ceiling timbers as big as ship masts stuck out of the ground where rooms had buckled and caved in. I traced the shapes of these rooms with my bare feet, stepping lightly around fallen walls still intact as they lay facedown where they had fallen over. Some of the rooms were big enough to have held twenty or thirty people; others were as small as closets.


No one is sure what these great houses were used for, but to say that they were only one thing or another is to misunderstand the Anasazi. This compound may have been a church in one generation and a gambling domain in another. Fine layers of archaeological research have revealed elusive cycles of rise and fall among these people and their architecture. Centuries and decades of expansions and contractions give an impression of great houses in a constant state of cultural movement, during which nearly all the kivas were torn down at one time or another and then rebuilt, an impressive feat considering that some were as big as ballrooms. It is as if the people who lived here mirrored the landscape and the environment surrounding them: swift to change, as suddenly grandiose as they were ordinary, gathering around great houses at one moment and nowhere to be seen at another.


Archaeologist David Wilcox once explained to me, “We see these places, and we think of them as static, as doorways and walls that are solid. But they weren’t. They were spaces meant to serve purposes, and those purposes were fluid, changing by generations, or yearly, or even daily.”


Adam and I each found our own pace, separating as we passed through the ruins. Near the peak of the ruins, I came to a single wall still standing. In it was an open doorway, a shimmering blue portal looking out at nothing but sky.


Flood silt, now dried, fell off me in a wind that came through the open door. My skin was scratched raw in places. In my flesh I felt the weight of water, the flood absorbed into calluses and fingertips. My beard still had some dampness, almost cool in the wind as I scanned the horizon. In one direction I could see blanched contours of other great houses down in the wide chute of Chaco Canyon. In the opposite direction apricot-colored washes coiled in and out of one another. To the north were a few flecks of clouds, puffs of moisture blooming where heat radiated off the ground and pierced cooler layers of atmosphere. I kept an eye on these clouds, thinking maybe one would take hold and swell into a thunderhead, give someone a bit of shade somewhere, maybe a taste of rain. Each one expelled its energy quickly, evaporating as fast as it had appeared.


I stood before the empty doorway thinking this site must have been a crucial location a thousand years ago, a great beacon standing over the desert. I turned away and walked down into a field of kivas one level below, their roofs caved in and covered with bedded dust. More kivas have been found in this great house than at any other Chaco site. Their numerous round mouths opened around me, gaping at the sky, their edges rimmed in dry, feathery ricegrass.


In the sixth century A.D., a single, ceremonial kiva was built on this bluff, the earliest construction of its order overlooking Chaco Canyon. In its day that kiva was one of the larger buildings in the Southwest, a monument standing high above early Anasazi villages that had already been erected along the wash below. Within a hundred years the climate shifted slightly, and these kiva builders easily moved on, appearing to have migrated mostly to what is now Colorado, where masonry architecture and floor plans of early great houses began to appear in the eighth century. In the meantime, the high kiva fell into disrepair. A century or so later, arriving with the rains, people built an even larger kiva. They, too, left. After them came others, and then others, until by the eleventh century this bluff was topped with a proud great house, its interior crowded with kivas.


I could detect a faint rhythm among these generations of ruined kivas. It had a gentle, carrying sound—populations washing in and out of Chaco Canyon like tides, like weather. Century by century, Chaco grew until it reached an exponential climax, the canyon crowded with great houses. In this dusty corner of North America, civilization had begun.


I crossed to the edge of the great house and from here I could see the flood far below. My toes dug into dust and broken rocks as I watched the flood rush across the desert. Adam came walking languidly through the ruins. He stopped beside me and looked out at the flood, bright mirrors of water disappearing into the distance.


“This is the place I would have been,” he said, appreciating the vista. “Right here.”


I silently agreed. This was why we had come. It had always been the place to be.















ALIGNMENT
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FAJADA BUTTE AND CASA RINCONADA


I woke to sand in my sleeping bag, gritty as I turned over from my side to my back. Looking up at the last stars of morning, with a bare arm slung across my chest, I felt the faint coolness of open air. My sleeping bag was old, a summer bag thin as a ratty blanket. Anything heavier would have been too warm on a midsummer night in Chaco. I crawled out and dressed. A thin blue line of mesas shivered in the east. I pulled out a sooted pot and heated some tea over my small stove. The blue flame flickered, no louder than a whisper, as I crouched watching a drape of ultramarine and pink rise from the eastern horizon. There were no clouds; the sky was crisp and arid.


A picnic table and a bathroom were nearby, all the conveniences of a National Park Service campground. A little more than fifty square miles of Chaco Canyon is overseen by the Park Service and listed by the United Nations as a World Heritage site, making it one of the world’s irreplaceable treasures, its archaeological sites to be preserved at all costs. During the day armed, uniformed rangers stroll pleasantly around the grounds, answering visitors’ questions with judicious courtesy. Some of them have spent their careers in the desert, and some are just passing through, on their way to Yellowstone or the redwoods. At night they lock the gates and return to their small settlement of white wood-frame houses, the only permanent dwellings allowed in the canyon.


Not far from rangers’ housing is the campground where Adam and I had spent the night. We were Chaco’s itinerants, staying for five nights before moving on. A numbered post stood in front of our square campsite, and on it was a metal clip holding a receipt saying that we had paid to be here. Adam was still asleep in his bag. I walked tea over to him: Earl Grey, double bergamot, the taste of turpentine. I nudged him, and he came to life with a sputter of words.


