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Author’s Note



THE term Anasazi—a Navajo word meaning “ancestral enemies”—has been standard archaeological usage for the prehistoric people with whom this book deals since 1936, when it was proposed by Alfred V. Kidder. The term has always been offensive to the Hopi and other Pueblo Indians who are the descendants of the Anasazi. The word the Hopi use for their ancestors—Hisatsinom—is, however, different from the ancestral term in use at the Pueblo town of Zuni, which in turn is different from that used at the Pueblo town of Acoma, and so on.


In recent years, there has been a movement among younger archaeologists and some Pueblo people to substitute “Ancestral Puebloans” for “Anasazi.” This book resists that nomenclature on several grounds. Whatever its faults, Anasazi has been a well-defined archaeological term for almost sixty years (to distinguish that culture, for example, from the contemporary Hohokam to the south or Fremont to the north); Puebloan derives from the language of an oppressor who treated the indigenes of the Southwest far more brutally than the Navajo ever did; and, at book length, repeated again and again, “Ancestral Puebloans” is a cumbersome mouthful.


It may be germane to point out that no term embodies a more egregious misnaming than Columbus’s “Indians,” yet “Native Americans” has yet to supplant it—even among American Indians themselves, who are still more likely to call themselves Indians than Native Americans.





Prologue



I WOKE at dawn, as alpenglow painted the sandstone wall behind my tent a lurid reddish orange. A film of ice had formed inside my water bottle; I shook it loose and took a cold drink. White rafts of cumulus clouds sailed across the sky out of the northwest, where the subarctic fronts came from. It would be windy up on the canyon rim.


I put on all the clothes I had and crawled out of the tent. The seat I had built of three flat stones was cold to the touch, so I laid my day pack across it before I sat down. The butane stove fired at the touch of a match, its dull roar erasing the silence of the canyon. On the stove I placed my smaller pot, filled the night before with water dipped from a bedrock pool down in the canyon bottom. The skim of ice on the surface melted in patches.


The date was October 29. It was my third day alone in the obscure canyon in southeastern Utah. During those forty-some hours, I had seen no one else. My voice felt rusty with disuse, for I am not the sort of solo vagabond who talks to himself for company.


Tiny bubbles were forming on the bottom of the pot. I spooned freeze-dried coffee into my metal cup and thought about the discoveries of the previous day. Joyous though my long prowl under the late-autumn sun was, I had been acutely aware all day of my vulnerability as I scrambled through a slickrock wilderness far from any trail. In the night I had wakened with a jolt at 2 A.M., then lain for two hours in my sleeping bag without a hint of drowsiness, watching through the transparent roof of my tent as the moon slid west above the canyon rim. Eventually the prickles of anxiety ebbed, and sleep filled my head.


Now I waited for the sun to rise in the V notch on the horizon, fifteen degrees south of east. I had chosen the campsite by compass, counting on that earliest possible sunrise, but now the sky abruptly darkened and a chilling rain began to fall. I hurried through breakfast—coffee, a packet of sugary instant oatmeal, dried apricots. Just as I zipped closed the tent and hoisted my day pack, the rain stopped and patches of blue poked through the streaming clouds.


The day before, from the rim across the canyon to the south, I had spotted a small ancient ruin tucked under the mesa top, visible from few vantage points. With binoculars I had invented an approach route, memorizing landmarks that would look a lot different when I was upon them. The ruin stood only a quarter mile east of my camp, four hundred feet above it. But I couldn’t see it from camp, and I knew that a direct approach would be stymied by overhanging bands of rock.


I was off at 9 A.M. Eighty feet below camp, on the canyon floor, ice glazed the pothole pools. Here, thanks to the vagaries of the jutting skyline, the sun would not rise till about eleven, more than four hours after its rays found my tent. Most hikers in canyon country regard the ideal campsite as a sandy bottom bench under the limbs of some generous cottonwood, close to the trickling water. Not me—and not the Anasazi, whose lives were woven tight into the wheeling circles of the sun.


On a bedrock of blue Halgaito shale, I hiked back upstream, retracing the path by which I had entered the canyon two days before. At the first north tributary, I veered right into a short, steep draw, then zigzagged upward among the ledges. The brown soil froze my footprints; I plucked sagebrush leaves, rubbed them, and breathed the bursting scent—essence of the desert Southwest. Just below the rim, I had to climb a ten-foot wall. Be careful, this could be trouble, nagged the fussy worrier in my head—the one whose doubts had kept me awake in the night. Big deal, it’s easy, answered his cocky antagonist. A right hand jammed in a crack to pull on, a small hold high for the left foot, and I was up.


The wind hit me as I emerged on the rim, tearing my eyes. I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head and stood facing south, away from the wind. There across the canyon, silhouetted like a cardboard cutout beneath the sun, was the dizzy peninsula of stone that it had taken me the whole previous day to explore. Far to the east, dull brown in the low sun, heaved the humpbacked domes of the Comb Ridge. At that moment, was there another living person in the sweep of cosmos I surveyed?


I set off east across the mesa. Pausing on a point of rimrock, I gazed down into the canyon, searching for the yellow dot of my tent. It took a while to find it, and when I did, I was impressed by how lost, how obscure my camp seemed in the context of the intricate canyon. A helicopter flying over, searching for an overdue hiker, might easily miss that yellow dot. A ground team, pushing down the canyon, would have no clue of the camp hidden on a ledge eighty feet above.


Soon I recognized the ovoid boulder, the pair of piñon pines I had memorized the day before. I looked for a way to clamber down under the mesa rim and found, after a search, the devious zigzag that must have been the ancient inhabitants’ only approach route.


