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The function of prehistoric platform mounds in the American Southwest has been a 

subject of archaeological debate for more than 100 years. Two basic theories have been 

suggested: platform mounds were the residential domains of elite leaders who ruled 

socially complex groups, or platform mounds were nonresidential ceremonial centers used 

by groups of low social complexity. These theories have been based primarily on 

archaeological data because platform mounds were not constmcted by any historic period 

Southwestern group. To better understand the nature of these features and the groups that 

used them, a cross-cultural analysis is undertaken of ethnographic or ethnohistoric 

platform mound-using groups from the Pacific Ocean region. South America, and the 

southeastern United States. Nine groups are examined in detail, and common attributes 

of mound-using groups are abstracted and synthesized. Insights gained through this 

analysis are then applied to a prehistoric settlement system in the Eastern Tonto Basin of 

central Arizona. This system was most intensively occupied during the Roosevelt phase 

(A.D. 1250-1350), when it contained five platform mounds within a 6-km stretch of the 

Salt River. A new model for Roosevelt phase settlement is presented that suggests that 

the platform mounds were constructed by two competing descent groups. Although the 

mounds were not residential, the groups that used them were socially complex with well-

defined, institutionalized leadership. The mounds played a role in the management of 

irrigation and other subsistence systems and were used to integrate groups of different 

enculturative backgrounds and to mark descent group territory. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Platform mounds are cultural features that have been artificially filled or mounded to 

raise them above the surrounding ground surface. They functioned in a number of 

different ways, but for the purposes of this smdy can be generally defined as "any 

structure ... that at some point was deliberately filled-in for the purposes of constructing 

an elevated platform" (Elson and Craig 1994:19). Although variable in size, shape, and 

construction method, the concept of building a raised platform via a mound, for whatever 

purpose, is world-wide, with a histoiy extending back thousands of years. Prehistoric 

platform mounds are common in North, Central and South America, and are found in 

almost all portions of the United States with the exception of the northwest and Pacific 

coast regions. In the 1500s, Spanish explorers in the southeastern United States, such as 

Hernando de Soto and Juan Pardo, visited villages where platform mounds were still in 

use, providing a link with mound-building peoples of the prehistoric past (Swanton 1946). 

Use of these accounts has greatly aided the archaeological interpretation of that area 

(Anderson 1994; Blitz 1993). 

In the American Southwest, the focus of the following research, we are not so 

fortunate, and direct ethnographic parallels are lacking. However, 119 platform mounds 

from 96 archaeological sites are known from the Southwest, primarily from southern and 

central Arizona (Figure 1.1; see Doelle 1995a:Table F.I).' Their ubiquity alone makes 

them a critical area for archaeological inquiry. 
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Figure 1.1 The regional distribution of platform mound sites in southern 
and central Arizona (from Doelle et al. 1995:Figure 13.1). 



Platform mounds can be considered to be a form of monumental architecture in that 

their "scale and elaboration exceed the requirements of any practical functions . . . [they 

were] intended to perform" (Trigger 1990:119). Their significance to archaeological 

theorists lies in the fact that mound construction was almost certainly a group effort, one 

oriented toward a nonsubsistence-related task, that necessitated cooperation and structured 

leadership. This implies that societies that built platform mounds were relatively complex 

and likely contained some form of hierarchical social organization. However, the function 

of the mounds, and the degree of complexity that platform mound building societies 

attained, have been the subjects of archaeological debate since the very earliest days of 

the discipline. This debate continues to the present day. 

As discussed more fully in Chapter 2, there is a great deal of variability in platform 

mound features in the American Southwest. However, they can be generally characterized 

as follows (see Doelle et al. 1995; Gregory 1987). Platform mounds in central and 

southern Arizona are distributed over an area of approximately 45,000 square km (17,370 

square mi) largely confined to the Sonoran Desert, from the eastern Papaguen'a, Tucson 

Basin and San Pedro Eliver Valley in the south to the Phoenix and Tonto basins in the 

north (Figure 1.1). They have a raised surface area averaging 495 square m with an 

average volume of fill of 1,362 cubic m. Their height above the surrounding ground 

surface averages approximately 1.9 m.* Most, although not all. Southwestern platform 

mounds are enclosed within a masonry or adobe compound wall, usually containing room 

spaces and open plaza areas, and they are often associated with other compounds without 

mounds that appear to be primarily for residential purposes (Figures 1.2 and 1.3). The 
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platform mounds were built within a very restricted period spanning a few hundred years, 

between A.D. 1150 and 1350, referred to in southern Arizona chronologies as the Classic 

period (Figure 1.4).^ 

Platform mounds in the American Southwest have been most commonly investigated 

through the use of archaeological data on architecture, room and feature function, and 

patterns of artifact distribution (Howard 1992:69-70; e.g., Bayman 1994; Ciolek-Torrello 

et al. 1988; Craig and Clark 1994; Doyel 1974; Elson 1994; S. Fish et al. 1992; Gregory 

1987,1988a; Jacobs 1994a; Lindauer 1995a, 1995c; Wilcox 1987). This study, however, 

deviates from past analyses and examines platform mound function through a world-wide, 

cross-cultural investigation of ethnographic or ethnohistoric platform mound-using groups. 

Regularities in human behavior are abstracted from these groups and these data are used 

with data from archaeological excavations to examine a local prehistoric settlement 

system in the eastern Tonto Basin of central Arizona (Figure 1.5). This system was 

occupied from approximately A.D. 100 through A.D. 1450, and contains five platform 

mounds within a 6 km linear stretch of the Salt River. The most intensive occupation, 

and the focus of this research, was the period between A.D. 1250 and 1350 when the 

platform mounds were constructed and used. Archaeological data from testing or 

excavation are available for the majority of sites and all of the platform mounds in the 

system (Elson and Swartz 1994; Elson et al. 1994; Jacobs 1994a; Lindauer 1995a, 1995b). 

The goal of this study is to model the nature and function of this local Tonto Basin 

system through the use of both ethnographic and archaeological data. This type of 

research, particularly the inclusion of data from a world-wide ethnographic perspective. 
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has not previously been undertaken in the analysis of platform mounds in the American 

Southwest. The use of cross-cultural ethnographic data from groups living outside the 

Southwest is considered appropriate for two reasons. First, unlike other areas in the 

Southwest, such as the northern pueblos, there are no known direct ethnographic analogs 

to the prehistoric groups who built the platform mounds. Mound-building groups resided 

in central and southern Arizona, in the Sonoran Desert environmental zone traditionally 

assigned to the prehistoric Hohokam culture (see Figures 1.1 and 1.5). When Father Kino 

first entered southern Arizona in the late 17th century, for all practical purposes beginning 

the historic period, these areas were occupied by Pima, Papago and Apache groups, none 

of whom built platform mounds (Bayman 1994:10-11). The Pima and Papago are 

believed by some to be direct descendants of the Hohokam, and have been used as the 

basis for ethnographic analogy in southern Arizona (e.g., Haury 1945). However, as 

noted by S. Fish et al. (1992:39), "In contrast to Puebloan cultures of the northern 

Southwest, the nature of Hohokam institutions is not illuminated by ethnographic 

continuity in highly relevant spheres or by even early historic observations. Piman 

analogs are absent for mounds, compounds, and settlement hierarchy among the 

Hohokam." Doyel (1979:550) further stresses this point, when he states: "The Pima and 

Papago did ... not build hundreds of miles of canals, 225 ballcourts, or over 60 platform 

m o u n d s  . . . "  

A second reason for using cross-cultural ethnographic data to model platform mound 

function in the Southwest is simply the nature of the archaeological data base itself (see 

also Adier 1989:35). There are now 24 platform mound sites that have been tested or 
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excavated in Arizona (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.1), most within the past 30 years. 

However, as discussed in the following chapters, archaeological data alone have failed to 

provide resolution as to the nature and function of these features. The data are often too 

ambiguous for concrete interpretation, and, in fact, have led different investigators to 

derive different, and sometimes conflicting, interpretations using the same data bases (e.g., 

compare Wilcox 1988 and Ciolek-Torrello 1988, or Wallace 1995a and Elson, Gregory, 

and Stark 1995). This ambiguity is at least partly due to the lack of ethnographic analogs 

on which models can be based or evaluated. As Feinman (1994:242) notes in an attempt 

to dispel a common sentiment in Southwest archaeology, one that dictates that only 

Southwestern groups are appropriate for ethnographic analogy, "Southwestern 

archaeologists should not be afraid to look outside their region for potentially productive 

models that may provide new interpretive perspectives." 

Platform Mounds in the American Southwest 

Doelle et al. (1995) have recently provided a comprehensive review of platform 

mound distribution in Arizona. They identify six primary spatial clusters: the lower Salt 

River of the Phoenix Basin; the middle Gila River of the Phoenix Basin; the Tonto Basin; 

the Tucson Basin; the lower San Pedro River; and the eastern Papagueria (see Figure 1.1 

and Table 1.1). A somewhat diffuse and nonclustered distribution of mounds is also 

present between the Tucson and Phoenix basins in the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho 

Peak area. With the exception of this area, the clusters are relatively discrete, suggesting 

the possibility that they represent internally integrated systems (Doelle et al. 1995:436). 
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Table 1.1. Distribution of central and southern Arizona platform mounds by spatial 
cluster." 

System Size (km")'' No. Sites No. ^ 

Lower Salt (Phoenix Basin) 1150 30 43 

Middle Gila (Phoenix Basin) 1920 12 13 

Tonto Basin 2560 23 26 

Tucson Basin 770 5 7 

Lower San Pedro 900 10 14 

Papagueria 140 8 8 

N. Tucson Basin/Picacho — 6 6 

Other — 2 2 

Total 96 119 

" Does not include multistory structures (such as the Casa Grande or the multistory 
stmcture at Pueblo Grande). Data from Doelle 1995a and Doelle et al. 1995. 

" Approximate size of area containing platform mounds within each cluster, excluding 
outliers. 



It is clear that the Phoenix Basin, particularly along the Salt EUver, contains the 

highest density of mounds (Doelle et al. 1995:433; Gregory 1987). Although there is a 

high degree of variability, and many Phoenix Basin mounds were destroyed by modem 

development prior to archaeological investigation, the mounds along the Salt River are 

also significantly larger than those in other areas. These include Pueblo Grande and Mesa 

Grande, the two largest platform mounds in the Southwest, both estimated to contain 

approximately 14,000 cubic m of artificial fill (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.2, Figure 

13.26). As a comparison, Adamsville, one of the largest mounds along the Gila River, 

contains around 4,000 cubic m of fill. The largest mound in the Tonto Basin, Cline 

Terrace, is estimated to contain just over 2,100 cubic m of fill, whereas the Tom Mix and 

Los Robles mounds, the two largest in the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho area, contain 

around 2,300 cubic m. The largest mounds in the Tucson Basin, San Pedro and 

Papagueria, where data are available, contain less than 900 cubic m of fill. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, mounds in the Phoenix Basin are also earlier than those in other regions, 

and have a significantly longer developmental history (Doelle et al. 1995; Doyel 1974; 

Gregory 1987). 

Platform mounds have been the subject of archaeological investigation in the 

American Southwest for more than 100 years. However, prior to the past 15 years, most 

research was focused on the Phoenix Basin mound systems; until the beginning of the 

1980s, two-thirds of the sample of excavated or tested platform mounds were from this 

area (Doelle 1995a:Figure F.l). The focus on the Phoenix Basin was due to a number 

of factors, the primary one being that it contained the largest and most visually impressive 



mounds. These features had been known to the professional archaeological community 

from at least the end of the 19th cenmry (Downum and Bostwick 1993; Wilcox 1987). 

With the exception of the Tonto Basin, where platform mounds were also documented at 

an early date, the presence of mounds in other areas was not realized until much later; 

platform mounds in the Tucson Basin were first recognized in the 1940s, in the San Pedro 

River Valley in the 1970s, and in the Papagueria in the 1980s (William Doelle, personal 

communication 1996). Therefore, the Phoenix Basin was a natural place to begin 

exploration. Also, the period prior to the mid-1970s was an era dominated by academic 

and privately sponsored archaeology, along with some government financing by the 

Civilian Conservation Corps during the 1940s, and funding was therefore easier to procure 

for the more impressive feamres. 

Since that time, however, with the increasing emphasis on cultural resource 

management sponsored work, the focus has shifted, and within the past 15 years platform 

mounds in the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho area and the Tonto Basin have been the 

scene of the majority of archaeological investigations (e.g., Ciolek-Torrello and Wilcox 

1988; Elson, Stark, and Gregory 1995; S. Fish et al. 1992; Jacobs 1994a, 1995; Lindauer 

1995a, 1995b, 1995c). The Tonto Basin is now particularly well-represented due to the 

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation sponsored Roosevelt Lake Project (Pedrick 1992), a portion 

of which is the focus of the research presented here. This has evened out the areal 

coverage, if not biased it towards the Tonto Basin, and today, of the 24 tested or 

excavated Classic period platform mound sites in the Southwest, 50 percent (12) are in 

the Tonto Basin, 29 percent (7) are in the Phoenix Basin, 8 percent (2) are in the Tucson 
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Basin, 8 percent (2) are in the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho area, and 4 percent (1) are 

in the Papaguen'a (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.1). No mounds have been excavated in 

the San Pedro River area, and these are known only through survey coverage and limited 

surface collection (Doelle 1995c). 

As documented in the following chapters, there is much debate over the fianction of 

platform mounds. This is true even though there is general agreement among most 

archaeologists that platform mounds served to integrate portions of their surrounding 

prehistoric settlements and probably functioned in the management of irrigation and/or 

other subsistence systems. Various interpretations have been proposed. These include 

residence by stratified elite households, ranked lineages, priestly-classes, or even residence 

by non-elites. Other interpretations suggest that the mounds were not residential, but 

instead, largely ceremonial and occupied only on a short-term basis for rimally-related 

activities. Ethnic differences between groups have also been invoked in explanation. In 

addition, various theoretical models have been proposed to account for mound function, 

including "peer-polity," "prestige-economy," and "big-man" models. 

Obviously, not all of these interpretations can be correct, but as noted above, it has 

been difficult to resolve these issues through the use of archaeological data alone. 

Furthermore, all of the various interpretations of platform mound function are essentially 

permutations of only two basic models. These are the "elite residence" and nonresidential 

"ceremonial specialization" models for mound use (Jacobs and Rice 1995). This is what 

Howard (1992:69) has termed the "functional duality" in platform mound reconstructions. 

A third model combines die two and suggests that the mounds were both public places 
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of worship and priestly residences. These theoretical orientations can be directly traced 

to the work of Frank Hamilton Gushing at Pueblo Grande and later Los Muertos, and the 

work of J. Walter Fewkes at Casa Grande, both undertaken around the turn of the century 

(Howard 1992). 

Therefore, this basic duality, with minor variations, has remained relatively unaltered 

in more than 100 years of platform mound research. Acknowledging this stagnation, 

Howard (1992:69) calls for the development of new methods for mound smdies, one 

where the "benefits of a cross-cultural approach to the study of New World mounds" are 

recognized. Furthermore, as he states, "It is necessary to go beyond the processualist 

approach to the analyses of room functions and take a more holistic approach to the 

functioning not only of mounds, but of entire complexes of features within compounds 

containing platform mounds" (Howard 1992:69). As Howard suggests, it is time to move 

on, and that it is the goal of this research. 

Outline of Study 

This study is divided into seven chapters. This furst chapter introduces the smdy and 

presents a general overview of platform mounds in the American Southwest. This 

overview documents the research problem and reasons are presented for why a 

comparative cross-cultural ethnographic approach is necessary. 

Chapter 2 presents the history of platform mound research in the Southwest. The 

various models used in platform mound interpretation are discussed. 



Chapter 3 presents the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data. Nine platform mound-

using groups inhabiting portions of Oceania (the Pacific), South America, and the 

southeastern United States are examined in detail. For each group data are presented on 

environment, population size, social and political organization, economic systems, 

religious practices, and types and functions of platform mounds. 

Chapter 4 synthesizes the ethnographic and ethnohistoric research. Regularities in 

human behavior that pertain directly to platform mound function and social organization 

are abstracted from this data set. 

Chapter 5 presents data from archaeological investigations of the Tonto Basin in 

central Arizona. The focus of this study is a single local community system in the eastern 

Tonto Basin containing five platform mounds and 39 other sites. Each mound site is 

examined and previous models are discussed. 

Chapter 6 examines the Eastern Tonto Basin local system using data derived from the 

ethnographic and archaeological research. A new model for the prehistoric Classic period 

settlement of this system is presented, and platform mound use and function are 

specifically addressed. 

Chapter 7 presents a summary of the most significant results of this research and 

concludes with some thoughts on the prehistoric settlement of the Phoenix Basin and 

other Southwest platform mound systems. 
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Endnotes 

1. Chaco Canyon in northern New Mexico has a capped trash mound that is suggested 
to be functioning as a platform mound (Stein and Lefaon 1992), and it is possible that 
a few additional platform mound-like features are present at other sites in the pueblo 
region. However, the focus of this study is on the mounds in the Sonoran Desert of 
central and southern Arizona as shown in Figure 1.1. It is also important to note that the 
total used here of 119 mounds depends on how one interprets or accepts data on mounds 
no longer present. For example, there is some controversy over whether Las Colinas in 
the Phoenix Basin once contained four platform mounds (the figure used in this analysis) 
and eight large trash mounds (Gregory 1987), eight platform mounds and four large trash 
mounds (David Gregory, personal communication 1996), or 12 platform mounds (Doelle 
1995a). Sunilar problems occur with other sites, and there are undoubtedly additional 
platform mounds not yet recorded, particularly in areas outside the Phoenix Basin. It is 
probably safe to say that there were more than 100 but fewer than 150 platform mounds 
in prehistoric central and southern Arizona. 

2. Metric data of some type are available for approximately half of the known platform 
mounds. The average surface area of 495 square m was measured from 60 platform 
mounds, with a standard deviation of 797 square m and a range of 47 to 4,945 square m. 
The average volume of 1,362 cubic m was measured from 44 platform mounds, with a 
standard deviation of 2,884 cubic m and a range of 77 to 14,000 cubic m. The average 
height of 1.9 m was measured from 44 platform mounds with a standard deviation of 0.7 
m and a range between 0.4 and 3.7 m. These data are abstracted from tables in Doelle 
et al. (1995). 

3. A few early Preclassic period (pre-A.D. 1150) platform mounds are known, such as 
at Snaketown (Haury 1976), Gatlin (Wasley 1960), and beneath some of the later Classic 
period mounds (Gregory 1988a). However, the primary focus of this study is on those 
built during the Classic period, between A.D. 1150-1350. Therefore, unless specifically 
noted, data given in this volume include only Classic period mounds. 
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CHAPTER 2 

TEIE fflSTORY OF PLATFORM MOUND RESEARCH 
IN THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST 

This chapter documents the history of platform mound research in the American 

Southwest over the past 110 years. Special attention is given to those projects believed 

to be the most significant in furthering the archaeology and general understanding of 

platform mounds. Doelle (1995a) and Doelle et al. (1995) should be consulted for 

analyses of basic trends in platform mound research, as well as for historical information. 

For detailed historical accounts of Phoenix Basin platform mound research at the sites of 

La Ciudad and Pueblo Grande see Wilcox (1987) and Downum and Bostwick (1993), 

respectively. Hohmann and Kelley (1988) discuss early platform mound research in the 

Tonto Basin. 

The Early Years: Bandelier, Cushing, and Fewkes 

Interest in platform mounds has a long history in the archaeology of the Southwest 

(Doelle 1995a; Wilcox 1993). Starting with the work of Adolph Bandelier and Frank 

Hamilton Cushing in the 1880s, the significance of platform mounds as centers of 

prehistoric settlement has long been recognized. Although most of the early research was 

undertaken along the Salt and Gila rivers of the Phoenix Basin, Bandelier (1892) also 

recorded a number of mounds in the Tonto Basin. 
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Bandelier was the first archaeologist to recognize that the mounds were artificially 

filled and contained structures on their top (Wilcox 1993:49). As he observed in 1883 

about the Pueblo Grande platform mound in the Phoenix Basin, "[I]t is easy to see, where 

the interior is exposed, that it is a solid mass of earth, and not a building with rooms . 

.. I do not hesitate, therefore, to regard it as a solid mass raised on an artificial platform. 

The top of the mound bore a cluster of mounds and enclosures, a checkerboard village 

on a small scale" (Bandelier 1892:444-445 in Wilcox 1993:49-50). 

A few years later, in 1887, Gushing conducted limited excavations at Pueblo Grande 

(called by him Los Pueblitos) prior to his more extensive work at Los Muertos, making 

it the first site in the Southwest to be excavated by a professional archaeologist (Wilcox 

1993:43). In direct contrast to Bandelier, however, whose work he was familiar with. 

Gushing believed that the mound was not an artificially raised platform but the remains 

of "a great central structure ~ a citadel or temple" (Gushing 1892:52-54 in Wilcox 

1993:56). As he states, "It has also been held that these great central structures . .. had 

been reared on artificial platforms or terraces, whereas our excavations . . . had made 

evident the fact that the seeming terraces upon which they had been constructed were 

formed by the destruction of enormous walls" (in Haury 1945:8). Drawing on his 

experience at Zuni and using direct ethnographic analogy. Gushing believed that the 

Hohokam "were a highly organized, stratified society run by a priestly class" (Howard 

1992:69; see also Wilcox and Shenk 1977:24-25). Although Gushing died prior to 

completing the report on his Los Muertos and Pueblo Grande excavations, these data were 

later analyzed and written up by Emil Haury as his 1934 doctoral dissertation (Haury 



1945). As Haury (1945:33) notes in discussing Cushing's interpretation of the platform 

mounds, "The gross size of these adobe houses and their central position led Gushing to 

the assumption that they were the abodes of the priests and that the commoners occupied 

the less conspicuous neighboring buildings." 

These differences led to a public debate between Bandelier and Gushing, and the 

initiation of controversy over mound function that in many ways continues to the present 

day. As Wilcox (1993:58) diplomatically points out, however, both men were essentially 

correct: although Bandelier's observations on the construction of the Pueblo Grande 

mound have since been substantiated through excavation data. Gushing was also correct 

in suggesting that the mounds were used in a manner that most archaeologists believe to 

be at least partly ceremonial. 

Archaeological work funded by the U.S. Government at Gasa Grande to repair and 

stabilize the ruin also began in the last decade of the 19th century (Wilcox and Shenk 

1977). This work was undertaken in 1891 by Gosmos Mindeleff (1896, 1897) and in 

1906-1908 by J. Walter Fewkes (1907, 1912). Gasa Grande contains two platform 

mounds in Gompound B, as well as the Gasa Grande itself and a probable other mound 

in Gompound A (Doelle et al. 1995:395). The clearing of debris from within the Gasa 

Grande by Mindeleff confirmed an earlier observation by Bandelier that the ground floor 

rooms had been artificially filled (Wilcox and Shenk 1977:23, 38). In his analysis of 

Gasa Grande and the prehistoric culture that spawned it, Fewkes was apparently 

influenced by Gushing (Haury 1945:32), although he introduced a more secular 

interpretation in his discussion of mound function. As he states, "An American feudal 



system developed in tiie Gila-Salado [Phoenix] Basin, marked by the erection of buildings 

belonging to some chief (civan) around which were clustered small huts, in which the 

common people lived" (Fewkes 1912:152). 

The Early-to-Mid 20th Century: Haury, Hayden and the Salado 

Platform mound research continued throughout the first half of the 20th century with 

an average of two mound sites tested or excavated per decade (see Doelle 1995a:Figure 

F.l; Doelle et al. 1995;Table 13.1). In the Phoenix Basin, Pueblo Grande continued to 

be sporadically investigated, with excavation at various times by Erich Schmidt, Odd 

Halseth, Julian Hayden, Albert Schroeder, and several others (Downum and Bostwick 

1993). In the late 1920s, the mound at La Ciudad was investigated by Frank Midvale 

(Wilcox 1987), who, along with his mentor Omar Tumey, also documented the 

distribution of both platform mound sites and prehistoric canals in the Phoenix Basin. 

The work by Midvale and Tumey has become increasingly important in recent research 

because in many cases it represents some of the only documentation and description of 

platform mounds long since destfoyed by modem development. Erich Schmidt undertook 

the first excavations of platform mounds in the Lower Tonto Basin in 1926, putting test 

units into the sites of Armer Ranch, Bass Point and Rock Island (Hohmann and Kelley 

1988; Lindauer 1995c), while in 1929 and 1930 Haury undertook limited excavation at 

Rye Creek Ruin in the Upper Tonto Basin (Craig 1992; Haury 1930). In the Tucson 

Basin, Julian Hayden's (1957) detailed excavations at University Indian Ruin in 1940 

extended the distribution of platform mounds southward. Although Gabel (1931) had 
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previously excavated rooms on top of each of the platform mounds at Martinez Hill 

South, and Scantling (1940) excavated at the mound site of Jack Rabbit Ruin, neither of 

these were perceived by their excavators to be platform mounds (Doelle 1995a:355). It 

was not until Hayden (1957:2), coming directly from his work at the Phoenix Basin 

mound of Pueblo Grande, began excavations at University Indian Ruin that platform 

mounds were recognized in the Tucson Basin. 

The research of Schmidt (1928) in the Tonto and Phoenix basins, and later that of 

Gladwin and Gladwin (1935), resulted in the definition of the Salado culture. The Salado, 

as conceived by the Gladwins, were a migratory people from the Little Colorado area who 

manufactured white ware and polychrome ceramics, built masonry and adobe pueblos, and 

buried their dead in an extended position. Recognition of the Salado came through the 

discovery of white ware and polychrome ceramics stratigraphically above the red-on-buff 

wares of the Hohokam (Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Schmidt 1928). Because the 

Hohokam lived in pithouses and cremated their dead, whereas masonry architecmre and 

inhumation burial were associated with the white ware ceramics, this suggested the 

presence of a different cultural group. In the uraditional scenario posited by the Gladwins, 

the Salado migrated into an empty Tonto Basin around A.D. 1100, replacing the 

Hohokam who had ahready abandoned the basin by the start of the Sacaton phase (ca. 

A.D. 950). Using the Tonto Basin as a home base, the Salado then proceeded to migrate 

throughout southern Arizona, strongly influencing (and even truncating) Hohokam 

development in the Phoenix and Tucson basins by A.D. 1300. Although Salado is now 

believed to represent more of a pan-southern Southwest regional horizon (Elson, Gregory, 



and Stark 1995:477-478) or religious cult (Crown 1994), rather than a defined cultural 

group or people, the Salado concept is important in the history of platform mound 

research because it introduced an ethnic variable into the explanatory equation. That is, 

while platform mounds in the Phoenix and Tucson basins were still believed to have been 

originally constructed by the Hohokam, the Salado were seen as being responsible for the 

massive architecture that marked the transition from the Soho (A.D. 1200-1300) to the 

Civano phase (A.D. 1300-1450). 

The Salado concept is best exemplified by the work of Haury (1945), in his analysis 

of Cushing's Los Muertos excavations in the Phoenix Basin, and Hayden (1957) at 

University Indian Ruin in the Tucson Basin. Both characterized the Hohokam as the 

initial mound-builders, largely due to the presence on top of the mounds of "Hohokam-

type houses" that were later torn down and replaced by the "multiple storied houses of 

massive adobe walls" of the Salado (Haury 1945:35; Hayden 1957:194). As Haury 

(1945:35) states concerning this massive, Civano phase architecture, which Cushing had 

previously designated as priest-temples, "These were the direct result of the Salado 

migration, undoubtedly built by the Salado, and the type of architecture appears 

simultaneously with other traits of their culture." Therefore, rather than occupation by 

an elite or priestly class as advocated by Cushing and Fewkes, Haury suggested that the 

Civano phase platform mounds resulted from the intrusion of a different ethnic group: 

"While the possibility of such a condition [i.e., a priestly class] is not to be denied, it can 

be satisfactorily shown that the chief architectural difference is ethnic rather than one due 

to any direct internal social difference within a single group" (Haury 1945:32-33). 
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However, the reason the Hohokam mitially constructed platform mounds was still open 

to question. As Haury (1945:35) further states, "Why the Hohokam should have resorted 

to this form of artificial mound is not clear. Perhaps it was for defense, or to escape the 

moisture of water-logged farm lands, or it was an extension of the unncated pyramid idea 

of Mexico." 

Hayden (1957:194), while agreeing that the later mounds were constructed by the 

Salado, is more definitive in assessing overall mound function, stating that, "no other 

purpose than that of defense may be seen in their erection." He dismisses the 

waterlogged soil explanation due to the lack of evidence for salt erosion at Pueblo 

Grande, and the fact that waterlogging would not have been a problem at mound sites 

along the Gila River. Like Haury, Hayden suggested that the idea of platform mounds 

probably came from the south, although again he is more definitive and identifies the 

Trincheras area of northern Sonora as a likely source. Trincheras sites, while not 

platform mounds, are masonry fortifications built on hilltops and ridges, and have been 

traditionally thought to have a defensive function (Downum 1986,1993; Wallace 1995b). 

As Hayden states, "From them . .. could have come the idea, via the Papaguerfa, of the 

desirability of achieving an elevation above the surrounding country as a means of 

defense, and the artificial mounds of the Hohokam would appear to represent the 

adaptation of this idea to the flat, broad valley floors which the Hohokam farmed" 

(Hayden 1957:194). Hayden further suggested that a defensive posture by the Hohokam 

was necessary due to Yuman invaders, although intrusion by both Salado and Apache 

groups are mentioned as possible factors as well. 
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The 1970s: Doyel and the Escalante Ruin 

The era of modem platform mound research in the Southwest essentially began with 

the publication by David Doyel (1974) of the Arizona State Museum's 1972 excavation 

of the Escalante Ruin on the Gila River. Escalante is a moderately-sized mound, covering 

875 square m and containing an estimated volume of fill of 1,750 cubic m; it stood 

approximately 2.0 m high (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.3). The entire Escalante system, 

however, is one of the smallest in the Phoenix Basin, containing a single small village 

with a platform mound (the Escalante Ruin itself) and several associated compounds 

along an II km irrigation canal. This can be contrasted with the Casa Grande system, 

for example, one of the largest in the Phoenix Basin, which has five platform mound 

villages and numerous smaller compounds along a 32 km canal (Crown 1987; Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark 1995:464, Figure 14.2). Escalante is important, however, because it 

represents the first relatively thorough excavation of a platform mound site using modem 

methods. 

Although the mound itself was not completely excavated, Doyel (1974:116-117) 

documented that it was constructed with a series of retaining walls and internal cells that 

were filled with sterile deposits and cultural trash. Like the earlier work of Hayden and 

Haury, Doyel also discovered that the top of the mound contained a Hohokam-style 

pithouse overlain by solid-walled adobe structures. As he states, "[T]he mound was 

originally built for the purpose of erecting traditional Hohokam houses on the top. Solid 

walled contiguous strucmres appear later in the architectural sequence" (Doyel 1974:125). 

Doyel also recovered some of the first absolute dates (archaeomagnetic samples) 
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associated with platform mounds. Although these samples were dated on the DuBois 

curve, which is no longer believed to be accurate (Eighmy and Doyel 1987), the ceramic 

assemblage indicates a Civano phase (post-A.D. 1300) date for the mound. An attempt 

to redate these samples using Colorado State University's 1986 archaeomagnetic curve 

produced ambiguous results (Eighmy and Doyel 1987:Table 2). 

Perhaps most significantly, Doyel (1974:175-177) suggested that Classic period 

platform mounds in the Phoenix Basin were the result of a long sequence of in-situ 

development. Noting the presence of small Preclassic period mounds at the sites of 

Snaketown and Gatlin, Doyel (1974:176) posited "a general evolution" in platform mound 

construction over "9(X) years of the Hohokam cultural sequence." Neither the Snaketown 

nor Gatlin mounds were believed by their excavators to have been used for residential 

activities, based primarily on the lack of structures on the mound tops (Haury 1976; 

Wasley 1960). Rather, a ceremonial function was inferred. Evidence from Soho phase 

platform mounds, although limited at the time of the Escalante excavations, indicated to 

Doyel a similar nonresidential use. However, based on the Escalante data, Doyel 

(1974:177) suggested that with the Civano phase came a change in mound function. As 

he states, "During the Civano phase, the function or organizational structure of these 

mounds may have been altered ... Typical domestic structures and typical daily activities 

were performed by the people who lived on top of the Escalante mound" (Doyel 

1974:177). 

While the Escalante mound, due to the communal labor necessary to consunct it, 

must have represented "some form of pan-village integration and cooperation," there was 



little evidence that those who occupied the mound were of an elite class or had a special 

status: "Habitation rooms and a substantial number of common implements were found 

on top of the mound, while nothing was present that could be termed ceremonial. Thus, 

there is no indication that the mound served to house individuals or families of high 

status" (Doyel 1974:170). Acknowledging that ceremonial- or stams-related data are often 

difficult to recover from archaeological contexts, however, Doyel (1974:170) cautiously 

suggests that "Perhaps ... the mound structure housed people who served as the retainers 

of specialized cultural information regarding ritual and the knowledge of when to 

schedule imponant activities." He added that there was no evidence from Escalante to 

support this assertion. 

Finally, Doyel disputed the Salado migration hypothesis of Haury and Hayden as an 

explanation for changes in platform mound architecture. As he states, "[I]t is not 

sufficient to rely solely upon migration or expansion mechanisms as explanatory models 

for the diversity in cultural behavior during the Hohokam Classic period" (Doyel 

1974:189). Even though typical Salado ceramic wares, such as Gila and Tonto 

polychrome, comprised the majority of the Escalante decorated assemblage, Doyel 

(1974:190) believed these to be explainable as a local expression of a regional "art form 

... participated in by numerous distinct cultural traditions throughout a major portion of 

the Southwest."' Therefore, echoing sentiments expressed more completely in later work, 

particularly in his research on the Salado of the Tonto Basin and Globe-Miami areas 

(Doyel 1976, 1978), Doyel saw cultural continuity throughout the developmental 

sequence. As he states, "The pattern consists of Hohokam ceramics (Gila Plain, Gila Red, 
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and Casa Grande Red-on-buff), transitional Hohokam architecture with standard Hohokam 

features, standard Hohokam stone, bone and shell assemblages, a continuation of the 

Hohokam riverine subsistence and settlement system, and strong similarities in social 

organization. This continuity cannot be satisfactorily explained by the presence of an 

intrusive cultural pattern" (Doyel 1974:189). 

The 1980s: Gregory and Las Colinas 

After a hiatus of close to 10 years, the next significant period of platform mound 

research in the Southwest was initiated by David Gregory (1987, 1988a; Gregory and 

Nials 1985; Gregory et al. 1985), based largely on the 1982-1984 excavations by the 

Arizona State Museum at the site of Las Colinas. Las Colinas is one of the largest 

platform mound villages in the Phoenix Basin, containing four known platform mounds 

within an estimated area between 3.5 and 5.0 square km (Gregory et al. 1985). It is 

likely that additional platform mounds were present, although this cannot be verified 

because they were long ago desttoyed by modem construction activities (see Chapter 1, 

Endnote 1). A large Preclassic period village with a ballcourt underlies the Classic period 

platform mound component. Las Colinas is located at the west end of Canal System 2, 

approximately 12 km west of Pueblo Grande, which lies at the head of the canal system 

(Howard and Huckleberry 1991). 

Due to development within the city of Phoenix, only Mound 8 was still largely intact 

at the time of the Las Colinas excavations. Unformnately, the top of the mound had been 

disturbed through historic house construction, and therefore it was not possible to 



excavate a full complement of mound-top features (Gregory 1988b:36). Like Escalante, 

Mound 8 is moderately sized, estimated to cover 720 square m and contain 1,584 cubic 

m of fill (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.2). It stood approximately 2.2 m above the ground 

surface. The mound was partially excavated by the Arizona State Museum in 1968 and 

found to have undergone several relatively complex episodes of rebuilding and expansion 

(Hammack and Sullivan 1981). Gregory (1988a) undertook additional excavation, and 

with the data collected earlier, defined seven stages of mound growth. Each of the seven 

stages represented a period when the mound was functioning and stood "as a discrete and 

recognizable entity for some extended period of time" (Gregory and Abbott 1988:23). 

The work at Las Colinas represents one of the most complete excavations of a 

Phoenix Basin platform mound. Although it is now known that mound construction 

methods varied, depending on the type of mound and to a certain extent the geographic 

area, Gregory's reconstruction of the sequence of construction illuminated one of the more 

common methods: "[T]he initial construction of the mound and each subsequent 

modification began with the building of a retaining wall that defined the basic plan of the 

mound and created the internal space which was then filled to form the physical bulk of 

each structure" (Gregory and Abbott 1988:23). Gregory also documented that the area 

where the mound was built, or the "mound precinct," was a specialized space prior to 

mound construction. A series of features beneath the mound, including a "T-shaped" 

hearth and the apparent leveling of the ground surface, suggested to Gregory (1988b:26) 

that at an early date "the mound precinct was established as a separate and discrete area 

of activity within the village. Physical isolation of this area from the major zone of 



41 

habitation to the west was maintained throughout the prehistoric occupation." 

Most significantly, the Las Colinas mound appeared to bridge the gap between the 

earlier, Preclassic mound forms, such as found at Snaketown and Gatlin, and the later 

Classic period forms like Escalante and University Indian Ruin. This confirmed Doyel's 

(1974) suggestion that Hohokam platform mounds had a long, in-sim, developmental 

sequence. According to Gregory (1987:188), the first six stages of mound construction 

were essentially identical to what Wasley (1960) found at the Preclassic Gatlin mound. 

These earlier mounds were round or had rounded comers, and were formed by the 

addition of a post-reinforced retaining wall. The seventh stage of the Las Colinas mound, 

however, was formed by the addition of a "massive, coursed adobe retaining wall in the 

shape of a well-defined rectangle" (Gregory 1987:188). This massive adobe wall was 

similar to the Civano phase walls that Cushing found at Los Muenos, Doyel found at 

Escalante, and Hayden found at University Indian Ruin. The construction sequence was 

furthermore supported by a suite of archaeomagnetic dates, suggesting that initial mound 

construction occurred late in the Sedentary or early in the Classic period, perhaps between 

A.D. 1100 and 1150, whereas the final Stage Vn mound was probably constructed 

sometime in the middle or end of the 13th century (Gregory 1987:Figure 4). 

As part of the Las Colinas research, Gregory (1987, 1988a; Gregory and Nials 1985) 

undertook the first comprehensive study of Phoenix Basin platform mounds, particularly 

focusing on architecmre and spatial patterns in feature and site distribution. This work 

remains one of the most significant contributions to platform mound archaeology in the 

Southwest. Perhaps most imponantly, Gregory documented consistent patterning in 



mound layout, site structure, and in the regular placement of mound villages every 5 to 

8 km (3 to 5 mi) along prehistoric Phoenix Basin irrigation canals. This strongly 

suggested that the construction of platform mounds and the control of irrigation systems 

were highly interrelated, and that the concept of "irrigation community," defined 

previously by Doyel (1981), had empuical validity." Gregory (1987:208) further noted 

that platform mounds outside of the Phoenix Basin, in areas with limited irrigation 

potential, tended to be smaller with greater variation in mound form and overall site 

stmcture, implying that these mounds may have functioned in a different manner from 

those in the Phoenix Basin. 

Patterning was also present in the rectangular shape and north-south orientation of 

the mound compound, as well as in the location of the mound within the compound, 

which was most commonly in the western portion abutting or very close to the westem 

wall (Gregory 1987:195). At sites with both platform mounds and ballcourts, which 

includes most Phoenix Basin mound sites, there was also a consistent relationship between 

the location and orientation of the ballcourt and the placement of the mound (Gregory 

1987:198-199). These data suggested to Gregory (1987:208) that, "Despite some 

variation, the morphology exhibited by the platform mounds and their associated 

compounds indicates that a shared and consistent conception had developed with respect 

to how these features should be constructed and how they functioned." This implies that 

platform mound use throughout the Phoenix Basin was structured by a common 

underlying ideological system. 
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Gregory, like Doyel, suggested that a change in function occurred between the early 

and late mound forms. As he states, "Earlier forms did not function as residential space, 

whereas the massive walled form of mound had this as a primary function. In all known 

cases, these mounds appear to have been the locus of residence for some social group or 

groups" (Gregory 1987:208). Citing the earlier work of Gushing, Gregory (1987:209) 

believed that social differentiation, perhaps legitimized through the religious system, was 

present at platform mound sites. This was because mound construction clearly required 

defined leadership and social group control, most likely by those occupying the mound. 

Therefore, the shift from non-residential to residential use of the mounds was critically 

important, signifying a change from a purely ritual function to one that may have 

involved both ritual and administrative control. As Gregory (1987:209) concludes 

concerning this change: 

What is of interest is that this connection ~ of specific social groups with platform 
mounds — became a one-to-one identification sometime during the early decades 
of the thirteenth century. Thus the mounds were no longer strictly the focus of 
some specialized, probably ritual activities, but served as the acmal locus of 
residence for certain groups as well. It is plausible, then, that this shift in the use 
of platform mounds represents a change in the role of certain groups within the 
society . . . Whatever this set of roles may have been, they would have been 
symbolized and legitimized by residence upon the mounds. 

The 1980s-1990s: The Northern Tucson Basin and Picacho Areas 

Two projects in the i980s and 1990s have led to a greater understanding of platform 

mound sites located in "peripheral" areas with limited irrigation potential. These are the 

excavation of the Brady Wash platform mound by the Museum of Northern Arizona in 

1984 (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1988; Ciolek-Torrello and Wilcox 1988), and the 1988-1990 



investigation of the Marana platform mound by the Arizona State Museum (Bayman 

1994; S. Fish et al. 1992). 

The Brady Wash Platform Mound 

The Brady Wash platform mound, located in the Picacho Peak area north of the 

Tucson Basin proper, is an extremely small mound, in fact one of the smallest known. 

It consists of two underlying cells that were filled to elevate a surface of 47 square m 

approximately 2 m high (Ciolek-Torrello 1988:307). The total volume of fill is estimated 

at 94 cubic m (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.7). The use of mteraal cells, in contrast with 

the retaining walls described by Gregory for Las Colinas, is another conraion method of 

platform mound construction in die Southwest. Cells are essentially square-to-rectangular 

room spaces diat are filled with cultural trash or sterile deposits to make an elevated 

surface (Elson and Craig 1994:19). Most cells were built solely for elevating the mound 

surface, but functioning rooms were sometimes also turned into cells upon abandonment. 

Cells are often used in conjunction with retaining walls, as at Escalante or the Meddler 

Point platform mound in the Tonto Basin (Craig and Clark 1994; Doyel 1974). In small 

mounds, cells are generally the only method used. 

According to Ciolek-Torrello (1988:307), the Brady Wash platform mound was 

initially constmcted in the late Soho phase where it may have stood as an isolated feamre; 

the following Civano phase saw the addition of the "compound wall, massive rooms 

attached to the mound and other structures." Unlike mound sites in the Phoenix Basin, 

however, the Brady Wash mound was surrounded by a dispersed settlement with isolated 



45 

pithouses and adobe structures, but no other true compounds. This settlement extended 

over 1 km and contained a very low density, non-nucleated population. 

There was relatively extensive disturbance within the mound area (a cow was found 

buried within the mound itself) and most of the mound was not excavated (Gasser and 

Ciolek-Torrello 1988:510-514, Figure 61). Based on these somewhat limited data, Ciolek-

Torrello (1988:307-308) suggests that the Brady Wash mound and surrounding compound 

were not residential, contrasting with the suggested function of other excavated Civano 

phase platform mounds in both the Phoenix (Las Colinas and Escalante) and Tucson 

(University Indian Ruin) basins. A nonresidential function was based on the veiy small 

size of the mound, the absence of a structure on its top, and the general lack of clay-lined 

hearths "typical of habitations throughout the community" in associated compound rooms 

(Ciolek-Torrello 1988:308). Instead, noting that the compound contained storage rooms 

and a number of large fire pits that were used "primarily for processing and . . . storage 

of a variety of gathered or semi-cultivated plant foods," Ciolek-Torrello (1988:308) 

suggests that the mound area was used for "communal food processing" and functioned 

as a "community ceremonial, storage, and distribution center." In this sense, although not 

explicitiy stated, Ciolek-Torrello implies that food redistribution was an important 

component of mound function, and by extension, the Brady Wash social system. 

The possibility of limited residential occupation within the mound area is 

acknowledged by Ciolek-Torrello, based on the fact that the excavation was incomplete 

and that one of the rooms within the compound appeared to be a habitation room. 

However, he suggests that even if several groups lived within the mound compound, they 
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were "too few to represent an elite social group" (Ciolek-Torrello 1988:310), although his 

basis for equating group size with elite status is unclear. The absence of an elite group 

was further indicated by the artifact assemblage, which was not significantiy different 

from that of the outlying habitation areas. As Ciolek-Torrello (1988:308) states: "The few 

households which may have occupied the mound did not exhibit much evidence of greater 

wealth or stams than those living in surrounding areas. In fact, status goods were rare 

and the few burials and cremations found within the compound and associated trash areas 

contained no grave offerings." 

Using the exact same data set, but drawing upon some of the ambiguities in the Brady 

Wash excavation sample, Wilcox (1988), however, argues for a residential function for 

the Brady Wash platform mound. His argument is based on three lines of evidence. 

First, he suggests that the useable elevated area would have been much larger than just 

the 47 square m surface of the two platform mound cells if the roofs of adjoining rooms 

were also used, thereby discounting Ciolek-Torrello's size argument. Second, a hearth 

was found on the roof of one of the adjoining structures, which Wilcox suggests is 

evidence for elevated habitation; other evidence for habitation may have been obscured 

by the incomplete and disturbed nature of the excavation sample. And finally, Wilcox 

(1988:296) believes, unlike Ciolek-Torrello, that the artifact data do show "differential 

distribution of valuables, particularly shell and turquoise." Based on this evidence, 

Wilcox (1988:289) states that, "These data support a hypothesis that the occupants of 

Brady Wash became more socially ranked during the Classic period with the occupants 

at Locus S [the platform mound locus] managing the whole conununity. These changes 
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mimic those happening in riverine settlements, although the size of the Brady Wash 

groups was clearly smaller." In this maimer, Wilcox echoes earlier sentiments derived 

from his archival study of the large La Ciudad platform mound in the Phoenix Basin 

excavated by Frank Midvale in the 1920s. As he concluded about La Ciudad, "The 

structure of space usage revealed by the . .. analysis supports the inference that an elite 

social group resided on the mound" (Wilcox 1987:168). 

The Marana Platform Mound 

The most comprehensive analysis of a platform mound complex in a primarily 

nonirrigable area is that of the Marana community. In a series of papers (Bayman 1992; 

P. Fish et al. 1992; S. Fish et al. 1985, 1989), monographs (S. Fish et al. 1992) and a 

dissertation (Bayman 1994), Paul and Suzanne Fish and colleagues have thoroughly 

documented a large Classic period platform mound community in the northern Tucson 

Basin. Although excavation data are somewhat limited, a large area surrounding the 

mound was intensively surveyed. This work is highly significant in that it represents one 

of the most complete investigations of an entire platform mound community in the 

Southwest. 

The Marana platform mound is situated within the lower bajada of the Tortolita 

Mountains approximately 5 km from the Santa Cruz River. The mound is centrally 

located within a village that extends parallel to the Santa Cruz for a distance of 1.5 km. 

Along with the mound, the site contains seven residential clusters with an estimated 22-25 

compounds (Bayman 1994:19; P. Fish et al. 1992:63). Because these compounds have 
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not been excavated, the exact number of rooms is not known. A relatively large 

population of between 400 and 750 inhabitants is estimated for the mound village (P. Fish 

et al. 1992:63), although Wallace (1995c:812) has recently suggested that not all 

compounds and loci were contemporaneous and that some may have been seasonally 

occupied. A related settlement system extends from the Marana mound site 

approximately 25 km south up the Santa Cruz River. 

The Marana mound itself is somewhat small, encompassing 394 square m with an 

estimated volume of 788 cubic m; it was elevated to a height of approximately 2 m 

(Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.7). The mound is suggested to be a residential facility for 

"community leaders" based on the "presence of rooms and hearths on top of the platform 

mound, and domestic refuse in a nearby midden" (Bayman 1994:19). Ceramically, the 

mound was constructed during the early Classic period Tanque Verde phase, around A.D. 

1150 or 1200, and abandoned no later than A.D. 1325 prior to the advent of Gila 

Polychrome (Doelle et al. 1995:418). Based on archaeomagnetic determinations, P. Fish 

et al. (1992:63) posit a relatively brief occupation span in the first half of the thirteenth 

century. This would be equivalent to the Soho phase in the Phoenix Basin chronology 

(see Figure 1.4). 

Extensive survey of an area of more than 350 square km surrounding the Marana 

mound recorded more than 700 archaeological sites (S. Fish et al. 1992:20). Of these, 

around 400 sites date to the Tanque Verde phase and are potentially contemporaneous 

with the platform mound (P. Fish et al. 1992:62). These data enabled S. Fish et al. 

(1992:21, Figure 3.2) to define a larger Classic period platform mound community, of 



49 

which the mound site itself was just one component. This community was separated from 

other contemporary communities of "equivalent sociopolitical units" by "buffer zones" of 

limited settlement. In contrast to the linear irrigation communities of the Phoenix Basin, 

the Marana community was not focused primarily along the Santa Cruz River and 

irrigation canals, but included both a riverine component and settlement extending away 

from the river into the bajada and foothills of the Tortolita Mountains. Settlement in this 

area, which covered approximately 145 square km, was diffuse and widely spread, and 

therefore difficult to compare with the well-defined Phoenix Basin canal systems. As 

Fish and Fish (1992:102) note: "[I]t is unclear whether the . . . Marana Community is 

organizationally more equivalent to a single mound community covering about 40 square 

kilometers along a major Phoenix canal or to the set of communities sharing that 

network." 

Within the Marana conmiunity, six microenvironmental zones were identified, each 

suitable for a different kind of agriculmre or resource procurement (S. Fish et al. 1992:31-

34). Three of the zones were also used for residential settlement. Significantly, Zone 2, 

which contained "42,000 rock piles and 120,000 meters of linear rock alignments" was 

the scene of large-scale agave cultivation, which is suggested to represent subsistence 

specialization (Bayman 1994:21). The platform mound itself and most of the habitation 

sites are within Zone 1, the lower bajada suitable primarily for floodwater agriculture. 

Directly below this is Zone 5, the riverine zone, where both floodwater and irrigation 

agriculmre could have been practiced. Zone 5 contained several irrigation canals 

extending from headgates at the site of Los Morteros located approximately 12 km south 
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of the Marana mound (S. Fish et al. 1992:Figure 3.2). Los Morteros was one of the 

largest Preclassic period ballcourt villages in the northern Tucson Basin; although lacking 

a platform mound, the Classic period Tanque Verde phase occupation was still relatively 

substantial, containing several adobe compounds and a large hillside trincheras settlement 

(Wallace 1995b). The Marana mound site is at the very end of the canal system, placing 

it in a tenuous position to exert direct control over the water source unless some degree 

of community integration was present. However, large-scale canal irrigation, such as 

found in the Phoenix Basin, was not possible on the Santa Cruz River with its broad 

floodplain, shifting river channel, and less dependable surface flow (Wallace 1995c:813). 

S. Fish et al. (1992:39) documented a "three-tiered settlement hierarchy based on site 

size, architecture, and ceramics." This vertical differentiation was further supported by 

the work of Bayman (1992, 1994). Bayman analyzed the distribution of "high value" 

exotic artifacts, such as obsidian, shell, projectile points, and imported decorated ceramics. 

Although the exact value and therefore the meaning of these artifact types can be 

questioned (see below), he found that residents of the platform mound site were both 

producers and consumers of these goods, in contrast to smaller sites away from the 

mound where high value artifacts were either not commonly available or restricted in 

access (Bayman 1994:37-38). Bayman, however, found little differentiation within the 

mound site itself. He suggests that these patterns represent the "development of a 

'prestige economy' ... or a system of 'social storage' . . . where the control of exotic 

goods is used to establish and maintain elite status and political power" (Bayman 

1994:37). As Bayman (1994:37) further states, "[B]y regulating the distribution of rare 
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and exotic goods, mound village residents could occupy an otherwise unfavorable zone 

for food production by trading small amounts of [exotic] crafts for subsistence foodstuffs, 

raw materials, or finished utilitarian craft goods." 

According to Fish and Fish (1992:102-104), one of the functions of the platform 

mound was to integrate the members of the community into a cooperative whole. This 

was necessary because of the lack of a unifying canal system and the presence of diverse 

environmental zones with varying subsistence potential. As they state: 

Internal differentiation in settlement and subsistence activities by topographic 
zones seems to characterize conamunities outside the core area to a greater degree 
than ones within it... Relations based on consensus and cooperation .. . would 
have crosscut and sequentially interlinked members across the community. Such 
networks of interrelationships may have served as a social and economic cement 
across productively diversified conmiunities in a manner resembling the 
interdependence created by shared use of massive canal systems in the Hohokam 
core (Fish and Fish 1992:102-103). 

Integration was accomplished through both public ceremony, probably of a religious 

nature, and instimtionalized leadership. The platform mound itself, in part because it was 

constructed through communal effort, served as a physical symbol of this integration: 

"Mounds likely embodied symbols of community identity, cohesiveness, and 

differentiation from other such entities in surrounding areas" (Fish and Fish 1992:104). 

Finally, Fish and Fish (1992:104) raise the possibility that competition for population 

between platform mound communities was one goal of the elites who occupied the mound 

sites. As they state, "The erection of mounds may have served in the expression of 

interconmiunity relations involving both hierarchy and competition" (Fish and Fish 

1992:104). Competition between mound communities has also been suggested by 



Henderson (1993) at the Santa Cruz Hats settlement, located approximately 40 km 

northwest of Marana (Doelle et al. 1995:419-420). Santa Cruz Hats is believed to have 

had a platform mound (Skibo 1988), and Henderson suggests that agricultural 

intensification within this area in the late Classic period allowed for an expansion of 

population at the expense of the Marana and Los Robles platform mound communities. 

The 1990s: The Tonto Basin 

The most intensive platform mound investigations in recent years have been in the 

Lower Tonto Basin of central Arizona (Figvu-es 1.1 and 1.5). This research was sponsored 

by the Bureau of Reclamation to mitigate the effects of raising the dam at Roosevelt Lake 

approximately 77 feet, thereby increasing the zone of possible floodwater inundation 

(Pedrick 1992). Between 1991 and 1992, archaeologists from Desert Archaeology and 

Arizona State University excavated seven platform mound sites in this area. These 

include Meddler Point (Craig and Clark 1994); Pyramid Point (Elson 1994); Livingston 

(Jacobs 1994a); Pinto Point (Jacobs 1994a); Schoolhouse Point (Lindauer 1995a); Bass 

Point (Lindauer 1995c); and Cline Terrace (Jacobs 1995). In addition, mapping and 

limited test excavations were undertaken at the Oak Creek platform mound (Lindauer 

1989), and as pan of the Rye Creek Project, the mound site of Rye Creek Ruin in the 

Upper Tonto Basin was mapped and test units were placed in three trash mounds (Craig 

1992; Elson and Craig 1992). 

Information recovered from these investigations constitutes one of the most 

comprehensive archaeological data bases in the greater Southwest. In all, around 150 
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prehistoric sites were tested or more fully excavated. These include 44 sites within a 

single, well-defined local system or community in the eastern Tonto Basin containing five 

platform mounds (Meddler Point, Pyramid Point, Livingston, Pinto Point, and 

Schoolhouse Point) within a 6 km linear stretch of the Salt Eliver. This system was 

excavated as part of Desert Archaeology's Roosevelt Community Development Study 

(Elson, Stark, and Gregory 1995; Elson and Swartz 1994; Elson et al. 1994) and Arizona 

State University's Livingston and Schoolhouse Point Projects (Jacobs 1994a; Lindauer 

1995a, 1995b), and, as discussed in Chapter 1, is the focus of this research. The 

archaeology of the Tonto Basin is described in detail in Chapter 5 and is therefore not 

presented here. 

As part of the Roosevelt Community Development Study, Doelle et al. (1995; Docile 

1995a) undertook a comprehensive review of platform mound systems throughout the 

Southwest. This research represents the first overall treatment of the full complement of 

Southwest platform mounds, including previously unpublished data on the mounds in the 

San Pedro River area. The lower San Pedro has only recently been systematically 

surveyed by archaeologists and volunteers from Desert Archaeology (Doelle 1995c), and 

these data are currently being analyzed. A brief sunmiary of their results is presented 

below. 

