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AN ULTIMATE FIELD TRIP

Question of the Week
Why is it important to learn 
about America’s past?

Expository text gives information 
about the real world. Look for facts 
and information about archaeologists 
and what they do.
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For more than a thousand years, Pueblo people lived on mesas, 
or canyon tops, in a part of the American Southwest called the Four 
Corners, where Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Arizona meet. 
Suddenly, around .. 1200, these people moved into giant alcoves that 
nature had cut into the middle of the canyon walls. They created their 
Stone Age apartment buildings by chipping out one stone block after 
another. To make the mud that held these blocks in place, they carried 
water hundreds of feet from a spring on the canyon floor. All that work 
and they used these buildings for just a few decades.

By the year 1300, every  
Pueblo man, woman, and child  
had left the Four Corners area.  
Their fire pits held only ashes.  
Their fields fed only birds  
and animals. Their  
cities stood empty  
and silent.

C H A P T E R  1

A long time ago…
After a hot day in his cornfield, the man drops his digging stick and 

slowly lowers himself over the canyon’s edge. Clinging to the wall with his 

hands, he uses his foot to feel for the holes his people have pecked into the 

stone. Carefully, he inches down to the village built right into the cliff. . . . 
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We know where these people went. They  
moved south into what is now New Mexico and 
Arizona. But why did they leave the land they  
had lived in for more than one thousand years?

This is just one question archaeologists at  
Crow Canyon Archaeological Center in Colorado 
are trying to answer. Archaeologists study people  
of the past, and these archaeologists are working  
to understand who these Puebloans were and how 
they lived. They excavate, or dig, in ruins to help 
build a picture of this ancient world.

Now the archaeologists have help. A group of 
eighth-graders from Hannibal Middle School in 
Hannibal, Missouri, came to Crow Canyon to learn 
what these scientists already know. 

And to help them find new answers.

The Hannibal kids and their advisers.

Ancient Puebloans used 
ladders they could pull up 
instead of stairs to enter 
their homes and keep out 
intruders as well.
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“Everybody got their hats and sunscreen?” Sara asked. Sara Kelly 
and Ken Lanik were two Crow Canyon educators guiding the Hannibal 
kids through their adventure with archaeology. The kids were getting 
ready to tour the ruins in Woods Canyon, where they'd be excavating 
later that week.

“Don't forget your water bottles,” Sara added. “Newcomers have a 
hard time remembering how much 
they need to drink around here.”

The land around Four 
Corners doesn't have sand dunes, 
but it is like a desert, with plants 
and trees that can live without 
much water. Its climate is so dry 
that sweat evaporates before it 
can bead up on your skin. That's 
great for archaeology because a 
dry climate helps baskets, bones, 
even buildings last for hundreds 
of years.

The kids piled into vans and drove past dry 
grasslands and deep canyons. They saw pinyon pines, cactus, and 
sagebrush wherever nature chose the landscape, and green fields where 
farmers watered their crops. If the kids had scratched around one of 
those sagebrush fields, they might have found a spear point or stone 
tool. For more than a thousand years, ancient Pueblo people had lived 
all over this land.

C H A P T E R  2

Gooping Up and Setting Off
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“We used to call these people the Anasazi,” Ken 
explained. “But the Navajo gave them that name, 
which means enemy of our people. So you can 
understand why their current relatives don't like it. 
Since we don't know what they named themselves, we 
call them the ancestral Puebloans.”

“Everyone out for Woods Canyon,” said Sara as the 
vans rolled to a stop. “Grab your water bottles and let's go.”

A few minutes down the path, Ben B. stopped and stared at the 
ground. “I found something,” he called out.

“Congratulations,” said Sara. “We call these pottery pieces potsherds.
You'll see artifacts as you walk along,” said Sara. “It's okay to pick 
something up to look at it, but mark its place with your foot so you can 
return it to the right spot. Archaeologists get a lot of information from an 
item's location.”