“Here’s your tea,” I said. “We need to get going.”


He sat up straight, and the rest of his bag fell into his lap. “All right,” he said, wiping strands of long dark hair out of his face as he glanced east at the horizon. “Yeah, all right.” He reached for the cup.


After tea we got in my truck and drove out of a gravel parking lot, keeping the headlights off. I could not really see the road, but I did not turn the headlights on as we left the campground, following a black corridor of crackled asphalt. The lights would have been blinding in this sleepy blue dawn. Better just to feel our way along at seven miles per hour.


The inside of my truck was in wretched condition. Cough drops and loose change occupied the beverage holder. The clock showed some obscure time having nothing to do with any other clock in the world. Points of books poked at our sides, and the floorboards and bench seat were cluttered with disheveled papers and folders wrinkled and water stained. The cab smelled of motor oil and rancid nuts. The passenger’s seat belt was inaccessible. This was my library, my den.


The road began to appear outside the windshield. Park signs became visible, black obelisks of regulations and friendly information about Chaco Canyon. After a few miles we rolled to a stop in front of a locked gate, turned off the engine, and got out. We leaned against the hood watching morning come on.


A landmark stood alone before us, Fajada Butte. It looked like a telescope observatory with a slightly round head standing in clear view of the sky, evenly distanced from the surrounding cliffs. As would be expected from any observatory, Fajada Butte’s stone faces are marked with ancient symbols carved into bare sandstone. A number of these insignias are oriented toward the sky, pointing directly at the sunrise during certain key months or inscribed by the full moon at the beginning of every lunar standstill cycle. They each have a specific purpose.


The more closely I have looked at Chaco’s craftsmanship—its rock art and its architecture—the more I have thought it to be the work of mathematicians and astronomers. Windows and doorways were built like compass arrows, and each great house lies on an axis pointing to particular celestial events, as if the people who came here carefully calibrated themselves with the seasons.


We leaned on the truck hood, watching a pink glaze creep across Fajada Butte’s top. The sun would be rising in an hour or so, impaling everything it touched. It was June, and that sun would soon be hot enough to bake any trace of moisture right out of the ground.


A park ranger had told me that when he moved to Chaco, sunrises became his specialty. It became a pastime of his, like morning prayer, to go to particular spots where, at certain times of the year, he knew the sunrise would be dramatically framed by shapes on the horizon. He kept track of the first shoestrings of light slipping through arches and boulder gaps, tracing them to where, for a moment, they touched a pointed rock tip or a hole in a cliff wall. He said that this pursuit felt natural in this particular land, with the sky so huge overhead and the horizon picketed with cliffs and buttes. You can’t help looking for the peculiar way the sun rises from one day to the next.


Apparently, the same sort of behavior was going on a thousand years ago. At least eleven great houses appear to have been designed to be architectural calendars, letting the sun or moon cast its light through their rooms, windows, and doors in a premeditated fashion. Some are oriented toward the 18.6-year lunar standstill cycle, others toward the spring and fall equinoxes.* When the sun reaches its daily apex, the center wall of the largest great house casts no shadow at all, regardless of the day of the year. Whatever is known or not known about the people who built here, it is at least certain that they were gripped by a profound order, imbued with an enduring sense of time and procession. Perhaps this is inevitable for anyone living beneath the sky. The sun rolls through a perpetual cycle, winter returning to winter returning to winter, and lunar rhythms span the heavens as if following a mathematical algorithm. It is only a matter of time before people on the ground, especially those without electric lights, notice all these things. Nearly every civilization has observed the odd syncopation of eclipses, recognizing that the moon and the sun are disks of exactly the same size and that the planets occasionally turn against the heavenly drift, every certain number of years or months pushing back through the stars. The period we now live in, the twenty-first century, is perhaps the only time in human history when common people have held so little knowledge of the sky.


As if trying to cobble some of this knowledge together, Adam and I had come this morning of June 21, the summer solstice, to see the sunrise. We were here at the turning of the annual tide—the longest day of the year, when the sun rises at its northernmost point in the sky, reaching the farthest swing of its pendulum. The sun has nowhere to go from here but south, swinging back toward winter.


The morning was absolutely silent, not a stir of a breeze as Fajada Butte’s flanks began to glow. A second vehicle arrived and parked behind us. The driver turned off the engine but did not get out. And then a third car arrived. Car after car began to appear, stopping one behind the other, until about forty of them made a long train along the broad floor of Chaco Canyon. People were gathering this morning to pay attention to time in a way that is steadily being forgotten.
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Of course the ancient calendars of Chaco could be nothing more than a coincidence of neatly done architecture. Most American towns and cities, for example, are laid out on north-south grids, imbuing our daily backyards and sidewalks with apparent cosmological significance. I imagine that if we started looking, we could find beams of light breaking between fence posts on the solstice, illuminating bird feeders and water spigots, and moonrises that chart their way across windowsills with extraordinary accuracy. Some people argue that this is the case with Chaco. I once visited a pair of researchers who were convinced otherwise.