Doelle et al. identified six platform mound clusters in central and southern Arizona 

(see Figure I.l and Table I.l). A very important contribution of this research was the 

compilation of descriptive information for each cluster, including maps and metric data 

on each mound if available. This task had not been attempted in more than a general 



manner in any previous analysis and, in fact, was not possible until the 1990s with the 

recording of mound sites in the Papaguena and San Pedro regions, as well as the recovery 

of new data at a finer scale of resolution from the Tonto Basin. Perhaps most 

significantly, the gathering of these data allowed the first comparative analysis of the 

different mound systems. While variability in platform mounds was recognized before 

this time, particularly for sites outside the Phoenix Basin, a Phoenix Basin prototype was 

still the standard by which all mounds were judged and generally modeled in both form 

and basic fiinction. 

With the exception of the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho Peak area, the clusters are 

relatively discrete and may have functioned in some manner as internally integrated 

systems (Doelle et al. 1995:436). This is supported by the fact that the mounds within 

clusters are more similar in form, and possibly function, than those between clusters. 

Doelle et al. (1995:433) note that the clearest difference that emerges from a comparative 

view is between the Salt and Gila systems in the Phoenix Basin and all other systems. 

This suggests that using the Phoenix Basin as a model for the other systems may be 

inadvisable. Phoenix Basin systems were earlier, with larger and greater numbers of 

mounds, and higher populations. In fact, no other system is known to have a 

developmental history like the Phoenix Basin, with platform mound use extending from 

the Preclassic to Classic periods. Even without the Preclassic portion of this sequence, 

Phoenix Basin mounds were apparently earlier than mounds in other areas. As Doelle et 

al. (1995:437) note, "Available data suggest that the most common form of Classic period 

platform mound - a rectangular mound widi a similarly rectangular compound wall ~ has 
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temporal priority in the Phoenix Basin, probably appearing between A.D. 1200 and 1250." 

In all other systems platform mounds appear relatively suddenly, sometime after A.D. 

1250. In the Tonto Basin, for example, which is now the best dated system, tree-ring, 

ceramic and radiocarbon data all suggest that platform mounds were initially constructed 

around A.D. 1280 (Elson 1995; McCartney et al. 1994). 

Graphing the size of the platform mounds by surface area (Doeile et al. I995:Figure 

13.26) shows that mounds in the Salt and Gila systems are significantly larger than the 

mounds in the other systems, by a factor of more than two. In fact, if outliers are 

excluded, there is almost no overlap between the smallest Phoenix Basin mounds and the 

largest mounds in the other systems. As Doelle et al. (1995:435) note, mound area is 

important for two reasons: "First, the area determines the kinds of activities that could 

have taken place or the kinds of facilities that could have been constructed atop the 

platform mound. Second, mound area is a general measure of the amount of energy that 

was expended in mound construction." 

This has important implications for platform mound function and the organization 

of social groups who constructed the mounds. First of all, facilities on top of Phoenix 

Basin mounds could hold significantly greater numbers of people, including large 

residential groups. Although this does not negate the possibility that smaller residential 

groups occupied mound tops in other areas, as has been suggested, for example, at the 

Marana and University Indian Ruin mounds, it does indicate that the individual mound 

systems probably differed in their forms of social organization. As Doelle et al. 

(1995:439) note, "A greater degree of social differentiation seems indicated for the 
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Phoenix Basin, which contrasts with all the outlying platform mound systems . . . Only 

in the Phoenix Basin is there clear-cut evidence for use of the features as residential 

space, and thus evidence for relatively well-defined social differentiation within individual 

settlements." Second, given the substantially greater area and volume of Phoenix Basin 

mounds, the size of the mound construction groups had to be significantly larger than 

groups in other areas, or they had to expend much more time in construction, or both. 

This also suggests differences in the methods of labor organization, as well as in the 

amount of surplus food needed to feed workers not directly involved in subsistence-

related tasks. 

To better understand the magnitude of the differences between the various regions, 

Craig and Clark (1994:188-194) undertook a comparative analysis of the labor costs 

involved in building the Meddler Point platform mound in the Tonto Basin and the Mesa 

Grande mound in the Phoenix Basin. Meddler Point, by Tonto Basin standards, is a 

moderately sized mound with a surface area of 483 square m and volume of 966 cubic 

m; the surrounding compound measures 3,021 square m (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.4). 

It is a small mound, however, by Phoenix Basin standards. Using labor estimates 

experimentally derived by Charles Erasmus (1965) for earth- and stone-moving activities 

in Mesoamerica under simulated prehistoric conditions, Craig and Clark estimate that 

construction of the Meddler mound would have taken 2,527 person-days and the 

surrounding compound an additional 1,279 person-days, for a total of just over 3,800 

person-days. Using similar methods for the Mesa Grande platform mound in the Phoenix 

Basin, estimated to cover 4,945 square m with a volume of 14,(X)0 cubic m and an 
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associated compound of 9,100 square m, they come up with a figure of over 50,000 

person-days. As noted in Chapter 1, Mesa Grande and Pueblo Grande are the two largest 

mounds in the Phoenix Basin, and therefore, the largest mounds in the Southwest. 

Although the measurements are not as precise for Mesa Grande, due to the lack of 

complete excavation data, the difference in scale is impressive, involving more than 10 

times the amount of labor that went into the Meddler Point mound. To put these data in 

more comprehensible terms, a crew of 30 laborers working full-time could have 

constructed the Meddler Point platform mound and compound in a little over four 

months. This same crew would have taken more than four and a half years to build the 

Mesa Grande mound and compound. 

Based on the fact that most of the clusters are discrete, separated by appreciable 

distances, and contain largely contemporaneous mounds, Doelle et al. (1995:436) suggest 

that the individual platform mound systems probably had a primarily local, rather than 

regional, orientation. This is supported by architectural data, which indicate that the 

mounds are more similar within than between systems. That platform mounds may have 

a local orientation is contrary to many previous models where the Phoenix Basin is seen 

as a central core directly responsible for, and in some cases controlling, platform mounds 

in other areas (Rice 1990c; Wilcox 1994; Wood and Hohmann 1985; Wood and 

McAllister 1980). Within each cluster separation of groups of mounds into smaller 

subareas may also be possible (Doelle et al. 1995:436-437). In the Phoenix Basin, as 

discussed above, canal systems separated groups of related mounds into irrigation 

communities. A similar scenario based on likely areas for canal intakes and plots of 



irrigable land has been suggested for the Tonto Basin (Craig et al. 1992; Gregory 1995; 

Wood 1995; Wood et al. 1992). Other factors, such as line-of-sight considerations or the 

presence of "buffer zones" between communities, have also been used to define 

potentially integrated systems (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; S. Fish et al. 1992). 

Even though the mound systems appear to have a primarily local orientation, Doelle 

et al. (1995:437-439) suggest that the platform mound "concept" spread outward from the 

Phoenix Basin. They note that all areas with Classic period mounds participated to some 

degree in the Preclassic Hohokam regional system (see Crown 1991; Wilcox 1991), and 

that mounds clearly appear at an earlier date in the Phoenix Basin. Furthermore, there 

are enough regularities in architecture and spatial layout to suggest a shared underlying 

concept with a common origin. As they state; "[T]he broad similarity between the . . . 

[mound clusters] is viewed as a reflection of a central underlying concept at the heart of 

all of these systems. This refers to the fact that implementation of the concept associated 

with platform mounds required a mound, associated space around the mound, and the 

enclosing compound wall" (Doelle et al. 1995:435). However, while Doelle et al. 

(1995:439-440) do not deny the possibility that this concept may be related to a larger 

Phoenix Basin-derived ideological system, they believe it is also likely that each region 

adapted the mound form to its own specific needs. This is also suggested by the fact that 

the Hohokam regional system was significantly transformed or "reorganized" sometime 

between A.D. l(X)0 and 1100, several cenmries prior to platform mound construction in 

outlying areas (Crown 1991:149-153; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:449-450; Wilcox 

1991:275). After this time, contact between the core area and other systems was 



apparently limited. As Doelle et al. (1995:439) further state, "jTlt is suggested that when 

the idea of constructing an elevated space surrounded (in most cases) by a compound wall 

reached these other areas — by evidence at roughly the same time in each case — it was 

received in the context of a local system that was separate and distinct from the Phoenix 

Basin in a number of ways, and had been for a considerable period of time." 

Adaptive differences between systems may account for the relatively great variability 

seen in mound form and suggested for mound function in previous research. Using the 

Tonto Basin as an example, part of the function of Tonto Basin platform mounds is 

suggested to be related to an influx of immigrant populations and the need to integrate 

these groups into the larger social system (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:455-458). This 

was probably not an issue in the Phoenix or Tucson basins, where immigrant groups are 

not believed to be present, at least not on a scale large enough to require an adaptive 

response. Immigrant groups are present in the San Pedro region, however, and like the 

Tonto Basin, first appear at around the same time platform mounds are thought to be 

constructed, implying a possible relationship (Doelle 1995c). The majority of platform 

mounds in the Tonto Basin also do not appear to be residential, although a few may have 

been. Instead, a more ritually-oriented function has been proposed (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 

1994; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Jacobs and Rice 1994). Therefore, as Doelle et 

al. (1995:439) conclude about the Tonto Basin, but believed to be generally applicable 

across the platform mound systems outside the Phoenix Basin: 

The proposition that the Tonto Basin mounds represent emulations or imitations 
of contemporaneous Phoenix Basin forms is . . . quite plausible, but the further 
corollary that similar social organizational forms were also represented must be 
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questioned. There is every indication that the mounds and associated ideology 
were modified to fit into an already existing organizational framework, one that 
developed in situ in particular places, in response to the special conditions of life 
that existed there. 

A Summary of Southwestern Platform Mound Function 

As the above studies document, there is essentially general agreement among 

archaeologists working in the American Southwest that platform mounds were specialized 

features, constructed by group effort, that probably served in some way to integrate 

segments of the population, and played a role in the regulation of irrigation and/or other 

subsistence systems. In this sense, platform mounds can be characterized as "high-level 

integrative features," based on the work of Adler (1989) and Adier and Wilshusen (1990). 

Within this basic description, however, there is much variability. As Doelle et al. (1995) 

note, while some of the variability may be geographic in origin, such as the use of 

particular construction methods or building materials, much of the diversity in 

interpretation cannot currentiy be accounted for by locational differences. 

For example, if the models discussed above are correct, in the Phoenix Basin there 

are Soho phase platform mounds used primarily for nonresidential, probably ritual 

activities (Doyel 1974; Gregory 1987); Civano phase platform mounds used by religious 

specialists but also primarily nonresidential (Bostwick and Downum 1994; Howard 1992); 

Civano phase platform mounds occupied by non-elites (Doyel 1974); Civano phase 

platform mounds occupied by elites, possibly for combined religious and administrative 

functions (Gregory 1987; Wilcox 1987); Civano phase platform mounds occupied by an 

elite class of priestiy chiefs (Cushing 1892); and Civano phase platform mounds occupied 
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by a new and intrusive ethnic group, the Salado (Haury 1945). 

In the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho area, there is a Soho phase platform mound 

thought to be occupied by a managerial elite (Bayman 1994; S. Fish et al. 1992), while 

the only excavated Civano phase platform mound is suggested to be primarily 

nonresidential with little evidence for elite status (Ciolek-Torrello 1988). As noted above, 

however, the interpretation of the Civano phase mound as noruresidential is open to 

question because a different analysis using the same data suggests residential occupation 

by an elite group (Wilcox 1988). 

Differences in opinion are also present in the Tonto Basin, where various models 

suggest the presence of residential and nonresidential mounds, elites and non-elites, and 

egalitarian, ranked and stratified societies (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Elson, Stark, and 

Gregory 1995; Jacobs and Rice 1994, 1995; Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Lindauer 1995c; 

Rice 1990a, 1990b; Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992; Wood 1992; Wood and 

Hohmarm 1985). And, like interpretations of the Civano phase Brady Wash mound in 

the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho area, the same data set has been used to argue for 

either residential (Wallace 1995a) or nonresidential (Craig and Clark 1994; Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark 1995) occupation of the Meddler Point platform mound. 

Given the above summary, there is no wonder that confusion surrounds the prehistoric 

use of platform mounds in the American Southwest. In fact, outside of agreement as to 

their specialized and probably integrative function, their general architectural form, and 

the mechanics of construction, there is little overall consensus as to how, and by whom, 

these feamres were used. Furthermore, it is possible, with the exception perhaps of the 
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now-discarded Salado ethnic intrusion hj^othesis, that all of these interpretations are 

essentially correct, and platform mounds were used in variety of ways by a number of 

differently organized groups. 

However, as argued earlier, this confusion and variability in function is believed to 

be at least partly due to a lack of ethnographic data upon which archaeological models 

can be based. That is, until a range of behavioral possibilities are documented, 

interpretations can be (and evidently are) essentially unlimited. We have nothing but the 

archaeological data, which are often ambiguous, to judge these interpretations by. In fact, 

given the ambiguity of the archaeological data, almost all of the above functional 

interpretations can be argued to be incorrect or equivocal. 

As just one example, S. Fish et al. (1992) and Bayman (1994) have argued that the 

Marana platform mound in the northern Tucson Basin was occupied by a group of 

managerial elites. Residence by an elite group on top of the Marana mound is based on 

an assessment of room function, specifically the "presence of rooms and hearths on top 

of the platform mound, and domestic refuse in a nearby midden" (Bayman 1994:19). 

However, the presence of interior room hearths may or may not denote a residential use 

of the mound. Hearths can have many functions, including use in ceremonial activities, 

in food preparation, and in cold weather seasonally inhabited structures. The presence 

of room spaces also does not necessarily indicate full- or even part-time habitation. And 

many different formation processes could account for the dumping of "domestic refuse," 

the makeup of which is not specified, in a trash midden near the mound. As noted by 

Howard (1992:70): 
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[SJuch [functional] studies . . . suffer from two major weaknesses. First the 
criteria for identifying function are suggestive but not conclusive. Hearths within 
rooms denote a desire for people within rooms to keep warm but they do not 
directly or incontrovertibly equate with a domiciliary function. Multiple lines of 
evidence can be used to assess room fiinction ... but functional assignments may 
be difficult to support. The second major weakness is the typological nature of 
this approach. Rooms are examined individually to identify a "best fit" with 
preconceived typological categories. 

The methods used by Bayman (1992, 1994) to identify social differentiation at 

Marana can also be questioned. Bayman's interpretation is based on the distribution of 

"high value" artifacts recovered through the excavation of several 1 m by 2 m test units 

into 18 trash middens at the Marana mound and three smaller sites. Although statistics 

were computed that suggest that samples within the mound site itself are representative, 

there are several problems with the analysis. One is the meaning assigned to "high value" 

goods, such as shell, obsidian, decorated ceramics, and nonlocal chert projectile points. 

While some of these goods may have limited distribution and therefore have a higher 

cost, this does not necessarily mean they were valued as elite status markers. Bayman 

(1994:34-35) bases the assignment of these artifacts as "high value" because of their 

inclusion as mormary goods, which also may be problematic. As both ethnographic and 

archaeological data have shown, there are many different reasons for including artifacts 

in burials, only one of which may be that the goods are status markers. 

Perhaps more significantly, the three sites that Bayman compared to the Marana 

mound, on which interpretations of differential distribution of status goods and therefore 

social stratification are based, are all smaller than the mound site: while one of the sites 

(Muchas Casas) is large, with an estimated 150 structures, the other two have fewer than 
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15 structures each (Rice 1987a:47). Therefore, site size alone may account for these 

results, because, as numerous studies have shown, larger sites often have a greater 

diversity and quantity of goods than smaller sites (Kintigh 1984; Mills 1994:58). 

Although Bayman (1994:58) is aware of this problem, and notes that sample sizes are 

small from the nonmound sites, he believes that site size is not a significant factor 

because "comparable depositional contexts (i.e., refuse middens) and standardized counts 

were used in this smdy." However, statistical measures, such as richness and diversity 

indexes, were not undertaken to investigate the representative nature of the nonmound 

samples, or to compare sample size and the distribution of specific artifact types. 

The results of Bayman's analysis are not necessarily disputed here: in fact, as 

discussed in later chapters, the ethnographic data analyzed in this study support models 

for the Marana platform mound posited by Bayman (1994) and S. Fish et al. (1992). 

However, the above critique of both room function and the use of "high value" goods 

does suggest that the interpretation of the Marana mound as an elite residence is 

equivocal at best. A similar approach could be taken for almost every platform mound 

study to date to suggest an opposite interpretation. 

The Question of Social Complexity 

As differences in the models discussed above suggest, one of the primary areas of 

debate in previous research is the degree of social complexity achieved by mound-

building groups. This is implicit in arguments concerning whether elites lived on the 

platform mounds or whether the mounds were largely ceremonial and nonresidential. 
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Furthermore, platform mounds are just one area in a larger debate over social complexity 

that has been raging for years throughout the greater Southwest (Cordell et al. 1987; 

McGuire and Saitta 1996; Plog 1995; Reidet al. 1989; Reid and Whittlesey 1990; Upham 

1982). Although arguments over whether mound societies represent egalitarian tribes 

(Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992), simple or complex chiefdoms (Rice 1987b; Wilcox 

and Shenk 1977), or even states (Wood and Hohmann 1985; Wood and McAllister 1982) 

are no longer very common in the literature due to problems with the "evolutionary stage" 

concept (see Yoffee and Sherratt 1993), disputes over the level of complexity remain. 

There are a number of different ways that archaeologists have viewed complexity: 

one is through a functionalist model of group adaptation (Flarmery 1972; Johnson 1982, 

1983; Redman 1992); another is through the actions of the individual, or a human actor 

as agent model (Blanton et al. 1981:23-24; Brumfiel 1992); and a third is through the use 

of the Marxist dialectic (McGuire and Saitta 1996). All of these approaches add to the 

understanding of social complexity and are not necessarily incompatible. Although the 

functionalists view complexity as a means for groups to adapt to varying types of social 

and environmental stress (Flannery 1972; Johnson 1989), the role of the individual actor 

in this process cannot be discounted (Brumfiel 1992:559; Clark and Blake 1994; Hayden 

1995), as is also stressed by some Marxist theorists (McGuire and Saitta 1996:200). 

In the functionalist model, complexity can be measured as the degree of internal 

differentiation, specialization, intensification, and centralization within a given social 

group (Flarmery 1972). As Blanton et al. (1981:21) state, "Complexity refers to the extent 

to which there is functional differentiation among societal units." As complexity 
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increases, there is an increase in group heterogeneity (McGuire 1983) and the differential 

distribution of goods, resources, and power (Adams 1966; Redman 1992). As noted by 

Redman (1992:7), "Ulnterdependence in simpler societies often acted to equalize the 

distribution of goods among people, while in a complex society this redistribution has 

been transformed to provide unequal distribution of goods and unequal access to 

productive resources." Increasing complexity also results in the centralization of decision 

making into fewer and fewer hands under the control of a single leader or small group 

of leaders. This occurs as groups move from sequential hierarchies among essentially 

egalitarian and undifferentiated units to simultaneous hierarchies among unequal units 

(Johnson 1982, 1983). 

With increasing power and centralization, however, comes a corresponding increase 

in the potential of individual action as an agent of social change (Clark and Blake 1994; 

Hayden 1995; McGuire and Saitta 1996). As Blanton et al. (1981:24) further note, 

"Actors in social systems .. . have certain goals, among which are survival and security, 

and also, in some cases, prestige. The goals even for a single actor may conflict and 

cannot all be achieved perfectly at the same time. Actors use strategies and resources in 

different mixes in order to come close to their goals." Therefore, the needs of both the 

individual and the larger social group must be considered when examining complexity. 

It is now clear that only "egalitarian" groups did not exist in the ceramic period 

Southwest and that most groups encompass both egalitarian and hierarchical social 

dimensions (Flanagan 1989; Plog 1995:190; Price and Feinman 1995:4). As Feinman 

(1992:179) notes about historic period pueblo society, long used as a model for prehistoric 
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social or economic behaviors." Therefore, in analyzing social complexity, the important 

distinction is not between egalitarian and nonegalitarian groups, but between groups with, 

and groups without, institutionalized or formalized hierarchical social organization. As 

defined by Price and Feirunan (1995:4), instimtionalized hierarchies are those that are 

"inherited and socially reproduced," generally, in nonstate-level societies, through the 

kinship system. As they further state, "The appearance of institutionalized inequality 

provided the foundation for the development of larger, more complex hierarchical forms 

of social and political organization" (Price and Feinman 1995:4). In the following 

discussion, "low complexity" is used to refer to groups without institutionalized 

hierarchies. In these groups, leadership positions were based on achievement and not 

ascription, and, while status differences were present, there was not a formalized system 

of social ranking; resources were available to all on a largely equal basis. "High 

complexity" refers to groups with institutionalized hierarchies, inherited leadership (and 

sometimes class) positions, and social ranking. In these groups resources were unequally 

distributed, with those of higher rank receiving a larger share of available goods. 

Opinions on the level of social complexity achieved by mound-using groups in the 

Southwest vary considerably. For example, Ciolek-Torrello (1988:310) suggests that the 

inhabitants of mound sites in areas with limited irrigation potential, such as Brady Wash, 

may have been at "a much lower level of social complexity" than those who occupied the 

Phoenix Basin platform mounds. This statement is mirrored by Doelle et al. (1995:439) 

when they suggest that there is greater social differentiation in the Phoenix Basin than in 



other mound systems. In the Tonto Basm, Craig (1995:246-249) uses Johnson's (1982, 

1983) scalar stress model and notion of sequential hierarchies to explain the function of 

the Meddler Point platform mound and its role in the organization of irrigation systems. 

This implies a relatively noncomplex organization. A low level of social complexity in 

the Tonto Basin is also suggested by Ciolek-Torrello et al. (1994), Elson, Gregory, and 

Stark (1995:447), and Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello (1992). 

On the other hand, a relatively high level of social complexity is posited for the 

Marana platform mound, also in an area of limited irrigation potential, through use of 

both the "peer-polity" interaction model (Renfrew and Cherry 1986) and the "prestige-

goods" economy model (Friedman and Rowlands 1977) to explain patterning in artifact 

and site distribution (Bayman 1994; Fish and Fish 1992:104). Competition between 

platform mound communities, as posited by Fish and Fish (1992) and Henderson (1993), 

suggests the development of social complexity (Fried 1967; Renfrew and Cherry 1986), 

as does the accumulation of surplus and the presence of significant economic 

differentiation (Adams 1966; Johnson 1989). Excess surplus, attached craft specialization, 

and the differential distribution of status goods, all suggesting a relatively high level of 

social complexity, have been suggested for platform mound sites in the Phoenix and 

Tonto basins (Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Lindauer 1995c; Spielmann 1994; Wilcox 1991; 

Wood and Hohmann 1985; Wood 1995). As noted by Trigger (1990:119), monumental 

architecture "is associated with all complex societies around the world." However, as 

is evident from the above discussion, the level of social complexity reached by prehistoric 

mound-building groups in the Southwest is essentially unknown. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, many and various models have been posited to explain the function and 

distribution of platform mounds in the American Southwest. As noted in Chapter 1, 

however, most of these are permutations of two basic models originally formulated by 

Cushing and Fewkes: platform mounds were elite residences or platform mounds were 

nonresidential ceremonial centers (Howard 1992). While these two models are based on 

ethnographic data, because both types of mound use are known from extant groups, this 

has never been investigated in a systematic or cross-cultural manner, and the full range 

of variation is unknown. 

Endnotes 

1. At the time of the Escalante excavations, limited petrographic analysis suggested the 
possibility that Salado Polychrome ceramics were manufactured in several different 
locations throughout the Southwest (Danson and Wallace 1956). The existence of 
multiple production areas for these wares has now been confirmed through a number of 
sourcing studies (Crown 1994; Crown and Bishop 1991). 

2. An inigation community consists of habitation sites and agricultural field areas along 
the same irrigation canal or canal system that are believed to have functioned in an 
integrated manner (Gregory and Nids 1985:383-386; Masse 1991:202-203). This is 
because construction and maintenance of a canal is a cooperative, generally 
suprahousehold, venture where some form of leadership in water management is 
necessary. A need for leadership and organization is particularly critical in systems with 
multiple villages along the same canal, like those in the Phoenix Basin, where the taking 
of water from an upstream location affects those downstream. 
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Nine platform mound-using groups are identified and examined using ethnographic 

and ethnohistoric data. Of the nine groups, five are from the Pacific Ocean region, tiiree 

are from the southeastern United States, and one is from South America. As discussed 

in Chapter 1, platform mounds are identified as mounded earthen or rock structures that 

require an expendimre of energy in constmction beyond what would be necessary for a 

purely functional purpose (Elson and Craig 1994:19; Trigger 1990:119). Groups selected 

for analysis include only those that fall into the category known as "middle-range" 

societies, which essentially subsumes the now controversial evolutionary stages of "tribe" 

and "chiefdom" (Bayman 1994; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Upham 1987; Yoffee and 

Sherratt 1993). The use of only middle-range societies is to avoid analyzing groups that 

are either far below (such as "bands") or far above (such as "states") the level of social 

organization present among the mound builders of the prehistoric Tonto Basin. 

It is important to note that the analyzed sample of mound-using groups is not meant 

to be inclusive or statistically representative. Additional mound-using groups have been 

identified that are not discussed here, although many of these have little substantive 

information, and an unknown number of others are undoubtedly present that have not 

been identified. However, the overall number of groups examined in selecting this 

sample (see Table 3.1 below) suggests that it is probably sound as a first approximation 

of ethnographic groups; there is no evidence that other middle-range mound-using groups 
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have attributes significantly different from those discussed in this analysis. 

The data indicate that there is extreme variability in mound-building groups: they 

encompass many different kinds of subsistence systems, descent systems, residence rules, 

religious practices, and types of social organization. The number of individuals and the 

ethnic make-up of these groups are also highly variable, as are the form and size of the 

mounds themselves, which fluctuate tremendously, both within and between groups. As 

expected, mounds are more similar within a region than between regions, but even this 

relatively simple generalization has analytical and interpretative problems. 

A number of common attributes in the data allow further analysis. Attributes found 

to be most prevalent among platform mound-building groups include: a descent group-

based social organization with inherited leadership and some form of social ranking or 

stratification; the presence of food redistribution and feasting; and a system of land tenure. 

The degree of political or religious authority held by group leaders is also important. 

Both ranking and stratification are hierarchical forms of social organization found among 

socially complex groups that have ascribed leadership roles, status distinctions, and 

unequal access to resources and power (Schlegel 1992). Rank can be measured along a 

continuum: higher ranked groups have greater social differentiation and centralization of 

power and resources than lower ranked groups. Ranking can occur on both the individual 

level, as between individuals within a group, and the group level, as between descent 

groups (Keesing 1975). The distinction between ranking and stratification used in the 

following discussion is based on the presence or absence of coercive force available or 

used by one class in a society to exert their will upon another. In stratified societies the 
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also Brandt 1994:14). 

Following a discussion of the methods used in analysis, detailed descriptive data for 

each of the nine groups are presented. A comprehensive level of detail is necessary to 

enable cross-cultural comparisons to be made in more than a general manner and to allow 

for critical evaluation of the results of this research. Those readers not interested in 

specifics of the ethnographic groups should turn to the following chapter where the most 

significant findings of the analysis are synthesized. 

Methods Used in Analysis 

The primary source used in identifying platform mound-using groups was the Human 

Relations Area Files, commonly known as HRAF (Murdock et al. 1971). This data base 

divides the world into eight primary regions: Asia, Europe, Afiica, Middle East, North 

America, Oceania (the Pacific Ocean region), Russia, and South America. Each primary 

region is further subdivided into countries, states or subregions, which are then subdivided 

into smaller culture or uibal areas. Within each smaller area, a team of researchers coded 

631 cultural variables classed into 79 categories (Murdock et al. 1971:xx). These 

variables were coded by going through the ethnographic and ethnohistoric literature and 

marking the code number next to the appropriate section in the smdy. Copies of these 

pages were then put on microfiche (and now, CD-ROM), allowing the researcher access 

to the original source material, some of which has never been published, or if published, 

not widely available. This is an unparalleled data base, particularly for initial exploration 
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of certain cultural traits. 

However, while the methods undertaken in compiling the HRAF are sound, and the 

data are useful, there are problems with the data base. For one, each coder brings a 

degree of personal subjectivity into the analysis. This is particularly true because 

ethnographic data in themselves are to a certain degree subjective, particularly those from 

older ethnohistoric sources, and the coder is often asked to make an interpretation. For 

another, some variables of interest, such as platform mounds, are not directly coded, 

necessitating a search through similar or more inclusive categories. For these reasons, the 

HRAF is better used as a means to locate potential sources that can then be examined 

more closely through the original literature. 

To cover all possible areas that platform mound type structures might appear, an 

initial search was made through the following categories (followed by their HRAF code): 

Monuments (211); Construction (331); Earth Moving (332); Architecmre (341); Dwellings 

(342); Outbuildings (343); Public Structures (344); Religious and Educational Strucmres 

(346); Miscellaneous Suoicoires (349); Maintenance of Nondomestic Buildings (358); 

Settlement Patterns (361); and Housing (362). The use of these categories identified more 

than 1500 sources from the eight primary regions with information on the above variables. 

As one example, close to 140 cultural or tribal groups had some sort of information on 

religious or educational strucmres (code 346) whose nature (i.e., whether they were 

platform mounds) was unknown without checking the individual source. To investigate 

these, however, would have involved looking at approximately 700 sources, primarily to 

confirm that the majority were not platform mounds. 



74 

As a result, the geographical search was limited to three primary regions known to 

have ethnographic or ethnohistoric mound-using groups: Oceania, South America 

(including Central America), and North America. Each of the other primary regions was 

spot-checked, particularly Africa and Asia, but this examination was neither extensive nor 

systematic. In all, 62 cultural groups from the three primary regions were examined 

through the above HRAF categories for indications of mound use. These groups are 

listed in Table 3.1. 

Use of the HRAF was only largely successftil for Oceania, where the search identified 

all of the groups from this area used in the study, along with a number of other groups 

that built platform mounds. Although die Mapuche, the platform mound-using group 

from South America, was coded by HRAF researchers, it was not identified as having 

platform mounds. In North America, the Creek were the only middle-range mound-using 

group found through the HRAF, largely because other platform mound groups, for reasons 

unknown, were not identified as having mounds by any of the variables listed above. 

Many North American groups were not intensively investigated, however, although HRAF 

data were available. This is because they were known a priori to not have historic period 

platform mounds, such as groups in the southwestern or northeastern United States, or to 

be state level societies, such as the Aztec and Maya. 

Once groups were identified as potentially having platform mound-like features, either 

through the HRAF or other sources, the ethnographic, ethnohistoric and archaeological 

literature pertaining to that group was examined. This process added some groups and 

eliminated others. Groups were excluded because either not enough information was 
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Table 3.1. Ethnographic groups or regions examined through the HRAF data base. 

Oceania South America North America 

Alor Araucanian (Mapuche)* Aleut 
Aranda Aymara Comanche 
Bali* Bush Negroes Creek* 
Buka Callinago Delaware 
Easter Island* Carib Micmac 
Hawaiian Islands* Cayapa Montagnais 
Iban Choroti Ojibwa 
Ifaluk (Woleai)* Cuna Tarasco 
Indonesia* Goajiro Tepoztlan 
Kapauku Jivaro Tlingit 
Lau (Fiji)* Matace Winnebago 
Malekula* Mosquito 
Manus Mundurucu 
Maori Nambicuara 
Marquesas* Siriono 
Marshalls Talamauca 
Mumgin Tapirape 
Orokaiva Tehuelche 
Phillipines* Timbira 
Pukapuka Tucuna 
Samoa* Tupinamba 
Santa Cruz Yahgan 
Tikopia* 
Tiwi 
Tonga* 
Trobriands 
Tmk 
Wogeo 
Yap* 

* Has platform mounds or possible platform mounds. Bold signifies group analyzed in 
this study. 
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available or the group was at a sociopolitical level not compatible with middle-range 

societies. This eliminated many of the Mesoamerican and South American state-level 

societies familiar to anthropologists, as well as groups in Bali and Indonesia. In general, 

the goal was to select a sample of middle-range platform mound-using groups from each 

region that was representative of the different levels of social organization and 

complexity. This was not possible, of course, from South America, because only one 

mound-using group was identified that met the middle-range criterion. 

A standardized set of data was collected from each group in the sample (Table 3.2). 

However, the quality of data was variable, and not all data categories could be collected 

from every group. In general, more data were available from the Pacific region and 

South America, largely because these groups had been studied by anthropologists while 

they were either still using platform mounds or had used ±em within hving memory. 

Most of these studies had also been undertaken in the past cenmry using relatively 

modem anthropological methods. Some of this research is still problematic, however, 

because cultural anthropologists often do not record in detail the types of data most useful 

to archaeologists. In particular, metric data on mound and platform size, as well as data 

pertaining to the organization and effort expended in mound construction, were lacking 

for almost all groups in the sample. Data on material culture in general were scarce. 

These problems were surmounted to a degree through the use of archaeological sources 

for the analyzed ethnographic groups, although archaeological data were not available 

for all groups in the sample. 
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Table 3.2. Data categories collected from platform mound-using groups identified in the 
ethnographic and ethnohistoric sample. 

Environmental Data: 
I. Description of environmental setting 

Demographic Data: 
1. Population size and composition 
2. Presence/namre of immigrant groups 
3. Evidence for seasonal or permanent settlement 

Subsistence Data: 
1. General subsistence practices/subsistence technology 
2. Nature/composition of subsistence group 
3. Evidence for food redistribution 
4. Evidence for feasting 

Social and Political Organization Data: 
1. Type/nature of social organization and kinship system 
2. Nature of political system/leadership 
3. Evidence for ranking or social stratification 

Religious Data: 
1. Nature of religious/ritual system 
2. Mortuary practices 
3. Material evidence for ritual system 

Non-mound Architectural Data: 
1. Architecmral nature of domestic strucmres 
2. Presence/nature of other nondomestic sUiactures 
3. General nature of settlement pattern/village layout 

Platform Mound Data: 
1. Architectural nature of platform mound 
2. Function/use of mound 
3. Social group associated with mound 
4. Construction of mound (how, who, labor organization and estimates) 
5. Material culture associated with mound 
6. Other cultural features associated with mound 
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The Pacific Ocean area probably has the largest number of mound-using groups, if 

both house mounds (including large community house mounds) and temple mounds are 

considered. Most island groups in the Pacific are related to some degree, originating via 

trans-Pacific migration from a suggested common source area or areas (Sahlins 1958; 

Vayda 1968). However, the wide range of variation in social organization and the fact 

that archaeological data indicate significantly early settlement of many of the islands 

suggest that these groups can be viewed as independent cases for analysis. The five 

groups selected from this area were done so primarily on the basis of available 

information and because they represent a number of different types of social and political 

systems. These groups include a range of Pacific area social organization and complexity, 

from the largely egalitarian but still ranked Ifaluk and Tikopian islanders, to the highly 

ranked or stratified Yap and Marquesans. The Samoans are approximately midway 

between the two extremes. Hawaii and Tonga, perhaps the two most commonly known 

Pacific region mound-building groups, are considered as supplementary information but 

not used directly because they are organized at a level of social complexity believed to 

be higher than groups in the prehistoric Southwest. 

Data from the South American group, the Mapuche of south-central Chile, are 

particularly informative. Not only are the Mapuche still using platform mounds, some 

of which were constructed in living memory, but they were studied by an archaeologist 

as part of an ethnoarchaeological analysis focusing in part on mound use (Dillehay 1990, 

1992). Recent ethnographic data on the Mapuche are also available. 



Information on platform mound use from the southeastern United States is largely 

from ethnohistorical sources. Southeastern groups were no longer using platform mounds 

by the time anthropologists studied them in the early 1900s. Ethnohistorical accounts, 

while fascinating, can leave much to be desired in terms of detail and sometimes veracity. 

As a result, the discussion of these groups largely relies on secondary analyses of 

ethnohistoric accounts and archaeological analyses of prehistoric platform mound sites, 

many of which use ethnohistoric data. Some of the original accounts were examined as 

well. Therefore, while the Southeast is the closest area in terms of both cultural and 

biological affinity to the Southwest and the Tonto Basin, it unfortunately contains the 

weakest data base. The three groups examined range across different levels of Southeast 

social organization and complexity. These include the primarily egalitarian but still 

ranked Choctaw, the ranked and possibly stratified Chitimacha, and the stratified Natchez. 

The Pacific Ocean Region (Oceania) 

The Pacific Ocean region, covering a third of the earth's surface, contains 

approximately 25,000 islands. Most of these are extremely small, having an area less 

than 250 square km, and highly variable in landform, natural resources and agricultural 

potential (Thomas 1968:12). A multitude of cultural groups are found in this region. As 

noted above, these groups are believed to have stenmied from the same root culture that 

migrated, at different times and from varying points, from island to island across the 

ocean (Ferdon 1963; Sahlins 1958). The timing and direction of the migrations are not 

precisely known, although much speculated on (see Kirch 1990:207; Kirch and Yen 
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1982:3-6); dates for initial settlement in the first millennium B.C. to the early A.D. 100s 

are not uncommon. At some point after approximately A.D. 1000 to 1200 a number of 

these groups began building platform mounds (Herdrich and Clark 1993:52). Throughout 

the Pacific region mounds served as bases for domestic residences, communal houses, 

temples, and mormary features. Other mounds were used solely for ceremonial activities 

without accompanying structures. 

Variation in social and political organization, economic systems, the level of social 

complexity, and the use of platform mounds have long been noted throughout the Pacific. 

Numerous reasons have been posited to explain this diversity, ranging from the 

differential productivity of the various island envirormients (Kirch 1990; Sahlins 1958), 

to the role of status rivalry (Goldman 1955), to evolutionary selection of certain adaptive 

traits (Graves and Ladefoged 1995; Graves and Sweeny 1993). Population density, 

warfare, migration, and differences in the modes of production have also been suggested 

as causal mechanisms (Firth 1957; Labby 1976; Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 1939; Sand 

1993). 

Therefore, while there is a lack of agreement on why some Pacific area groups 

developed more complex forms of social and political organization than others, it is a 

long-recognized fact that they did. The groups examined in this smdy span the range of 

organizational forms, from the primarily egalitarian but still ranked Ifaluk and Tikopians, 

to the more highly ranked inhabitants of Samoa, to the stratified Yap and Marquesan 

Islanders. As mentioned above, the complex stratified societies of Hawaii and Tonga are 

used as additional data in the following chapters but are not examined intensively. All 
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of these groups built platform mounds, but differed in the types of mounds and their use. 

The Pacific Ocean region can be divided into three smaller geographic subareas, each 

of which contains populations that are in general more similar to each other than to 

groups in other areas. These are Micronesia, Melanesia and Polynesia. Of the groups 

selected for examination, the islands of Ifaluk and Yap are in Micronesia, Tikopia is in 

Melanesia, and Samoa and the Marquesas are in Polynesia; Hawaii and Tonga are also 

in Polynesia (Figure 3.1). Brief sunamaries of these cultures are presented below, ordered 

by population size within their particular subarea. 

Ifaluk Island 

Ifaluk is a very small coral atoll situated in the Caroline Islands group of Micronesia. 

It is located approximately 650 km southeast of Yap, with which it had a subordinate 

tribute relationship. Native legend suggests that inunigrants from Yap first settled the 

island (Burrows and Spiro 1953:7, 64). Eight other inhabited atolls are within 200 km 

of Ifaluk, all of which share a similar culture. The island encompasses approximately 2.6 

square km, and consists of a central lagoon surrounded by four small coral islets, with a 

useable land area of only 1.6 square km. The highest point on the atoll is approximately 

6 m above sea level. Subsistence resources include coconuts, taro, breadfruit, banana, and 

seafood, all of which are plentiful. 

The ethnography of the Ifaluk Islanders was undertaken over a six month period in 

1947 and 1948 by Edwin Burrows and Melford Spiro (1953), from which most of the 
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following is taken. At the time of their research the island had a population of about 250 

inhabitants. Like most Pacific islands, Ifaluk is believed to have undergone depopulation 

after European contact (Burrows and Spiro 1953:5), although the earliest ethnohistoric 

estimate from 1797 places the population at around 200, which is similar to the modem 

population. However, it is possible that depopulation through European-introduced 

disease had already occurred by this time. 

Social organization is household, lineage and clan based, and descent is matrilineal 

with matrilocal residence. The clan is the primary named social group; although lineages 

within clans are recognized, they are not formally named. Clans are ranked, and the 

heads of the four highest ranked clans (of eight clans total) have chiefly titles, which are 

actually held by one lineage within each clan (Burrows and Spiro 1953:138). This title 

is inherited through primogeniture in the matrilineal line, and generally, if not always, 

passed on to a male. Although "rank seems to be the most prominent characteristic in 

native thought," and is a "source of pride for those whose membership gives them some 

claim to superiority," and "is so highly valued and respected that it stands out as one of 

the master-values of this culture," in reality it confers very few privileges (Burrows and 

Spiro 1953:122, 129, 179). For example, the highest ranked clan has the right to all 

captured sea turtles (considered to be a delicacy), while the second ranked clan has 

similar rights for yellow-fin mna, but even these are distributed beyond the clan if there 

is a surplus. Some deferential behavior is also accorded to chiefs, although not to a great 

degree. 
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Chiefly duty is a part-time occupation and chiefs caimot be said to constimte a 

distinct social class. As Burrows and Spiro (1953:180) state, "The sharpest line of 

cleavage is between chiefs and commoners; and this is in effect a part-time distinction 

perceptible only on formal occasions. Ordinarily it would be hard to tell, from the 

behavior of a group of men, which among them were chiefs. All work and talk together 

like equals." 

All property is owned communally by the clan, except for paths/roads, the men's 

house and canoe house, and the beach between high and low water mark, which are 

owned by the chiefs. Subsistence, such as fishing or taro cultivation, is also a communal 

pursuit, and food is redistributed among households within the clan. The obtainment of 

sufficient subsistence does not seem to be a problem, as the limiting factor, according to 

Burrows and Spiro (1953:51), is apparently labor: "The big swamp ... has been planted 

to taro from time immemorial. More grows there now than can be eaten or taken care 

of." 

The equality of the group is continually stressed by Burrows and Spiro, and they 

suggest that status on Ifaluk is not equated with the possession or expenditure of material 

goods, as it is in many other Pacific island societies. As they state: 

Control of labor is almost as egalitarian as ownership of property. The chiefs, and 
within the household, the senior individuals, can command to some extent the 
services of others. But tradition channels, and in effect limits, the purposes to 
which labor is applied. It is used only for the common welfare, never to enrich 
one individual or group at the expense of others . . . This economic system 
provides, indeed imposes, approximate equality of wealth (Burrows and Spiro 
1953:169-170). 
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Religious specialists, like chiefs, are part-time, and their duties involve both medical 

and spiritual practices. Neither religious specialists nor chiefs claim descent from the 

gods (Burrows and Spiro 1953:183). According to Burrows and Spiro (1953:242) there 

does not appear to be any designated places of ceremony, such as temples or shrines; 

most religious rites are centered around healing, or with house or canoe-building, or 

fishing expeditions. However, given data from other Pacific cultures, shrines or unmarked 

sacred places are considered likely, although not always accessible to the ethnographer. 

Architecturally, the Ifaluk build domestic houses, cook sheds, canoe-houses, men's 

houses, and menstrual huts. Both domestic residences and men's houses are on coral 

platforms. Although no data on size of the house or platform are given, it is implied that 

the platforms are quite small. Building a domestic residence is a household undertaking 

that can be supervised by any adult male. It is unknown whether the chiefs house is 

larger or on a higher platform than the regular domestic residences. 

According to Burrows and Spiro (1953:60), "Building a canoe-house or a men's house 

must be quite a rare event. None was put up during our stay, nor, so far as I learned, in 

the memory of anyone living." However, repair of just a single massive beam of the 

men's house took "nearly a full day's work for all the available men of Rauau district. 

. . The largest number actually busy at one moment would be the 39 counted hauling on 

the line, plus three or four more with levers" (Burrows and Spiro 1953:67). This strongly 

suggests that the construction of an entire men's house, including the underlying coral 

platform, was labor-intensive, involving most members of the clan or community. Given 

that men's houses are owned by chiefs, it is probably safe to assume that they were 
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constructed under chiefly supervision. As noted above, temple mounds are unknown. 

Burial mounds are also not present and the dead are buried at sea (Burrows and Spiro 

1953:311). 

Yap Islands 

The Yap Islands consist of four main islands and six minor ones, which, like Ifaluk, 

are within the Caroline Islands group of Micronesia (Figure 3.1). The total land area is 

approximately 96 square km, and the 10 islands form a chain 26 km long by 2-10 km 

wide. All of the islands are separated by narrow water passages, and can be considered 

to constitute a single land mass (Intoh and Leach 1985:2). Native tradition suggests that 

the Yap Islands were settled by migrants from all over the Pacific, including Polynesia 

and Indonesia (Lingenfelter 1975:15). 

Yap is classified as a "continental island" (Thomas 1968:12), and therefore is more 

rugged and environmentally diverse than the coral atolls such as Ifaluk. The interior of 

the island contains hills and ridges, some as high as 180 m. Primary subsistence 

resources include coconut, taro, breadfruit, banana, Tahitian chesmut, and seafood. The 

cultivation of taro is the mainstay of the Yapese diet. Soils are generally poor, however, 

and periodic droughts common (Lingenfelter 1975:7-9); only about half of the available 

land area is suitable for cultivation (Labby 1976:13). Small streams constitute the 

primary source of fresh water but between February and April the flows of all streams 

decrease and many become dry. 
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The following discussion is based on a number of relatively recent sources. The 

ethnographic data come from Sherwood Lingenfelter (1975), who undertook fieldwork on 

Yap between October 1967 and July 1969, and David Labby (1976), who was in the field 

for the summer of 1969 and between March 1970 and June 1971. Labby was a student 

of David Schneider, one of the fu:st Yap ethnologists, and with Schneider's support 

reanalyzed much of his original data collected in 1946-1947. Two archaeological sources 

were also consulted. These include the early exploratory work of Edward and Delila 

Gifford (1959) for the University of California at Berkeley in 1956, and the work of 

Michiko Intoh and Foss Leach (1985) in the early 1980s. 

There are various estimates for the precontact population of Yap, based largely on 

historic accounts and the extent of archaeological remains. The earliest recorded 

European visit was in 1528. After that contact was infrequent until the late 1800s, by 

which time the islands had been largely depopulated (Intoh and Leach 1985:6). 

Precontact population estimates range from around 25,000 to over 50,000 inhabitants, 

although Labby (1976:2) believes that a population between 28,000 and 34,000 is most 

reasonable. The extreme depopulation undergone by Yap and many other Pacific 

societies is demonstrated by the first census of the island undertaken in 1899, which 

recorded 7,808 inhabitants. Yap once had 180 separate villages, of which 90 are currently 

occupied (Intoh and Leach 1985:8). 

Yapese social organization is highly complex and relatively unique among Pacific 

island groups. This is believed to be largely in response to the extremely high population 

density and resulting pressure on subsistence resources. As noted by Labby (1976:12): 
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"Every piece of land, every tree, every bit of fishing area within the reef was owned. The 

pressure on resources . . . [was] an important factor in Yapese life. With only some 

thirty-seven square miles of land and a population of about 30,000 persons, there had long 

ago ceased to be any unclaimed land on which a person might settle." 

The primary social groups are the household, clan, and the tabinaw, or "landed 

estate." Clans, of which there were thirty to forty on Yap, are exogamous with 

membership conferred through the matrilineal line; each clan traced its descent back to 

a single original ancestress. Clans did not function in a corporate manner nor confer 

status or hold rights to land. They included persons of all social classes, ranks, and 

statuses, and were important primarily as a source of social identity, indicating "which 

historical group he or she was a part of (Labby 1976:15). 

Of the social groups, the tabinaw estate is the most important because this is the land 

holding body, passed on patrilineally via primogeniture. Residence is patrilocal, widi 

males staying on the estate and women marrying out. As Labby (1976:15) states: "[A]ll 

land on Yap belonged to one or another tabinaw estate. The stable core of the estate was 

a plot of land upon which had been built a raised stone foundation idayif) and a house 

where a man and his wife and children would live." The estates were ranked, and certain 

ones had chiefly titles, which were "the key to rank and power within the Yapese 

community" (Lingenfelter 1975:93). Therefore, membership in a particular estate supplied 

not only a place to live and means for subsistence, but it also was the primary source of 

rank and status. "People on Yap held whatever status and authority their land conferred 

upon them ... Those who were without land, having been disinherited or forced from it. 
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had no voice in social affairs, and, in an important sense, had ceased to be a part of 

Yapese society (Labby 1976:15-16). 

The Yap were ranked into nine hierarchical levels, which Lingenfelter (1975:155-159) 

refers to as castes. Although the term "caste" is not used by Labby, it is obvious that Yap 

was a stratified society. The nine levels roughly correspond to four basic social divisions: 

chiefs, nobles, commoners (or servants) and serfs (Intoh and Leach 1985:8). The most 

critical distinction is between the land-owning estates or villages, called pilung, which 

include the chiefly and noble classes, and the low-ranking tenant villages, called 

pimilingay, which include the commoner and serf classes. Those in the pimilingay class 

functioned as servants for the higher classes and did not own land, but instead lived on 

the estates of the pilung in tenant villages or village subsections (Labby 1976:85). 

The disparity in wealth and power between the higher and lower classes is extreme. 

This is perhaps most obvious in the form of differential access to resources, particularly 

good agricultural land for taro cultivation, the primary subsistence food. All Yapese 

villages are centered around taro plots, which are cultivated through village-level 

communal labor under the control of the village chief (Lingenfelter 1975:87). Because 

Yap does not have an abundance of rainfall and swampy areas needed for taro to grow, 

irrigation is necessary to keep the soil continually moist, and therefore taro cultivation is 

labor intensive. Land is distributed within the village plot by estate, and the quality of 

the land is directly correlated with rank. "In any given village, the areas with the least 

actual and potential food resources invariably are the lowest ranking politically. They do 

not have rights to important taro patches ... In contrast, the best food resources always 
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are controlled by the high-ranking sections of the village and owned by the high-ranking 

estates" (Lingenfelter 1975:97). 

The relationship between the lower and chiefly classes was legitimized through 

religion, particularly through the observance of taboo restrictions by the serfs. The 

asymmetrical nature of this relationship is discussed by Lingenfelter (1975:158-159), who 

states: 

The high-caste chiefs have authority over all village matters in the serf village . 
. . [and] are overseers of all land and land resources. They do not take tribute 
from these sources, but rather collect services . . . [S]erfs must observe certain 
taboos in die high-caste village . . . For this behavior they are guaranteed a 
relatively safe, adequate livelihood. To violate the taboos is to invite punishment 
and even death in the traditional culture. Punishment is administered by the 
[estate] of theu" overseer, or by their high chief. 

Although the power of Yap high chiefs appears to be absolute, each village had an 

advisory council made up of the speakers of the other leading estates in the village. The 

high chief, as "executive head of the village" was expected to work with the council: 

"Should he act alone and lose the support of the council, he may be removed from office, 

or, as happened in the past, the other chiefs might arrange to kill him" (Lingenfelter 

1975:100). Therefore, as in many small-scale societies, discussion, persuasion and 

compromise were the primary means by which decisions were made. Still, it was 

acknowledged that the highest-ranking chief in a village "traditionally had the right of 

suwon e pogfan 'overseer of breath', the right to life and death. He did not kill people 

himself, but rather arranged for someone else to do it" (Lingenfelter 1975:110). 



The village chiefs, then, were the social, ceremonial, and economic leaders of the 

community. Only the chiefs had the resources to hold ceremonial feasts, arrange trade 

alliances, or pay the priests for religious ceremonies. Chiefs had the right to demand 

tribute, either as food or labor, from the pimilingay villages on their estates, but this 

tribute was then redistributed in various forms back to the villagers. The high chiefs of 

two Yap villages also received tribute from a number of atolls in the Caroline Islands, 

including the island of Ifaluk discussed above. Tribute from all areas, both within and 

outside of Yap, was extremely important to the chiefs and served as a basis for their 

power. "Chiefs used collection and distribution of tribute as a trading mechanism, 

shifting goods from areas of plenty to areas of scarcity. In the process of this exchange, 

the chiefs gained and maintained political obligations and power, particularly through 

demonstrations of generosity and the concomitant obligations of reciprocity" (Lingenfelter 

1975:153). 

Yapese religion was apparendy centered around worship of lineage ancestors 

(Lingenfelter 1975:102-104), although very little is actually known about tradidonal 

practices (Labby 1976:9). Ancestors who had lived on and worked the estate land were 

believed to remain there as spirits after death. The role of the priest, like that of chief, 

appears to have been a full-time occupation, and priests as a class were intemally ranked. 

Priests were from the higher classes, and ±e highest ranked priest was accorded the dtle 

of "ancient voice" or sitting-chief. Like the village chief, the sitting-chief was the head 

of an estate and had authority over lands. 
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Certain areas within each village were designated as sacred places, or teliw. These 

were often structures on platforms lived in by the priest and dedicated to a god or 

ancestor, or abandoned platforms where priests had previously lived (Lingenfelter 

1975:104). That the priests were subordinate to the chiefly class, however, comes from 

the fact that "The priest only performed these ritual supplications at the request of the 

leaders of the village or of the regional chiefs" (Lingenfelter 1975:104). Neither chiefs 

nor priests claimed descent from the gods. 

The Yapese built a relatively large number of architectural feamres. "A typical 

Yapese village consisted of one or several young men's houses, one or several old men's 

community houses, dwelling houses [including separate cook houses], stone paved sitting 

places associated with meeting houses or dwelling houses, canoe house, village path 

paved with stones, dancing area, and so on. A low class village had menstruation houses 

and graves for its overseer village" (Intoh and Leach 1985:10). Differences in die size 

and form of architecture are present between high and low-ranking villages (Intoh and 

Leach 1985:14), although these data are not quantified. 

Stone platforms (dayij) were built for domestic residences, old men's community 

houses, young men's houses, shrines, and teliws (Figure 3.2). The form of grave plots 

varies "from a simple square pavement to large multi-tiered stone tombs" (Intoh and 

Leach 1985:21). Data from ethnohistoric sources suggest that house platforms were 

variable in height, ranging from 0.75 m to sometimes over 2 m; most are said to be 

around one meter. The platforms were hexagonal in shape, with a rubble-filled interior 

(Fumess 1910:22; Salesius 1907:147). There are no specific data on whether chiefs 
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Figure 3.2. Yap coiumimity structure (Iroin Morgan 1988:53). Scale is approximate. 
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houses were larger or on higher platforms than others, although this is considered likely. 

The old men's conmiunity house {pebaey) was essentially similar in form to a 

domestic residence, although significantly larger; one ethnohistoric source estimates that 

they were from "5-6, even 8 times larger than an ordinary family house" (Salesius 

1907:147). According to Lingenfelter (1975:111-112): 

[The pebaey] is set upon a large stone platform with stone backrests placed at 
strategic places for sitting purposes ... On the sitting platform backrests for the 
chiefs are placed around a stone table called a rarow, which is used for 
distribution of fish and other items for the chiefs . . . Directly in front of the 
building is the dance ground and show place, containing some of the largest and 
most valuable pieces of stone money owned by the particular estates.' Around the 
dance ground are a series of sitting platforms from which village people and 
guests from other settlements watch the dances. 

Obviously, to construct a pebaey necessitated a large amount of organized communal 

labor, most likely under the direction of the chief or his representative. Miiller 

(1917:153) reports that the construction of one large community strucmre went on for 

about 10 years without being completed. Certain taboos were followed during house 

building, one being abstinence from sexual activities by both the builder and the owner. 

When a community house was built, it was the chief who abstained from sexual activity 

(Miiller 1917:153).* The pebaey was also important in that it served as learning center 

for the young and as a central point for food redistribution. As Lingenfelter (1975:81) 

further notes: 

The men's house functions as a social center of the community. It is the meeting 
place for the old men and may be used by them as sleeping quarters. Younger 
men are encouraged to stay there and to listen to the conversation, learning the 
patterns of custom and leadership. The building is the center of important 
conversation and also of daily social interaction ... All important political 



activities center in the men's house . . . Collection and distribution of economic 
goods occur [there]. For lower-ranking villages who take tribute to higher-ranking 
villages, the collection is made at their community center, transported to the 
village of higher rank, and distributed from its men's house. Fishing catches in 
particular are distributed at the house, according to the rank and privileges of the 
members present. Fish are generally placed on the special stone table and the 
chiefs direct the distribution. Those fish pushed off the table onto the ground are 
distributed to the people of the village, while those left on the table are for the 
chiefs. 

