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ABSTRACT 
 

Traditionally, the Onavas Valley located in the middle Río Yaqui, has been 

identified as part of the Río Sonora archaeological tradition. However, no archaeological 

research has taken place in this region to verify this cultural model. This work presents 

new data from the Onavas Valley Archaeological Project (OVAP), conducted in the 

summer of 2003 and 2004, which provide basic data to solidify our understanding of an 

archaeologically poorly researched area, examine its role in interactions with the 

neighboring archaeological areas, and contrast the Río Sonora tradition model. The 

methodology used combine archaeological survey, artifact analysis, and ethnohistorical 

research. A full-coverage systematic pedestrian survey, at the center of the Onavas 

Valley, was conducted covering an area of 67 km² and recorded 122 new sites. Three 

research approaches where set to discern and define the archaeological tradition within 

the Onavas Valley and then examine extra-regional interactions with neighboring 

archaeological areas. Those are 1) building a local chronology and a diagnostic inventory 

of material culture; 2) establishing the landscape structure (settlement pattern and ritual 

landscape) of the area; and 3) collecting and analyzing evidence for the manufacture, use, 

and exchange of trade goods. At the end of the material analysis, the OVAP conclude that 

the Onavas Valley had more cultural relation with the Huatabampo archaeological 

tradition than to the Rio Sonora archaeological tradition. Finally a comparison of the 

cultural landscape of the Onavas Valley with those of the Marana, Cerro de Trincheras, 

and Paquimé traditions was made, to see different cultural developments in similar 

geographical condition using same methodological and analytical framework. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

...from north to south, the Magdalena, Sonora, Yaqui, and Mayo. These river 
valleys undoubtedly served as corridors along which peoples and ideas moved 
throughout northwest Mexico and perhaps, into the southwest United States 
(Johnson 1966:28) 

 

Despite the impressive amount of archaeological research conducted in Sonora in 

the last decades, much of the state remains known poorly. The Onavas Valley, located at 

the Middle Río Yaqui Valley, is one such area. A crossroads between northern 

Mesoamerica, the U. S. Southwest, and the Casas Grandes region, the area is a region key 

to understanding regional development and interaction. The Onavas Valley 

Archaeological Project (OVAP), undertaken between the modern Alvaro Obregón and El 

Novillo Dams (Figure 1.1), examines the cultural landscape of the valley in an effort to 

increase our still fragmentary understanding of the late prehispanic context of Northwest 

Mexico. A full-coverage systematic pedestrian survey was undertaken to research and 

define the Onavas Valley’s archaeological tradition and to examine extra-regional 

interactions between the valley and surrounding areas. In addition, the OVAP contributed 

to an equally important goal: public education (Gándara 1992; Little 2002). The OVAP 

informed the Onavas town to enhance local awareness, recognition, and appreciation of 

their cultural and historical patrimony. This effort, I hope, will promote the protection of 

archaeological and historic sites in the region and reinforce the local identity of the 

Onavas town members. 

Originally this project was originally conceived to focus on the core of the Yaqui 
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region. Current and historical stressed relationships between Yaquis and non-Yaquis, 

especially archaeologists and anthropologists, posed a considerable challenge. After 

preliminary inquiries in Yaqui communities, it was decided to undertake the research in 

the middle section of the Río Yaqui where local communities were welcoming.  

Although the Rio Yaqui has been generally recognized as an important gap in 

regional knowledge, OVAP research faced significant academic challenges as well. The 

lack of a local or regional chronology, explicit material culture expectations, and an 

almost total absence of site descriptions and locations, required a generalized research 

design based heavily in regional ethnography and ethnohistory. From the beginning it 

was clear that an interdisciplinary approach was necessary in order to fill the vacuum in 

archaeological knowledge. All information from nearby projects was gathered, as well as 

information from relevant colonial documents and ethnographic research. Landscape 

analysis and a community theoretical model were chosen to analyze the archaeological 

data gathered by the field survey. Both models proved to be flexible enough to overcome 

the lack of basic data sets and to allow a preliminary interpretation of the archaeological 

context at this initial regional level of analysis. Prior to going to the field, a review of 

pertinent ethnohistorical records provided a tentative portrayal of the Onavas Valley and 

its surroundings as described during the sixteenth century, albeit with the typical and 

recognizable temporal biases. 

Ethnohistorically, southern Sonora was described as one of the most populated 

native kingdoms of New Spain (Hopkins 1988; Nentuig 1977; Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca 

1993; Pérez de Ribas 1999; Pfefferkorn 1989; Reff 1991). Yet, prior to the OVAP, a 
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mere ten archaeological sites appeared in the site registry of the Instituto Nacional de 

Antropología e Historia (INAH) for the quadrants SON P:10 and SON P:61 (INAH 

Sonora Archive 1998). Of those sites, only three were located directly in the OVAP 

research area (SON P:10:2, SON P:10:3, and SON P:10:4). This scarcity of sites is likely 

the result of the paucity of research in Northwest Mexico, a trend that recent work has 

started to reverse (Newell and Gallaga 2004; Pollard 1997; Villalpando 1997; 

Villalpando and Fish 1997).  

Moreover, the ethnohistorical sources indicate that during the prehispanic period, 

a considerable variety in Indian groups characterized this area: Opatas to the north, 

Lower Pimas or Nébomes in the center, Guarigio and Tarahumaras to the east, and Yaqui 

Indians to the south (Beals 1943; Moctezuma 1991; Pérez de Ribas 1999; see Figure 1.2). 

In addition to these sedentary groups, Jesuit father Pérez de Ribas documented that 

nomadic Seri Indians from the coast inhabited this region, albeit temporarily in the 1620s 

(Pérez de Ribas 1999:390). Ethnohistorical and ethnographic data further indicate that the 

prehispanic communities that settled in the Middle Río Yaqui Valley area belonged 

linguistically to the Uto-Aztecan language family (Figure 1.2). These groups are 

subdivided into several different linguistic groups (Miller 1983; Moctezuma 1991). The 

Yaquis belong to the Cahita subgroup of the Taracahita group, the Nébomes to the 

Tepiman group, and the Opatas to the Opatan subgroup of the Taracahita group 

(Dunnigan 1983; Miller 1983; Moctezuma 1991; Pennington 1980, 1982; Spicer 1994).  

                                                 
1 These site numbers are according to the INAH system, as are all the others.  
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The Yaqui Indians settled in the area from the river delta to the present location of 

the Alvaro Obregón dam. Lower Pimas or Nébomes, which Pérez de Ribas (1999:401) 

divided into upper and lower Nébomes, occupied the region between the present Alvaro 

Obregón Dam to the modern town of Soyopa. Pérez de Ribas (1999: 401) suggests that 

the upper Nébomes settled near the east side of the river, whereas the lower Nébomes 

resided in the hills on the west side of the river. The northern portion of the Middle Río 

Yaqui Valley area was inhabited during the Colonial period by different subgroups of 

Opata Indians. The Opatas from the south, also called Aivinos or Eudeves, lived next to 

the lower Nébomes. The Opatas neighboring the upper Nébomes were named Sisibotaris 

(Moctezuma 1991; Pérez de Ribas 1999).  

 

 

Research Objectives 

 

 

The main objective of this dissertation is to provide a preliminary description and 

interpretation of the cultural landscape of the Onavas Valley in order to come to an 

understanding of the interactions at the local and regional level. This project further aims 

to identify and describe the archaeological record of the valley, and to test the Río Sonora 

model commonly lain upon this region.   

Due to the lack of even the most basic archaeological research in the immediate 

area of the Onavas Valley and the paucity of research in greater Sonora, the OVAP 
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inevitably was obliged to begin by building a basic archaeological database. For the same 

reasons, full-coverage systematic survey proved most suitable to obtain these data. 

Analytically, this research was framed under the theoretical paradigm of landscape 

archaeology. This approach enables a broad analytical focus on an area of prehispanic 

cultural activity that is configured to include a variety of cultural uses (Anschuetz et al. 

2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Canuto and Yaeger 2000; Rapoport 1982; Roberts 

1996; Rossignol and Wandsnider 1992). In order to frame the cultural landscape of the 

prehispanic Onavas Valley inhabitants, the OVAP followed a three-step approach: (I) 

construction of a local chronology and an inventory of diagnostic material culture; (II) 

development of an understanding of the landscape structure (settlement pattern and ritual 

landscape) of the area; and (III) collection and analysis of material remains for evidence 

of manufacture, use, and exchange of non local goods. 

 

I: A Diagnostic Inventory of Material Culture and the Construction of a Local 

Chronology 

 

Archaeologists in Northwest Mexico generally accept that the Río Sonora 

archaeological tradition extends from the International border to the northern limits of 

Sinaloa, Mexico, and includes the eastern portion of the Sierra Madre on the Sonora side 

(Alvarez 1996:212; Pailes 1972:6-7, 1994a:81; Villalpando 2000b:249; see Figure 1.3). 

No substantive archaeological evidence, however, confirms this cultural tradition exist in 

the Middle Yaqui River Valley region (Pailes 1994a:81).  
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The suggestion that the Onavas Valley falls under the Río Sonora archaeological 

tradition brings certain specific temporal and largely material-based assumptions of 

cultural affiliation that remain unaddressed. Based on architecture, material assemblage, 

and a few radiocarbon dates from excavated record in the Río Sonora 

Valley and southern Sonora (Dirst 1979:103-104; Doolittle 1988:36-37; Pailes 

1972:328), researchers place the Río Sonora archaeological tradition around A.D. 1000 

through 1500, divided into three internal phases (Figure 1.4). In order to asses the 

assumptions of material-based cultural affiliation and temporal assignation, as well as 

further questions into regional differences and similarities of the Onavas Valley, a 

diagnostic inventory of the valley’s material culture and a local chronology are necessary 

(Ekholm 1939, 1942; Gallaga 2004b; Pailes 1972). 

Moreover, to arrive at an understanding of the valley’s extra-regional interactions 

likewise requires placing sites and material into a temporal and spatial framework. In lieu 

of excavation and stratagraphically recorded material, the collection and analysis of 

ceramics and lithic material from the surface provide the preliminary basis for a proposed 

local chronology for the Onavas Valley. Overall, it was expected that the OVAP would 

improve upon the interpretive deductions already in place. 

 

II: Development of an Understanding of the Landscape Structure (Settlement 

Pattern and Ritual Landscape) of the Onavas Valley 
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Landscape structure analysis methodologically enables the researcher to examine 

the natural environment and the archaeological remains (sites and materials) in an 

integrated way (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Rossignol and 

Wandsnider 1992). Societies and communities are flexible, diverse, and versatile entities. 