In 2000 John Stein and Rich Friedman were charged with the task of remapping Chaco Canyon, building upon plane-table maps made in the 1970s. Using more recent technology and a new set of questions, they discovered a rigid and fundamental order in all levels of the structures at Chaco, a master plan of alignments that had never before been recognized. They worked in an office cluttered nearly to the ceiling with folders and scrolls of maps, a back room of the sheriff’s department in Gallup, New Mexico. Most people working at the department were unaware that these men were even there, that in the back of their building the cultural apparatus of an entire civilization was being pieced back together.


Friedman sat before a bank of computer screens that rose from stacks of books and rolled-up maps. His hands moved from one keyboard to the next as images flashed onto the screens, one map and then another, some made into three-dimensional re-creations of archaeological sites, others flat-plan views showing lines of ancient roads and great-house walls projected through each other like neural synapses. Hoisted on my hip was my baby son, Jasper, who sputtered and squeaked at these maps. To my side stood my wife, Regan, complimenting Friedman from over his shoulder, appreciative of the many layers of data that he had made so visually attractive.


Stein stood back and interpreted what we were seeing. He explained that in the most recent remapping they had found hills in Chaco Canyon where there should not naturally be hills, places that must have been built by humans, so weathered now that hardly anything remains of them but heaps of earth. He said that ramps are barely visible on some of these hills, and some have steps leading toward their tops. They discovered that these hills were lined up with the great houses, which in turn were lined up with various heavenly features. Previously, the hills had been dismissed as indecipherable, left off the archaeological maps because no one knew what to call them. Now that Stein could see them clearly, he thought of them as small pyramids, human-made mounds capped by thin masonry veneers. Not living quarters, not structures with rooms or roofs, they may have been places just to stand and look, viewing platforms from where you could see your exact location in this cultural and earthen labyrinth of Chaco.


“Nothing is out of place here, nothing arbitrary,” said Friedman, shoulders hunched over one of the keyboards, face turned up to the computer glow. “The way we can see it now, everything has some sort of relationship to something else.”


The internal structures of buildings seemed to incorporate geometries of a much larger composition. Stein explained that if the scale of one’s perspective is limited to one building, there may be no apparent meaning in certain angles, alignments, or positions of architectural elements. But if you put it all together on a map, if you extend the lines of interior rooms and walls and the pivots of kivas out for miles in all directions, you see that they match up with lines extending out of other buildings, as if they were all formed by a single idea.


Stein and Friedman were genuinely excited about their work, voices charging ahead of them as they unraveled the many details they had brought to light. From reading their reports I knew they had a peculiar eye for detail. By profession, Friedman is a geologist, which gives him an edge on seeing how these sites fit into the land. Stein is a longtime Southwest archaeologist. He coauthored the maps of Chaco from the 1970s, having been present during an era when teams of fieldworkers, drunk on discovery, went driving and walking over every hill and dale in northwest New Mexico. These teams mapped whatever prehistoric roads were big enough to see, measured every mound of a great house moldering away in the desert.


Stein had wanted to go back to Chaco ever since. He was confident that if he looked more closely, he would find something different. He and Friedman walked the land again and in their office sorted through black-and-white photographs taken for a soil survey in the 1930s. They also looked at recent multispectral imagery acquired by satellites, showing shapes on the ground that can no longer be detected by the naked eye. Up from the bare earth rose a network of human-made contours and patterns. Friedman and Stein saw an incredible amount of earth that had been moved and formed, mesas sculpted into courts and ramps and platforms. They were now performing the tricky work of mapping how the people of a lost civilization might have once seen their universe, the concrete layout of their capital.


Staring at these computerized maps, Stein said, “Chaco is the center of a web, a half-created and half-natural landscape where everything seems to line up. You have strands radiating out from Chaco all over. And there are nodes, various outlying centers that are focuses within the web, and I think they’re all intentionally interlaced with each other. There are certain places where at times of the day when the light is right, you can go out and see the landscape is literally made of lines radiating everywhere.”


Friedman said over his shoulder, “It’s a ritual landscape.”


What Friedman meant was that people had tied themselves to points on the horizon and points in the sky. They incorporated their lives into the entire surrounding landscape in an institutional fashion—a ritual landscape. Seeing image after image of perfectly proportioned sites on the computer screens, symmetries stretched over miles, I envisioned a fundamentalist nation of Anasazi, a single ideology rising into a civilization of arid monuments.


“Could it be possible that you’re just making all this up, seeing things that aren’t there?” I asked.


Stein shook his head quickly. “I’m confident we’re not doing that. We have enough empirical pieces to the puzzle to know this is real. It’s not like an artifact you can pick up and take back to the lab, but it’s there. It’s real.”


Friedman made a couple of keystrokes and called up dissected images of one of the maps to show how he had constructed each layer of data. He had made sure to cover his tracks with abundant research. There was no lack of data to support his conclusions.


I handed Jasper over to Regan, who soothed him into a trance.


Stein said to Friedman, “Play that sunrise video.”


While Friedman worked the keyboard, Stein looked at my family and me and said, “This will blow your minds.”


While his program loaded, Friedman explained that Navajo students had filmed the sunrise on the winter solstice, looking straight along a processional, a road carved into the ground about a thousand years ago, barely visible anymore. At first I could not see anything on the screen. Then I saw a few streaks of light and recognized the dark silhouette of a landmark, a square-faced butte. It was beginning to show in the dawn light, the movie playing several times faster than the customary length of a sunrise. It was a live filming, unlike the digital imagery Friedman had shown until now. We all stared as if commanded, unable to withdraw. Even Jasper stared unmoving at this accelerated dawn.


