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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Foreword





  I still vividly remember the first few days my wife and I spent in Bears Ears National Monument. We went for a hike up the South Fork of Mule Canyon on Cedar Mesa and snapped photos of the House on Fire granaries. We also explored Arch and Owl Canyons. We had the place to ourselves, not seeing another visitor in three days. It was a life-changing weekend that eventually resulted in us moving to Bluff, Utah, and my taking the job as executive director of Friends of Cedar Mesa.




  That was in 2001, when the area wasn’t yet known as Bears Ears. In those days, before the advent of Facebook or Instagram, visitors had just begun to “discover” the remarkable archaeology, geology, and scenery of the area. Of course, the cultural richness of the area had been known to experts for many years. As far back as 1904, Southwestern archaeologist Edgar Lee Hewett submitted a report to Congress calling for the area to be protected in response to what was already an extensive history of looting. And it’s worth explicitly acknowledging that long before Anglo explorers showed up, indigenous peoples lived throughout this sacred landscape where the spirits of their ancestors reside, as still celebrated in their oral traditions today.




  Now, two decades later, the cat is out of the bag; you’re very unlikely to walk up to House on Fire and not see another group of hikers. The skyrocketing visitation to Bears Ears is due largely to the advent of social media, which has “blown up” with images of the area’s iconic beauty and intriguing cultural sites. There’s no viewing a photo of one of the iconic cliff dwellings of Bears Ears and not saying to yourself, “I gotta see that one day.”




  Increased visitation isn’t just due to the internet. No national monument in modern history has received more media attention, which sprang from the controversy over the monument’s creation in 2016 by President Obama at the request of a coalition of Native American tribes and pueblos. Even more controversy resulted from the reduction of the monument by President Trump in 2017, a move whose legality is still under dispute and may eventually be decided by the US Supreme Court.




  If you’ve bought this book, you’re probably headed to Bears Ears, so I’ll let the land speak for itself when you see it. I’ll hazard a guess that you’ll agree with me it deserves to be protected forever, as intended by the original monument designation.




  But whatever your opinion on the size and status of the monument, I think we can all agree that these ancestral territories that are now managed as public lands—containing more than 100,000 archaeological sites—should be visited with respect.




  While it may seem like the Wild West—lacking the signs, rangers, and crowds of America’s national parks—Bears Ears is not a playground. Rather, it’s a living cultural landscape that is sacred to the indigenous peoples who once called this area home and still live nearby today. What might look like a photogenic cliff dwelling or petroglyph to you is actually a spiritual place for Native American descendants of the people who made these sites. The least we can do to acknowledge the sacred nature of this area is to tread softly, speak quietly, leave as little impact as we can, and follow the Visit with Respect tips you’ll read about in this book.




  I have to admit that when FalconGuides first approached Friends of Cedar Mesa about partnering on a guidebook, we had some trepidation about the idea. Previous guidebooks have not been good for this area, and some authors have directed visitors to places too sensitive to handle mass visitation. Yet we knew that visitors need good information to have an inspirational experience, be safe, and have minimal impact on this internationally significant area.




  To their credit, Falcon reassured us they wanted to make a responsible guide that would teach people how to visit respectfully. They asked us for advice on who should write the book, collaborated with us on the selection of sites to include, and featured the principles of our Visit with Respect program throughout the text. This guide is the end result, the best and most responsible guidebook available to the area, well worth your investment.




  Far from a tourist-turned-guidebook-writer, author Andrew Weber has served as a long-term volunteer at Cedar Mesa and makes the Four Corners his permanent home. He cares deeply about the future of Bears Ears and takes seriously his responsibility as someone directing people through this sensitive landscape. The results of his hard work will give you many productive and inspiring days of exploring. Should you elect to venture beyond the sites he has outlined here, you’ll have learned key tips of how to visit appropriately, showing respect for those who came before you and those who will follow generations from now.




  Here’s to walking softly and visiting with respect!




  —Josh Ewing, Executive Director, Friends of Cedar Mesa











   
Preface





  Look at a map of southeast Utah; a funny thing will happen. Maybe you will notice how large Bears Ears is. Maybe you will notice how small it is. Or maybe you won’t be able to find it at all.