They are shaped by several elements, such as local, regional, and extra-regional 

interactions, and boundaries that include not only social, but natural elements as well 

(Goldstein 2000; Marcus 2000; Minnis and Redman 1990).  

For the OVAP, settlement pattern analysis facilitated the examination and 

determination of patterns of land use, settlement hierarchy, settlement structure in terms 

of dispersal and nucleation, subsistence technology, occupation, and transformation over 

time in the Onavas Valley. The analysis further allowed a study of population density, 

temporal changes in ceramics, and the identification of trade and exchange items 

(Gallaga 2004c). Using human-made and natural markers identified in the valley, the 

ritual landscape for the prehispanic communities of this region is provisionally described. 

Ethnohistoric and ethnographic data proved to be very useful in providing an initial 

interpretation of the material record and possible perspectives on how the Nébome 

landscape was perceived. Data used to understand those patterns were gathered by a full-

coverage systematic survey in the valley. Similar projects in the U.S. Southwest and 

Northwest Mexico have already demonstrated the potential of settlement pattern analysis 

using full-coverage systematic surveys, such as the Trincheras Valley (Fish and Fish 

2004), the Casas Grandes region (Whalen and Minnis 2001), or the Marana community 

(Fish et al. 1992). The cultural landscape of the Onavas Valley was compared with those 
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projects to deepen the interpretation of the extent of their development and types of 

interactions these societies might have created in similar geographical environments.  

 

 III: Non Local Goods 

 

Colonial documents describe the transportation of a variety of items and goods in 

large quantities around Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. These goods consisted 

of turquoise, shell, cotton textiles, copper items, ceramics, feathers, live birds, corn, hides 

(including those from buffalos), slaves, salt, fish, pearls, dyes, hallucinogenics, fruits, and 

perishable items (Carpenter 1999; Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca 1993; Pérez de Ribas 1999; 

Sauer 1932; Villalpando 1997). Unfortunately, the documents neglect to mention the 

frequency, origin, or destination of such trips and items. Nonetheless, the list of goods 

illustrates that both common as well as sumptuary goods were transported for trade in 

local and possibly regional markets. 

During prehispanic and most of colonial times, river valleys formed the main 

avenues of communication in Northwest Mexico (Alvarez 1990; Bandelier 1890-1892; 

Braniff 1992, 2001; Carpenter 1996; Reff 1991; Sauer 1932; Villalpando 1988; West 

1993). Geographical conditions in Sonora, such as rough terrain and the lack of water, 

restrict effective communication between areas to the north and south, and to the east and 

west. Although there is evidence of the use of canoes for sea traveling among the Seris 

(Bowen 2000:22), there are no data to suggest that indigenous canoes were used for river 

travel, particularly not over long distances (Pennington 1980:67). Most of the interactions 

 
 



 20

had to be undertaken by foot. Because the Yaqui drainage is one of the few perennially 

flowing rivers in Sonora, it could have been used year-round as a natural communication 

causeway between the southern coast and the Sierra Madre Occidental, reaching as far 

north as southern Arizona and central Chihuahua through its tributary rivers, the Bavispe 

and Moctezuma (Braniff 1992, 2001; Di Peso et al. 1974; Kelley 2000; Riley 1987, 1990; 

West 1993; Wilcox 1986a, 1986b). 

Excavation at the site of Paquimé by Charles Di Peso in the 1960s, situated inland 

east of the Sierra Madre, documented coastal and west Mexican goods at that site. Di 

Peso proposed that the Río Yaqui may have functioned as one of the routes used by 

traders (Di Peso 1974:628). The geographical direction and location of the Río Yaqui 

positions this natural causeway as an ideal trade corridor. If the Río Yaqui indeed served 

as such, how did people travel through the Río Yaqui Valley? How were goods moved 

through the valley? To whom, and when were goods traded? Who directed the trade, 

trade specialists or part time travelers? We know that shell was traded inland, but what 

was traded in return? Systematic archaeological research in the Onavas Valley provides 

the necessary data to hone our understanding of coastal-sierra interactions during 

prehispanic times.  

 

 
Research Organization 

 

 

The three-pronged research objective discussed here is meant to provide a 
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database from which the prehispanic cultural dynamics of the Onavas Valley, 

developments through time, and local and regional interactions can be understood. To 

meet these research objectives, I describe and explore the different aspects of this 

research in the nine chapters that follow. In Chapter 2, the geographical and 

environmental characteristics of the Onavas Valley relevant to understanding the 

archaeology of the area are discussed. Chapter 3 covers the development and status of 

archaeological research in Sonora with a focus on the southern portion of the state where 

the Onavas Valley lies. In addition, a brief description of the archaeological traditions 

identified for this southern region and relevant for the OVAP is presented. The next 

chapter provides the theoretical framework used for this research, where certain terms 

and concepts and their use in understanding the socio-political context of this area are 

explained. In Chapter 5, the methodology of the archaeological survey in the Onavas 

Valley is described. A description and explanation of the results of the analyses of the 

archaeological material recovered during the survey forms Chapter 6. The next two 

chapters, 7 and 8, are devoted to the analysis and discussion of the cultural landscape of 

the Onavas Valley. Informed by landscape archaeology, Chapter 7 focuses on the Onavas 

Valley specifically, while Chapter 8 compares the research area to three important areas 

in the surrounding U.S. Southwest and Northwest Mexico. Finally, Chapter 9 summarizes 

the work presented here and the conclusions of this archaeological research. In addition 

to the nine chapters, two appendixes provide a full record of the raw data: Appendix A 

summarizes the artifacts and features found in the survey, and appendix B presents 

critical attributes describing the sites recorded within the confines of the OVAP area. 
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Figure 1.1: Location of Onavas Valley in the Middle Río Yaqui region and points of comparison in the Northwest. 
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Figure 1.2: Prehispanic Indian groups in the region during the Colonial period 
(modified from Pérez de Ribas 1999:325). 



 

 
 

 

Figure 1.3: Archaeological traditions of Northwest Mexico/U.S. Southwest. 
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Figure 1.4: Comparative time line of regional archaeological traditions (from Gallaga and Newell 2004: Figure 1.3). 
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CHAPTER 2: GEOGRAPHICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY 

 

Although Sonora is situated outside the torrid zone, beginning in the twenty-
seventh degree of north latitude, it is nevertheless, on the whole, a very warm 
country (Pfefferkorn 1989:38). 

 

 The early European descriptions of the Sonora region recognize the area’s 

environmental challenges but also acknowledge its potential. The presence of numerous 

prehispanic communities offers material evidence that the region consisted of more than a 

barren desert landscape and that this environment did in fact provide people with a 

functional place for habitation. In order to understand the location and distribution of 

sites, distribution and exploitation of local resources, and human relationships with the 

surrounding landscape requires a description of the geography and environment of the 

area of research.  

The Onavas Valley lies in the south-central part of Sonora, Mexico (28º 28’ N, 

109º 32’ W, 150 m above sea level). The town of Onavas (see Figure 1.1), the center of 

the OVAP research area, is a small agricultural community of approximately 450 

inhabitants. Jesuit Father Diego Vandersipe founded a mission there in 1622 with the 

name of San Ignacio de Onavas. Today, the village serves as the cabecera (administrative 

center) of the municipio (equivalent to a U.S. county) with the same name (Almada 

1990:468). The village of Onavas is located two hours driving distance (200 km) from 

the city of Hermosillo, capital of the state of Sonora. 
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Geography and Geology 

 

 

 The area of research lies in the middle sub-province of Sonora in the Middle Río 

Yaqui Valley which is characterized by parallel mountain ridges and valleys. Given its 

location, this area functions as a transition zone between the Sierra Madre Occidental and 

the Sonoran Desert province (Figure 2.1 and 2.2). The climatic and topographic 

characteristics of this region are shaped by the proximity of the Sierra Madre Occidental 

and the Gulf of California.  

 

            Figure 2.1: Sonora physiographic divisions (modified from Yetman 1996: fig.1). 

The Sierra Madre Occidental consists of high volcanic tablelands and ranges, and 

extends from eastern Sonora and western Chihuahua to Jalisco in central Mexico. The 
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Sierra Madre Occidental originated during Cretaceous-Tertiary volcanic activity and 

consists of igneous or volcanic rocks –such as rhyolite, basalt, obsidian, and superficial 

lava, granite, and andesite. With rare exceptions, other lithologies originated outside the 

Sierra Madre Occidental proper or were created by recent alluvium, including 

sedimentary rocks as quartzite and limonite. Silver, gold, and copper ores have attracted 

miners to this region since colonial times (Escarcega 1996:51; West 1993:1). The coastal 

plain is a recent geological event as a result of the continuing alluvial deposits from the 

Sierra Madre Occidental. These systems of mountain ranges are rugged and range in 

elevation from 800 to 2,000 m above the river valleys. Several rivers originate on the 

highlands and have carved out deep, jagged canyons or barrancas in the Sierra (Almada 

1990; Montane 1993; Pérez Bedolla 1996; West 1993).  

 

Figure 2.2: Cross-section from the coast to the Sierra showing the location of the 
Onavas Valley (modified from Gentry 1942:fig. 1). 

 
To the west of the Middle Río Yaqui Valley lies the Sonoran Desert that forms 

part of the Northwest Mexican Coastal Plain originating in central Nayarit and ending in 

the lower Colorado River in Arizona. In contrast to the Sierra, the coastal plain only 

averages around 100 m above sea level. Geologically, the Sonoran Desert province 
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consists of Precambrian rocks (granite, limestone, and sediments from the Sierra). Most 

of the mountains created in the Precambrian have since eroded, leaving only a few 

remains scattered here and there (Escarcega 1996; Montane 1993; Pérez Bedolla 1996; 

West 1993:6).  

All major rivers in Sonora originate high in the Sierra Madre Occidental. As West 

(1993:1) mentions, the alluvial floodplains of most of the river valleys created in the 

Sierra province and in the basin and range sub-province are narrow and rarely exceed 

more than 2 km in width. The agricultural potential peaks at the large delta plains along 

the Sonoran coast, such as those created by the Río Yaqui and Mayo. Filled with 

alluvium and bordered by Tertiary and Pleistocene gravel terraces, the river valleys prior 

to reaching the delta plains functioned as rich and highly productive agricultural areas 

amidst a desert landscape (West 1993:1). In most cases, the gravel terraces have now 

become sharply cut due to erosion, deforestation, and human activity forming flat-topped 

or dissected terraces that overlook the rivers.  