“Could it really make much difference if you moved it?” asked Ben B.
“Sure. Villages two hundred years apart in age can be built just one 

hundred feet from each other,” answered Ken. “It can be confusing if you 
put something from a newer settlement into the older one.”

“And, don't forget, taking artifacts from public lands like Woods 
Canyon is against the law,” Sara added. “Just think about it this way. You 
can learn a lot from these artifacts because they're still here. If you picked 
them all up, there wouldn't be any left for your kids or their kids to enjoy.”

“Anyway, archaeology is more than finding neat stuff. It's finding 
out about the people who left all that neat stuff,” added Pat Mahlia, the 
teacher who came with them from Hannibal. 
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As the kids scrambled 
into the canyon, Sara 
pointed to some rocks 
that used to be a tower. 
Imagining that pile of rubble 
as a tall building was hard. 
In fact, the kids walked past 
many mounds and piles 
without even noticing them. 
It takes training to see what 
used to be.

“Look carefully,” said 
Sara as they all gathered on 
a cliff. “That spot used to 
be an underground circular 
room called a kiva. Over 
there on that cliff is where 
people built their homes.”

The kids took a moment 
to study the canyon. Some 
noticed how deep it was. 
Others listened to the wind. 
Still others tried to imagine 
the people living there  
750 years ago.

RDG13_SE06_CCSS_U02_W03_S01.indd   244 10/17/11   1:12:27 PM

As long as ten thousand years ago, 
people roamed the Four Corners. They 
gathered wild seeds and cactus fruits and 
used spears to hunt animals that are now 
extinct, such as the wooly mammoth.

By the year .. 1, people in the  
Four Corners were growing corn and 
squash and living on the mesa tops in 
circular houses built with logs and mud. They 
still hunted, but with bows and arrows. By  
.. 550, they planted beans along with their 
corn and squash. They stored these foods in 
baskets and cooked them in clay pots.

As time went on, people clustered their 
homes together in rows of connected rooms. 
In front, they built kivas for the village to 
share. They traded with other groups for red 
pottery and cotton and shell beads that came 
from what is now Mexico.

Over the years, villages grew larger. Some 
had buildings four stories high. Large plazas 
built on kiva roofs provided a place to work 
and visit. By 1150, tens of thousands of people 
lived in the area.

About 1200, villages moved from mesas 
to alcoves in the middle of cliffs. These new 
stone cities had towers and kivas and hundreds 
of rooms. There, people traded and made 
beautiful pots and weavings and jewelry.

By 1300, the villages were empty of voices 
and laughter. The people were gone.
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An Ancient Pueblo Time Line

1200 B.C. AND BEFORE 
nomadic hunter-gatherers

A.D. 1–500 
earliest pit houses, 
early agriculture, 

earthen (“adobe”) buildings

500–750 
advanced agriculture, 

early villages

750–900 
stone buildings

900–1150 
stone villages, roads,  
population 30,000 

(1064–1066 – volcano erupts)
 (1130–1180 – 30-year drought)

1200 
cliff dwellings

 (1276–1299 – 23-year drought)

1300 
area abandoned

These structures were home to some Pueblo 
people seven hundred years ago.

Four Corners Time Line
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Before the kids dug them up, they needed to know more about artifacts. 
The first thing they learned is that an artifact is something made or used by 
people. A rock in a river most likely isn't an artifact. But it becomes one as 
soon as it's placed with others in a ring around a fire or shaped into an  
axe head.

Artifacts tell the story of how people live. The kids got a clearer picture 
of the ancient Pueblo world by looking at the things its people had used.

“You'll hear this all week long,” Sara said. “It's not what you find, it's 
what you find out. Archaeology isn't just finding stuff, it's finding out what it 
means. A pot can be near some corncobs and the remains of a fire  
or in a kiva surrounded by turquoise—the same pot, but totally  
different uses that tell us different things.”

Sometimes looking at the way an object was damaged  
provided a clue of how it was used. When Joe realized he  
was holding a piece of bone, he asked Sara why it was black.