Eighty feet beneath the rim, I headed back west on a good ledge and turned a corner. All at once, the ruin stood before me, half hidden under a five-foot-high overhang. Five rooms had been built here, side by side, sharing common walls. The two on either end had fallen to pieces, but the central three were exquisitely preserved, the worked sandstone slabs laid horizontal, mortared in place with brown mud, in which I could see the press marks of patting fingers.


Before the ruin, scattered in the dirt, I found scores of broken potsherds. Some of them were decorated with jagged designs in the distinctive style called Mesa Verde black-on-white. Those sherds and the masonry of the rooms told me that the Anasazi had built here during the Pueblo III period, sometime between A.D. 1150 and 1300. I knew that by the latter date they had left for good; for the whole of the Colorado Plateau—on which my Utah canyon was but a tiny wrinkle—had been abandoned just before the onset of the fourteenth century.


I lingered for more than an hour at the site, gobbling an early lunch of chocolate, cheese, and crackers. Below the rim I was out of the wind; the facing sun was so warm I took off my jacket and hat. For the same reason the Anasazi had preferred such a site: no angle of a twisting canyon trapped and held the winter warmth so effectively as a high south-facing ledge beneath the rim.


The doorways to the conical rooms, so small I could not squeeze through them without causing them harm, gaped as rounded rectangles in the stonework, the edges smoothed with mortar, a peeled stick serving as lintel above each. I stuck my head inside each room and waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. One room had a hearth made of shaped stones on the floor, tucked under the east wall; another was full of small corncobs, plucked clean of every kernel. The ceilings of all three rooms were black with cooking-fire soot. From the pattern of their shared walls, I could discern the sequence of building: the central room first, the adjoining pair next, and the outliers—so thoroughly destroyed they must have been deliberately taken apart—last.


On the underside of the overhang that formed the ceiling of the shelter, I found a smooth, cream-colored panel of sandstone that had served as canvas for an Anasazi brush: on it were several zigzag snakes in brown paint and a number of brown handprints. As I sat before the ruin, basking in the sun, I tried to imagine the family that had built and lived here.


The site seemed to my modern sensibility blissful and serene, a lordly nook in a wilderness that made the heart soar. But the Anasazi would have regarded it chiefly in practical terms, and by that reckoning, the dwelling place must have seemed marginal. It was a long, hard way to water: indeed, the circuitous route by which I had gained the site, climbing a five-hundred-foot slope out of the canyon and traversing the rim, must have been the path by which, every day, women had carried their jars to fill from the trickle in the canyon floor. There was arable land closer by, on the mesa top behind the rim; but in earlier epochs, the Anasazi had lived beside their fields, right on that mesa top, not hidden beneath the rim.


There were only two real advantages to the site. It gathered the heat of the sun in winter, and in summer the overhang provided cooling shade. Even more important, the site was supremely defensive. Its only approach from the rim was the tricky scramble down I had just made—a route that could be guarded by a single sentinel. From below, the dwellings were impregnable.


Like so many other ruins I had explored that also date from the Pueblo III period, just before the abandonment, this one raised an age-old question—a question archaeologists still have not definitively answered, even though it may be the most fundamental of all concerning the Anasazi.


What were they afraid of? Who were the enemy?


Before climbing back up to the rim, I chose to follow the ledge east as far as I could. It turned corners, growing narrower. I knew from binocular inspection the day before that the ledge eventually blanked out in overhang: that was part of the natural defenses of the site. I walked a hundred yards, then fifty more; at one point I had to sidle delicately around a boulder that leaned close to the precipice. I was about to give up when I turned the last corner.


The vocabulary of astonishment is an impoverished one, heavy with clichés like, “I felt a chill crawl up my spine.” Yet in that moment, as I stopped walking and stood in my tracks, I was aware of a tingling of the skin, a suffusion of pleasure with overtones of shock, that began in the middle of my back and rose slowly, settling in my shoulders.


As I had followed the ledge eastward, the recessed stratum in which the ruin was built had steadily dwindled, until now, on my left, it amounted to a two-foot-high continuous niche. A crumbly band of red rock, sandwiched between solid gray brows of sandstone, hinted at the geological anomaly that produced the niche.


There before me, tucked into that two-foot aperture, a few yards short of where the ledge blanked out, sat an intact Anasazi pot. Slowly I approached. A branch of dead juniper had fallen to the ledge, close to the pot; now it guarded it like a fence. I got on my knees to peer close.


The pot was brownish red, decorated in the style called corrugated, used only for cooking. The Anasazi potter, having coiled and scraped the pot to its basic shape preparatory to firing it, had taken a tool and poked every inch of the pots surface below the rim with bands of sharp triangular dents.


The pot was a big one: I estimated it at fourteen inches tall by fourteen inches wide. It would have held, I suppose, four or five gallons of water. As I peered at the pot from all angles, I detected its only blemish: a hairline crack zigzagging from the lip a few inches down one side—the kind of crack an accident of firing makes, not a cook who drops the pot. The crack was so fine that water would not have leaked from it.


The reddish marl of the crumbly stratum had collapsed and drifted around the pot over the centuries, imbedding it to a depth of six inches at the back. To try to pull the pot loose would be to destroy it. I was afraid even to touch it.


The pot, it was clear, had been cached in this arcane spot by someone who hoped to come back to retrieve it. Perhaps it had been placed here late in the 1200s by some Anasazi woman whose people had seen yet another harvest fail and had decided to move elsewhere for a year or two. The pot was too big to carry, too valuable to throw away. Hide it away on this ledge where the wrong ones would not find it, then come back soon and use it again….