From an archaeological perspective, those small mesas are important (Figure 2.3). 

Reaching above the potential flood zone, these mesas served as habitation sites since 

prehispanic times (West 1993:3). As rugged as the Sierra province is, river valleys form 

logical land routes to travel through, in, and out of the Sierra connecting the Sonoran 

coast with the interior and vice versa. For example, the Onavas Valley is located between 

140-240 km from the Sonoran coast and around 300-350 km west of the Sierra from the 

Casas Grandes region. Although the distance between these areas in today’s perception 

does not amount to much, the terrain is difficult and must have taken several days to 
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cross by foot in prehispanic times before the construction of modern roads (Carpenter 

1996:64). The Río Yaqui provides a logical route of commerce and communication. 

 

Figure 2.3: A common geomorphic cross-section of a typical river valley from 
eastern Sonora (modified from West 1993:fig. 5). 

 

The Onavas Valley 
  

The Onavas Valley is part of the Río Yaqui basin drainage (Figure 2.4). The 

largest and most economically important in the state of Sonora, the Río Yaqui has a mean 

annual discharge of 90,000,000 m³, a length of 740 km, and drains a watershed of some 

80,000 km² (Pérez Bedolla 1996:116). The Río Yaqui originates to the west of the Sierra 

Madre at the junction of the Río Papigochic and Río Bavispe. On its way south to the 

coast, the major tributaries of the Río Yaqui are the Río Sahuaripa, Bacanora, 

Moctezuma, Chico, and Tecoripa. Below the Alvaro Obregón dam, the river changes its 

course westward to drain into the Gulf of California (Pérez Bedolla 1996:116). Currently, 

the Río Yaqui is the only river in Sonora that flows year-round. Previous to the 

construction of the Alvaro Obregón (1952) and El Novillo (1963) dams, the Río Yaqui 

had seasonal floods that irrigated and fertilized a large amount of the floodplain. This 
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seasonal event, however, no longer occurs, or at least not with the force preceding the 

construction of the dams. Erosion marks on stone walls on the river banks illustrate that 

the pre-dams river level used to flood at least 15 - 20 m higher than it does today (see 

Figure 7.1). The location and distribution of archaeological sites along the possible old 

Río Yaqui level confirm these flood levels.  

 

Figure 2.4: Precipitation pattern and rivers of Sonora (modified from  
Yetman 1996:fig.1). 

 
The Onavas Valley is located within the Caborca Terrane, which separates the 

north American Terrane from the Cortez Terranes in central Sonora (Escarcega 1996; 

Zurcher 2002). This terrane comprises a crystalline basement, a Paleozoic sedimentary 

succession, Triassic-Jurassic continentally derived deposits, Cretaceous-Tertiary  
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Figure 2.5: Onavas Valley geologic and topographic features (modified from INEGI 1993 
and Montane 1993). 

 
volcanic units, and widely distributed Tertiary volcanic rocks (Escarcega 1996; Zurcher 

2002). Topographically, the area of research consists of a system of parallel mountain 

ridges with narrow intermountain valleys and elevation ranging from 100 to 1200 m 

above sea level. Higher elevations in the area belong to four regional sierras. To the east 

side of the Río Yaqui lays the Sierra El Encinal with an elevation of 1500-1900 m. The 

Sierra Cabestro, which is 1138 m above sea level, stands at the southern portion of the 
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Onavas Valley. On the west side of the Río Yaqui, the Sierra Varilleras ranges between 

900 and 1300 m above sea level and the Sierra de las Huertas (Figure 2.5) is 1300 m 

above sea level. The Sierra Varilleras encloses the Onavas Valley from the coastal 

province and forces the Río Yaqui to continue south. Several deep cut canyons are 

present in this area.  

The soil regimes for the Onavas valley are mainly chernozem and faeozems on 

the alluvial floodplains, which are rich in soil nutrients and organic matter, and very good 

for farming. Between the hills and the alluvial floodplains it is common to find red soils, 

or xeresoles luvicos, that are poor in humus and not very good for extensive agriculture 

activities. Lithosol soils, “stone soils,” extend into the mountains and are very thin with a 

thickness of less than 10 cm. Productivity of these soils depends on rain and vegetation 

cover (Pérez Bedolla 1996:113, 143). 

 

 

Climate 

 

 

Most if not all European colonizers documented that the Sonoran climate was hot 

and dry desert that caused human and beast to suffer. The Köppen system normally 

classifies the Onavas Valley as semi-arid dry-steppe (BS), a transitional climate between 

the moderate (Cw) of the Sierra Madre Occidental and the arid true desert/dry (BW) of 

the coast (Pérez Bedolla 1996:111-112). Measurements from the La Estrella weather 
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station of the nearby Soyopa municipio show that the average annual temperatures for 

this region vary between 47º C (120º F) and –10º C (15º F) and annual average 

precipitation (Figure 2.4) measures 608.5 mm (Escárcega 1996; MacMahon 1985; Pérez 

Bedolla 1996; West 1993).  

Rain in Northwest Mexico falls in two periods or seasons: Heavy rains in the 

summer (July through September), locally named chubascos, and less intense rainy 

season in the winter (November through February), locally named equipatas. Due to the 

altitude difference between the coast and the Sierra Madre, annual precipitation increases 

at higher elevations, resulting in a shorter rainy season at the coast than in the Sierra by at 

least two weeks (Gentry 1942:12; Pailes 1972:12-13; West 1993:4). This dual 

precipitation system allows some regions to have two crops per year, as has been 

recorded for the Yaqui and Mayo Valleys in the ethnohistoric records (West 1993:6).  

 

 

Vegetation 

 
 

Like climate, vegetation is directly correlated to elevation. The local flora consists 

of desert shrubs with riparian shrubs along drainages and subtropical trees on the hills 

and mountains. Gentry’s (1942:27) vegetation classification of southern Sonora 

delineates that the vegetation of the OVAP research area consists of a short tree forest, 

also known as the tropical deciduous forest, with a presence of thorn forest and oak forest 

divisions (Figure 2.6). The short tree forest mixes with the thorn forest at lower  
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Figure 2.6: Onavas Valley vegetation zones (modified from INEGI 1993). 

elevations and with oak forest at higher elevations. Short tree forest grows between 300 

and 1000 m above sea level, typically reaches between 10 and 15 m in height, and 

consists of a combination of deciduous trees and tropical species. The most common 

species for short tree forests are the pochote (Ceiba acuminata), torote (Bursera sp.), palo 

blanco (Ipomoea arborescens), brazil (Haematoxylon brasileto), chino (Pithecellobium 

mexicanum), chirahui (Acacia cymbispina), mauto (Lysiloma divaricata), tepeguaje 

(Lysiloma watsoni), guásima (Gsezuma ulmifolia), and huizache (Acacia carnesina). 
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Thorn forest grows below 600 m above sea level and is characterized by xerophytic 

deciduous shrubs. The most abundant plants for this vegetation division are pitahaya 

(Lemairocereus Thurberi), mesquite (Prosopis velutina), ocotillo tree (Fouquieria 

macdougalii), paloverde (Cercidium sp.), several species of century plants (Agave sp.), 

and prickly pear cactus (Opuntia sp). The last vegetation division, oak forest, grows 

between 1000 to 3000 m above sea level and contains different species of pine (Pinus 

arizonica, Pinus engelmannii, Pinus ponderosa, and Pinus chihuahuana), oak (Quercus), 

and juniper (Juniperus) (Pérez Bedolla 1996:125, 129).  

The diversity of ecological areas in this region provides the inhabitants of the 

Onavas Valley with a great variety of natural resources. Several of these plants were used 

during prehispanic times as important food resources. Sonoran people today still use 

mesquite pods, fruits of various cacti, and the hearts and leaves of agaves. Other plants 

were used for construction, such as pine and oak, or for craft production, such as 

ironwood, and leaves and palms. 

 

 

Fauna 

 

 

Before the European entradas into the area, the Sonoran Desert harbored a great 

variety of animals that the prehispanic people hunted and utilized. Due to their spectrum 

of adaptation, most of the faunal assemblage of Sonora can be found everywhere, except 
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for some species that became restricted to a specific ecosystem, such as black bear or 

bighorn sheep. Later introduction of European stock diminished the number and 

ecological areas of local fauna. The characteristic fauna, hunted for food by humans that 

still can be found in the region include antelope (Antilocapra americana sonorensis), 

mule deer (Odicoileus hemionus crooki and Odicoileus virginianus), bighorn sheep (Ovis 

canadensis), javelina (Dicotyles tajacu), turkey (Meleagris gallopavo), rabbit (Sylvilagus 

audubon), and jack rabbit (Lepus californicus). Predators, such as bobcat (Lynx rufus), 

mountain lion or puma (Felis concolor), jaguar (Felis onca), ocelot (Felis paradalis), 

black bear (Ursus americanus), coyote (Canis latrans), and gray wolf (Canis lupus), 

were also hunted but for hides or ceremonial purposes and not for food. Other animals 

common to the area are desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizi), several rodents (Neoto sp., 

Peromyseus sp., and Perognathus sp.), and a variety of birds (MacMahon 1985; Pérez 

Bedolla 1996; Rea 1998; West 1993).  

In addition, the Río Yaqui offers several freshwater food sources, such as catfish 

and lisa, the latter a sardine-like fish, freshwater shells, and reeds or water plants. Of 

course, the Sonoran coast supplies a great amount of food and raw material resources 

used not only by the coastal prehispanic communities but also by those located in the 

interior, such as marine shell, fish, and salt. 

 

 

Chapter Summary 
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The geographical description of the research area illustrates that the prehispanic 

communities had a great variety of local resources at their disposal that they most 

certainly used to their advantage. Wood from the forest and stone served their 

construction needs. Several natural resources met their craft production requirements, 

such as clay deposits for ceramic manufacture, or stone outcrops and raw material of 

good quality for stone tools manufacture. Freshwater resources from the Río Yaqui, and 

wild plant and animal resources supplied material for a variety of daily necessities. 

The most important of all these resources are perhaps the geographical and 

physical characteristics of the Onavas Valley area themselves. Over time rain, wind, and 

erosion processes produced a river valley rich in sediments with good soils for 

subsistence agriculture. These characteristics rendered the area suitable for agricultural 

settlement and capable of sustaining large numbers of people. Identification of a high 

number of habitation sites in the area was expected, as well of remains of water irrigation 

control, such as canals and terraces.  
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CHAPTER 3: PREVIOUS RESEARCH IN SOUTHERN SONORA 

 

Nearly all the information comes from surface reconnaissance, most of this in the 
northern half of the state. The few excavations conducted have been on a small 
scale or have not been reported in detail (Johnson 1966:29). 
 

