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ABSTRACT 

Grass Mesa Village (Site 5MT23) is a large Pueblo I habitation site 

in southwestern Colorado. During investigation by the Dolores Archaeo­

logical Program in 1979 and 1980, a systematic surface collection was 

completed, and a probability sampling program was initiated alongside more 

intensive excavations. A total of 42 surface structures and 20 pitstruc-

tures (including a possible great kiva) were wholly or partially excavated 

during these first two field seasons. A statistical comparison of the 

results of the surface collection with the results of the probability 

sample suggests that the surface collection is not representative of total 

site content. However, the distributions of stone building materials and 

other artifacts on the surface were used to predict the locations of 

structures, and the ceramic materials recovered from the surface were used 
~. ~ 

~ . 
to tentatively place the site within the Dolores Archaeological Program 

temporal sequence. Based on ceramic dating evidence, the occupations of 

the site are believed to have spanned the Dos Casas (A.D. 760-850), 

Periman (A. D. 850-900), and Grass Mesa (A.D. 880-925) Subphases, with the 

population peak occurring sometime during the Periman Subphase. Future 

investigations at Grass Mesa will be directed toward further clarification 

of the spatial, temporal, and functional relationships of the various 

surface structures and pitstructures and toward the refinement of the 

chronological placement of the various occupations of the site. 

-iv-



I 
I 

•• 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
lit 
I· 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

--
1 

IIHROlJUCT ION 

This report summarizes the first two seasons of investigation by the 

DAP (Dolores Archaeological Program) at Grass Mesa Village {Site 5MT23) 

located in southwestern Colorado. Because two more seasons of excavation 

are required to fulfill research objectives at the site, this is a 

progress report. During the 1979 and 1980 seasons, the gridding and 

surface collection operations were completed, as was the probability 

sampling program in Areas 1, 3, 4, 5, and 7. In addition, substantial 

additional excavations were undertaken in Areas 3, 4, and 5. 

Grass Mesa Vi 11 age is unique in the DAP a rea. Although it is not the 

largest of the several Pueblo I villages known in the Escalante Sector, 

the density and frequent superpositioning of structures at the 'site and 

the amount of cultural material on the surface suggest that t~e ~ population 

density was greater at Grass Mesa Village than elsewhere in the sector 

during much of the McPhee Phase. The site is the farthest downstream of 

the McPhee Phase villages investigated to date in the Dolores River 

valley. Of these villages, Grass Mesa is the only one that has severely 

li mited space and potential defensive advantages. An unusual and still 

not fully understood feature, tentatively called a great kiva, is located 

at the site; this type of structure appears to have been unique in the 

sector during the first half of the ninth century A.D. In addition to the 

large pithouses typical of the mid-A.D. 800's, smaller, later pit-

structures, often lacking typical architectural features, appear to have 

functioned as domiciles as \tefl. The arrangement of these structures 

ranges from the formal Pueblo I plan to a more haphazard intermingling of 

pitstructures, surface structures, and trash in some areas of the site. 
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The challenge of Grass Mesa to the DAP is to provide a record of the 

complex history of construction and occupation at the site and to provide 

explanations for some of the unique characteristics just discussed. This 

overview is primarily descriptive and is intended to summarize the 

progress made by the DAP in addressing these issues. In addition, the 

various occupations at Grass Mesa Village are tentatively placed within 

the DAP temporal scheme, based on ceramic dating evidence. 

En vi ronmen.ta 1 Setting 

Grass Mesa Village was constructed on loess and fluvially deposited 

sediments atop a prominent outcrop of Junction Creek Sandstone that 

extends onto the flood plain of the Dolores River at its confluence with 

Beaver Creek and Dry Canyon (fig 1). From the center of the si~e 50 m 

above the flood plain, the view up the Dolores River valley ~s ~ unob-
~ . 

structed for 7 km, while 3 km downstream the river takes a sharp bend to 

the south and flows through a restricted neck of the canyon, the site of 

the McPhee Dam. The elevation of the site above the valley floor is 

slight in comparison with the height of the canyon walls that tower 

another 230m above Grass Mesa at an average slope of 20°. (Refer to 

Hogan 1980 and Kohler 1983 for discussions of Grass Mesa Locality, the 

13-km2 area i mmediately surrounding the village.) Figure 2 is an aerial 

view of Grass Mesa Village at the close of the 1979 field season. 

A landform map of the Escalante Sector identifies the eroded remnant 

of Junction Creek Sandstone underlying the site as a second terrace 

(Leonhardy and Clay 1982). Two bedrock benches of indeterminate age occur 

in the Junction Creek Sandstone (Holliday and Piety 1980). The lower 

bench underlies the western and the southern portions of the site 

-2-
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Figure 2. Aerial view of Grass Mesa Village (OAP 053704). The top of the 
photo is southeast . 
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