But they never came back. For at least seven hundred years the pot had rested in its niche, saved from the weather by the overhang above, preserved by the dry desert air. During those centuries of gnawing time, how many human eyes had gazed on the pot between the last Anasazi’s and mine?


FOR a decade and a half I have sought out Anasazi ruins in the Southwest; during the last five years, my curiosity about those prehistoric agriculturalists has grown to become a passion. Like most devotees of the Anasazi, I began with the national parks and monuments: Mesa Verde, Canyon de Chelly, Chaco Canyon, Hovenweep, Montezuma Castle, Pecos, Bandelier.


In 1987, on a three-day hike into Utah’s Grand Gulch, for the first time I came across Anasazi ruins in the backcountry—unexcavated, unrestored, with potsherds and corncobs still strewn in the dirt where the last dwellers had left them. I camped on alluvial benches where the ancients had once planted their crops; I drank from the springs that had sustained them. That trip changed everything for me: a passive admiration for the Anasazi, of the sort one feels in a museum, turned into something like a quest.


A quest—but a quest for what?


That late October day, alone in the wilderness, as I stumbled upon the corrugated pot—the first intact Anasazi vessel I had ever found—a glimpse of the answer came to me. I was no pothunter: it was not treasure I sought. I felt not even a moment’s impulse to dig the pot out and take it home (quite apart from the fact that to do so would be to violate a federal law). The pot belonged where I found it, where its owner had hidden it in the thirteenth century.


My travels in Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado have nonetheless been, in some sense, a pursuit of that very pot. Not of the pot itself, not of a ceramic object, however beautiful. What I sought instead was some connection with the Anasazi that I could feel beneath my fingertips as well as in my mind. The pot I looked for was—though I hesitate to use the word, with its facile evocation of the spiritual—a pot of communion.


You cannot, of course, set out to find such a pot. It must burst upon you by accident, when you expect nothing but another corner in the sandstone. And yet you must prepare yourself to find it; you must read the driest archaeological monographs and hike through the starkest badlands to reach the ledge where the pot awaits.


In the last analysis, the most impressive thing about the Anasazi is not their dazzling achievements at Cliff Palace, Pueblo Bonito, Hovenweep, and other storied cities of the dead. It is their thorough permeation of a country so difficult to travel in today that most of it remains uninhabited. Yet everywhere you go, in the most remote and unpromising corners of that country, you find a scattering of flint flakes here, a sherd or two of gray utilitarian cookware there, to testify to the passage of the ancients.


For all the pitiless rigor of that desert land, the Anasazi Southwest forms the most compelling landscape I know of in the world. The chapters that follow are an attempt to trace my meanderings in recent years across that landscape, sometimes in the company of various friends and acquaintances, sometimes alone. And if my erratic journey deserves after all to be called a quest, then it is a quest that I doubt I shall ever finish.





1 The Cowboy Who Found
Cliff Palace



I PULLED my rental car into a slot between a Winnebago and a Mountain Aire, parked, and got out. A scent, heavy in the air—pine sap on a May breeze—carried me instantly back into the past. As a boy of twelve, car-camping with my family, I had first come to Mesa Verde, in southwestern Colorado, in the mid-1950s. For two days, we had toured the ruins: with my younger brothers and sister, I had climbed in and out of subterranean kivas, crawled through small portals into dark rooms, stood on high ledges and leaned over ancient walls masoned at the very edge of the precipice.


My father, an astronomer, had told me the two most important things he knew about the Anasazi, both considered, in the scientific optimism of the fifties, solid fact. They were, moreover, the kind of truths a boy with a restless spirit could never forget. A terrible drought in the late 1200s, my father said, had driven the Cliff Dwellers out of Mesa Verde, never to return. But before that, they had built their houses beneath the arching sandstone overhangs, in “caves” where no rain or snow could fall, chiefly because of the climatic advantage: the shelters were warm in winter, cool in summer.


Later, when my father hired a contractor to build an extension to our house on Bluebell Avenue in Boulder, he himself designed a roof that overhung our new living room at precisely the angle of the sheltering brow of certain Mesa Verde ruins. And it worked: to the marvel of the neighbors, our living room, with its floor-to-ceiling windows facing south, was full of sun in December, cool and shadowy in June.


In my memory, at Mesa Verde in the 1950s, we had been free to prowl and clamber through the ruins almost at will. Much had changed in the decades since. Now, on my ninth or tenth visit to the national park, I joined the crowd at the asphalt-paved overlook and waited for the four o’clock tour of Cliff Palace. It was May 1994. Of the six hundred Anasazi cliff dwellings in the park, only two were at the moment open to the public: Spruce Tree House and Cliff Palace. For the first season ever, Cliff Palace—the largest Anasazi cliff dwelling ever built—could be seen only on a ranger-led hourly tour. You had to get a ticket at the visitor center, four miles away, and the tours were limited to sixty people each.


As we waited, the ranger—identified as James on his name tag—explained the new regimen as a response to burgeoning tourism. “Yeah,” he said, “Cliff Palace’s been taking a beating.” But I knew that visitation at Mesa Verde had held steady, just under seven hundred thousand per annum, for the last several years; 1993 had actually seen fewer tourists than the year before.


On the hour, the forty-five visitors in our group trooped slowly down the paved trail to a point short of the ruin itself, where James parked us in the shade. It was a cool afternoon, and after fifteen minutes many in our group were shivering, but James had his spiel to give. He seemed defensive about the new restrictions. “The Park Service has a twofold mission,” he recited. “One is to serve you, the public. The other is to preserve the ruins.”