As the sun came up over the horizon, it lifted at a steep angle toward the butte, and then the light spread. Seeing the sun roll up the butte at such a speed was oddly nauseating, the world spinning too fast for my eyes. It finally mounted the butte, its bright circle cut right in half. At that moment the shadow of the butte fired across the land, falling straight along the prehistoric causeway as if the sun’s path and that of the causeway had become a single entity. There could be little doubt that this was intentionally orchestrated, an event to be seen only on December 21, when the sun reaches its southernmost point on the horizon.


As the movie ended, Stein and Friedman both simply shrugged.


I thought that the average person living around Chaco in the eleventh century might have been unaware of the cultural significance attached to such an alignment, leaving that to the masons and priests. Like those of us with cosmologically oriented sidewalks and backyards, our capitol buildings aimed in the cardinal directions, some people might notice the strict arrays spreading all around, but only in passing. The alignments sink into our subconscious, a knowledge of arrangement quietly cradling us at every moment, speaking to a deeper, almost religious order underlying our own civilization.


Stein said, “I think Chaco itself is a mnemonic for the Anasazi cosmos, an extension of it.”


When it was time for us to leave, the sheriff and his deputies had already gone home for the day. The hallways were silent. With handshakes and waves, and a stolen pinch of Jasper’s cheek, Stein and Friedman shuffled me and my family out a back door and into the parking lot near the Dumpsters. The two of them stayed inside, heading back down the hallway as the unmarked door closed behind them, and prepared for another evening of work, eureka flashes arcing out their windows.
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As Adam and I waited in the line of cars, Fajada Butte glowed brighter by the moment. A Park Service vehicle made its way to the front, an official white pickup. A Navajo woman got out, fully dressed in forest green Park Service attire—the new ceremonial dress at Chaco. Her black hair, braided down her back, was streaked with silver. She unlocked the gate. The line of cars began to move, a procession of coal-fire taillights. Like proud baton twirlers, Adam and I led the thirty-mile-per-hour parade along a brightening road, where rubble mounds and walls of great houses rose around us.


The parking lot at the other end was a madhouse—no possible way to get that many vehicles in there. The Park Service had rangers and volunteers out waving their arms as if directing airplanes to their terminals, sending all the vehicles—RVs, a school bus, unmarked government cars, and numerous private cars and trucks—into long lines along the road.


We had come from around the world to an oversize kiva called Casa Rinconada. Here, at sunrise, the first light to enter a certain window in a masonry sidewall would cast an orange rectangle onto the opposite wall. This rectangle of light would sit perfectly inside a rectangular niche, then drift slowly, changing shape slightly over several minutes, until it fit exactly into another nearby niche. Everyone’s calendars and watches could be synchronized.


Casa Rinconada is larger than most kivas. In the nomenclature of Southwest archaeology, it is called a great kiva, a perfect circle sixty feet across. Regardless of its size, it has the same features as nearly all kivas on the Colorado Plateau from New Mexico to Nevada, the geographic extent of the Anasazi. In addition to size, there are a few regional variations on the theme of the circular kiva, such as those with floor plans shaped like a D and a rectangular form that became popular in later years. But apart from their different shapes and sizes, all prehistoric kivas share distinct characteristics. They are generally subterranean (or at least blocked deeply into a masonry superstructure), have encircling interior benches, and have uniformly articulated ventilation systems. The one thing found in every kiva floor—uniformly just off the center—is a sipapu, a small hole said to be a passage from the underworld to this world.
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View into an excavated great kiva directly across the wash from Casa Rinconada. REGAN CHOI


Standing inside Casa Rinconada a thousand years ago would have been like being in a dark, underground sphere, an echo chamber sealed with smoothly plastered walls. Its ceiling would have consisted of timbers corbeled into each other to form a dome held up by four pillars, each a massive pine tree weighing a ton. The only light inside would have been from a fire, or from shafts of sunlight coming through narrow apertures set high along the walls.


Now this kiva was open to the sky, its roof having long ago collapsed and been cleared away by twentieth-century excavators. About sixty of us moved slowly up the trail toward the kiva, a human-made hill lifted high enough to catch first light. The sun was still half an hour from coming up. Adam and I reached the top of the site and looked over a chest-high wall. Below we could plainly see the round floor that had once been kept in darkness. Now it was filling with blond morning light. The floor contained an orderly puzzle of cleanly cut stone furnishings: platforms, boxes, and solid, round pieces of masonry standing like altars, all of which had been unearthed by excavators and reinforced by modern masons. No one was allowed in there: park rules.


What once occurred in such a place is unknown, but there is speculation. Artifacts found in great kivas are mostly ritual in nature, floors bristling with beads and shells with very little sign of domestic activity. The original builders had drilled holes in the ends of certain load-bearing timbers, placed handfuls of polished turquoise inside, and capped the holes with a bit of putty. Caches of artifacts were hidden in the walls, including hundreds of bear paws and mountain lion claws. From all this, it is widely believed that great kivas were the ceremonial mainstays of the Anasazi. Perhaps dancers’ feet pounded the floor as priests descended in radiant macaw feather robes. Any story could be imagined this morning in the brightening desert.