The final category of mounded strucmres are sacred places, classified as teliw and 

shrines. Shrines, which are associated with specific events or gods in the mythology of 

Yap, are generally small, mounded piles of stone or small miniature hexagonal platforms, 

no more than a meter high. Teliw are houses for priests built on stone platforms that 

contained within them artifacts dedicated to the ancestors or specific gods (Gifford and 

Gifford 1959:152). These sites remained sacred places after they were abandoned. Like 

chiefs houses, it is difficult to determine if they were better constructed or had larger or 

higher platforms than regular domestic residences. 

Tikopia Island 

Tikopia is a small Melanesian island measuring approximately 4.8 km by 2.4 km 

(11.5 square km), making it slightly larger than Ifaluk (Figure 3.1). It is volcanic in 

origin, and therefore has a higher and more rugged interior than an atoll, with the highest 

peak reaching 300 m above sea level. The nearest inhabited island is approximately 110 

km to the northeast. Native tradition suggests that the settlers of Tikopia migrated from 

a number of places in Polynesia and Melanesian (Firth 1957:32). Primary subsistence 
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resources include breadfruit, taro, Tahitian chestnut, banana, coconut, and seafood. 

The people of Tikopia have been described in detail by Raymond Firth (1940, 1957, 

1970) who spent 12 months on the island between July 1928 and July 1929. Most of the 

following discussion is taken from his primary source. We, The Tikopia (Firth 1957). 

Additional data are from a 1977 archaeological investigation of the island by the Bishop 

Museum of Hawaii (Kirch and Yen 1982). 

The population of Tikopia was approximately 1,280 at the time of Firth's study. 

Estimates from the late 1820s, which are not overly reliable, place the population between 

400 and 500 (Kirch and Yen 1982:50). The island was first visited by Europeans in 

1606, although there are no records of additional contact until the early 1800s. 

Social organization is through the household, lineage, and clan. Descent is pauilineal 

and residence patrilocal (Firth 1957:198). The lineage, or paito, plays the most important 

role in social organization and social status: "Wealth, rank and clan membership are all 

primarily determined by the paito into which [one is] bom" (Firth 1957:300). It is 

through this association that a person receives land, a house site, and economic and rimal 

assistance, including rights of supplication to ancestral deities. Lineages are formally 

named, but are not residential units, and the degree of corporate unity of this group varies 

depending on the situation. 

The clan is composed of a number of related lineages and while patrilineal, is not 

exogamous. It is also not strictly a residential group, although each village is dominated 

by a certain clan. There are four clan groups, each headed by a chief; the clan groups, 

and therefore the associated chiefs, are ranked, with the Kafika clan being the most 
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dominant. The function of the clan is primarily as a political and religious unit. As Firth 

(1957:319) states: "The unity of the clan is considerable ... [I]ts members are bound in 

service to their chief, they have common oraditions, a common god bearing the clan name 

and associated with special objects, a clan temple, corporate ritual performance, and the 

same "totemic" taboos. In religious ceremonies attended by the whole island each clan 

plays its part as a separate body . . ." 

Three social ranks are distinguished by the Tikopians: chiefly families and two classes 

of conunoner families. Commoner families are separated into those "who have a ritual 

elder as their head . . . and those whose headman have no ritual privileges of any note" 

(Firth 1957:313). While chiefly families are generally wealthier than commoner families, 

owning more land and therefore more coconut trees, differences in wealth and social 

position are not overly great. As Firth (1957:313) notes about the chiefly and commoner 

ranks: "They all own lands, they mingle freely, exchanges take place between them on 

a basis of general reciprocity, there is no "chiefs language," as in Samoa or Java, kinship 

terms are used between them, and nowadays [but not formerly] intermarriage takes place 

freely between their members. The discrimination is mainly in the sphere of authority. 

A person of a chiefly family, particularly if closely related to the chief himself, is more 

apt to give than to receive orders." 

Even with this seeming equality, however, the chief still had a certain amount of 

recognized power; the chief controlled the land held by the members of the clan, as well 

as represented the clan to the gods. As noted by Firth (1957:333), "A man cannot live 

without lands or without a chief. So in the last resort, the power is in the chiefs hands." 
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Land for subsistence, such as coconut orchards or taro fields, was owned by the lineage, 

although traditionally divided into plots worked by a single household or several 

households within the lineage (Firth 1957:346). Food was distributed among the family 

and the lineage, and at feasts and other ceremonies, throughout the clan. Individual 

household sites were owned by the resident family. However, even with individual 

ownership, the "overlordship of the chief as owner of the land was acknowledged (Firth 

1957:63). 

It is in religious affairs where differences between the chief and commoner ranks was 

most apparent (Firth 1957:314). This is because religion was primarily clan based, and 

the chief, as head of the clan, also functioned as the main conduit to the deities and 

deified ancestors. There was apparently no specialized class of priests, although "each 

family has its representative or channel of communication with the gods and ancestors, 

be he chief, elder, or ordinary headman" (Firth 1957:314). Chiefs were not recognized 

as being descended from gods, although some were known to have a particularly close 

relationship with them. 

Architecmrally, Tikopians built domestic residences, oven or cook houses, canoe-

sheds, bachelor's houses, and clan temples. The chiefs house was by far the largest 

strucmre in the village, based on a sketch plan of the village of Matautu drawn by Firth 

(1957:49), although quantitative size data are not available. Clan temples, which are 

larger but architecmrally similar to ordinary domestic residences, were "used solely for 

religious purposes and presided over by the principal deity of the clan" (Firth 1940:34). 

Ancestral house sites of the clan or lineage that were no longer occupied also sometimes 
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became temples: "On some of the most ancient [house] sites, though a house still stands 

there, it is no longer utilized for residence, but is reserved as a temple to the gods and 

ancestors of the group bearing its name" (Firth 1957:82). However, none of the above 

strucmres were constructed on rock platforms, which is interesting given the presence of 

suitable volcanic rock for construction and the preponderance of this architectural form 

throughout the Pacific region. Upright stone slabs were used to outline structures, but 

platforms were not constructed (Kirch and Yen 1982:67). 

In fact, only two mound-like features are present in Tikopia. One is a small burial 

mound which holds the burial of the "Great Ancestor" of one of the chiefly lineages, and 

serves as a shrine (Kirch and Yen 1982:73). This consists of a rectangular platform, 

measuring 1 m by 1.2 m with a height of 30 cm, faced with angular volcanic cobbles. 

A burial of this type is unusual, because the most common method was beneath the floors 

of domestic residences or clan temples (Firth 1957:79). 

The other mound-like feature is within the temple of the Kafika clan, which, by 

belonging to the highest ranking clan on the island, is the primary religious center of the 

Tikopian community. This is a large mound of sand covered with special mats that 

occupied most of the southeast quarter of the temple. As Firth (1940:170-171) states: 

Its proportions are impressive in the dim light of the house, and the importance 
due to its size is accentuated by the fact that it is the place towards which the 
most sacred riuial... is oriented. It is held to be the seating place of . . . "Nga 
Arika", "the Chiefs", as they are called in this house when they descend to be 
present at the kava [a ceremony involving the drinking of kava, a mild stimulant] 
... The mound is theirs and as such is sacred. When it is re-sanded it is believed 
that if a stone were to fall on the heap it would fall "to the realm of the gods" and 
if a person were to stand on it he likewise would sink from sight. 
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Samoa Islands 

The Samoan archipelago consists of ten islands, nine of which are inhabited, arranged 

in a general east-west line in southwest Polynesia (Figure 3.1). Samoa is divided 

politically (and to a certain extent, traditionally) into Western Samoa, an independent 

nation containing the islands of Upolu, Savai'i, Apolima, and Manono; and American (or 

Eastern) Samoa, a territory of the United States, containing the islands of Tutuila (with 

the port of Pago Pago), Aunu'u, Ofu, Olosenga, and Ta'u. The last three islands 

comprise what is called the Manu'a group, which was the subject of Margaret Mead's 

research and the primary focus of the following discussion. Although the archipelago 

extends over a distance of approximately 400 km, the population is relatively 

homogeneous, sharing similar culmral, physical, and linguistic traits (Holmes 1987:25; 

Mead 1968:245). 

The Samoa Islands are volcanic in origin, and therefore relatively rugged with high 

interior ridges and peaks. Rainfall and freshwater are plentiful. The two largest islands 

are in Western Samoa: Savai'i has an area of 1,735 square km and Upolu, 20 km to the 

east, has an area of 1,110 square km. Interior mountains on Savai'i reach a height of 

1,800 m above the surrounding beaches. American Samoa, separated from Western 

Samoa by approximately 75 km, contains a much smaller land mass, comprising 200 

square km. The island of Tutuila makes up the bulk of this, with an area of 145 square 

km. Ta'u, the largest of the Manu'a group and the island where Mead spent most of her 

time, is 100 km east of Tumila. It is approximately 8.4 km long by 4.8 km wide (40 

square km), making it about three and a half times larger than Tikopia. Like the other 
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Islands in the archipelago, Ta'u has "low coastal areas with sand beaches (where the 

villages are located) from which the land rises sharply to highland ridges" (Holmes 

1987:27). The highest point in the interior is approximately 960 m above the coastal 

plain. The other two islands of the Manu'a group, Ofu and Olosenga, are located around 

20 km northwest of Ta'u and are extremely small, with areas under 15 square km. With 

Ta'u, these islands form a related group: "Journeys in slender outrigger canoes from one 

of these three Uttle islands to another are frequent, and the inhabitants of Manu'a think 

of themselves as a unit as [opposed to] the inhabitants of Tutuila ..." (Mead 1973:148). 

The Samoans have no migration legend; instead, their cosmology states that the first 

man and first woman were made on Samoa (Tuiteleapaga 1980:11). Historic legends 

indicate interaction with both Tonga and Fiji. Archaeological data suggest that Samoa 

was settled sometime before the first millennium B.C. (Jennings and Holmer 1980:144), 

possibly by emigrants from eastern Melanesia (Holmes 1987:27). The primary subsistence 

resources of the Manu'a group, and the Samoan archipelago in general, include taro, 

coconut, breadfruit, Tahitian chesmut, banana, and seafood. Taro agriculture is by far the 

most important economic activity (Holmes 1987:30). Food shonages and starvation are 

almost unheard of: As noted by the ethnographer Lowell Holmes (1987:34), "hi Samoa 

no one goes hungry." 

Margaret Mead (1930, 1968, 1973) is the primary ethnographer of Samoa, and her 

research is the source of much of the following discussion. In 1925 and 1926, Mead 

spent 9 months living on the island of Ta'u, resulting in her most famous publication. 

Coming of Age in Samoa (Mead 1973). Mead's work is supplemented by the 
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ethnographic research of Lowell Holmes (1987), who undertook a restudy of Mead's data 

during a 9 month stay on Ta'u in 1954. Two other primary sources are also used. One 

is the ethnohistorical account of George Turner (1884), a Christian missionary firom the 

London Missionary Society who was stationed in both Western and Eastern Samoa for 

close to 20 years beginning in 1840. The other is data from archaeological investigations, 

including both survey and excavauon, on the island of Upolu in Western Samoa (Jennings 

and Holmer 1980). 

The population of Samoa at the time of European contact is unknown. The 

archipelago was first noted by Europeans in 1722, and visited sporadically after that, 

although contact with the natives was rare. Missionizing activity began in 1830, and 

Turner (1884:3) gives the population for all of the islands as 35,000 in the mid-1800s. 

At the time of her fieldwork in the mid-1920s, Mead (1968:244) estimated a population 

of 60,000 for the archipelago, with 2,200 in the three island Manu'a group. Manu'a was 

selected as the site of her research because it was the most conservative area of Samoa 

and believed to be reladvely unaffected by missionizing acdvity. 

Social organization in Samoa is centered around the household, the lineage (or 

extended family), and the village. Unlike many other groups in the Pacific region, Samoa 

has "no clan or tribal organization" (Hohnes 1987:38). The household is presided over 

by the household head, or the matai, who held the title of either chief {aWi) or talking 

chief {tulafale). The composition of the household was fluid, and consisted of "all 

individuals who live for any length of time under the authority and protection of a 

common matai" (Mead 1973:22). Household size ranged from eight to 50 persons and 
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contained one or more immediate families (Holmes 1987:38; Mead 1968:246). Descent 

is cognatic, being traced through both the mother and the father, and there are no formal 

post-marital residence rules (Holmes 1987:39). The matai directed the household in its 

daily activities, including subsistence pursuits, religious practices, and social affairs. As 

Mead (1968:246) states, "Theoretically the matai had the powers of life and death over 

members of his own household, but this was only exercised in the case of very delinquent 

minors." 

Each village had from 10 to 50 matai titles. These were ranked within the village, and 

three ranks of chief and three ranks of talking chief were recognized (Holmes 1987:47). 

The matai represented the household in the village council, or fono, which was presided 

over by the high chief and high talking chief, who represented the village in island-wide 

matters. The village council was where all important community matters were decided 

and disputes settled; scheduling of religious and group economic activities was an 

important function of the council. The talking chiefs were the orators, and the art of 

oration played a large role in both political and religious affairs, often in a very 

competitive manner. Consensus was generally reached, however, because, as Holmes 

(1987:49) notes, "Samoan chiefs are masters of compromise." As Holmes (1987:49) 

further notes, even with the achievement of consensus, rank played a large role in council 

decisions: "We have in Samoan culture ... a status leader situation where certain 

members of the council might, by virtue of their traditional rank, be expected to play a 

more important role in the decision-making process and in the leadership picture than 

others." And, although chiefs of all ranks could express their opinions, "The opinions of 
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higher titles carried more weight than the lower ones" (Holmes 1987:49). Personal rank 

could be raised, however, via achievement, although this elevated rank could not be 

passed on to one's descendants. 

The matai title and its rank were generally inherited through the patrilineal line within 

the household or extended family lineage; only men could hold titles or participate in 

political affairs. The holders of chiefly titles, particularly the high chiefs, had a number 

of duties and obligations outside of their role as household heads. These involved settling 

disputes, hosting important visitors, conducting warfare, organizing village-wide activities, 

and distributing food at meetings and religious festivals. Even so, "While much of a 

chiefs time must be devoted to the village council and to village ceremonial and 

administrative duties, the chiefs are not considered to be above working the family land 

or joining into village cooperative activities . . . Holding a chiefs rank does not entitle 

an individual to economic support by the family" (Holmes 1987:46). However, rank 

pervaded all aspects of Samoan life. "[R]ank not of birth but of title is very important 

in Samoa. The status of a village depends upon the rank of its high chief, the prestige 

of a household depends upon the title of its matai. . . |T]he Samoans find rank a never-

failing source of interest. They have invented an elaborate courtesy language which must 

be used to people of rank; complicated etiquette surrounds each rank in society" (Mead 

1973:28). This courtesy language, commonly known as the "chiefs language," was an 

important part of the deference paid to chiefs by the common people. Chiefs were also 

distinguished from commoners by dress and the carrying of special ceremonial artifacts, 

such as a fly switch or speaker's staff (Holmes 1987:45). 
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As mentioned above, tlie Samoan environment and subsistence system appear to have 

always supplied a sufficient quantity of foodsmffs. As Mead (1968:250) notes, "The 

Samoan life is based upon an economy of plenty." In fact. Holmes (1987:34), during the 

course of his fieldwork in the 1950s, found that there was only a single instance in living 

memory of a food shonage, and that was after a particularly severe hurricane. As he 

states, "The average family in Ta'u can provide itself with ample food by working its 

plantations only about three days a week" (Holmes 1987:34). The land was owned and 

worked by the household group under the supervision of the matai. Although the matai 

administered and technically had jurisdiction over the land, it could not be disposed of 

without the consent of the family. 

A portion of the harvest was given to the village for use by the high chief, and the 

family matai was also expected to use some of the household resources to hold feasts, 

provide goods for marriage transactions, and for other ceremonial activities. "To maintain 

family prestige the matai must have resources to give lavish feasts or to manage 

impressive property exchanges at funerals or marriages ..." (Holmes 1987:39). Because 

of this continual exchange of property, there was no great disparity of wealth, although 

some households were definitely better off than others (Mead 1968:255-256). "Reciprocal 

exchanges of property are an important part of the Manu'an economy and mark all 

important events in the lifetime of the Manu'an people . . . [W]ealth is dynamic, and 

prestige comes through its use, rather than simply its ownership. Prestige within the 

village often is as dependent upon the display of wealth as is the holding of a traditionally 

high title" (Holmes 1987:36). 
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Religion was once thought to have been of limited importance in Samoan life (Mead 

1968:266). As noted by Holmes (1987:56-64), however, the notion of a godless Samoa 

has probably been overstated, and religion and ceremony pervaded all aspects of Samoan 

culture. The Samoans worshipped a single high god and numerous lesser gods, with 

every village and family having their own individual deity (Holmes 1987:56; Mead 

1968:266; Turner 1884:16-77). What the Samoans did not have were large temples, stone 

altars, and stone-lined sacred courtyards. As discussed further below, Samoan temples 

resembled domestic structures; the village/o/io, or council house, also served as a temple, 

as did certain natural areas, such as sacred groves of trees (Holmes 1987:58; Turner 

1884:19). 

The household matai and the high chiefs of the village functioned as ceremonial 

leaders, although there were other, nonchiefly, religious specialists who controlled certain 

spirits or cured the sick (Holmes 1987:34). The nonchiefly specialists were part-time; the 

specialty appears to have been inherited within families, but the exact mechanism of 

inheritance is unknown (Holmes 1987:34; Turner 1884:20). Although the gods at times 

may have possessed the chiefs or other religious specialists, and the spiritual power of the 

chiefs was acknowledged to have come from the gods, there was no notion that the chiefs 

were directly descended from deities. 

Architecturally, Samoans built domestic residences (sleep houses), guest houses, cook 

houses, community houses, and temples (Holmes 1987:29). Canoe sheds, young men's 

houses, and "star mounds" are also mentioned in ethnographic and ethnohistorical 

accounts or the archaeological literature (Buck 1930:11; Jennings and Holmer 1980:98). 
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All of these structures, with the possible exception of cook houses and canoe sheds, were 

built on raised stone or earthen platforms. The wood and thatch structures on top of the 

platforms were all relatively similar in appearance, described by many as beehive-shaped 

(Figure 3.3), and differed primarily in their size. Guest houses and community houses, 

which sometimes were one and the same, were substantially larger than the domestic 

residences and temples. The houses of chiefs were also larger than the average domestic 

residence. 

Significantly, the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data indicate that the height of the 

stone platform (the paepae) was directly related to status. Turner (1884:153), for 

example, states that while the floor of regular domestic structures was raised 

approximately 6-8 inches (15 to 20 cm) above the ground surface (others put it at 30 to 

60 cm), "Houses of important chiefs are erected on a raised platform of stone three feet 

high." Buck (1930:66), who researched Samoa at around the same time as Mead, notes 

that, "The height and extent of the house platform depend on the status of the house. In 

guest houses, this also depends on the stams of the owner." Finally, Grattan (1948:57-

58), who visited Samoa around 20 years after Mead, states that, "It may be noticed that 

not all the fale tele [chiefs houses or guest houses] are of the same height above the 

ground. Care must be exercised in this matter by families building Samoan houses, as 

delicate issues of status and precedence may be involved. The leading chief of the village 

is the person entitled to have the terrace of his house highest above ground level." 

Grattan (1948:58) further indicates that legal recourse through the Native Land and Titles 

Court could be taken against "any presumpmous person who raised his house high without 
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Figure 3.3. Samoan temple mound (from Stair 1897:226). 
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proper reason," suggesting that this was an important and culturally embedded principal 

of Samoan society. Stone platforms as high as 2 m have been noted, with the largest 

confined exclusively to chiefs houses. 

Guest houses, communal houses, and chiefly residences required conununal labor to 

build, under the direction of the matai or high chief. The construction of these was 

apparently always accompanied by ceremonial rites and large feasts (Buck 1930:90). This 

was particularly true upon the marriage of the chief to a woman of the noble class. As 

noted in the edinohistoric account of J. B. Stair (1897:111-112), who was in Samoa for 

several years in the late 1830s and early 1840s: 

Upon the marriage of a chief with a lady of rank, the site selected on which to 
build their house was formed into a fanua-tanu, or paved ground, by the united 
labor of the inhabitants of the entire settlement or district ... By this means a 
raised terrace of stones was formed from fifty to seventy feet square, and often 
many feet in height, on which the house was built. This widespread custom 
prevailed throughout the whole group, not only in the case of dwelling-houses, but 
also in sacred edifices or buildings, fale-aitu, houses of the gods. 

Buck (1930:69) additionally states that the stone platforms were raised higher, or, 

probably more often, had additional terraces added to them, upon the marriage of a chief; 

"As polygyny was in vogue, the extent and number of stone terraces sometimes, not 

always, indicated the chiefs various matrimonial alliances." 

There is little information on temples, and some researchers, including Mead, believed 

that temples did not exist in Samoan culture. As she states, ""[T]here were no temples, 

for the house of an officiant in a village in which a fetish was occasionally kept hardly 

deserved the name" (Mead 1968:266). It should be remembered, however, that by the 
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time of Mead's research, Christianity had been an active part of Samoan culture for 

almost 100 years, which may account for the lack of structures specifically dedicated to 

the old (and forbidden) gods. However, there is abundant ethnohistoric data, although not 

directly from Manu'a, to suggest that temples were present in at least some parts of 

Samoa. As Stair (1897:226) notes: "Some aitu [gods], principally the war-gods, but not 

entirely so, were honored with dwellings called Fale-aitu (spirit-houses)... These spirit-

houses were built in the usual shape and style, with nothing in their build or finish to 

distinguish them from other dwellings, being at times mere huts, but rendered sacred by 

their being set apart as the dwelling-place of the god, and hence regarded with much 

veneration by the Samoans in the olden times." 

Turner (1884:19,25,27,29-31,44-46,49,53,55) also discusses Samoan temples, and 

describes several temples and stone-mounded shrines, some of which were refurbished on 

a yearly basis. The temples were said by Turner to be similar, if not smaller, than 

domestic residences. Perhaps most interestingly. Stair (1897:227), who illustrates a 

temple constructed on top of a high stone platform with a stairway extending up to the 

entrance (Figure 3.3), suggests that the height of the temple platform was directly related 

to "the amount of respect felt towards the presiding god of the temple by those who 

erected them." This, then, is similar to the association noted above between the height 

of a platform and the status of a chief, although Stair is the only source that mentions this 

in relation to the sacred realm. 

Burials were sometimes placed in stone platforms that had been used for residential 

purposes, at least archaeologically (Jennings and Holmer 1980:98). Mead (1930:49) 
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describes burials as being placed in the earth near the residential structures, with chiefly 

graves marked by "high piles of stones" and commoner graves "a mere border of stones 

making an oblong outline." 

The archaeological data from Western Samoa support the distinctions noted above 

between the chiefs residence and the domestic structures of commoners. Using both 

archaeological and ethnohistoric data, Jennings and Holmer (1980:94), state: 

[C]hief s houses should be archaeologically identifiable as being the largest [350-
400 square m] and highest [1.0-1.5 m] platform in the community, with a floor 
area [30-60 square m] falling within the range of the average dwelling. The 
community house platform should be large [around 200 square m], possibly as 
large as the chiefs house, but lower [around 0.30 m], with the largest 
superstrucmre floor area [90-180 square m] in the community (two to four times 
the size of the average dwelling). Also chiefs houses and community houses are 
located close to each other, providing an additional criterion to assist in their 
identification. Often so-called god houses [platforms up to 200 square m of 
unknown height] are also associated with chiefs and community houses 
[information in brackets abstracted from Jennings and Holmer 1980:TabIe 4]. 

Jennings and Holmer (1980:101) also mention the presence of what have been called 

"star mounds." These are raised earthen or rock mounds, varying in height between 20 

cm and 3.0 m, with anywhere from one to 11 ray-like projections and a surface area 

generally greater than 50 square m (Herdrich and Clark 1993:52). Wood and thatch 

structures were apparently not constructed on top of the mounds. To date, they have only 

been found in the Samoan archipelago, including both Western and American Samoa. 

Sixty-two have been recorded in American Samoa alone, and this is felt to be a minimum 

number (Herdrich and Clark 1993:55-56). 
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In agreement with Jennings and Holmer, Herdrich and Clark (1993) make a 

convincing argument that these features were constructed by matais and used primarily 

for the chiefly sport of pigeon-snaring. They may have had other functions as well, such 

as being "defensive feamres and . . . sites for ritual activity related to marriage, healing 

and warfare" although this is less certain (Herdrich and Clark 1993:61). 

Marguesa Islands 

The Marquesa Islands are situated in the very eastern portion of Polynesia, 

approximately 10 degrees south of the equator (Figure 3.1). They are composed of 12 

islands within an area of approximately 52,000 square km, and can be divided into two 

groups approximately 100 km apart; within each group, the islands are separated by 

distances of 10 to 60 km (Ferdon 1993:1). The islands are volcanic in origin, and 

therefore extremely rugged, with deepcut interior valleys and surrounding peaks reaching 

a height of over 1,000 m (Ferdon 1993:1-6). The total land mass is 1,275 square km, 

making it significantly smaller than the Samoan Islands. The largest islands, Nukuhiva 

and Hivaoa, are approximately 490 and 400 square km in area, respectively. Most islands 

are under 100 square km, and some are quite small, with areas under 25 square km. 

The primary subsistence foods are breadfruit, taro, coconuts, bananas, and seafood. 

Breadfruit is by far the most important resource, and in good years several crops can be 

harvested. Taro, the economic mainstay of many Pacific island groups, is not very 

important in the Marquesas due to the lack of dependable rainfall and large areas of 

irrigable land. The islands are north of the trade winds and therefore lack seasonal rains 
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(Linton 1939:139). They are also influenced by El Nino and La Nina events, both of 

which have the ability to cause relatively dramatic fluctuations in the climate and 

precipitation (Ferdon 1993:4-5). As a result, the Marquesas are subject to very severe and 

unpredictable droughts, "which lead to serious crop failures and even to shortage of 

drinking water, as the streams go dry" (Linton 1939:139). These droughts could be quite 

damaging: "In good seasons, there was plenty of food; but one of these droughts, which 

might last as long as three years, used up all the stores of food and caused genuine 

starvation ... A severe drought of this sort could cut the population by a third" (Linton 

1939:139). 

Additionally, despite the tropical location of the islands, there is an absence of nearby 

coral reefs, "precluding access to a ready and ample source of easily captured sea life" 

(Ferdon 1993:1). Although fishing was the main source of animal flesh, the nearest 

fishing grounds were 15 to 30 km from land, making it a relatively time-consuming and 

often dangerous undertaking (Linton 1939:139, 141). 

Therefore, subsistence on the Marquesas was not nearly as easy as it was on some 

of the other islands examined, such as Samoa and Ifaluk, although in years with adequate 

precipitation it was apparently not much of a problem. Breadfruit, the primary foodstuff, 

does not need to be cultivated nor does it require much care in general, except for the 

occasional transplanting of trees into orchard areas. As a result, in good years the 

procurement of sufficient food was not overly demanding, leaving a fair amount of time 

for other activities. Like the island of Yap, however, good agricultural land was at a 

premium. As noted for the period just prior to European contact in the late 16th and 
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early 17th centuries: "[A]ll agriculturally viable land on the better-watered large islands 

had been occupied . . . Land, with the crops that grew on it, was primal. Its continued 

fertility required religious manifestations in the form of specialized architecmre and 

ceremonialism, and its protection mandated a prepared fighting force" (Ferdon 1993:6). 

The primary ethnographers of the Marquesas are Ralph Linton (1923, 1939) and E. 

S. Craighall Handy (1923), both of whom spent close to a year living on the islands in 

1920 and 1921. Under the auspices of the Bishop Museum of Hawaii, Linton and Handy 

were sent to make an ethnological and archaeological study of the Marquesas. Although 

Linton's task was to explore the archaeology and present-day material culture, most of 

the following discussion is based on his work, specifically because of his greater focus 

on the material culture and architecture. Linton also made extensive use of Handy's 

ethnological data in a 1939 article, which is the primary source used. The other source 

referred to is the work of Edwin Ferdon (1993), who made a very valuable contribution 

to Marquesan ethnology by compiling and analyzing data fix)m the Marquesan 

ethnohistoric record, focusing on the years between 1595 and 1813. 

The earliest archaeological dates recovered from the Marquesa Islands are from the 

third century A.D., although settlement before this time is considered likely (Ferdon 

1993:6). The first record of European contact was in 1595 (Ferdon 1993:135). Although 

the ethnohistoric data indicate at least eight visits to the Marquesas prior to 1800, 

demographic data are lacking for the period before European contact. Based on the 

numbers of warriors estimated in the late 1700s, however, Ferdon (1993:7) suggests a 

total population at that time of 90,750 (using the formula that "each fighting man 
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represented 3.75 individuals in the population"). 

The Marquesan social system is relatively unique in Polynesia. It is based primarily 

on the household, lineage, and tribe; there is no clan organization within the tribe. The 

household and tribe were the most important social groups. The actual number of ttibes 

is unknown, although most islands seem to have had several, and ethnohistoric data 

suggest that some of the large islands, like Hivaoa and Nukuhiva, had between eight and 

10 tribes apiece (Ferdon 1993:31). In fact, just one island, Uapou, may have contained 

only a single tribe. "The tribe was a strictly localized group, all of whose members had 

a common ancestry, at least in theory . .. [R]elations between tribes were always at least 

covertly hostile, and wars flared up from time to time . . . The tribes were sometimes 

fused by marriages or adoption between families of ruling chiefs" (Linton 1939:151). 

Tribal population varied, but rarely exceeded 1,000 members (Linton 1939:150). Ferdon 

(1993:31) suggests that the tribes were the result of separate migrations to the islands, 

occurring at different times from various places. This is supported by slight differences 

in cultural customs between groups, and the fact that ethnohistorically some of the uibes 

were said to not be able to fluently speak Marquesan. 

Because the tribes were localized, each had a physical center, which was a huge 

feasting place and dance ground called a tohua. This feature, which is described in 

greater detail below, contained numerous platform and house mounds, and although used 

by the entire group, was considered to be the personal property of the tribal chief (Linton 

1939:151). 
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The household, rather than the family, was the basic social unit. Households were 

"graded in prestige" and the raising of the household status was a constant preoccupation 

of Marquesan life (Linton 1939:153, 157-158). Like most other Pacific groups, a 

household gained prestige through the accumulation and dispensing of wealth. As Linton 

(1939:153) states, "There was not much prestige ... in mere hoarding of wealth; it was 

conserved only to be expended at the time of big ceremonials, when the total wealth and 

the amount of disbursement at feasts were important factors in determining the relative 

prestige of various households." 

The primary means of accumulating wealth was through man power; that is, "the 

more active adult males the household had, the more it could manufacmre, the more work 

it could do, and the more wealth it could accumulate" (Linton 1939:153). Therefore, it 

was the job of the household head to attract as many unattached males to his household 

as he could. This was done primarily through the sexual attractiveness of his wife, and 

the households of ail but the very lowest classes were polyandrous, generally consisting 

of the household head, a group of other men, who were sometimes called "secondary 

husbands," and a single wife. "The man's attachment to the household was voluntary, 

and persuasion was required to win his allegiance. The wife was very definitely held out 

as a lure to attract men to the household, so that the household head sought to get a 

woman who was beautiful and sexually desirable . . . |T]he sexual attraction of the 

women promoted the prestige and power of the household" (Linton 1939:158).^ 

Linton (1939:150) states that the household and its accompanying social rank were 

inherited via primogenimre regardless of sex or line of descent. However, although 
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Linton cites several examples of succession by the eldest female, in most cases it was the 

eldest male. A preference for inheritance by males is also suggested by the fact that 

households without male successors "frequendy adopted a boy for this position" (Linton 

1939:154). In the chiefly classes, land and rank appear to have been inherited 

patrilineally through primogeniture, but again there were exceptions (Ferdon 1993:33). 

Residence was patrilocal in the sense that the wife always moved to the husband's 

household if he was the head of an estate. However, younger brothers of the estate 

inheritor either established their own households, sometimes on dieir elder brother's 

property if the estate was wealthy enough, or became secondary husbands on other 

estates. 

Marquesan society was stratified, and can be divided into two major categories: a 

commoner group and a tabooed (or noble) group, with each internally ranked (Ferdon 

1993:26). Tribal organization was centered around the high chief, who was its highest 

ranking member and served as "both administrator and symbol of the group" (Linton 

1939:159). A number of lesser chiefs were also present, possibly being the heads of 

lineages or districts within the tribe, although this is not entirely clear (Ferdon 1993:31). 

The chiefs household was similar to those within the tabooed group, except considerably 

larger with a much greater estate, including a tohua (Handy 1923:43). The chief, besides 

having a large number of secondary husbands as part of his household, also had several 

wives. The chiefs household also included permanently attached craftsmen, messengers, 

executives, and servants (Linton 1939:160). "The chief presided at all the great 

ceremonies, but had no priestly duties and never officiated at sacrifices. He did not go 
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to war because of the extreme danger to the tribe's prestige if he were captured. He had 

the right to impose taboos in preparation for feasts and also to announce communal 

activities" (Linton 1939:159).^ 

Chiefly power came largely through the amount of land and labor he controlled, and 

through largesse in gift exchange and the distribution of crafts and foodstuffs at 

ceremonial feasts and other religious activities- Although the chief was believed to be 

protected by the spirits of his dead ancestors, his rank and power did not stem from direct 

godly-descent (Ferdon 1993:32). Interestingly, unlike the Samoans, who were less 

socially differentiated, participation by the chief in everyday social activities did not 

require "awed deference or acts of obeisance by those of lesser stams" (Ferdon 1993:32). 

Deference and obeisance were apparently only granted to the chief at ritual ceremonies 

or other formal occasions. Furthermore, as with many rulers throughout the Pacific, 

Marquesan chiefs, while powerful, were less than autocratic. As Ferdon (1993:35-36) 

states: "The unquestioned authority of a tribal chief extended only to his personal lands 

and the tenants working those lands ... [F]or Marquesan chiefs, high rank accompanied 

by continued acts of noblesse oblige toward tribal members resulted in authority through 

appreciation and respect. Without that accompaniment there was only the respect of rank 

and little else." 

The tenants of the chief were expected to give him up to 25 percent of what they 

raised on his lands, although this percentage could be adjusted in bad years. However, 

the chief could not force tribute from anyone not living on his land. Part of the chiefs 

power also stemmed from his role in organizing trading expeditions with members of 
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other tribes and other islands. These expeditions, which often involved hundreds of men, 

were both economic and social affairs led by the chief. As Linton (1939:147) states: 

"Although a few objects might be brought for personal trade, the main load of the tribe's 

specialty was owned by the chief, and private individuals could not use it for trade 

purposes. Trade was organized by the chief, but at the close of the transaction, the goods 

would be prorated to ail members of ±e tribe ... Gift exchange was as essential to social 

prestige as the giving of feasts." 

The tabooed category was a "socioreligious group," distinguished, as its name implies, 

by the following of certain taboos and religious rites that commoners did not have to 

follow (Ferdon 1993:27). Membership was open only to socially prominent men. 

Besides the chiefs, other members included the priests, the chief warrior, and the 

mattatoetoe, who were heads of landed estates. Small landholders, master craftsmen 

{tuhuna), and imponant or "skilled" warriors {too) were also part of the tabooed group, 

but of lower rank (Linton 1939:161-162). Members of the this group could be 

distinguished from commoners by both dress and by the nature of their tattoos: "For the 

knowledgeable Marquesan, particular designs were quite precise in signifying the position 

and relationship of a tattooed male. The nature of the design around the eyes, and even 

the eyelids, indicated to which division within the male taboo class the person belonged" 

(Ferdon 1993:13-14). 

The commoner class included all women, landless tenants, servants, and, with a few 

exceptions, secondary husbands (Ferdon 1993:26-27). The basic distinction was between 

landholding and nonlandholding groups, with servants and landless tenants at the very 
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bottom of the social order. Although servants and tenants were not slaves, because they 

were free to leave their employer, even the high chief, whenever they desired, they could 

be put to death for such simple transgressions as stealing fruit or allowing a noble child 

to be hurt while in their care. As Ferdon (1993:30-31) notes, "They appear to have been 

regarded as disposable adjuncts of Marquesan society, since they could be killed by 

higher-ranking men for no reason at all." 

Priests were full-time specialists, and generally came from the class of major land

holders. Two primary ranks of priests were recognized: ceremonial priests and 

inspirational priests {tau 'a). Ceremonial priests, who were always male, were "specialists 

in dealing with supernatural things" (Linton 1939:161). They were not divinely inspired, 

but instead, were considered to be skilled craftsmen. Ceremonial priests were also the 

"scholars of the community," responsible for passing on the accumulated lore of the tribe. 

The position was hereditary, and generally passed from father to son. 

Inspirational priests could be either male or female, although generally male, and they 

received their vocation directly from the deities. They were higher ranked than the 

ceremonial priests, and unlike them, controlled supernatural powers. In fact, the 

inspirational priest of the main tribal god, when possessed by that god, even outranked 

the high chief. As Linton (1939:160) states: 

When inspired, he outranked everybody else, but, of course, inspiration was 
sporadic. He was usually a close relative of the [high] chief, generally a younger 
brother, and was chosen for manifestations of possession. He held office for life. 
When he died, his successor would be possessed by the god . . . Beneath this 
highest inspirational priest were a number of other priests who belonged to lesser 
gods. 
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Inspirational priests, because their power was divinely sanctioned, commanded real 

authority within the tribe, particularly when possessed. At these times their power was 

much greater than that of the high chiefs, and they literally held the right of life or death 

over all other tribal members. In times of extreme famine, for example, it was the 

inspirational priest who designated which tribal members were to be killed and eaten 

(Linton 1939:142). 

The Marquesan religious system was highly organized with "elaborate development 

of formal beliefs and rituals" (Linton 1939:182). Two types of deities were recognized, 

all of which were male and ranked: the first group were the great creation gods, such as 

the gods of the sea or the rain, common to most Polynesian societies; the second group 

were the gods of human origin, including the tribal gods, who were the spirits of dead 

chiefs and inspirational priests, and the gods of the craft trades (Ferdon 1993:38-39; 

Linton 1939:182). According to Linton (1939:182), this second group was more 

significant because they "were the active and important gods, for the native's felt that 

only human spirits were really interested in human beings." This in essence was a form 

of ancestor worship, and was signified by keeping the skulls of the dead chiefs and 

inspirational priests in Uibal temples, and the skulls of dead household heads in family 

shrines, often within the house itself (Linton 1939:186). 

The Marquesan subsistence economy was dependent almost entirely on tree crops, 

particularly breadfruit, but also coconuts and bananas (Linton 1939:139). The cultivation 

of taro was decidedly a secondary resource. Tree crops required little, if any, care, and 

during good years with sufficient rainfall, foodstuffs were plentiful. At those times, four 



122 

breadfhiit crops were harvested, the first of which (the first fruits) was undenaken 

communally with accompanying ritual. Because of the unpredictability of rainfall, this 

first breadfruit crop was almost entirely stored in great stone-lined pits that were only 

opened in times of famine. The second through fourth crops were gathered by individual 

household groups and stored within household pits. 

Even with these precautions famine and starvation were very real possibilities, 

because, as noted above, droughts could last as long as three years, exhausting the supply 

of stored food. Animal protein was also in relatively short supply, due to the lack of 

fish-bearing coral reefs surrounding the islands. As Linton (1939:143-144) states, 

"Famine was a constant and unpredictable threat. The fear of famine resulted in 

tremendous value being placed on food . . . clearly shown in social observances. Every 

form of social advancement was linked with some ceremony involving a feast." 

The concept of property rights was very strongly developed in the Marquesas, and "all 

objects were individually owned" (Linton 1939:140). Even so, there was recognition of 

the superior right of the group over the individual, and one of the roles of the high chief 

was to administer the land for the benefit of all. However, all trees, crops, and gardens 

were individually owned by the heads of estates and inherited by their successors. 

Because it was the individual trees that were owned, and not the underlying land, an 

estate sometimes had trees scattered throughout the island. This system of ownership 

created havoc for the French when they attempted to implement colonial rule because "the 

natives were ready to give up the land but claimed the trees" (Linton 1939:140). 
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Architecturally, the Marquesans built a great number of different structural types. 

The typical household estate, which had usually been in the family for generations, 

consisted of structiures of varying functions, garden plots, and additional trees and 

cultigens spread throughout the island. This represented a "considerable outlay of labor" 

(Linton 1939:154). The noble classes had the largest estates, which contained sleeping 

houses on large stone platforms, separate cooking and eating houses, storehouses, a taboo 

house for the men, and sometimes a household temple {me'ae), along with a fenced 

garden area (Handy 1923:43). Most, although not all, Marquesan dwellings were built 

on stone platfornis (Figure 3.4). These included the sleeping house as well as the 

household temple if one was present. A new stone platform for a sleeping house was 

constructed for the eldest son when he was ready to take a wife upon reaching puberty, 

and the oldest estates had numerous platforms, some occupied and some abandoned. It 

is unclear whether the taboo house, cookhouse and storage house were also constructed 

on stone platforms, although "close to many homes were stone-paved platforms that 

served as working and eating areas" (Ferdon 1993:25). 

There is little ethnohistoric data on platform height for residential dwellings, but from 

an early drawing illustrated in Ferdon (1993:25), the platform appears to be approximately 

1.0-1.5 m high. Handy (1923:152), based on his ethnographic work, gives platform 

heights as between 1.5 and 3.0 meters, while Linton (1923:272) states that the average 

was around 1.0 m with the most massive reaching 2.5 m. The platforms were constructed 

by a master craftsman, and built by laying out a row of rocks in the platform outline, 

filling in the interior space with earth and rocks, and then doing the same thing for each 



Figure 3.4. Marquc.san rc.siclcnlial platform mound (from Suggs 1965:130). 
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successive course until the desired height was reached (Handy 1923:152; Linton 

1923:273). 

As in Samoa, the size of the stone platform was directly related to the status of the 

household and its household head. As noted by Linton (1939:153): 

The house, which was quite perishable in itself, was erected on a stone 
foundation; the larger the stone used, the greater the prestige of the family. The 
house platforms of prominent households contain rocks weighing two or three 
tons, which were worked into platform walls and often had to be lifted by sheer 
man power to an elevation of four or five feet above the ground. The size of the 
stone thus advertised to all the world the number of men that the household could 
call upon to help in its house-building. 

Additionally, platform surfaces were sometimes paved with dressed and fitted stone 

masonry, which, in some cases, extended several feet in front of the building. The 

platforms extending in fi"ont of the houses were said to have been used on occasion as 

areas for feasting (Ferdon 1993:66). 

House construction was accompanied by ritual: "A new house could be protected 

from evil spirits through a tau'a [inspirational priest] ritual. This included feasting the 

priest, after which he was allowed to retire, thus being the first to sleep in the new 

dwelling" (Ferdon 1993:42). The superstrucmre on top of the platform was rectangular 

in plan, and ranged in width from approximately 2 to 4 m and in length from 3 to 8 m. 

However, one chiefs house visited prior to 1800 was estimated to have a width of 6 m 

and a length of around 25 m (Ferdon 1993:21). The house was on the rear half of the 

platform, and both the platforms and houses were sometimes decorated with ornamental 

stone work and wood carvings (Linton 1923:285). As noted by Linton (1939:157), "[T]he 
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Marquesans spent the greater part of their time building house platforms" because "a 

household which had not built its own house had no social status." 

The most impressive architectural feature was the tohua, which was an arena for 

public viewing of social and ceremonial activities (Ferdon 1993:67). According to Linton 

(1939:151), "The building of this structure entailed an incredible amount of labor, since 

many tons of rocks had to be moved in. The tohua was often three or four hundred feet 

[90-120 m] long by forty to fifty feet [12-15 m] wide, and might be built up twenty feet 

[6 m] high on its lower side." As Ferdon (1993:67) further notes: 

The tohua was essentially a stadium. Its dominant feature was a flat, rectangular 
dance space which might be paved. While the location of some tohua took 
advantage of the flat floors of valleys, others were built on sloping ground and 
obtained their level surface by terracing. An additional feature was one or more 
raised platforms adjacent to the sides of the dance floor. A simple tohua might 
have only one platform situated on one of its longer sides, while more elaborate 
ones were enclosed on both sides and ends by such strucmres, all of which served 
as seats for the spectators. These were large, well built, and decorated, some 
being open across their front for better view of the dancers. In some tohua, the 
local chiefs house enclosed one end of the dance court. Whether this constituted 
his permanent residence or was reserved for his personal use ... is not clear. 
Although the principal use of tohua was for [social or religious] celebrations, that 
of a tribal chief might also be used in times of danger as an assembly area for 
consultations with warriors. 

Building a tohua was a ceremonial affair, which might last as long as six months 

(Ferdon 1993:85). They were constructed by the entire tribe, under the direction of the 

chief and master craftsmen, and, although used by the lineage or tribe, were considered 

to be part of the chiefs personal estate. New tohuas were generally built for the eldest 

son of the head chief, thereby raising the stams of the chiefs family, or as part of 

important ceremonies, such as memorial celebrations for the dead (Handy 1923:205; 
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Linton 1939:152). The sheer size of these features is demonstrated by the fact that they 

sometimes held as many as 10,000 people from numerous tribes (Ferdon 1993:65-66). 

Other stmctures constructed by the Marquesans included me 'ae, or temples, with a 

number of different feature types. Within the ma 'ae category were both household and 

tribal temples as well as sacrificial temples and funerary preparation areas. All of these 

were built on stone platforms. The construction of tribal temples, while carried out only 

by the priests and their assistants, required materials gathered by all members of the uibe; 

human sacrifice accompanied the construction (Handy 1923:231-232). 

The Mapuche of South America 

The Mapuche are located in south-central Chile (Figure 3.5), between the Biobio 

River in the north and the Rio Bueno in the south. Their territory, once encompassing 

around 30,000 square km, includes three geographic zones: the Pacific Ocean coastal 

strip, the Central Valley, and the foothills of the Andes (Dillehay 1990:231; Faron 

1986:1). In general, the Mapuche live within a cool, temperate rainforest environment, 

with snowfall and colder temperatures increasing with elevation. Subsistence is based 

primarily on agriculture, animal husbandry, and fishing, the proportion of each depending 

on the environmental zone (Stuchlik 1976:13). 

The Mapuche have also been called the Araucanians, and this name appears in most 

ethnohistoric and early ethnographic accounts (e.g.. Cooper 1946; Steward 1949). 

Beginning with the Inka in the 14th century followed by the Spanish in the 16th cenmry, 

the Mapuche violently resisted all intrusions into their territory by outside groups. Armed 
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Figure 3.5. Location of the Mapuche in South America. 
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resistance by the Mapuche continued well into the 19th century, and they were one of the 

last native Chilean groups pacified, finally confined to reservations in 1884. Their 

present lands are within their former territory, although significantly reduced, extending 

over an area of around 6,500 square km (Faron 1986:12-13). Within this territory are 

more than 3(X)0 small, separate Mapuche reservations (Stuchlik 1976:16). A number of 

these, particularly in the more rural areas, have maintained "much of their traditional 

lifestyle, especially their religious practices" (Dillehay (1990:225). From early 

ethnohistoric accounts, the Mapuche may have numbered around 500,000 at the time of 

Spanish contact (Faron 1986:10). By the end of the 19th cenmry, European introduced 

disease, continuous warfare, and the migration of many Mapuche into Argentina to escape 

slavery, had reduced the Chilean population to around 100,000. 

The Mapuche have been studied by a relatively large number of ethnographers. The 

primary sources used are the work of Louis Faron (1986), who spent more than a year 

living with the Mapuche between 1952 and 1954, and Milan Smchlik (1976), who lived 

with the Mapuche between 1968 and 1970. The most important source, however, is the 

research of the archaeologist Tom Dillehay (1990, 1992, 1995), who has spent the past 

20 years investigating both the archaeology and ethnography of central Chile. Dillehay's 

work is particularly valuable because he has instituted a long-term ethnoarchaeological 

research program focusing, in part, on platform mound use and ceremonial architecmre 

in general. 

Although the Mapuche have become increasingly integrated into Chilean society over 

the past 100 years, their social and religious systems retain many similarities with those 
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described in die early etimohistoric accounts. However, it is important to recognize that 

300 years of warfare and the enslavement of portions of the population, as well as the 

enticements of modem-day Chile, have undoubtedly affected Mapuche social structure and 

world view. Because the Mapuche still use platform mounds, ones in fact that are 

remarkably similar to those built over 500 years ago, changes in Mapuche lifestyle are 

not considered detrimental to this analysis (see Dillehay 1992:417). Instead, these 

changes are a reflection of the dynamic namre of cultural processes, and have the 

potential to inform on the way architecture has been adapted to new social and political 

situations (Dillehay 1990:225). 

Social organization is based upon the household, lineage, community (or trokinche), 

and tribe. The nuclear or extended family household is the primary economic unit. 

Mapuche houses are situated near their agriculmral fields, and, at least up to the 1960s, 

resembled those described in the early ethnohistoric accounts, although today they are 

becoming increasingly modernized. In general, however, they consist of pole and 

thatched huts in the Central Valley and wood plank huts in the higher uplands (Faron 

1986:2; Stuchlik 1976:13; see also Bennett 1949:10). The houses almost always contain 

a single room and are built directly on the ground; house platforms are not constmcted. 

The lineage is perhaps the most important social group. Today they are localized by 

reservation, with each having from one to several lineages. Three or more lineages that 

are consanguineously related and residentially contiguous form a trokinche, which is the 

political and religious conununity of the Mapuche (Dillehay 1990:227, 1992:388-389). 

It is unclear if lineage and trokinche groups were localized in the past, although 
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considered likely (Dillehay 1990:225). Descent and inheritance are reckoned patrilineally 

and residence is patrilocal. Lineages are exogamous, but marriage to members of other 

lineages within the trokinche community is allowed and encouraged. Lineage descent is 

traced back "to an ancestral male who is often shrouded in myth and is believed to be the 

founder of the lineage" (Faron 1986:22). As Faron (1986:22) further states, "Everyone 

in Mapuche society is a member by birth of a patrilineal descent group in which he 

retains membership throughout his or her life. After death he is considered to be an 

ancestral spirit of his patrilineage and is propitiated thereafter by its living members." 

Lineage size varies: Faron (1986:22) suggests that 250 members is an average number, 

with some much smaller and some considerably larger. Trokinche size may range from 

300 to 8,000 members (Dillehay 1990:227). 

Each lineage was ruled by a chief {lonko). Beneath the chief were a number of lesser 

ranked sublineages, each ruled by an elder headman (Faron 1986:26-27, 59-60). The title 

of chief was inherited patrilineally, generally by the eldest male child. Although there 

is some question about how much authority a chief had prior to reservation settlement 

(Faron 1986:23, 57-58), there is general agreement that the Mapuche were a ranked 

society. As Dillehay (1990:225) states, "Although little is known of the past millennium, 

archaeological and ethnohistorical evidence suggest that [the Mapuche] lived in scattered, 

loosely organized communities operating on a 'chiefdom' level of social organization." 

All sources also agree that political centralization and chiefly power were, at least in part, 

facilitated and strengthened by the reservation system. In fact, as discussed below, the 

rise of chiefly power via the reservation system may be associated with an elaboration of 
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platform mound structure and function. 

Chiefly authority was not absolute (Faron 1986:57). As Dillehay (1990:226) notes, 

"What obedience [a chief] commands is derived from his genealogical position and from 

iiis ability to persuade people to follow his commands. A chief generally has no control 

over the affairs of lineages other than his own, except during public ceremony." A 

chiefs job was to uphold the social order, settle disputes, and to organize defensive 

systems and war parties (Stuchlik 1976:17). Chiefs also organized communal labor, 

because every patrilineage "held extensive lands, which were administered by the chief 

who organized necessary collective work" (Stuchlik 1976:17; see also Faron 1986:19-20). 

Redistribution of resources was another imponant chiefly function: "A chiefs authority 

is not based on his ability to accumulate wealth, but on his ability to regulate its 

redistribution through ceremony and marriage alliance, and to serve as steward of lineage 

land use inheritance rights" (Dillehay 1990:226). It is unknown whether the chiefs 

occupied larger residential strucmres than other members of the lineage, although there 

are indications that they were moderately wealthier; chiefs generally had a greater number 

of household domestic structures due in part to their practice of polygamy (Dillehay 

1992:396). 

Perhaps most significantly, most chiefs also held the role of nillatufe, or ceremonial 

priest, and, with the heads of the sublineages, were responsible for scheduling, planning, 

and conducting the annual agricultural fertility ceremonies (nguillatun), generally held by 

a trokinche twice a year in the pre- and post-harvest seasons (Dillehay 1990:227; Faron 

1986:100). In their position of ceremonial priest, chiefs also played significant roles in 
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death and burial rites {awn) with their associated mound building activities. 

Chiefly power apparently increased with the formation of the reservation system in 

the late 19th century (Faron 1986:57-60). This occurred primarily through the recognition 

of the authority of this role by Chilean authorities, and by the legalization of land 

ownership in the name of the chief instead of the lineage. Because Chilean law forbade 

movement off the reservations, and gave title of the reservation land to the chief, "the role 

and status of the chief was redefined "in the political as well as economic sphere" (Faron 

1986:58). Although Faron (1986:58) claims that at this time the chiefs also began to 

collect tribute in the form of gifts and labor from their lineage members, it is unclear if 

this practice started only after reservations were established or whether some form of gift 

tribute and labor service was in place prior to this time (see Dillehay 1992:396). 

However, as Faron (1986:58) notes of this period, "Chiefs came to have life and death 

powers over their constiments. Social grievances were usually framed in terms of 

witchcraft and witches were dismembered and burned under the most adverse conditions. 

Otherwise, they, along with other trouble-makers, were evicted from the reservation 

precincts." Regardless of what practices occurred before or after the formation of 

reservations, the transference of land rights from the corporate lineage to the chief appears 

to be a significant factor in solidifying chiefly power. 

Mapuche religion was polytheistic, with deities having tribal, regional, and lineage 

specific imponance. "Central to Mapuche religious belief is the concept of ancestral 

spirits. The most important of these are the former chiefs ~ those elders, lineage 

founders, military leaders, who walk the earth in the company of the sons of the gods. 
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genealogical reckoning there is a convergence upon the lineage founder, the apical 

ancestor, the lineage deity" (Faron 1986:67). Worshipping of chiefly ancestors suggests 

that the power of the chiefs was not limited to the reservation period. However, there is 

no indication that the chiefs considered themselves directly descended from the primary 

deities or received supernatural power from them. 

The shaman, as distinct from the chiefly ceremonial priest, also played a central role 

in Mapuche religion. Shamans could be either male or female. Besides from curing the 

sick and conducting certain ceremonial rites, the shaman held a position of authority 

residing "in the monopoly of historical, genealogical and ancestral knowledge, particularly 

the rules of alliance (admapu) that held groups together" (Dillehay 1990:226). Being a 

shaman was primarily a full-time specialty; there is no indication that the role was 

inherited. 

According to Dillehay (1990, 1992), chiefly power was consolidated through 

community-wide participation in public ceremony and the construction of monumental 

architecture. The Mapuche engage in more than 20 different yearly ceremonies, all or 

most of which are coordinated and scheduled by the chiefs in their role as ceremonial 

priests (Dillehay 1990:227, 236-238). The three most important ceremonies that involve 

construction of some type of public architecture are the nguillatun (fertility), awn (burial), 

and cueltun (mound construction). 

The nguillatun, or agricultural fertility rite, is the most important community-wide 

ceremony and the "main form of local and regional identification and unification ..." 

(Dillehay 1990:227). This is a two to six day affair, occurring twice a year, generally 
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around the full moon in the planting and harvesting seasons. As Faron (1986:100) states: 

"In the nguillatun rites the Mapuche congregate to state their needs to their ancestors and 

their gods. The emphasis is on agriculmral needs, but in time of general sickness or 

general disaster from earthquake, the latter concems are given prominence . . . Prayers 

are offered to the Supreme Being, fienechen, to the lesser or regional gods, to ancestral 

spirits, and generally designed to secure the well-being of the supplicants." 

The nguillatun ceremony is sponsored by the trokinche community, and plarmed by 

the ceremonial priest-chiefs and elders of the member lineages. The event is held at a 

shared ceremonial field, and responsibility for hosting the event is rotated among the 

lineages. As well as being attended by members of the host trokinche, "Potential 

marriage parmers and trade partners, who are non-affines from nearby and distant areas, 

are invited by chiefs or household members (with the chiefs approval) to participate in 

ceremony. Lineage members are invited to several different ceremonies each year, as 

members of their own lineage and as outsiders" (Dillehay 1990:227). Through this 

system, alliances, either via marriage or trade, are created with other lineages. As 

Dillehay (1990:227) further states, "It is the participation of members in different 

ceremonies throughout the year that creates interlocking and perduring local and regional 

networks of individual and lineage relations independent of a centralized authoritative 

system." 

