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     A recent database survey of Cohonina sites on the Kaibab National Forest revealed that approximately 43 percent of more than 3,000 sites record “full range” or “unknown” dates.  The lack of temporal control of Cohonina sites stifles interpretations of culture history, evolutionary trajectory, and behavioral phenomena such as settlement pattering and reaction to environmental stress.  To mitigate this problem, I propose an attribute seriation study of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware sherds from a sample of sites spanning the known Cohonina temporal range.

INTRODUCTION AND HYPOTHESIS

     Attributes of the indigenously produced ceramics of the Cohonina – prehistoric inhabitants of the Coconino Plateau in Northern Arizona for perhaps 400 years – vary substantially.  I believe that variation in wall thickness, rim form, painted design styles and other surface treatments is temporally significant. A temporal seriation of Cohonina ceramic attribute variation might allow researchers to develop better methods of dating Cohonina sites – especially those that lack intrusive, well-dated, decorated wares such as Tusayan White Ware.  

     I propose employing a two-phase approach to investigate Cohonina ceramic variability.  Several years of in-the-field observation and recording of Cohonina sites lead me to believe that Cohonina ceramic assemblages exhibit sherds of greater average wall-thickness on later sites than on earlier sites.  By intensively analyzing sherd thicknesses on a range of sites that span the range of demonstrable Cohonina prehistory, I hope to realize the validity of this conviction, and further to correlate specific thickness ranges with temporal ranges.  

     Regarding Cohonina ceramic rim form, painted design styles, and other surface treatments – especially the presence or absence of a hematite, “fugitive” wash -- I will employ a purely exploratory approach through statistical data analysis on data already collected, but not synthesized.

THE COHONINA – PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THE CURRENT PROBLEM

      I characterize the history of archaeological investigations of the Cohonina as one of “punctuated apathy.”   Owing to the relatively mundane nature of Cohonina site and artifact manifestations, southwestern archaeologists traditionally have lacked the interest to pursue the study of this “unimpressive” culture, instead favoring study of the “classic” Southwestern cultures, especially the Anasazi and the Hohokam.  This section provides a brief history of the occasional, often non-intensive, archaeological study of the Cohonina culture of northern and northwestern Arizona. 

       During the 1930s, researchers at the Museum of Northern Arizona developed the concept of a (perhaps) distinct Cohonina culture.  Following surveys north of the San Francisco Peaks, Harold S. Colton (1932, 1939a, 1939b) and Lyndon Hargrave (1937, 1938) early defined the Cohonina on the basis of their unique pottery, which came to be known as San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware (Colton and Hargrave 1937) – a relatively thin gray ware, processed by the paddle-and-anvil technique, and fired in a reducing atmosphere (Colton 1958).  


     In an effort to better realize the character of the Cohonina, Hargrave excavated several sites near Williams, Arizona and elsewhere on the Coconino Plateau.  Among the notable finds were a characteristic dwelling type (the perishable surface structure, or so-called “hut”), a culturally diagnostic projectile point type, and a general dearth of ornamental remains (Hargrave 1938), but little else that markedly distinguished the Cohonina from coeval groups living to the east (i.e., Kayenta and Sinagua) (Samples 1992). 

     Soon thereafter, Colton (1939a) outlined a simple chronological scheme for the Cohonina that recognized two foci (temporal/geographical components):  the Coconino focus (A.D. 700-900), and the Medicine Valley focus (A.D. 900-1100).  Colton suggested these dates on the basis of tree-ring dated trade ware sherds that were found on some of the sites.
     In 1949, John Mc.Gregor, from the University of Illinois and in collaboration with the Museum of Northern Arizona, conducted excavations in the pinyon-juniper dominated area of Red Lake Wash, just north of Williams (Mc.Gregor 1951).  Noting that what was known of the Cohonina “had been defined by a ceramic complex, a series of varied and apparently more or less unrelated house types, and a few artifacts which appeared to be characteristic…” (Mc.Gregor 1951:68).  Mc.Gregor sought a more thorough understanding of the Cohonina and focused his research on questions of ethnicity, material culture, and economy (Mc.Gregor 1951:8).  Summarizing his conclusions, Mc.Gregor posited that the Cohonina developed from a different cultural base that the Anasazi, and any similarities between the groups resulted from frequent interaction.

     Mc.Gregor envisioned the Cohonina as a culturally deficient (i.e., uneffloresced) group.  While Cohonina subsistence practices were partially agricultural, settlements were occupied only seasonally, inter-site settlement lacked obvious pattering, ceremonial structures were nonexistent, and artifact assemblages were more notable for what was lacking (especially ornamental items) than for what was present (Mc.Gregor 1951).  Mc.Gregor’s subsequent excavations (Mc.Gregor 1967) generally supported these ideas, which Cartledge (1979) states characterized the Cohonina as a “culture of poverty”.
     More recently however, Cartledge (1979, 1987) has challenged Mc.Gregor’s slighting interpretation of the Cohonina, noting that Cohonina developments largely followed general trends in the greater Southwest, and organizational development was in fact more complex than originally thought.  Cartledge notes a varied catalog of Cohonina artifact types, a more complex and sedentary settlement patterning than Mc.Gregor envisioned, intracultural differentiation, a system of exchange networks, and an underlying social organization that must have supported the system.  