We moved around the circle of Casa Rinconada like pilgrims. The stonework was finely finished, as is to be expected in a kiva, smooth and curved like the ground glass of a telescope lens. Two ample T-shaped passages, grand keyholes forming a cardinal axis across the kiva from due north to due south, stood opposite each other. People paused and looked inside, as if peering into a cauldron.


The American Indians approaching Casa Rinconada this morning had faces the color of rose tea in the increasing light. Most were from a New Mexico pueblo, returning on this auspicious morning to a place where some of their ancestors may have stood a thousand years ago. Elder Anglos walked up the path, retired couples who had discovered a love for archaeoastronomy. Along with them arrived four Zen nuns, as well as a group of researchers from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, students of the sky who thought perhaps the Anasazi had asked similar questions of the cosmos.


Before the sun breached the horizon, a middle-aged Pueblo man began to sing. Wearing a notable amount of turquoise, he stood along the kiva’s east-west axis offering a traditional morning solo, intoning words of the Tewa language, studded with light consonants and sudden stops. The crowd listened to his song, not saying a word.


The man finished as the eastern horizon brightened intensely. The crowd began to collect along the kiva’s eastern arc, facing west. The first light would cast its geometric show against the far wall, which we watched like a blank movie screen.


Astronomical alignments were about to be struck all around Chaco, various niches and gaps in the great houses and their kivas. These alignments are often thought to have been instructional, marking the day on which one is to plant crops or the day of harvest. This explanation is painfully simplistic, though, as if planting or harvesting was on a fixed annual schedule and had nothing to do with the wild fluctuations of frost and drought that come every year. I imagine that instead of rudimentary to-do calendars, these astronomical features had been made by the Anasazi to observe the manifold patterns visible from here, confirming the peerless order of the world, cycles on which to hang annual ceremonies. Like the park ranger who stands for almost every sunrise, and like all of us who had come to Casa Rinconada to see this morning’s event, many great-house builders had probably positioned themselves in the right place at the right time so that signs from the sky would shower down on them.
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The eleventh-century apex of Chaco happened during a striking convocation of omens both on earth and in the heavens. First came a dramatic supernova in A.D. 1054 at the same time the great houses reached their full height. According to detailed Chinese accounts from that period, the supernova was as bright as the full moon for almost a month, visible in the middle of the day. At night it bathed the earth in a ghostly ruby-colored light. It was positioned in a busy cluster of constellations, off Orion’s shoulder, a very prominent place in the sky. Over the next six years this light slowly faded, until it was replaced by another startling event—the eruption of a volcano in northern Arizona. A volcanic eruption was relatively unheard-of in the time frame of human generations in the Southwest, and it buried eight hundred square miles of land in glowing cinders. Numerous Anasazi villages were enveloped in lava, and ash blanketed Chaco 180 miles to the northwest. Two years after this event, Halley’s comet came trailing its white tail through the sky, and ten years after that the sun became visibly blemished with black spots as had never been seen before (or since).


Whatever preconceptions we have developed about the Anasazi, it would have been unlikely that they ignored the profundity of these various and remarkable occurrences. When the supernova first appeared, at an early July dawn, it was nearly touching the horn of the rising crescent moon. This iconic pairing was then painted and pecked into rock faces all over the Colorado Plateau, including a prominent pictograph in Chaco depicting a starburst, a crescent moon, and an upraised hand. Following the volcanic eruption, people took ears of corn and pressed them into the cooling lava, forever preserving impressions of plump kernels in black stone. Perhaps these incidents were the very events that spurred people to root themselves in orderliness, locking down their great-house walls and kivas to match the more dependable cycles of the heavens. Whether perceived as ill omens or hopeful signs, these dramatic episodes would have been strong markers in the lives of people a thousand years ago. Some must have thought it was a momentous time, one fitting for the bold rise of Chaco.


No one moved as we huddled at the eastern arc of Casa Rinconada this morning. All eyes peered to the west. Suddenly, the sky split open, and a meteorite slivered the blue horizon, its metallic green streak bright even in the morning glow. A full second of arcing, electric light marked the whole western sky. Voices of alarm rose from the crowd. Everyone had seen it, a coincidence of position. The meteorite fell beyond the horizon, striking the desert somewhere out past Standing Rock.


As this vein of light faded, many people gasped. Some laughed almost uncomfortably. I heard the word omen spoken under someone’s breath. The Tewa-speaking man who had sung the morning song said nothing. He had already turned to face the east. I turned also and saw a pinprick of orange light break the horizon.


John Stein once told me that he had spoken to Native Americans who possessed religious authority. From these conversations he had come to believe that Chaco’s architecture was more than a mere reflection of the heavenly cosmos. Instead, it was a continuation of it, a perspective from outside the cosmos looking in, a god’s-eye view. There would be no coincidences seen from Chaco, only omens.


The sun’s light was channeled through a portal of Casa Rinconada. A square of sunlight landed on the opposite wall in a niche just its size. I looked east, straight into the light, and saw great houses illuminated in the distance, miles of stonework ruins positioned to mirror and regard the turning sky. Across the canyon stood the behemoth of Pueblo Bonito, looking like a ship stranded in the desert, its five-story hull open, wooden ribs sticking out of the masonry. I lifted my hand to shade my face. The summer sun began scalding the bare landscape, shrinking every shadow back into itself, turning this place from an immortal calendar back into a searing desert.
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PUEBLO BONITO


The east side of Pueblo Bonito is the first to be touched by morning light. Long before the sun even rises, a gentle maroon washes one side of the great house. Then a faint breeze begins moving through the interior hallways and rooms, and the old great house seems to breathe.


