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The Dolores Archaeological
Project (DAP) was one of the
largest cultural resources mitiga-
tion programs in American his-

tory. It spans a time frame of approximately 25
years at a cost of approximately $25 million. The
initial surveys in the 1970s for the Dolores Water
Project indicated large numbers of complex and
well-preserved archeological sites would be
impacted by project construction. Therefore, in
1980, Congress passed legislation allowing for
4% of authorized project costs to be dedicated to
the recovery and preservation of archeological
materials.1 This not only expedited construction
of the water project, but was an opportunity to
transcend the “salvage” mentality that was so per-
vasive in cultural resources management in the
mid-to-late 1970s. Indeed, the work conducted
by the University of Colorado under the direc-
tion of David Breternitz and William Lipe at
McPhee Reservoir (typically called the Reservoir
Dolores Archaeological Program or RDAP), and
continuing with the efforts of the archeologists
cited presently, set the standard for subsequent
large-scale archeological mitigation in the
Southwest.

The DAP occurs in the
Colorado portion of the
Northern San Juan Region, an
area best known for its extensive
Pueblo II and Pueblo III Anasazi
or, if you prefer, Ancestral Pueblo
ruins. This paper emphasizes
DAP data recovery conducted
after the conclusion of mitigation
for RDAP. To reduce confusion, I
will refer to the post-RDAP col-
lectively as the Four Corners
Program.

Beginning in 1983, a series
of consecutive contracts with pri-
vate consulting firms was issued
for the Four Corners Program.
By 1995, fieldwork was complete. 

In comparison to the RDAP which con-
ducted excavations at 101 sites centered within
the McPhee Reservoir takeline (see the article by
Lipe in this issue), the Four Corners Program
conducted excavations at 145 sites along a 60-
mile arc which extends from the Utah border
south of Sleeping Ute Mountain to Dove Creek
and Hovenweep. While the RDAP’s primary
contributions were to the understanding of late
Basketmaker III/Pueblo I and historic
Euroamerican occupation of the Dolores River
valley, the Four Corners Program’s significant
contributions are to the Late Archaic/Basket-
maker II, Basketmaker III, Pueblo III, and his-
toric Ute/Navajo periods. The absence of early
Pueblo II components reinforced RDAP findings
that a brief exodus occurred in this part of the
Northern San Juan Region in the early part of the
10th century.

As another function of a project configura-
tion, the Four Corners Program utilized site-spe-
cific research designs and intensive data recovery,
while the RDAP employed a broad-based
research design and extensive sample excavation
strategies. Both approaches have their advantages
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and disadvantages. While the RDAP enabled
examination of community systems and settle-
ment within a large contiguous area, the Four
Corners Program provided a cross-section of an
extended area and enabled the examination of
activity areas within sites. Therefore, the Four
Corners Program complemented the RDAP in
terms of the cultural/temporal manifestations
investigated and the methodology employed. 

The following is a summary of what I con-
sider to be the most significant findings of the
Four Corners Program, or what has piqued my
interest the most. This program intersects with
three (southwestern, northern, and Mesa Verde
core) of the four subdivisions of the Northern
San Juan Region as defined by Fuller.2 Below are
the primary findings in chronological order.

Late Archaic/Early Basketmaker II—
Land Use on the Ute Mountain
Piedmont (500 BC–AD 100) 
Among the 21 sites with Late Archaic

and/or Early Basketmaker II components investi-
gated during the Four Corners Program, the
most significant is 5MT10525, excavated by Soil

Systems, Inc. (SSI), consultant to the Ute
Mountain Tribe, on the southern piedmont of
Sleeping Ute Mountain. It is the earliest site with
pithouse architecture yet found in the southwest-
ern corner of Colorado. While radiocarbon dates
(between 405 and 75 BC) are within the range of
Basketmaker II, the En Medio Phase projectile
point assemblage and lack of cultigens suggest
that the site was possibly occupied by Late
Archaic peoples.

This site raises new questions on land-use
patterns and seasonality for the Late
Archaic/Early Basketmaker II Period. The perma-
nent architecture, artifact assemblage, and the
presence of an interior hearth imply the site may
have been occupied in cold weather months.3

This type of land-use pattern may have set the
stage for the beginnings of horticulture. 

Stockaded Basketmaker III—Sites on
the Northern Periphery (AD 600-700)
An unusual concentration of sites with

stockaded features was excavated on the northern
periphery of the Northern San Juan Region by
Complete Archaeological Service Associates
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(CASA) and SWCA, Inc. All together, 11
Basketmaker III sites with stockades or possible
stockades have been identified within a 10-mile
radius of Pleasant View, Colorado. Stockades are
inferred by a series of postholes which encircle
the central pitstructures. They are presumably
latticework of small poles and brush woven into
and supported by closely spaced posts. 