 

Archaeological exploration, collection, data analysis, and publication in 

Northwest Mexico are comparatively far behind investigations both in Mesoamerica and 

the U.S. Southwest. As Kelley and Villalpando (1996:71) state: 

Culture history, chronology, definition of areal boundaries, understanding of 
cultural diversity and adaptation, knowledge of past and present environments, 
and so on thought a litany of the kind of topics that are of routine interest to 
Southwestern archaeologists, are for the most part very poorly known south of the 
international border. 
 

This scenario has started to change over the last decade with renewed interest from 

Mexican archaeologists, as well as American and Canadian colleagues (Gallaga and 

Newell 2004; Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Pollard 1997; Villalpando and Fish 1997). 

Prior to the OVAP, no researcher had determined a settlement pattern of the area and no 

archaeologists had undertaken a systematic recording and description of the valley’s sites. 

Knowledge of the area’s material culture either from artifact types or architecture was 

still limited and the chronology archaeologists relied upon for the area originated from 

the Huatabampo and the Upper Río Mayo regions. Until today, no formal archaeological 

excavation has been performed in the area or region. In the 1960s, Campbell Pennington 

(1980), an American geographer, conducted ethnographic research in the region 
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providing a substantial dataset of information, albeit mostly of concerning contemporary 

and historical times.  

Before this anthropological research, colonial chronicles mention the Onavas 

Valley. Beginning with the early Spanish entradas in the sixteenth century, the 

conquistadors’ descriptions offer relatively little about this area other than a few limited 

passages. Richer accounts about the Nébomes and the Onavas Valley are found in the 

ecclesiastic reports that the Jesuit fathers penned over 100 years later.  

The Jesuits penetrate the Onavas region in 1622 when Father Diego Vandersipe 

founded the mission of Onavas and the visitas of Tonichi and Rebeico (Ortega 1996:48; 

Figure 3.1). Over the years many other mission towns and settlements were established 

throughout the rest of the modern state of Sonora (Hu-Dehart 1995; Ortega 1996; Pérez 

de Ribas 1999; Radding 1997). The establishment of the missionary network together 

with the constant presence of the Spanish military entailed an impressive amount of 

administration and bureaucracy. Reports of various kinds found their way to Mexico 

City, to Spain, and to Rome. With the decay of time, however, and certain events such as 

the expulsion of the Jesuits from the New World in 1767 that led to the destruction of 

documents, much information has since been lost. What survives in the ethnohistorical 

record offers some rudimentary insights, which are elaborated upon in the Chapter 4.  

Suffice it to summarize here, the earliest missionaries in the Onavas Valley 

reported that a population of 20,000 upper Nébomes lived in the area distributed among 

90 rancherías and six large towns in the Onavas, Movas, and Nuri Valleys (Guzmán 

1615; Pennington 1980:17; Pérez de Ribas 1999:393; Reff 1991:219). To clarify, the 
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term ranchería is used to describe small, scattered, riverine-oriented and permanent 

residential sites. The documents also mention that the rancherías were dispersed along the 

river valleys. They describe houses made of adobe and irrigated agricultural fields along 

the river from which the native inhabitants harvested twice a year (Hopkins 1988:22; 

Guzmán 1615; Pérez de Ribas 1999:328). Spicer notes, however, that the description of  

 

Figure 3.1: Missions and presidios in Sonora in 1742 (modified from Sheridan 1999 and 
West 1993). 
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rancherías for the Nébomes and Yaquis suggests that those rancherías were more densely 

settled than other Indian communities such as the Tarahumaras (Spicer 1992:12-13).  

After Mexican Independence in 1821, several travelers and researchers ventured 

into Sonora in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Figure 3.2). Some came 

to describe the region, and others undertook explorations, but none visited the Middle 

Yaqui River region (Amsden 1928; Brand 1935; Gladwin and Gladwin 1929; Huntington 

1912; Lister 1958; Lumholtz 1912; McGee 1895, 1896, 1898, 2000; Sauer and Brand 

1931). It was not until the end of the 1930s that the area experienced its first 

archaeological exploration under the Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Survey Project. 

 

                         Figure 3.2: Early travelers and researchers (Amsden 1928). 
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Archaeological Research during the Twentieth Century 

 

 

The Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Survey Project 

George Vaillant, a researcher from the American Museum of Natural History in 

New York, conceived, designed, and directed the Sonora-Sinaloa Archaeological Survey 

Project. Although Vaillant directed the project, Gordon F. Ekholm, a former graduate 

student from Harvard University, was appointed project field director. The project’s main 

objective consisted of filling the gap in archaeological knowledge that existed for the area 

between the U. S. Southwest and the northern Mesoamerican frontier, covering the area 

from the international border to the Río Culiacan (Ekholm 1942:33). While the 

researchers achieved their objective, unfortunately, the results of the project remain 

largely unpublished, with the exception of some general articles (Ekholm 1939), results 

of the excavation performed at the Guasave site in Sinaloa (Ekholm 1942), and a recent 

material catalogue made by the Emiliano Gallaga (Gallaga 2004b).  

Over the course of three field seasons of six months each, undertaken between 

1937 and 1940, Ekholm surveyed areas within this vast region guided by local knowledge 

on the location of sites. Some excavation was performed at sites in the course of the field 

seasons, the most relevant excavation being the one at the site of Guasave, Sinaloa. 

Ekholm recorded a total of 175 sites in Sonora and northern Sinaloa (Figure 3.3). Of 
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these, 100 sites lay in Sonora and the remainder in Sinaloa (Gallaga 2004b; see Table 3.1 

for Ekholm site list).  

The sites Ekholm recorded occurred in different geographical areas, where the 

prehispanic inhabitants had exploited different resources and had different cultural 

developments. For example, sites belonging to the Trincheras archaeological tradition 

were commonly located on volcanic hills and were covered by stone terraces that had 

been used as habitation sites, agricultural fields, working or defensive areas. Sites 

identified along the coast were mostly composed of mounds made of sand and/or earth 

mixed with cultural material, such as marine shell, lithics, and ceramics, and belonged to 

the Seri (Central Coast archaeological tradition), Huatabampo archaeological tradition, or 

the Yaqui of southern Sonora. The sites Ekholm discovered in the interior of Sonora 

typically lay along the river valleys in areas near water sources and agricultural lands, 

such as those of the Río Sonora archaeological tradition. The majority of sites Ekholm 

recorded were identified as prehispanic. Other sites dated to colonial times and historic 

times belonging to Mexican, modern Piman, Yaqui, or Mayo groups (Ekholm 1937-

1940). 

Ekholm was able to assign cultural affiliation to less than half of the prehispanic 

sites recorded: 20 to the Trincheras archaeological tradition, 40 to the Río Sonora 

tradition, and 14 to the Seri or the Central Coast tradition (Ekholm 1937-1940). Later, 

after his excavation at the Guasave site, he assigned more than 20 previously unaffiliated 

sites to the Huatabampo archaeological tradition (Carpenter 1996, Ekholm 1942; Gallaga 

2004b; Pailes 1972, 1994). 
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Figure 3.3: Sites recorded by Gordon Ekholm 1937-1940 (modified from Gallaga 2004b). 
 

Ekholm’s extensive collections consisted mostly of surface material from 106 

sites, but also resulted from excavations undertaken at the largest sites such as the 

Guasave site on the coast of Sinaloa. In addition, he purchased existing collections, such 

as the Bringas collection from the inland town of Soyopa, Sonora (Carpenter 1996; 
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Table 3.1 Sites register by Ekholm, 1937-40, shown in Figure 3.3. 
 
1: Mazatlán, Sin.  42: Rancho de Alamos II. 83: La Luna. 
2: Escondida.   43: Pueblo de Alamos. 84: Potam 
3: Cucurpe.   44: Mahacubiri.  85: Torocobampo. 
4: El Alamo.   45: Rancho Gayago.  86: E. Estero Bueca. 
5: NE Magdalena.  46: No name.   87: Huatabampo 
6: W Magdalena.  47: Batuc.     88: Tobaris S. 
7: Sin nombre.  48: N San Pedro La Cueva. 89: Tobaris N (Echomora) 
8: La Playa.   49: Batuc II.   90: Camoa. 
9: El Cerrito de las Trincheras. 50: Rió Yaqui.                91: Celina   
10: Cerro de Trincheras. 51: Suaqui.   92: E Agua Blanca. 
11: Misión Alamito.  52: Batuc II.   93: Rancho Gazella. 
12: SW Bamori.  53: Virgen.   94: Bacomayo 
13: W Caborca.  54: Soyopa.              95: ÷ Alamos and Rió Mayo. 
14: N Altar.    55: Sahuaripa II.  96: Cueva del Altar. 
15: N Oquitoa.  56: Sahuaripa III.  97: San Bernardo. 
16: Atil.   57: Arivechi.   98: San Bernardo II. 
17: Santa Teresa  58: Ticorinami.  99: Rancho los Braziles. 
18: Punta Cerco.  59: Sahuaripa.              100: Agiobampo. 
19: Mesa del Seri.  60: Cueva de la momia, Tayopa.   101: Los Mochis, Sinaloa. 
20: Bahia Kino.  61: Rancho Tayopa.  102: Topolobampo, Sin. 
21: Rancho El Gavilan. 62: Cueva Toyopa.  103: Topolobampo II, Sin. 
22: San Joaquin.  63: Paxson Hayes mommy burial. 104: Suarez, Sin. 
23: San Jose.   64: Toyopa.   105: Delta del Río Fuerte, Sin. 
24: San Pablo.              65: Guaymas.   106: San Pablo II, Sin. 
25: La Estancia.  66: Empalme.   107: Mochicahui, Sin. 
26: Huepac.      67: Empalme II.  108: La Haciendita, Sin. 
27: Bacachi.   68: Guasimas.   109: La Palma, Sin. 
28: El Ranchito.  69: Mapoli.   110: La Palma, Sin. 
29: Aconchi.    70: Pitaya.   111: San Blas, Sin. 
30: S Cumpas.   71: Playa Miramar.  112: San Blas II, Sin. 
31: La Galera.   72: Guaymas II.  113: Tasajera, Sin. 
32: Jecori.   73: Playa Miramar II.  114: Paparaki, Sin. 
33: Haciendita.  74: Cuevas (playa Miramar)  115: Buenavista, Sin. 
34: La Pintada.  75: Aranjuez.   116: Buenavista II, Sin. 
35: W Hermosillo.  76: Cajeme.   117: Guasave, Sin. 
36: Mazatan.   77: Tezopaco (Rosario) 118: Bacahuarita, Sin.  
37: Mazatan II  78: Cedros.   119: Bacahuarita II, Sin. 
38: Mazatan III  79: Tesocoma.  120: Bacahuarita III, Sin. 
39: Mazatan IV  80: Quiriego.   121: Bamoa, Sinaloa. 
40: Rancho de Alamos. 81: Batacosa.   122: Bamoa II, Sin. 
41: El Pueblo Viejo.  82: Tapahuis.   128: Ocoroni, Sinaloa. 
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Ekholm 1937-1940; Gallaga 2004b). With the exception of the material from excavations 

and from private collections, Ekholm encountered mainly ceramics and lithics on his 

surveys, although a great variety existed within these artifact categories. Among the 

ceramic material, plain wares occurred in the greatest numbers. Decorated wares, 

malacates or spindle whorls, and ceramic figurines also appeared. Greater variety 

characterized the lithic collection, which included stone axes, ornaments, palettes, agave 

knives, reamers, stone bowls, atlatl handles, and arrow points. Some turquoise beads and 

mica pendants were recovered as well. Another common material collected by Ekholm 

was marine shell. Marine shell surfaced as raw material, work in progress, debris, and 

finished goods, such as beads, pendants, tinkers, or bracelets (Gallaga 2004b).  