James, I thought, was a sympathetic enough fellow: he looked like a Park Service lifer, and he was a Westerner through and through, who pronounced the place “Mesa Vurduh.” I could hardly blame the ranger for his rote, mechanical delivery. How many tours a week was he charged with processing through the ruin?


But I wondered if he cared about the misinformation he was dishing out—or even knew that much of what he said was wrong. Chaco Canyon, James told us, “is in the middle of the Navajo Reservation.” (Chaco lies east of the reservation.) “The Anasazi were the first people in North America to build permanent stone structures.” (Had James heard of Chichén Itzá, Palenque, Bonampak?) “The Anasazi,” claimed James with a hint of fervor, “actually did better than the Egyptians who built the pyramids—and they did it without the horse and the wheel and slave labor.” (Not a single horse or wheel or slave helped build the pyramids.)


No one in our shivering group, myself included, raised a peep. The kids, bored with the lecture, played with stones or their shoelaces. Opposite us, gleaming in the sun, stood Cliff Palace; but it was like a slide projected on a screen.


With half our precious hour gone, James at last herded us over to a restored kiva, where we sat and listened as he resumed his lesson. The ranger was no mere automaton: in some sense, he cared deeply about Mesa Verde and the Anasazi. But when he expressed that enthusiasm, it came out in clichés. “Mesa Verde is like a large puzzle,” he proposed, “like that TV show Unsolved Mysteries.”


All too soon, it was time to file out of Cliff Palace. I loitered at the back of the group, then, when James wasnát looking, poked my head inside the ground-level window of a remarkable four-story square tower, craned my neck, and stared once more at the vivid red paintings on the inner walls at the third-story level. In recent years archaeologist Kim Malville, of the University of Colorado, has shown that these pictographs demonstrate an Anasazi awareness of the arcane astronomical phenomenon called the lunar standstill.


Only two or three years earlier, when you could still wander into Cliff Palace on your own and stay till the 6 P.M. closing, the ranger on duty had encouraged visitors to look at the pictographs inside the square tower. Now, with a group of forty-five, doing so was too much of a bother.


A few members of our group paused at the outskirts to snap a last photo of Cliff Palace shining in the late sun. “Take your picture quickly,” James urged, “’cause we have to get out of here before the next tour comes in.” Indeed, the five o’clock bunch were at the moment settling down for their own lecture in the shade.


At the time of my visit, the Park Service employed about 30 full-time rangers at Mesa Verde. In summer, the peak season, that number swells to 100. The park concessionaire, ARA, has some 150 employees working in May, 250 during the summer.


At Mesa Verde in May, you can stay in the park motel, called Far View Lodge, or camp in the campground; you can eat in four different restaurants, buy supplies in two groceries, browse through four different gift shops; you can gas up at two filling stations, or peruse brochures and watch a slide show at the visitor center. But in May you can walk through only two cliff dwellings, and you can visit the finest of them all only with a ticket, as part of a horde of forty, fifty, or sixty.


It is not, in the last analysis, tourist impact on the ruins that has turned Mesa Verde so restrictive. It is bureaucracy on the rampage. The more “services” a national park offers, the more snags and hassles the overworked rangers confront. And their bosses, rather than pare back a gift shop here, a snack bar there, shut down the ruins instead. Already there is doleful talk that in the next few years the Park Service may close Cliff Palace altogether, confining visitors to the distant overlook.


When I was twelve, Cliff Palace had sung to my spirit. Four decades later, the place was dead for me. During my regimented hour under the tutelage of James, the predominant emotion I had felt was vexation. Only my furtive glimpse of the hidden pictographs inside the square tower had touched me with the breath of wonder.


Yet Cliff Palace—despite the paved trails, the roped-off “no entry” precincts, the crude overreconstruction by archaeologists in the 1920s, and the rangers’ canned talks today—remains a remarkable place. One way or another, I thought, it was worth the effort to see Cliff Palace afresh … to see it as Richard Wetherill had, that December day in 1888.


BENJAMIN WETHERILL, patriarch of a steadily growing clan, had led his family on an erratic pilgrimage through the Midwest, homesteading in Wisconsin, Iowa, Kansas, and Missouri before fetching up in 1880 in southwestern Colorado. On the Mancos River, a few miles downstream from the frontier town of the same name, Wetherill built his Alamo Ranch, taking the cognomen from the Spanish word for “cottonwood.”


Years of farming and prospecting had broken the old man’s health. During the 1880s, his five sons took over the running of the ranch. Eldest of the five was Richard, barely twenty-two when the Alamo was being built. Thin, strong, five feet eight, his hair already turning gray, Richard was a man of few words. “He kept his eyes fixed,” writes his biographer, Frank McNitt, “unblinking and often quizzical, upon those he was addressing. Some of his friends have said they had a nervous feeling that he gazed right into their minds.”


His formal education limited to high school, Richard nonetheless was a bookworm with a driving curiosity. In the coming years, he would gain a proficiency in both the Ute and Navajo tongues. And though the ranch demanded most of his time, at heart Richard Wetherill was an explorer.


In the 1880s, the town of Mancos lived in constant fear. The Utes upon whose land the pioneers had infringed were not happy about the trespass; without warning, they would raid and burn isolated homesteads or attack travelers passing through. The women and children of Mancos felt an edgy apprehension even in their own backyards, and the Mancos men rode everywhere armed.


The Wetherills, however, were Quakers. Although all five sons became crack shots, they sometimes left their guns at home when they rode into the backcountry. Perhaps their faith gave them added courage, for almost alone among the Mancos ranchers, they prowled at will downriver, into the canyon-thronged heartland of the Ute Mountain Utes.