The first time I noticed this breeze was on an early September morning. I was here with Adam again. He had already gone deep inside the great house while I milled around some of its outermost rooms. I stopped in the thin, aqueous light and lifted my hand in front of a doorway built in the shape of a T, much like the north-south axis entrances to Casa Rinconada. I felt air passing through the doorway and between my fingers, and I thought it odd, because the air outside was absolutely still. At this coolest time of the day, the masonry walls of Pueblo Bonito still held some of the previous day’s heat, enough to set up a temperature gradient and spur a subtle breeze. Back in the eleventh century, this would no doubt have been a welcome time of day, the doldrums within Pueblo Bonito stirred as cooler outside air pushed through apertures and ventilator shafts.


Pueblo Bonito is the largest of all great houses. It is built like a hive, with seven hundred rooms and about thirty kivas molded into a single, half-moon-shaped floor plan as large as the ground floor of the Sears Tower in Chicago. Most of its ceilings caved in long ago, filling the lower stories with rubble that was eventually sorted by excavators in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This site was cleared down to its bones, its every artifact carted away. The end result is a great house swept clean, empty as a cardboard box.


What business did seminomadic desert farmers have building a place like this? Chaco has all the markers of a sacred Neolithic site. Its great houses are similar to the Tarxien temples of Malta from 3000 B.C., and its stonework resembles that of five-thousand-year-old burial monuments in the Orkney Islands. The Neolithic is a formative stage that nearly every civilization has gone through, a tipping point when wild plant gathering mixed with domestic agriculture and domestic animals (such as turkeys and dogs avidly looked after by the Anasazi). Stone tools were refined to an art form, and signs of early metallurgy began to appear, usually starting with copper. During this period, hunting-and-gathering families joined into networks of farming villages and arenas of political power. As part of Neolithic development, enormous stone and wood architecture often showed up, as if people were experimenting with their newfound ability to pool labor and lift their imaginations off the ground.


The Neolithic era did not happen all at once around the world. It occurred at different times for different people, a sort of cultural protocol: China as far back as 12,000 B.C., the Greek fortifications of Sesklo around 6500 B.C., the rise of the Mound Builders in the Mississippi River Valley in 2500 B.C. Chaco in the eleventh century A.D. fits perfectly into this progression.


As I walked around Pueblo Bonito, stonework two or three stories high rose around me, clean as library shelves, hundreds of thousands of bookbinding stones all set perfectly flush against one another. I followed a faint breeze into one doorway and then the next, ducking my head and pulling in my shoulders as I went. Hallways stretched around me, long passages of repeated, symmetrical doorways. Although I prefer ruins left in a more relaxed, unexcavated state, it was a blessing to be able to walk through this compound and peer down avenues of rooms, their masonry escalating in the slowly turning light.


I entered one of the easternmost rooms and found Adam sitting on the tourist-beaten floor. He was the only other person in the great house this morning. His mug of Earl Grey rested in front of him. Adam and I had made a habit of coming to Chaco together, driving from western Colorado, where we both lived. There was no particular chore we had to accomplish here. We simply enjoyed each other’s company in this setting of crumbled Neolithic monuments.


Adam looked up at me. He had been waiting, knowing I would come to this room where the morning light show begins.


I sat near him on the packed dirt, opened a journal across one knee, and began to write. We saw different details each time we came—the air changing slightly from one month to the next, the light arriving differently.


After several minutes Adam said softly, “There.”


I looked up from my journal.


A pair of lights appeared on the east-facing wall across from us, the golden eyes of morning gradually opening through masonry windows behind us. Then another light below that. And another. The ancient grandfather clock of Pueblo Bonito was still working. Its weights and pulleys spun into action as the wall before us became a field of bright nicks and rectangles cast two stories over our heads.


Almost every day Adam and I spent at Chaco began in this room. The sunrise kept repeating itself for us, but not in the same way. Midwinter sunrise comes with a different sequence of light creeping through empty beam sockets and windows skimmed with snow. High summer light arrives like bold white flags unfurling through the halls. September is methodical, one tidy patch of light after the next.


“They’re a little to the right,” Adam said.


I pointed my pen at the wall. “About half an inch,” I agreed, noticing how the patterns changed day by day. The sun was moving through the seasons, and we could actually see the daily evidence. Witnessing this shift from one day to the next produced a heartening sensation. The universe was still turning; this much we knew.