In general, the great variety of materials that Ekholm encountered during the 

project suggests that a considerable movement of goods occurred between the coast and 

the interior, although not to the degree he expected and what would be required to support 

a Mesoamerican-U. S. Southwest direct interaction theory (Carpenter 1996; Ekholm 

1942: 136; Gallaga 2004b). Unfortunately, because most of his research results remain 

unpublished, no general conclusions exist about the sites, the area, settlement patterns, or 

even the artifacts. John Carpenter (1996) undertook the first detailed re-evaluation of the 

Ekholm collection, but focused on the excavated material from the Guasave mortuary 

mound site and not on the surface material of the entire area Ekholm explored.  

In the Middle Río Yaqui Valley, Ekholm found and recorded only five sites. 

Today, four lay under water as a result of the modern El Novillo dam, also referred to as 

the Plutarco Elias Calles dam (sites # 47, 49, 51 and 52), while the fifth (# 54) lies close 
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to the modern town of Soyopa (Figure 3.4) approximate 50 km from Onavas. All are 

located to the north of the Onavas Valley. Of the five sites recorded, Ekholm excavated 

only the one near the town of Soyopa (# 54), and did so with limited success (Ekholm 

1937-1940, 1939). Most of the material Ekholm recovered consisted of plain and redware 

sherds and a couple of shells (Gallaga 2004b).  

 

Figure 3.4: Excavation of site # 54 at Soyopa by Ekholm (Ekholm 1937-1940, 
AMNH archives, NY). 

 

The Arizona State Museum Sonora-Sinaloa Project 

In the late 1960s, William W. Wasley directed the Arizona State Museum Sonora-

Sinaloa Project and conducted a large survey covering almost all of Sonora. This project, 

however, excluded the Yaqui region, getting only as close as the town of Bacanora 

(Bowen 2002; Wasley 1966-1967). Wasley left the Yaqui region unexamined because 

another archaeologist, by the name of Richard Pailes, was working in the southern area at 

that time. At the end of the Arizona State Museum Sonora-Sinaloa Project, Wasley 

recorded more than 200 sites, mostly in the Trincheras, Seri, and Serrana regions (Bowen 

 
 



 49

2002). Unfortunately, Wasley never published the final report or material analysis. A 

substantial manuscript of the project exists at the Arizona State Museum archives, but 

lacks any relevant information on the Onavas area (Wasley 1966-1967). Fortunately 

Bowen (2002), one of the student members of the projects, published some results about 

the Seri and Trincheras data. 

 

 

Richard Pailes and the Río Sonora Archaeological Tradition  

 

 

During the early 1970s, Richard Pailes conducted an extensive archaeological 

survey and limited test excavations between southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa. 

Focusing on the river valleys, the project aimed to determine whether the Río Sonora 

archaeological tradition reached as far as the southern Sonora-northern Sinaloa region. In 

addition, Pailes strove to compose a chronology for the Huatabampo archaeological 

tradition and to establish the prehispanic local adaptation to this region (Pailes 1972:2).  

The recording of a total of 119 sites and partial excavations at two sites (site YE 

27-2 and Cueva de la Colmena) formed the final field results of this project (Figure 3.5). 

Pailes also established the first chronology for southern Sonora based on eight C14 dates, 

two obsidian hydration dates, and intrusive Sinaloan ceramics from the excavation of two 

sites. Thus, Pailes’ research resulted in a chronology with an early cultural sequence he 

called the Batacosa phase (300 B.C. – A.D. 700) and two later cultural sequences, the 
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Cuchujaqui (A.D. 700 – 1500) phase for the lower foothill, and the Los Camotes (A.D. 

700 – 1200/1300) and the San Bernardo (A.D. 1200/1300 – 1530) phases for the upper 

foothills (Pailes 1972:329; see Figure 1.4). All phases have cultural affiliations with the 

coastal lowland to the south and west.  

 

          Figure 3.5: Río Sonora Project by Richard Pailes, 1972 in relation with OVAP. 
 

Batacosa sites are located in the upper and lower foothills, while the Cuchujaqui 

sites appear only in the lower foothills and the Los Camotes and San Bernardo phase sites 

only in the upper foothills. Batacosa sites are small, housing probably one immediate to 

one extended family. For this phase, Pailes found no architectural remains and a limited 

material assemblage consisting of a brown plain ware called Batacosa Brown, basin 

metates, manos, and flakes (Pailes 1994:83). The Cuchujaqui sites are similar to the 

Batacosa sites except with an increased material assemblage. A new ceramic ware was 
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identified and named the Cuchujaqui Red and northern Sinaloa wares were recorded as 

an indication of regional contacts. In addition, marine shell goods and stone tools were 

encountered (Pailes 1994:83).  

For the Los Camotes phase in the upper foothills, Pailes found sites on top of the 

hills and mesas, where he encountered stone structures and some large sites. The material 

assemblage consisted of a brown ware with a geometrical incised decoration referred to 

as Los Camotes Incised, metates, manos (tapered-end type), projectile points, and ¾ 

groove stone axes (Pailes 1994:85). The next phase, San Bernardo, contained evidence 

for some cultural change. Site size increases from small to large and preferred location 

changes from hills to the valleys, which was interpreted as an increase and concentration 

of population. Residential structures likely consisted of adobe with stone foundations, 

similar to those found on the Río Sonora. The material assemblage also becomes larger 

and more diverse. Three ceramic types were identified: San Bernardo Incised, 

Corrugated, and Texturized. Several stone tools were identified such as shaft polishers, 

hoes, stone axes, stone pipes, and even a coarse stone idol (Pailes 1994:85-86). 

The Río Sonora archaeological tradition was initially defined by Monroe Amsden 

in 1928. Apart from some general descriptions, however, Amsden gave little insight on 

the archaeological record and material. Pailes’ research in the area provided the 

descriptive information necessary to document this tradition. Pailes identified the Río 

Sonora tradition based on: 1) stone foundations for habitation units composed of two 

lines of river cobbles, and 2) ceramic material decorated with incising or punctated 

geometric designs (Amsden 1928:45; Pailes 1994b:118). The Los Camotes and San 
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Bernardo phases and the sites located at the upper foothills and at the Sierra Madre 

Occidental are affiliated with the Río Sonora tradition (Pailes 1972:3). The Cuchujaqui 

phase and sites located on the lower foothills are affiliated with the Huatabampo 

archaeological tradition (Pailes 1972:334). The expansion of the geographical reach of 

the Río Sonora tradition toward the border of Sonora and Sinaloa constituted one of the 

main contributions of the Río Sonora Project. 

 At the end of the 1970’s, Pailes conducted another project, the Valley of Sonora, 

located in northern Sonora at the core of the Río Sonora culture. This research confirmed 

and documented Amsden’s preliminary arguments and postulations about the Río Sonora 

tradition. Although both of Pailes’ archaeological projects covered an extensive area of 

the Río Sonora tradition, Pailes did not venture into the Middle Río Yaqui region. He 

approached as close as the northern portion of the Río Mayo to the south and south of the 

middle portion of the Río Sonora to the north of the Río Yaqui. Instead, he simply 

deductively assumed that the Río Sonora tradition of north-central Sonora continued as 

far as northern Sinaloa. This assessment was based on the similarity of material evidence 

found at both extremes of this big region (Doolittle 1988; Pailes 1972:2-3, 1994a:81; 

Villalpando 2000b:249). Pailes emphasized, however, that any understanding of cultural 

homogeneity was speculative due to the lack of research on the central portion of this 

region (Pailes 1994a:81). Either way, the study increased the limited archaeological 

knowledge of the Río Yaqui area (Dirst 1979; Pailes 1972, 1994a). 
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The Pima Bajo of Central Sonora Ethnographic Project 

 

 During the same period between 1968 and 1971, Campbell W. Pennington 

undertook research in the OVAP research area, albeit of a slightly different nature 

(Pennington 1980). His research was not archaeological, but ethnohistorically and 

ethnologically oriented. He studied the Pimas Bajos (Nébomes) of central Sonora and 

established his base camp in the community of Onavas (Figure 3.6). In his first volume, 

Pennington analyzes archives (military and ecclesiastic) from the colonial through 

modern periods and on that ethnohistorical basis discusses the contact and interactions 

between the Pimas Bajos with Spaniards, Mexicans, and other native groups. He also 

provides a cultural description and historical narrative of the Pima Bajo people. In 

addition to the ethnohistorical work, Pennington’s description of the contemporaneous 

(late 1960s) Piman life ways offer valuable insights into their culture, including 

agriculture, animal husbandry, gardening, food preparation, hunting, gathering, fishing, 

ceremonies, plant use, games, leather goods, fibers, textiles, personal adornments, and 

dwellings. In a second volume, Pennington presents a Pima Bajo (Nébomes) vocabulary, 

which is an edited version of a seventeenth century Jesuit manuscript2. 