The Indians took notice. The daring of the Wetherills gained them a wary respect: within a few years, ill or hungry Utes felt safe showing up at the Alamo Ranch, and in turn they let the Wetherills graze their cattle in canyons that were off-limits to all other Anglos.


Directly west of the Alamo Ranch, plunging the valley year-round into early sunset, loomed the vast, high tableland of Mesa Verde. In the 1880s, the mesa remained terra incognita to white settlers. Yet as they pushed their cattle into the side canyons of the Mancos south of the plateau, the Wetherill brothers began to discover small cliff dwellings ensconced in south-facing sandstone alcoves. They were not the first Anglos to do so: as early as 1874, the great photographer William Henry Jackson, exploring for the Hayden Survey, had found and recorded a nine-room ruin that he called Two Story House in Mancos Canyon.


Digging among the ruins, taking home curios, the Wetherills developed a part-time hobby to leaven the heartless toil of ranch work. Meanwhile, they befriended the Ute chief, Acowitz. One day, twenty miles down the Mancos from the ranch, Acowitz walked up to Richard Wetherill as he stared at the twisting bends of Cliff Canyon, where he had never been.


At that moment, Acowitz chose to tell his cowboy friend something he had told no other white man. Far up Cliff Canyon, near its head, he avowed, stood many houses of the ancient ones. “One of those houses,” said Acowitz, “high, high in the rocks, is bigger than all the others. Utes never go there. It is a sacred place.”


Richard pleaded to be guided to the site, but Acowitz warned him that he too should avoid the ruin. “When you disturb the spirits of the dead,” the chief insisted, “then you die too.” Richard filed away the tantalizing information.


Almost two years passed. On a bitter day in December 1888, with snow on the wind, Richard and his brother-in-law Charlie Mason rode horseback along the rim of Mesa Verde above Cliff Canyon, tracking cattle that had strayed far from their usual pastures. Twenty-five miles from the Alamo Ranch, the cowboys knew they faced a cold bivouac under the pines before they could bring the cattle in.


A looping track drew the two men near the mesa’s edge, where a cliff dropped sheer to the talus below. They dismounted, walked to the rim, and gazed east across the head of Cliff Canyon. Suddenly Richard blurted out a cry of astonishment.


Half a mile away, in the cliff forming the canyon’s opposite wall, loomed an overhang that sheltered a natural cavern fully four hundred feet long by ninety feet deep. Inside it stood the pristine ruins of an ancient city, more than two hundred rooms built back-to-back of stone and mud, dominated by a round three-story tower. So this was the place Acowitz had told Richard about! “It looks just like a palace,” murmured Mason.


Either then or shortly after, Wetherill named the ruin Cliff Palace. The brothers-in-law forgot about their cattle. Roping together dead trees with their lariats, they improvised a ladder to descend the cliff, then scrambled down through the piñon pines to the canyon floor and up the opposite slope to enter the majestic ruin.


It was as if the vanished inhabitants had walked off a few hours before, leaving everything in place. The rooms were strewn with intact ceramic pots sitting in the dust. On one floor the ranchers found a heavy stone axe, still hafted to its wooden handle. A perfunctory dig in the rubble uncovered three skeletons.


Wild with the passion of discovery, the men split up to search for other ruins in the few hours of daylight they had left. Wetherill headed northwest across the mesa top and stumbled upon another great ruin, which he named Spruce Tree House. He rejoined Mason at dusk; the men built a campfire and talked into the night.


In the morning, the pair found yet a third village, whose most startling feature was a soaring four-story tower. Square Tower House was the obvious name.


Today, Cliff Palace and Spruce Tree House are the only cliff dwellings in Mesa Verde National Park open year-round. Visitors peer from a lookout point down on Square Tower House, whose fragility has caused it to be closed to the public. Meanwhile, Cliff Palace has become the best known of all Anasazi sites, one of the most famous ruins in the world.


After his discovery had brought Richard Wetherill a modest celebrity, his brother Al—second in the line of five sons—complained that he had glimpsed Cliff Palace a year before Richard had found it, in fading light from half a mile below the site. Magnanimously, both Richard and Charlie Mason granted the younger brother’s claim.


Many years later, Al Wetherill described that fugitive glimpse:


In the dusk and the silence, the great blue vault hung above me like a mirage. The solemn grandeur of the outlines was breathtaking. My mind wanted to go up to it, but my legs refused to cooperate. At the time I was so tired that I thought later would be the time for closer investigation.


The discovery of Cliff Palace was the turning point in Richard Wetherill’s life. A part-time hobby became a passionate obsession as Richard sought to transform himself into a self-taught archaeologist. During the next few years, the Wetherill brothers found ruin after ruin on Mesa Verde—182 sites in all. They dug at will among the dwellings and carted out not only pots and stone axes and jewelry, but skeletons and skulls.


Hoping to arouse public interest and sell the relics they had dug, the brothers organized exhibitions of their booty in Durango, Pueblo, and Denver. The shows were utter failures; their reception, as Al later put it, amounted to “indifference verging on ridicule.” Then Charlie Mason and Clayton Wetherill (fourth of the five brothers) discovered an exquisitely preserved mummified child. Where old pots and burnished arrowheads had failed, the mummy prevailed: in Denver it became a cause célèbre, and the brothers sold their first collection to the State Historical Society.


By his own later admission, when he began digging in the ruins, Richard Wetherill was little more than a pothunter. For that matter, in 1888 true archaeology had scarcely been practiced in the United States, and many a professional in Wetherill’s time excavated as crudely as he did.