     Samples (1992) affirms and advances Cartledge’s views and suggests that the Cohonina practiced seasonal rounds, living in pithouses in the forested zone during cold, non-growing seasons and dispersing to lower environmental zones to exploit wild plant resources, hunt, and farm during warmer weather.  Samples suggests that biseasonal residence may account for a great deal of Cohonina architectural diversity and for discrepancies between what Mc.Gregor saw in the juniper-pinyon zone and the site-types that occur in the pine-forested zones (Samples 1992:165).  Based on finds from extensive surface survey around Sitgreaves Mountain, Samples also found the clustering of sites around “extra large pitstructures” (1992:141), which he suggests are communal houses.  Additionally, later site clusters appeared around large and apparently ceremonial walled-plaza sites – a fact further refuting Mc.Gregor’s somewhat debasing interpretations.

Current Views

     While there appears to be recent renewed interest in the study of the Cohonina as evidenced by the work of Bone (2002), Horn-Wilson (1997), and Roberts (2001), the picture of the Cohonina presented by Cartledge and Samples remains largely unchanged.  This fact is due largely to the difficulty of placing a great number of Cohonina sites into a meaningful, resolute chronological scheme.  Several researchers (e.g. Ahlstrom 1984; Cartledge 1979, 1987; Samples 1992) comment on this lack of temporal control, which has proven the fundamental problem stifling explanatory interpretations of Cohonina behavioral phenomena. 

The Current Problem

     The chronological scheme most widely used today is Colton’s (1939a) original outline, which defined an A.D. 700-900 Coconino focus followed by an A.D. 900-1100 Medicine Valley focus.  Colton suggests these dates on the basis of co-occurring tree-ring dated Kayenta Anasazi ceramics (e.g., Tusayan White Ware).  Dating Cohonina sites by this method is generally successful for sites located along or near the eastern and northern peripheries of the Cohonina culture area because these sites usually contain an abundance of datable Kayenta ceramic types.  But sites located at points west and south of these areas commonly contain only poorly dated Cohonina ceramics (personal observation), i.e., San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware.  Often, especially on small Cohonina sites with fewer artifacts, the only ceramic type present is Deadmans Gray.  For this type, Colton (1958) assigns dates of pre-A.D. 700 to A.D. 1150.  Breternitz (1966) revised this range somewhat, suggesting “best dates” of A.D. 775 to A.D. 1200.  These periods likely span the recognizable temporal range of Cohonina manifestations in the archaeological record.  The many sites that contain such inadequately represented temporally diagnostic types are commonly assigned “full range” dates (personal observation [and practice]).  This problem prompted Ahlstrom (1983:21) to remark:  “given the present status of the Cohonina focus sequence, it is doubtful whether this typology should be used in this way….” 

     Therefore, future archaeological studies of the Cohonina should focus on this central problem.  This study will attempt to improve the Cohonina temporal classification scheme through a seriation of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware sherd attributes from sites spanning the known Cohonina temporal range. 

METHODS

Phase One – Field Collection of Data

     To test my hypothesis, I require a data set that contains San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware sherds from sites that span the range of demonstrable Cohonina prehistory and that co-occur with datable intrusive ceramics.  During the first phase of my study, I will cull data from a known such source.  Extensive surface survey conducted by the University of Cincinnati’s Upper Basin Archaeological Research Project (UBARP) (Sullivan and Becher 1991) on the Tusayan District of the Kaibab National forest revealed an abundance of such sites.  Of 207 site artifact enumeration units for which UBARP recorded detailed ceramic information (ceramic database in possession of the author), 189 sites contain both Cohonina and Kayenta Anasazi ceramics, so I can effectively date San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware sherds by their indirect association with decorated Kayenta types.  These sites span a temporal range from about A.D. 800 to perhaps as late as A.D. 1250.  (The Cohonina supposedly disappear from the archaeological record around A.D. 1150, yet UBARP frequently discovered San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware on sites apparently dating later than A.D. 1150.  This is an issue I will consider during my studies.)

     I propose grouping the UBARP sites in the following temporal classes: 1) Early Pueblo I; 2) Late Pueblo I; 3) Early Pueblo II; 4) Late Pueblo II; and 5) Early Pueblo III.  (I use the standard typology for classifying Anasazi sites for convenience, since correlate categories have not been defined for the Cohonina.)  My primary criteria for grouping sites will be as follows:

1) Early Pueblo I:  Presence of Kana-a B/w (Circa A.D. 800-1025); no later types;

2) Late Pueblo I:  Presence of Wepo B/w (Circa A.D. 1025-1050); no later types;

3) Early Pueblo II:  Presence of Black Mesa B/w (Circa A.D. 1050-1150); no later

     types;

4) Late Pueblo II:  Presence of Sosi B/w (Circa A.D. 1075-1200); no later types;

5) Early Pueblo III:  Presence of Flagstaff B/w (Circa A.D. 1150-1225).  