The nguillatun ceremonial fields are remarkably uniform and standardized throughout 

Mapuche territory (Dillehay 1990:227; Faron 1986:100). They are "permanendy 

designated sacred spaces ranging in size from approximately 60 m to 500 m in length. 
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depending on the number and size of participating lineages and invited persons" (Dillehay 

1990:227-228). The fields are U-shaped or semicircular, with the various lineage groups 

clustered in contiguous huts along the sides. The east end is always open, and usually 

faces a stream or a lake, and in the center of the field is an altar, often decorated with 

symbolic motifs, "where sacrificial animals and special goods are placed during ceremony 

and where shamans perform rimal acts" (Dillehay 1990:228). The standardized nature of 

these ceremonies serves to reinforce Mapuche identity and tribal integration. As Dillehay 

(1990:230) states; "Only by having standardized fields, religious beliefs, rules and 

practices, can the whole system overlap and persist in a non-centralized political context. 

Within this system, chiefs provide recruitment and regulation of marriage alliances and 

scheduling of ceremonial and other lineage-specific public events." 

Unlike the nguillatun, which is a multiUneage affair containing both religious and 

social components, "The awn funeral and the cueltun [mound building] ... are lineage-

specific, closed to outsiders, and [consist of] shared rituals that link the dead chief, his 

relatives, and local ancestors" (Dillehay 1990:230). Although there are several different 

types of Mapuche tombs, including ums, stone-slab coffins, and log chambers, platform 

mound construction is "associated only with the internment of special chiefs, shamans, 

and wealthy men" (Dillehay 1990:230). Platform mounds have a long tradition among 

the Mapuche, probably beginning in the 12th or 13th century. Dillehay (1990:231) 

estimates that approximately 100 to 150 prehistoric and historic mounds are present in the 

traditional tribal territory of around 30,000 square km. As he states: 
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Most mounds are simated on low bluff tops overlooking large fertile river valleys. 
These structures occur as isolates or as clusters. A typical cluster consists of eight 
to twelve mounds, with an average size of about 20 m in diameter and 5 m in 
height. The largest are about 12 m in height and 35 m in diameter. Mounds 
appear in various forms. Most often, they are elliptical or conical in design, 
although a few semi-rectangular forms are present (Dillehay 1990:231). 

Most significantly, mounds are still being used in the Lumaco Valley and the use of 

these features has been a primary focus of Dillehay's ethnoarchaeological research. The 

Lumaco Valley encompasses approximately 8 square km and contains 14 paired or 

individual mounds. Oral tradition, ceramics, and genealogical accounts indicate that the 

mounds contain the burial remains of a 300 to 400 year sequence of chiefs of a single 

localized patrilineage (Dillehay 1990:231). Through ethnographic interviews and the use 

of historic documents, Dillehay has reconsuncted four phases of mound construction, 

curation, and abandonment. Because of the importance of these processes, representing 

some of the only recorded ethnographic data on mound construction and associated 

ceremonial use, Dillehay (1990:231-233) is quoted extensively here: 

First, the deceased is placed in a shallow eltun grave and covered with soil. 
Second, after one year, the grave becomes lineage architectural property and is 
maintained and eventually built up by periodic soil capping, or cueltun, rites. 
These rites are administered by a corporate social group, headed by a shaman and 
made up of all the chiefs consanguineal and affinal relatives. During this rite, 
shamans and relatives dance around the tomb, perform animal sacrifice and 
bloodletting rimals on it, and cap it with soil layers to symbolically lift the spirit 
of the corpse into the upper world . . . of ±e ancestors. All of these activities 
sustain links between the living and the dead and transform the chief into an 
authentic ancestor. Third, upon the death of the next lineage ruler, or successor 
of the interred chief, the awn-cueltun cycle is repeated at a new grave site. This 
site is located a few hundred meters distance from the 'old' mound of the 
preceding dead chief . . . Upon abandonment, the old mound becomes a public 
historic monument and joins the growing family, or suite, of earthen structures 
stretching along the bluffline. This sequential construction of mounds continues 
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as long as the local patrillneage is politically secure and territorially stable in the 
same area. And fourth, in areas where the original mound-building lineage has 
been uprooted and separated from its homeland by population displacement, 
assimilation, warfare, or other means, old, abandoned mounds simply become 
sacred architectural memorabilia to the new occupants [emphasis original]. 

Significantly, unlike some of the Pacific groups discussed in the preceding section, 

mound size is not dkectly associated with chiefly status. Instead, it is related to the 

number of people in the deceased chiefs lineage and the length of the rule of his 

successor. This is because until the successor dies, and a new mound is established, the 

old mound is visited by lineage members every four to eight years and recapped, with 

each lineage member placing a container (basket, bucket, bottle) of dirt on top of the 

mound. Therefore, the longer the reign of the successor, the greater the number of 

capping episodes, and the larger the size of the kin group, the greater the quantity of dirt 

associated with each episode. 

Chiefs were buried with various grave goods, the number and type of which were 

directly related to the personal wealth of the chief and associated patrilineage. These 

included "ceramics, ponchos, silver ornaments, and weapons . . (Dillehay 1992:403). 

Therefore, while mound size is not directly related to status, the quantity and quality of 

grave goods may be indicative of social position. 

Along with their religious, integrative and identity-reinforcing functions, mounds and 

other forms of permanent ceremonial architecture also served as territorial markers for 

Mapuche lineage land claims. Archaeologically, this function may be particularly 

important for sedentary groups who have invested significant energy in landscape 
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modifications, such as the clearing of agricultural fields or construction of irrigation 

canals, or in areas of high population density where land ownership is in dispute. As 

Dillehay (1990:224-225) states, "Lineage claims are legitimized 1) by referring to long-

term occupation in a particular area; 2) by marking territories with lineage architecture 

(e.g., mounds, earthworks, wooden statues, and other features); and 3) by transforming 

chiefs from land stewards to land patrons, and upon their death, from local lineage 

ancestors to special regional ancestors." 

The final form of Mapuche ceremonial architecmre to be discussed is what is called 

the nache-cuel site. This is the last mound site built in the Lumaco cluster, constructed 

around the mm of the cenmry, and it is still in use today. The nache-cuel consists of 

both a burial mound and a nguillatun ceremonizil field, and therefore represents the 

combination of what were once two functionally separate ritual architectural forms. In 

a sense, the nache-cuel site can be considered to be the latest, and probably the final, 

stage in a 3(X) or 400 year developmental process. 

Dillehay (1990:236) posits that this feamre arose through the "emergence of a 

centralized dynastic chiefdom" in the Lumaco Valley. This may have been initiated, at 

least in part, through the accumulation of land and power by the chiefs of the Lumaco 

patrilineage via the Chilean government's native land policy. However, the chiefs of this 

patrilineage, perhaps due to personal abilities in negotiating advantageous trade- and 

marriage-alliances, were then able to extend their influence beyond the domain of their 

own descent group. Once this power was established, Dillehay (1990:226) suggests that 

it was continued through the control of "two highly valued and integrated commodities 
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that were, and still are, much in demand — time and scheduling of public events" 

(emphasis original). 

Scheduling of ceremonial activities is seen as critical because most events, including 

the nguillatun, occur during the six month agriculmral season. Data collected by Dillehay 

(1990:237) indicate that the majority of adults spend around 31 days during this time 

preparing for or participating in ceremonial affairs. This calculates to about 15 percent 

of the available time per adult, and, as Dillehay (1990:237) notes, "Participating in both 

public and private ceremonies is very time consuming." Therefore, by controlling the 

scheduling of ceremonial events, the Lumaco chiefs could also regulate alliance 

formations and the selection of marriage and trade partners. As Dillehay (1990:238) 

states: "By scheduling and regulating local nguillatun, awn, and cueltun ceremonies, the 

chiefs of one lineage controlled both local and regional opportunities for alliance-making, 

ancestral worship, trade, and exchange, and appeals to the deities for productive harvests. 

Such control placed his lineage at a competitive advantage, for it was in a better position 

to negotiate more potentially productive and secure trade and marriage alliances with 

desirable non-local groups." 

This change is reflected in the ceremonial architecmre of the nache-cuel site. At this 

site the platform mound is located at the base of the U-shaped field, and the emphasis of 

the ceremony, instead of being directed towards the central altar of the trokinche lineages, 

is instead directed toward the ancestral mound of the dominant chiefly lineage. "[T]he 

locus of activity and power ... at the nache-cuel site ... is the top of the mound where 

most activity takes place, including animal sacrifice and bloodletting rites in the name of 
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celestial ancestors and deities" (Dillehay 1990:238). The mound is also in the best 

position for displaying the chiefs and the principal men of the lineage, and also affords 

the most commanding view of surrounding activities. 

Therefore, the Mapuche of the Lumaco Valley provide an example of the evolution 

of a social system from one that was noncentralized, but highly integrated, to one largely 

controlled by a single dynastic pattilineage. Because factors in present day Chile have 

basically moderated the power of this lineage, it cannot be determined whether the social 

system would have eventually moved from one that was ranked to one that was stratified, 

or alternatively, collapsed altogether, perhaps due to competition with rival lineages. 

Most importantly, however, is the fact that these social changes are reflected in the nature 

of the ceremonial architecture. 

The Southeastern United States 

The Southeastern Culture Area, as traditionally defined by anthropologists, includes 

all or part of the states of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, 

Tennessee, Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana (Figure 3.6). Portions of the states of 

Missouri, Illinois, and Kenmcky that border the Mississippi River are also included by 

some (Hudson 1976:5), while others have included parts of Texas, Virginia, and West 

Virginia (Swanton 1946:1-2). Although drawing boundaries around ethnographic culmre 

areas is inherently risky, because deviations always occur, in general Native American 

groups in this area shared a number of cultural and social traits, brought on, at least in 

part, by the more-or-Iess uniform namre of the woodland environment (Hudson 1976:11). 
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The characterizatioa of native groups in this area as siniilar is not limited to 

anthropologists. In fact, it was first noted by the early European explorers of the region, 

such as members of the De Soto entrada, who encountered a greater number of 

Southeastern groups than any other early expedition. Upon landing in northern Florida 

in 1539, De Soto and his party spent more than four years and 5,600 km traversing much 

of the Southeast, and only noted major cultural differences upon reaching Caddoan groups 

in western Arkansas and eastern Texas (Hudson 1976:10, 1994:99). 

For example, almost without exception Southeastern groups traced descent through 

the matrilineal line and followed matrilocal residence rules (Anderson 1994:84-85, 87; 

Hudson 1976:185). They lived in sedentary villages in similar types of small, circular or 

square mud-plastered structures (Swanton 1946:806). Most Southeastern peoples were 

farmers, with the exception of some groups in southern Florida, and subsistence was 

based almost entirely on com agriculture, with the additional cultivation of beans, 

tobacco, and a variety of pumpkins and squashes (Swanton 1946:289). Gathering of wild 

foodsmffs, hunting, and, to a certain extent, fishing, supplemented the diet, with emphasis 

varying by region. Most groups also celebrated some form of the Green Com Ceremony 

(or Busk), which was a "rite of thanksgiving" feast held with the ripening of the late com 

crop (Hudson 1976:367). 

However, like the Pacific cultures discussed above, which on the surface also appear 

similar, there are a number of important differences between Southeastern groups. For 

one, five distinct language families have been identified in the Southeast, with a number 

of language isolates (Hudson 1976:23; Swanton 1946:10, 800-801). Muskogean is the 
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most important family, and itself contains five major groups, which, while related, are not 

necessarily mutually intelligible. For another, while the Southeast can be generally 

characterized as having a similar envirormient, there is a great deal of local variation that 

influenced the particulars of subsistence, settlement, and social systems (Scarry 1994:23-

26). Other significant differences between Southeastern groups are found in the types of 

social and political organization, religious practices, and the degree of social complexity. 

Differences are also apparent in the construction of public architecture, including platform 

mounds. 

The Southeast contained a relatively large number of mound-building groups that are 

known from both archaeological and ethnohistoric investigations (Figure 3.7). 

Ethnohistoric groups suspected or known to have built platform mounds in the Southeast 

include the Apalachee, Casqui, Chica, Chitimacha, Choctaw, Cofitachequi, Coosa, 

Natchez, Ocute, Pacaha (or Capaha), Taensa, Tastaluca, Timucua, Toqua, and Tunica 

(Anderson 1994; Blitz 1993; Hudson 1976; Hudson and Tesser 1994; Swanton 1911, 

1946; Thomas 1894). There is some evidence to suggest that the Cherokee, Chickasaw, 

Creek, and Shawnee also built mounds (Swanton 1946:636; Thomas 1894:718), although 

this is less certain, and there are undoubtedly a number of other mound-using groups not 

recorded. 

Conservatively, these groups ranged over an area of approximately 233,000 square 

km (Hudson 1976:Map I, 1994:Figure 1). Although many nonmound-using populations 

were also simated in this area, the number and geographical extent of known mound-

building peoples is impressive. The distribution of prehistoric platform mounds may have 
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Figure 3.7. E.xample of a Southeastern platform mound conununity around A.D. 1500, 
the Toqua of Tennessee (from Nabokov and Easton 1989:94). Note location 
of mounds in right-center and upper left of figure. 
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been even larger. This can be contrasted with the Southwest, where, as discussed in 

Chapters 1 and 2, platform mounds were largely confined to a 45,000 square km area in 

the Sonoran Desert, and occurred primarily between A.D. 1200 and 1450, although a few 

earlier mounds dating to the A.D. 700s are known. In the Southeast, platform mounds 

were constructed beginning around 100 B.C. (Lindauer and Blitz 1996), but most were 

built after A.D. 1000 when mounds became "ubiquitous" (Blitz 1993:70). They probably 

continued in use in the Southeast until the early-to-mid 19th century. 

Why some of these groups developed extremely complex and highly stratified social 

systems, while others did not, is a central question in Southeast archaeology and 

anthropology, and one still very much unresolved (Scarry 1994:23). Numerous reasons 

have been suggested to explain the rise of the powerful Mississippi period (post-A.D. 

1000) chiefdoms documented by the Spanish in the 16th century. These include 

environmental diversity (Scarry 1994:23-26); the intensification of com agriculture and 

need for communal food storage (Blitz 1993:179-180); the control of food surplus (Blitz 

1993:23; Scarry 1994:30); the establishment of a prestige goods economy and tribute 

system (Steponaitus 1978:420); and changes in the nature of the political hierarchy 

(Anderson 1994:105). Population pressure, warfare, exchange, and religion, particularly 

the practice of what has been called the Southeast Ceremonial Complex, have also been 

cited as potential causal mechanisms in the differentiation of Southeastern societies 

(Anderson 1994; Peebles and Kus 1977; Scarry 1994; Steponaims 1986). 

To better explore the relationship of some of these social factors to platform mound 

construction, three Southeastern groups are more closely examined. These groups span 
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the range of organizational forms found in the Southeast, from the primarily egalitarian, 

but still ranked, Choctaw, to the more highly ranked and possibly stratified Chitimacha, 

to the stratified Natchez. At the time of European contact or early in the historic period, 

which is the setting for most of the following discussion, the Choctaw were located in 

central and southern Mississippi extending east into Alabama; the Chitimacha were in 

southern Louisiana along the Gulf of Mexico; and the Natchez were primarily in the state 

of Mississippi along the lower Mississippi Eliver (Figure 3.6). Platform mounds were 

built by all of these groups, although they differed in their nature and function. 

As mentioned in the introductory section of this chapter, data on Southeastern groups 

are derived largely from ethnohistoric sources. This is because by the time 

anthropologists began to formally study these cultures in the early 20th century, most had 

been so radically altered by European contact and subsequent colonial settlement that they 

little resembled their mound-using ancestors. Mound construction in the Southeast 

probably ended by the mid-1800s, if not earlier, although this is not entirely certain, 

particularly in respect to the use of small funerary mounds. Furthermore, by the early 

20th cenmry some groups had been so decimated by disease, slavery, and warfare, that 

they literally had ceased to exist as defined cultiares (Hudson 1976:436). Therefore, the 

ethnohistoric accounts are the only data available on the social and political organization 

of these groups when they were still building and using platform mounds. 

Fortunately, the Spanish explorers of the early-to-mid 16th century, and the French 

and British of the late 17th and 18th centuries, tended to keep chronicles of their visits. 

Although these vary greatiy in their namre and level of observational detail, some are 
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quite meticulous, often recounting day to day events. The most important accounts, and 

some of the earliest, are those from the Spanish entrada of Hernando De Soto (Hudson 

1994; Lewis 1990; Milanich and Hudson 1993). De Soto, who had been second in 

conmiand to Pizarro in his conquest of the Inka, led an expedition to the Southeast in a 

quest for new sources of riches, particularly gold, silver, and pearls. Landing near Tampa 

Bay, Florida in May of 1539, De Soto spent the next three years wandering throughout 

the interior of the Southeast, accompanied by "600 men, over 200 horses, 100 or more 

servants and camp followers, and a large quantity of supplies and equipment, including 

trade goods, hogs, mules, and dogs" (Anderson 1994:59; see Hudson 1994:Figure 1). The 

riches sought by De Soto were never found, although just about every native group he 

encountered assured him that fantastic treasures could be found with the next group just 

a little farther down the way. De Soto himself died in May of 1542, possibly in the 

territory of the Natchez-related Taensa of Arkansas (Swanton 1911:257), and it was not 

until 1543 that the 300 survivors of the expedition made their way by boat down the 

Mississippi River to the Gulf of Mexico and eventually to Spanish territory in Mexico 

(Hudson 1994). There are four surviving accounts of this expedition, written during the 

expedition, immediately after, or more than 50 years after (Anderson 1994:60). 

Other notable Spanish sources include the Narvaez expedition of 1528, particularly 

the account of Cabeza de Vaca, who, being one of the only survivors out of an original 

group of around 300 men, wandered for eight years throughout the Southeast and Texas, 

eventually making his way to Mexico (Hodge 1990; Hoffman 1994), and the expedition 

of Juan Pardo between 1566 and 1568, who visited some of the same groups that De Soto 
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did, allowing for limited temporal comparison (Hudson 1990). Later French sources, 

which provide much of the data on the Natchez and Chitimacha, include those of the 

soldier Iberville, who established a colony on the lower Mississippi River at Biloxi Bay 

in 1699, and the missionaries Le Petit and Le Page du Pratz, both of whom spent several 

years in the early 1700s also along the lower Mississippi, primarily with the Natchez 

(Hudson 1976; Swanton 1911, 1946). Much of the data on the Choctaw come from later 

British or American naturalists and explorers, including James Adair, Lieutenant Henry 

Timberlake, and William Bartram, all of whom were in the Southeast in the mid-to-late 

1700s (Hudson 1976:11; Swanton 1922, 1946). Although De Soto also passed through 

Choctaw territory, evidently burning a number of towns as he went, little substantive 

information was recorded (Hudson 1976:114; Swanton 1946:121). 

There are problems with all of these accounts, however, as there generally are with 

most ethnohistoric data (see Drennan and Uribe 1987:viii). First of all, the accounts are 

biased by the particular subjective view of the recorder. Soldiers, for example, tended to 

record events of military interest, and battles, weapons, and defensive fortifications are 

described in great detail. Missionaries, on the odier hand, generally focused on religious 

aspects, but often not so much on the native religion, which was "devil-based," as on their 

efforts to conven the heathen to Christianity. As a result, data of interest for this 

analysis, such as, for example, methods of platform mound construction, the time and 

labor necessary to construct a mound, or the social make-up and leadership of the 

construction group, are often unrecorded. This is also due to the fact that many 

ethnohistoric accounts are synchronic and based on observations of a relatively short 
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duration (Drennan and Uribe I987:viii). That is, data on platform mound construction 

may not be available simply because no mounds were constructed during the short stay 

of the observer. 

Second, the veracity of many of these accounts can be questioned, particularly those 

written many years after the recorded event. Additionally, there are often conflicting data 

when two or more accounts describe the same event, leaving the analyst in a quandary 

as to which account is more accurate. This is particularly true for quantitative measures 

such as time, physical space, and population. A degree of exaggeration is also common 

because many of these accounts were written for consumption by the popular European 

market, hungry for tales of bloodthirsty savages and deviant practices. 

Finally, as noted by both Anderson (1994:53-54) and Drennan and Uribe (1987:viii), 

only the earliest accounts are likely to provide reliable data on pristine forms of social 

and political organization. European contact, particularly the introduction of infectious 

disease, produced rapid alterations in native groups. This is not considered an overly 

great problem in the following analysis because the focus is on mound use by a particular 

group at a particular time, and changes in cultures and the ways mounds were used are 

expected as part of the natural process, no matter what the initial cause. However, the 

earlier accounts are considered more accurate and when available were the primary 

sources used. 

A number of anthropologists, archaeologists, and historians, have spent many years 

researching the ethnohistoric record, tracing the routes of the early explorers, examining 

the accounts for credibility, and synthesizing these data. Most notable among these are 
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the work of anthropologists John Swanton (1911,1922,1946) and Charles Hudson (1976, 

1990, 1994; Hudson and Tesser 1994; Milanich and Hudson 1993). The archaeologist 

David Anderson (1994) also undertook a very thorough ethnohistoric study in an attempt 

to understand the rise of political power in the late prehistoric Savaimah River chiefdoms 

of Georgia and South Carolina. A less detailed ethnohistoric analysis was undertaken by 

the archaeologist John Blitz (1993) to help interpret a prehistoric platform mound 

community excavated in western Alabama. All of these sources were used in deciphering 

and assessing the ethnohistoric record. Therefore, although some of the original accounts 

were reviewed, such as those of the Narvdez expedition by Cabeza de Vaca (Hodge 1990) 

and the De Soto expedition by the Gentleman of Elvas (Lewis 1990), the above 

ethnohistoric syntheses were relied on most heavily. 

As a final conmient before beginning the more detailed examination of the three 

Southeastern groups, it is important to note that due to the nature of the ethnohistoric 

record and the problems described above, information on these groups is far less detailed 

than for the Pacific and South American areas previously described. Data for many of 

the categories in Table 3.2 were sometimes incomplete or just not available, even though 

the three groups examined contain some of the better data from Southeastern groups. 

When data were available, they were sometimes ambiguous and therefore open to 

interpretation, and there is some disagreement among the various sources listed above. 

The amount of information also varied by group, with the Choctaw and Natchez having 

the most, and the Chitimacha the least. All of this is unfortunate, because, as mentioned 

above, of the three areas examined groups in the Southeast have the closest biological and 
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cultural affinity to those of the Southwest and the prehistoric Tonto Basin. Even so, the 

Southeastern data are important and worth consideration, representing the only eye

witness accounts of platform mound use in the United States. 

Choctaw 

The Choctaw are a Muskogean-speaking tribe who, at the time of European contact 

and during the early historic period, inhabited the states of Mississippi and western 

Alabama (Figure 3.6). They are closely related to the Creek and Chickasaw, whose 

territories were contiguous with the Choctaw on the east and north, respectively (Hudson 

1976:Map I). Swanton (1946:123) estimates that the Choctaw numbered about 15,000 in 

1650, and suggests that the population probably fluctuated between 15,000 and 20,000, 

making them the largest tribe in the Southeast next to the Cherokee. An account from 

1675 "speaks of the great and extensive province of the Chacta which includes 107 

villages" (Bishop Calderon in Swanton 1946:121). 

Like most other Southeastern tribes, the Choctaw were matrilineal with matrilocal 

residence. Polygyny and the sororate were evidently common, although information on 

this is limited (Swanton 1946:706-707). The primary social group was the household, 

followed by the moiety and then the tribe. It is unclear whether clans were present. 

Swanton (1946:655) states that the Choctaw had small group divisions, which he calls 

"house groups," similar to clans but without totemic names. 

House groups were further organized into exogamous moieties (Hudson 1976:237). 

According to one early source, the name for one of the moieties was "captives" or 
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"slaves," although later sources claimed that the name for this moiety was "their own 

people" or "divided people" or "friends" (Swanton 1946:662-663). The other moiety was 

called "chiefs." As Swanton (1946:663) notes concerning their function: "Funeral 

obsequies for a person of one moiety were conducted by those of the other side, and we 

seem to have clear intimations that one moiety [the one called "slaves" or "friends"] . . 

. presided over ceremonial matters concerned with peace, the other being the war division. 

The writer [who claimed that the name of one of the moieties was "slaves"]... says that 

it was in fact considered less noble than the other, but we have no supporting evidence." 

The Choctaw were ruled by a chief or by several chiefs, although the exact nature of 

this role and the amount of power the chief had is unclear. Each of the three or four 

main Choctaw divisions, which were apparently localized, seems to have had a head 

chief. Swanton (1946:653) notes ±at in comparison with sttatified groups like the 

Natchez or Powhatan, Choctaw chiefs had very little authority. However, given the 

autocratic power of Natchez chiefs, this comparison does not necessarily mean that the 

authority of Choctaw chiefs was negligible. Citing evidence from the closely related 

Chickasaw, Swanton (1946:817) further suggests that the Choctaw were "democratic and 

the chiefs powers limited." As he states, "We should expect equality among the Choctaw 

if anywhere" (Swanton 1946:662). 

The means of chiefly succession are unknown. Swanton (1946:653), however, 

suggests that inheritance counted little, based on the fact that "the greatest of all Choctaw 

chiefs, Pushmataha, was of such obscure origin that it was a matter of conraient." 

Therefore, to Swanton (1946:653), Choctaw chiefs were "self-made men," implying that 
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rank and status were achieved rather than ascribed. The Choctaw also appear to have had 

specialized war chiefs or war leaders, whose role was similarly based on achievement, 

particularly prowess in battle: "Victory with the loss of many men was not esteemed, and 

lack of success as the Choctaw understood it might bring demotion to the war leader, who 

in fact ruled by prestige and never ventured to deliver orders" (Swanton 1946:697). 

What is unclear, however, is whether the case of Pushmataha, as cited by Swanton 

(1946:653), was the exception rather than the rule, which is an alternative interpretation 

to the statement that his origin "was a matter of comment." The fact that chiefs were 

treated differently from the common people in mortuary rites, which are described below, 

along with the possibility that the moieties were ranked, suggests that Choctaw society 

was not as egalitarian as Swanton maintains and that ranking was an important part of the 

social system. This is also suggested by the large population size: with 15,000 people, 

some form of hierarchical organization seems likely. Furthermore, the presence of at least 

four divisions of the Choctaw, each with head chiefs, additionally suggests that 

matrilineages may have played a larger and more formal role than recognized, and, if so, 

it is possible that rank was inherited through this group. As Anderson (1994:75) notes, 

Swanton had a tendency "to minimize the authority of Southeastern chiefs." Therefore, 

in all likelihood the Choctaw were a ranked society, but one that may not have been at 

a very high level of social differentiation. 

Economically, the Choctaw were primarily com agriculturists; hunting of small game 

during the summer and large game from winter camps supplemented the diet, but not to 

a great extent. "They depended on agriculture for their food more than any of the other 
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southern tribes, and raised enough com to employ part in trade with their neighbors" 

(Swanton 1946:817). 

Little is known about the Choctaw religious system. As noted by Swanton 

(1946:777), "Even comparatively early missionaries lament that the Choctaw were 

relatively indifferent to religion, but there is evident, nevertheless, the sky deity concept 

and its association with the sun along with numerous subordinate beings." Furthermore, 

"There was a marked paucity in ceremonies of a religious nature . . . Mention is made 

of a green com dance lasting 5 days, and there can be no reasonable doubt that such a 

ceremony existed but we have only fragmentary notes regarding it . . . They had 

numerous dances of a social or semisocial character and at some of these they wore 

masks" (Swanton 1946:778). There appear to have been two classes of medicine men. 

One class controlled supernatural powers and had the gift of prophecy, while the other 

class primarily healed the sick. It is unknown whe±er religious specialists were full or 

part-time. 

Architecturally, the Choctaw had both winter and sunmier houses for use during cold 

and warm weather. "Eighteenth century . . . Choctaw households typically consisted of 

clusters of buildings. At a minimum these consisted of a summer house and a winter 

house, and large households ... added a third and even a fourth building for storage and 

other uses" (Hudson 1976:213). Villages were sometimes surrounded by palisades, but 

there are no good descriptions of these (Swanton 1946:437). Additionally, "There were 

undoubtedly buildings used for general gatherings, ceremonials, etc., but these were not 

as conspicuous as the corresponding ones among the Creeks" (Swanton 1946:637). Each 
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town did have one or several mortuary chamel houses; as James Adair observed around 

1770, at least some chamel houses were adomed with "the carved image of a dove, with 

its wings stretched out, and its head inclining down, as if earnestly viewing or watching 

over the bones of the dead" (in Swanton 1946:613). 

Choctaw mortuary rites, which involved mound building, are one of the few aspects 

of Choctaw life where a fair amount of information is available. As Swanton (1946:725) 

notes, "The ancient Choctaw mortuary customs were quite different [from those of the 

Creek and Chickasaw] and of such striking character that they have been often described, 

though these descriptions do not agree in all details." There is enough agreement, 

however, that the general outline of the process is clear. 

When a person died the skull was painted red and the body was laid out on scaffold 

near the house with food and other personal property and allowed to decay. The house 

of the deceased was then burned "along with the provisions it contained or the 

[provisions] were sold at a low price" (Swanton 1946:725). As recounted by William 

Bartram, a trained naturalist who toured the Southeast between 1773-1777: 

As soon as a person is dead they erect a scaffold eighteen or twenty feet high, in 
a grove adjacent to the town, where they lay the corpse, lightly covered with a 
mantle; here it is suffered to remain, visited and protected by the friends and 
relations, until the flesh becomes putrid, so as easily to part from the bones, then 
undertakers, who make it their business, carefully strip the flesh from the bones 
. . . [and] having provided a curiously wrought chest or coffin . . . they place all 
the bones therein, which is deposited in the bone house, a building erected for that 
purpose in every town. And when this house is full a general solemn funeral 
takes place. Where the nearest kindred or friends of the deceased ... take up the 
respective coffins, and following one another in order of seniority . . . slowly 
proceeding to the place of general internment, where they place the coffins in 
order, forming a pyramid, and lastly cover all with earth, which raises a conical 
hill or mount. When they return to town in order of solemn procession. 
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concluding the day with a festival, which is called the feast of the dead (in 
Thomas 1894:656). 

The undertakers mentioned by Bartram, who elsewhere are called "buzzard men" or 

"buzzard pickers," were a class of mormary specialists responsible for the care of the dead 

in the chamel houses and particularly for removal of the putrefied flesh once the body 

had decayed. For this purpose they grew their fingernails long, which, besides from being 

functionally useful, symbolized their role (Swanton 1946:817). Buzzard men are found 

among both the Choctaw and the Chitimacha, who had similar mormary practices 

(Swanton 1911:350), although the two tribes are not related. Buzzard men may have 

functioned as full-time ritual specialists. 

Unfortunately, there are no ethnohistoric data as to the size of the burial mounds, 

although the fact that they contained the remains of numerous bodies, each within an 

individual coffm, and that several observers called them "pyramids," suggests they were 

of relatively good size. Swanton (1946:726) provides additional information, primarily 

from the mid-18th cenmry account of James Adair, that indicates that deceased chiefs 

were treated differently, and their defleshed bones placed in special chamel houses 

separate from the remains of the common people. It is unknown, however, whether chiefs 

were then buried conmiunally with commoners in the same mound or had their own 

mounds. That differential practices might be occurring is suggested by other accounts, 

that state that, "the burial mound might be added to on several different occasions, and 

according to one informant, the bone house was covered over in situ after it had become 

fiill" (Swanton 1946:726). All accounts agree that the mormary rites were accompanied 
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by feasts, both at the time of burial and on an annual basis (Blitz 1993:72). As Swanton 

(1946:726) notes, once a year "there was a great feast for the dead when the ... ossuary 

was visited by the relatives of those whose bones had been laid away there." 

Chitimacha 

The Chitimacha were a small tribe that inhabited that portion of southern Louisiana 

west of the Mississippi River and bordering the Gulf of Mexico (Figure 3.6). The 

Chitimacha language, like that of the Natchez, Tunica, and Atakapa, is one of four 

language isolates in the Southeast that are distantly related to the Muskogean family 

(Hudson 1976:23). The language is now extinct. Population estimates are based solely 

on numbers of warriors because the Chitimacha were considered a threat to the security 

of the early French colonists and this information was recorded. In 1699 the Chitimacha 

were estimated to have between 700 and 800 warriors (Swanton 1946:121), which using 

Ferdon's (1993:7) formula for the Marquesan Islanders described above, gives a 

population between 2,635 and 3000 people. An account from the late 1800s notes 15 

villages (Swanton 1911:343-344). 

Little is known about Chitimacha social organization, although there is relatively good 

information on their religious beliefs and use of platform mounds. Their social system 

is assumed to have been relatively similar to other Mississippian tribes, like the Natchez, 

who lived approximately 160 km farther up the Mississippi (Figure 3.6). Therefore, the 

Chitimacha were most likely matrilineal with matrilocal descent, and are known to have 

had totemic clans (Swanton 1911:349). 
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A distinct noble class was present, as noted in several early French accounts. At the 

very least, the Chitimacha were divided into nobles, commoners, and slaves (Swanton 

1911:339). As one account from around 1800 states: "There are distinctions of rank 

recognized among them; the chiefs and their descendants are noble, and the balance of 

the people are of the class of conmions. An old man of this latter class, however, great 

may be his age, will use to the young noble, however young he may be, respectful 

expressions which are only employed toward the nobility, while the latter has the right 

of speaking to die former only in popular terms" (Duralde in Swanton 1911:348). Each 

town had a chief {na 'ta), and there was said to be a single high chief. Leadership was 

apparently determined by descent (Swanton 1946:810) and it appears that the noble class 

was itself internally ranked. 

The degree of power and authority held by the chiefs and noble classes is unclear. 

Therefore, while the Chitimacha were definitely ranked, it is unknown if they were 

stratified like the Natchez. The relatively small size of the estimated population suggests 

that stratification and coercive use of force may not have been necessary for control of 

the lower classes (Alice Schlegel, personal communication 1996). However, because the 

noble class was endogamous, unlike any other known Southeastern group, Swanton 

(1946:661) believes that the Chitimacha had a true caste system. As he states: "Instead 

of marrying among the common people ... it is affirmed that the Chitimacha nobles were 

constrained to take parmers in their own class, which is tantamount to the admission that 

a true caste system existed" (Swanton 1911:349). 
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The Chitimacha subsistence system was dependent largely upon com agriculture. 

Because of their location along the Gulf of Mexico and the Mississippi River, fish and 

other aquatic foods were used as a secondary resource more than land animals (Swanton 

1911:344). Their houses were like most Mississippian groups, consisting of palmetto 

leaves over a pole framework, and "the houses of chiefs were larger than those of the 

common people" (Swanton 1911:345). 

Swanton (1911:351-360), who undertook fieldwork among the Chitimacha, covers 

their religious beliefs in some detail, the specifics of which are not important here. Like 

all Southeastern groups, there was a belief in a supreme deity and a number of lesser 

deities. Interestingly, the "sun god" and worship of the sun did not play a particularly 

major role in Chitimacha religion, unlike other Mississippian tribes such as the Natchez 

and Taensa, and there is apparently no notion that the chiefs were directly descended from 

the deities. There was a class of priests or shamans, however, whose duties appear to 

have been largely full-time. As Swanton (1911:351-352) states, "[Shamans] seem to have 

been drawn very largely, if not entirely form the Nobles. Sometimes a [shaman] was at 

the same time a [chief], and thus united the civil and ecclesiastical functions in his own 

person. In addition to the regular shamanistic practices these doctors appear to have acted 

as undertakers." Every large village apparently had a communal building for religious 

observances. This does not appear to have been built on a platform mound, nor is it clear 

whether it was designated specifically as a sacred place or temple because it also seems 

to have been used for secular or social-types of activities (Swanton 1911:352). 
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Chitimacha mortuary practices were similar to the Choctaw, although, as mentioned 

above, there is no other readily apparent relationship between the two groups. Because 

the Chitimacha had a clearly ranked society, there appears to have been a greater degree 

of differentiation between noble burials and those of the coimnon people than for the 

Choctaw. This can only be surmised, however, because all accounts are of chiefly 

burials. However, the focus on chiefly mortuary rites suggests that burials of commoners 

were much less elaborate and therefore did not receive the attention of ethnohistoric 

writers. 

Every major village had a chamel house, occupied by a "buzzard man," who kept a 

fire going in the house day and night (Swanton 1911:350). The keeping of an eternal fire 

is similar to practices among the Natchez, suggesting some degree of relationship. In this 

context, and from other accounts, it is clear that the buzzard men were of the priestly 

class. The mormary ceremony was recorded by Dr. Albert Gatschet, who undertook 

research among the Chitimacha and several other groups in the early 1880s when these 

practices were still a part of living memory; 

One year after the death of a head chief, or of any of the village war chiefs, of 
whom there were four or five, their bones were dug up by a certain class of 
ministrants called "mrkey-buzzard men" ... the remaining flesh separated, the 
bones wrapped in a new and checkered mat, and brought to . . . [the chamel 
house]. The inhumation of the bones took place just before the beginning of the 
Kut-naha worshipping ceremony or dance. The people assembled there, walked 
six times around a blazing fire, after which the bones were placed in a mound. 
The widow and the male orphans of the deceased chief had to take part in the 
ceremonial dance (in Swanton 1911:350). 
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It is clear that each chief was buried within his own mound, and the mounds "erected 

over the chiefs are said to have been 4 or 5 feet [1.2-1.5 m] high" (Swanton 1911:351). 

Swanton (1911:350-351) further notes that all property of the chief, or at least property 

considered useful in the afterlife, was placed within the burial mound. The only mention 

of commoner burial practices is by Gatschet, who said that they also occurred one year 

after death and were "effected in the same way" as the chiefly burials, but that "the 

inhumation of the bones took place at the village where they had died" (in Swanton 

1911:350). It is not clear from this statement exactly how similar commoner and chiefly 

burials were, nor whether commoners were also buried in mounds, and if so, whether 

individually or, like the Choctaw, in a communal grave. 

Natchez 

The Natchez are one of the most interesting and well documented groups in the 

Southeast. At the time of European contact, they were situated in southwestern 

Mississippi, primarily along the eastern bank of the Mississippi River (Figure 3.6). 

Although the Natchez were not directly visited by the De Soto expedition, De Soto was 

told by neighboring groups that the lord of the Natchez province (the chief Quigaltam) 

"was the greatest of that country" (Lewis 1990:229). According to Swanton (1911:2), the 

Natchez were "the largest [tribe] on the lower Mississippi, and in the Gulf region [were] 

exceeded only by the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creeks." Swanton (1946:161) estimates 

that in 1650 the Natchez contained 4,000 people. This accords relatively well with an 

estimate made in 1686 of 1500 warriors (Swanton 1946:160), or a total population of 
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5,625 using Ferdon's (1993:7) formula. There were probably around 10 Natchez villages, 

although this is not entirely certain (Swanton 1911:45). As noted above, the Natchez 

language is one of four language isolates found in the Southeast (Hudson 1976:23). 

Like other Southeastern groups, the Natchez were matrilineal. Residence rules, 

however, depended on class; commoners were matrilocal while the ruling class was 

patrilocal. According to the ethnohistoric records, the Natchez were stratified, and early 

accounts list four class divisions, from highest to lowest rank, of Suns, Nobles, Honored 

People, and Stinkards (Swanton 1911:107). As with the Chitimacha, given the small size 

of the population it can be questioned whether the Natchez were truly stratified or just 

very highly ranked. The conunon practice of human sacrifice, however, suggests that 

some degree of coercive force was present. 

The Suns were the ruling class, while secondary officers and war leaders came from 

the Noble class. Honored People were also considered to be of the noble class, but lower 

ranked than Nobles themselves. Stinkards were the common people, who comprised the 

great majority of the population. Social differentiation was so extreme that members of 

the Sun class were "held to be descendants of the supreme deity and in reality deities 

themselves, the chiefs being regarded as spirits that it was important to be careful of and 

respect. They had in their hands abundance, health, and life, as well as poverty, diseases, 

and death" (Swanton 1911:93). 

Class, and rank within class, was hereditary, passed on through the female line. 

Succession to the title of "Great Sun," the chief of all the Natchez, was via primogeniture, 

and generally went to the eldest son of the reigning Great Sun's sister or other closely 
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related female relative (Hudson 1976:207; Swanton 1911:106). The authority of the Sun 

class, and particularly the Great Sun, was absolute. The degree of this power was 

recorded by the French missionary Du Pratz in the early 1700s, who states that: 

|T]hese people [the commoner classes] are reared in such perfect submission to 
their sovereign that the authority which he exerts over them is a veritable 
despotism ... He [the Great Sun] is ... absolute master of the goods and life of 
his subjects, he disposes of them according to his pleasure, his will is his reason, 
and . . . there is neither any attempt on his person nor seditious movements to 
fear. When he orders one who has merited it to be put to death, the unhappy 
condemned man neither begs nor makes intercession for his life, nor seeks to 
escape. The order of the sovereign is executed on the spot and no one murmurs. 
The relatives of the great chief share more or less of his authority in proportion 
to nearness in blood (in Swanton 1946:650). 

Interestingly, particularly given the degree of their authority, the Suns were the 

smallest of the four classes by a very wide margin. As Swanton (1911:107) notes, "La 

Harpe states that in 1700 there were 17 Suns, but it is not clear whether he includes only 

those in the Great Village or the entire number, and whether the Suns of both sexes are 

referred to. Le Petit [in 1720] gives 11 Suns." Even if there were 50 Suns, which is 

probably an absolute maximum number given the above estimates, this still represents 

only a small fraction of the estimated 4,000 to 5,600 total population. 

The authority of the Sun class is also demonstrated by the high degree of deference 

paid to them by the lower classes, particularly by the Stinkards, but by the lower ranked 

noble classes as well. "[I]n the Natchez nation the idea of nobiUty was so highly 

developed that a special etiquette was employed toward one of die upper classes, 

especially the Great Sun, and he was approached with the most slavish obeisances" 

(Swanton 1911:93). The Great Sun was carried on a litter, always addressed in a 
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ceremonially deferential manner, and persons of other classes could not "eat with the Suns 

nor touch the vessels out of which they ate" (Hudson 1976:209). 

Unlike the Chitimacha, the Sun class was not endogamous, but instead took husbands 

and wives from the Stinkard class. Members of the Noble and Honored Person classes 

also had to take Stinkard wives (Hudson 1976:207). The sororate was practiced and 

polygyny was common, particularly among the higher classes who could most afford it. 

According to the early sources. Sun marriage to commoners was because of the Natchez 

practice that upon the death of a Sun, "it was necessary that the wife or husband be killed 

in order to accompany the deceased" (Swanton 1946:661-662). However, as Anderson 

(1994:87) notes, the marrying of Sun women to commoners also reduced the influence 

of outsiders and particularly threats by male rivals to chiefly power. 

The death of a Sun mandated numerous human sacrifices, the number depending on 

the rank of the deceased. Although one account states that up to 100 people were 

sacrificed, which is probably an exaggeration, the sacrifice of 10 to 40 individuals was 

apparendy common. As Du Pratz notes upon the death of a woman Sun, at least 15 

adults, including her husband, and 12 children were sacrificed. Furthermore, sacrifices 

were regarded as a mark of honor for ±e families of the sacrificial victims: "Their 

relations were all around them, and esteemed as a great honor for their families the 

permission that they had obtained to sacrifice themselves in this manner. They apply 

sometimes ten years beforehand to obtain this favor, and the persons that have obtained 

it must themselves make the cords with which they are to be strangled" (Du Pratz in 

Swanton 1911:141-142). 
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Even with the god-given authority apparently held by the Sun class, and particularly 

the Great Sun, Swanton (1946:650) suggests that personal ability, experience, and age, 

played a role in the attainment of at least some of this power. The Great Sun also had 

an advisory council, made up of other members of the Sun class and particularly the Sun 

chiefs of the other Natchez towns. It is unclear, however, what role the council actually 

played, although Swanton (1911:107) states that "sometimes [the Great Sun's] authority 

was considerably curtailed by [the council] . . ." Hudson (1976:210) also remarks ±at 

it is difficult to determine how much power the Great Sun acmally had. Still, the 

ethnohistoric data clearly indicate that the Suns, and particularly the Great Sun, wielded 

a significant degree of authority, and had the power of life or death over their subjects. 

The economic system was based largely on com agriculmre, with the additional 

cultivation of pumpkins, beans, and tobacco, and the Natchez were second only to the 

Choctaw in their dependence on farming (Swanton 1911:73-79, 1946:818). Fishing, 

hunting, and gathering were also undertaken. Tribute was collected by the Suns from the 

commoner class and apparently firom the other noble classes as well. Tribute appears to 

have been given in both food and labor (Hudson 1976:209). According to the Jesuit Le 

Petit, Suns had a greater number of wives because "having the right to oblige the people 

to cultivate their fields, without giving them any wages, the number of their wives is not 

an expense to them" (in Swanton 1911:97). 

Food collected via tribute was redistributed back to the people in the form of feasts 

and other ceremonial events, although feasts were also times when tribute was collected. 

Evidently, among the Natchez, "feasts occurred monthly, or 13 times a year" (Blitz 
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1993:22). As Du Pratz states, "[FJeasts are equally religious and political, religious in 

that they appear to be instituted to thank the Great Spirit for the benefits he has sent men, 

political in that the subjects then pay their sovereign the tribute which they owe" (in 

Swanton 1911:110). Feasts were celebrated in each village, but some of the larger feasts, 

such as that of the harvest or Green Com, were attended by inhabitants of several or all 

villages. The ethnohistoric accounts indicate that feasts could last from one to as many 

as 10 days (Swanton 1911:121-122). 

Natchez religion was centered on worship of the sun and a number of minor deities. 

Members of the Sun class were considered to be direct descendants of the sun god; they 

therefore "had a divine right to the unusual honors and regard lavished upon [them], while 

as head of the Sun people, the great chief was the representative of the deity on earth and 

was to be treated accordingly" (Swanton 1911:174). The religion mandated that a 

perpetual fire be kept burning in the temple, which was "preserved by certain guardians, 

any remissness on whose part was severely punished" (Swanton 1946:779). The Sun 

class conducted all ceremonies and priestly functions, and the Great Sun was the head 

priest. It is unclear if some priests were full time specialists, but considered likely, 

particularly for those who tended the eternal fire. 

The Natchez constructed several types of residential strucmres along with food 

storage granaries and platform mounds. Houses of the common people were similar to 

those throughout the Southeast; square-shaped, low, and without windows, measuring 

around 4.6 m on a side (Swanton 1911:59). The house of the Great Sun was constructed 

on top of a platform mound (Figure 3.8) and situated in a plaza or large cleared area 
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Figure 3.8. Reconstruction of the residential platform mound of the Great Sun. Strata 
in the mound suggest remodeling episodes (from Nabokov and Easton 
1989:97). 
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opposite the temple, which was also on a platform mound. Du Pratz gives the height of 

the Great Sun's house mound as about 8 feet (2.4 m) and the dimensions of the house 

itself as about 30 feet (9.1 m) square, or about two times larger than the domestic 

structures of the other classes. Iberville, who, like Du Pratz, visited the Natchez in the 

very early 1700s, states, "We repaired to [the cabin of the Great Sun], which is raised to 

a height of 10 feet [3.1 m] on earth brought thither, and is 25 feet [7.6 m] wide and 45 

feet [13.7 m] long . .. Before that of the chief is the temple mound, which has a circular 

shape, a little oval, and bounds an open space about 250 paces wide and 300 long" (in 

S wanton 1946:638). 

Unfortunately, the accounts do not provide information on the construction of these 

feamres, although it can be assumed that they were communally built under the direction 

of members of the Sun class, if not the Great Sun himself. Details on the interior of the 

Great Sun's house are also for the most part lacking; it appears to have served as both 

the chiefly residence and as a place for group ceremony and other meetings. 

Significantly, La Petit states that, "When the great chief dies they demolish his cabin 

and then raise a new mound, on which they build the cabin of him who is to replace him 

in his dignity, for he never lodges in that of his predecessor" (in Swanton 1911:103). 

Unfortunately, the validity of this account is not entirely certain, because La Petit and the 

other French sources apparendy never wimessed the death of a Great Sun, although the 

death of the Great Son's brother and head war chief, the Tattooed-Serpent, is described 

in detail in numerous accounts (Swanton 1911:143-157, 1946:728). The possibility that 

a new mound was constructed (or extensively remodeled) with each chiefly succession 
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is suggested by the presence of numerous, often identical, mounds at some prehistoric 

Southeastern sites (Blitz 1993; Hally 1996; Thomas 1894:653) and limited ethnohistoric 

data from other groups (Anderson 1994:87). 

Aside from having a larger residence on top of a platform mound, the only material 

status marker that distinguished the Great Sun firom other Natchez was an elaborate 

feather headdress, that had the "same shape as the crown of a Plains Indian war bonnet" 

(Hudson 1976:209-210). This is confirmed by Du Pratz (in Swanton 1911:52), who 

indicates that the chiefs dressed like the other Natchez (in Swanton 1911:52). There are 

some suggestions that the chiefs may have possessed other artifacts, such as beautifully 

woven mats or special pipes, that commoners did not have (Swanton 1911:61, 349), but 

in general the ethnohistoric data agree with Hudson in the overall lack of obvious class 

distinctions in dress, ornament, and material possessions. Elaborate facial and body 

tattooing may have been a right only of warriors and other members of the noble class, 

although this is not entirely clear (Swanton 1911:56). 

There are very good descriptions from a number of sources on the interior layout of 

Natchez temples, and these have been used by archaeologists to aid in reconstructing 

prehistoric platform mounds (Blitz 1993:88). Although these accounts differ somewhat 

in specific detail, suggesting to Swanton (1911:164) that some of the interior "temple 

furniture changed periodically," they are similar in their basic description. As Swanton 

(1911:164) states firom a compilation of the various accounts: 

The door was to the east, toward the square, and on the roof were three birds 
carved out of wood facing in the same direction. One of these was at each end 
and one in the middle . . . According to Du E^atz, the southern third of the 
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building was cut off by an inside partition which communicated only with the 
larger space ... In the middle of the building or of the larger room burned, or 
rather smoldered, the eternal fire, which was fed continually by three logs shoved 
into it endwise from as many directions. Direcdy back of this was a low table or 
platform ... On this Charlevoix saw nothing, but Du Pratz states that it bore a 
basket containing the bones of the last Great Sun. 

The temple played a central role in Natchez life. The Great Sun and his wife or 

wives came every morning to pay their respects, and the first fruits of the harvest were 

brought there (Swanton 1946:779-780). Within the inner sanctum, in the partitioned-off 

southern third of the temple, was a stone idol, "into which the founder of the rites of the 

Natchez nation and the progenitor of ±e royal family had metamorphosed himself 

(Swanton 1911:165). This, according to Swanton (1911:165), "was without doubt the 

principal treasure of the temple, and ±e real object of its existence." 

The power of the temple and the theocratic nature of the Natchez religion is 

particularly illustrated by the account of Iberville, who in 1700 observed the lightning-

caused burning of the Taensa temple. The Taensa were situated just upriver from the 

Natchez, and are believed to have been closely related (Swanton 1911:9). In fact, the 

customs, architecture, and language of the Taensa were so similar to the Natchez that 

early accounts often confused the two groups. As Iberville states: 

The 16th and 17th [of March 1700] it rained and thundered much; the night of the 
16th to the 17th a thunderbolt fell on the temple of the Taensas and set fire to it, 
which burned it entirely. These savages, to appease the spirit, who they said was 
angry, threw five little children in swaddling clothes into the fire of the temple. 
They would have thrown in many others had not three Frenchmen run hither and 
prevented them. An old man of about 65 years, who appeared to be the principal 
priest, was near the fire, crying in a loud voice: "Women, bring your children to 
sacrifice them to the Spirit in order to appease him," a thing which five of these 
women did, bringing him their children, whom he took and threw into the midst 
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of the flames. The action of these women was regarded by them as one of the 
finest one could make ... (in Swanton 1911:266-267). 

The temple also played an important role in Natchez mortuary practices, particularly 

for those of the Sun class. Like the chamel houses of the Choctaw and Chitimacha, the 

temple served as a mormary repository, in this case for the bones of the Suns. As 

Gravier noted in 1700, the temple contained "three large baskets . . . supported on as 

many platforms, and that one of these was supposed to contain the spirit of the Natchez 

and of each of the neighboring nations, while the two others inclosed the bones of chiefs 

who had recently died. The bones of those who had died farther back had probably been 

placed in the ground to make way for these late remains" (in Swanton 1911:164). 

It is unknown, however, whether the bones were eventually taken from the temple and 

buried in a separate funerary mound. The burial of those of the lower class is also not 

well documented. However, as Swanton (1946:819) states, although his sources are not 

given, "Commoners seem to have been buried in the earth somewhat after the Chickasaw 

and Creek manner, but bodies of chiefs and nobles were buried in or near the temple, the 

bones being later exhumed and placed in hampers in that building." This suggests that 

specialized funerary mounds were not constructed for either the commoner or noble 

classes, but that the Suns, or at least the highest ranking members, were buried in the 

temple mound. 
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Conclusion 

Ethnographic and ethnohistoric data from mound-using groups indicate that platform 

mounds occur in many different cultures, across a range of environments, in different 

types of social, political, and economic systems, and for a wide variety of reasons. This 

is true both within and between regions. Because of the small number of analyzed case 

studies, the extent of this variability has just been touched upon; in reality, the full range 

of behaviors associated with platform mound-using groups is unknown. The high degree 

of variability is commonly unrecognized in archaeological investigations, particularly on 

an intraregional level, and similar functions are often posited for all mounds and all 

mound-using groups in a specific area. 

For each group data were gathered on envirorunent, population size, social and 

political organization, economic systems, religious practices, and types and functions of 

platform mounds. A number of attributes can now be suggested to be related to platform 

mound construction and use. Although some of these results are intuitively obvious, and 

have been suggested by others prior to this investigation, this is the first time a large 

enough cross-cultural data base has been assembled to examine these factors on more than 

a cursory level. This analysis is presented in the following chapter. 

Endnotes 

1. Stone money, for which Yap is perhaps most famous, are large circular disks of calcite 
or aragonite, quarried from the island of Palau, 465 km southwest of Yap (Gifford and 
Gifford 1959:193-194). Because of the effort required in procuring the disks, 
necessitating a long and potentially hazardous sea voyage, they are considered to be 
particularly valuable and an indicator of the wealth of the estate. Some are more than 3 
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meters in diameter. In 1957, Gifford and Gifford (1959:194) reported that, "We saw 
stone money at all the villages we visited; there are many hundreds of pieces in Yap." 
The term "stone money" has fallen out of favor with some archaeologists and 
anthropologists because these disks do not really function in a manner equivalent to 
money in modem society. 

2. Because of the taboo on sexual activity while a Yap structure was being built, Miiller 
(1917:153) further notes that large community structures, such as the one cited above that 
was still under construction after 10 years, were probably only built when the chief was 
quite old and beyond the age of sexual activity. As he states, "It is likely, therefore, that 
only older chiefs undertake their execution." 

3. Given that true polyandry is very rare in the ethnographic record, it is possible that this 
relationship was misinterpreted by Linton and Handy, and that the "secondary husbands" 
were unattached males participating in a patron-client relationship with the household 
head (Alice Schlegel, personal conmiunication 1996). 

4. Fortified defensive sites, usually on high points in the interior, were kept by each 
Marquesan tribe as retreats for the chief and the old women and children in times of war. 
These sites were protected by a special guard. As Linton (1939:180) notes, "This was not 
because [the chief] was lacking in courage, but because, as the focal point of the social 
prestige of the tribe, he could not be exposed to capture." Evidently, having one's chief 
captured by the enemy was an incredibly horrendous social faux pas. As Linton 
(1939:180) further notes, "The stigma of having one's chief tormred and eaten by one's 
enemies would be a disgrace that would ruin a tribe socially for generations." 
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CHAPTER 4 

ETHNOGRAPHIC ATTRIBUTES OF PLATFORM MOUND-USING GROUPS 

Data presented in the previous chapter allow an analysis of ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric platform mound-using groups. A number of attributes appear to be strongly 

associated with platform mound use. Also apparent are attributes that are not related. 

A summary of these data is presented in Table 4.1. As this table shows, groups that build 

and use platform mounds share four primary characteristics: 1) leadership by a designated 

chief or headman; 2) a system of class ranking or stratification; 3) inheritance of rank or 

class; and 4) strucmred resource redistribution and feasting. These attributes have been 

found in all platform mound-using groups examined, including groups not specifically 

discussed in the preceding chapter, and the relationships are believed to be strong. 