A variety of theories exist that explain the
function and distribution of these features.
Suggestions have ranged from such mundane
tasks as turkey management, containment of chil-
dren and dogs, or midden garden enclosures, to
defensive fortifications for pioneering settlements
on the northern frontier.4

The location and condition of this cluster
of stockaded sites appear to support the latter
suggestion for the Basketmaker III period.
Chenault and Motsinger cite the “… extensive
burning and rich artifact assemblages …” at these
sites as evidence that “… warfare is the best
explanation for their destruction.”5 Since the
Basketmaker III Period represents the earliest col-
onization of this area it is likely that nomadic
groups were displaced, which may have led to
conflict.

This may be some of the earliest direct evi-
dence of warfare in the pre-Puebloan Northern
Southwest. The phenomena of burned and stock-
aded Basketmaker III hamlets are now well recog-
nized and a large contribution has been made to
the understanding of early colonization (and the
limits thereof ) in the Northern San Juan Region.

Evidence of Cannibalism at Early Pueblo
III Sites (AD 1125–1150) 
CASA and SSI excavated a suite of six sites

on the southern piedmont of Sleeping Ute
Mountain that date to the Early Pueblo III
period. Four sites are within a 1 km by 2 km area
and are part of the late Cowboy Wash
Community. The Cowboy Wash sites share a
common thread; all were suddenly abandoned in
AD 1150 and contained disarticulated human
remains. The context and disposition of these
remains have been interpreted as evidence of vio-
lence and possible cannibalism.6, 7 This finding
corresponds with other evidence of early Pueblo
III cannibalism in the lower Mancos River
drainage8 and elsewhere in the Mesa Verde
Region.9 Brian Billman argues that cannibalism
did occur at Cowboy Wash, and the physical and

contextual evidence is compelling. It was a possi-
ble consequence of two factors: severe drought
and the social and ideological breakdown due to
the collapse of Chaco Canyon roughly 10 years
prior.

The sites of Cowboy Wash share a number
of similarities indicating the inhabitants may
have been an immigrant community from the
Chuska area, to the south. The Chuskans, per-
haps viewed as interlopers, may have been victims
of intercommunity strife.

Conclusions of cannibalism should be
approached with caution. Billman has interpreted
this case as a short-term response to a situation of
competition for limited resources, not a motif of
Puebloan culture. Unfortunately, the Cowboy
Wash findings have been recently sensationalized
in the popular media, before the evidence could
be rigorously peer-reviewed and published in
scholarly fashion resulting in incorrect characteri-
zations of Puebloan society.

Preservation of Mid-to-Late Pueblo III—
Material Culture (AD 1150–1275) 
Among the more important findings on the

Four Corners Program were kiva murals at two
sites on the Hovenweep Laterals. The uncovering
of these features posed a particular challenge to
the excavators and conservators, because of their
fragility, and because they were integral to the
walls of the kivas. Preservation of the murals was
of tantamount importance because the only other
good example in the area, from Lowry Pueblo,
has since disintegrated. Because the structures
were going to be destroyed by construction,
backfilling to preserve the paintings was not an
option. While only limited conservation technol-
ogy existed, and methods for removing intact
mural sections had to be developed in the field,
the removal of the mural sections was an unquali-
fied success. They are now conserved at the
Anasazi Heritage Center in Dolores where they
were recently on display as a part of the “Fragile
Legacy” program. These are some of the best pre-
served examples of Pueblo III wall paintings in
the Northern San Juan Region.10

The mid-to-late Pueblo III findings are
remarkable for other aspects besides the murals:
the masonry architecture and the rich ceramic
assemblage was well preserved and is emblematic
of the fine artistic traditions of the Northern San
Juan Region. 
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Historic Archeology on the Ute
Mountain Ute Indian Reservation (AD
1880-1950)
Nine historic sites were excavated as part of

the Four Corners Program.11, 12 Archival
research and oral histories supplemented this
endeavor. Prior to the Four Corners Program,
historic archeological research on the Ute
Mountain Ute Reservation was virtually nonexis-
tent. The investigations revealed a pattern of live-
stock grazing and seasonal use of the Ute
Mountain piedmont from the 1880s to the
1950s by the Ute and maybe the Navajo. The
findings demonstrated a contrast in historical
land use patterns between the Ute Mountain
Utes and the neighboring Southern Utes, and
established a preliminary site typology for the
area.
_______________
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