  A lot depends on when your map was produced—and whether you even know what you’re looking for. Prior to 2016, “Bears Ears” referred only to a pair of 9,000-foot buttes of little interest to the outside world. Unless you happened to be looking at a USGS topographic map, they were probably unmarked.
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Rain on the Bears Ears Buttes.




  All that changed at the end of President Obama’s second term. As one of his last legislative acts, Obama created Bears Ears National Monument at the urging of a coalition of Native American groups. No sooner had Trump taken office than he reversed that action and reduced the monument by more than 80 percent. The result was confusion on the ground and a host of still-unresolved lawsuits. Maps drawn during this tumultuous period might show either the large original monument or its later, shrunken remnants.




  The legal and political controversy brought a lot of national attention to Bears Ears—and another layer of confusion. Debates about what Bears Ears might be in the future were clouded by an inability to define exactly what it was in the present. A pair of buttes? The original monument? The reduced monument?




  The term “Bears Ears” has now come to refer to the entire landscape. This is the most common current usage; when someone says they are “heading to Bears Ears,” they mean they are headed out into this broad region rather than to any specific place within it. This is similar to how people say they live in “Four Corners” or “the Southwest.”




  The defining element of Bears Ears is its cultural history. For thousands of years, people lived and traveled throughout the region, most notably the Ancestral Puebloans, whose ancient structures and rock art still animate the land. Their range was huge, reflected in the size and scope of the area today. It encompasses mountains, canyons, mesas, buttes, forests, and deserts, with more than a mile of vertical distance between its lowest and highest points, and stretches roughly from the San Juan River in the south to the edge of Canyonlands National Park in the north and the town of Blanding in the east to the shores of Lake Powell in the west.




  At well over 2,000 square miles, Bears Ears is substantially larger than all of Utah’s “Mighty Five” national parks (Arches, Bryce, Capitol Reef, Canyonlands, and Zion)–combined. It’s a lot to take in. You could spend a lifetime and not see it all. I should know; I’ve spent more than twenty years exploring it and I’m not finished yet.




  Even for an experienced visitor, the scale can be overwhelming. How do you get a handle on something as vast and varied as Bears Ears? Where does a person begin?




  The answer is, you begin right here. You begin with this book.









  
Introduction





  You never forget your first time in a Cedar Mesa canyon. For me, it came in the fall of 2001, just after the events of 9/11. I had come with a friend from Seattle, and before the trip was finished we vowed to return every year, despite the distance and whatever difficulties might arise.




  We didn’t quite live up to that vow, but no matter. Why visit just once a year? By the end of the decade I had upended my life to move to Four Corners and become a ranger at Kane Gulch. I’ve spent countless days exploring the landscape ever since.




  I’d been around the world and seen many things, but there was something in those canyons that I hadn’t found anywhere else. More than in any other place I’ve been before or since, I experienced something rare and precious: the thrill of discovery. That’s what this book can provide.




  It’s an unlikely promise for a guidebook to make—how can this book, widely available to the public, lead to anything “undiscovered”? Yet I believe this promise can be kept.




  Even as visitation grows at Bears Ears, year after year, there are still opportunities to feel the same thrill I did back in 2001. Reach every destination in the book and I guarantee you will see many things you have never seen before—and at least one thing that seems like you are the first person to see it, ever.




  Find a cliff dwelling in a secluded canyon and you will experience an immediate connection to the past, beyond what a thousand artifacts in a museum could ever provide. Gaze in quiet wonder at the worn grooves of the grinding stones, the individual finger impressions in the mortar, the charcoal-stained wall where cooking fires once blazed. It will seem like the people who built the structure are close enough to touch, even though they left around 1300 CE. It will also feel like no one else has been there since.




  That is the magic of Bears Ears. And just like the kind performed by magicians on a stage, it is not anything supernatural, but instead an elaborate illusion.