We had memorized the order of pear-colored lights, which one would appear first, which would come last. After the final light appeared above us, we got up off the dirt floor and passed through a nearby doorway, leaving our daypacks and Adam’s mug of tea on the floor. As we entered another room, the sunrise started again, and we stood back to watch. We went on like this from room to room, hustling through doorways as if passing through bulkheads deep inside a ship. We followed beams and daggers of light into farther chambers. In these roofless catacombs a single bead of light landed in a black stone box, and I touched it with my finger, a ritual of passing.
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Every turn through these corridors led to an empty vault, where sunlight sliced across the vacant floor. What I was seeing was whatever early archaeologists and the National Park Service had decided to leave behind. Truth is, there is no one Pueblo Bonito, no one way to see the place. In the past, every century, every decade in fact, brought change, as this great house was extended, remodeled, partially torn down, built up, burned, cleaned, painted, and repainted. Chaco began to fade in the twelfth century as the last residents flooded into the shelter of great houses, where they subdivided big rooms into smaller domestic chambers, built hearths inside, and filled unused kivas with trash and feces. Even after that, after Chaco was supposedly abandoned, there was a revival in the thirteenth century, when people with belongings that originated in Colorado came in and fixed up the place, giving Pueblo Bonito’s central kiva a clean whitewash before moving on again. The next resurgence of activity was in the nineteenth century, when, at the behest of Anglo archaeologists, Zuni and Navajo workers cleaned out Pueblo Bonito for public display.


As I walked through the morning’s procession of light, my journal held open with a thumb, I recalled decades of excavation notes taken here, boxes of black-and-white photographs from early digs now stored in reliquaries around the country. Looking for the artifacts removed from Pueblo Bonito, I had wandered the long halls of the American Museum of Natural History in New York, its treasures sealed in seemingly never-ending rows of gray metal cabinets. In the Peabody Museum at Harvard, I found three stories of ceramics. In a small federal repository in Albuquerque, I went through thousands of beads in plastic cases, and painted seed jars crowded on metal shelves. In these modern storehouses I packed my journal with annotations, telling which of Pueblo Bonito’s rooms contained which artifacts. This morning I put the pieces back, restocking these rooms from my imagination. I filled spaces with thousands of nested bowls, their severe geometric designs flowing from one to the next. Exotic birds went back into their burials under the floors, along with a necklace made of two thousand flawlessly graduated turquoise disks, with jet-black finger rings and painted flutes. I fit ceiling beams back into position, first setting turquoise into their sockets, then hanging feathered sashes from their heights.


One room had been a dark aviary for scarlet macaws imported from southern Mexico, the floor covered with a gray slag of bird droppings. (The macaw bones were found deformed in a way that suggests the birds had been kept away from sunlight for most of their lives.) Another room housed golden eagles—great, darkly mantled birds that would have stared with molten eyes as I entered their chamber through a narrow doorway.


Some rooms I kept empty in my mind, exactly as they were found when excavators reached them more than a century ago. Crews discovered a surprising lack of refuse—frayed strings, potsherds, charcoal, or combed human hair—that one would expect on the floors of habitation sites. They unearthed only enough kitchen hearths from the eleventh-century component to account for seventy people living in these seven hundred rooms. Some researchers have concluded that Pueblo Bonito had only enough residents to sweep the floors (at the same time, respected Chaco scholars such as Gwinn Vivian and Chip Wills think Chaco great houses were more domestic). The rest of the rooms seem to have been left for the storage of ritual paraphernalia, for offerings, and for a small number of opulent burials. Rather than being domestic, many researchers believe, the great houses of Chaco functioned more like temples, to which people made pilgrimages.


Pueblo Bonito was built around cores of burials that even by the eleventh century would have seemed ancient. These burials have been one of the enigmas of Chaco Canyon. There are not enough dead to account for the numbers that must have passed through and lived here at one time or another. Only 650 skeletons have been found in the canyon.* At Pueblo Bonito, where 131 individuals were buried, two primary tombs were excavated, revealing skeletons stacked like cordwood.


I took all the skeletons I could remember and buried them once again, draping jewelry over their rib cages, bracelets around their wrists. In a tomb consisting mostly of women and girls, I restored two young women exactly as excavators had found them: side by side, so that they were nearly holding hands, both buried at the same time on a single reed mat, their bodies draped with jewelry and covered with a turkey feather blanket.


As I walked, I added a haze of incense drifting through the rooms as if through the dinge of a high Tibetan monastery. I heard the blare of shell trumpets during festivals, ceremonies, and feast. During years of good rains and robust harvests, travelers would have come by the thousands, their baskets loaded with corn and with beautifully rendered trinkets, the finest of their wares brought from home to leave here. Feathered dancers would have made a sound like sea waves crashing against the shore, their feet pounding, their kilts and ankles loud with shell tinklers. I rehung painted wooden banners from the ceilings, their designs multicolored and involved like coats of arms. Colorful pageants may have been held in these great houses, much like those of the indigenous people of Bhutan, south of the Himalayas, where looming monasteries still function as the spiritual, political, and geographical centers for surrounding villages.


The skeletons found here reveal a cross section of the Anasazi world. The bones carry genetic signatures that identify the various people’s origins. The two innermost tombs of Pueblo Bonito may have contained two separate ethnic groups with genetic ties to different parts of the Colorado Plateau. This great house was designed like a map, with each region separated from the next by thick walls and inward-facing doorways leading to their associated burials. Some people who were physically taller than others were buried near others who were shorter and more heavyset; some with high, peaked foreheads were buried close to others with more rounded faces. Many different people—from deserts and highlands, from the San Juan River and the Rio Grande—came together here to build this unsurpassed nexus.
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I walked into a narrow passage, slipped through doorways, and emerged into an open arena where kivas surrounded me. The sky turned from morning pink to an expansive blue over my head. Light was just entering a bank of rooms along the northern arc of Pueblo Bonito. I crouched and peered down an aisle of T-shaped doorways leading to one of the tombs. I was just starting to put its skeletons away when I heard a car door slam in the distance. Then came voices. I stepped into the light, taking in a last breath of solitude. The tourists were coming. The day had begun.