“It's burned,” she said. “Why would you burn bone?”
“Sacrifice?” Joe said.
“That's a good guess. Could there  

be another reason?”
“Food?”
“That's right, cooking,” said Sara.  

“This bone was left over from someone's dinner.”
Later Joe looked at the painted design on a piece of pottery.  

“That's a pitchfork, so we know that they farmed,” he concluded.
“Let's think this one out,” said Ken. “What do we use pitchforks for?”
“Hay.”
“And why do farmers pitch hay?”
“To feed animals.”

C H A P T E R  3

The Facts About Artifacts

The wear on the front 
ladle’s handle reveals 
that its owner was 
right-handed.
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Sometimes artifacts can 
be mysterious. The kids 
thought these things might be 
(clockwise from lower left) a 
hat, a helmet, a shoehorn, an 
incense burner, and a bedpan. 
They are really a basket, a 
broken pot, a scraping tool, a 
spear-thrower, and a ladle.
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“Have we seen any bones from cows and horses, 
the type of animals that eat hay?” asked Ken. 

“No,” Joe admitted. “Then why did they  
make a design that looked like a pitchfork?”

“Well, that does look like a pitchfork to us,”  
said Ken. “One problem archaeologists have is  
we're looking at another culture with ideas formed 
by our own. We're influenced by the things we  
know and the things we believe. We can't be  
certain these people were thinking the same way.”

Luckily, scientists have another way to learn 
about the ancient Pueblo world. The people who 
left the Four Corners in the late 1200s joined up 
with other Pueblo groups. What some people see 
as archaeology is family history for many of today's 
Pueblo tribes. Understanding how current Pueblo 
people live can provide a window into the past. 
By looking at how today's Hopi and Zuni people 
weave, for example, researchers learned that the 
loops on kiva walls held looms.

Forgetting pots and hammer stones for a 
moment, Bill wondered what future scientists  
would say about the artifacts in his bedroom. 
“People from seven hundred years ago look so 
primitive to us,” he said. “Future archaeologists 
might think the same about us. Still, I think  
they'd be amazed by my stereo.”

“We're trying to figure out how many people 
lived in Woods Canyon and how they related to 
other people nearby,” said Ken. “We need to find 
artifacts to answer these questions. So your work is 
really necessary.”

Will future archaeologists 
wonder whether this Frisbee 
is a toy or a plate? What will 
they think about these other 
mysterious artifacts?
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The kids were ready to dig. They had studied all kinds of artifacts, from 
necklaces to cooking pots. They now knew that important clues could be 
easily overlooked. What first seemed like a regular rock with one 
smooth side, for example, could really be a grinding 
stone that had been flattened by crushing corn.

Back in the lab, the kids had also learned how 
to dig archaeologist style. They had marked off an 
area and carefully used trowels to skim off thin layers 
of dirt. This dirt went into buckets to be screened or 
sifted for tiny treasures like nuggets of charcoal and 
pottery beads. If the kids had found a larger artifact, 
they removed all the dirt around it first. Once they 
saw that nothing else was nearby, they could pick it up.

In the canyon, the kids split into groups and 
followed different archaeologists to test pits around the 
site. In archaeologist Mark Varien's group, one boy said 
he had thought the whole village would be excavated. Mark explained that 
just uncovering small sections leaves untouched areas for future scientists to 
make new discoveries with better technology.

“This is harder than I expected,” Tyler said, scraping at dirt that had 
been packed down for seven hundred years.

“It is hard,” said Ben K. “It's worth it though. I found a potsherd and a 
fragment of animal bone.”

Meanwhile, in archaeologist Melissa Churchill's area, kids were digging 
in a midden, or trash heap. Ancient garbage is an archaeologist's treasure 
chest. Think of how much someone could learn about your life from the 
pizza box, ripped jeans, and old telephone bill in your trash can. Broken 
pottery and tools and worn-out clothing help archaeologists learn about 
daily life in ancient times.