Although Pennington collected some archaeological artifacts from the field, such 

as axes, points, and stone palletes, his project did not include archaeological research. His 

ethnohistorical data, however, offers a valuable depiction of the Indian communities 

during the early Colonial period. His insights facilitated the interpretation, understanding, 
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and explanation of the archaeological record s recorded during the OVAP as later 

chapters illustrate in greater detail. His ethnological descriptions provide a window of 

analogies to enrich those explanations.  

 

Figure 3.6: Pedro Estrella Tánori’s family at Onavas, Sonora, 1960s (Pennington 1980: 
frontispiece). 

 

 

Archaeological Research at the End of the Twentieth Century 

 

For several decades, until the late 1990s, no one conducted further archaeological 

work in the region. Then, as a result of legal changes in the ejido system in Mexico, the 

INAH carried out a national archaeological survey project on ejido lands called 

PROCEDE (Proyecto de Certificacion y Delimitacion Ejidal) in 1996. To clarify, an ejido 

was a product of the Mexican Revolution and refers to communal land. A community 

                                                                                                                                                 
2 Arte de la lengua Nébome, que se dice pima, propia de Sonora; con la doctrina cristiana y confesionario 
añadidos; the author is unknown, but the document dates to the eighteenth century. 
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holds in trust a certain amount of land depending on the number of community members. 

Ejido land passed from father to son, but could not be sold, until constitutional changes at 

the end of the 1990s. The PROCEDE national project was directed in the state of Sonora 

by archaeologist Elisa Villalpando of the INAH-Sonora. In the area of the OVAP 

research, the PROCEDE project recorded five new sites near the Onavas town (INAH 

1998). Archaeologists undertook limited surface collection at these sites, designated SON 

P:6:2, SON P:10:2, SON P:10:3, SON P:10:4, and SON P:10:5. Four of them were 

located on the east side of the river on the floodplain, and a fifth was situated in the hills 

on the west side of the river. Of those, three sites fall directly within the OVAP research 

area (SON P:10:2, SON P:10:3, and SON P:10:4; see Figure 3.7). Archaeologists 

obtained the locations of those sites fortuitously by tapping into local knowledge. Neither 

systematic survey nor excavation took place. Moreover, the study refrained from 

covering the surrounding hills and mountains, and only focused on the floodplain. With 

the exception of SON P:10:5, nine of the ten sites known in the Middle Río Yaqui region 

(five recorded by Ekholm and five by PROCEDE) were found in the valley.  

The material PROCEDE collected consisted mostly of plainwares, red wares, 

some lithics, and a few marine shell items. Notably, one Babicora Polychrome sherd 

belonging to the Casas Grandes archaeological tradition was also recovered. Reports also 

indicate that some shell remains were found at these sites, but no further analysis of this 

or any other material was conducted. While the final report is on file at the National 

Council of Archaeology in Mexico City, PROCEDE’s final results and material analysis 

remain unpublished in any formal sense. 
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Figure 3.7: The Onavas Valley Archaeological Project area, summer 2003. 

 

 

Research at the Beginning of the Twenty-First Century  
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 Prior to the OVAP fieldwork of 2004, two logistical exploratory trips provided 

preliminary insight into the study area and facilitated the OVAP’s research design. 

During the summer of 2001, a first trip3 served to introduce the project to the INAH-

Sonora in Hermosillo and to local authorities of the communities of Onavas, Tonichi, and 

Soyopa. This trip also explored the local conditions for logistical purposes of roads, 

housing, food facilities, and to provide a firsthand appreciation of local geographical 

characteristics. A second foray,4 during the summer of 2003, permitted a further 

acquaintance with the geographical area, its conditions, the site types and their 

distributions, and logistic requirements. Dialogue also continued with local communities 

of the area during this trip.  

During 2003 exploratory trip, a reconnaissance survey was conducted of different 

portions of the study area and 22 new sites were recorded (21 prehispanic and one 

historic; Figure 3.7; Gallaga 2003). Some of the sites measured over 2 ha in area. One in 

particular stood out (SON P:10:12) due to the presence of a small earth/stone mound 

(Figure 3.8) and the remains of agricultural terraces. Also during this exploration, several 

sites were discovered and recorded that exhibited remains of possible adobe stone house 

foundations (Figure 3.9). Adjacent to the modern town of Onavas, a possible prehispanic 

cemetery mound was recorded at that time (SON P:10:8).  

Great quantities of shell (raw and finished goods), stone instruments for shell 

production, turquoise, obsidian (green, black, and gray), stone palettes, and foreign and 

                                                 
3 The Emil W. Haury Educational Fund, from the Department of Anthropology, University of Arizona, 
funded this trip. 
4 This trip was funded by a combination of grants from the Janet Upjohn Stearns Foundation and from the 
Arizona Archaeological and Historical Society. 
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local decorated ceramic types were identified, but left in the field. Non-local ceramic 

types observed in the field included Ramos, Babicora, and Huérigos Polychrome, and 

potentially to Carretas Polychrome, as well eggshell (Seri), and one sherd from northern 

Sinaloa. The first four types listed belong to the Casas Grandes archaeological tradition.  

 

Figure 3.8: Possible Platform mound, SON P:10:12. 

 

Figure 3.9: Stone house foundation, SON P:10:27. 
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The local decorated type appears similar in appearance to the Trincheras types, 

but later analysis classified this local decorated ware as a new ceramic type named 

Onavas Purple-on-Red. In addition to the fieldwork conducted in the study area, the 

author visited5 the American Museum of Natural History in New York City as well as the 

University of Oklahoma to examine collections made by Ekholm and Pailes. These trips 

served to gain familiarity with the archaeological material of the area, to create a 

photographic record for a field catalogue, and to consult field notes from previous 

research undertakings in the research area (Gallaga 2004b). Developing a field reference 

catalogue proved critical due to the lack of published comparative material. The 

catalogue served the OVAP during the 2004 fieldwork and assisted in the material 

analysis by facilitating material identification. 

Material collections at the Arizona State Museum from Wasley’s project were also 

examined, as were the materials from the Huatabampo and PROCEDE projects at the 

Museum of INAH-Sonora (INAH 1998). 

 

Archaeological Traditions of Southern Sonora 

 

 

A summary description of the archaeological traditions identified for the southern 

region of Sonora completes the history of previous archaeological research for the Middle 

Río Yaqui region. Three traditions require elaboration here: the Río Sonora, the 

                                                 
5 The Mexican Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACYT) funded these visits. 
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Huatabampo, and the Central Coast (see Figure 1.3). Although the Central Coast tradition 

is typically located to the west-central portion of Sonora, in actuality some Seri bands 

migrated around the western portion of the Onavas Valley during colonial times for 

seasonal trade and warfare (Pérez de Ribas 1999:390). For that reason, this section 

includes a description of that tradition as well. 

  

Río Sonora Archaeological Tradition 

  

In the upland portion of Sonora one finds the Río Sonora archaeological tradition 

with sites located in the valleys and mountains of the eastern Sierra Madre Occidental 

extending from northern Sinaloa almost to the international border (Alvarez 1996; 

Doolittle 1988; Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Pailes 1980, 1993). Most research on this 

area has focused on the Río Sonora valley and, in particular, on the San José Baviácora 

site. Research in other areas will inevitably change or elaborate the definition of the Río 

Sonora tradition. Some researchers view the Río Sonora tradition merely as a 

manifestation of the Casas Grandes influence and effort to control trade routes to the 

ocean or/and migration from that region (Braniff 1992:I:18; Pailes 1984:319-325; Riley 

1999:199), while other think that is a local development (Douglas and Quijada 2005; 

McGuire and Villalpando 1989; Villalpando 2000b:250). Further research and material 

evidence is required to verify that interpretation and clarify the general picture of the Río 

Sonora tradition (Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Newell and Gallaga 2004; Villalpando 

2000a). 

 
 



 61

 Amsden (1928) undertook the first research project in the area in the 1920s, but 

research by Pailes in the 1970s (1972, 1980, 1993) and later by Doolittle (1988) provided 

most of the description for the Río Sonora tradition. In addition, research by John 

Douglas and César Quijada in the Bavispe drainage has contributed, and continues to 

add, much information about this tradition (Douglas and Quijada 2004, 2004b, 2005). In 

addition John Carpenter currently work in the upper Río Fuerte drainage will increase 

Pailes findings. More importantly, their work illuminates an area other than the more 

commonly investigated Río Sonora valley.  

In chronological terms, the Archaic period of the Río Sonora area remains poorly 

understood. Later, between A.D. 250 and 700, the inhabitants lived in ranchería type 

settlements, evidenced by a significant amount of lithic and ceramic material found 

without visible domestic structures. Around A.D. 1000-1200, pithouses appeared in the 

archaeological record of the Río Sonora tradition (Doolittle 1988:27). The inhabitants 

seem to have practiced agriculture, while relying on hunting-and-gathering subsistence 

activities as well. Textured Red-on-brown ceramic types characterize this phase. Between 

A. D. 1200-1300, the pithouses were replaced by in favor of rectangular structures 

identified on the surface by stone foundations composed of two lines of river cobbles 

(Amsden 1928:45; Doolittle 1988:23). The Río Sonora people continued to manufacture 

textured ceramics although some foreign decorated types arrived mostly from the Casas 

Grandes region (Alvarez 1996:214; Villalpando 1996:250). Archaeological evidence, 

such as turquoise, pottery types, marine shell, and copper bells suggest that the area also 

enjoyed extensive exchange networks, mainly with the Casas Grandes region, the U.S. 
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Southwest, and the coast (Alvarez 1996; Amsden 1928; Doolittle 1988; Kelley and 

Villalpando 1996; Pailes 1980, 1993; Villalpando 2000a). 

 The Río Sonora tradition climaxed between A.D. 1400-1500, illustrated by 

complex farming activities associated with soil-retention and irrigation techniques. The 

San José Baviácora site became a relatively more complex community with over 180 

structures, among them public architecture such as ball courts and elongated platforms. 

Doolittle (1988:45) determined that by this time, the inhabitants of the region cultivated 

cotton, tepary beans, and two crops of maize annually.  

 Unfortunately, the period between A.D. 1500 and the arrival of the Spaniards 

cannot be identified in the archaeological record at this time. By the time the Spaniards 

entered the area, Opata groups had settled the region, although Piman groups had lived in 

that area before the Opata arrived (Sauer 1934:40; Villalpando 2000b:250). Piman groups 

may have left the region for some still unknown reason, in effect leaving the area open 

for the Opatas. Alternatively, the Opatas may have pushed the Pimans out during a period 

of Opata expansion (Sauer 1934:40). 