Gradually, however, Richard realized that science would better be served if the intact collections could find their way into museums. Instead of well-heeled curio hunters, he began to search for altruistic patrons.


One of the first was a young Swedish baron, Gustaf Nordenskiöld, who was traveling across the West in search of a cure for tuberculosis (from which he would die at the age of twenty-six). University trained in geology, Nordenskiöld had visited digs in Italy and was aware of the best European techniques. Hiring Richard Wetherill to supervise ambitious excavations at Mesa Verde in 1891, he taught the cowboy to use a trowel instead of a shovel and stressed the importance of written and photographic documentation.


Wetherill was an eager student. Soon he had devised his own field-note forms, and the records he kept grew more and more detailed and precise. The judgment of posterity lay always heavy in his thoughts. As he wrote a later patron, “This whole subject … is in its infancy and the work we do must stand the most rigid inspection, and we do not want to do it in such a manner that anyone in the future can pick flaws in it.”


Eventually, vast collections of Anasazi artifacts assembled by Wetherill would anchor the Southwest holdings of half a dozen major institutions, including the Field Museum in Chicago, as well as the American Museum of Natural History and the National Museum of the American Indian in New York City. Although Nordenskiöld’s assemblage—the only Wetherill collection to leave the country—finally found its way to the National Museum of Finland in Helsinki, in 1891 the Durango sheriff, prompted by local outrage, arrested the Swedish aristocrat in an attempt to keep the relics in the United States. (He was freed when it was learned that no law forbade the export of ancient artifacts; the Antiquities Act would not be passed until 1906.) Nordenskiöld’s seminal report, The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, published in Stockholm in 1893, was the first scholarly monograph ever written about the Anasazi.


The passion intensified. Led by Richard, all five brothers and Charlie Mason, along with a handful of cronies, began to push their explorations far beyond Mesa Verde. Richard found a series of patrons to bankroll these excursions—most fruitfully, Talbot and Fred Hyde, near millionaires from New York who were heirs to the Bab-O soap fortune. In the virtually unknown wilderness of southeastern Utah, Richard found canyon after canyon spangled with Anasazi ruins. In one of them, in December 1893, he made his greatest discovery.


At the dawn of serious study of the Cliff Dwellers—the term “Anasazi” did not become current until 1936—remarkably little was known of these ancients. No one could say whether their lost cities were five hundred or three thousand years old. A prevalent assumption held that they were the work of Aztecs from Mexico: whence such place names as Montezuma Creek, Utah; Cortez, Colorado; and Aztec, New Mexico.


Most crucial, no one yet recognized any developmental stages in the culture of the vanished ancients. The various ruins and artifacts were tacitly regarded as the product of a uniform people, changeless over time.


Richard Wetherill’s great discovery changed all that.


ON that December day in 1893, Wetherill dug beneath an unprepossessing ruin in a small alcove, turning up a familiar scatter of Anasazi pots and tools. A few feet down, he hit a layer of sterile soil. Normally, Richard would have quit at this point, assuming the ruin had yielded its secrets, but a hunch of his brother Al’s made him keep digging.


Five feet beneath the surface, he began to uncover remarkable things. The cave was riddled with bottle-shaped pits that had been used as burial cists. Eventually Wetherill unearthed more than ninety skeletons in the alcove. Some four-fifths of them showed evidence of violent harm, and scattered among the bones were many deadly flint points, including one embedded in a backbone. Was this the site of some prehistoric battle or mass execution?


The importance of Wetherill’s discovery, however, lay not in the damaged skeletons per se. Almost at once, the rancher-turned-archaeologist made an acute observation. These deep-buried human remains and artifacts differed in important ways from the kind he had dug at Mesa Verde. The people he uncovered five feet under had no pottery; they used the atlatl, or spear-thrower, rather than the bow and arrow; they made superb baskets of yucca, willow, and squawbush, some woven so tight they could hold water; they were slightly taller than the Cliff Dwellers of Mesa Verde; and they had round skulls, rather than the flattened crania nearly all the skeletons he had previously dug had borne. (The flattening is now known to have been caused by the use of hard cradle boards in infancy).


Wetherill was convinced he had found a different people from the Cliff Dwellers. In a letter to his patron Talbot Hyde, he proposed the term “Basket People” (soon standardized as Basketmakers). What was more, Wetherill deduced that the Basket People had lived in an earlier age than the Cliff Dwellers.


This simple conclusion involved a great intellectual leap. No one in North America had previously correlated depth in the soil with prehistoric age. Six decades later, the great archaeologist Alfred V. Kidder tipped his hat to the Mancos rancher: “[Nels] Nelson and I have often been credited with doing the first stratigraphic work in the Southwest, but Richard, in recognizing the greater antiquity of the Basketmakers than that of the Cliff Dwellers, used the method many years before anyone else in that field.” Wetherill was wrong about the Basketmakers being a separate people: they turn out to be the ancestors of the Cliff Dwellers. Yet the distinction between the Basketmaker and the Pueblo phases of Anasazi culture—with the transition taking place around A.D. 750—has become one of the cornerstones of Southwest archaeology.


Whenever Wetherill shipped a collection of artifacts to an Eastern museum, he sent along his field notes as well. Over the years, however, these records were sometimes misinterpreted, ignored, or even misplaced. In a perverse twist, such curatorial carelessness contributed to the cowboy archaeologist’s lingering reputation as a mere pothunter.