C H A P T E R  4

Digging Into The Past
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Digging up artifacts isn't the only way archaeologists learn about the 
past. Learning about past cultures includes knowing how they did things. 
That's why archaeologists at Crow Canyon built a pithouse, the type of 
home the ancestral Puebloans made around .. 700. Kids helped the 
archaeologists make their pithouse by using ancient building techniques. 
After a lot of tired muscles and sore backs, they had even more reason to 
appreciate prehistoric people.

“Imagine using a stick and a basket 
to remove three feet of dirt,” said Sara to 
the kids as they sat inside the pithouse. 
“Think about cutting down all the trees 
you'd need to build this thing. It takes 
about an hour just to cut through an 
inch of trunk with a stone axe.

“And it took several truckloads of 
willow to weave between beams to make 
the walls,” she continued. “That's a lot of 
armloads when you don't have a pickup.”

Testing old methods provides many 
insights about how and why things were done. Archaeologists used to 
think, for example, that ancient people burned the tops of wooden beams 
to cut them. Once they tried it themselves, scientists realized that charred 
beams keep out termites.

The fancy name for trying out ancient ways is experimental 
archaeology. Doing a little experimental archaeology themselves, the kids 
performed some daily chores of the ancient Pueblo world.

“It made me realize how hard they worked,” said Erin.
And it made other kids realize how hard the work was.

C H A P T E R  5

Trying Out The Old Ways
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GRINDING CORN
Talk about Stone Age. Women used manos, 

hand-sized stones, to grind dried corn on metates, 
stone slabs. Eventually the flour was cooked into 
flat breads or mush. Unfortunately, these foods had 
an added ingredient. Tiny bits of stone broke off 
and mixed in with the corn. After years of chewing 
this food, many people's teeth were ground to stubs.

“It's harder than I thought to get it small,” said 
Ben K. after he tried grinding his share of corn.

“I was surprised to find there was really a pattern to  
using a mano and metate,” said Jacob. “I ate some—bland  
but not half bad.”

Lindsey disagreed. “It looks like school chalk,”  
she said, “and it tasted like school chalk.”

STARTING FIRES
Start by making a nest of shredded juniper bark or 

cattail fluff. Twirl a stick on a little board until friction heats things up. 
Poof, you've got fire.

“Sara made it look easy,” said Joe, “but when me and Phillip tried 
to start one, we couldn't even get smoke.”

RDG13_SE06_CCSS_U02_W03_S01.indd   250 10/17/11   1:12:50 PM

251

MAKING POTTERY
Sara demonstrated how ancient Puebloans formed coils into a 

bowl. Then she used a piece of gourd to scrape them smooth. The 
kids started making their own pots and bowls and ladles.

“My pot sorta looks like Mr. Potato Head without eyes or a 
mouth,” said Erin. “But I think the Pueblo would be impressed if 
they saw us trying to learn their ways.”

“I bet they didn't use a knife to cut off the tops of their mugs,” 
said Brooke, as she reached for one herself.

“They certainly didn't use steel ones,” answered Sara, “but they 
had blades made from obsidian that were even sharper. Sometimes 
we're so proud of our own technology, we are blind to how advanced 
ancient cultures actually were.”

Bill learned to appreciate a potter's skill when he tried to paint 
a traditional design on his pot with a brush made from yucca leaves. 
“Oops,” he said as he 
made a mistake.  
“I guess I'll make a 
stripe instead.”
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“I find myself looking for potsherds everywhere,” said Brett, “even in 
this parking lot.”

Brett's parking lot was at Mesa Verde National Park, where the kids 
were spending the last day of their trip. Mesa Verde is a park created to 
preserve the works of prehistoric people. The location was a good choice.  
Mesa Verde has more than four thousand archaeological sites, including 
six hundred cliff dwellings.