 Due to archaeological evidence that illustrated that the Río Sonora prehispanic 

societies show some complexity, several researchers argue that the region was organized 

into "statelets" (Doolittle 1988:59-60; Pailes 1993; Riley 1999:195-196). Riley (1987) 

coined the term “statelets,” but neglected to provide a clear definition. Nonetheless, a 

general definition is obtainable from other publications. A statelet is taken to refer to a 

level of socio-political organization similar or slightly more complex than that of the 

Pueblo Indians (Riley 1999:197). Motivated by their research findings, Douglas and 
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Quijada (Douglas and Quijada 2004a) mention that the lack of research in the past and 

the results from new research in this area, lead to questions around the identification of 

statelets as part of the Río Sonora tradition. 

 

Huatabampo Archaeological Tradition 

 

First described in the 1930s by Ekholm (1942) and later by Alvarez (1990, 1996) 

in the 1980s, the Huatabampo tradition is found in the southern portion of Sonora and the 

northern section of Sinaloa. The inhabitants of this area lived in relatively complex 

communities, mostly on the coast but they were found on the lower foothills as well. 

Surface collections and excavation of the Huatabampo site have provided most of the 

information known about this tradition today. The pre-ceramic period remains virtually 

unknown, though it seems plausible that inhabitants of that area lived like their nomadic 

neighbors, the prehistoric Seris. Around 200 B.C., the inhabitants of this area started to 

cultivate maize and beans along the major rivers or near water sources, as indicated by 

relatively substantial sites found in those locations (Villalpando 2000b:246). Ceramic 

was represented by Huatabampo Brown and Venadito Brown wares in the early phases 

and later replaced by redwares types. Around A.D. 700-750, when farming conditions 

apparently were favorable, the number of sites in the area increased. Settlements 

flourished in the Río Fuerte and Río Mayo valleys, on the coastal plain and up into the 

lower Sierra Madre Occidental (Alvarez 1990, 1996:221; Carpenter 1996). 

 The Huatabampo site consists of a dispersed village composed of scattered non-
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contiguous houses made with perishable material and perhaps lath and mud or adobe. The 

community also included communal spaces, trash mounds, and cemetery areas. The 

material recovered from excavations indicates that the Huatabampo people enjoyed long 

regional networks with northern and southern areas. They seem to have obtained 

turquoise and ceramic figurines from the north and obsidian blades and ceramic material 

from the south, all in exchange for marine shell (Alvarez 1990, 1996; Carpenter 1996; 

Ekholm 1942; Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Villalpando 2000a). 

 The Huatabampo community ended abruptly around A.D. 1000, probably due in 

part to rapid environmental changes. Between A.D. 1000-1100 the Huatabampo tradition 

seems to continue in northern Sinaloa at the Guasave and Mochicahui sites (Carpenter 

1996; Talavera 1995). By the time the Spanish conquistadors entered the area, Cahita 

speakers (e.g., Yaqui and Mayo Indians) lived in the region (Alvarez 1990, 1996; 

Carpenter and Sánchez 2001; Ekholm 1942; Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Villalpando 

2000a, 2000b). Due to the magnitude of modern agricultural activities in the area, nearly 

all prehispanic sites reported on the coast have been destroyed. The areas around the 

lower sierra and in the Río Fuerte and Río Mayo Valleys have not been tapped to provide 

valuable information about this tradition and its regional interactions (Alvarez 1990). 

Currently John Carpenter is running a project on the upper portion of the Río Fuerte 

drainage, which data can increase our knowledge of the costal Huatabampo tradition, the 

foothills, and the Sierra communities. 
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Central Coast Archaeological Tradition 

 

 Mostly nomadic groups known as the prehistoric Seri (Konka'ak) inhabited the 

area of the central Sonoran coast. This area lacks reliable freshwater sources, but is rich 

in food resources. The scarcity of freshwater renders agricultural activity almost 

unfeasible leaving hunting, gathering, and fishing as the only productive subsistence 

strategies (Bowen 1976a, 2000; Kelley and Villalpando 1996; Villalpando 1989). Some 

archaeological research has been conducted in this region, most notably the 

Archaeological Survey of the Central Coast directed by Thomas Bowen (1976a) and the 

Isla San Esteban Archaeological Project directed by Elisa Villalpando (1989). Most of 

the information about this region originates from these two projects. A few Clovis points, 

found mostly by private collectors, provide the earliest clues of human activity.  

Around A.D. 700, the nomadic groups of this area started to produce ceramics, 

the typical Tiburon plain pottery. This technique was probably learned from sedentary 

neighboring groups. Researchers have nicknamed the Tiburon plainware ceramic type 

"eggshell pottery" for its hard and extremely thin ceramic manufacture (Bowen 1993:181; 

Villalpando 2000b:248). The Seris continued to produce it until A.D. 1700 (Bowen 

1976a, 2000; Bowen and Moser 1968). 

 Over the centuries, the nomadic groups living in this area became highly 

specialized hunter-and-gatherers. Due to their mobility and exclusive access to marine 

resources, the prehistoric Seris appear to have played a major role in the distribution of 

shell to inland Sonora, especially to the Trincheras region, as the archaeological record 
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illustrates (McGuire et al. 1999:144-145; Villalpando 2001b:253), and possibly to the 

Middle Río Yaqui Valley, as ethnohistorical accounts suggest. Colonial documents 

mention that the hunting and gathering group the Seris, moved to areas inhabited by 

Opatas and Nébomes during the harvest season to trade salt, deer skins, dry fish, and shell 

for corn and other items, such as ceramics (Pérez de Ribas 1999:390; Sheridan 1999). 

Trincheras polychrome ceramics are still the only foreign material culture identified at 

the central coast sites (Villalpando 2001b:253). Yet, ethnohistorical records describe that 

Seri bands, identified as the Guaymas, traveled to the Middle Río Yaqui Valley and to the 

Yaqui region to exchange goods (Pérez de Ribas 1999:390; Sheridan 1999). More 

research will clarify the dynamics and adaptation of the prehistoric Seris as well as 

shedding light on their participation in extra-regional exchange networks (Alvarez 1996; 

Bowen 1976a, 2000; Bowen and Moser 1968; Kelley and Villalpando 1996). 
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CHAPTER 4: THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

Theoretical models and frameworks, developed to understand or explain the 

archaeological past of Northwest Mexico have evolved faster than the knowledge of the 

material culture of that region. The international border bisecting this larger region has 

had a substantial effect on research in the area (Kelley and Villalpando 1996:69; 

McGuire 1997:131). Early and middle twentieth century archaeological research, 

conducted mostly by non-Mexican archaeologists, focused on finding material evidence 

for a link between the U. S. Southwest and Mesoamerica. Those early models have 

focused on distant or external agents rather than depicting the area as one where 

indigenous development occurred (Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003).  

Increased exploration in Northwest Mexico in the last two decades, however, has 

shown that archaeological manifestations, such as those in the Trincheras region, were 

the result of local developments without direct influence from Mesoamerican pochtecas 

or Southwestern traders. In this new scenario, researchers recognize external influence in 

the area, but not to the degree suggested by the imperialist models, such as the pochteca 

(McGuire and Villalpando 1993; McGuire et al. 1994, 1999; Minnis and Redman 1990; 

Whalen and Minnis 200; Upham 1986). For the OVAP, I stand on the latter position that 

serves as a more balanced and dynamic middle stance where local groups are envisioned 

as engaged actors of their development and active participants in local and regional 

interactions (Blanton et al. 1996; Kowalewski 1996; Mills 2000; Pauketat 1997, 2000; 
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Peregrine 1992). The data recovered evaluate and indeed confirms this middle-road 

framework.  

Due to the lack of basic data on the area, the OVAP focused on a regional level 

analysis. Landscape analysis was chosen to build a preliminary description of the valley 

archaeological past from the data recovered by a full-coverage systematic pedestrian 

survey. The identified prehispanic sites were analyzed through the Chiefdoms and 

Community frameworks, which I believe are a better fit in describing the socio-political 

structure of the prehispanic settlement of the valley. In addition, ethnohistory played a 

big rol providing additional interpretation and understanding of the material record 

analysis. In the following subsection, I contextualize these concepts and describe their 

applicability to the data from the OVAP. 

 

 

Chiefdoms 

 

…the term chiefdom is used to cover a tremendous variety of middle-range 
political organizations, from simple aggregations of villages to near-states, with leaders 
who vary from first-among-equals to demigods... (Rountree and Turner III 1998:265). 
 

 
Robert L. Carneiro (1981) explains that the term ‘chiefdom’ has been used in 

anthropology for at least half a century. Kalervo Oberg used this concept in 1955 to 

describe lowland South and Central American communities with sociopolitical structures 

headed by influential leaders. A few years later, Marshall D. Sahlins (1958) described the 

pre-contact Polynesian polities with this concept. But it was not until 1962 that Elman R. 
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Service (1971) broadened and generalized the concept of ‘chiefdom’ in his Primitive 

Social Organization: An Evolutionary Perspective (Carneiro 1996; Earle 1991; Feinman 

1996). In this book, Service incorporates ‘chiefdom’ into a social neo-evolutionary 

scheme consisting of four general stages: bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states. This 

scheme served as a framework to explain primitive social organization globally. In this 

model, chiefdoms were defined as:  

hierarchically organized societies (with permanent positions of leadership) that 
were intermediary in organizational scale and complexity between egalitarian 
social formations (bands and tribes) and more bureaucratic, stratified states 
(Feinman 1996:185). 
 

Service (1971:134) emphasizes that, "chiefdoms are re-distributional societies with a 

permanent central agency of coordination". He thus takes after Sahlins's early discussions 

of redistributive exchange systems in Polynesia (Feinman 1996; Sahlins 1958; Service 

1971). The amount of productivity and population density further distinguished 

chiefdoms, although these criteria are not necessarily due to a certain technological 

development. Instead, these are interpreted to be the result of the leader’s unification and 

control of the production, specialization, and distribution of goods (Service 1971).  

Furthermore, for Service, chiefdoms were not only re-distributional societies, but 

their chiefs also served "as a permanent central agency of exchange and coordination" 

(Feinman 1996:186). Chiefdoms hence differed from bands and tribes because their 

reciprocal exchange qualities (Carneiro 1996; Feinman 1996; Service 1971). Although 

chiefdoms were centralized entities or units, no one government or institution 

implemented decisions. Rather the power of chiefs depended on goods distribution and/or 

use of force. While institutions and bureaucratic systems integrated states, real and fictive 
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kinship bonds organized chiefdoms. Service recognized that material and social 

inequality, marked by wealth and status differences, is present in chiefdoms. The rise of 

complex societies was envisioned as problem solving (prime-mover models) where a 

prime mover or a single factor, like management of irrigation systems, military concerns, 

or population resource imbalance, was interpreted as a stress or "kicker" that triggered 

changes in the sociopolitical structure.  