  The thrill comes from feeling like you are the first person to arrive in seven centuries, even if in reality you are not the first person that month, that week, or even that day. If any previous visitor left some intrusive mark of their passing, the spell will be broken. The same goes for you: What you do affects everyone who comes after.




  Deep in a Cedar Mesa canyon I once found a perforated seashell fragment, an apparent necklace pendant. Extensive trading networks used by the Ancestral Puebloans linked this part of Utah with civilizations as far away as Central America. This shell must have been sourced through one of these networks, probably from the Pacific Ocean or the Gulf of Mexico, and been an item of considerable rarity and value to the ancients.




  The temptation to slip it into my pocket and create a one-of-a-kind souvenir was hard to resist. But just as I would not walk into one of the great cathedrals of Europe and make off with a piece from the altar, so it was with this pendant. Instead, I admired it, wondered about its provenance, and then left it for the next would-be discoverer to unearth anew. I didn’t get a souvenir, but I did get something better: the thrill of finding a rare artifact in the wild. The pendant can only be turned into a souvenir once, but it can provide the same thrill over and over to anyone who stumbles across it—as long as they leave it in place.
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Ancient petroglyph boulder.




  This guidebook will not tell you how to find that pendant, but it will lead you to places where you might make a similar discovery. It provides chapters on thirty-two separate destinations—a mix of hikes, backpacks, scenic drives, and drivable landmarks—with detailed descriptions on how to get there and what you will see when you do. The introduction adds background material on the physical environment, archaeological resources, weather and climate, required permits, and more. Look in the back of the book for a glossary of terms, a list of sources for further reading and reference, and general information for any trip you might take in Bears Ears, including potential hazards.




  Regardless of whether you are lucky enough to find an artifact like the pendant, however, you are sure to encounter cultural and archaeological sites everywhere you go. This book provides information on responsible behavior for when you do, through a program called Visit with Respect. Read the program’s overview later in the Introduction, and then look for featured icons throughout the text highlighting particular practices in the places they are needed most. Armed with the ethos of Visit with Respect, you will be ready for any experience across the landscape.




  Follow this book’s lead, and the magic of Bears Ears can be maintained long into the future. If everyone acts responsibly, the thrill of discovery that has meant so much to me—and, hopefully, you, after using this guide—can be maintained forever. That thrill is an infinitely renewable resource, but only if we work to keep it. I hope this book shows you the way.




  Weather and Climate




  The high season for visiting Bears Ears is the spring and fall. Warm days and cool nights provide ideal conditions for exploring the landscape, and most of the time the weather is pleasant.




  Spring is the most popular time to visit, especially for heading out on the trails. From late March to mid-May, temperatures tend to be ideal for hiking, and the melting snowpack generally means most water sources are full. The plentiful moisture causes plants to awaken and bloom.




  Daytime highs are generally in the 70s and 80s, and although frost at night is not uncommon, temperatures rarely dip much below freezing.




  However, spring weather can be unstable. Late winter storms can blow in at any time, bringing stark temperature drops, sustained rainfall, and sometimes even snow. Howling winds can bring dust storms up from the low desert, leaving anyone exposed feeling as though they were facing a sandblaster.
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Storm clouds rising over Kane Gulch.




  It doesn’t take much precipitation to render most of the dirt roads in the area impassable, always an issue after a spring rain. Roads in the high alpine country on Elk Ridge may also be snowbound, and in exceptional years they may not melt out until June.




  The fall has a similar temperature profile to the spring, making for another season of mild days and an ideal time for exploring the backcountry.




  Water sources in the fall, however, can be unreliable. In some years, summer monsoons bring plenty of precipitation to replenish the springs. In other years, the monsoons fail and the heat of summer leaves most water sources dried out.




  In general, the weather is quite stable in the fall, with sustained periods of sun and warmth. Many Ancestral Puebloan ruins are at their most evocative in late September and October, when they are bathed with the golden light of autumn. The changing leaves of the aspens in alpine regions and the cottonwoods in the canyon bottoms bring a mix of oranges, yellows, and reds to the landscape.