Table 4.1 also suggests that there are a number of attributes not associated with 

mound-building groups and that platform mounds occur within a wide spectrum of 

cultural practices. This "negative evidence" is believed to be equally important in using 

these data to understand and reconstruct prehistoric platform mound-using societies. For 

example, it is apparent that the nature of the descent system, marriage practices, and 

postmarital residence rules, have no bearing on whether a group builds a platform mound. 

Whether a group has clans, collects tribute, or has full- or part-time religious specialists, 

are also probably not important in determining the use of mounds. As the data in Chapter 

3 indicate, mound-building groups inhabit many different environments, have varying 

population sizes, and encompass a wide range of social organizations. In fact, given the 



Table 4.1. St'lecled allribules of plalform mound-using groups. 

Primary Subsistence Descent Residence Marriage Oans Si>cl<il SlraliflcaliDn/ 
Group Population Size' Metliods'' System Rules System Present Political System'^ RankiM(; 

IMuk 2(W - 25() agriculture, 
gathering/fishing 

iDalrilinea) matriliH'al monogamous yes advisory chief 
(part-time) 

ranked 

Yap 2«,(KX) - 34,(XX) agriculture, 
gathering/fislUng 

patrilineal patrilocal monogamous yes authoritative 
chief 

stratified 

Tikopia 4(K)- 1,30() agriculture, 
gathering/fishing 

patrilineal patrilocal monogamous yes advisory chief ranked 

Samoa 35,000 - 60,(XX) agriculture, 
gathering/fishing 

cognatic none monogamous/ 
polygynous 

no advisory chief rankeil 

Mar«|ue.sa 90,750 gathering, 
agriculture/fishing 

patrilineal/ 
cognatic? 

patrilocal/ 
none 

polyaiulrous? no aulhorattve chief siratifieil 

Mapiiche 2IX),(XX) - 500,000 agriculture, 
gathering/hunting 
/fishing 

patrilineal patrilocal monogamous no advisory chief rankeil 

Choctaw 15,000 - 20,000 agriculture, 
gathering/hunting 

matrilineal matrilocal polygynous no? advisory chief ranked 

Chilintacha 2,60(1 - 3,000 agriculture, 
gathering/fishing 
/hunting 

niatrilineal? matrilocaJ? ? yes authoritative 
clUef? 

ranked/slratl/luil? 

Natchez 4,IK)0 - 5,600 agriculture, 
gathering/fishing 
/hunting 

matrilineal matrilocal/ 
patrilocal 

monogamous/ 
polygynous 

no authoritative 
chief 

stratified 

0\ 



Table 4.1. Cimlmued. 

Types of rialforni Muiiiuls 

Croup 

Inlteriled 
Kank/Class 
(Type) 

Wealth 
Disparity 

Tribute 
Collection 

Redistribution/ 
Feasting 

Specialized 
Priests 

Chiefly Descent 
from Diety 

Residential 
Mounds 

Temple 
Mounds 

Burial 
Mounds Other 

Correlation 
Mound 

Size with 
Status 

Ifaluk yes 
(matriiineal 
primogeniture) 

minimal no yes part-time no yes no no n«en's house ? 

Yap yes (patrilineal 
prin\ogeniture) 

great yes yes full-time no yes yes yes men's house ? 

Tik(if>ia yes (patrilineal 
primogeniture) 

motlerate no yes part-time no no yes? no? — no 

Samoa yes 
(patrilineal/ 
cognatic) 

mmJerate yes yes part-time? no yes yes no? comnuufity 
house/star 
mounds 

yes 

Marquesa yes (patrilineal 
primogeniture) 

great yes yes full-time no'' yes yes yes? Tuhuii yes 

Mapuche yes (patrilineal 
primogeniture) 

mtKlerate yes? yes full-time no no no yes Nachecuel no 

Choctaw ? minimal? ? yes full-time? no no no yes — ? 

Ciiitimaclia yes (7) 7 ? yes full-time no? no no yes - ? 

Natchez yes 
(matriiineal 
priinogenitun') 

moderate? yes yes full-time ye.s yes yes ? ? 

'See Chapter 3 for basfs of csdinaie. Range is purposely broad (o Include all potential population estimates. 
''Kanketl in a subjeclivc estimation of importance. 
'It is realized that even chiefs ranked as "authoritative" had advisory groups. 
''aIi1u)U);1» cl*iefs are not desceniletl from tl\e gods, inspirational priests hail Gixt-given powers when possesseil. 
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range of variation found in these groups, it is apparent that there are many more attributes 

not pattemed with respect to mound use than attributes that are positively related. 

Although this in itself is not surprising, a cross-cultural view is particularly useful in 

illuminating the nature of group similarities and differences. 

Platform Mound Function and Construction 

The ethnographic data clearly show that there is great variability in mound function. 

This is uue at both an intra and intergroup level. For the nine groups examined, mounds 

were used as general domestic residences (Ifaluk, Yap, Samoa, Marquesa), chiefly 

residences (Yap, Samoa, Marquesa, Natchez), community or tribal meeting areas (Ifaluk, 

Yap, Samoa, Marquesa, Mapuche), temples (Yap, Tikopia, Samoa, Marquesa, Natchez), 

burial features (Yap, Marquesa, Mapuche, Choctaw, Chitimacha), chamel houses (Natchez 

and possibly Choctaw and Chitimacha), arenas for staging and/or viewing public 

ceremony (Marquesa, Mapuche), places for redistributing food (Yap), and hunting 

platforms (Samoa). Ethnohistoric data from Hawaii and Tonga (Kirch 1990; Kolb 1994) 

and other Southeastern groups (Anderson 1994; Blitz 1993; DePratter 1994; Hally 1994) 

show a similar wide range of functions. 

Four basic platform mound types can be distinguished that account for the great 

majority of mound use: residential mounds, community mounds, temple mounds, and 

funerary mounds. These categories can be further subdivided based on the size of the 

mound, the amount of energy expended in construction (see Abrams 1994; Trigger 1990), 

and whether construction required household or suprahousehold labor. For example, using 



179 

these criteria, small, household-constructed residential mounds, such as those found on 

Ifaluk where there is little social differentiation, can be distinguished from large, 

community-constructed residential mounds generally occupied by chiefs or lineage heads, 

such as found among the Yap, Marquesans, Samoans and Natchez (Burrows and Spiro 

1953; Holmes 1987; Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 1939; Swanton 1946). Non-elite 

households in these groups, with the exception of the Natchez, occupied small, household-

constructed residential mounds similar to those on Ifaluk. Similar size and energy 

distinctions can be made for temple mounds (Tikopia and Samoa versus Natchez and 

Marquesa), community mounds (Ifaluk and Samoa versus Marquesa and Yap), and 

funerary mounds (Choctaw and possibly Chitimacha versus Mapuche and Natchez). 

As defined in Chapter 2, the nine analyzed groups can be classified in terms of 

increasing complexity using social differentiation and the unequal distribution of goods, 

resources, and power as measures (Adams 1966; Flannery 1972; Redman 1992). Ifaluk, 

Tikopia, and the Choctaw are the least socially differentiated and therefore the least 

socially complex. These are followed by a midrange level containing Samoa and 

Mapuche. Yap, Marquesa, and the Natchez are clearly the most socially complex groups, 

having well defined classes and authoritative rulers. The Chitimacha are probably also 

in this last group, due to the possible presence of stratification and castes, but other data 

classes are lacking and the level of social complexity is unknown. 

The degree of complexity is important because the data strongly suggest that the 

greater the elaboration of mound type and function, the greater the social differentiation 

and resulting social complexity of the group. There is also a relationship between 
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increasing mound size and increasing social complexity. These relationships are shown 

schematically in Figure 4.1. If the groups are ranked in terms of social complexity and 

mound size/elaboration as shown in Table 4.2, a Spearman's Correlation Coefficient 

produces a value of 0.74, indicating a relatively strong correlation. The only apparent 

exception to the pattern is the Chitimacha, who appear to be highly socially differentiated 

yet only construct funerary mounds of small-to-moderate size (Swanton 1911). However, 

as noted above, there are fewer data from the Chitimacha than from any other group in 

the analysis and therefore it is unknown how accurate this characterization is. In general, 

the correlation shown in Figure 4.1 is believed to be strong and is supported by data from 

other mound-using groups not specifically discussed in Chapter 3. 

The data also suggest that mounds may be, and generally are, multifunctional. For 

example, mounds that serve as chiefly residences or temples may also function as 

communal meeting areas, as among the Natchez and Marquesans (Handy 1923; Swanton 

1946). In Samoa, the large community mounds also served as temples, being used on 

occasion for sacred rites and ceremonies (Holmes 1987), and Samoan star mounds, while 

believed to be primarily for the chiefly sport of pigeon snaring, are also suggested to be 

defensive features or ritual sites (Herdrich and Clark 1993). The large "old-men's" 

community house in Yap was used not only for both formal and informal community 

gatherings, but as sleeping quarters and as a place for resource redisUibution (Lingenfelter 

1975). 

Conversely, mounds that are architecturally similar may have very different uses. 

This is particularly apparent in Samoa, where temple mounds and small residential mounds 
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Large 
Yap 
•  A 

Marquesa 
• e -f • 

Natchez 
• • 

Mound 
Size 

and/or 
Elaboration 

Mapuche 

• * 

Samoa 
•  OA 

Choctaw 
Ifaluk Tikopia + 

• 0 A. 

Chitimacha 
+ 

Simll 

Low 
Social Complexity 
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• Residential Mounb 

a Cbmmunlt/Mounds 

Temple Mounds 

+ Funerary Mounds 

Figure 4.1. Schematic relationship between social complexity and platform mound size 
and/or elaboration in platform mound type for the nine analyzed groups. 

Table 4.2. Rank-order assigned to variables used in Spearman's Correlation Coefficient. 

Social Mound Size/ 
Group Complexity Elaboration 

Ifaluk 1.0 1.5 
Tikopia 2.0 1.5 
Choctaw 3.0 3.5 
Samoa 4.5 5.5 
Mapuche 4.5 5.5 
Yap 6.0 8.5 
Chitimacha 8.0 3.5 
Natchez 8.0 7.0 
Marquesa 8.0 8.5 

Spearman's Rank-Order Correlation Coefficient = 0.74 
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are structurally identical, leading Mead (1968:266) to the mistaken conclusion that 

Samoan temples did not exist (Holmes 1987). The same is true for Yap, where sacred 

teliw mounds are often identical to regular domestic mounds (Intoh and Leach 1985; 

Jennings and Holmer 1980). 

These data suggest that, contrary to common archaeological practice in the Southwest 

(see Chapter 2), it may be inadvisable to assign a specific primary function to a mound 

based on architectural attributes. In fact, determining mound function in general is often 

difficult, even when relevant ethnographic data are present, as indicated by Mead's 

dilemma or by archaeological studies in the Pacific (Jennings and Holmer 1980) and 

southeastern United States (Blitz 1993). 

Size, as measured through surface area and volume, is perhaps the primary 

characteristic that distinguishes mound types. Size is also, of course, correlated with 

energy expended in mound construction (Abrams 1994). For example. Yap, Ifaluk, and 

Samoan conmiunity mounds are essentially identical to residential house mounds, except 

for their greater sizes (Burrows and Spiro 1953; Holmes 1987; Lingenfelter 1975). Size 

is also the distinguishing characteristic between chiefly residential mounds and residential 

mounds of the commoner classes in Marquesa and Samoa, where volume of the mound 

(and in Samoa, mound height) is direcdy correlated with status (Table 4.1; Holmes 1987; 

Linton 1939). However, this correlation needs to tempered by the fact that mound size 

among the Mapuche is not related to stams, but to the size of the kin group and the length 

of the reign of the deceased's successor (Dillehay 1990). Unfortunately, as discussed 

below, the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data are not detailed enough to explore the 
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relationship between mound size and the size, organization, and composition of the 

construction labor group. 

The above data suggest that specific mound function may be very difficult to infer 

from morphological characteristics. Again, this is particularly true from an archaeological 

perspective, where often the superstructure on top of the mound is not preserved. If just 

the underlying mound was present, the functions of many of these would be ambiguous, 

particularly if multiple size classes were not apparent. For example, distinctions between 

the Natchez temple mound and the residential mound of the Great Sun, and of Samoan 

temple and residential mounds, although functionally very different, might be difficult to 

discern because the underlying mounds are strucmrally alike and of similar size. 

A strong pattern in the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data is that almost all mounds 

take on a new function after they are no longer actively in use. As Dillehay (1990:233) 

notes for the Mapuche, abandoned mounds often become "sacred architectural 

memorabilia." This is found in all analyzed groups and is true for all mound categories 

with the variable exception of the small, household-constructed residential mounds, which 

may have new structures consuiicted on them and be more-or-Iess continuously in use 

(see Handy 1923:150). Abandoned mounds are often revisited, associated with taboos, 

and are the scene of ritual offerings and ceremonies. Rarely are they reoccupied, 

however, and sometimes, as among the Natchez, the associated superstructure is purposely 

destroyed (Anderson 1994). Due to this, there is a strong tendency for groups to have 

mounds that are in use and mounds that are abandoned (but still an active part of the 

social and religious system) at any point in time. 
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These data, then, suggest that sequential use of mounds is a common characteristic. 

This pattern is strongest in the more socially complex groups, such as the Mapuche, Yap, 

Marquesa, and Natchez. Anderson (1994) uses ethnohistoric data from the Coosa and 

Cofitachequi to discusses similar pattems among other Southeastern mound-building 

groups. All of these groups constructed new mounds at certain critical points in the 

individual or group life-cycle, including attainment of puberty or marriage of the eldest 

son, death of the chief or estate head, or succession of a new chief. Significant 

remodeling of mounds may also indicate this same process (Blitz 1993), such as the 

adding of a new platform terrace on the marriage of a Samoan matai (Buck 1930). 

Abandoned mounds became part of the ancestral property of the group and, at least 

among the Mapuche and Marquesans, served as territorial markers for lineage or tribal 

land claims (Dillehay 1990; Linton 1939). 

Unformnately, very few data are available on mound construction. This is 

particularly true for groups in the Southeast, for which there is almost no information. 

Data needed to quantify level of effort and energy expenditure for comparative purposes, 

as well as information on the social make-up and organization of the mound-building 

construction group, are for the most part lacking except on a general level. Where data 

are available, mound construction was at both the household and conununity 

(suprahousehold, lineage, clan or tribe) level. Generally, household groups built the 

mounds and strucmres used for regular domestic residences, while community-wide 

groups built all other feamres, including chiefly residences, community houses, temples, 

and mormary mounds. 
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Labor for constructing these larger features was under the control of a chief or his 

representative. In some groups, like the Samoans or Marquesan Islanders, a specialized 

class of master craftsmen directed construction (Buck 1930; Linton 1939). Almost all 

consouction, from that of the simplest domestic residence, taking perhaps a few weeks, 

to the construction of a community house, which might take months or years, was 

accompanied by ritual activities, taboo proscriptions, and feasting. This is particularly 

true in the more socially complex groups, but present to some degree among those of less 

complexity. The larger the structure to be built, the more elaborate the ceremonies. For 

a simple residential structure, rituals and feasts might include just the immediate 

household or several households who actively helped in the construction (Handy 

1923:150). For more elaborate structures, feasts and ceremonies could last for several 

days or weeks and involve the entire lineage, clan, or tribe, all of whom were expected 

to help in construction (Buck 1930:90; Handy 1923:205). 

Environment and Economy 

The environment does not appear to be a significant factor in platform mound 

consuiaction; mound-building groups inhabit a wide and diverse range of environments. 

If the environmental data presented for each group in Chapter 3 are combined with data 

on environment from other ethnographic and archaeological mound-building groups, 

variation is extreme. The only conmion characteristic, as noted by numerous 

archaeologists and ethnographers, is that the environment has to be bountiful enough to 

provide a surplus of subsistence goods to sustain the construction group during the 
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building of the mound. Even this is variable, however, and not necessarily a diagnostic 

attribute; as data from the Marquesa Islands show, subsistence stress was a very real 

possibility, sometimes eliminating through starvation up to a third of the population in 

heavy drought years (Linton 1939). Although it is likely that mound construction 

requiring large labor groups did not occur during times of severe stress, this is unknown 

due to a lack of data. 

Both Yap and the Marquesa Islands are in somewhat marginal environments and 

suffer periodic subsistence stress (Ferdon 1993; Labby 1976; Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 

1939). They are also the two most socially complex Pacific region groups examined in 

this analysis. As a result, it was thought that subsistence stress, or more precisely, 

behavioral methods used in adapting to periodic food shortages (Dean 1988; Plog et al. 

1988), may be associated with a relatively high degree of social complexity and platform 

mound construction. However, while this may be true for these two specific groups, the 

relationship appears to be an artifact of the sample chosen for analysis; other Pacific 

region groups, such as the Tongans and Hawaiian Islanders, for example, achieved similar 

or greater levels of complexity in more favorable environments (Ferdon 1987; Kirch and 

Sahlins 1992). 

The lack of a relationship between subsistence stress and the attainment of social 

complexity is even more evident if groups in the southeastern United States are examined. 

In this area, the ethnohistoric accounts suggest that the degree of complexity and the 

presence of platform mounds are strongly related to the availability of food surplus 

(Anderson 1994), brought on, in part, by favorable environmental conditions. Accounts 
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by both Cabeza de Vaca (on the 1528 Narvfcz expedition) and the Gentleman of Elvas 

(on the 1539 De Soto expedition) continually note the lack of social complexity of groups 

living in less favorable environments in comparison with more complex groups living in 

favorable environments with a surplus of subsistence resources (see accounts in Hodge 

1990 and Lewis 1990). Groups in favorable environments were much more likely to be 

organized into ranked or stratified societies and to have large villages, sometimes 

palisaded, with storage facilities and platform mounds. 

The amount of surplus storage of some of the Southeastern platform mound groups 

was extremely high. As noted by Anderson (1994:77), the entire De Soto entrada, 

consisting of more than 600 men, was able to spend the winters of 1539 and 1540 at the 

mound villages of Apalachee and Coosa, drawing on the reserves of these chiefdoms; De 

Soto spent five months at Apalachee alone. As another example, there was enough 

surplus food in the Pacaha (Capaha) chiefdom to feed De Soto and his men for more than 

40 days in the summer of 1541 (Lewis 1990:209-213). The ethnohistoric accounts 

suggest that this quantity of surplus was not unusual for Southeastern mound-building 

groups. 

Outside of the presence of surplus food supplies, however, there is much variation in 

the economic and subsistence systems. For example, irrigation agriculture was practiced 

by some groups, such as those on Yap and Hawaii, but not by others (Kirch and Sahlins 

1992; Lingenfelter 1975). The Samoans and Ifaluk Islanders lived in such bountiful 

environments that subsistence was never a problem, and sufficient foodstuffs could be 

gathered by periodic visits to the cultivated taro fields and fruit trees. On the other hand. 
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agriculture was barely practiced by the Marquesa Islanders, who relied primarily on tree 

crops, although as noted above, subsistence stress was not uncommon. Groups in the 

southeastern United States, as well as the Mapuche of South America, practiced standard 

com agriculture supplemented by hunting and fishing; both the Choctaw and Natchez 

produced crop surpluses, which the Choctaw traded to neighboring Creek and Chickasaw 

groups (Swanton 1946). 

The control of subsistence resources is clearly related to increasing social complexity 

(see also Hayden 1995). In those groups with the highest levels of complexity, resources 

were strongly controlled by the chief or lineage head. In fact, the relationship is so strong 

that it can be stated that the greater the elaboration and size of platform mounds, the 

greater the control of resources by the elite or higher classes. This is true for Marquesa 

and Yap, whose chiefs collected tribute from the lower classes (Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 

1939; Swanton 1946). Several Yap chiefs also collected tribute from other islands, some 

as far as 650 km distant (Burrows and Spiro 1953). Among the Natchez, the Great Sun 

had his own personal storage granary supplied by tribute collection. As Hudson 

(1976:209) notes, the Great Sun "had the power to conmiand his subjects to donate their 

labor in public works." As he further states, "The subjects of the Great Sun, the people 

of all the Natchez villages, were conspicuous in giving the Great Sun large presents of 

food . . . The head warriors, in fact, cultivated a sacred field of com, tended entirely by 

their own labor, and the com from this field was stored along with other food in the Great 

Sun's storehouse (Hudson 1976:209). 
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Marquesa and Yap also had very well developed systems of land tenure, with land 

ownership vested in the higher classes. Data are insufficient to determine whether this 

was present among the Natchez, although it is considered likely. Members of lower class 

groups who did not own land were essentially divorced from the social system and had 

no voice in social affairs (Labby 1976:15-16). Some form of land ownership by the 

ciiiefs and higher classes was present in all groups examined. However, in groups with 

less authoritative chiefs and lower levels of complexity, such as the Ifaluk, Samoans and 

Tikopians, land ownership, while conferring certain privileges, was primarily descent 

group based and considered to be held in trust for the common good. While this notion 

of the "common good" was present in the more socially complex groups, private 

ownership for personal benefit was also common, with clear distinctions between land-

holding and landless classes. As noted above, platform mounds among the Mapuche and 

probably the Marquesans, Yap and Natchez, were used to denote territorial land claims. 

Many of these mounds are large, ostentatious, and designed for public viewing, suggesting 

at least in part a territorial function. In fact, Dillehay (1990:224-225) feels that "marking 

territories with lineage architecture" is one of the more important functions of platform 

mounds. 

All mound-using groups examined in this analysis practiced some form of 

redistribution, involving both subsistence goods and other classes of material culture. 

Furthermore, all of these groups used feasting as one means of redistributing resources. 

While these cannot be considered to be diagnostic attributes of mound-using groups, 

because feasting and redistribution are common in many middle-range societies (Feinman 
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and Neitzel 1984), they are important characteristics. Redistribution was often used as 

political strategy by chiefs and religious leaders, allowing for the establishment of debt 

obligations and patron-client relationships (Lingenfelter 1975:153). Generosity in giving, 

as compared to hoarding and personal accumulation of wealth, was a trait held in high 

esteem by all groups examined (Burrows and Spiro 1953; Linton 1939; Swanton 1946). 

As noted by Hudson (1976:209), among the Natchez, "[TIhe Great Sun did not keep all 

of this [tribute collected] food for himself, but redistributed it to his people. Above all, 

the Great Sun was supposed to be generous." 

Significantly, platform mounds sometimes played an important role in redistribution. 

This is most apparent among the Yap, where one of the functions of the large community 

mound (pebaey) was specifically for this purpose; food was redistributed from a specially 

built stone table on top of the mound (Lingenfelter 1975:81). Redistribution may also 

have occurred at the Marquesan tohua which was the scene of communal feasting (Ferdon 

1993). The data are insufficient to determine whether platform mounds in other groups 

also played a direct role in redistribution, but it is considered possible. 

Population Size 

The relationship between population size and mound-building groups is unclear. 

Although population density would probably be a more informative measure, these data 

were not available. As shown in Table 4.1, population size is highly variable, ranging 

from a low of 200-250 for the Ifaluk Islanders to a high of 500,000 for the Mapuche. 

However, there are significant problems with these data. As noted in Chapter 3, 
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population estimates come from a variety of sources and were made at various times; 

while population figures from the time prior to European contact were considered the 

most useful for analysis, obtaining these was not always possible, and some estimates are 

for the precontact period while others are for the modem period. Unformnately, estimates 

for the precontact period are often not reliable, although they are the best data available. 

Additionally, some of the estimates are not for the population of the mound-building 

group itself, but rather the entire tribe or in the case of the Marquesas, a number of tribes. 

Due to these problems, population data are not comparable across the nine groups. 

The great variation in these data, however, tentatively suggest that the presence of 

platform mounds may not be directly related to population size, although it is possible 

that a threshold number had to be reached before mounds were built. Once this threshold 

was reached, population size may not be a significant factor, as the data in Table 4.1 

suggest. The two groups with the lowest populations, Ifaluk and Tikopia, are also the 

least socially complex with the fewest types of mounds (Figure 4.1), suggesting that they 

may be at the lower end of the mound-building population distribution. However, 

additional data need to be collected before the relationship between population size and 

platform mound construction can be addressed in a more definitive manner. 

Social and Political Organization 

As noted above and in Table 4.1, platform mound-using groups encompass a variety 

of social and political systems. Mounds are found in groups that trace descent through 

the matrilineal line (Ifaluk, Choctaw, Natchez and probably Chitimacha), the patrilineal 
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line (Yap, Tikopia, Mapuche and lower class Marquesans), and in groups that trace 

descent cognatically through both the mother and father (Samoa and possibly higher class 

Marquesans). Residence rules are similarly variable and related to the descent system: 

both matrilocal (Ifaluk, Choctaw, and probably Chitimacha) and patrilocal (Yap, Tikopia, 

and Mapuche) groups are present, along with groups that have no defined residence rules 

(Samoa) or residence rules that differ depending on class or rank (Marquesa and Natchez). 

The form of marriages is also often class dependent, and may be either monogamous 

(Ifaluk, Yap, Tikopia, Mapuche, and lower class Samoans, Marquesans, and Natchez), 

polygynous (Choctaw and higher class Samoans and Natchez), or, in the case of the 

higher class Marquesans, possibly polyandrous. The political system may range from 

nearly egalitarian with little chiefly power or privilege, as among the Ifaluk and possibly 

the Choctaw, to nearly autocratic like the Natchez, Yap, and Marquesan Islanders. 

Even with this variation, there are several important attributes common to all or most 

mound-using groups. As noted above, one of the most significant findings of this smdy, 

specifically because it bears heavily on the issue of social complexity in Southwestern 

prehistory, is that all mound-using groups are either ranked or stratified with a designated 

chief or leader. This is true for all groups discussed in Chapter 3 and for all additional 

mound-using groups examined in the course of this analysis. Furthermore, both the 

position of chief and class status are inherited, although the means of inheritance is group 

specific (Table 4.1). The degree of chiefly authority varies by group, and all chiefs have 

some form of advisory council whose power also varies. 
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One of the strongest relationships is between the degree of chiefly (and/or religious) 

authority and the elaboration of mound types and fiinctions. That is, the greater the 

authority, the greater the degree of mound elaboration and the greater the size of the 

mounds. This is seen quite clearly among the Yap, Marquesan Islanders, and Natchez 

(see Figure 4.1), the three most socially complex groups in the analysis, and the only 

groups where chiefly power unambiguously involved the right of life or death over their 

subjects (Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 1939; Swanton 1946). 

Data from the Mapuche also strongly support this pattern. In this group, there is an 

elaboration of mound function with the emergence of a single "dynastic patrilineage" 

under the control of a strong chiefly class (Dillehay 1990:238). This occurred around the 

mm of the century and, as noted in Chapter 3, ntiay be at least partly related to the 

consolidation of lineage land under chiefly authority by order of the Chilean government. 

At that time the function of platform mounds changed from being primarily tombs for the 

chiefs that were only important to single lineages, to being platforms for showcasing 

lineages and conducting rites associated with multilineage nguillatun ceremonies (Dillehay 

1992). Interestingly, Faron (1986:58) notes that Mapuche chiefs gained the power of life 

or death over their subjects as a result of the consolidation of lineage land. Although not 

noted by Dillehay (1990, 1992), this new authority may also be related to the elaboration 

and change in platform mound function occurring at essentially the same time. 

Dillehay (1990:237-238, 1992) further posits that chiefly authority and the change in 

mound function is directly related to the role of the chiefs in scheduling public events and 

ceremonies. As the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data indicate, participation in these 
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ceremonies was time-consuming: Dillehay (1990:237) estimates that 15 percent of the 

Mapuche agricultural season was spent attending these affairs, while Blitz (1993:22) notes 

that the Natchez undertook 13 feasts a year, some lasting as long as 10 days (Swanton 

1911). Although, information on these events is incomplete and therefore not entirely 

conclusive, it does appear that scheduling is primarily a chiefly role. This is suggested 

by data from the Natchez, where the Great Sun set the date for the Green Com ceremony 

(Swanton 1911:113-114), and by the Marquesas, where the chief initiated at least some, 

if not all, of the ceremonies held at the tohua (Linton 1939:152). Therefore, scheduling 

of ceremonial activities may also be related to platform mound use, although the manner 

in which this functions is not entirely clear. 

All mound-using groups also have highly structured descent systems (which can 

operate at the level of the lineage, clan, or tribe) with descent often traced to an apical 

ancestor. As noted below, some form of ancestor worship, or at least a concern with 

descent group ancestors, is another common characteristic of mound-using groups. 

Furthermore, platform mounds are often directly associated with the descent group. This 

is particularly true for groups with lower degrees of ranking and chiefly authority, such 

as the Choctaw, Ifaluk, or Tikopians, because the chief derives much of his "advisory" 

power from continuing lineage support, but is even true in those groups with the greatest 

degree of "autocratic" chiefly authority. For example, platform mounds are still 

considered to be associated with the lineage, if not an actual part of lineage property, 

regardless of whether the mound is inhabited by the chief (Natchez), considered to be 

chiefly property (Marquesa), or serves as a chiefly tomb (Mapuche). 
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The ethnographic and ethnohistoric data indicate that all members of a descent group 

share in the attributes and enjoy the prestige of their chief, and this includes the built as 

well as the social environment. In this respect, interpreting prehistoric platform mounds 

as being solely the domains of elite chiefs or lineageless "aggrandizers" (see Clark and 

Blake 1994) without taking into account the relationship of the associated descent group 

is not ethnographicaily supportable. 

Finally, many of the chiefly or elite classes examined in this study show little in the 

way of material culmre outside of architecture that would be distinguishable 

archaeologically as indicative of social rank. Although this is perhaps not directly related 

to platform mound use, it is relevant to the archaeological interpretation of prehistoric 

groups who built platform mounds and supports data from a much larger sample of 

middle-range ethnographic groups analyzed by Feinman and Neitzel (1984). For example, 

chiefs in Ifaluk and Tikopia, and probably among the Choctaw, because of their low 

degree of social ranking, are virtually indistinguishable from the conmion classes 

(Burrows and Spiro 1953; Firth 1957; Swanton 1946). The rank of Samoan chiefs is 

indicated by several wooden artifacts, such as a ceremonial fly-swatter or speaker's staff 

(Holmes 1987). Chiefs in the socially stratified Marquesas and Natchez are distinguished 

only by dress (such as the elaborate feather headdress worn by the Great Sun) and tattoos 

(Ferdon 1993; Hudson 1976). Although Mapuche chiefs are buried with greater quantities 

of grave goods, and are reported to have well made artifacts (Dillehay 1992), it is unclear 

whether their higher stanjs would be archaeologically visible in domestic contexts. 



196 

Therefore, the lack of obvious distinguishing indicators of class may, in part, account 

for the difficulties experienced by Southwest archaeologists in inferring the presence of 

prehistoric ranked or stratified societies. Although chiefs generally have greater quantities 

of goods, or at times, better made goods, much of this is redistributed at feasts and other 

ceremonies, and, as noted above, accumulation of wealth is not considered to be a 

positive attribute in any of the mound-building middle-range groups examined (see also 

Feinman and Neitzel 1984). 

Religious Practices 

The ethnographic and ethnohistoric data clearly indicate a wide and diverse range of 

religious practices among mound-building groups. Although these are more similar within 

an area (such as the Southeast or Polynesia) than between areas, few attributes that 

crosscut all groups can be discerned. As noted in Table 4.1, the presence of full-time 

religious specialists versus part-time specialists does not seem to be an important factor 

in whether a group builds and uses platform mounds. However, full-time specialists are 

more commonly associated with groups at higher levels of social complexity where there 

is the greatest elaboration of mound form and mound size. The presence of full-time 

religious specialists is also related to the degree of authority exerted by the religious 

practitioner, which, like the degree of chiefly authority, is related to increasing social 

complexity. In most groups, however, religious authority is so interwoven with chiefly 

authority (often the chief encompasses both religious and secular roles, such as the Great 

Sun of the Natchez or the Samoan rnatai) that it is difficult to separate the two systems. 
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In the Marquesa Islands, where religious and secular authority are unusually separate, 

the high degree of religious authority is a significant factor in mound construction and 

use. Priests sanctify all mound construction, including residential mounds, and direct the 

construction of temple mounds; along with the chiefs, priests are the only Marquesans 

who use the sacrificial temple mounds hidden in the interior of the island. Marquesan 

inspirational priests, like the Great Sun of the Natchez, have god-given powers and exert 

tremendous authority. As noted above, these are the two most socially complex groups 

of the sample and have some of the largest mounds, necessitating a significant 

expenditure of energy in construction. The association between having an intimate 

relationship with the gods, either through direct descent (Natchez) or possession of power 

(Marquesa), increasing social complexity, and elaboration in platform mound form and 

size, is probably not coincidental. Authority figures in other socially complex mound-

building groups, such as the Hawaiians and Tongans, also had god-given powers or were 

directly descended from the deities (Ferdon 1987; Kirch 1990). 

Two other common attributes of mound-using groups are present. One is the fact that 

construction of almost all mounds, from small domestic mounds to large community 

mounds and temples, requires some sort of religious sanctification. This generally 

involves feasting, the extent of which depends on the size of the construction group and 

the nature of the mound being built. The other common attribute, less clear though 

present in the majority of groups in this study, is the tendency for mound-using groups 

to have an interest in descent group ancestors. As noted above, many of the mounds are 

considered to be property of the descent group, and once abandoned, continue to be 



198 

inhabited by lineage ancestors. This includes small residential mounds as well as larger 

temple and community mounds. A concern with descent group ancestors is most 

pronounced in groups at higher levels of social complexity, such as the Yap, Marquesans, 

Natchez, and Mapuche, where ancestors were worshipped directly as deified beings (Faron 

1986; Lingenfelter 1975; Linton 1939; Swanton 1946). The Marquesans and Natchez, 

along with the Chitimacha and Choctaw, constmcted specialized sacred structures for the 

bones of their ancestors. The reason for this concern with ancestral remains is unknown, 

and the relationship may be spurious, but it is a conmion attribute of most of the analyzed 

groups and deserving of further research. 

Conclusion 

Table 4.1 breaks various cultural attributes out by category; however, as the 

ethnographic and ethnohistoric data strongly indicate, all these attributes are highly 

interrelated and very difficult to separate. Therefore, one of the more significant findings 

of this study, although not unexpected, is that platform mounds cannot easily be 

partitioned into functionally homogeneous categories, despite repeated attempts by 

archaeologists over the years to do so. This suggests that many of the archaeological 

analyses of Southwestern platform mounds discussed in Chapter 2 are overly simplistic, 

particularly in their emphasis on assigning a specific function to a platform mound or 

assuming that all platform mounds in a region functioned in a similar manner. 

Unfortunately, the data also suggest that trying to discern platform mound function 

from prehistoric remains in the absence of direct ethnographic analogy may often be an 
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exercise in futility. This is indicated by the wide range of functions found for platform 

mounds, the fact that most platform mounds are multifunctional, and that architecturally 

similar mounds can have very different uses. This variability is found both within and 

between regions. The data also have a bearing on the debate in Southwest archaeology 

over whether platform mounds were inhabited by secular elite leaders, by religious 

leaders, or were not inhabited but served as specialized ceremonial centers (see Chapter 

2). Because the data suggest that all of these functions are not only possible, but highly 

interrelated, and can occur at different times in the life of a single mound, it is unlikely 

that specific mound use can be determined solely from archaeological remains. 

However, even with the above cautions, a number of conraion attributes of platform 

mound using-groups have been identified that can aid in understanding both prehistoric 

use of the mounds and, perhaps more importantiy, the groups that used them. Although 

the attributes specifically apply only to the nine groups analyzed in this study, all 

additional information suggests that they are generally applicable to all or most middle-

range mound-using groups and are presented below as such. 

1. Although platform mounds have a wide range of uses, the four most common 

functions are as residential mounds, community mounds, temple mounds, and burial 

mounds. Mounds are multifunctional and may encompass one or all of these functions 

at various times. 
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2. Mound-using groups are either ranked or stratified with a designated chief or leader; 

class and rank are inherited. Therefore, these groups are socially complex with 

institutionalized, hierarchical social organizations. This implies that platform mounds are 

associated with some control over the application and organization of community labor 

and resource distribution (except in the case of small residential mounds). 

3. The greater the elaboration in mound type and function, and the larger the mound size, 

the greater the degree of social complexity and the authority of the chiefs or religious 

leaders. The greatest elaborations in mound size and/or function involve groups whose 

chiefs or religious leaders have the power of life or death over their subjects. 

4. Platform mounds are associated with a specific descent group, or people who consider 

themselves to be of common ancestry (household, lineage, clan or tribe), and are 

constructed by members of that group. This is true even if the mound is inhabited by an 

individual chief or religious leader. The relationship between the size of the group and 

mound building is unclear, although it is likely that a minimum population must be 

reached before mounds are constructed. 

5. Platform mounds take on a new function once they are abandoned, often becoming 

the home of descent group ancestors. This is true as long as the territory is occupied by 

the descent group and includes all. mound type, with the variable exception of small 

residential mounds. Therefore, sequential use of mounds is a common characteristic. 
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6. The greater the elaboration and size of a group's platform mounds, the greater the 

control of resources by the elite or higher classes. Environment is not a significant factor 

except that it must be favorable enough to provide a food surplus to sustain the mound 

construction group. 

7. Redistribution and feasting are conunon attributes of mound-using groups. 

8. A formalized system of land tenure is common in the more socially complex platform 

mound-using groups and mounds may serve as territorial markers for land claims. 

9. The practice of some form of "ancestor worship," or at least a concem with descent 

group ancestors, is associated with many mound-using groups and is particularly 

pronounced in those groups at higher levels of social complexity. 
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CHAPTERS 

ENVIRONMENT AND PREfflSTORY OF THE TONTO BASIN 
WITH A FOCUS ON THE EASTERN TONTO BASIN 

The focus of this chapter is a single local settlement system in the eastern portion of 

the Tonto Basin containing five platform mounds and 70 smaller residential loci within 

an area of approximately 30 square km. The system was most intensively inhabited 

during the Classic period Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350) when the great majority of 

mounds were constructed and in use. Archaeological investigation of the Eastern Tonto 

Basin was undertaken by Desert Archaeology (Elson and Swartz 1994; Bison et al. 1994; 

Elson and Clark 1995a, 1995b; Elson, Stark, and Gregory 1995) and Arizona State 

University (Jacobs 1994a; Lindauer 1995a, 1995b) as part of the U. S. Bureau of 

Reclamation's Roosevelt Lake Project (Pedrick 1992). Before discussing the archaeology 

of this area, the environment and general prehistory of the Tonto Basin are presented to 

place the Eastern Tonto Basin in proper context. 

The Tonto Basin occupies a significant place in the history of Southwest archaeology. 

Containing large and spectacular prehistoric ruins within a dramatic environmental setting, 

the archaeology of this area has been the subject of speculation for over 100 years 

(Bandelier 1892; Bourke 1891). Early Southwestern archaeologists, such as Erich 

Schmidt, Harold and Winifred Gladwin, and Emil Haury, undertook research in the Tonto 

Basin, and some of the most significant theories of Southwest prehistory arose or were 

influenced by their work there. 
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For example, Schmidt recognized the stratigraphic and temporal implications of red-

on-buff ceramics underlying black-on-white wares, and he speculated on the significance 

of the platform mounds (Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Schmidt 1928). Haury (1932) 

defined aspects of the red-on-buff ceramic culture, later named the Hohokam, and the 

mechanisms of Hohokam colonization, based on his work at Roosevelt 9:6. The 

Gladwins (Gladwin and Gladwin 1935) proposed that the red-on-buff people were 

replaced in the Tonto Basin by migrating black-on-white people, or the Salado, who then 

went on to influence and dominate much of the southern and central portions of the 

Southwest. Based on this work, the notion of Salado as an intrusive, pueblo-building 

people, who replaced the Hohokam (and other Southwestem groups), became a central 

theme in Southwest prehistory. As noted in Chapter 2, one of the early explanations for 

Civano phase Phoenix Basin platform mounds was that they were constructed by intrusive 

Salado groups (Haury 1945; Hayden 1957). 

The Tonto Basin is perhaps most famous for being the "heartland" of the Salado 

(Hohmann 1992; Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Nelson and LeBlanc 1986; Wood 1992; 

Wood et al. 1981). However, the namre of Salado is still not well understood, and debate 

continues as to whether it represents a migratory group, an indigenous Tonto Basin 

culture, a regional archaeological horizon, or a religious cult (see Adams 1996; Ciolek-

Torrello and Whittlesey 1994; Crown 1994; Doyel 1976,1978; Elson et al. 1996; Gladwin 

and Gladwin 1935; Haury 1945; Hohmann 1992; Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Nelson and 

LeBlanc 1986; Reid 1989; Rice 1990c; Stark and Elson 1995; Whittlesey and 

Ciolek-Torrello 1992; Whittlesey and Reid 1982; Wood 1992, 1995; Wood and 
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McAllister 1982). While the investigation of platform mound use undertaken in this study 

has some implications for the Salado question, examining the nature of Salado is not the 

goal of this research and it is therefore not fiirther discussed. However, there is no doubt 

that Salado, in whatever manifestation, strongly influenced much of the central and 

southern Southwest for two centuries beginning around A.D. 1250. 

Much of the controversy surrounding the Tonto Basin stems from its location in a 

transitional environmental and cultural zone, lying between the desert-dwelling Hohokam 

to the south and puebloan groups of the plateau and mountain areas to the north and east 

(Figure 1.5). The archaeology of the basin is fiirthermore characterized by highly variable 

architectural remains, and ceramic assemblages that contain a multiplicity of wares and 

types. It is not surprising, then, that the prehistory of the Tonto Basin has been 

interpreted in different ways by different researchers: to some the basin was an 

uninhabited (or empty) niche colonized by groups from the Hohokam or the northern and 

eastern pueblo areas (or both); to others it was a cultural sponge that absorbed complete 

social systems and traditions from neighboring areas; and to still others it was the 

heartland of the Salado, who used the Tonto Basin as a base from which to spread 

throughout much of the southern Southwest. 

Indeed, the Tonto Basin has been included by various researchers at one time or 

another as part of nearly every prehistoric culmre area that surrounds it. For example, 

groups suggested to be present in the Tonto Basin include the Southern Sinagua (Ciolek-

Torrello 1987; Hanmiack 1969; Huckell 1978; Pilles 1976), the Hohokam (Doyel 1976, 

1978; Gladwin and Gladwin 1935; Haas 1971; Haury 1932; Huckell 1977; Jeter 1978; 
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Rice 1985; Wood 1985, 1989; Wood and McAllister 1982, 1984), ±e MogoUon (Ciolek-

Torrello and Whittlesey 1994; Whittlesey and Reid 1982; Reid 1989), and even the 

Anasazi (Gladwin 1957; Gladwin and Gladwin 1935; Morris 1970). 

Over the years, much time and energy has been spent debating the cultural affiliation 

of Tonto Basin inhabitants, generally at the expense of understanding the prehistoric 

settlement. In many ways this emphasis reflects an unstated belief that if Tonto Basin 

inhabitants could be appropriately placed within a defined Southwest culture area, this 

would be sufficient for understanding Tonto Basin prehistory. Recent research, however, 

suggests that the Tonto Basin can most productively be understood as an indigenous 

system that interacted and mixed with neighboring groups, but maintained a separate and 

distinct cultural identity for most of its developmental sequence (Elson 1992a; Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark 1995:442; Wood 1992). 

Environment 

The Tonto Basin is situated in the mountainous "Transition Zone" of central Arizona 

(Chronic 1983), which separates the Colorado Plateau to the north from the basin and 

range province of the southern deserts (Figure 1.5). The basin can be characterized as 

a "typical down-faulted, sediment-filled, basin-and-range trough lying between uplifted 

mountains" (Royse et al. 1971:8), measuring about 60 km (37 mi) long by 10 to 15 km 

(6 to 9 mi) wide (Waters 1994:3). It is bounded by the Mazatzal mountain range to the 

west, the Sierra Ancha to the east, the Mogollon Rim to the north, and the Pinal, 

Superstition, and Salt River mountains to the south. Elevation ranges from approximately 
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580 m (1,900 feet) along the Salt Eliver in the southern portion to over 2,410 m (7,900 

feet) at the top of Mazatzal Peak (Figure 5.1). 

The Tonto Basin can be divided into an upper portion (the Upper Tonto Basin) and 

a lower portion (the Lower Tonto Basin), separated at the approximate location of a schist 

deposit that constricts Tonto Creek around the town of Jakes Comer (Elson and Sullivan 

1981). The focus of this research and the following discussion is the Lower Tonto Basin, 

which can be further divided into a Salt River arm and a Tonto Creek arm. The Eastern 

Tonto Basin is situated in the southeast portion of the Lower Tonto Basin, at the point 

where the Salt River enters the basin from the deeply downcut Salt River Canyon. The 

Upper Basin is more rugged, higher, and contains less arable land; it also has a different 

settlement history than the Lower Basin (Ciolek-Torrello 1987; Elson and Craig 1992; 

Elson et al. 1992; Wood 1992). 

Two major drainages flow through the Lower Tonto Basin, providing an ample, if not 

abundant, supply of water. These are the Salt River, which originates in the White 

Mountains of east-central Arizona and flows east to west through the southern part of the 

basin; and Tonto Creek, a smaller drainage that flows northwest to southeast into the Salt 

River from the uplands of the Mogollon Rim. The lower portions of both drainages are 

currently impounded by Roosevelt Lake (Figure 5.1), which covers approximately 6,885 

ha (17,000 acres) and undoubtedly numerous prehistoric sites. Roosevelt Dam and Lake 

were created in 1911; what lies beneath the lake is known only from early explorers 

(Bandelier 1892; Bourke 1891) and brief glimpses of the lake bottom during low-water 
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periods. These data suggest that some of the largest and perhaps earliest sites lie in the 

inundated area, hampering archaeological interpretation. Formnately, it is believed that 

the locations of all platform mounds are known, although several, like the large Armer 

Ranch Ruin, Bourke's Teocalli, and Rock Island, are permanendy inundated and, outside 

of the early accounts, information on these sites is generally lacking (Wood 1989, 1995). 

The Salt River drains more than 11,150 square km (4,300 square mi) and is one of 

the major perennial streams of Arizona. As the river enters the Tonto Basin it leaves the 

narrow canyons of the Upper Salt and empties into a broad alluvial floodplain. The 

floodplain, which covers more than 8,100 ha (20,000 acres), contains prime agricultural 

bottomlands composed of alluvial soils that would have been continually replenished 

through floodwater deposition. Tonto Creek has a much smaller floodplain and flow and 

drains approximately 1,750 square km (675 square mi). Paleoenvironmental data suggest 

that like the Salt, Tonto Creek flowed year-round during the prehistoric occupation 

(Ciolek-Torrello 1987:15; Waters 1994). 

The Salt River and Tonto Creek floodplains in the Lower Tonto Basin are quite broad 

and characterized by a Sonoran Desert Scrub vegetation (Brown 1982). Mesquite, 

catclaw, cholla, saguaro, crucifixion thorn, and paloverde are typical of this environment 

(Gasser 1987; Lowe 1964). In addition, the areas adjacent to the streams support a 

riparian life-zone, with ash, willow, and cottonwood constimting the dominant species 

(Lowe 1964). Economically important fauna include mule deer, jackrabbit, and cottontail 

rabbit (James 1995; Szuter 1992). This area is similar to the riverine dominated 

landscape of the Hohokam core area in the Salt and Gila river basins, although the extent 
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of the arable floodplain is significantly reduced. 

The Lower Tonto Basin can be characterized as having a semiarid climate, similar in 

many respects to the southern deserts but somewhat cooler with slightly greater 

precipitation. Temperature and rainfall are variable within the basin, both being highly 

dependent on elevation, and to a lesser degree, landform and degree of exposure. 

Although freezing temperatures are common in all areas during the winter months, as are 

temperatures of over 100 degrees during the summer, most of the basin except for the 

very highest elevations has a frost-free growing season of at least 180 days. This is more 

than sufficient for agriculmral crops. Average rainfall, which ranges between 10 and 20 

inches a year on the basin floor and lower bajada, is biseasonal; slightly more than half 

of the rain fails during the months of July and August, while most of the remainder falls 

during December and January. April, May, and June are the driest months, often 

receiving no rainfall (Sellers and Hill 1974). Rainfall, not temperature, then, is the 

limiting factor in successful agriculture. 

Elevational differences are a key consideration in understanding the namre of the 

Tonto Basin environment, because climate, rainfall, and vegetation are all partially, if not 

wholly, elevation dependent. Environmental variation is evident as one moves east or 

west out of Tonto Creek, and north from Roosevelt Lake, into areas of higher elevation 

(Figure 5.1). Considerable heterogeneity is present within and between these areas, 

affording a wide and varied resource base. Resource differences between the uplands and 

lowlands, and the need to integrate the two areas, have been stressed in a number of 

models of platform mound ftinction (Germick and Crary 1989:23-24; Rice 1990a: 12-16; 
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Wood and Hohmann 1985:7). As noted by Elson, Gregory, and Stark (1995), however, 

the narrow width of the basin (10-15 km) meant that all but the very highest elevation 

resources could be procured in a single day's journey (up and back) by inhabitants living 

along the river. As they state, "[A]ll principal environmental zones in the basin could 

have been (and in some cases were) exploited on a regular basis by permanent riverine 

settlements" (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:463). The closer proximity of higher 

elevation resources is an important distinction between the Tonto and Phoenix basins. 

Perhaps most significantly, the point where the Salt River enters the Tonto Basin is 

the "first place where the water from the large area drained by this river would have been 

available in a situation suitable for canal-aided irrigation" (Gregory 1980:2). Numerous 

archaeological sites are situated along the banks of the Salt River, both inside and outside 

the Tonto Basin, indicating the river's importance in prehistoric settlement. Through an 

examination of soils and landform. Waters (1994:36) estimates that a minimum of 

approximately 930 ha (2,300 acres) would have been directly accessible to irrigation 

agriculture in the Lower Tonto Basin. Prehistoric irrigation canals have been recorded 

along both the Salt and Tonto arms, although they have yet to be intensively investigated 

(Wood 1995); the earliest known canal dates to the Preclassic Sacaton phase (A.D. 950-

1050), although earlier canals are suspected (Gregory 1995; Waters 1994). As noted by 

Wood (1995:34), "Given the environmental constraints on agriculture ... it can be 

assumed that any long term successfiil adaptation to the area would have required the use 

of irrigation agriculture to sustain stable populations and allow for growth" (see also Van 

West and Ciolek-Torrello 1995). 
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Models of Tonto Basin Platform Mound Use 

Much previous research and resulting models of Tonto Basin settlement do not deal 

specifically with platform mound use and fimction. Instead, as mentioned above, the 

focus of this research has been on determining the cultural affiliation and origin of Tonto 

Basin inhabitants (Wood 1989:14). This is uue for occupation of the basin during both 

the Colonial (ca. A.D. 750-950) and later Classic (ca. A.D. 1150-1450) periods, both long 

suspected to be periods of immigration (Gladwin and Gladwin 1935; Haury 1932). The 

primary debates have centered around whether the Tonto Basin had an indigenous 

population or whether it was settled by Hohokam, Mogollon, or Anasazi groups, or some 

sort of combination (Elson et al. 1992; Lekson et al. 1992; Whittlesey and Reid 1982; 

Wood and McAllister 1982). As argued elsewhere (Elson et al. 1996:40; Stark and Elson 

1995:34), this focus is believed to be limiting and explains little about the prehistoric 

occupation of the lonto Basin. Although recent findings illustrate the intensity of 

interaction between people in the Tonto Basin and those in neighboring regions, including 

the processes of migration and ethnic coresidence, these data also demonstrate the 

presence of a dynamic and evolving indigenous population, one that cannot productively 

be forced into an existing cultural category (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995). However, 

debate on cultural affiliation continues to be a focus of Tonto Basin research (Ciolek-

Torrello and Whittlesey 1994:486; Wood 1992:338, 1995:6). 

Platform mounds in the Tonto Basin have been most commonly used to argue for a 

Hohokam origin or affiliation, given the presence of similar types of features in the 

Phoenix Basin core area (Rice 1990b:36; Wood 1989:4, 1992:338; Wood and Hohmann 
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1985:6). A few others, however, have argued that Tonto Basin platform mounds were 

simply collapsed two-story pueblos, and therefore Mogollon (or Western Pueblo) derived.' 

This theory has now largely been discounted by recent excavations, although claims 

remain for Mogollon influence if not an actual Mogollon presence in the Tonto Basin 

(Ciolek-Torrello and Whittlesey 1994; Reid 1989; Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992; 

Whittlesey and Reid 1982). 

The debate between those who believe that the Tonto Basin is "Hohokam affiliated" 

and those who believe it is "Mogollon affiliated" has led to the formulation of two 

different models for Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350) Tonto Basin platform mounds. 

Implicit in this debate is the question of the level of social complexity reached by Tonto 

Basin inhabitants. As noted in Chapter 2, this argument over complexity is not confined 

to the Tonto Basin but is present in varying forms throughout the Southwest (Lightfoot 

and Upham 1989; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Plog 1995). Later Gila phase (A.D. 1350-

1450) platform mounds, which are fewer in number and occur at large aggregated sites, 

clearly functioned in a different manner, and are included only peripherally in the 

following discussion. Gila phase mound types include both "true" platform mounds, 

which are believed to be similar to Roosevelt phase mounds in their use of cells and 

retaining walls in construction (see Chapter 2), and what are now called "house mounds" 

(Wood 1995:11), which are constructed through the filling of previously occupied 

residential and storage rooms to create an elevated platform. The best excavated example 

of a house mound in the Tonto Basin is Schoolhouse Point (Lindauer 1995a), although 

several others are known to be present (Oliver 1994; Wood 1995). 
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Platform mounds of the Roosevelt and Gila phases are shown in Figures 5.2 and 5.3 

where architectural differences between the phases are readily apparent. Although there 

is some variation, a point to be discussed later, a typical Roosevelt phase mound site in 

the Tonto Basin consists of a raised platform with rooms on its top along with a small 

number of ground floor rooms and extramural features, all within an enclosing compound 

wail (Figure 5.2). The mound compound is generally associated with a number of 

dispersed residential compounds, along with trash mounds, cemetery areas, roasting pits, 

and other feature types. At Meddler Point, the platform mound compound (Compound 

1) is associated with 12 additional compounds in two loci (see Figure 1.3), each suggested 

to contain one to three households or family groups (Craig and Clark 1994). An 

accurately-scaled reconstruction of the Meddler Point platform mound and compound is 

shown in Figure 5.4. 

For some researchers who support a Hohokam affiliation, Tonto Basin platform 

mounds are either attributed to peer-polity emulation processes as defined by Renfrew and 

Cherry (1986), or the immigration of elite members of Phoenix Basin groups who 

subsequently built the Tonto Basin mounds (Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Rice 1990a, 

1990b; Wood 1989; Wood and Hohmann 1985). In the past, models of Phoenix Basin 

platform mound use and function were for the most part simply transferred to the Tonto 

Basin (Wood 1992:338), often with little consideration for the differences between the 

two areas (Wood and McAllister 1980, 1982). For example. Wood and McAllister 

(1982:88) assert that Tonto Basin platform mounds are "identical to those used by other 

Classic period Hohokam groups in the Salt-Gila Basin and elsewhere . . . The fact that 
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Figure 5.4 Artist's reconstruction of ttie platform mound compound (Compound 1) at the 
Meddler Point site, facing east. Reconstruction by Ziba Ghassemi (from Stark 
and Elson 1995;Figure 1.10). 
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Salado platform mounds are found only in Tonto Basin and not farther north or east 

argues that they arrived there from the Hohokam core area where they have a much 

greater time depth" (emphasis added). 

Despite the current recognition of environmental and cultural differences between the 

Hohokam core area and the Tonto Basin (Wood 1989, 1992, 1995), the overall Phoenix 

Basin orientation of these models remains: platform mounds are generally seen as the 

upper tier of a hierarchical settlement system that functioned in the administration of 

irrigation systems, land tenure, and trade networks (Wood 1989, 1995; Wood and 

Hohmann 1985). Mound communities were controlled by an institutionalized elite class 

who lived on top of the platform mound and received a larger share of the available 

wealth. Wood (1995:43; Wood and Hohmann 1985:10) further suggests that the elites 

(or elite lineages) who occupied the mounds initially rose and then stayed in power 

through "entrepreneurial" or "aggrandizing" behavior (see Clark and Blake 1994; Hayden 

1995). In Tonto Basin models, this was accomplished by taking advantage of the 

increased economic opportunities associated with the mounds, particularly in the control 

of trade. 