In the 1980s, a loose band of Westerners—nearly all of them amateurs in archaeology, as Wetherill had been—launched what they called the Wetherill-Grand Gulch Research Project. Their central figure is Fred Blackburn, a wilderness guide and educator who lives in Cortez, Colorado. In the 1970s, Blackburn had served as a Bureau of Land Management ranger in Grand Gulch, where Wetherill had pursued some of his boldest digs. Blackburn became obsessed with retracing the cowboy’s footsteps across the Southwest.


After visiting several museums, Blackburn and his colleagues realized that in most cases, not only did Wetherill’s notes still exist, but so did scores of glass-plate photos he had exposed. The team believed that it might be possible to relink the artifacts in the museums with their proveniences—their contexts in the original sites. This sort of reverse archaeology—the term is Blackburn’s coinage—could hold a vast potential for rejuvenating “dead” collections. The Wetherill Project, its members hoped, might serve as a model by which archaeologists could wring new insights out of old artifacts. And along the way, the team sensed, they might do much to rehabilitate Wetherill’s reputation.


Though by 1893 the cowboy was keeping careful notes of his excavations, he tended to be cavalier about geographical position—perhaps because the wilderness, in all its intricacy, was so clear in his head. The site of his discovery of the Basketmakers he had named simply Cave 7. After his death, the location of the alcove became muddled. In Frank McNitt’s excellent biography, Richard Wetherill: Anasazi, published in 1957, one of Wetherill’s photographs of Cave 7 appeared with a caption erroneously placing it in Grand Gulch—twenty-five miles southwest of its true location.


One of the Wetherill Project’s finest accomplishments was to rediscover Cave 7. The search took two years. The sleuths had only a few tantalizing clues: a sketch map and description of the site among Wetherill’s notes, a pair of photos, and the heading of the letter in which the cowboy excitedly described his find to Talbot Hyde: “First Valley Cottonwood Creek 30 Miles North Bluff City.”


In June 1993, Blackburn took me on a hike into Whiskers Draw, a minor tributary of Cottonwood Wash, some ten miles west of Blanding, Utah. Joining us was project member Winston Hurst, a freelance archaeologist who lives in Blanding. Hurst had spearheaded the search for Cave 7.


Blackburn is a stocky fireplug of a man, with red hair, a flamboyant moustache, a battered old brown cowboy hat, and a slow, tired voice that breaks without warning into streams of obscenity. He manages, as I soon saw, to meld a wry sense of humor with a permanent chip on his shoulder against bureaucracies—particularly federal agencies charged with caretaking the backcountry.


Hurst, on the other hand, is a tall, rail-thin melancholic of quiet disposition. A Mormon by upbringing, he pulls off the neat trick of working as an archaeologist in the very town that may be home to the nastiest and most serious pothunters in the West.


As Hurst and Blackburn led me into Whiskers Draw, I could appreciate what a needle in the haystack the search for the ordinary-looking cave must have been. It was a blazing day in the nineties; bull flies stung our legs, while tamarisk thickets lashed our faces as we bushwhacked up the draw. The country for hundreds of square miles around us was crisscrossed with mazes of similar side canyons.


A crucial hint had come in an oral history transcript from a Mormon pioneer named Albert Lyman—ironically, Hurst’s great-uncle. Another clue lay in the dated signatures Wetherill and his friends were wont to scrawl in charcoal or scratch with a bullet cartridge on the cave walls. To later generations, these inscriptions have often seemed offensive graffiti. Yet in the 1890s, to leave one’s name on an archaeological site was the normal practice followed by professional excavators and government explorers alike. The deed amounted to no mere braggart “Kilroy was here”; it was instead an integral part of the documentation of the dig.


As Hurst’s team searched the tributaries of Cottonwood Wash, the dates got warm, clustering within days of December 17, 1893—the date on Wetherill’s letter to Talbot Hyde. But as it turned out, the real Cave 7 was the very last of all the possible rock shelters Hurst and his colleagues looked into. As we bashed our way through the stand of tamarisk fronting the cave, I asked Hurst what he had felt that day in September 1990. “As soon as I was fifty feet away,” he said, “I shouted out, ‘Shit!This is it!’”


Now I had my own epiphany of recognition. With the photo from McNitt’s book in hand, I stood on the exact spot where Wetherill had exposed the glass plate in 1893. The crumbling Pueblo wall on the left still stood, albeit more ravaged than a century before. In the old photo, Basketmaker skulls litter the floor of the cave. Now I could see the deep depressions in the dirt, a mute memorial to the ninety-some skeletons Wetherill had extracted.


Before relocating Cave 7, Hurst and Christy Turner, of Arizona State University, an expert on prehistoric human remains, had traveled separately to the American Museum of Natural History, to which Wetherill had sent the materials he dug in 1893. There both scholars were able to examine the very bones and projectile points Richard Wetherill had found in Cave 7 nearly a century before. Reintegrating the site and the artifacts, Hurst and Turner demonstrated that Cave 7 had been the scene of a wholesale massacre more than fifteen hundred years ago: the carnage involved stabbing by daggers, shooting with atlatl darts, bludgeoning, scalping, and possibly even torture.


Hurst and Turner’s work represents a major step in revealing what some have called the dark side of Anasazi culture. Since it was first proposed more than a century ago as a possible cause of the abandonment of the Colorado Plateau around A.D. 1300, violence and warfare among the Anasazi have been scantily documented. As Hurst and Turner write in a recent paper, the evidence from Cave 7 “document[s] yet another example of our species’ strange capacity for both terrible destructiveness and the creation of beautiful works of art.”