  Summers can be brutally hot, with peak daytime temperatures topping triple digits and no shade to be found. Few people will want to spend much time in the backcountry during this season. If you do intend to venture out on the trails, the best plan is to start as early as possible—at dawn, if you can—and be finished by lunchtime. Keeping trips short is the way to go.




  The summer is good for activities that don’t require too much time out in the open, like taking scenic drives and visiting drivable landmarks. These allow you to remain sheltered in your air-conditioned vehicle as much as possible.




  As for most of the desert Southwest, July and August bring summer monsoons. Clouds pile up throughout the day and turn into thunderstorms in the afternoon. The dark thunderheads can make for dramatic displays over the buttes and mesas, complete with rainbows, lightning, and hail. Sometimes the wrath of nature can be observed from afar, but getting caught underneath one of these thunderstorms is no picnic. The storms can release a Pandora’s box of hazards, including flash floods in the canyons and washed-out roads on the mesa tops.




  Winter is the least popular time to visit Bears Ears, and for good reason. Although there are some warm and sunny periods, freezing temperatures and cold winds are common. Snowstorms blanket the region, sometimes lasting for days, and the snowpack leaves most areas unreachable behind blocked roads, especially in the high alpine region.




  Accordingly, visitors during the winter will likely have a lot of difficulty reaching many popular destinations—but they will also tend to have the place entirely to themselves if they make the trip. Less-hardy souls don’t arrive until the spring thaw.




  The chart below shows average monthly high and low temperatures and precipitation totals near the towns of Bluff and Blanding, Utah, at an elevation of approximately 5,000 feet.




  




	

	Jan

	Feb

	Mar

	Apr

	May

	Jun

	Jul

	Aug

	Sep

	Oct

	Nov

	Dec






	Avg. high temp (°F)

	43

	50

	60

	71

	79

	89

	94

	91

	83

	69

	55

	44






	Avg. low temp (°F)

	21

	26

	32

	38

	47

	55

	62

	61

	52

	40

	29

	22






	Avg. rainfall (inches)

	1.13

	.97

	.82

	.72

	.63

	.61

	1.00

	1.11

	1.21

	1.13

	.89

	.92











  Note that changes in elevation can have significant effects on both temperatures and rainfall amounts. Temperatures at the lowest parts of Bears Ears along the San Juan River (about 4,000 feet) are often 5 to 10 degrees warmer than shown here. Bears Ears Buttes and Elk Ridge (about 8,500 feet) can often be 10 to 15 degrees cooler. Most of Cedar Mesa lies above 6,000 feet, meaning slightly lower temperatures can be expected.




  Precipitation shows similar variability. A gain in elevation of approximately 1,000 feet can result in monthly total rainfall increases of 25 percent or more, and an equivalent decline in precipitation can be seen by moving 1,000 feet downward.




  Flora and Fauna




  The high desert of Bears Ears has a rich biological heritage, with a wide array of plants and animals adapted to the harsh environment.




  The defining biome of the region is the pygmy forest, found in dry, rocky areas at elevations between 3,500 and 8,000 feet. Two types of trees characterize this forest, the Utah juniper and the pinyon pine. The small stature of these trees provides the name “pygmy”; the juniper grows to about 15 feet at maturity and the pinyon to about 35 feet. The trees’ lack of height can be deceptive; what looks at first like a collection of bushes can actually be an old-growth forest, aged 500 years or more.




  Both the pinyon and juniper are exceptionally slow-growing, constrained by the lack of moisture and nutrient-poor soil of their environment. However, what they lack in speed they make up for in persistence, surviving through extended periods of drought, freezing weather, and other hardships.




  The top of Cedar Mesa is an excellent example of a juniper and pinyon wooded area. The name “Cedar Mesa” comes from the juniper, which was misidentified as a cedar by some early European settlers and is still occasionally labeled that way.




  Other common plants seen in the pygmy forest include the yucca, prickly pear cactus, salt brush, and Mormon tea in flat areas and mountain mahogany, gambel oak, rabbitbrush, and serviceberry on slopes and hillsides.