A second set of Hohokam-oriented researchers have invoked platform mounds in 

areas outside the Phoenix Basin as models for Tonto Basin settlement. Rice (1990a: 12-

17), for example, in the Arizona State University (ASU) research design for the Roosevelt 

Lake Project, posits two different models for platform mound settlements: the "Escalante 

model" of the Phoenix Basin core area, and the "Marana model" of the outlying northern 

Tucson Basin/Picacho Peak area (see Chapter 2). In the Escalante model (Doyel 1974), 
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platform mounds were located in the valley bottoms and lived on by managerial elites 

who controlled large tracts of irrigable land. The less important upland regions were 

exploited through a variety of temporary camps, but all permanent habitation occurred 

within the riverine-focused mound and associated compounds. This resulted in a 

nucleated mound conmiunity centered on a canal system, which Fish and Fish (1992:102) 

estimate was around 40 square km in area. In the Marana model (Bayman 1994; S. Fish 

et al. 1992), while the mounds were still occupied by elites, the focus was less on 

irrigation than on the integration of permanent settlements in both the uplands and 

lowlands that were exploiting a series of different resource zones. This resulted in a very 

dispersed conununity system, estimated for Marana to encompass around 150 square km 

in area (Fish and Fish 1992:102). In this model, platform mounds functioned largely to 

ensure distribution of resources, via feasting and other redistributive mechanisms, with 

more going to the elites in the mound settlement than to others. Rice (1990a) suggests 

that Tonto Basin platform mounds were like those in the Marana model and functioned 

to integrate groups in the uplands with those inhabiting riverine sites in the lowlands, a 

position previously suggested by Wood and Hohmaim (1985:7) and supported in part by 

several other researchers (Germick and Crary 1992:299; Lindauer 1992:2-3, 1995c:425). 

Models of platform mound function derived by those oriented toward a Mogollon 

affiliation differ from the Hohokam models primarily in their estimation of the level of 

social complexity achieved by the mound builders (see Chapter 2), and in their belief that 

platform mounds in the Tonto Basin were not used as elite residences. In fact, according 

to these models, high status elite leaders simply did not exist in the Tonto Basin (or, for 
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the most part, elsewhere in the Southwest): leadership positions were based on 

achievement and organized through religious or kinship associations. Interestingly, many 

of the basic functions that the Mogoilon proponents suggest for the platform mounds, 

such as food redistribution, land tenure, community integration, and labor organization, 

particularly for constructing and maintaining irrigation systems (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 

1994:470), are very similar to those proposed by proponents of the Hohokam model. 

The Mogoilon models essentially dispute the Hohokam premise that platform mounds 

necessarily imply a hierarchical society with a high degree of complexity and elite rulers 

(Ciolek-Torrello and Whittlesey 1994; Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Whittlesey and Ciolek-

Torrello 1992). In these scenarios, which draw heavily on Hopi ethnography, the 

archaeological record of the Tonto Basin is believed to be "complicated" but not 

necessarily "complex" (Reid and Whittlesey 1990; Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 

1992:314). Proponents of this model posit that Tonto Basin platform mounds functioned 

solely as nonresidential ceremonial structures among primarily egalitarian groups. 

Mounds served to "meld various clan segments or small residential units into small 

villages . . . [and] as ritual contexts for the administrative and integrative functions of 

clans and sodalities, rather than as residences of the elite" (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 

1994:470). While acknowledging that platform mounds were "unique public strucmres 

... not reflected in the ethnographic record" (Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992:323), 

that required "a considerable and long-term labor investment for construction and 

maintenance" (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994:468), the model draws on the Hopi 

ethnographic record to suggest that groups who built and used the mounds were primarily 
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organized through kin-based social units, with clans and possibly sodalities providing 

group leadership. 

Therefore, in this model the ritual system, rather than control by elite leaders, is seen 

as playing the primary role in group organization and community integration. As Ciolek-

Torrello et al. (1994:471) state, "As in the case of ethnohistoric village farming 

communities of the Southwest, redistribution among Roosevelt phase settlements was 

probably carried out in a ritual context for the benefit of the larger community rather than 

for individuals ... As the Hopi ethnography suggests, elaborate ritual systems often serve 

as spirimal means for coping with environmental and economic uncertainty." 

Furthermore, although inherited leadership roles and status distinctions have long been 

known in the Hopi ethnographic record (Brandt 1994; Levy 1992; Parsons 1939; Schlegel 

1992), Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello (1992) circumvent this problem by suggesting that 

these distinctions are largely the result of historic Anglo-European contact and influence. 

As they state, "Prehistoric cultures in the Southwest, were, perhaps, less complex than the 

historic pueblos" (Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992:323). 

In summary, the two basic models for Tonto Basin platform mounds differ primarily 

in the degree of social complexity evidenced by mound-building groups. As noted above, 

these differences are part of a larger controversy on the level of complexity reached by 

groups throughout the greater Southwest, commonly called the "Grasshopper Pueblo-

Chavez Pass debate" (McGuire and Saitta 1996:204-205; Plog 1995; see Cordell et al. 

1987; Reid et al. 1989; Reid and Whittlesey 1990; Upham 1982). Even with the 

suggested differences in complexity, however, both models posit that Tonto Basin 
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platform mounds were used for essentially similar purposes: they functioned to integrate 

smaller segments of the population and played a primary role in resource distribution, 

land control, and the organization of labor. The organization of labor is considered to be 

of critical importance in the construction and maintenance of canal irrigation systems, 

without which the prehistoric occupation of the Tonto Basin would have been marginal 

at best. Although there is a degree of recognition in both models that the rimal and 

political realms are often interconnected and difficult to separate, and that truly egalitarian 

groups probably did not exist in the late ceramic period Southwest (see Chapter 2), the 

models clearly differ in their primary emphasis and theoretical orientation. In the 

Hohokam (or high complexity) model social control and community integration were 

accomplished by institutionalized elite leadership, possibly through die use of ritual 

mechanisms, with the elites reaping a greater share of available resources. In the 

Mogollon (or low complexity) model there is relatively equal distribution of resources, 

and social control and integration were accomplished primarily through ritual means 

without elite leadership; leadership that was present was based on achievement and 

centered on religious or kin-based social organizations. 

Tonto Basin Irrigation Districts or Local Systems 

There is general agreement among researchers that the Tonto Basin can be divided 

into a series of "irrigation districts" or "local systems" based on land form, hydrological 

factors, and prehistoric settlement patterns (Craig et al. 1992; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 

1995; Gregory 1995; Wood 1989, 1995; Wood et al. 1992). As noted in Chapter 2, 
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irrigation districts consist of habitation sites and related agricultural fields along the same 

canal or canal system (Doyel 1981; Gregory and Nials 1985:383-386; Masse 1991:202-

203). They are believed to have functioned in an integrated manner because construction 

and maintenance of a canal system was a cooperative, generally community-level venture 

where some form of leadership was necessary (Craig et al. 1992; Howard 1993). 

Wood (1995:35) identifies eight (or possibly nine) irrigation districts in the Lower 

Tonto Basin and three in the Upper Basin. Each district was roughly similar in size and 

associated with a single platform mound per phase, although some of the districts were 

abandoned by the start of the Gila phase. To Wood (1989, 1995), the elite(s) living on 

each platform mound controlled the irrigation district through the establishment of a 

hierarchical settlement strucmre. He contrasts this system with that of the Phoenix Basin 

core area by suggesting that each "[irrigation] district, regardless of size, may have been 

the focus of mound placement rather than a specific canal system" (Wood 1995:33). 

Gregory (1995; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995) uses a slightly different, though 

basically similar, method to identify what he calls "local systems." As defined by Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark (1995:442): 

Local systems represent social units whose constiment settlements, subsistence 
regimes, and organizational forms were all closely integrated. They may be seen 
as the archaeological manifestations of prehistoric communities, in that they are 
composed of spatially discrete social units that were in regular face-to-face 
interaction with one another . . . Local systems have a very important historical 
dimension and are shaped by internal, as well as external dynamics. The scale 
and boundaries of the local system are affected by various environmental factors, 
like topography, access to arable land, and access to water. Boundaries are also 
shaped by social factors, such as the presence of a neighboring local system. 
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Although, like Wood, topographic and hydrological variables are used in the 

definition of local systems, there is no assumption that each system contained only a 

single platform mound per phase. Based on settlement data, particularly breaks between 

clusters of prehistoric sites as well as "natural barriers to irrigation systems [such as major 

washes and geologically stable terraces] and the position of suitable [canal] intake 

locations," seven local systems were defined for the Lower Tonto Basin and two for the 

Upper Basin (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:466-469, Figure 14.3). Figure 5.5 shows 

the local systems suggested for the Tonto Basin along with associated platform mound 

sites. Because local systems are believed to correspond more closely than irrigation 

districts with actual prehistoric use and settlement of an area (see below), this is the 

concept used in this smdy. However, it should be noted that differences between Wood's 

(1995) irrigation districts and Gregory's (1995) local systems are minor. The easternmost 

local system in the Lower Tonto Basin, called the "Eastern Tonto Basin," is the focus of 

the following research (Figures 5.1 and 5.5). 

The Eastern Tonto Basin 

The Eastern Tonto Basin includes an approximately 6-km reach along both sides of 

the Salt River, extending from the Meddler Point site, which is the first major site after 

the river enters die Tonto Basin, to the Griffin Wash/Schoolhouse Point area (Figure 5.6). 

Although some nonriverine settlements almost certainly participated in the local system, 

all available evidence suggests that it was primarily riverine in its focus (Elson, Gregory, 

and Stark 1995; Gregory 1995). The system covers approximately 30 square km (11.6 
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square mi), and was continuously occupied from the Colonial period Gila Butte phase 

(A.D. 750-850) through the Gila phase (A.D. 1350-1450) of the Classic period. An 

occupation dating to the Early Ceramic period (A.D. 100-600) is also present (Elson and 

Lindeman 1994), but because of an approximately 150 year hiatus between A.D. 600 and 

A.D. 750, its relationship to the settiement that began during the Gila Butte phase is 

unknown. Approximately 45 numbered sites, many with multiple residential loci, were 

investigated (Figure 5.6), comprising the majority of known archaeological sites in this 

area. The intensity of archaeological investigation varied: some sites were completely 

excavated, others were partially excavated, while the great majority were only tested (see 

site descriptions in Elson and Swartz 1994; Elson et al. 1994; Jacobs 1994a; and Lindauer 

1995a, 1995b). The most intensive excavations were undertaken at village sites and 

platform mounds, although the large size of these sites also necessitated the 

implementation of sampling procedures. 

The Eastern Tonto Basin was most densely occupied during the Roosevelt phase 

(A.D. 1250-1350), when the local system contained four platform mounds (Meddler Point, 

E^ramid Point, Pinto Point, and Livingston), two large nonmound villages (Schoolhouse 

Point and Griffin Wash), and numerous smaller habitation sites, agriculmral fields, 

temporary campsites and resource procurement areas (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995). 

Schoolhouse Point was modified into a "house mound" during the following Gila phase 

(Lindauer 1995a; Wood 1995) when the majority of sites and all of the other platform 

mounds in the system were abandoned. The Eastern Tonto Basin contains the largest 

clustering of platform mounds of any local system in the Tonto Basin (Figure 5.5). The 
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distance between platform mounds is 1.3 to 2.1 km (Rice 1992:21). 

Along with topographic and hydrological factors (Gregory 1995), several aspects of 

prehistoric settlement suggest that the Eastern Tonto Basin functioned for most of its 

occupation as an interrelated system. For one, a roughly 3-km break in Roosevelt phase 

settlement separates the western end of the Eastern Tonto Basin from the downstream 

settlement at Armer Ranch, and from the larger local system that probably was focused 

on that village (Crary et al. 1992; Gregory 1995; Wood 1989). The distance between the 

two systems was even greater in the earlier Preclassic period. Given the relatively high 

density of Roosevelt phase settlement in both the Eastem Tonto Basin and Armer Ranch 

local systems, this break is believed to be significant and indicative of some sort of 

territorial boundary. 

For another, all of the platform mounds and village sites in the system are connected 

via line-of-sight through the Pyramid Point (AZ V:5:l/25)^ platform mound (Elson 

1994:294-295). The Pyramid Point platform mound is the smallest mound in the Tonto 

Basin, consisting of a single filled cell measuring approximately 50 square m. Located 

on the tip of a prominent ridge (Figure 5.6), the mound is believed to have functioned 

more as a two-story tower than as a locus for ceremonial or residential activities. The 

most logical reason for this intervisibility is a concern for communication within an 

integrated system. A need for relatively rapid communication is particularly evident from 

the fact that all settlements in the Eastem Tonto Basin could have been reached by foot 

from any other settlement within one or two hours. Line-of-sight factors have been used 

to indicate integration within other systems in the Kayenta, Chaco Canyon, Mesa Verde, 
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and Gallina areas of the Southwest (Dean 1996a; Dean et al. 1978; Ellis 1991; Haas and 

Creamer 1993; Hayes and Windes 1975; Wilcox and Haas 1994). 

The presence of an integrated system is also suggested by petrographic analysis of 

ceramics, which indicate that the Roosevelt phase inhabitants of the Griffin Wash site (AZ 

V;5:90/96) specialized in the production of corrugated ceramics that were distributed to 

the o±er settlements in the local system (Miksa and Heidke 1995; Stark and Heidke 

1995). Data from other artifact classes are more ambiguous, and suggest similarities as 

well as differences between the sites (Elson and Clark 1995a, 1995b). Some of the 

differences, however, are believed to be due to the presence of immigrant groups from 

regions north and east of the Tonto Basin who joined an existing local settlement at the 

Griffin Wash site sometime during the Roosevelt phase (Clark 1995a, 1995b; Stark, Clark, 

and Elson 1995), a point discussed further below. 

Finally, the Roosevelt Community Development Study documented regularities in the 

continuous expansion of this local system from a single, hamlet-level settlement (Meddler 

Point) founded during the Gila Butte phase (A.D. 750-850) to a system containing several 

hamlets or villages (Meddler Point, Griffin Wash, Pinto Point, and Schoolhouse Point) 

during the Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350).^ The following Gila phase witnessed 

aggregation (with population reduction) of the system into a single large village at the 

Schoolhouse Point site. Historical continuity is an important component of local and 

community systems. As noted by Gregory (1995:164-168), the pattern of expansion also 

follows a model set forth by Chisholm (1979). In this model, Chisholm (1979:127) 

argues that new settlements are constructed at distances greater than 3 to 4 km from the 
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original founding settlement, due to increasing transportation time between a settlement 

and its associated fields. This pattem is present in the Eastern Tonto Basin where Pinto 

Point (AZ V:5:66/15a), Schoolhouse Point (AZ U:8:24/13a), and Griffin Wash (AZ 

V;5:90/96), the first large settlements established away from the founding Meddler Point 

(AZ V:5:4/26), are located just beyond the 4 km zone (Figure 5.6). This suggests the 

possibility that all four sites are related, and that Griffin Wash, Pinto Point and 

Schoolhouse Point were initiated as satellite settlements by small groups moving from 

Meddler Point (Gregory 1995). These outlying sites may have been originally settled as 

small farmsteads to take advantage of productive agricultural areas or possibly as the 

result of an internal split in the Meddler Point group. Group fissioning can be caused by 

a number of processes. Although demographic and scalar stress are usually cited as 

causal factors (Johnson 1989), the ethnographic record suggests that social disputes or 

individual dissatisfaction, perhaps over inheritance rules or marriage regulations, are also 

common causes of group fission (Keesing 1975; Zedeno 1996), a point discussed in the 

following chapter. 

Developmental History of the Eastern Tonto Basin 

The developmental history of the Eastern Tonto Basin local system is fully described 

elsewhere (Elson 1996; Elson, Stark, and Gregory 1995; Elson et al. 1996) and 

sunmiarized here as background for the analysis of the Roosevelt phase platform mound 

system. Desert Archaeology's research suggests that the Eastem Tonto Basin was first 

inhabited during the Early Ceramic period (A.D. 100-600) by an indigenous, ceramic-
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using population that established a permanent agricultural settlement at the Eagle Ridge 

site (AZ V:5:104/1045; Figure 5.6). This site contained between 30 and 50 pithouses and 

a significantly larger pithouse with a floor trench or "foot-drum" that may have functioned 

in an integrative manner (Elson and Lindeman 1994; Gregory 1995). Because no Archaic 

period remains (except occasional projectile points) were recovered from the Eastern 

Tonto Basin, the Early Ceramic population is thought to derive from local Late Archaic 

groups known from other areas of the Tonto Basin. Eagle Ridge inhabitants had closest 

affinities with contemporaneous groups in the Mogollon Highlands, such as those that 

occupied the Bluff site (Haury and Sayles 1947), and were distinct from groups in the 

Phoenix and Tucson basins (Elson et al. 1996). 

Phoenix Basin Hohokam groups migrated into a sparsely populated Lower Tonto 

Basin sometime during the late Snaketown or early Gila Butte phases (ca. A.D. 700-850) 

and established a number of permanent and temporary settlements. The Meddler Point 

site (Craig and Clark 1994) in the Eastern Tonto Basin and Roosevelt 9:6 (Haury 1932), 

situated about 7 km downstream, are the two largest Gila Butte phase settlements known. 

The degree of interaction with the local population, or whether a local population was 

even present in the Eastern Basin at this time, is unclear. By all appearances. Meddler 

Point resembles a typical, permanently occupied. Phoenix Basin Hohokam settlement, 

with a central plaza containing a cremation cemetery surrounded by trash mounds and 

pithouse courtyard groups (Craig and Clark 1994). This layout, which was maintained 

throughout the nearly 600 year occupation, suggests an intimate knowledge of Hohokam 

site structure and the proper arrangement of domestic and ritual space (Wilcox 1991:259-
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262). Additional evidence for naigration comes fix)m petrographic analysis of the 

utilitarian ceramic assemblage which strongly suggests a Phoenix Basin origin, and 

specifically areas along the Gila River (Stark, Vint, and Heidke 1995). 

The Meddler Point settlement slowly expanded and interacted with other Tonto Basin 

groups through the Santa Cruz (A.D. 850-950) and Sacaton (A.D. 950-1050) phases, but 

it still participated in the Hohokam regional system. Although ballcourts were apparently 

not constructed in the Tonto Basin, it is believed that Eastern Basin inhabitants used 

relatively nearby courts (around 50 km away, or at most, a two day walk) in the Globe-

Miami area and the outskirts of the Phoenix Basin."* Small farmsteads and resource 

procurement sites were established away from Meddler Point, but Meddler Point itself 

remained the only sizeable settlement in the local system. 

Relations with the Phoenix Basin were curtailed sometime just prior to or during the 

Ash Creek phase (A.D. 1050-1150) when the Hohokam regional system retracted and was 

reorganized (Crown 1991; Elson 1996; Wilcox 1991). The retraction of that network, 

along with the expansion of the Chaco system (Lekson 1991), resulted in increased 

interaction of Eastern Tonto Basin populations with groups to the north and east of the 

basin that were producing Cibola White Ware ceramics. During this time, Hohokam Buff 

Ware ceramics were almost completely replaced by Cibola White Ware in Eastern Basin 

ceramic assemblages. An increase in cotton production in the Eastern Basin at 

approximately the same time suggests that cotton may have been exchanged for white 

ware vessels (Adams 1996; Elson et al. 1996). 
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Following established ceramic trade comiections, migrant populations are believed to 

have entered the Eastern Tonto Basin sometime during the Roosevelt phase in the mid-

to late-thirteenth century. The exact source area for the migrants is currently unknown, 

and somewhat controversial (Wood 1995), but is suggested to be from Cibola White Ware 

and White Mountain Red Ware ceramic producing regions north and east of the Tonto 

Basin (Elson et al. 1996). Evidence for migration is based on multiple classes of data, 

including architecture, ceramic, and botanical remains, and is presented in detail elsewhere 

(Clark 1995a, 1995b; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Elson et al. 1996; Stark, Clark, and 

Elson 1995; Stark et al. 1997). Some of the migrant groups joined a small existing 

settlement at the Griffin Wash site (Swartz and Randolph 1994), while others settled the 

site of Saguaro Muerto (AZ V:5:128/1011) in the Livingston project area (Lindauer 

1994a). A site on Schoolhouse Mesa, AZ U:8:454/14c, also appears to represent a 

migrant settlement (Lindauer 1995b), and it has been suggested that migrants may 

comprise part of the occupation of Locus B at the Meddler Point site (see Figure 1.3; 

Clark 1995a; Stark, Clark, and Elson 1995). Migration into the Tonto Basin was probably 

in response to "push" factors such as environmental stress and conflict in various portions 

of the northern Southwest at this time (Cameron 1995; Dean et al. 1985, 1994; Wilcox 

and Haas 1994). 

Chronometric data from both tree-ring samples and cross-dated decorated ceramics 

suggest that the first platform mounds were constructed in the Eastern Tonto Basin around 

A.D. 1280 or slightly earlier (Elson 1995; McCarmey et al. 1994). In contrast to the 

Phoenix Basin, there is no history of prior mound construction, and all Eastern Basin 
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mounds appear to have been constructed relatively quickly, possibly fix»m a preconceived 

plan (Craig and Clark 1994). For unknown reasons, but most likely related to continuing 

enviroimiental and social stress, this system failed within 50 or 75 years. Documented 

variability in Tonto Basin stream flow during the early 1300s may have impacted canal 

systems and therefore subsistence resources (Craig 1995; Van West and Ciolek-Torrello 

1995; Van West and Altschul 1994; Waters 1994). Conflict between upstream and 

downstream settlements over water may also have been a factor (Elson, Gregory, and 

Stark 1995:459; Gregory 1995). Most settlements in the Eastern Tonto Basin were 

abandoned by A.D. 1325, just prior to the widespread use of Gila and Fourmile 

Polychromes. Some groups probably moved to the large settlement at Schoolhouse Point; 

most of the population, however, apparently left the Eastem Tonto Basin (Doelle 1995b; 

Lindauer 1995a). The remodeling of Schoolhouse Point into a house mound occurred at 

the begirming of the Gila phase (A.D. 1350-1450), and the site was apparently occupied 

into the early 15th century when it, too, was abandoned (McCartney and Lindauer 1995). 

The Roosevelt Phase in the Eastem Tonto Basin 

The Eastem Tonto Basin contained its greatest population during the Roosevelt phase, 

dated between A.D 1250 and 1350 (Doelle 1995b; Elson 1996; Gregory 1995). As noted 

above, Roosevelt phase settlement included four platform mound sites (Meddler Point, 

Pyramid Point, Pinto Point, and Livingston), two large nonmound villages (Schoolhouse 

Point and Griffin Wash) and approximately 30 other numbered residential sites (Figure 

5.7). However, many of these sites and the platform mound complexes contain multiple 
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residential units: counting all Roosevelt phase fieldhouses, compounds and room blocks 

yields a total of 74 residential units. These units range from single room fieldhouses to 

large room blocks containing around 100 rooms; most consist of small masonry 

compounds with three to 10 rooms (Gregory 1995:131-139). 

Doelle (1995b:Table 7.2) used several different methods to estimate that the Roosevelt 

phase population of the 27 sites (containing 37 residential units) excavated by Desert 

Archaeology was between 180 and 290 people. Because this comprises half the 74 

residential units in the Desert Archaeology and Arizona State University project areas, and 

because both areas contain similar types of features, the total Roosevelt phase population 

for the Eastern Tonto Basin is estimated to be between 360 and 580 people (or a density 

of 12 to 19 people per square km). This contrasts with earlier and later periods, which 

have markedly lower populations, and Doelle (1995b) suggests that the larger Roosevelt 

phase population is due to both internal growth and immigration of outside groups. 

The degree of contemporaneity of the 74 Eastern Tonto Basin residential units is a 

problem, however. Ceramically, all of these sites and platform mounds date to the 100 

year Roosevelt phase, but achieving temporal resolution at a finer scale is difficult. This 

is because dating of sites and features is primarily based on cross-dated decorated 

ceramics, most of which were not manufactured in the Tonto Basin. The use of ceramic 

cross-dating is necessary because of the general lack of datable tree-ring material from 

Tonto Basin contexts and the large standard deviations or confidence intervals associated 

with radiocarbon and archaeomagnetic determinations, which are often in the 150 to 250 

year range (Christenson 1995; Elson 1992b, 1995:48-57; McCartoey et al. 1994). 
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Unfortunately, many of the more common diagnostic ceramics, particularly the 

decorated white wares but some of the polychromes as well, are not well-dated and either 

have ranges of 100 years or greater or overlap with phases that are earlier or later than 

the Roosevelt phase (Elson 1995:Table 2.1). These include the most common types found 

in the Roosevelt phase Tonto Basin, such as Reserve, Tularosa, and Pinedale black-on-

white; St. Johns Polychrome and Black-on-red; Pinto Polychrome and Black-on-red; and 

McDonald Corrugated. The three ceramic types considered to be perhaps most diagnostic 

of the Roosevelt phase, Pinedale Black-on-white (A.D. 1250-1350), Pinto Polychrome 

(A.D. 1270-1350) and Pinto Black-on-red (A.D. 1250-1350), have production spans 

extending over all or most of the phase, making sedation within the phase itself difficult. 

Although use of the percentile or simple graphic methods for ceramic dating (Elson 

1995:39-48; McCartney et al. 1994:24-26; Steponaitis and Kintigh 1993) sometimes 

allows individual feamres or strata to be assigned to periods as tight as 50 years, 

resolution at the site level of fewer than 100 years is rare. And yet there are a number 

of indications, such as lack of accumulated trash deposits or the absence of architectural 

remodeling, that many of the small residential compound sites, and possibly even some 

of the platform mounds, were occupied for substantially less than 100 years (Clark 1995a; 

Elson and Randolph 1994; Jacobs 1994a; McCartney et al. 1994). Therefore, Doelle's 

(1995b) population estimates should be viewed as maximum numbers. 

The major Roosevelt phase platform mound sites and villages in the Eastern Tonto 

Basin are briefly described below. For detailed description and analyses, the following 

sources should be consulted: Pyramid Point (Elson 1994); Meddler Point (Craig and 
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Clark 1994); Griffin Wash (Swartz and Randolph 1994); Livingston (Jacobs 1994a); Pinto 

Point (Jacobs 1994a); and Schoolhouse Point (Lindauer 1995a). Descriptions of some of 

the smaller excavated fieldhouse, compound, and room block sites can be found in Elson 

and Swartz (1994), Jacobs (1994a), and Lindauer (1995b). 

Pyramid Point Site (AZ V:5:l/25) 

The Pyramid Point site contains a small platform mound within an associated 15-

room masonry compound, as well as three small outlying compounds (Figures 5.8 and 

5.9). It is located on one of the most prominent points in the Eastern Tonto Basin, on a 

ridge jutting over a major bend in the Salt River (Figure 5.7). The mound itself is 

positioned on the very end of the ridge. As noted above, the three other platform mound 

settlements in the Eastern Tonto Basin are visible from the top of the Pyramid Point 

platform mound, as are the Schoolhouse Point and Griffin Wash settlements. Occupation 

was primarily confined to the Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350), although a small Miami 

phase (A.D. 1150-1250) component might have been present. The site also contains 

small, Preclassic period pithouse components in Loci A and D, each estimated to contain 

six to eight pithouses. Diagnostic ceramics recovered from these areas suggest that the 

pithouses were occupied in the Santa Cruz (A.D. 850-950) and Sacaton (A.D. 950-1050) 

phases. A few earlier Gila Butte (A.D. 750-850) phase ceramics are also present. 

The Pyramid Point platform mound is one of the smallest known from the Tonto 

Basin; it consists of a single 2 m high cell (Feature 47), with a suggested 2 m high room 

on its top, and contained 94 cubic m of fill. The mound surface was 47 square m in area. 
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This figure includes a very small structure (Feature 63) adjoining the mound to the south 

that was converted into a cell and filled at some point following initial mound 

construction (Figure 5.9). Evidence suggests that the mound functioned as a tower and 

could have facilitated long-distance communication (Elson 1994:294-295). Unlike other 

platform mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin, the location of the mound at the tip of the 

ridge and the layout of the compound suggest that the mound was designed for viewing 

from a distance rather than the immediate site area (Figure 5.10). 

Occupation at the site, although probably permanent, was quite small; no more than 

four households were present with an estimated maximum population of 20 to 30 people. 

The occupation is believed to have been primarily for maintenance of the site area and 

platform mound, and for conducting ceremonies associated with the mound. Feature 43, 

the room adjoining the platform mound to the north (Figure 5.9), contained an extensive 

floor assemblage suggestive of ritual activity and the manufacture of personal ornaments 

(Adams 1995; Adams and Elson 1995; Elson 1994). A relatively large number of granary 

platforms are also present, some in areas that appear to have restricted access, such as the 

courtyard (Feature 58) associated with the platform mound. Archaeological and 

ethnographic data suggest that granary platforms were bases for large baskets used in food 

storage (Lindauer 1995a). The three oudying compounds contained little evidence for 

habitation, and their function, length of occupation, and relationship to the platform 

mound are unknown. They may be related given the clear line-of-sight between the 

compounds and the platform mound. 



Figure 5.10 Artist's reconstruction of the platform mound and Compound 1 at the Pyramid 
Point site, facing south. Reconstruction by Ziba Ghassemi (from Stark and 
Elson 1995;Figure 1.7). 
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Meddler Point Site (AZ V:5:4/26) 

The Meddler Point site was the largest and longest-lived settlement in the Eastern 

Tonto Basin, as well as one of the most intensively excavated sites in the sample (Craig 

and Clark 1994). The site was mitially settled by migrant groups from the Phoenix Basin 

area during the Gila Butte phase (A.D. 750-850), and occupation continued through the 

Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350). Occupation of the site area was continuous, although 

less intensive in some phases than others: Demographic reconstruction through mixture 

modeling by Craig and Clark (1994:166-174) and Wallace (1995:95-104) suggest 

relatively continuous growth except during the Sedentary period (A.D. 950-1150), and 

particularly the late Sedentary period, when there may have been a decrease in the 

population. The F*reclassic period pithouse component contained between 75 and 120 

pithouses identified through backhoe trenching. The strucmred site layout, including 

formal trash areas, a central plaza, and a large cremation cemetery containing a full range 

of Hohokam-related mortuary goods, are all evidence for a small hamlet, permanently 

occupied during most of the Preclassic (Craig and Clark 1994; Gregory 1995). 

The site was most intensively occupied during the Roosevelt phase, when it reached 

village proportions. At that time, a platform mound was constructed, along with 12 

outlying residential compounds (Figures 1.3, 5.2, 5.11). Several nearby compounds that 

received separate site numbers (AZ V:5:91/29 and AZ V:5:l 10/29) were also probably 

related to the mound (Figure 5.7). Although not all of the compounds are believed to be 

contemporaneous (Clark 1995a), demographic data suggest a population of approximately 

1(X) to 150 people during the Roosevelt phase (Craig and Clark 1994; Gregory 1995). 
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The platform mound was constructed around A.D. 1280, based on a tree-ring date 

from a premound wall of 1277w (Elson 1995:52, Table 2.5). Construction probably took 

less than two years and might have involved the help of people from outside the Meddler 

settlement (Craig and Clark 1994). The mound platform, which contained an estimated 

966 cubic m of fill, was 2 m high and designed solely to support two large rooms 

(Features 105 and 351) within the 483 square m area on top of the mound (Figure 5.2). 

Excavation data suggest that the rooms on top of the mound were not residential, at least 

not as a primary function, although they both had doorways and internal hearths. Craig 

and Clark (1994) suggest that these rooms probably served ceremonial purposes and 

might have functioned as stage-like areas for public display (Figure 5.4). The compound 

(Compound 1) surrounding the platform mound also does not appear to have been 

primarily residential. The area behind the mound contains three pitrooms, which might 

have been preparation rooms for mound activities; access to this area was restricted 

through a series of partitioning walls (Craig and Clark 1994). The nonresidential function 

of the platform mound compound is particularly apparent in comparison to some of the 

other surrounding compounds (such as Compounds 2 and 7), which contain evidence for 

food storage and other types of domestic activities. Unlike some of the other mound sites 

in the Tonto Basin, such as Pyramid Point and Schooihouse Point, the Meddler mound 

compound did not have granary platforms or storage rooms, suggesting that domestic food 

preparation and consumption were not occurring on a regular basis. The platform mound 

is also rotated 45 degrees from all of the other residential compounds, again suggesting 

its specialized, and probably nonresidential, function (Craig 1995). 
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Griffin Wash Site (AZ V:5:90/96) 

The Griffin Wash site contains approximately 100 masonry rooms spread over three 

room blocks. Loci A, B, and C (Figure 5.12; Swartz and Randolph 1994). A fourth 

masonry area. Locus D, is present, although it was badly depleted of stone and its size 

and nature are unknown. Locus D also has a very small Preclassic pithouse component, 

estimated to contain three to four pithouses dating to the Santa Cruz (A.D. 850-950) and 

Sacaton (A.D. 950-1050) phases. Based on data from the trash mounds, additional 

pithouses are suspected in the area between Loci A and B. 

The three room blocks are roughly contemporaneous and date primarily to the 

Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350). Locus B was abandoned slightly earlier than Loci A 

and C; Locus C may have continued in use after Locus A, although this is less certain. 

Excavations were most intensive in Locus A and focused on comparative households in 

two areas (Figure 5.13). These excavations, many in burned structures with large floor 

assemblages, produced some of the cleanest (temporally uiunixed) data sets recovered 

from the Roosevelt Community Development Study (Heidke 1995). 

The room unit associated with Feature 9 (Figure 5.13) was probably the first area 

constructed at the site (Swartz and Randolph 1994). It is also the most architecturally 

impressive area, having two rooms (Features 9 and 43) with walls two courses wide. 

Feamre 9 contained two stories and an extensive floor assemblage suggestive of storage 

of ritual types of goods. Feature 43 also might have had two stories, but the room was 

not excavated so this is uncertain. The largest room at the site, Feamre 73, is an oval 

strucmre isolated within its own plaza. Although excavation of the sttucture revealed little 
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about its nature, its size and placement all suggest a specialized, site-level integrative 

fiinction. Other isolated oval structures in plazas are present in the Eastern Tonto Basin 

(e.g., Compound 7 at Meddler Point) and elsewhere in the Lower Tonto Basin (Gregory 

1995). 

A view of Locus A, with Locus C on the next ridge in the background, is shown in 

the scale-reconstruction (Figure 5.14). As this reconstruction shows, the Griffin Wash site 

has a more pueblo-like appearance than other sites in the study area and, as discussed 

earlier, appears to have been settled by migratory populations (Clark 1995a, 1995b; Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark 1995; Stark, Clark, and Elson 1995). The immigrants are believed 

to have joined an already existing small, local group. The location of Locus C on a 

narrow ridge also suggests a defensive orientation, although only limited excavation was 

undertaken here and its actual function is unknown (Swartz and Randolph 1994). 

Livingston (Pillar) Site (AZ V:5:76/700) 

The Livingston platform mound consists of three ground floor rooms and a plaza that 

were filled to a height of approximately 2 m to make an elevated platform for supporting 

at least two large rectangular rooms (Figure 5.15; Doelle et al. 1995:404; Jacobs 1994b). 

Two other smaller mound top rooms were probably also present, although the evidence 

is less certain because of erosion. Neither the ground floor structures nor the structures 

on top of the mound show evidence for use as habitation rooms (Jacobs and Rice 

1994:924), although like Meddler Point, the two large rectangular mound rooms contained 

doorways and internal hearths. The ground floor rooms were apparently constructed for 
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some sort of specialized use, and not as internal cells, because they had doorways and 

interior plastered walls, but no hearths. The mound had a surface area of 302 square m 

with an estimated volume of fill of approximately 604 cubic m. 

Although the data are somewhat scanty, Jacobs (1994c: 131) suggests that the ground 

floor rooms were built at some point prior to the Roosevelt phase, while evidence from 

the platform mound fill suggests a Roosevelt phase date for the constmction of the mound 

itself. However, the ceramic assemblage from the floors of the ground floor rooms, 

consisting primarily of Pinedale Black-on-white. Pinto Black-on-red, and McDonald 

Corrugated, indicates a Roosevelt phase use (McCartney et al. 1994:TabIe 2.7), and it is 

likely that the mound complex was constructed quickly. The site, and particularly the 

compound wall, had been severely disturbed through the construction of a canal 

associated with Roosevelt Dam. As a result, portions of the compound are missing; even 

so, it appears that the compound never contained more than a few rooms in addition to 

the platform mound. 

An interesting aspect of the mound was the construction of large cobble and adobe 

pillars in both ground floor and elevated rooms to serve as bases for wooden roof-support 

posts (Jacobs 1994b: 113, 1994c; 119-120). Although at one time the Livingston pillars 

were suggested to have an astronomical function (Rice and Redman 1993:60), this is no 

longer believed to be the case, and they apparently were used solely for construction 

purposes (Jacobs 1994a). The use of large pillars in construction is unique in the Tonto 

Basin, although similar features were found at University Indian Ruin in the Tucson Basin 

(Hayden 1957). 
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The Livingston mound is also unique in two other respects. For one, it is isolated: 

the nearest Roosevelt phase compound (AZ V:5:121/999) is approximately 400 m away 

and the only other habitation sites possibly associated with the mound, three other 

compounds and a room block site (Saguaro Muerto), are at distances between 700 and 

900 m (Figure 5.7). For another, the site itself contained very little trash. In fact, no 

associated trash middens were located (Jacobs 1994b: 113). This, combined with the 

subsistence remains, which Spielmann (1994:920) characterizes as "depauperate," suggests 

either a specialized or very short occupation. 

Pinto Point Site (AZ V:5:66/15a) 

The Pinto Point platform mound contains at least nine elevated rooms along with 

several elevated plazas and miscellaneous spaces within a mound area of 340 square m 

(Figure 5.16; Jacobs 1994d). The volume of the mound, which stood approximately 2 m 

high, is estimated at 680 cubic m (Doelle et al. 1995:Table 13.4). At least 12 ground 

floor rooms are also present inside the associated compound. The mound and compound 

were severely disturbed through vandalism and erosion (Jacobs 1994d:232); therefore the 

number of features and the nature of the site are difficult to determine. It does appear, 

however, diat unlike Meddler Point and Livingston, both of which were constructed 

relatively quickly in nearly final form, the Pinto Point mound grew in a more accretional 

manner. Jacobs (1994e:266, Figure 8.5) documents at least one major construction 

episode after the initial Roosevelt phase mound construction, with a second minor 

addition occurring in the late Roosevelt or early Gila phase (Figure 5.17). 
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An underlying Sedentary period (A.D. 950-1150) pithouse component and a premound 

Roosevelt phase residential compound are also present, although the nature of these 

occupations is unclear. Some of the earlier compound rooms were apparently filled to 

construct the mound platform, in addition to the filling of newly constructed cells (Jacobs 

I994d; Jacobs and Rice 1994:923). Because 15 pithouses were found (Figure 5.16), even 

though pithouses were not deliberately searched for, the Sedentary period occupation may 

have been relatively substantial. Four, and possibly five, additional residential compounds 

are situated within 300 m of the platform mound compound (Figure 5.7). 

Jacobs and Rice (1994:924) suggest that the ground floor rooms within the mound 

compound were used as both residences and as areas for craft production. Residential use 

of the site area is supported by the subsistence remains (Spielmaim 1994) and moderate 

quantities of culmral trash. The rooms on top of the mound, however, even though some 

contained hearths, are not believed to be residential (Jacobs and Rice 1994:924). Instead, 

like the Meddler and Livingston mounds, a ceremonial and communal function is 

suggested. 

Schoolhouse Point Site (AZ U:8:24/13a) 

The Schoolhouse Point site is believed to have been a moderately-sized dispersed 

village during the Roosevelt phase (Gregory 1995; Lindauer 1995a, 1995b), containing 

at least 15 residential compounds and a room block site on Schoolhouse Mesa (Figure 

5.7). According to Lindauer (1995d:18.6), most of the compounds, although relatively 

small, contained well-defined trash middens, suggesting permanent occupation. Lindauer 
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(I995d:18.8) also suggests that the compound that ultimately became the Schoolhouse 

Point "house mound" during the Gila phase, served in the Roosevelt phase as a 

specialized integrative center due to its unusually large size and the presence of large 

trash mounds, a large granary, and cremation cemetery. Unformnately, because of the 

later construction of the Schoolhouse Point house mound, the namre of this compound is 

unknown. 

At some point during the early Gila phase, the Roosevelt phase compound was 

dramatically expanded, eventually reaching a total of 92 rooms (Figure 5.18; Lindauer 

1995a) with an estimated population of between 125 and 155 people (Lindauer 

1995e:19.8). Some of these rooms were elevated on filled earlier ground floor rooms, 

while others were at ground level around the peripheries of the elevated rooms. The 

expansion of the Schoolhouse Point site corresponds with the abandonment of the 

Roosevelt phase compounds on Schoolhouse Mesa and with the abandonment of the 

platform mounds and most of the other compounds throughout the Eastern Tonto Basin. 

This mirrors a common pattern of aggregation seen throughout the Tonto Basin (and the 

Southwest in general) at this time (Cordell et al. 1994; Gregory 1985; Wood 1995). 

Although the Schoolhouse Point house mound was only sampled, excavations 

uncovered 47 granary platforms as well as a relatively large number of storage rooms. 

Many of the granary pedestals were hidden from public view in ground level rooms in 

the center of the house mound. As Lindauer (1995e:19.2) notes, "The presence of 

numerous storerooms at the site, and the site's proximity to floodplains where surpluses 

of food could have been grown, suggests that the Schoolhouse Point Mound may have 
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ultimately served as a regional center for food storage and surplus distribution." 

According to Lindauer (1995e), control of food surplus and resource redistribution was 

carried out by one or several elite lineages who lived at the site. Therefore, instead of 

a primarily nonresidential rimal function, as suggested for the earlier Roosevelt phase 

platform mounds, Lindauer (1995e) sees the Gila phase Schoolhouse Point house mound 

as residential, socially differentiated, and the locus of elite control. As he states, "The 

position of storerooms — encircled by elevated rooms, some of which were residences — 

created a physical structure within which social distinctions could have been reinforced" 

(Lindauer 1995e:19.19). 

Models of Platform Mound Use in the Eastern Tonto Basin 

Based on Roosevelt Lake Project excavation data, several models have been suggested 

that are specific to Roosevelt phase settiement in the Eastern Tonio Basin. One is a 

variation of die Hohokam model discussed above, although without the presence of 

managerial elite leaders, making it essentially similar to the Mogollon or low complexity 

models. This model is posited by Jacobs and Rice (1994), who, based on excavation data 

at the Pinto Point and Livingston sites, suggest that at least some Roosevelt phase 

platform mounds functioned not as elite residences, but as primarily nonresidential 

ceremonial or community centers. Platform mounds, however, were still "important" 

places, and contained higher frequencies of certain artifact types, including "greater 

densities of rare lithic materials (turquoise and obsidian), more marine shell and imported 

shell jewelry, and more bowls than the residential compounds" (Jacobs and Rice 
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1994:924). Like platform mounds in the Marana model. Eastern Basin mounds are 

suggested to have functioned in the redistribution of resources, generally via feasting. As 

they state, "The relative importance of the mound sites compared to the surrounding 

residential compounds could not have been based on the stams of individuals if 

V:5:76/700 [the Livingston mound] was not occupied as a residence. Instead, the 

gathering of people to these locations for the purpose of holding community-wide 

activities was apparently the main process leading to distinctive and more elaborate 

artifact assemblages" (Jacobs and Rice 1994:924). In keeping with the general Hohokam 

orientation, however, Jacobs and Rice (1994:923) suggest a peer-polity model, with Tonto 

Basin mounds "emulat[ing] the previously established mound tradition of the Hohokam 

area to the south and west." 

Interestingly, in an earlier analysis. Rice (1992:21) suggests that each of the five 

Eastern Basin platform mounds may represent "highly autonomous and self-sufficient" 

corporate descent groups or lineages. Using the concept of a segmentary lineage. Rice 

further suggests that the separate mound lineages banded together into larger and more 

inclusive descent groups in the undertaking of labor intensive communal tasks, such as 

warfare or the construction and maintenance of irrigation systems. These larger groups 

were ruled by the "senior" lineages who had the "allegiance of the junior lineages" (Rice 

1992:21). At the start of the Gila phase, this more inclusive organization became 

permanent at the aggregated Schoolhouse Point site. As he states, "By A.D. 1350 ... the 

heads of the various lineages appear to have been drawn together into a single settlement 

at Schoolhouse, presumably under the authority of the senior lineage . . . Some of the 
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non-elite members of the society also lived at Schoolhouse, but at least part of the 

population was housed in other communities" (Rice 1992:21-24). Although Jacobs and 

Rice (1995) suggest a variation of this model for the occupation of the Gila phase Cline 

Terrace platform mound on Tonto Creek, it is not mentioned in their analysis of the 

Eastem Tonto Basin settlement system (Jacobs and Rice 1994).^ 

Elson, Gregory, and Stark (1995; Elson et al. 1996) also believe that Roosevelt phase 

mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin functioned primarily as nonresidential ceremonial 

centers. They suggest that the mounds were used in the integration of migrant and local 

groups and in the management of irrigation and other subsistence related systems (see 

also Doelle et al. 1995). Although they acknowledge that some form of leadership was 

necessary to construct and maintain both the platform mounds and irrigation systems, they 

generally agree with Ciolek-Torrello et al. (1994) that social organization was at a 

relatively low-level of complexity. 

This view is supported by Craig (1995), who, through an analysis of population size 

and resource productivity at the Meddler Point site, posits that the Meddler mound 

functioned primarily to regulate irrigation systems through ceremonial means. Craig 

(1995:249) suggests that initially the Meddler Point irrigation systems were 

"decentralized," with "only a few households . . . using a single canal system," and 

therefore amenable to organization through sequential rather than simultaneous forms of 

decision-making (Johnson 1982, 1983). The onset of environmental degradation and 

subsequent subsistence sttess in the late 13th century, however, resulted in the expansion 

of the canal systems. Craig (1995:248-249) therefore suggests that platform mound 
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construction, along with a greater degree of centralized decision-making, were responses 

to increasing scalar stress in the Meddler community. Even with increasing complexity 

in decision-making, however, Craig sees little evidence for social differentiation. As he 

states, "[Tjhe Meddler platform mound served a primarily nonresidential function, and . 

. . decision-making within the settlement was structured primarily by consensus . . . 

Centralization in irrigation management does not appear to have led to social inequality 

or political coercion at Meddler" (Craig 1995:248, 249). 

Summary and Conclusion 

In summary, previous models for Tonto Basin platform mounds have largely focused 

on the question of mound function, and specifically whether mounds were occupied by 

institutionalized elite leaders, or whether they were vacant ceremonial structures used by 

primarily nondifferentiated groups. Most models for Classic period settlement stem from 

these two divergent views, which reflects a long-term and ongoing debate on the level of 

social complexity reached by Tonto Basin groups and Southwestern groups in general 

(McGuire and Saitta 1996; Plog 1995). As the data presented above imply, groups in the 

Tonto Basin have been suggested to be functioning at the level of egalitarian tribes 

(Whittlesey and Reid 1982), chiefdoms (Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Wood 1989; Wood 

and McAllister 1980, 1982), and even states (Wood and McAllister 1984). Although the 

use of evolutionary stages is no longer popular in Tonto Basin analysis or archaeology 

in general, debate over complexity remains. A second question posed by previous 

researchers is the origin of the platform mounds, and particularly the relationship between 
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Tonto Basin mounds and the larger features found in the Phoenix Basin. 

Models specific to the Roosevelt phase of the Eastern Tonto Basin fall somewhere 

between the two extremes: the mounds are suggested to be nonresidential and largely 

ceremonial, but the groups that used them have some indications of centralized decision

making and leadership, although to a limited degree. Almost all models agree, however, 

that the mounds functioned in the control of irrigation and other subsistence systems, the 

redistribution of resources, and in the integration of smaller groups within the larger 

community. 

Endnotes 

1. Arguments that Tonto Basin platform mounds were collapsed two-story pueblo room 
blocks were made in the 1970s and 1980s prior to any large-scale excavation of a Tonto 
Basin mound. These arguments were not published but widely circulated in the Arizona 
archaeological community. The only investigated mounds before those of the Roosevelt 
Lake Project were Rye Creek Ruin, which underwent limited testing by Emil Haury 
(1930) in 1929 and 1930, and the VIV Ruin, excavated in the early 1970s by avocation^ 
archaeologists Jack and Vera Mills (Mills and Mills 1975). 

2. All site designations are combined Arizona State Museum/Tonto National Forest site 
numbers. 

3. Following Gregory (1995:130-131), fieldhouse, farmstead, hamlet, and village are used 
as relative terms referring to the size of the settlement based on the probable number of 
inhabitants. Hamlets contained between 50 and 100 individuals while villages contained 
over 100 individuals. Both are considered to be permanently occupied agricultural 
settlements. Farmsteads are smaller than hamlets and may have been either seasonally 
or permanently occupied. Fieldhouses consist of single structures that were inhabited by 
a few people on a seasonal basis specifically for some type of resource procurement. 

4. It is possible that ballcourts are present in the Tonto Basin but unrecorded because they 
are beneath Roosevelt Lake. However, if ballcourts were pan of Tonto Basin settlement, 
the Meddler Point site should have had one given the relatively large size of the 
Preclassic component. The intensity of investigation at the site was sufficient to rule out 



263 

this possibility (Craig and Clark 1994). Therefore, it appears more likely, as suggested 
by Doelle (1995b) and Elson, Gregory, and Stark (1995), that the Preclassic period Tonto 
Basin did not have a sufficiently large enough population to support the construction and 
use of this type of feature. 

5. It is important to note that the use of the "segmentary lineage" model by Rice (1992) 
is not strictly in accord with how segmentary lineages were defined by Evans-Pritchard 
(1940) and later used by Sahlins (1961). Segmentary Uneages are a very specific type of 
social organization, found primarily among pastoral peoples (although also found among 
the agricultural Tiv [Bohannan 1954]). However, they are not believed to be present in 
any ethnographically-known Southwestern group, making it unlikely that they were 
present in the prehistoric Tonto Basin (Alice ScUegel, personal conununication 1995). 
In addition, segmentary lineages only join into groups of higher orders of inclusiveness 
for temporary activities, such as warfare or blood revenge (Evans-Pritchard 1940), and 
it is not clear in these situations whether "senior lineages" always have absolute authority 
over "junior lineages." Higher order groups never become permanent, as Rice (1992:21-
24) suggests for the Schoolhouse Point site, and always revert back to their constituent 
segments at the completion of the particular task. 
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CHAPTER 6 

MODELING PLATFORM MOUND USE IN THE EASTERN TONTO BASIN 

This chapter models platform mound use in the prehistoric Eastern Tonto Basin 

through the integration of archaeological data from the Roosevelt Lake Project presented 

in Chapter 5 with the ethnographic and ethnohistoric data presented in Chapters 3 and 4. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, most models of Tonto Basin platform mound use 

are based almost exclusively on archaeological data, particularly architecture and selective 

aspects of the artifact assemblage. Ethnographic data from the pueblos have also served 

as the basis for some models. As noted in Chapter 1, however, platform mounds were 

not constructed by any historic period Southwestern group and direct ethnographic 

analogy is lacking. Due to this, analysis of a world-wide cross-cultural sample of 

platform mound-using groups is considered useful for modeling mound-using groups in 

the prehistoric Southwest (see also Adler 1989, 1996; Johnson 1989). 

It is important to stress that the ethnographic analysis is based on a limited sample 

of historic period groups. Although a number of common attributes can be used to model 

prehistoric platform mound use, in reality the range of variation in mound using behavior 

is unknown for both ethnographic, and particularly, prehistoric groups. The model 

presented here provides new ways for viewing prehistoric groups, but should not be 

considered to be the final word on platform mound use. It is realized that a great deal 

of additional research, in both the culmral and archaeological realms, is needed on groups 

that consttucted these features. 
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The following model deviates from those previously suggested for Tonto Basin 

platform mounds. While this model does not explain all aspects of platform mound use 

and function, nor try to, it provides insights into both the nature of the groups who used 

the mounds and the manner in which the mounds may have been used. It is suggested 

that Tonto Basin platform mounds were used by descent groups within a primarily local 

framework, and that the mounds probably served to integrate groups of different 

enculturative backgrounds, manage irrigation and other subsistence systems, and mark 

territories. They were the scene of feasting and food redisuibution and important in both 

religious and secular affairs. Religious activities may have involved, in part, a concern 

with descent group ancestors. The search for a specific mound function, and the focus 

on who lived or did not live on the tops of the mounds, are argued to be detrimental to 

understanding the mounds and the groups that used them. 

It is important to note from the outset that it is not the goal of this analysis to 

determine specifically how and why platform mounds came into being in the Tonto Basin 

and elsewhere. This has been the subject of much debate over the years, and as noted 

by Redman (1992:8), platform mounds most likely originated from a number of 

interrelated factors rather than a single causal event. As argued elsewhere (Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark 1995:455-458), in the Tonto Basin these factors probably included: 

environmental change with resulting subsistence and social stress; migration of new 

groups into the basin; intensification of irrigation and subsistence systems; and some 

degree of emulation of Phoenix Basin platform mounds (see also Ciolek-Torrello et al. 

1994; Craig 1995; Doelle et al. 1995; Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992; Rice 1990b, 
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1992; Wood 1995). Therefore, while the origin of the platform mounds is considered to 

be an important research question, and some thoughts on this topic are offered below, the 

focus of the following analysis is primarily on how the mounds were used and the social 

dynamics of the mound-using groups. 

Modeling the Eastern Tonto Basin from Ethnographic Data 

Previous models for Tonto Basin platform mounds suggest that the primary 

controversy is over the level of social complexity reached by mound-using groups. That 

is, were the mounds residences for instimtionalized elites or were they nonresidential 

ceremonial centers for primarily egalitarian groups? Ethnographic and ethnohistoric data 

presented in Chapters 3 and 4 provide insight into the settlement of the Eastern Tonto 

Basin and the use of the platform mounds. These data are believed to be particularly 

informative in two areas: modeling the nature of the groups that used the mounds, and 

modeling the general manner in wiiich the mounds were used. Information on the 

specific funcuoning of the mounds is less illuminating, due primarily to the wide range 

of documented functions in the ethnographic and ethnohistoric literature. In this area, the 

archaeological data probably provide greater insight, although some thoughts on this topic 

based on the ethnographic data are also presented. 

The Namre of Platform Mound-Using Groups 

The ethnographic and ethnohistoric data indicate that mound-using groups are either 

ranked or stratified and have some form of inherited leadership. This is true for all 
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groups examined in tiie ethnographic analysis presented in Chapters 3 and 4, from the 

least socially complex Ifaluk and Tikopian islanders to the highly complex Yap, 

Marquesans, and Natchez. In fact, in the course of this research, involving at least the 

brief examination of nearly 30 different mound-using cultures, no mound-building group 

was encountered that did not have some level of social ranking and inherited leadership. 

This implies that prehistoric mound-building groups were hierarchically organized with 

institutionalized social differentiation (see Price and Feinman 1995). Furthermore, the 

data also suggest that the degree of social differentiation can be equated with the size and 

elaboration of the platform mounds; those groups that are the most highly ranked or 

stratified have the largest mounds (in volume) and the greatest number of functionally 

different mound types. 

Mound size and elaboration can be equated with energy expended in construction 

(Abrams 1989, 1994; Craig and Clark 1994; Kolb 1994; Trigger 1990); therefore, the 

relationship between mound size and social complexity can be restated as the greater the 

energ)' expended in mound construction, the greater the degree of social complexity. 

Unfortunately, due to the lack of construction-related data from the analyzed ethnographic 

and ethnohistoric sources, energy expenditure is not quantifiable. This is believed to be 

a promising area of research, however, particularly as a more-or-Iess objective measure 

for comparing levels of complexity between ethnographic and prehistoric groups (Abrams 

1994). In the following discussion, mound volume is used as a proxy measure for labor 

energy (Doelle et al. 1995), with the realization that this is not an entirely satisfactory 

measure because it does not take into account differential costs (e.g., in materials 
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procurement and transportation or building methods) associated with mound construction 

(Abrams 1994; Erasmus 1965). 

The ethnographic data, then, strongly argue that Roosevelt phase mound-building 

groups in the Eastern Tonto Basin were ranked with institutionalized leadership positions. 

Ranking is assumed to include distinctions between individuals within groups, and 

between the groups themselves (such as differentially ranked clans and lineages). 

Stratification, which, as defined in Chapter 3, implies the use of coercive force on lower 

class members by those in the higher classes, was probably not present based on the 

moderate size and limited elaboration of Eastern Tonto Basin mounds. Roosevelt phase 

mounds in the Eastern Basin represent just two types, and the small Pyramid Point mound 

is the only example of the "tower-mound" type (Doelle et al. 1995:407-410; Elson 1994). 

The Meddler Point, Livingston, and Pinto Point mounds are classified by Doelle et al. 