A FEW days after our hike into Whiskers Draw, Blackburn and I spent three days in Grand Gulch, site of two of Wetherill’s most ambitious expeditions, in 1893-94 and 1897. These jaunts, like nearly all the brothers’ archaeological excursions, took place during the winter, the only season they could spare from ranch work. The sheer logistics of Wetherill’s toil in Grand Gulch—up before dawn, working long into the night, camping in snowstorms, packing artifacts by horseback more than a hundred miles back to Mancos—testify to his diligence.


On our first day we were joined by Marietta Davenport, an archaeologist employed by the U.S. Forest Service, who happens to be Richard Wetherill’s great-granddaughter. All through college and graduate school, she had to endure professors casting aspersions against her forebear. “I wouldn’t say anything in class,” she remembered. “Afterwards I’d go up to the professor and say, ‘Wait a minute, let’s talk about this.’ I wouldn’t let on right away that Richard was my great-grandfather.”


In 1987, I had hiked into Bullet Canyon, Grand Gulch’s main tributary, from its headwaters near Utah State Highway 261. This time, guided by Blackburn, we set off south across the mesa from a trailhead at Sheik’s Flat. On this very route, exactly a hundred years before our visit, in 1893, Richard Wetherill had discovered a shortcut into Bullet and built a horse-packing trail down it.


We came to the rim of Bullet Canyon. Four hundred feet below us, the stream snaked among bright green cottonwoods. Blackburn had rediscovered Wetherill’s old trail: now, as we zigzagged down the steep, rocky slope, he pointed out cairns and trail-improving crib-work built by the rancher a century before.


At the superb site called Perfect Kiva, which I had first visited in 1987, I recognized that a Richard Wetherill signature I had seen then had since been rubbed smooth—probably by an ecologically minded hiker. When I mentioned this to Blackburn, he unleashed a streak of profanity, then told me stories about many another effaced Wetherill inscription.


We hiked on to Jailhouse Ruin, one of the eeriest of all Anasazi sites in Grand Gulch, where huge, baleful “full-moon” pictographs dominate an airy, masoned ledge. It was a glorious hot afternoon, with canyon wrens singing on the breeze. As we sat on the bedrock sandstone below the ruin, Davenport said quietly, “It’s pretty exciting for me to visit a site he dug. It’s a very powerful thing.”


We camped out that night, then, minus Davenport, headed the next morning down Sheik s Canyon, a Grand Gulch tributary. Some hiker had built small but unnecessary cairns to mark the route here, where the only path possible was the creek bed. As he walked past each cairn, Blackburn kicked it to pieces, muttering once or twice, “Read the goddamn map.” Blackburn knew every wrinkle of his old stomping grounds, and though I had hiked the canyon before, he showed me things I had failed to see, such as a panel of petroglyphs (rock engravings) with three ithyphallic renderings of Kokopelli, the hunchbacked flute player.


In one unremarkable bend of the canyon, Blackburn stuck his hand into a hole in the cliff and pulled out five tin cans. He had discovered them in 1985 and concluded from the soldered seals on the lids that the cans may well have been Wetherill’s. Inside one can, I found Blackburn’s own eight-year-old note begging passersby to leave the relics in place. As I held the battered, rusty can in my hand, I felt a frisson of contact with the man I was coming to venerate.


By midday we reached Green Mask Spring, a Basketmaker site so profusely decorated with pictographs that in four hours of staring I could only begin to sort out the enigmatic paintings. Here Wetherill had camped in January 1897. His second expedition into Grand Gulch proved even more arduous than the first: nine of his forty horses perished by falling off cliffs or breaking down and being abandoned on the pack trip in.


As dusk approached one evening, Wetherill dug a likely spot behind some rocks against the cliff at Green Mask. The burial he uncovered, working into the night by lantern, would be the single most striking find in all his years of Anasazi work. A five-and-a-half-foot-wide basket covered another basket; beneath them lay a turkey-feather blanket decorated with bluebird feathers and another blanket spangled with yellow canary spots. A final basket covered the perfectly mummified head of a woman. Her body was painted yellow, her face red.


The stunned archaeologist nicknamed his discovery the Princess. Never did he excavate a mummy more carefully or pack one more delicately to be carried out of Grand Gulch, back to Durango and the railroad east.


Using Wetherill’s field notes and photographs, Blackburn’s team had been able to pinpoint the pit at Green Mask Spring from which the Princess had been removed. Now I stood on the spot and pondered a pair of haunting pictographs that had been painted directly above the grave. The anthropomorphic figures in white, decorated with red circles covering their breasts, stood solemn and rigid side by side, almost like some bridal couple.


Here was another tantalizing promise spun out of Blackburn’s reverse archaeology. Almost nowhere in the world has rock art been convincingly associated with burials. Yet if these pictographs commemorated the woman buried beneath them, then the paintings themselves might tell us more about the Princess—and vice versa. In particular, it has long been argued that the Anasazi were an intensely egalitarian people, with no royalty, perhaps even no chieftains. Yet the lavish and beautiful burial of the Princess, as well as the regal-looking paintings that stare down upon her grave, might constitute evidence to the contrary.


BENJAMIN WETHERILL, the ailing patriarch, died in 1898. Meanwhile, the brothers’ pursuit of their new avocation had become so absorbing that they tended to neglect their ranch work. By 1898, thanks also to drought and early frosts, the Alamo was in trouble.


To eke out extra income, the brothers began guiding Eastern visitors through the ruins they had discovered. For a three-day tour of Cliff Palace, Spruce Tree House, and Square Tower House—grub, horses, and camping gear included—the boys charged twenty dollars. Some found their rates exorbitant. Gustaf Nordenskiöld, the Swedish aristocrat, grumbled that the three dollars a day he paid John Wetherill (third of the brothers) to organize his dig was almost as much as a professor made back home.
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