  Many birds nest or feed among the trees, most notably the pinyon jay and common raven, featured in multiple local Native American mythologies. Mule deer browse on the leaves and branches, and the
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Claret cup cactus flowers.
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Mule deer near Mule Canyon.




  cottontail rabbit, black-tailed jackrabbit, pinyon mouse, least chipmunk, and rock squirrel lead a host of small mammals and rodents that inhabit the ground.




  At elevations above 8,000 feet, heavier precipitation and lower temperatures lead to plant communities more typical of regions far to the north. Conifer forests predominate on Elk Ridge and around the Bears Ears Buttes, with stately ponderosa pines reaching to the sky. Rare stands of Douglas fir hang on to life in a few sheltered corners, showing remarkable hardiness for a tree that is most associated with the rain forests of the Pacific Northwest more than a thousand miles away.




  High alpine slopes, especially in the Abajo Mountains, are often blanketed with quaking aspen, bringing the mountainsides alive with golden color in the fall. Elk, black bears, mule deer, and the occasional mountain lion roam the same territory.




  At lower elevations, warmer and drier conditions prevail. Bordering Bears Ears to the northeast is what many archaeologists and biologists refer to as the Great Sage Plain, a large expanse of fertile flatlands Western sagebrush dominates the landscape, with its distinctive aroma that for many people evokes the open land of much of the western United States.




  On the floor of many canyons, conditions similar to those on the Great Sage Plain prevail and islands of sagebrush appear. Wherever the sage grows highest, up to 7 feet, the best quality soil can generally be found. These locations, typically earthen benches alongside creeks and streams, were used by the Ancestral Puebloans for planting their beans, squash, and corn.




  Other plants cluster along the washes at the canyon bottoms, living on the collected runoff and groundwater. Thickets of willow often stabilize sandy banks, and thirsty cottonwood trees reach deep into the ground to find the moisture they need. Easily identified by their gnarled bark and sheer size, cottonwoods are generally the tallest trees by far anywhere in the canyons, providing welcome shade in the heat of the day. Just like their cousins the aspens, with whom they share spade-shaped leaves, cottonwoods turn golden yellow in the fall.




  Animals that frequent the canyons include the lesser mammals from the pygmy forest and a host of small reptiles and amphibians, including the side-blotched lizard, northern sagebrush lizard, northern plateau lizard, Great Basin gopher snake, and red-spotted toad.




  The prevalence of bighorn sheep as a motif in Ancestral Puebloan rock art indicates both the importance of this large ungulate to that culture and its relative abundance across the landscape. Unfortunately, bighorns are now rare, although recent efforts to reintroduce them to the area have shown some promise.




  Geology




  Although it’s hard to imagine in the desert, millions of years ago southern Utah was the edge of a shallow sea. Over countless eons the water advanced and retreated, depositing endless layers of silt, mud, and sand. Time and pressure eventually hardened the layers into sedimentary rock, the signature red and yellow sandstones that now define the region.




  The underlying land eventually began to rise, climbing thousands of feet into the air to create the Colorado Plateau. As the land rose, the forces of erosion from wind and water carved out the canyons, buttes, mesas, and hoodoos we see today. Some rocks still display their marine roots; in places where the sandstone forms bulbous domes, the slickrock is nothing more than ancient sand dunes, frozen in place.
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Rainbows over Comb Ridge. JOSH EWING




  One of the great pleasures of exploring the Colorado Plateau is seeing the infinite variety of rock formations on display. Arches, needles, towers,




  MAJOR STRATA OF BEARS EARS AND CEDAR MESA









	Name

	Description

	Max. Thickness

	Landscape Feature

	Geologic Period

	Geologic Era






	Navajo Sandstone

	White or light brown sandstone displaying high-angle cross beds

	〜1,000 ft.

	Top layer of Comb Ridge

	Jurassic, 200 to 145 million years ago (mya)

	Mesozoic, 250 to 65 mya






	Kayenta Formation

	Reddish-brown, thick-bedded sandstone

	〜350 ft.

	Secondary layer of Comb Ridge, just above steep cliffs






	Wingate Sandstone

	Pale red or deep red cross-bedded sandstone, forming steep walls and vertical cliffs

	〜375 ft.