(1995:398-407) as belonging to a single class, the "Meddler-type." Although there is 

variation, similarities among these mounds are apparent in construction technique, general 

form, and basic layout (Doelle et al. 1995:Figures 13.8-13.10). The three mounds average 

375 square m in surface area, 2.0 m in height, and 750 cubic m in volume (Doelle et al. 

1995:Table 13.4). Meddler Point is the largest, with a volume of 966 cubic m, while 

Livingston is the smallest, with a volume of 604 cubic m (Figure 6.1). 

Although comparable data from ethnographic and ethnohistoric sources are difficult 

to find, archaeological data suggest that Eastern Basin mounds are most similar in size 

to those (in the analyzed ethnographic sample) from Samoa, where the average volume 

of the matai's house platform ranges from 350 to 600 cubic m (Jennings and Holmer 
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1980:Table 4), and Mapuche, where the average mound volume is approximately 1,570 

cubic m (Dillehay 1990:231). Elaboration in mound type is found in Samoa (residential 

mounds, community mounds, temple mounds, and star mounds) and to a very limited 

degree in Mapuche (mormary mounds and possibly the nache-cuel site). Both of these 

are ranked groups with well defined, inherited chiefly roles, falling in the approximate 

center of the complexity scale for the analyzed ethnographic groups as shown in Figure 

4.1. 

In contrast, a set of six prehistoric Southeastern mound centers along the central 

Tombigbee River in Mississippi and Alabama have an average mound volume of 7,069 

cubic m, and a range between 1,375 and 20,865 cubic m (Blitz 1993:Table 5). This is 

similar to data collected by Anderson (1994) for prehistoric residential/temple mounds in 

the Savannah Eliver group in Georgia and to mounds in Louisiana and Mississippi 

recorded by Thomas (1894), as well as to data from a more general comparison of 

Southeast and Southwest platform mounds by Lindauer and Blitz (1996). As expected, 

given the relatively high degree of social complexity found in the Southeast, documented 

in both the ethnographic and archaeological record (Anderson 1994; Blitz 1993; Lindauer 

and Blitz 1996), some mounds are significantly large, far surpassing any in the Southwest: 

for example. Mound 1 at Troyville in Louisiana has an estimated volume of more than 

65,500 cubic m, and the great mound at Etowah in Georgia has an estimated volume of 

121,725 cubic m (Thomas 1894:251, 300). As noted in Chapter 1, the two largest 

mounds in the Southwest are the Phoenix Basin mounds of Pueblo Grande and Mesa 

Grande, each estimated to contain approximately 14,000 cubic m of fill. 
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The size of Eastern Tonto Basin mounds can also be contrasted with archaeological 

data from the stratified society of Hawaii, also believed to be at a much higher level of 

social complexity than Tonto Basin groups (Kolb 1994). On Molokai Island, a small 

island occupied by a line of relatively minor chiefs, the volume of fill used for the temple 

platforms (heiau), which are just one of several mound types, ranges fi-om 400 to 15,750 

cubic m (Kirch 1990:216). On Maui, home of one of the most powerful chiefly lineages, 

the volume of fill from five excavated heiau ranges from 5,834 to 21,938 cubic meters, 

with an average of 11,014 cubic m (Kolb 1994:221). Additionally, although the volumes 

of individual platform structures on Yap and Marquesa, both clearly highly ranked or 

stratified societies, are smaller than the mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin (Gifford and 

Gifford 1959; Handy 1923; Intoh and Leach 1985; Linton 1923), these were part of 

multiplatform complexes with significant elaboration in mound type, where the total 

expenditure of energy in construction would have been much greater (although not 

currently quantifiable). 

The differences in magnitude between the Eastern Basin mounds and those from the 

highly stratified Maui chiefdom can be further compared through energy expenditure 

measures, based on the work of Craig and Clark (1994:188-194; Craig et al. 1996) and 

Kolb (1994). These measures take into account labor needed not only for actual mound 

construction, but, for example, for gathering and transporting building materials, mixing 

adobe, plastering walls, roofing strucmres, carving rock, and facing platforms (Abrams 

1994; Erasmus 1965). They are therefore a far more realistic and comparable measure 

than straight volume. Craig and Clark (1994:Figure 7.58, Table 7.27 and 7.28) estimate 
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that construction of the Meddler mound complex would have taken 3,806 person-days: 

the mound itself 2,527 person-days and the surrounding compound wall and compound 

rooms another 1,279 person-days. In contrast, the five excavated heiau on Maui (Kolb 

1994:Table 1) include two residential/ceremonial temples (39,368 and 128,155 person-

days), two war temples (21,462 and 24,011 person-days), and a single refuge (53,537 

person-days). The average labor expenditure for these five Maui complexes is 53,307 

person-days or 14 times the labor energy expended on the Meddler mound, suggesting 

significant differences in labor organization and the degree of social complexity. 

While the presence of mound architecture is suggestive of social differentiation in the 

Eastem Tonto Basin, differences between groups or individuals are not overtly visible in 

the nonarchitecmral archaeological record. This is true even though there is differential 

distribution of some goods, like decorated pottery, mrquoise and obsidian artifacts, and 

shell, in mormary, ceremonial, and residential contexts (Rice 1994; Stark 1995:Tables 

10.5-10.7). However, most researchers suggest that these distinctions are minor and 

probably due to factors other than status differentiation (Bison, Gregory, and Stark 

1995:476-477; Jacobs and Rice 1994:924; Stark 1995:341-342). This problem extends 

to some degree to even the Cline Terrace platform mound, the largest Gila phase mound 

in the Tonto Basin (Jacobs and Rice 1995), and to platform mounds in the Phoenix Basin, 

where differences in individual status are not always readily apparent in artifact 

assemblages (Bostwick and Downum 1994; Doyel 1974; Gregory 1988a). As Wilcox 

(1991:269) notes about Hohokam mortuary remains, "[I]f there were significant 

differences in status, its costumes were perishable textiles and feathers that have yet to 
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be documented . . . [N]othing comparable to the wealth of Mississippian burial 

assemblages ... is present in the Hohokam area." 

The lack of clear, unambiguous status markers is one of the primary lines of evidence 

used to argue for a low level of social complexity in the Tonto Basin and elsewhere in 

the greater Southwest (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Stark 

1995; Whittlesey et al. 1995). This is true even though burials have been found at 

Snaketown (Haury 1976), Casa Grande (Wilcox 1991), Grasshopper (Whittlesey 1978), 

and Winona-Ridge Ruin (McGregor 1940), to name just the best known examples, that 

clearly indicate differential mortuary treatment and possibly institutionalized status 

distinctions. Interpretation of these burials varies: some are suggested to be leaders of 

religious orders or social sodalities where status was achieved (Reid 1989:87), whereas 

others are believed to be elite leaders with ascribed status (Wilcox 1991). 

The ethnographic data indicate that clear material signatures of status are not 

necessarily to be expected in the archaeological record, particularly for middle-range 

groups at the level of ranking proposed for the Roosevelt phase Eastern Tonto Basin. If 

architecture is excluded from consideration, many of the material indicators of stams 

found in the ethnographic accounts are items that would either not survive in the 

archaeological record, or would be difficult to interpret without direct ethnographic 

analogy. As noted in Chapters 3 and 4, stams can be designated by the carrying of 

wooden artifacts (Samoa), the wearing of elaborate feather headdresses and other clothing 

(Marquesa, Yap, and Natchez), tattoo patterns (Marquesa and Natchez), and deferential 

behavior to chiefs and nobles by those in lower positions (Samoa, Yap, Marquesa, and 
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Natchez). In fact, among these groups, which are the most socially complex in the 

analysis, the above traits are the primary nonarchitectural indicators of stams. In less 

socially complex groups, like the Choctaw, Ifaluk and Tikopians, even though these are 

also ranked societies with inherited leadership roles, the ethnographic record indicates that 

there are very few, if any, material status markers. 

Furthermore, the accumulation of personal wealth is not considered to be a positive 

attribute in any analyzed group. Chiefs and nobles may at times accumulate more goods 

than others, primarily through control of trade, gift-exchange, tribute collection, or 

cultivation of larger plots of productive land. However, the ceremonial and social 

obligations of chiefs, including giving feasts and staging rimals, periodically involves the 

distribution of accumulated goods, thereby minimizing (but not eliminating) material 

differences (see also Feinman and Neitzel 1984). This suggests that the absence of 

material indicators of status, such as in the prehistoric Eastern Tonto Basin or the 

Southwest in general, does not necessarily correspond with an absence of status 

differentiation (Plog 1995). 

The above data are supported by a much more extensive ethnographic analysis of 

middle-range societies in the New World undertaken by Feinman and Neitzel (1984) that 

specifically focused on the role and function of group leaders. In this analysis, the 

authors found a high degree of variability in status markers, many of which would be 

absent or difficult to interpret archaeologically. The three most significant status 

categories, at least for archaeological purposes, were architecture, chiefly dress, and 

mortuary practices, with "special residence and dress . . . observed most frequently" 
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(Feiiunan and Neitzel 1984:57). Chiefly dress, as noted above, is generally not highly 

visible in the archaeological record, except for perhaps jewelry or attachments to clothing, 

both of which are often difficult to interpret. While mortuary practices are visible, and 

commonly used as an indicator of status, Feinman and Neitzel (1984:76, Table 2.9) found 

great variability in these practices, and in fact, specialized burials for leaders occurred in 

less than a third (31.4 percent) of the 51 analyzed groups. Furthermore, some of the 

specialized burials would leave little trace in the archaeological record: leaders, in contrast 

to other group members, are sometimes burned, eaten, or hung from trees (Feinman and 

Neitzel 1984:76). As they state, "[A]Ithough leaders are generally differentiated during 

life by theu: dress and at death by their mormary treatment, the absence of evidence of 

these differences in the archaeological record is not necessarily sufficient to conclude that 

social distinctions are not present" (Feinman and Neitzel 1984:76). 

Therefore, architecture is probably one of the better indicators of social differentiation 

(Abrams 1989, 1994; Steadman 1996; Trigger 1990). This may be particularly true for 

architecture that exceeds functional requirements, such as platform mounds, because of 

its strong association with ranked or stratified groups (Abrams 1994:76-77; Trigger 

1990:119). Although artifact assemblages can at times infomi on status distinctions, this 

appears to be variable and more often associated with highly ranked or stratified societies, 

such as prehistoric Southeastern groups where copper headdresses, breastplates, ear-

spools, and other copper emblems are apparently indicative of high stams (Peebles and 

Kus 1977). However, many, although not all, high stams Southeastern artifacts are found 

in platform mound burials, and those that are not are still often associated with mound 
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sites (Blitz 1993). This further stresses the overall importance of platform mound 

architecture as an indication of a socially differentiated society. 

The ethnographic data are also relatively clear that, with the exception of the small, 

household constructed residential mounds, platform mounds are used by descent groups 

or people who consider themselves to be of common ancestry. This is true for any 

mound built with community labor, regardless of whether elites lived on the mounds 

themselves (Yap, Samoa, Marquesa, and Natchez), the mounds were conmiunity structures 

for ceremonial and communal activities (Ifaluk, Tikopia, Yap, Samoa, Marquesa, and 

Natchez), or the mounds were primarily for mortuary practices (Yap, Marquesa, Mapuche, 

Choctaw, and Chitimacha) (Table 4.1). In this sense, mounds are common property, and 

although chiefs may enjoy more benefits, particularly if they live on the mound, the 

mound and its attributes are essentially shared by all members of the descent group. 

Mound-building descent groups in the ethnographic record include both lineages and 

clans; the exact manner of descent (matrilineal, patrilineal, cognatic), however, is 

apparently not important. 

Related to a focus on descent groups, the ethnographic data also suggest that platform 

mound-using groups are often involved with some form of ancestor worship, or at least, 

a concern with descent group ancestors. This attribute is found among all groups 

examined, and abandoned mounds (see below) are often considered to be the home of 

lineage ancestors. Although this is particularly true for burial mounds, as among the 

Mapuche, it is also true for residential and temple mounds, such as in the Marquesas 

where bones of ancestors were stored in temple mounds, and Yap, where the abandoned 
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platforms of priest's houses were sacred. In Southeastern groups there is a particular 

concern with lineage ancestors, and elaborate mounds were constructed to hold or bury 

these remains. As Anderson (1994:81) notes, citing Fortes (1945), "Equation of ancestor 

cult with land ownership/holding is fairly common among more complex societies ..." 

Unfortunately, ancestor worship is difficult to distinguish archaeologically. However, 

Lindauer (1995e) has recovered some intriguing information from Roosevelt phase burials 

in the Schoolhouse Point area. This consists of multiple burials in individual, well-

defined crypts in discrete cemetery areas on Schoolhouse Mesa. Although some of the 

crypts contained evidence diat the burials were all placed at the same time, others appear 

to have been periodically reopened, with the intenunent of new individuals partially 

displacing previous burials. Most significantly, the presence of a peculiar inherited 

morphological trait (fused phalanges) from four of the six individuals within a single 

crypt suggests the possibility that this represents repeated internments of a related social 

group (Lindauer 1995e:19.12; Ravesloot and Regan 1995:39). Lindauer (1995e:19.13) 

further suggests that the initial burial in the crypt may be that of the founding ancestor, 

based on the presence of a greater number of grave goods. As he states, "If the number 

of burial accompaniments with an individual is an indication of social status, the bottom 

individual in a burial crypt consistendy was the person of highest status" (Lindauer 

1995e:19.13). The presence of discrete cemeteries, such as found at Schoolhouse Point 

and other sites in the Eastern Tonto Basin, is also important because a recent analysis by 

Howell and Kintigh (1996) strongly suggests that these are the domains of individual 

descent groups. 
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Schoolhouse Point is not believed to have had a platform mound during the Roosevelt 

phase, but these data suggest that the practice of ancestor worship may have been part of 

the local custom, which could be extended to the Roosevelt phase platform mounds. 

Although similar data were not found at any other site, the Schoolhouse Point sample 

represents one of the best preserved burial collections recovered from the Roosevelt Lake 

Project excavations. Mortuary remains from other project sites, including those with 

platform mounds, were either not recovered or highly vandalized (Craig and Clark 1994; 

Elson 1994; Elson and Craig 1994; Jacobs 1994a; Ravesloot and Regan 1995). Therefore, 

while not conclusive by any means, the Schoolhouse Point data are intriguing and suggest 

the possibility of some form of ancestor worship in the local system. 

In summary, it is suggested that platform mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin were 

constmcted by ranked descent groups with designated leaders. Leadership roles were 

inherited within the descent group, and therefore this position was ascribed rather than 

achieved, although the ethnographic data suggest that raising of status via achievement 

was also possible. Feinman and Neitzel (1984:61) document a similar situation in their 

analysis of New World ethnographic groups: all middle-range groups have defined 

positions of leadership, and "in most societies leadership roles are largely inherited," 

although the means of inheritance, and whether the succession was subject to constituent 

approval, varied. However, "purely achieved leadership positions are rare" (Feinman and 

Neitzel 1984:61). 

The presence of a descent group with a designated leader is supported not only by the 

ethnographic data, but by the size of the Eastern Basin mounds, which clearly required 
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the directed labor of groups larger than a single or even several households (Craig and 

Clark 1994; Jacobs and Rice 1994). The Pyramid Point mound is an exception; given its 

very small size it is possible that it was constructed by a single household or extended 

family group. This mound, however, functioned much differently than the others in the 

local system, and, as noted in Chapter 5, is suggested to be a tower. The exact namre of 

the descent groups associated with construction of the larger mounds, that is, whether they 

consisted of clans, lineages, or some other organizational form, cannot be determined with 

available archaeological data. Finally, although the data are not conclusive, it is possible 

that some form of ancestor worship was practiced by the groups using the mounds. 

Use of Eastern Basin Platform Mounds 

One of the most common assumptions made concerning the use of platform mounds 

in the Eastern Tonto Basin and elsewhere is that all mounds dating to a particular 100 or 

even 200 year phase are contemporaneous. This assumption is implicit in almost all 

models of platform mound use discussed in previous chapters. Functional changes and 

sequential use are commonly noted between phases, such as between the Roosevelt and 

Gila or the Soho and Civano phases, but generally not within a phase, except in cases of 

large scale mound remodeling. 

For example. Wood's (1995) definition of Roosevelt and Gila phase irrigation districts 

relies on the assumption that only one mound can be present per irrigation district per 

phase. The assumption of mound contemporaneity also sets the scene for models based 

on competition between entrepreneurial or aggrandizing elites, each of which controlled 
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a mound; the elites vied with each other for various commodities and people, with the 

winners moving onto the large Gila phase complexes (Hohmaim 1992; Rice 1990b; Wood 

1989, 1995; Wood and Hohmann 1985). As another example. Rice (1992) suggests that 

five self-sufficient and contemporaneous Roosevelt phase "corporate descent groups" (at 

Meddler Point, Livingston, Pinto Point, Pyramid Point and Schoolhouse) permanently 

merged into a higher order descent group at Schoolhouse Point during the Gila phase. 

In a later model, Jacobs and Rice (1994) suggest that the mounds functioned to integrate 

smaller settlements within their conmiunity via feasting and food redistribution, with each 

contemporaneous mound possibly controlling a different ecological territory. And Elson, 

Gregory, and Stark (1995; Elson et al. 1996) suggest that the Roosevelt phase mounds and 

villages in the Eastern Basin were integrated into a single cooperative system through 

ceremonial use of the mounds (see also Craig and Clark 1994:196; Craig et al. 1992). 

Contemporaneity is particularly apparent from the suggested function of the Pyramid 

Point mound as a signal or watch tower, connecting via line-of-sight ail Roosevelt phase 

settlements in the local system (Elson 1994). 

In contrast to the above archaeological models, the ethnographic data suggest that 

mounds may be, and often are, sequentially used. This is true for all mound types, but 

the pattern appears strongest for those mounds constructed by conununal labor and shared 

by a single descent group. Mounds are abandoned and new ones constructed (or 

significantly remodeled) for a variety of reasons, including events related to both the 

individual life cycle and the annual calendrical cycle. The ethnographic analysis 

undertaken in this study suggests that group or individual life-cycle events, such as birth. 
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puberty, marriage, death, and succession, are more common than calendrical factors in 

mound abandorunent and renewal. Although the data are limited, and additional research 

on this topic is needed, the most common ethnographic factor for mound abandonment 

and new construction appears to be the death of a lineage or clan chief and/or the 

succession of a new chief. This is found among groups from all analyzed geographic 

areas and is independent of whether the chief actually inhabited the mound or not, 

although it is most frequent in those situations. It is particularly corrunon among 

Southeastern groups (Anderson 1994): As Le Petit (in the early 17(X)s) noted about the 

Natchez, "When the great chief dies they demolish his cabin and then raise a new mound, 

on which they build the cabin of him who is to replace him in his dignity, for he never 

lodges in that of his predecessor" (in Swanton 1911:103). 

In addition, as noted in Chapter 4 and discussed above, platform mounds are never 

completely abandoned as long as the group that constructed and used the mound remains 

in the territory. This is a common pattern noted among all ethnographic groups in the 

analysis and for all mound types, including at times small residential mounds. The 

population of the descent group and the size of the associated territory are highly variable; 

the ethnographic data contain no obvious patterning in these areas that would aid 

archaeological interpretation. However, mounds are lineage property and remain so 

whether actively in use or not; as noted above, they are often associated with particular 

ancestors, both mythic and real, and serve to unify a descent group by reminding them 

of their common past (Dillehay 1990:235). Abandoned mounds are visited, treated with 

reverence, have shrines constructed on them, often are associated with taboo and other 
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ritual proscriptions, and are sometimes the scene of ceremonial activities. 

It can be suggested from the above data, then, that perhaps not all of the Roosevelt 

phase mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin were contemporaneous. Rather, some of the 

mounds may have been used in a more-or-less sequential manner, perhaps by one, or 

more likely two, descent groups. This is contrary to my previous model for the use of 

Eastern Tonto Basin platform mounds, based in part on mound intervisibility as an 

indication of contemporaneity (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Elson et al. 1996). 

However, as discussed below, there may be other reasons for intervisibility. The 

possibility of sequential mound use is supported by the following chronological evidence. 

The absolute contemporaneity of Roosevelt phase platform mounds is based almost 

entirely on ceramic cross-dating, which, as discussed in Chapter 5, has difficulty 

providing chronometric resolution for periods of under 100 years. One hundred years 

could represent two or three individual generations and a greater number of chiefly 

successions if succession occurred late in the lifetime of the chief Furthermore, the 

construction date for all Eastern Basin platform mounds stems from a single A.D. 1277vv 

tree-ring date for a premound wall at the Meddler Point platform mound, which along 

with ceramic data, suggests that the Meddler mound was constructed around A.D. 1280 

(Craig and Clark 1994; Elson 1995). Construction of the other three platform mounds is 

also estimated at around A.D. 1280 based on the Meddler tree-ring date in conjunction 

with radiocarbon determinations and ceramic cross-dates (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; 

Jacobs and Rice 1994; McCartney et al. 1994; Rice and Lindauer 1994). However, given 

that the other mound sites lack supporting tree-ring data, these dates are inconclusive 
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because of the large standard deviations associated with radiocarbon dating and the 

limited resolution of ceramic cross-dating. 

Due to these ambiguities, it is not entirely certain when the mounds at Livingston, 

Pinto Point, and Pyramid Point were acmally constructed and in use, except that it was 

sometime during the 100 year Roosevelt phase. Ceramic types common to all three of 

these mound sites, and to Meddler Point, although present in variable quantities and 

percentages, include: Tularosa Black-on-white (A.D. 1175-1300), McDonald Corrugated 

(A.D. 1125-1300), St. Johns Polychrome (A.D. 1175-1300), Pinedale Black-on-white 

(A.D. 1250-1350), Pinedale Black-on-red (A.D. 1275-1325), Pinedale Polychrome (A.D. 

1275-1325), Pinto Black-on-red (A.D. 1250-1350), and Gila Polychrome (A.D. 1325-

1400).' Pinto Polychrome (A.D. 1270-1350) and Cedar Creek Polychrome (A.D. 1300-

1350) are present at every mound site except Livingston (ceramic data are from Jacobs 

1994a:TabIe A.3 and Heidke and Stark 1995:Table D.l). 

When the frequencies of the various types are considered, the point of greatest 

overlap for all sites is in the A.D. 1250/1275 to 1325/1350 period, which is the date 

generally assigned to the platform mound components (Elson 1995; McCartney et al. 

1994; Rice and Lindauer 1994). This, of course, does not mean that earlier or later 

occupations were not present, but just that the period of greatest occupational intensity 

was probably during this time. Meddler Point is the most securely dated, with the tree-

ring date suggesting mound consttuction after A.D. 1277 and the complete lack of 

Fourmile Polychrome and scarcity of Gila Polychrome suggesting abandonment prior to 

A.D. 1325. The A.D. 1277vv date is supported by another tree-ring date of A.D. 1273vv 
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A.D. 1325. The A.D. 1277w date is supported by another tree-ring date of A.D. 1273w 

from a nearby compound (Compound 7) believed to be directly associated with the mound 

(Figure 5.11; Craig and Clark 1994; Elson 1995:52, Table 2.5). However, caution needs 

to be taken even in this case because of the reliance on a single w-date (and therefore 

the number of removed exterior rings cannot be estimated) from a wall built an unknown 

number of years prior to mound construction. 

Given the overlap in the mound ceramic assemblages and limited temporal resolution, 

it is extremely difficult to demonstrate either absolute contemporaneity or the lack thereof. 

However, the possibility that the platform mounds are not contemporaneous can be 

evaluated through a relative seriation using the start and end dates of diagnostic ceramic 

wares. The method used in this analysis was developed by Jeffery Clark (1995a:258-263) 

to sequence the residential compounds at the Meddler Point site; a similar method was 

also used by Rice and Lindauer (1994:58-60) to examine the occupations of the Pinto 

Point and Livingston mounds and other sites in die Livingston Project area. 

Following Clark, diagnostic decorated ceramics are divided into three discrete groups 

by either start date or end date (Table 6.1). Because the period of interest is the 

Roosevelt phase, between A.D. 1250 and 1350, earlier and later ceramics are not 

considered, although their overall number from analyzed contexts is very low. Group I 

contains ceramics with an end date of A.D. 1300, Group n contains ceramics with a start 

date of A.D. 1250, and Group HI contains ceramics with a start date of A.D. 1300. None 

of the analyzed types date solely to the A.D. 1250 to 1300 period, and therefore no type 

falls into more than one category. 
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Table 6.1. Diagnostic sherd types used in seriating Eastern Tonto Basin platform 
mounds. Group I ceramics have an end date of A.D. 1300, Group II ceramics 
have a start date of A.D. 1250, and Group EH ceramics have a start date of 
A.D. 1300. 

Group I: Pre-A.D. 1300 Ceramics 

Reserve Black-on-white 
Snowflake Black-on-white 
Tularosa Black-on-white 
All McDonald Corrugated wares 
St. Johns Black-on-red 
St. Johns Polychrome 
Casa Grande Red-on-buff 

Group II: Post-A.D. 1250 Ceramics 

Pinedale Black-on-white 
Pinedale Black-on-red 
Pinedale Polychrome 
Maverick Mountain Polychrome 
Pinto Black-on-red 
Pinto Polychrome 

Group ED: Post-A.D. 1300 Ceramics 

Gila Black-on-red 
Gila Polychrome 
Tonto Polychrome 
Cedar Creek Polychrome 
Fourmile Polychrome 
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Contexts selected for analysis from each of the sites are critical because they must 

be related to the use of the platform mounds. This is particularly important at Meddler 

Point and Pinto Point, both of which have relatively extensive premound components and 

much temporal mixing (Craig and Clark 1994; Jacobs 1994d, 1994e). Although Pyramid 

Point and Livingston also have premound components, both sites are small, were 

constmcted quickly, and temporal mixing is much less of a problem (Elson 1994; Jacobs 

1994b, 1994c). Most important, all rooms at these two sites can be directly related to the 

platform mound, whereas the relationship of ground floor rooms, trash areas, and outlying 

compounds to the platform mounds at Meddler and Pinto Points are often unclear. Due 

to temporal mixing, platform mound Sll is not included from any site in the analysis. 

This is because earlier trash was often used as fill material; for example, pre-A.D. 1150 

buff ware ceramics were recovered from mound fill at all four sites. 

Analyzed contexts at Livingston and Pyramid Point include diagnostic ceramics from 

the fill (excluding mound cells) and floors of all excavated rooms, including the floors 

of the three ground floor rooms and all elevated surfaces at Livingston (Figures 5.9 and 

5.15). Analyzed contexts from Pinto Point include only ceramics from the floors of the 

elevated mound rooms (Figure 5.16). This is because of the difficulty in relating 

premound rooms to the platform mound itself; it is unclear when these rooms were 

occupied and in use, so to be absolutely conservative, only the floors of the mounds 

rooms are analyzed. However, ceramics associated with an "organic layer," believed to 

be deliberately (and possibly ritually) placed in the Pinto Point mound during construction 

(Jacobs 1994d, 1994e), are also included (but as a separate line in the analysis), thereby 
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potentially dating the mound construction period. Similar organic lenses have been 

recovered from other Roosevelt phase platform mounds, including both Meddler Point and 

Bass Point (Craig and Clark 1994; Lindauer 1995c), although their function is unknown. 

At Meddler Point, because of the same difficulty in relating ground floor rooms with 

mound construction, and because the mound top rooms were severely eroded and 

vandalized, the analyzed context consists of ceramics from a large borrow area directly 

north of the platform mound (Figure 5.11). Research by Craig and Clark (1994) and 

Wallace (1995a: 111-114, Figure 4.5) has shown that this area was used to mine dirt for 

adobe used in constructing the mound and was subsequentiy trash-filled, and therefore the 

ceramics postdate mound construction. As documented by Wallace (1995a), the borrow 

area also has the highest concentration of post-A.D. 13(X) ceramics at the entire site, 

suggesting that this area was used for trash disposal from the time of mound construction 

through site abandonment.* 

Therefore, all analyzed contexts were in use at the time of or after construction of the 

associated platform mound. It is possible, given the ethnographic data presented above, 

that some of this material postdates the use of the mounds and is related to later visits for 

ceremonial and other activities. However, the number of diagnostic ceramics from 

postabandonment use, if present at all, is believed to be small and not a significant factor 

in the analysis. All analyzed sherds were recovered from either screened or floor 

contexts. Data for contexts excavated by Desert Archaeology (Meddler Point and 

Pyramid Point) are from the project ceramic data base. Data for the sites excavated by 

Arizona State University (Livingston and Pinto Point) are from Table 2.7 in McCartney 
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et al. (1994), which presents the ceramics used for cross-dating the platform mounds, so 

the recovery contexts are assumed to be sound. 

Table 6.2 presents the counts for the diagnostic ceramics by group for each of the 

four platform mounds. Ceramic data from all undisturbed fiU and floor contexts at Locus 

A of the Griffin Wash site are also included and discussed in a later section of this 

chapter. These data are displayed graphically in Figure 6.2. As this figure shows, the 

Meddler Point borrow area has the highest percentage of pre-A.D. 1300 (Group I) 

ceramics and the lowest percentage of post-A.D. 1250 (Group II) ceramics, suggesting 

that Meddler Point may be the earliest platform mound constructed. Meddler is followed 

by the Livingston and Pyramid Point mounds, which are roughly similar in their 

percentages of pre-A.D. 1300 (Group I) and post-A.D. 1250 (Group II) ceramics, although 

Pyramid Point also has a post-A.D. 1300 (Group HI) component. Pinto Point may be the 

last mound constructed, having the lowest pre-A.D. 1300 (Group I) percentage and the 

highest post-A.D. 1250 (Group II) percentage. Figure 6.2 shows the combined data from 

both the elevated floors and the organic layer at Pinto Point. If these data are separated, 

as in Table 6.2, the potential difference in construction date from the other platform 

mounds is even more extreme. Data from the elevated rooms suggests that Pinto Point 

also has a significant post-A.D. 1300 (Group III) component (8.1 percent), although this 

is not overly apparent in the combined data shown in Figure 6.2. 

These data are supported by ±e results of a similar analysis undertaken by Rice and 

Lindauer (1994:58-60) on the Livingston and Pinto Point mounds (using ceramic groups 

of pre-A.D. 1270, A.D. 1270-1320, and post-A.D. 1320). Although Rice and Lindauer 
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DW = Btack-on-white, Corr = Corrugated, B/R = Black-on-red, Poly = Polychrome, R/Bf = Red-on-buff 
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• 
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Meddler Livingston Pinto 
Griffin Pyramid 

Figure 6.2. Ceramic groups from analyzed contexts at the four platform mound sites and 
Griffin Wash site. Group I ceramics have an end date of A.D. 1300, Group 
II ceramics have a start date of A.D. 1250, and Group HI ceramics have a 
start date of A.D. 1300. 
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do not seriate the two mounds, assigning them both to the Roosevelt phase, it is evident 

from the data they present in Figures 3.3 and 3.4 that Livingston is mostly earlier than 

Pinto Point, and that Pinto Point contains a late Roosevelt or early Gila phase 

component.^ As they state, "The occupation of V;5:66/15a [Pinto Point] continues well 

into the Gila phase, but no new expansions of the mound were built following the end of 

the Roosevelt phase" (Rice and Lindauer 1994:60). 

In summary, the ethnographic and archaeological data suggest that the Roosevelt 

phase mounds may not be entirely contemporaneous, although, as discussed below, it is 

possible that their occupations overlapped. The results of the archaeological sedation can 

be termed "suggestive" because of the different contexts used in analysis and the fact that 

the data are from two different instimtions with differing analytical methods (see 

Christenson 1995; Lindauer 1994b). However, care was taken in context selection to 

ensure that analyzed ceramics were associated with or postdated platform mound 

construction. Three temporal groupings are apparent, with Meddler Point being the 

earliest mound, followed by Livingston and Pyramid Point, and finally Pinto Point, which 

was probably the last Roosevelt phase mound constructed. The magnitude of difference 

between Meddler Point and Pinto Point strongly suggests that the two mounds are not 

contemporaneous, or if so, only during the final years of the Meddler mound occupation 

and the beginning years of Pinto. The significance of these data for modeling the use of 

the Eastern Basin platform mounds is remmed to later. 
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Platform Mound Function 

Perhaps one of the more significant findings of the ethnographic analysis, although 

not unexpected, is the extremely wide range of documented variability in platform mound 

function. Furthermore, the ethnographic data suggest that many mounds are 

multifunctional, serving different purposes at the same time as well as at different points 

in their life cycle. And finally, the ethnographic data also suggest that mounds that are 

identical in appearance can have completely different functions. This creates a highly 

complex situation, one that is not immediately resolvable through the ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric accounts. 

As a result of these data, it is possible that the Eastern Tonto Basin platform mounds 

functioned in a variable manner, and differences or similarities in architectural 

morphology do not directly indicate use. It is also clear that the presence of attributes 

commonly used to indicate mound habitation, such as hearths or nearby "domestic" trash 

deposits, are not necessarily indicative of function. Nonresidential mounds, such as the 

temple mounds of the Natchez and other Southeastern groups, for example, have hearths 

for the keeping of the "perpetual fire." And the accumulation of "domestic" trash, which 

usually is considered to involve deposition of eating and cooking utensils, can come from 

a number of ethnographically documented mound functions, such as feasting, the exact 

archaeological signatures of which are at present unclear or ambiguous (Hunt and Diehl 

1992; Wallace 1995a: nS).-* 

Therefore, it is apparent that the age-old debate on whether the mounds contained 

elite residences or were vacant ceremonial centers cannot be answered ft-om the 
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ethnographic or archaeological data. Mounds served both of these functions, and also as 

burial locales, conununity centers, and other purposes, sometimes at the same time and 

sometimes at varying points in the life of the mound. However, the suggestion that 

Eastem Tonto Basin groups were ranked with inherited leadership roles has some bearing 

on this issue. That is, it can be stated that regardless of whether the mounds were 

occupied, the groups that used them were socially complex with a hierarchical social 

organization and instimtionalized leadership. Furthermore, the degree of complexity may 

not be directly related to the presence or absence of residential mounds. One of the least 

complex groups in the ethnographic sample, the Ifaluk, had residential mounds, whereas 

some of the more complex groups, such as the Mapuche and possibly the Chitimacha, did 

not. It is true that the most complex groups, the Yap, Marquesans, Samoans, and 

Natchez, all had residential mounds, but it is unknown if this is a direct correlation or the 

result of the limited sample size. That this may be sample-size related is suggested by 

data from the island of Tonga (Kirch 1990). In this highly complex and stratified 

chiefdom, platform mounds were not used as chiefly residences. Instead, the four 

different types of mounds were used for various other purposes, including sitting or 

resting platforms for chiefs, the chiefly sport of pigeon snaring, burial of chiefs and their 

lineage members, and burial of the Tui Tonga (the high chief) and his lineage members 

(Kirch 1990:210). Mounds in Tonga also served as backdrops for the staging of 

ceremonial activities, some of which were conducted directly in front of the mound. 

Archaeological models for Eastem Tonto Basin platform mounds presented in Chapter 

5 suggest that the mounds served as locales for ceremonies (regardless of whether they 
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were residential), resource redistribution (probably via feasting), and for managing 

irrigation and other subsistence systems (Cioiek-Torrello et al. 1994; Ciolek-Torrello and 

Whittlesey 1994; Craig 1995; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Elson et al. 1996; Jacobs 

and Rice 1994; Rice 1992; Wood 1995). The mounds have also been suggested to be 

integrative feamres, particularly important in incorporating immigrant groups into the 

local system (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Stark, Clark, and Elson 1995). The high 

and low complexity models are in general agreement concerning these aspects of mound 

use. 

The ethnographic data indicate that all the above general functions are possible. In 

Yap, Marquesa, and Samoa, the chiefs administered the collection of subsistence 

resources, primarily from mound sites. Mounds in Yap were also the scene of food 

redistribution, with special platforms on the mounds serving as tables for apportioning 

goods. Both redistribution and feasting appear to be common attributes of all mound-

using groups (Table 4.1), and it is likely that the Eastern Basin mounds played a role in 

this process. In addition, the Marquesan tohua (a large arena surrounded by viewing and 

residential platforms), reported to hold as many as 10,000 people, was used together by 

a number of different, potentially hostile, tribes, serving to integrate these groups through 

mass participation and feasting. Although it is not clear whether these features functioned 

to integrate immigrant groups, Ferdon (1993) has suggested that some of the different 

tribes originated as migrant populations. Finally, all mounds have a ceremonial aspect, 

from the smallest residential mounds built by individual households to the large 

community mounds constructed through communal labor of the entire descent group. 
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This is true in both their construction and use. As noted in Chapter 4, the religious realm 

cannot be easily divorced from the economic, political, and social system of any analyzed 

group. 

Therefore, outside of showing that the archaeological models are ethnographically 

possible, the ethnographic data are not overly helpful in deciphering specific activities 

occurring at prehistoric mound sites. The number of possible activities is simply too large 

and variable and the full range of behaviors is unknown. In this respect, archaeological 

data are probably most appropriate for examining general mound use. 

The possibility that the Eastern Basin platform mounds served as physical markers 

for land tenure systems or group territories is also important. This is supported by the 

ethnographic data, particularly from the Mapuche where Dillehay (1990, 1992) suggests 

that territory demarcation is one of the primary functions of platform mounds. Mounds 

have also been suggested to have a territorial function in the Southeast (Anderson 

1994:94; Hally 1996). Platform mounds are large, ostentatious feamres, jutting above the 

natural landscape; they were for the most part constructed to be seen, probably both from 

the immediate site area and from a distance. Although some parts of the mound are 

believed to be hidden, such as areas behind the mounds that may have been for 

ceremonial preparation and staging (like Meddler Point: see Figures 5.2 and 5.4; Craig 

and Clark 1994), for the most part mounds contain a highly public aspect. 

The possibility that mounds may have functioned as territorial markers is supported 

by recent ethnographic analyses by Adler (1996) and Zedeiio (1996). Adler suggests that 

there is a strong correlation between increasing labor investment in subsistence systems 
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and the presence of formalized systems of land tenure. In fact, his data indicate that all 

groups practicing irrigation agriculture have a formalized land tenure system, suggesting 

that territorial boundaries were highly important to Tonto Basin groups. This is further 

supported by the work of Zedeno (1996) on Hopi land use, where she notes that the 

"living space" area, which is the core of the defined territory, is demarcated by the built 

environment. It can therefore be suggested that another function of Tonto Basin platform 

mounds was to mark and define group space and territory. 

An Archaeological Model for the Eastern Tonto Basin 

The ethnographic and archaeological data suggest a number of ways in which 

platform mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin may have been used. These can be 

summarized as follows: 1) the mounds were used by ranked descent groups with inherited 

(and institutionalized) leadership and may have been associated with descent group 

ancestors; 2) at least some of the mounds were used sequentially or overlapped for a part 

of their occupation; Meddler Point was the earliest mound constructed and Pinto Point 

was the latest; 3) the mounds functioned as territorial markers and were used for food 

redistribution, group integration, and management of irrigation and other subsistence 

systems; and 4) ceremony played an integral part in all mound function. Based on these 

data, the following general model for Roosevelt phase platform mounds in the Eastern 

Tonto Basin is suggested. 
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Construction of the Meddler Point Platform Mound 

The ceramic seriation suggests that Meddler Point was the first platform mound 

constructed. This makes sense, given that Meddler was the first permanent site settled 

in the Eastern Tonto Basin, probably by migrants from the Gila Eliver in the Hohokam 

core area (Elson 1996; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Stark, Vint, and Heidke 1995). 

Unlike any other site in the Eastern Tonto Basin, Meddler Point has a long, continuous 

occupational history and by size alone, dominated the Eastem Tonto Basin throughout the 

Preclassic period. As Gregory (1995:161) notes, "The Meddler Point site was clearly the 

principal Preclassic settlement [in the Eastem Tonto Basin], and possibly the Lower Tonto 

Basin, and it occupies the most optimal location for irrigation agriculmre along this 

stretch of the river. From its inception, it had a ring of [trash] mounds surrounding a 

central plaza with a cremation cemetery, and the plaza itself compares favorably in size 

to those found in contemporaneous Phoenix Basin Hohokam settlements." 

Given the small size of the estimated Preclassic period population (Doelle 1995b), it 

is likely that settlement in the Eastem Basin originally consisted of a single. Meddler-

based descent group, with small temporary and permanent farmsteads budding off from 

Meddler Point. During the Colonial period (A.D. 750-950) and probably the early 

Sedentary period (A.D. 950-1050), the entire Eastem Basin was most likely related 

through kinship (Gregory 1995). Available land was plentifiil, and if there were any 

stresses on the local system, they are not archaeologically apparent. The Meddler descent 

group is not suggested to be endogamous. Instead, marriage parmers were probably 

obtained from other groups in the Tonto Basin and from kin-related groups in the Phoenix 
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Basin (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:448-449). 

By the Sedentary period, however, sometime between A.D. 950 and 1150 (or possibly 

earlier), a small permanent settlement was established at Pinto Point. It is possible that 

a small farmstead settlement had been here previously, given the presence of a few Santa 

Cruz phase sherds, but it was not until the late Sedentary or early Classic period (ca. A.D. 

1100-1200) that it grew to large farmstead or small hamlet size (see Chapter 5, Endnote 

3). Unfortunately, because of testing methods not specifically focused on finding 

Preclassic remains, the actual size of this settlement is unclear (Gregory 1995). At least 

15 pithouses are present (Figure 5.16), although not all are contemporaneous (Jacobs 

I994d); however, additional structures are considered highly likely. The relatively large 

number of Sacaton Red-on-buff (A.D. 950-1150), St. Johns Black-on-Red/PoIychrome 

(A.D. 1175-1300), McDonald Corrugated (A.D. 1125-1300), and Snowflake (A.D. 1040-

1300) and Tularosa (A.D. 1175-1300) black-on-white recovered from the site may be 

indicative of this earlier occupation (Rice and Lindauer 1994:Table 3.2). Pyramid Point 

and Griffin Wash also were probably settled at this time (Elson 1994; Swartz and 

Randolph 1994), if not earlier, although they appear to have been substantially smaller, 

and a small permanent settlement was present at the Eagle Ridge site from at least A.D. 

1000 to 1100 (Elson and Lindeman 1994). 

The Pinto Point settlement may have been the result of fissioning processes from 

Meddler Point (Gregory 1995) or it may represent additional migration from the Hohokam 

core area. Fissioning from Meddler Point is considered the more likely option because 

connections with the Hohokam core area were significantly curtailed by A.D. 1050 (and 
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possibly earlier) at the start of the Ash Creek phase (Elson 1996). This is also supported 

by demographic data from Meddler Point, which suggest a decrease in population during 

the Sedentary period, in contrast to the steady growth seen at all other times (Craig and 

Clark 1994; Wallace 1995). Fissioning is well documented in the ethnographic record as 

a common factor leading to the formation of new, independent groups (Johnson 1982, 

1983; Keesing 1975; Zedeno 1996:34-35). The much smaller size of the Pyramid Point, 

Griffin Wash, and Eagle Ridge settlements (all 1-4 strucmres) suggest that they were 

small, possibly seasonal, farmsteads, probably more directly related to the larger Meddler 

Point settlement. 

The Pinto Point occupation, with the eventual addition of a few sites on Schoolhouse 

Mesa (Lindauer 1995b) in the late Sedentary period or begiiming of the early Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 1150-1200), is suggested to be an independent settlement representing 

a different descent group than die settlers of Meddler Point. If the settlement was 

founded because of a split from Meddler Point, perhaps over inheritance rules or marriage 

practices, the two groups may have been related but antagonistic. At inception Pinto 

Point was significantly smaller than Meddler Point and used a different irrigation system 

with canal intakes originating west of Meddler Point (Figure 6.3; Gregory 1995; Wood 

1995). It was also substantially removed from Meddler Point by approximately 4 km and 

located on the opposite side of the Salt River. It was therefore probably not considered 

to be a territorial threat to the local Meddler descent group. However, by the time 

platform mound construction began during the mid-Roosevelt phase. Pinto Point and 

Schoolhouse Point had grown significantiy, and each contained a number of related compounds. 



Figure 6.2 Potentially irrigable acreage (hatched areas) and probable canal intake locations 
(arrows) in relation to platform mound sites (and Griffin Wash site) in the 
Eastern Tonto Basin (after Gregory 1995;Figure 5.12). 
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As noted earlier, the Meddler Point platform mound was probably initially constructed 

for a number of interrelated reasons (Redman 1992). Based on the ethnographic data, one 

of the reasons that can be suggested was a desire to identify and solidify descent group 

land claims for irrigation systems. This was not necessary as long as land was plentiful, 

everyone in the Eastern Basin was kin related, and the irrigation system was not stressed. 

However, a multitude of data indicates that beginning around A.D. 1250 and continuing 

to some extent into the 15th century, major environmental changes occurred throughout 

the greater Southwest (Dean 1988, 1996b; Dean et al. 1985; Euler et al. 1979). At this 

time a number of low and high frequency envirormiental variables combined to produce 

significant stress throughout this area. These variables include falling alluvial water 

tables, increased floodplain erosion, significantly decreased precipitation (the Great 

Drought), low spatial and temporal climatic variability, and a major breakdown in a long 

term, stable precipitation pattern (Dean 1996b; Dean and Funkhouser 1995). As Dean 

(1996b:46) notes, "This interval was marked by far-reaching demographic and 

sociocultural changes that undoubtedly derive in part from major resource stress and 

economic uncertainties ..." 

Environmental changes during this period are believed to have affected the Tonto 

Basin in a number of ways, particularly during the Great Drought (A.D. 1275-1300) when 

available precipitation and stream flow were significantly reduced (Altschul and Van West 

1992; Craig 1995; Van West and Altschul 1994; Van West and Ciolek-Torrello 1995; 

Waters 1994). In the Eastern Tonto Basin, increased social stress was caused both by the 

decreased availability of water for irrigation systems and by the abandonment of the 



302 

primarily dry farmed upland regions, with probable movement of some, if not most, 

upland populations into lowland riverine areas during the mid-to-late Roosevelt phase 

(Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Crary et al. 1992; Germick and Crary 1992; Oliver 1994; 

Wood 1992, 1995). It is also during this period that large-scale population movement 

occurred throughout the Southwest (Cameron 1995; Dean 1996b; Dean et al. 1994), and 

it is likely that some of these groups entered the Eastern Tonto Basin at around this time, 

settling at Griffin Wash, Saguaro Muerto, and possibly a few other sites (Clark 1995a, 

1995b; Stark, Clark, and Elson 1995). The increase in population (Doelle 1995b), along 

with the presence of immigrant groups and a deteriorating environment, resulted in 

significant stress on what had been for the preceding 500 years a relatively stable system. 

All of these factors, but particularly the need to solidify land claims and more 

efficiently manage irrigation systems, are believed to be related to the construction of the 

Meddler Point platform mound. The impetus for initial construction is unknown, but the 

idea almost certainly stemmed from the Phoenix Basin area and may have involved the 

Uransfer of some type of ideological system (Doelle et al. 1995; Elson et al. 1996; Rice 

1992), although data for the nature of this ideology are lacking. It has been suggested, 

however, that what is called "Hohokam" is at least partly a reflection of a distinctive 

mortuary-related complex (Wallace et al. 1995; Wilcox 1991), and it is interesting to 

speculate that this involved some form of ancestor worship which later was expressed via 

the platform mounds. 

The Meddler mound was constructed relatively quickly and from a preconceived 

plan, suggesting some sort of familiarity with platform mounds. However, the fact that 
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a number of significant mistakes were made in construction, as indicated by washouts of 

wail sections and the need to buttress falling walls (Craig and Clark 1994), further 

suggests that familiarity with mound building was not particularly intimate and most 

likely based on visual inspection of other mounds and not actual construction experience. 

Labor and time estimates by Craig and Clark (1994:194) indicate that if just household 

heads were involved, giving an average of 40-45 person-days a year (based on 

ethnographic data collected by Erasmus [1965]), the mound itself could have been built 

within 1.6-2.6 years. But, as they further state, "[Tlnclude just a few extra hands, such 

as other household members or relatives and fnends from neighboring settlements, and 

the entire mound complex could have been completed in less than a year, probably in as 

little as a month or two, depending on the size of the work force involved" (Craig and 

Clark 1994:194). 

From the ethnographic data, it can be suggested that mound construction was under 

the auspices of the leading, and probably founding, descent group (clan or lineage) of 

Meddler Point, ruled by a chief or headman. The most parsimonious explanation for the 

sudden adoption of a new, and in the Eastern Tonto Basin, unique labor intensive 

architectural form is that construction was mandated by a powerful leader, perhaps on 

ascending to the chiefly role. Only a strong leader could organize the labor and marshal 

the resources and food surplus necessary for mound construction. Although the 

archaeological data suggest that the leader (or the leader's group) did not live in the 

mound compound itself (Craig 1995; Craig and Clark 1994; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 

1995), the leader(s) may have occupied nearby Compound 7 (Figure 5.11). This is the 
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closest compound to the mound and is better constructed with some evidence for a higher 

status artifact assemblage and more elaborate storage facilities than any other compound 

(Craig 1995:246). Given the general absence of status indicators in the ethnographic 

record for middle-range groups, the presence of even slight status distinctions may be 

significant. 

The use of the platform mound itself is believed to have been primarily ceremonial. 

A staging area on the front side of the mound, facing into the Eastern Tonto Basin, 

probably served as a locus for public performance and display; the rear of the mound, 

which was restricted to general access by a series of partitioning walls and possible 

checkpoints (like Feature 5), may have been for preparation and other private ritual 

activities (see Figures 5.2 and 5.4; Craig and Clark 1994). The exact namre of the 

ceremonies cannot be reconstructed from archaeological remains, but given the 

ethnographic data may have involved glorification of the descent group and some form 

of ancestor worship. 

Construction of the Livingston Platform Mound bv the Meddler Descent Group 

The Livingston platform mound is suggested to have been the next mound constructed 

based on data from the ceramic seriation (Figure 6.2). Although there are some 

architectural differences between Livingston and Meddler Point, such as the use of pillars 

and the presence of a few additional small mound top rooms at Livingston (Jacobs 1994c, 

1994d), the Livingston mound is similar enough to have been built by the same group that 

constructed the Meddler Point mound (Doelle et al. 1995:Figure 13.10). As noted by 
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Doelle et al. (1995:404) concerning all Eastern Basin mounds: 

The two most similar in their composition and arrangement are those of Meddler Point 
and Livingston. In each case, two large rectangular, contiguous rooms of similar 
dimensions were constructed atop the mounds, both having doorways opening in the 
same direction . . . Both rooms had two large, main roof-support posts along the 
midline of the long axis. At Livingston, an additional room [or several rooms] was 
attached to the south side of the two east-facing rooms. 

Significantly, Livingston is located in relative isolation; as noted in Chapter 5, the 

closest compound is 400 m away, whereas the only other residential sites in possible 

association are between 700 m and 900 m distant (Figure 5.7). This settlement 

arrangement is unique in the Eastern Tonto Basin, although present at a few other mound 

sites in the Lower Basin. Its isolation, and the fact that both the artifact and subsistence 

assemblages suggest a very short term and limited occupation (Jacobs 1994a; Spielmann 

1994), has puzzled archaeologists, although all agree that the site was nonresidential 

(Doelle et al. 1995; Gregory 1995; Jacobs and Rice 1994; Wood 1995). Wood (1995:35), 

for example, suggests that the Livingston mound was never completed and therefore never 

used.^ 

However, an examination of Figure 6.3 reveals an interesting spatial relationship: the 

Livingston mound is almost exactly halfway between Meddler Point and Pinto Point; it 

is 2.0 km from Meddler to Livingston, and 2.1 km from Livingston to Pinto. 

Furthermore, the Livingston mound is situated between the Pinto Point mound and the 

first potential spot for an intake canal west of Meddler Point. Therefore, construction of 

the Livingston mound can be suggested to represent an attempt by the Meddler Point 

descent group to consolidate this area of irrigable land under their territorial domain. The 
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mound was purposely placed in a previously unoccupied area (Wood 1995), with the 

expectation that settlement of this area would increase, resulting in more complete control 

of the irrigation system. The Livingston mound itself may have been built by the 

Meddler Point leader, or possibly by close kin of the leader, and given the architecmral 

similarities, was probably meant to function in a similar manner. 

As suggested by Wood (1995) and others (Doelle et al. 1995), and as the artifact and 

subsistence data strongly indicate (Jacobs 1994a), it is apparent that the Livingston mound 

was never used very intensively or for very long. Although the ceramic seriation is 

inconclusive, it is suggested that Meddler Point and Livingston were partly 

contemporaneous, with Livingston being constructed after Meddler. If we accept the A.D. 

1280 date for Meddler mound construction, Livingston may have been constructed just 

prior to A.D. 1300. Both mounds are believed to have been abandoned at approximately 

the same time, which the ceramic data suggest is probably around or just after A.D. 

1300.® As discussed below, this is believed to correspond with the construction of the 

platform mound at the Pinto Point site by a different, perhaps competing, descent group. 

Pyramid Point and Griffin Wash? 

The Pyramid Point site is somewhat problematic in the scenario proposed above. It 

is a very small site, with perhaps 30 residents, with a very small platform mound believed 

to have functioned primarily as a tower (Figures 5.8-5.10; Doelle et al. 1995; Elson 

1994). The ceramic seriation suggests that it was constructed at around the same time 

as Livingston and overlapped with occupation of the Pinto Point mound. The placement 
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of Griffin Wash in the model is also problematic. It is believed to have been settled by 

migrant groups who joined a very small local population sometime during the Roosevelt 

phase, but the exact timing of this migration is unknown (Swartz and Randolph 1994). 

The ceramic seriation (Figure 6.2) suggests the possibility that Locus A, the migrant-

related settlement, is earlier than Livingston but later than Meddler. 

One of the functions of the Pyramid Point tower may have been specifically to link 

Griffin Wash with Meddler Point. The Pyramid tower is intervisible with all major 

settlements in the local system, but the only large Roosevelt phase settlements that are 

not intervisible are Meddler Point and Griffm Wash. Although in a previous model 

(Elson 1994; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995) I stressed that Pyramid Point functioned 

to link all settlements in the Eastern Tonto Basin, in reality Meddler Point, Livingston, 

and Pinto Point are all intervisible from the tops of their respective platform mounds. 

Furthermore, this intervisibility may have more to do with the open physiographic layout 

of the Eastern Basin ~ the mound sites are all situated on ridges overlooking the 

floodplain — than a desire to be visibly coimected. 

The relationship between Meddler Point and Griffin Wash is discussed in detail 

elsewhere (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Elson et al. 1996; Stark, Clark, and Elson 

1995). It is sufficient to say that of the two rooms on top of the Meddler Point platform 

mound, one has a "high elevation" and exotic construction wood assemblage identical to 

the construction wood assemblages found in more than half of the excavated Griffin Wash 

structures (Miksicek 1995). These wood assemblages are unlike any others in the Eastern 

Tonto Basin, most of which consist predominantly of "low elevation," locally-available 
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woods. This has been suggested to symbolize the integration, via the Meddler Point 

platform mound, of the migrant Griffin Wash population with the local Meddler Point 

descent group (Elson et al. 1996). 

The positioning of the Griffin Wash migrants on the far western edge of the Eastern 

Basin local system (Figure 5.7) may represent use of the migrants as a buffer against 

unwanted intrusions from that direction (Gregory 1995), perhaps in a maimer similar to 

the use of the Tewa (at Hano Village) by the Hopi (Connelly 1979:540; Dozier 1966:17). 

In this sense, integration of Griffin Wash settlers into the local system would have been 

advantageous to the Meddler Point mound builders (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:457). 

The local Meddler population would have benefitted from increased labor to construct and 

maintain canal systems and to bolster defense against real or perceived threats. Benefits 

to the inmiigrant population are obvious and fundamental to the rationale for migration. 

Moving from an environmentally (and probably socially) stressed region into an already 

land tenured system without the security of kinship relations, integration with the local 

population was the only way short of conquest to ensure a permanent place of residence 

and a dependable food supply. 

The next local system downriver (west) firom the Eastern Tonto Basin is the large 

settlement at Armer Ranch Ruin (Figure 5.5), separated by only 3 km of uninhabited 

terrain from Griffin Wash. It is likely that during times of very low water, as suggested 

for at least some of the period when the mounds were first constructed, that the taking 

of water by Meddler and Pinto Point irrigation systems would have impacted Armer's 

ability to successfully irrigate (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:459; Gregory 1995). 
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Therefore, there is a definite possibility that conflict could come from this direction. 

Pyramid Point, then, may represent a watch tower that directly linked the Griffin Wash 

outpost with Meddler Point and Livingston. If Griffin Wash were attacked. Pyramid 

Point would have a direct view, and be in a position to warn the mound sites and other 

settlements in the system. 