Visiting Mesa Verde was a perfect ending to the kids'  
week at Crow Canyon. It summed up much of what they  
learned about ancestral Puebloans. Fully excavated ruins  
helped them more clearly picture how villages were laid  
out. And after a week of study, they could look at a ruin  
and say, “There's the kiva” or “These rooms were used  
for storage.”

Mesa Verde was like a time machine where the kids  
could visit a pithouse built in .. 500, a rectangular  
village from .. 950, and, finally, thirteenth-century  
cliff dwellings. Moving from one to the other, the kids  
could see how society and people's individual lives  
changed over time.

“As they got more experience, they got smarter,”  
said Bill. “You can see how they made their houses  
better through the years.”

“I think the ones in later years had it easier,”  
said Amanda. “The earlier ones had to come up with  
all the ideas that the later people could improve on.”

“Today was my 
favorite event of our 
Colorado trip. I think 
I liked it because 
I got to see actual 
sites that were fully 
excavated.” JOE

C H A P T E R  6

Visiting The Past
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Built starting around 
A.D. 1190, Balcony 
House was home to 
about forty people.
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It was those “later people” who built the last ruin on the kids' 
schedule. With only thirty-five rooms, Balcony House wasn't the park's 
largest cliff dwelling, but it was one of the most exciting. Tucked under 
an overhanging cliff and six hundred feet above the canyon floor, Balcony 
House was a great example of how ancient Puebloans kept defense in 
mind when they built their final homes in this region. Back then, people 
could only enter Balcony House through a long tunnel carved into the 
rock. A hand-and-toe-hold trail led to the mesa top above. Whether they 
were afraid of others or not, the residents of Balcony House made it very 
hard to get in and out of their home.

The kids got in thanks to modern ladders and railings. To some, that 
seemed hard enough. But every kid agreed the climb was worth it. They 
admired the wall that kept them and ancient Puebloans from falling over 
the steep cliff. They peeked into rooms and thought of sleeping on beds 
of juniper bark and animal skins. They looked at kiva walls blackened by 
smoke and imagined spending cold winters by a fire.

“This house may not look like your house, but these people were like 
us,” said Dawn O'Sickey, the park ranger who led their tour. “No, they 
didn't have computers or vans. Yes, they spent long days planting and 
finding their food. But they also found time to do things they enjoyed. 
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“These buildings aren't just stone,” Dawn continued. “They were  
people's homes. Babies cried here. Two-year-olds broke their parents' best 
pots. Older children whined, ‘Do I have to grind corn now?' Young men 
and women were drawn to each other and made families. And became 
grandparents who passed stories on to new children.

“These people lived their lives with what they had and tried to do 
better—just like people today. We may never understand exactly why  
they built T-shaped doorways or why they left this area. But since we  
understand what it means to be human, we know the most important  
thing about them.”

Thinking over his week, Bill agreed with Dawn. “My favorite part is  
that you realize that the Puebloans were human beings, not just things that  
are dead and gone.”

“I have realized how important every little artifact is,” said Jeannie.  
“Each artifact can tell or complete a story. Before this week, I probably  
could have cared less who bothered what [artifact],  but now I do.”

“This was a good experience,” said Christy. “I was glad I could help  
aid science. I think being an archaeologist would be a fun job.”

“I thought it was going to be just like a bunch of school days strung 
together,” said Jeannie, “but I want to come back.”
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What if the population had 
been growing for years, using 
up local resources? And what if 
drought meant there were not only 
fewer natural resources but fewer 
crops as well? And what if this 
shortage of food and water created 
tension between neighbors? And 
what if people, under all this stress, 
heard about a better, easier life in 
the south?

We may never know exactly 
why these ancient Puebloans left 
their homeland, but, after their 
week at Crow Canyon, the kids had 
their own ideas. “I like the theory 
about how their food was getting 
used up,” said Bill. “We see that 
today, people moving someplace 
better when they run out of 
resources.”

“I don't know,” said Amanda,  
“I think it's still a big mystery.”

Why Did They Leave?
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