     After I group the UBARP sites into these categories, I will select 10 sites each from each category for further study (i.e., data collection).  

     I next will gather my data from the selected sites.  To achieve this, I will delineate randomly determined transects across the individual sites.  Transects will be one meter wide and span the breadth of the sites (defined by the limits of artifact scatters).  Within these transects, I will record the type or ware of all sherds (to affirm or refute the original UBARP findings) and the thickness of all sherds of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware.  I will implement transects until I encounter and record 100 San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware sherds per site.  For comparative purposes, I prefer samples of equal size. 

Criteria and Methods of Site Selection – Potential Problems

     My data will be severely flawed should I encounter sites with multiple temporal components.  I will attempt to control this potential problem by several means.

     First, I will select sites that exhibit just one habitation feature.  Multiple habitation features might indicate multiple occupations; I will not collect data from such sites.

     Second, I will exclude from consideration any site that displays temporally discontinuous types of Tusayan White Ware (e.g., Kana’a B/w and Sosi B/w) or other wares.  I will consider such sites possibly to contain multiple temporal components.  I will not collect data from such sites.

     Third, I will favor small sites (less than one acre) over large sites.  Large sites are reasonably more likely to contain multiple temporal components.  I will not collect data from sites that span more than one acre.

Data Analysis

     After the data are collected, I will scrutinize them through exploratory statistical methods, including seriation and linear regression analyses.  Subsequent to an intra-site analysis of thickness variability, I will explore my data set as a whole and compare the categories against each other.  Should I discover temporally significant patterns of thickness among Cohonina sherds, I will correlate them with co-occurring Kayenta types and suggest dates per thickness ranges.

     Temporally significant patterns may be specific to the study area.  To control this, and to better enhance chronological determinations, I subsequently will check my results against tree-ring dated collections that contain Cohonina ceramics (see below).

Phase Two – Analysis of Archived Tree-Ring Dated Samples
     After scrutinizing the data collected from the field, and drawing appropriate conclusions (or modified working hypotheses), I will compare my results with similar data collected by Dr. C. E. Downum (personal communication) from tree-ring dated samples of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware archived at the Museum of Northern Arizona.  While negative comparisons will imply the invalidity of my inferences (or suggest any inferences are specific to the project area only), positive comparisons will support my conclusions.  

     In addition to ceramic wall thickness studies, I will investigate other attributes from the Museum collection.  These include rim form, painted designs (presence/absence, element configuration), and the oft-encountered hematite wash.  I will temporally seriate all examined attribute variation.      

A Third Phase (Positive Findings) – A Blind Test         

      As a “field” archaeologist with several years experience working on the Coconino Plateau, I feel that the importance of my conclusions will be greatly diminished unless they are pragmatically applicable in the field.  To test the application potential for inferences derived from positive findings, I will employ (or implore) Kaibab South Zone archaeologist Neil Weintraub to gather ceramic-dated samples of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware from collections archived at the Kaibab National Forest.  Ignorant of their origin, I will attempt to date the samples by the methods I devise.  I will include the results of this blind test in my thesis. 

A Third Phase (Negative Findings)  

     Should my findings support the null hypothesis, I will consider the implications, and attempt to draw meaningful inferences.

An Anecdote Supporting the Viability of Dating Sites with Ceramic Evidence

     Doubtless, any inferences I make about the temporal significance of San Francisco Mountain Gray Ware variability are virtually meaningless unless the methods I choose to group and date sites within the study area are effective.  The usefulness of Tusayan White Ware types for dating sites is well attested across much of the Southwest, but is it viable within the immediate study area?  I offer here an anecdote in support of the usefulness of dating sites within the Upper Basin by this method.  

     The University of Cincinnati’s Upper Basin Archaeological Research Project discovered Kaibab National Forest site AR-03-07-04-1007  (UBARP site number MU 125) in 1990 during systematic pedestrian survey (Sullivan and Becher 1991).  As a standard site-recording practice, UBARP emplaces 5 m diameter artifact enumeration units on all habitation sites discovered during survey.  Within these units, researchers record the type (or ware) of all ceramics existing within the units.  Based on the data collected from site –1007, UBARP’s principal investigator, Alan P. Sullivan, posited a date of circa-A.D. 1080 for the site (personal observation).  Subsequent excavation of site –1007 exposed wooden construction elements that revealed tree-ring cutting dates of A.D. 1070 and A.D. 1080 (Sullivan 1993, Sullivan and Sorrell 1997).  These samples revealed the only cutting dates of all tree-ring samples collected from site –1007; non-cutting dates in no way countered the circa-A.D. 1080 date.  

SUMMARY

     As an archaeologist who has long worked with Cohonina sites, I feel that the lack of an adequately resolute chronological scheme is the principal factor stifling the ability of researchers to form “higher level” anthropological inferences about Cohonina archaeological phenomena.  The proposed study involves a necessary and long overdue refinement to the basic, foundational Cohonina chronological framework that, when emplaced, will greatly improve the archaeologist’s ability to treat Cohonina archaeological phenomena with anthropological approaches.
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