A concern with defense at this time is supported by recent research that suggests the 

period after A.D. 1250 was one of increasing intergroup conflict (Wilcox and Haas 1994), 

undoubtedly related to widespread environmental stress, population dislocation, and 

competition for resources (Dean 1996b). Prior to the Roosevelt phase, there is very little 

evidence from the Eastern Tonto Basin, or the Tonto Basin in general, for any form of 

conflict, except for the occasional burned strucmre (which may or may not represent 

conflict; see Cameron 1990). Although the data are admittedly equivocal and alternative 

explanations possible, this appears to change during the Roosevelt phase. For the first 

time, sites were located in apparently defensive positions (e.g.. Griffin Wash Locus C; see 

Figures 5.12 and 5.14), and there was widespread burning of structures, many with floor 

assemblages. Full standing and well built compound walls were also constructed around 

many settlements, and, as additional evidence, three adult males were found "sprawled" 

across the floors of two burned rooms at a Roosevelt phase site (AZ U:8:221/1576) 

located approximately 5 km west of the Eastern Tonto Basin (Shelley and Ciolek-Torrello 

1994:254-255). 

Therefore, it is suggested that at least initially. Pyramid Point and Griffin Wash were 

linked to Meddler Point, either directly via kinship with the Meddler descent group or 
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associated in some (possibly fictive) manner. Solidification of this relationship may have 

occurred through ritually focused activities, including resource redistribution and feasting, 

at the Meddler platform mound, located no more than an easy 2 hour walk (6 km) from 

Griffin Wash (Figure 5.7). As noted above, this relationship is supported by the presence 

at both Pyramid Point and Griffin Wash of a few Santa Cruz and Sacaton phase pithouses 

(and possibly even earlier Gila Butte phase), which may represent early, probably 

seasonal, farmstead settlements closely related to Meddler Point. 

This scenario, then, sets up an opposition between two different descent groups on 

opposite sides of the Salt River (Figures 5.7 and 6.3). On the north bank is the Meddler 

descent group, centered around the Gila Butte phase (ca. A.D. 750) founding lineage at 

the long occupied Meddler Point site. On the south bank is the Pinto Point/Schoolhouse 

Point descent group, probably founded sometime in the Sedentary period (ca. A.D. 950-

1150). As noted above, the Pinto Point/Schoolhouse descent group is suggested to have 

been settled by dissatisfied members of the Meddler descent group, who left Meddler 

Point to found a new settlement approximately 4 km dowmiver. As Zedeiio (1996:8) 

notes, aboriginal boundaries frequently coincide with major geographic features. 

Although the Salt River was probably always crossable, except perhaps during very high 

flood, it is the largest and most obvious geographic landmark in the Tonto Basin. The 

establishment of the Livingston platform mound by the Meddler descent group is 

suggested to be a transgression of established territorial boundaries, although into 

unsettled territory, and an attempt by the Meddler group to claim additional irrigable land 

in" a time of increasing environmental and social stress. 
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Construction of the Pinto Point Platform Mound 

The construction of the Pinto Point platform mound is believed to be a response to 

the construction of the Livingston mound. Although Doelle et al. (1995:403) characterize 

the Pinto Point mound as belonging to the same general class as Meddler Point and 

Livingston, it is sufficiently distinct in architectural layout to suggest a different, but 

possibly related, origin (compare Figvires 5.2 and 5.11 with Figures 5.16 and 5.17). It 

contains many more rooms and plaza spaces, both ground level and elevated, and grew 

by accretion, although it is recognized that both of these attributes could be a function of 

time rather than origin. Perhaps the most significant difference, however, is that 

residential occupation is suggested for the Pinto mound compound, unlike either Meddler 

or Livingston (Jacobs and Rice 1994:924). Occupation is not believed to be present on 

the Pinto Point mound top, although given the vandalized and eroded condition of the 

mound, as well as the ethnographic data, this should probably be considered to be 

equivocal. 

The exact timing of mound construction is unclear; the ceramic sedation indicates 

only that it probably happened at some point after Meddler and Livingston (Figure 6.2). 

It can be suggested, however, that it occurred during the life of the Meddler and 

Livingston mounds as a means to solidify territorial land claims in response to the 

potential threat from Livingston. Pinto Point mound constmction may also represent the 

ascension of a particularly strong or powerful lineage head who was able to muster the 

necessary man-power and resources to build a mound. There is no doubt that the Pinto 

Point mound lasted into the late Roosevelt or early Gila phase (Rice and Lindauer 1994), 
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perhaps some 20-30 years beyond the abandomnent of Meddler Point and Livingston. 

Although the manner in which the mound functioned is unclear from the archaeological 

data, it can be suggested from the ethnographic data that it was used in a primarily 

ceremonial, descent group related maimer, similar to Meddler Point and Livingston. The 

mound served to integrate residential compounds along Pinto Point as well as the 

numerous compounds on Schoolhouse Mesa (Figure 5.7). 

The construction of the Pinto Point mound may have formalized a competitive 

relationship between the two descent groups that had been brewing for years. This is 

different from my previous model (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995) that suggested all of 

the platform mounds were contemporaneous and the entire Eastern Tonto Basin 

functioned as an integrated and internally related system. The exact nature of the 

Meddler Point/Pinto Point competition is unclear; they were situated on different sides of 

the Salt River, had different canal systems, and probably used different, higher elevation 

resource zones. However, competition between clans and lineages, often in just the social 

arenas of prestige or status, was documented in all multilineage groups examined in the 

ethnographic analysis. Competition may have been particularly keen if Pinto Point was 

in fact founded through the fissioning of the Meddler descent group. Before this time, 

there is no doubt that the Meddler Point setdement and associated descent group, given 

its signiflcandy larger size and long-term occupational history, dominated the relationship. 

The construction of the Pinto Point mound probably represented the first tangible threat 

to Meddler Point dominance in the Eastern Tonto Basin. 



313 

At some point relatively soon after the construction of the Pinto Point mound, the 

Meddler Point and Livingston mounds and most of the Meddler Point settlement were 

abandoned. As noted, ceramic data indicate that this event probably occurred sometime 

around or just after A.D. 1300. The reasons for the abandonment of Meddler, and 

therefore the passing of power in the Eastern Tonto Basin, are unclear. Both structures 

on top of the Meddler Point platform mound were burned, as was the majority of 

excavated Roosevelt phase structures in the settlement (Craig and Clark 1994). However, 

very few of these structures contained de facto floor assemblages; most contained very 

little outside of miscellaneous pieces of ground stone and other nonportable goods. 

Conversely, at Livingston, the only feature that apparently bumed was a single ground 

floor room (Feature 14) located in the mound compound but not direcdy associated with 

the mound itself (Jacobs 1994c). 

The Meddler and Livingston remains could have resulted from one (or a combination) 

of several scenarios. One is that the burning resulted from conflict, inflicted by either 

Pinto Point or other groups, and that the Meddler uihabitants were warned of the attack 

by those at Pyramid Point in enough time to remove most portable artifacts and flee the 

settlement. A second possibility is that Meddler Point was attacked, but the inhabitants 

did not have enough time to remove their goods, which were subsequently taken by the 

invaders prior to burning the village. A third possibility is that the burning, particularly 

of the mound rooms, was ritually related, perhaps associated with the death of the lineage 

head responsible for the construction of the Meddler Point mound. Burning of structures 

at the death of the household head has been reported ethnographically for O'odham 
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groups (Castetter and Bell 1942:130; Russell 1908), and has been suggested in Hohokam 

archaeological contexts, particularly at Tucson Basin sites (Elson 1986; Huntington 1986; 

Wallace 1995b). It is possible that ritual burning would be even more widespread at the 

death of a powerful lineage head. Livingston may have been simply abandoned, and not 

burned, due to its lack of overall habitation or perhaps because it was more directly 

associated with a close relative of the lineage head, and not the head itself. As noted 

above, burning of mound structures has been noted for Southeastern groups at the death 

of powerful chiefs or near relatives (Anderson 1994; BUtz 1993), along with associated 

human sacrifice (Swanton 1946), although ritual burning of entire villages is not 

documented in the ethnohistoric record. 

The ceramic sedation, as well as general ceramic data, indicates that both Pyramid 

Point and Griffin Wash continued in occupation after the abandonment of Meddler Point 

(Table 6.2; Christenson 1995). These sites may have moved into an affiliation with Pinto 

Point, or they may have remained independent. It is possible that Pyramid Point 

functioned as a watch tower in the Pinto Point system in a similar manner as it did in the 

Meddler Point system. Data from other small excavated compound sites, such as the 

Porcupine site (AZ V:5:106/217), suggest that, with the exception of Pyramid Point and 

Griffin Wash, most settlements along the north bank of the Salt River were abandoned 

at around the same time as Meddler Point (Elson and Swartz 1994). 

Eventually, probably within the next 20 or 30 years. Pyramid Point, Griffin Wash, 

and Pinto Point were abandoned, as were most of the small sites along Schoolhouse Mesa, 

and power was transferred to the aggregated settlement and house mound at Schoolhouse 
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Point (Lindauer 1995a). The reason for this final abandonment is unknown, but it may 

be related to increasing social and possibly environmental stress. The majority of 

excavated strucmres at Griffin Wash were burned, many with large floor assemblages 

(Swartz and Randolph 1994), suggesting the possibility of conflict. Interestingly, Pyramid 

Point was not burned (Elson 1994). Although none of the mound rooms at Pinto Point 

appear to have burned, most of these contexts could not be evaluated due to the severe 

vandalism and erosion (Jacobs 1994d). Environmental variability, including a series of 

severe floods between A.D. 1300 and 1324 that may have destroyed canal systems, has 

also been suggested as a causal factor in abandonment (Craig 1995:241-242). With the 

prior abandonment of Meddler Point and sites along the north bank of the Salt River, 

most of the population had probably akeady left the Eastern Tonto Basin by this time 

(Doelle 1995b); those that remained may have then aggregated into Schoolhouse Point. 

Conclusion 

The management of irrigation and other subsistence systems, the presence of diverse 

cultural groups, an increasing population to feed, and territorial concerns, are suggested 

as reasons that local populations constructed platform mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin. 

Platform mounds are believed to have been integrative features with a religious or 

ideological focus centered around the descent group. Although mound top habitation by 

elite groups is not documented for the Roosevelt phase Eastern Tonto Basin, the mound-

building groups are believed to have been ranked, with well defined, institutionalized 

leadership positions. This suggests that the impetus for building a platform mound may 
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be related to the ascension of a particularly powerful chief who was able to accumulate 

the resources and food surplus needed for mound construction. 

The above model suggests that the life of the platform mounds was extremely short, 

each mound lasting no more than 30 years and possibly less. Roosevelt phase mounds 

are suggested to have been constructed around A.D. 1280 and probably ceased functioning 

as mounds by A.D. 1330 or 1340. Within this time period, three mounds were 

constructed in the Eastern Tonto Basin (excluding Pyramid Point). The mounds are 

believed to be both contemporaneous and sequential, with Meddler Point constructed first, 

followed by Livingston, which was constructed by members of the Meddler descent 

group, and finally Pinto Point, which was constructed by members of a different descent 

group. The estimated span of each mound corresponds, more-or-less, to one, or at most, 

two generations, further suggesting that the mounds may have been associated with 

particular leaders and that the individual settlements collapsed upon their death. Although 

it is unknown if this is acmally the case, because archaeological method is not yet 

sophisticated enough to track individuals in preliterate societies, the ethnographic data 

suggest that it is a possibility. Other factors, such as increasing conflict and 

environmental stress were probably also involved in settlement abandonment. 

A similar model has been proposed by Anderson (1994) for prehistoric platform 

mound-using groups in the Southeastern United States. Anderson (1994:72) uses the 

ethnohistoric record to document what he calls "political cycling" or the "rising fortunes 

and decline" of Southeastern chiefdoms. Anderson suggests that within very brief periods 

of time, local systems can, and often do, move through different stages of hierarchical and 
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political organization. Furthermore, unlike many common archaeological models, 

movement is not always in a "step-like" forward direction from low to high complexity, 

but rather the system continually cycles, with movement occurring in both directions 

(Anderson 1994:330). This is particularly apparent at the 16th century platform mound 

village of Coosa, which flucmated between the time of De Soto's visit in 1540, when it 

was a powerful regional chiefdom, to De Luna's visit in 1560, when as Anderson 

(1994:72) notes, "the chiefdom had apparently fragmented and nearby towns were 

refusing tribute." However, by the late-1560s, Coosa may have regained its regional 

authority. Although it is possible that this may be related to European contact and disease 

(Hudson 1976; Hally 1994), Anderson (1994) and other archaeologists (DePratter 1994) 

argue that disease may not have been a major factor. The situation documented in the 

less socially complex Eastern Tonto Basin is slightly different, with the platform mound 

sites rising in power and then being abandoned. However, the basic mechanisms 

suggested by Anderson are plausible and the Eastern Tonto Basin may represent a similar 

situation. As Anderson (1994:332) notes, the reasons for these changes are numerous and 

complex, and depend on the nature of the local system, other competing local systems, 

and on the regional system. Specific individuals in the local system may also play a 

significant role. 

Finally, these data suggest that archaeologists will never satisfactorily resolve the 

debate on whether groups resided on top of the platform mounds. The unambiguous 

identification of specific mound function may also not be possible. Much time and 

energy has been spent over the past 100 years arguing these points, and archaeologists are 
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still debating the same basic functions suggested by Gushing (1892), Bandelier (1892), 

and Fewkes (1912). It is likely we could spend the next ICX) years arguing without 

reaching substantive archaeological resolution. It is time to turn our focus to other 

aspects of mound function and the nature of the groups that used the mounds, questions 

that are perhaps more interesting and have a degree of archaeological resolution. 

Endnotes 

1. Dates given for ceramic types are taken from Elson (1995:Table 2.1), based on data 
collected by Christenson (1995), Clark (1992), Downum (1988) and McCartney et al. 
(1994), with the single exception that the end date of Gila Polychrome has been changed 
from A.D. 1450 to A.D. 1400 (Barbara Mills, personal communication 1996). These 
dates are in general agreement with those used by ASU researchers (McCarmey et al. 
1994:Table 2.5), although minor differences are present. 

2. Although the borrow area contains some mixing with earlier deposits, research by 
Wallace (1995a;Figures 4.2-4.4) has demonstrated that the earlier deposits date primarily 
to the Gila Butte (A.D. 750-850) through Sacaton (A.D. 950-1050) phases. This earlier 
mixing therefore does not affect the sedation because all of the diagnostic ceramic types 
used in the analysis postdate these periods. 

3. Rice's use of a Gila phase assignment for the Pinto Point mound brings up a significant 
problem with the Tonto Basin phase sequence. Although, for simplicity, in this study the 
Roosevelt phase is dated between A.D. 1250-1350 and the Gila phase between A.D. 1350-
1450, in reality the break between the two is unclear, but is suggested to occur sometime 
between A.D. 1320 and 1350 (Elson 1996). This is because the Gila phase begins with 
the production of Gila Polychrome ceramics, the start date and definition of which are 
currently controversial. Controversy is particularly present around the type Pinto-Gila as 
defined by Grasshopper researchers (Reid and Whittlesey 1992), which is not widely used 
by other archaeologists working in central and southern Arizona (Christenson 1995; 
Crown 1994; Lindauer 1994b). In the Grasshopper scheme, Pinto-Gila may begin as early 
as A.D. 1300, but true Gila Polychrome does not begin until A.D. 1350. Researchers 
from Arizona State University and Desert Archaeology, however, using a more traditional 
definition of Gila Polychrome (heavy Unework with a rim band), suggest that the type 
may begin around A.D. 1320 (Elson 1995; McCartney et al. 1994). Therefore, in this 
study, when Gila Polychrome is present in contexts that may date between A.D. 1320 and 
1350, the period is labelled "late Roosevelt or early Gila phase." 
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4. Although archaeologists have attempted to model feasting through the use of vessel 
size (Graves 1996; Rice 1990a), accumulations of faunal remains (Graves 1996), presence 
of storage facilities (D'Altroy and Earle 1985; Spielmann 1990), and even the presence 
of "guest quarters" (Rice 1990a), feasting has yet to be satisfactorily characterized from 
an ethnographic perspective. A preliminary attempt at ethnographic modeling by Hunt 
and Diehl (1992:12) failed to reveal "broad ethnographic patterns" but did suggest that 
vessel size (large cooking and storage vessels) and decorated serving wares were 
potentially associated with feasts. More research is clearly needed. 

5. Wood (1995:35) also suggests that Livingston may have been "intended as a successor 
to die Pinto Point mound ..an inference that the ceramic sedation disputes (see Figure 
6.2). 

6. An abandonment date of around A.D. 1300 is based on the very low frequency of 
Cedar Creek Polychrome (A.D. 1300-1350) at Meddler Point and the lack of Cedar Creek 
at Livingston. Fourmile Polychrome (A.D. 1325-1375) is absent from both sites as well. 
The presence of a few sherds of Gila Black-on-red or Gila Polychrome at these sites 
could indicate later reuse or ceremonial visits to abandoned mound areas. At any rate, 
given their very low frequency, abandonment had largely occurred prior to this time. 
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CHAPTER? 

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE ON THE 
PREHISTORIC EASTERN TONTO BASIN 

The function of prehistoric platform mounds has been the subject of archaeological 

debate in the American Southwest for more than a century. The research undertaken here, 

involving an ethnographic and ethnohistoric analysis of a cross-cultural sample of middle-

range, mound-using groups, has suggested a number of new ways in which prehistoric 

platform mounds may be viewed. By defining conunon attributes of these groups, this 

research has provided support for some archaeological models and challenged others. 

Although the results presented here may not be surprising to some archaeologists, this is 

the first time that a relatively wide range of cross-cultural data have been brought to bear 

upon this important archaeological problem. 

Most significantly, the edmographic analysis has documented extreme variability in 

both the social organization of middle-range mound-using groups and the manner in 

which the platform mounds were used. Several ethnographic correlates with 

archaeological implications were derived from this research. The three most important 

for modeling prehistoric groups in the Southwest are: 1) platform mounds are constructed 

and used by ranked or stratified descent groups with well defined, inherited leadership 

positions; 2) the greater the elaboration in platform mound type and function, and the 

larger the size of the mounds, the greater the degree of social complexity and the 

authority of the chiefs or religious leaders; and 3) platform mounds are often 

multifunctional and the specific use of the mound may change over its lifetime; 
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architecture and morphology are not necessarily indicative of mound fiinction. 

Because the analysis relied on case studies from only nine groups, spread throughout 

the Pacific, South America, and the southeastern United States, this research has just 

sampled the degree of variability in platform mounds and mound-using groups. Yet data 

from even this limited sample strongly suggest that many previous models for prehistoric 

Southwest platform mounds, my own and others, are overly simplistic. The great 

majority of these models are based almost exclusively on archaeological data, accounting, 

at least in part, for their limitations. When ethnographic data are used, they are usually 

from groups in the Southwest such as the Hopi or O'odham who never built platform 

mounds. By living in the Southwest, the Hopi and O'odham share similar environmental 

parameters and perhaps basic lifestyles with prehistoric groups, but that does not 

necessarily mean they are appropriate ethnographic analogs for mound-builders (see 

Bayman [1994:154-155] for a similar view on "the tyranny of ethnographic analogy")-

The Ethnographic Data 

It is important to stress that this analysis includes only groups defined as middle range 

(Bayman 1994; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Upham 1987) and is not necessarily applicable 

to groups at higher levels of social complexity. In state-level societies, status, class, and 

role differentiation are much more pronounced and platform mounds may have functioned 

in an entirely different manner. As Gregory Johnson (1989:372) notes, in comparison to 

highly complex cultures in Mesoamerica, South America and the Near East, for example, 

"the most salient characteristic of the American Southwest ... [is its] marginality." 
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Johnson believes this to be true for both social organization and the use of agricultural 

techniques needed to produce food surplus. The notion of appropriate scale stressed by 

Johnson is important to consider in any analysis of prehistoric Southwestern societies. 

That is, even when we talk about high levels of complexity in the Southwest, we are still 

dealing with groups at relatively low levels of complexity on a world-wide scale. With 

this in mind, the most significant attributes of ethnographic and ethnohistoric middle-

range, platform mound-using groups as determined through this research are summarized 

below. 

First, all mound-using peoples examined, including groups not directly used in the 

analysis, are either ranked or stratified with well defined, inherited leadership positions. 

This indicates that institutionalized hierarchies and therefore some degree of social 

complexity are probably prerequisites for mound construction, contradicting archaeological 

models diat suggest mounds were primarily built and used by groups of limited 

complexity. The data further suggest that architecture, particularly that which exceeds 

functional requirements, may be one of the best measures of social differentiation and 

therefore an indication of the level of complexity (Abrams 1994; Trigger 1990). Status 

differences may not be overtly apparent through artifact and mortuary assemblages, 

however, particularly among ranked middle-range societies (Feinman and Neitzel 1984). 

Second, the greater the elaboration in the types of mounds used by a group and the 

greater the size of the mound (as measured by volume), the greater the degree of social 

complexity. This can be translated into labor energy measures (Abrams 1994), by stating 

that the greater the degree of energy expended in mound construction, the greater the 
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degree of social complexity. The most complex groups, showing clear social stratification 

(that is, the power of leaders to coerce through force those of lower rank, often through 

life or death measures), have the largest mounds, the greatest degree of functional 

diversity in mound type, or both. An example of the possible evolution of this process 

is shown by the Mapuche of South America, where elaboration in mound type occurred 

with an increase in complexity brought about by the consolidation of chiefly power by 

a particularly dominant lineage (Dillehay 1990, 1992). 

A degree of caution needs to be taken, though, in applying the above relationship to 

individual status simations. Although personal status is directly related to mound size 

(Marquesa) or mound height (Samoa) in some groups, this is not always the case. In 

Mapuche, for example, mound size is related to the length of the reign of one's successor 

and the size of the associated kin group. Generally, however, although it may not be the 

primary or obvious function, most mounds are used to some degree as public symbols of 

power and status, either by individuals or entire descent groups: the larger the mound, 

the more resources and manpower that one commands. 

While the above is true for the ethnographic present, as Anderson (1994) has 

documented in the ethnohistoric record of the southeastern United States, mounds and 

mound centers undergo their own cyclical historical processes, involving both the rise and 

fall of leaders and groups. Ethnographic data collected for this study also suggest that 

mounds can be, and often are, used sequentially: not all mounds in a single settlement 

or local system may be in use at the same time. Therefore, this needs to be considered 

in archaeological interpretation, because at the particular slice of time being analyzed, the 
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site with the largest or most mounds is not necessarily the uppermost or most powerful 

site in the local hierarchy. As suggested in the model presented in Chapter 6 and 

summarized below, Meddler Point is the largest platform mound in the Eastern Tonto 

Basin local system, but it was probably not the dominant mound site after A.D. 1300. 

Third, platform mounds are generally used by an entire descent group. This is 

particularly true for those mounds constructed by communal, rather than household, labor. 

Descent group use may be related to a general pattern of ancestor worship, or at least a 

concern with lineage ancestors, noted in most ethnographic mound-building groups, 

although further research on this issue is needed. Mounds do tend to be used, however, 

for glorification of the descent group in some manner. These groups can take the form 

of lineages, clans, or some other form of social organization, but all group members share 

in the attributes and stams associated with the mound, regardless of whether it is inhabited 

by a particular individual. Furthermore, residence is just one of many mound uses. Four 

basic mound types can be defined: residential mounds, community mounds, temple 

mounds, and funerary mounds. However, other uses are known, such as for chiefly sport, 

resting platforms, burial preparation, or as areas for viewing ceremonies or other 

communal activities. Ceremonial activities are associated with all platform mound types 

and functions. 

Fourth, mound architecmre and morphology are not necessarily indicative of mound 

function. Structurally identical mounds can be used for different purposes. Conversely, 

mounds that are structurally different may have similar functions. The data also suggest 

that most platform mounds are multifunctional; for example, chiefly residences may be 
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used for community gatherings or as the scene of ceremonies, or primarily ceremonial 

temple mounds may at times be inhabited by priests and also used for secular community 

gatherings. Function and use may also change over the lifetime of a mound. These data 

suggest a very important archaeological implication, namely that the issue of specific 

platform mound function is probably not resolvable with available archaeological data. 

Fifth, platform mounds are never truly abandoned as long as the descent group that 

constructed the mound still inhabits the general territory, although as noted above their 

function may change. Functionally different reuse of mound areas (for example, the 

Polveron phase occupation of the Phoenix Basin Las Colinas platform mound) has also 

been suggested archaeologically (Gregory 1988a). Mounds that are no longer actively 

used are often considered to be the home of descent group ancestors, and are important 

in group history and for promoting group solidarity (Dillehay 1990): They are the scene 

of ceremonies, the location of shrines, and are often associated with ritual proscriptions. 

This may result in the deposition of small quantities of later material. At the Meddler 

Point site, for example, over 90 percent of the small number (17) of recovered Cedar 

Creek or Gila Polychrome sherds are direcdy associated with the platform mound 

(Wallace 1995a:Figure 4.5). This is the only evidence from the site definitively indicating 

a post-A.D. 1300 occupation and may be related to later visits to the mound after the 

residential component of the site was abandoned. 

And finally, mounds appear to be used as territorial markers. They are ostentatious 

features often built to be seen from a distance, and one of their functions, as indicated by 

the ethnographic data, is to demarcate descent group territory. As Dillehay (1990:234-
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235) notes, platform mounds among the Mapuche legitimize lineage land claims by 

"referring to long-term occupation in a particular area [and] by marking territories with 

lineage architecture . . (see also Adler 1996; Zedeno 1996). Although a territorial 

function is not present among all mound types and all cultural groups, it appears to be 

generally true for the larger classes of mounds built with communal labor. 

The Archaeological Model 

Application of the ethnographic data to the prehistoric Eastern Tonto Basin has 

resulted in the formulation of a new model for the occupation of this area during the 

Roosevelt phase (A.D. 1250-1350). The Eastern Tonto Basin was settled during the late 

Snaketown or Gila Butte phase (ca. A.D. 700 or 750) by a single descent group who 

migrated from the Gila River of the Hohokam core area to the Meddler Point site. 

Although an indigenous population was present in the Eastern Basin during the Early 

Ceramic period (A.D. 100-600), it is unknown whether this group still occupied the area 

at the time of Hohokam immigration. Meddler Point was the principal settlement 

throughout the Preclassic period, reaching the size of a hamlet or small village (see 

Chapter 5, Endnote 3) several times larger than anything else in the area (Craig and Clark 

1994; Gregory 1995). Occupation focused on the north bank of the Salt River, although 

some use of the south bank was made, and slowly expanded through establishment of 

small farmsteads, the occupants of which were all related through kinship to the residents 

of Meddler Point. The inhabitants of the Eastern Tonto Basin were a part of the 

Hohokam regional system throughout the Colonial period and it is likely that visits were 
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made to the Phoenix Basin to participate in ballcourt activities and obtain marriage 

partoers. Marriage partners may also have come from other Tonto Basin descent groups. 

At some point, probably in the Sedentary period (A.D. 950-1150), a second descent 

group settled uninhabited land at Pinto Point on the south side of the Salt River. The 

relationship of this group to the original Meddler inhabitants is unclear; they may be new 

immigrants from the Phoenix Basin Hohokam area or they may represent a fissioning of 

the Meddler group. Given that relations with the Phoenix Basin core area were 

significantly curtailed after A.D. 1000 or A.D. 1050 when the Hohokam regional system 

retracted and was reorganized (Crown 1991; Elson 1996; Wilcox 1991), a split in the 

Meddler descent group is considered the most likely scenario for the founding of Pinto 

Point. This is also supported by a demographic reconsttuction of Meddler Point that 

indicates a loss of population during the Sedentary period, unlike any other time in the 

site's history (Craig and Clark 1994; Wallace 1995). The establishment of a second 

descent group on the south side of the river at this time did not threaten Meddler Point's 

dominance of the Eastern Tonto Basin. This is because of the widespread availability of 

unoccupied land, the small size of the Pinto Point group, and the fact that it was removed 

from Meddler Point by approximately 4 km and used a different canal system (see 

Figures 5.7 and 6.3). 

It is difficult to determine whether Pinto Point and Meddler Point are in fact related; 

theory needed to understand archaeological signatures of a descent group, or how to 

distinguish two different but possibly related descent groups, is not well developed. 

Although some research along these lines has been undertaken through architectural. 
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ceramic, and mortuary data (Hill 1970; Kent 1990; Lipe and Hegmon 1989; Longacre 

1970; Reid 1989; Rice 1992; Shennan 1989; Whittlesey 1978), these efforts, while 

commendable, have been for the most part unconvincing. In fact, as noted by Howell and 

Kintigh (1996:537), most archaeologists appear to have left kinship or descent group 

studies largely to the ethnographer. This may be changing; several recent analyses 

suggest that archaeological investigations of kinship systems and social boundaries are not 

only possible, but necessary for understanding the organization of prehistoric communities 

(e.g., Howell and Kintigh 1996; papers in Stark 1997). As Howell and Kintigh 

(1996:537) note, "[K]inship is such an important structuring force, particularly in non-

state societies, that it is impossible to ignore." 

Processes of group fissioning, particularly in disputes over inheritance rules or 

marriage regulations, are common in the ethnographic record (Dillehay 1990; Evans-

Pritchard 1940; Johnson 1982, 1983; Keesing 1975; Zedeno 1996). Fissioning can occur 

at many different levels, including the individual, household, extended household, or 

larger social grouping such as the clan or lineage in multilineage groups. The initial 

settlement at Pinto Point was most likely small, perhaps consisting of several related 

households. That the Meddler and Pinto groups are probably related is also suggested by 

their joint occupation of a small, well defined local system of approximately 30 square 

km, and by the relatively small size of the estimated population, which at its peak during 

the Roosevelt phase contained a maximum of 580 people and was most likely smaller 

(Doelle 1995b). Archaeologically, there are no indications of stress during the Sedentary 

period, although the data are incomplete. 
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This relatively stable situation changed during the Roosevelt phase, perhaps around 

A.D. 1275 or 1280, resulting in the start of the platform mound system. Widespread 

environmental and social stress documented throughout the Southwest beginning around 

A.D. 1250 are believed to have been catalysts (Dean 1988, 1996b: Dean et al. 1985, 

1994; Dean and Funkhouser 1995; Van West and Ciolek-Torrello 1995; Wilcox and Haas 

1994). In the Tonto Basin, another catalyst may have been population stress brought 

about by movement of groups from the upland regions, where dry farming had become 

less productive, into riverine areas (Crary et al. 1992; Wood 1995) and by immigration 

of groups from outside the Tonto Basin to Griffin Wash and other sites (Stark, Clark, and 

Elson 1995). It is likely that a combination of these two factors necessitated 

intensification and expansion of irrigation systems with a corresponding increase in labor 

investment (Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Craig 1995). 

Ceramic data suggest that Meddler Point was the first platform mound constructed. 

Although there are undoubtedly several reasons for this initial construction (Redman 

1992), two of the most important are for the management of irrigation systems and for 

marking descent group territory, in particular, irrigable lands. The need for mound 

construction, and particularly the need to identify and solidify Meddler group territory, 

is related to the territorial threat posed by the significant growth of the Pinto Point 

descent group, which by the Roosevelt phase incorporated settlements on both Pinto Point 

and Schoolhouse Mesa (Jacobs 1994a; Lindauer 1995b). Adler (1996) has recently 

proposed that similar envirorunental and social processes in the northern Southwest at this 

same time resulted in an increase in formalized land-tenure systems and restricted access 
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to arable land. According to Adler (1996:28), this was marked by an "increased 

permanence of the physical markers of the [labor] investment..which in central and 

southern Arizona may have included the construction of platform mounds. 

The Meddler Point platform mound was constructed around A.D. 1280 by a ranked 

descent group under the control of a chief or headman. It was built relatively quickly and 

from a preconceived plan (Craig and Clark 1994). The "idea" of a platform mound most 

likely stemmed from the Phoenix Basin and may be related to an underlying ideological 

system, the namre of which is at present unclear. Ethnographic (and some archaeological) 

data indicate that mound ideology may have involved descent group glorification and a 

concern with lineage ancestors. Construction of the mound at this particular time may 

also be related to individual abilities; that is, the ability of the leader to marshal sufficient 

resources and support for mound construction. In fact, the most parsimonious explanation 

for the sudden introduction of a new and unique architectural form is that construction 

was mandated by, and under the control of, a particularly powerful leader. The Meddler 

Point platform mound and mound compound are not believed to be residential, although 

part time residence cannot be ruled out (Craig and Clark 1994). Rather, the mound was 

for public ceremonies to integrate local and immigrant groups, as well as for managing 

irrigation and other subsistence systems and marking group territory. It probably was the 

scene of feasting and resource redistribution. The ethnographic data indicate that feasting 

and ceremonial activities were particularly important in the construction of the mound 

itself. 
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The sites of Pyramid Point and Griffin Wash are suggested to be part of the Meddler 

Point descent group. Griffin Wash was largely settled by immigrant groups from pueblo 

areas to the north or east of the Tonto Basin who joined a small local settlement 

sometime between A.D. 1250 and 1300 (Clark 1995a, 1995b; Stark, Clark, and Elson 

1995). Immigrants may have established Active kinship with local inhabitants via the 

Meddler Point platform mound. The Griffin Wash site is located at the far western edge 

of the Eastern Tonto Basin local system (Figure 5.7), and probably served as a defensive 

buffer against groups from the Armer Ranch local system (the next system downriver) or 

against other unknown groups (Gregory 1995). This may be similar to the manner in 

which the inunigrant Tewa (at Hano Village) fiinctioned for the resident Hopi (Connelly 

1979; Dozier 1966). Integration of Griffin Wash inhabitants into the Meddler local 

system was advantageous for both local and immigrant groups. Local groups benefitted 

from increased labor to intensify irrigation and other subsistence systems and from 

additional manpower against real or perceived threats; immigrant groups, coming from 

an environmentally and socially stressed region, received a place to live, agricultural land, 

and a dependable food supply (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:457). The function of the 

Pyramid Point "tower mound" (Doelle et al. 1995) may have been to link, via line-of-

sight. Griffin Wash and Meddler Point, the only two major settlements in the Eastern 

Tonto Basin that were not intervisible. In this sense, the Pyramid Point platform mound 

served largely as a warning system for the Meddler Point inhabitants, although the artifact 

(and ethnographic) data suggest that it probably also had a ceremonial function. 
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Around A.D. 1300, the Meddler Point descent group constructed the architecturally 

similar Livingston platform mound as a means to claim additional, but uninhabited, 

irrigable territory on the south side of the Salt River (Figure 6.3). This was at least partly 

a response to the growth of the Pinto Point descent group: The ceramic data are unclear 

whether Pinto Point had a platform mound at this time (Figure 6.2), but it is considered 

likely. Construction of the Pinto Point mound was probably for similar reasons that 

Meddler Point was constructed, to solidify and mark descent group territory and to 

provide a more structured means for managing irrigation and other subsistence systems. 

It too may have been constructed by a particularly powerful leader able to control the 

necessary resources. Pinto Point is architecturally distinct enough from Meddler Point 

and Livingston to suggest it was built by a different group, but perhaps one that was 

related if Pinto Point was in fact founded by a group that split from Meddler Point. 

The Livingston platform mound is almost exacdy midway between Meddler and Pinto 

Point, and blocks Pinto Point from access to the first canal intakes west of Meddler Point 

(Figure 6.3). The mound may have been constructed by the Meddler Point headman, or 

it may have been constructed by a close relative. Artifact data, however, indicate that the 

Livingston mound was never intensively used (Jacobs 1994a; Wood 1995). 

The ceramic data suggest that both Meddler Point and Livingston were abandoned 

soon after A.D. 1300, corresponding with the rise in power of the Pinto Point platform 

mound. Reasons for abandoning Meddler Point are unclear; most of the strucmres at the 

site, including the two rooms on top of the mound, were burned, but very few contained 

de facto floor assemblages. These remains could be either from conflict, particularly if 
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Meddler Point inhabitants were warned in advance by Pyramid Point and were dierefore 

able to remove their goods, or from rimal destruction, perhaps at the death of a powerful 

leader, or possibly from both. Anderson (1994:80-81) documents both warfare and rimal 

abandotmient at platform mound sites in the ethnohistoric record of the Southeast. 

With the abandoimient of Meddler Point, Pinto Point became the dominant platform 

mound site in the Eastern Tonto Basin. Most other settlements on the north bank of the 

Salt River also appear to have been abandoned at about the same time as Meddler Point, 

although Griffin Wash and Pyramid Point may have remained independent settlements, 

or more likely, allied themselves with Pinto Point. For unknown reasons, but possibly 

related to continuing environmental and social stress or perhaps the death of a powerful 

leader. Pinto Point itself was abandoned within 20 or 30 years (Jacobs 1994a), as were 

Griffm Wash and Pyramid Point (Bison 1994; Swartz and Randolph 1994). Power within 

the Eastern Tonto Basin was again shifted, this time to the newly constructed house 

mound at the aggregated Schoolhouse Point site (Lindauer 1995a). The final 

abandonment date for Schoolhouse Point is unclear, although generally set in the early 

15th cenmry. 

The Fit With Previous Tonto Basin Models 

The model presented here both supports and disputes previous Tonto Basin models. 

For the most part, almost all previous models, regardless of their views on social 

complexity, are in agreement that platform mounds arose due to environmental and 

demographic stress and were important in the management of irrigation systems, resource 
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distribution, labor organization, and integration of smaller groups within the system 

(Ciolek-Torrello et al. 1994; Craig 1995; Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995; Jacobs and Rice 

1994; Rice 1992; WhitUesey and Ciolek-TorreUo 1992; Wood 1989, 1995). All of these 

processes and functions are congruent with the ethnographic data and the proposed 

archaeological model. Furthermore, Wood (1995; Wood and Hohmann 1985) has 

suggested that "entrepreneurial" behavior played a significant role in the establishment 

and function of the mounds. Although there are no archaeological data to directly support 

this, it is possible that specific individuals, such as "aggrandizing" leaders able to 

successfully attract followers (Clark and Blake 1994; Hayden 1995), were a factor in this 

process. This possibility is suggested by both the ethnographic data and the relatively 

short, 20-30 year spans proposed for the Meddler Point and Pinto Point mounds that are 

well in accord with the reign of a single individual. Similar mound use-lives have been 

reported from the Southeast, where ethnohistoric data suggest that platform mound use 

can often be correlated with the rule of a specific leader (Anderson 1994:127; Blitz 1993). 

However, the model proposed here differs from previous models in several important 

respects. For one, it suggests that platform mounds had significant territorial implications, 

probably related to systems of land tenure associated with irrigable lands. Platform 

mounds are not subtle features. They were built to be seen and mark the landscape in 

both a symbolic and very real manner. For another, the model proposes that not all of 

the mounds in the Eastern Tonto Basin were contemporaneous. Instead, a process similar 

to that of "political cycling" proposed by Anderson (1994) is suggested. As Anderson 

notes, mound sites rise and fall in power due to a complex mixture of interrelated 
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variables, and therefore each system has its own unique local history that can only be 

traced through a developmental analysis (see also Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:442). 

In the Eastern Tonto Basin, the locus of power shifted three times within an estimated 50 

to 75 year period: from Meddler Point to Pinto Point to Schoolhouse Point. Livingston, 

Griffin Wash and Pyramid Point, while important, essentially played secondary roles in 

this process. 

The proposed model also differs significantly from the Mogollon or low complexity 

models discussed in Chapter 5 (Ciolek-Torrello and Whittlesey 1994; Ciolek-Torrello et 

al. 1994; Whittlesey and Ciolek-Torrello 1992; Whittlesey et al. 1995). Mound-using 

groups were socially complex. Although the function of Roosevelt phase platform 

mounds may have been largely ceremonial and the mounds may not have been inhabited 

by group leaders, the groups that used them were ranked with well defined, 

institutionalized leadership. As Bayman (1994) has suggested for the Marana mound 

community, the accumulation of prestige and status, not always for the good of the group, 

was probably an important component of Eastern Tonto Basin social systems; it is 

possible that formal deference was also given to group leaders. 

However, the level of social complexity was also probably not as great as that 

proposed by the Hohokam or high complexity models either, particularly some of the 

earlier models (Hohmann 1992; Hohmann and Kelley 1988; Rice 1990a, 1990b; Wood 

1989; Wood and Hohmarm 1985; Wood and McAllister 1982, 1984). Tonto Basin 

mounds were not the product of wholesale "emulation" of Phoenix Basin mound systems, 

as the peer polity models propose, although some degree of emulation probably did play 
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a role in this process. As suggested by Doelle et al. (1995), the adoption of a similar 

architectural form does not necessarily correspond with the adoption of a similar social 

organization or political system. Both the high complexity and peer-polity models 

generally suggest that platform mounds functioned primarily for the benefit of elite 

members, serving as monuments to their wealth and power. While this may be true to 

a certain extent, although to a lesser degree than these models propose, the ethnographic 

data strongly suggest that among middle-range peoples platform mounds serve ail 

members of an associated descent group. Therefore, it is critical that the namre of the 

descent group be considered in analysis. 

It is unknown how ±ese data apply to other local systems in the Tonto Basin. As 

noted in Chapters 1 and 5, the basin can be divided into nine local systems with 23 sites 

that contain 26 platform mounds, including both standard platform mounds and suspected 

house mounds (Doelle et al. 1995; Gregory 1995; Wood 1995). Some systems contain 

several mounds, while some contain only one ~ none have as many mounds (five 

including Schoolhouse and Pyramid Point) as the Eastern Basin (Figure 5.5). Most of 

these are unexcavated and dated primarily from surface ceramics. Roosevelt Lake Project 

data strongly suggest that excavation is necessary to accurately date these features; prior 

to the Roosevelt Project, for example, both Meddler Point and Pinto Point were 

considered to be primarily Gila phase. 

The association of most Tonto Basin platform mounds with irrigable land and 

potential canal systems suggests that they played a role in irrigation management (Craig 

et al. 1992; Elson, Gregory, Stark 1995; Wood 1995; Wood et al. 1992). However, as 
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this and other research has shown, each local system is structured by its own 

developmental history (Anderson 1994). Therefore, while platform mounds in other 

Tonto Basin systems may have functioned in similar ways and been used by similar 

groups as suggested for the Eastem Tonto Basin, the nature of these systems cannot be 

understood without additional archaeological data. 

Other Platform Mound Systems in the Southwest 

As noted in Chapter 1, Doelle et al. (1995) have identified approximately 120 

platform mounds in central and southem Arizona (see Figure 1.1 and Table 1.1). These 

are spread over six definable clusters or systems (Lower Salt River, Middle Gila River, 

Tonto Basin, Tucson Basin, Lower San Pedro River, Papagueria) with a more-or-less 

diffuse cluster in the northern Tucson Basin/Picacho Peak area. Mound size data for 

these systems are summarized in Table 7.1. Although the number of measured mounds 

is small (33.3 percent) and some systems, like the Salt River, are heavily skewed by a 

few very large mounds (hence the large standard deviation), the data are believed to be 

generally representative. 

The Salt River cluster is by far larger than any other system. Although it does not 

cover as much area as either the Middle Gila or Tonto Basin (see Table 1.1), this system 

contains more platform mound sites (30) with more mounds (43, not including "Great 

Houses") than any other. As noted by Doelle et al. (1995:390) this number would likely 

be greater if Phoenix had not undergone extensive agricultural and urban development at 

a relatively early date. The two largest mounds, Pueblo Grande and Mesa Grande, are 
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Table 7.1. Comparative data from platform mound systems in central and Southern 
Arizona.® Data from Doelle et al. 1995 and Doelle 1995a. 

No. of 

System 
No. of 

Mounds 
mounds 

measured Range (m^) 
Average 

(m^) 
Standard 
Deviation 

Lower Salt 43 4 1,584 - 14,000 8,063 5,949.4 

Middle Gila 13 4 1,056 - 4,050 2,119 1,145.0 

Tonto Basin 26 7 300 - 2,142 864 578.0 

Tucson Basin 7 3 257 - 892 512 335.3 

Lower San Pedro 14 10 111 - 538 316 165.7 

Papagueria 8 7 130 - 476 230 116.9 

N. Tucson 
Basin/Picacho 

6 4 788 - 2,360 1,617 709.2 

"Size data excludes platform mounds of under 100 cubic meters due to the possibility that 
they are tower mounds. 
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estimated to contain approximately 14,000 cubic meters of fill each, surpassing by over 

three times the next largest existing Southwest mound, Adamsville (4,050 cubic meters) 

on the Gila River. The volume of these two mounds, for example, is comparable to 

mounds in the Southeast, such as those along the Tombigbee or in the Savannah River 

Valley (Anderson 1994; Blitz 1994), or on the islands of Maui and Molokai in Hawaii 

(Kirch 1990; Kolb 1994), although both of these areas also contain significantly larger 

mounds (see Figure 6.1). As Table 7.1 shows, the system with the next largest mounds 

is the Middle Gila River, followed by the Northern Tucson Basin/Picacho Peak area and 

the Tonto Basin; the other three systems are significantly smaller (note the ranges in 

Table 7.1). As Doelle et al. (1995) note, the platform mound systems are separated from 

each other by great enough distances (with the exception of the Salt and Gila systems) 

to suggest only limited interaction, and therefore each system may have functioned in a 

largely independent manner. This suggests the possibility that groups in each system used 

the mounds in a number of different, and possibly unrelated, ways. 

As has long been noted in Southwest archaeology, something unique occurred in the 

Salt River system. It is possible that the Gila River area is also distinct from the other 

systems, although there are no mounds on the Gila as large as Pueblo Grande and Mesa 

Grande. However, the participation of Gila inhabitants in early Preclassic Hohokam core 

area settlement, and the presence of the Casa Grande in the Classic period, suggests that 

the Gila can also be differentiated from the other mound systems. This is particularly true 

if the labor energy needed to build the Casa Grande is taken into account. Still, the Salt 

system, or more specifically, the sites of Pueblo Grande, which is believed to have had 
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a "Great House" structure similar to the Casa Grande (Mitchell 1994), and Mesa Grande, 

appears to be significantly different from even the Gila system. 

These data suggest that groups along the Salt, and possibly along the Gila, were at 

a higher level of social complexity than those in other systems (Ciolek-Torrello and 

Wilcox 1988; Doelle et al. 1995:439; Gregory 1987:208). This is supported by the 

ethnographic data on mound size and elaboration discussed above. Although 

archaeological data from the mounds along the Salt are not sufficient to conclusively 

argue for mound elaboration, at least three types have been recognized: platform mounds, 

tower mounds, and Great Houses (Doelle et al. 1995). Mound elaboration is also 

suggested by the range in mound size shown in Table 7.1. Therefore, it is considered 

probable that Salt River groups were highly ranked if not stratified, at least at Pueblo 

Grande and Mesa Grande, and that elite leaders may have had coercive power over those 

in the lower classes. 

The labor needed to build the Mesa Grande and Pueblo Grande platform mounds was 

substantial: Craig and Clark (1994; Craig et al. 1996), using only mound volume and size 

of the surrounding compound, estimate that the construction of Mesa Grande took more 

than 50,0(X) person-days, a figure that would probably rise if more excavation data were 

available. As noted in Chapter 6, this estimate is similar to those for some of the heiau 

platforms on the island of Maui, home of a powerful and highly stratified chiefdom (Kolb 

1994). In fact, of the five excavated Maui heiau measured by Kolb (1994:Table 1), 

which includes only residences, refuges and war temples (and not the smaller agricultural 

enclosures), only one residence had a greater platform volume than Pueblo Grande or 
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Mesa Grande (Figure 6.1). When these are translated into energy measures, only two 

heiau (the residence noted above and a refuge) had greater than 50,000 person-days of 

expended labor (Kolb 1994:Table 2). These data, although not conclusive, suggest at 

least the possibility that Phoenix Basin groups were highly ranked, if not stratified. 

Some of the differences between the Phoenix Basin and other systems lies in the 

much greater amount of urigable water and land available along the Salt and Gila rivers. 

This allowed significantly higher prehistoric population sizes and densities than the other 

systems (Dean et al. 1994; Doelle 1995b:Figure 7.8). Demographic data suggest that the 

Salt and Gila populations were already larger than other areas by around A.D. 750 and 

that differences increased significantly after A.D. 950 (Doelle 1995b). At this time the 

Salt continued to grow and diverged from the Gila, which levelled off. Greater 

population and the fact that mounds along the Salt also have longer histories (see 

Chapters 1 and 2) may account for the higher density of platform mounds along this river 

than in any other area. The time depth along with the ethnographic data also argues for 

sequential use of the mounds. For example, it is possible that the mounds at Las Colinas 

were not all contemporaneous (although some may be), but instead represent repeated 

occupations, perhaps associated with the death of the lineage head and the ascension of 

a new leader. The major remodeling episodes at Mound 8 of Las Colinas (Gregory 

1988a) may also be indicative of this process, as suggested for prehistoric mounds in the 

Southeast (Blitz 1993). 

Based on distributional patterns, Gregory (1987, 1988a, 1991; Gregory and Nials 

1985) has convincingly argued that platform mounds in the Salt and Gila area were 



342 

strongly associated with irrigation systems. This is also suggested by Rice (1990b, 1992), 

who notes that platform mounds are almost exclusively confined to the Sonoran Desert 

where irrigation agriculture was necessary for the survival of any large settlement. 

Mound sites in both the Salt and Gila areas are located approximately every 5-8 km along 

irrigation canals (Doelle et al. 1995:390; Gregory 1991:170-174). As Gregory notes, the 

irrigation systems and the primary village sites were established long before the 

construction of platform mounds. In fact, along the Gila (and almost certainly the Salt) 

it is suggested that all available irrigable niches were filled during the Colonial period 

(Gregory and Huckleberry 1994). This suggests that land tenure systems were active 

prior to the Classic period and that Phoenix Basin platform mounds probably did not 

function to solidify land claims, although the mounds themselves still may have served 

as territorial markers. However, the relationship between the major mound sites and their 

placement along the canals is not entirely straightforward. Pueblo Grande, for example, 

lies at the head of Canal System 2, which terminates at Las Colinas. Mesa Grande, on 

the other hand, lies in the approximate center or towards the end of the Lehi Canal 

System, while Casa Grande on the Gila Eliver is at the end of its canal system (Howard 

and Huckleberry 1991). 

The fact that the major platform mound sites are not necessarily associated with canal 

intake locations, where they would have the most direct control of water allocation, 

suggests that each canal system may represent an integrated conununity (S. Fish et al. 

1992). As Gregory (1991:173) notes, "The inference that irrigation communities 

functioned at some level as a single social and political unit is strongly supponed by their 
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association witii the same canal system. All were dependent on the same intakes, and a 

minimal amount of cooperation would have been necessary for maintenance and repair 

not only of intakes but of the canals themselves." The irrigation community concept is 

supported by ceramic data, which suggest that greater interaction occurred within than 

between canal systems (Abbott 1994:408). 

Therefore, the archaeological and ethnographic data suggest that each canal system 

may have been occupied by a single descent group. Although the relationship between 

the large mounds at Pueblo Grande and Mesa Grande and the smaller mounds within their 

respective canal systems is not clear, it is possible that the smaller mound sites represent 

the home of related, but lower ranked, elite leaders. This may be similar in some ways 

to the Natchez and the relationship between the Great Sun, who lived in the main village, 

and other members of the Sun class who ruled the smaller, oudying villages (Swanton 

1946). In this respect. Phoenix Basin mounds may have benefited a class of kinship 

related elite leaders (that is, a highly ranked descent group) to a much greater degree than 

that proposed for the Tonto Basin. It is also possible, as Anderson (1994) notes, that the 

largest mound sites were not necessarily always the most powerful, and that political 

cycling occurred. This caution is particularly applicable to the Phoenix Basin because of 

the poor temporal resolution of current dating methods. 

The other mound systems in Arizona, the San Pedro, Tucson Basin, Northern Tucson 

Basin/Picacho Peak area, and Papagueria, may have functioned in a manner more similar 

to that proposed for the Tonto Basin. In these systems, while ranked leaders were 

present, the mounds may have been primarily descent group property. Group leaders had 
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higher status, may have been deferred to, accumulated greater resources than others, and 

probably controlled the distribution of some goods, but in general were probably not that 

much different from the rest of the group. Data from the excavation of the Marana 

platform mound in the Northern Tucson Basin/Picacho Peak area can be interpreted in 

this manner, and the model proposed here fits closest with the model suggested for that 

system (P. Fish et al. 1992; S. Fish et al. 1992; Bayman 1994). This is particularly true 

for the level of social complexity and the possibility that a "prestige economy" system 

was in operation (Bayman 1994), given that Tonto Basin mound sites generally have 

greater quantities of exotic goods than other sites (Adams and Elson 1995; Jacobs and 

Rice 1994; Rice 1994). It is less clear that Tonto Basin mounds functioned to integrate 

settlements in diverse resource zones, as the Marana model proposes, although this is also 

a possibility. In other mound systems, however, like the Papaguerfa, the platform mounds 

are so small (averaging under 200 square meters in surface area and just over a meter in 

height) with limited associated population that they may have functioned in an entirely 

different manner, the nature of which is currently unknown due to the lack of excavation. 

The system that may be most similar to the Tonto Basin is along the San Pedro River. 

Although San Pedro platform mounds are smaller than those in the Tonto Basin (Table 

7.1), the presence of multiple mounds in the same compound enclosure may indicate 

contemporaneity and a similar degree of energy expendimre in mound consuiiction, but 

perhaps a different social organization (William Doelle, personal conmiunication 1996). 

However, the documentation of inunigrant pueblo groups (Di Peso 1958; Doelle 1995c) 

and platform mounds (Doelle et al. 1995:421-427) at the same time that environmental 
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stress occurred throughout the Southwest suggests, at least superficially, that the Tonto 

Basin and San Pedro underwent similar processes. 

However, as both Doelle et al. (1995) and Anderson (1994) note, each system had its 

own unique settlement history that strongly influenced platform mound consuoiction and 

the nature of the groups that used them. Furthermore, as the ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric research demonstrates, morphological similarities in platform mounds do not 

necessarily indicate functional or processual similarities. Therefore, until platform mound 

sites are excavated in the San Pedro and Papagueria, and additional excavations are 

undertaken in the Tucson Basin, the nature of these mound systems remains essentially 

unknown. 

Conclusion 

It is important to note that the Tonto Basin and the other platform mound systems did 

not exist in a cultural vacuum. The period when platform mounds first appear, at least 

in those systems outside the Phoenix Basin, corresponds with a time of major 

environmental and social change throughout the Southwest (Dean 1996b). Large areas 

were abandoned, whereas others felt the pressure of newly arriving populations (Cameron 

1995; Dean et al. 1994). In regions that experienced continued occupation, formerly more 

dispersed populations aggregated into large settlements along major drainage systems 

(Adams 1996; Fish et al. 1994; Mills 1995; Reid 1989). This was also the time when the 

katsina cult (Adams 1991) and Salado (Crown 1994) first appeared, strongly influencing 

social systems throughout the Southwest. During the 13th and 14th centuries, then, the 
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Tonto Basin was just one link in a chain of geographically disjunct districts where local 

sequences all took sharp turns (Lekson et al. 1992; Wilcox 1994). Although it was not 

possible to do so in this analysis, incorporating regional processes is critical in the 

investigation of local systems, and the next logical step in the research undertaken here. 

When I began this research I was of the opinion that Tonto Basin platform mounds 

were largely uninhabited ceremonial features used by groups at a relatively low level of 

social complexity (Elson, Gregory, and Stark 1995:474-477). I am now convinced that 

I was wrong. While all platform mounds do have a strong ceremonial component, their 

functions are highly variable: it is likely that in the Tonto Basin and other areas, some 

mounds were inhabited, while others were not. Furthermore, it is also likely that some 

mounds functioned in a manner of which we are currently unaware. Unfortunately, given 

the range of documented ethnographic variation, the poor state of preservation of most 

remaining platform mounds, and the ambiguity of archaeological data, it is probable that 

excavation itself will not resolve the question of specific mound function, one that has 

perplexed Southwestern archaeologists for more than 100 years. What is clear, though, 

is that regardless of whether they were inhabited, the groups that used the mounds were 

socially complex; in the Southwest it is likely that these groups were ranked, and possibly 

in the Phoenix Basin, stratified, and all mound-using groups had inherited and 

instimtionalized leadership positions. Therefore, although this analysis did not resolve the 

age old debate in Southwestern platform mound research, it did open up new, perhaps 

more interesting, avenues of exploration that, I hope, will allow a better understanding of 

these enigmatic feamres and the nature of the groups that used them. 
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