	Bears Ears Buttes; prominent red cliffs on west side of Comb Ridge






	Chinle Formation

	Reddish, slope-forming sandstone mixed with layers of various other inclusions and colors

	〜650 ft.

	Rubbly slopes at base of west side of Comb Ridge

	Triassic, 250 to 200 mya






	Moenkopi Formation

	Chocolate-brown and reddish-brown sandstone and siltstones

	〜 1,000 ft.

	Bottom of Comb Ridge






	Organ Rock Formation

	Red and reddish-brown slates and siltstones

	〜300 ft.

	Gentle slopes around mesas above Natural Bridges National Monument; floor of Comb Wash

	Permian, 300 to 250 mya

	Paleozoic, 540 to 250 mya






	Cedar Mesa Sandstone

	Light-colored and fine-grained quartz sandstone containing red layers of siltstone; frequently erodes into cliffs with alcoves

	-1,200 ft.

	Bridges at Natural Bridges National Monument; cliffs and alcoves of Cedar Mesa Canyons, especially Grand Gulch






	Elephant Canyon/Halgaito Shale Formations

	Reddish, loose sandstones and siltstones and gray, hard limestones and shales

	〜800 ft.

	Slopes below buttes and floor of Valley of the Gods






	Honaker Trail Formation

	A mix of brownish and gray limestone and shale layers, often rich in ancient marine fossils

	〜3,000 ft.

	Top part of the San Juan River gorge, with steeply sloped, crumbly walls

	Pennsylvanian, 325 to 300 mya






	Paradox Formation

	Hard gray and brown limestone layers

	5,000 ft.

	Bottom part of the San Juan River gorge, with sheer cliff bands









  

  and countless other shapes that defy simple description are not just features of the landscape, they are the landscape.




  National parks across the plateau, like Capitol Reef, Zion, Bryce, and Arches, are all world famous for their geology, showing the great variety of rocks available. The immense depth of the Grand Canyon takes this to an extreme, with its multicolored layers stacked thousands of feet down, the bones of the earth laid bare.




  The same strata featured at the parks also run through the Bears Ears region, and are just as impressive in their shapes, sizes, and colors. It would take a lifetime to learn their entire history, and absolute mastery is beyond even some professional geologists. But it doesn’t take a geologist or rock hound to appreciate the view, and a basic familiarity with what you are looking at only adds to the experience.




  The chart on page 10 provides a quick reference to the major strata of Bear Ears and Cedar Mesa. As with everywhere else, younger rocks lie on top of older ones, and the deeper you go, the older they get. Note that not all layers are visible in all areas, and most of the time layers may be much thinner than the maximum thicknesses given in the table.




  Also note that due to the folding and bending of strata across the landscape, particular layers may appear at markedly different elevations in different places. This is how the Wingate Sandstone can comprise both the Bears Ears Buttes at 8,500 feet and the red cliffs on the west side of Comb Ridge at 5,000 feet.




  Archaeological History




  No matter where you go in Bears Ears, you are walking in the footsteps of others who have come before. For thousands of years, people have traveled its canyons, mesas, and highlands, their lives intimately tied to the landscape. The rich cultural and archaeological history of Bears Ears is the legacy they left behind, a treasure chest of discovery for anyone who encounters it.




  The earliest human traces in the region date back to the Archaic period (approximately 6500 BCE), when nomadic hunters first roamed the landscape. From this origin, the Basketmaker and then Pueblo societies grew and evolved over the centuries until the eventual abandonment of the Four Corners region around 1300 CE. These societies, whose people are now referred to as the Ancestral Puebloans, moved south and east to build Pueblos that are still in use today, at places like Hopi, Zuni, Taos, and Acoma.




  CHRONOLOGY: GREATER FOUR CORNERS AREA









	Dates

	Periods

	Distinctive Characteristics






	1350–1600 CE

	Pueblo IV

	Large plaza-oriented pueblos in Rio Grande and western Pueblo areas; low kiva-to-room ratio; kachina cult widespread; corrugated pottery replaced by plain utility types; B/W pottery declines relative to red, orange, or yellow types.
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