Gradually, the sun canted over Pueblo Bonito’s eroded walls. The breeze inside turned hot. By noon the place was as busy as an anthill. Children ran through doorways, and older men shuffled from one signpost to the next, reading out loud from park brochures. Adam and I crouched in what shade remained. Along with the regular wash of Americans, contingents from Korea and Switzerland arrived, as well as a family from India, the women loosely shawled in colorful fabrics.


It was baffling to watch this parade of visitors, people from everywhere coming to this hole in the desert. Native Americans passed through, Seminoles and Choctaws coming to see what earlier Native Americans had once done. A young guide led a tour, explaining, “These are what we call our clan kivas.” The tour group listened as attentively as if they were viewing the Sistine Chapel. Whose clan kivas? I wondered. Even as I carefully put all the artifacts back into this great house, checking through the pages of my notes as I went, layers were being added faster than I could count. Nothing was still. The hot September wind kicked up dust devils, hissing and sputtering through open rooms, suddenly blinding the tourists, who covered their eyes, their faces pelted with sand.


I was told by archaeologists to be careful at Pueblo Bonito, maybe even to avoid the place entirely. They said that too much data has been collected at the site, too many points of fascination uncovered. A fair and succinct conclusion can never be drawn. The place makes Chaco look too heroic; the Anasazi appear more complex and majestic than they may have been. But Pueblo Bonito is here nonetheless, surrounded by its blushing sisters: the impressive great houses of Pueblo del Arroyo, Chetro Ketl, Kin Kletso, Pueblo Alto, and the circle of Casa Rinconada in plain sight across the wash.


I did not take the archaeologists’ advice. I do not know how many days altogether, from sunrise to sunset, I have spent at Pueblo Bonito looking at the same rooms, the same beaten ground. I have wandered through this great house as if it were a book I could not stop reading, its every line filled with connotation.


The T-shaped doorways, for instance, stand out like bulky crucifixes. Anasazi doorways, and everyone else’s for that matter, tend to be rectangular. That is the easiest way to build them. Occasionally, around the world, there are other forms, each with certain cultural significance: the peaked arches of Islamic mosques, circular moon gates in China, and trapezoidal doorways in the Incan ruins of South America. At Pueblo Bonito and its surrounding great houses, there are T-shaped doorways mixed in with all the rectangles.


The first T shapes in the Southwest were at Pueblo Bonito, and later they spread to the remainder of the Colorado Plateau. Someone brought the shape here or invented it here. (It also appeared later at the Mayan site of Palenque in southern Mexico and in a number of Incan sites in Peru.) Perhaps it began as a functional piece of architecture, allowing people to enter with loads on their backs or facilitating the movement of air into the deeper recesses of the great house. It may then have become a symbol identifying the purpose of a room, perhaps as a privileged space, a ceremonial chamber, or a passage leading back in time to the older burials. Whatever the T shape once meant, it was a signal to me, something that I could follow.
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Classic T-shaped doorway inside Pueblo Bonito. REGAN CHOI


There are other definitive signs at Pueblo Bonito, markers that once extended clear across the Colorado Plateau. I have identified seven such markers: corn as a primary food source, the importation of birds for ceremonial use, black-on-white pottery embellished with strict geometric forms, elaborate masonry construction, subterranean kivas, alignments with astronomical and geographic features, and, of course, T-shaped portals. In this business of reassembling an ancient world, I had these primary keys to work with.


Another, less tangible sign is mobility. The Anasazi were travelers, driven by the Southwest’s undulating topography, pushed and pulled by the coming and going of rain. Some researchers believe that the Anasazi drove themselves out by overfarming and by depleting wood supplies that were used for cooking fires and construction, but this is too simple an explanation. If one follows trails of archaeological markers, a pattern becomes visible of people constantly coming and going, arriving and disappearing at almost regular intervals. Although there is evidence of failing resources, the majority of Anasazi populations appear to have dealt with their problems by moving rather than by perishing.
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As the shadows lengthened at the end of the day, Adam and I walked casually into the plaza-like opening in the center of Pueblo Bonito, where we skirted around kivas set deep into the ground. A circular theater of ruins surrounded us, doorways and windows bright in the last light. Behind the burials that once graced Pueblo Bonito’s northern perimeter rose the brassy cliffs of Chaco Canyon.


The sun fell until its last orange bead clipped out of sight. “There it goes,” Adam said, marking off another day.


We were the last people here, listening to car doors slam and seeing the red flicker of taillights in the distance as tourists returned home. In the gathering twilight a ranger arrived on her rounds. She was from Alabama, wearing a gun and a radio, her hat brim stiff. Politely, she told us it was time to go. And politely, we went.


As we drove away from Pueblo Bonito and out the gated entrance, followed by the ranger, I noticed an official work truck parked there and a uniformed Navajo woman inside. I looked back and saw the woman swing the gate closed behind us and secure it with a padlock. Then, she, too, drove away, and Chaco again belonged to no one, the moon tumbling unhindered through crumbling buildings.
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