 Service developed his proposed model from comparative ethnographic cases at a 

time when cultural evolutionism was gaining respectability and momentum in social 

science. This model was rapidly adopted. Since the mid-1960s, this model of cultural 

lineal transformation, where bands become tribes, then chiefdoms, and ultimately states, 

has been used in archaeology and anthropology as an explanatory and classificatory 

framework (Carneiro 1996; Clark and Blake 1994; Earle 1997; Feinman 1996; Sarmiento 

1994). Accordingly, all societies were classified according to their sociopolitical 

structures. In the case of the U.S. Southwest and Northwest Mexico, some areas such as 

Chaco Canyon, the Phoenix Basin Hohokam, and Paquimé qualified as chiefdoms.  

In Mexico and Latin America, the term ‘chiefdom’ was adopted but termed 

‘cacicazgo.’ Cacicazgo is an existing, well-known term in Latin America used in past and 

modern political structure, but traditionally without the evolutionary stigma (Clark and 

Blake 1994; Braniff 1992; Sarmiento 1994; Spencer and Redmond 1997). Since colonial 

times, the political structures of prehispanic native communities were defined as 

cacicazgos and their chiefs, ‘caciques.’ Cacique was not a native word but an Arawakian 

word from the West Indies that the Spanish adopted and used in New Spain to designate 

 
 



 71

native political leaders with certain powers and duties (Gibson 1964:36). Caciques had 

power over a community or a set of communities, but worked under the control of the 

Spanish crown. This definition of a particular political power, still embedded in the Latin 

America psyche today, has been used to describe socio-political structures from the 

prehispanic through modern times (Fernandez de Recas 1961; Sanoja and Varjas 1985; 

Sarmiento 1994).  

 In the mid-1970s, an increasing concern about the model's spatial scale and 

limitations in explaining a community's interaction, long-distance exchange, and 

migration arose in the study of chiefdoms and states. By the 1980's, deeper theoretical 

limitations became apparent and several researchers started looking for alternative 

frameworks that could explain what the neo-evolutionary model could not (Carneiro 

1996; Earle 1991, 1997; Feinman 1996; Redmond 1998). This existing simple model 

seemed to work well in theory. In practice, however, it did not. Service had depicted 

chiefdoms as centrally administered economic re-distributional societies, but those re-

distributional systems had not been found in a great range of societies that otherwise 

qualified as chiefdom (Earle 1991). 

In addition, ethnographic research showed that kinship roles were more complex 

and greater key factors in the acquisition of social status and political power than initially 

thought. The prime-mover model of political development, the pillar of neo-

evolutionism, had proven elusive and difficult to support empirically. Another serious 

critique is that while biologists could talk about organic evolution as being irreversible, 

cultural evolutionists could not make the same statement. Archaeological, ethnographical, 
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and ethnohistorical data illustrated that society’s resisted compression into unilinear 

stages. Societies may move from tribe to chiefdom, reach the state ‘level,’ and ‘collapse’ 

to tribes again. Scholars began noticing and accepting that multiple factors influenced 

humans, community acts, and interactions on multiple scales and recognized that past 

societies should be examined accordingly (Blanton et al. 1996; Carneiro 1996; Earle 

1991, 1997; Feinman 1996, 2000; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Fish and Fish 2000a, 

2000b; Marcus 2000; Mills 2000; Redmond 1998; Yoffee et al. 1999).  

 Consequently, many researchers adopted more flexible theoretical frameworks 

that would fit the diversity of societies found in the archeological record. Other cultural 

aspects of societies such as trade and production patterns, kinship relations, or ideology 

that vary from society to society had to be analyzed with other models (Carneiro 1996; 

Feinman 1996; Mills 2000; Yoffee et al. 1999). Researchers, who continued using the 

term chiefdom, albeit in a narrower sense, argued that the term describes a type of socio-

political structure but does not necessary entail Service's evolutionist slant and his 

emphasis on a re-distributive economy (Earle 1991, 1997; Feinman and Nicholas 2004; 

Remond 1998; Pauketat 1994).  

On the other hand, they suggested that regional consolidation is more relevant 

factor than they previously thought (Beck 2003; Earle 1991, 1997; Redmond 1998). As 

Carneiro (1981:38) states, “the transcending of local sovereignty and the aggregation of 

previously autonomous villages into chiefdoms was a critical step in political 

development…” He re-defines the chiefdom concept to refer to “an autonomous political 

unit comprising a number of villages under the permanent control of a paramount chief” 
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(Carneiro 1981:45). This redefinition of chiefdoms illustrates the researchers' awareness 

of the cultural diversity of societies, that complexity is the result of several factors and 

not of one "kicking" factor, and that the role of human agency is greater than was 

previously thought (Dobres and Robb 2000; Earle 1997; Yoffee et al. 1999). 

Furthermore, researchers began to recognize that sociopolitical structure and the 

demographic landscape changed continually in the archaeological past, as it does today. 

Using the subdivision of simple and complex chiefdoms based on administration and 

ranked stratification levels, and population density, they established that pre-state 

societies move back and forth between these two types until chiefs, if they overcome 

internal socio-political conflicts, can transform their societies into states (Earle 1991, 

1997; Redmond 1998). This cycling process has been used most frequently to explain 

southeast Mississippian societies (Anderson 1996; Pauketat 1994; Yoffee et al. 1999).  

Additionally, researchers developed a typology or a quantitative model to 

distinguish simple from complex chiefdoms, and even simple socio-political structures 

such as chieftaincy (Redmond 1998), which is envisioned as a middle stance between 

tribes and simple chiefdoms (Earle 1991, 1997; Redmond 1998; Steponaitis 1978). 

Chieftaincy refers to a “centralized political leadership that operates from time to time 

among autonomous village’s societies but that is generally short-lived…an aspiring 

leader or big man who exercise such leadership can also be called a chieftain…” 

(Redmond 1998:3). Simple chiefdoms are characterized by “polity sizes in the low 

thousands, one level in the political hierarchy above the local community, and a system 

of graduated ranking” (Earle 1991:3). A complex chiefdom, on the other hand, is 
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identified by “polity sizes in the tens of thousands, two [or more] levels in the political 

hierarchy above the local community, and an emergent stratification” (Earle 1991:3).  

Earle’s (1991) two additional schemes by which to better understand the 

variability of chiefdoms are based on the finance and structure of chiefdoms. The first 

scheme differentiates between staple versus wealth chiefdom finances. Staple involves a 

lack of extensive exchange mechanisms, mobilization, and a distribution of food and 

goods, such as feasting. Wealth finance stands for the acquisition of items of symbolic 

value through long distance exchange or controlled local craft production, and their 

bestowal on supporters (Earle 1991:3). The second scheme depends on chiefdom 

structure being group-oriented or individualizing, more along dual-processual theory 

lines (Blanton et al. 1996). Earle (1991:3) mentions that a happy medium or 

combinations of those schemes are common. In addition, Earle suggests that to 

understand how chiefdom operated it is necessary to consider different scales of analysis. 

Those scales, based on spatial extension and number of members to each category, are 

the household (one extended family), the community (several families), the chiefly polity, 

and the inter-polity region (Earle 1991:13). He explains that 

the household and the community [are] semi-autonomous units that may exist in 
competition with each other and in opposition to the overarching polity. Thus the 
centralization of the chiefdom should always be seen as a fragile, negotiated 
institution that is held together by an economic independence, a justifying 
ideology, and a concentration of force (Earle 1991:13). 

 
In this way, chiefdoms are no longer considered as one more stage on an evolutionary 

scheme. Instead, researchers use the concept of chiefdom today simply to describe the 

socio-political structure of communities in the past without the evolutionary directionality 
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(Yoffee 2005).  

Norman Yoffee states that today two groups of archaeologists or researchers still 

use the term ‘chiefdom.’ First, those who study the rise of ancient states use the term 

…chiefdom in order to describe those prehistoric societies that directly precede 
the societies they call states… but that are a lot more complicated than seems 
appropriate for bands and tribes. They used the term chiefdom without implying 
anything about a kind of social organization and its ranking system, form of 
economic stratification, or amount of territory controlled by a simple or complex 
chief (Yoffee 2005:29). 
 

The second group is composed by those “who study societies that were not part of a 

trajectory to statehood at all” (Yoffee 2005:29). In that regard, Yoffee explains the use of 

the chiefdom concept in such research, as: 

These pre-historic societies were characterized by leadership structures that were 
calculated within the kinship system. Monumental structures were the scenes of 
ceremonies, which required goods to be submitted to the leaders and theirs 
ancestors, and leaders amassed not considerable amounts of wealth (Yoffee 
2005:29).  
 

It is Yoffee’s second characterization here that seems appropriate to explain the Onavas 

Valley prehispanic settlement socio-political structure during the late prehispanic period. 

The material and ethnographic data for the OVAP research area suggests that the socio-

political structure of the prehispanic communities of the Onavas Valley falls somewhere 

between chieftaincy and simple or small-scale chiefdoms with a probable regional 

conception of unity and interaction. In the subsequent chapters, I describe that evidence 

and its analysis, and set out to illustrate how during prehispanic times the Onavas Valley 

could have fostered a local socio-political structure beyond autonomous tribal 

organization. However, in the eventuality that the data indicate that the socio-political 

structure was not based on a “paramount position of a leader and his highly ranked 
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lineage” (Fish and Fish 2000b:381), I will have to employ another term that features a 

corporal or communal mechanism underlying societal structure, as community does 

(Blanton et al. 1996; Fish and Fish 2000a, 2000b). 

 

 

Community 

 

 

In the U.S. Southwest and Northwest Mexico, prehispanic groups exhibited great 

cultural diversity with different levels of complexity and interaction. Researchers have 

employed different terms to describe the socio-political structures of prehispanic societies 

in Northwest Mexico, namely chiefdoms, cacicazgos, middle range societies, pre-state 

societies, statelets, segmentary states, pristine civilizations, communities or comunidades 

(Doolittle 1988; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Fish 1999a; Lekson 1999; Mills 2000; 

Whitecotton 1977; Wilcox 1999; Yoffee et al. 1999). The community concept was 

prominently featured in the American archaeological jargon for a while, but only in the 

last decade have researchers used this term to replace the chiefdom concept with its 

evolutionary implications (Fish and Fish 2000a:164). Originally, the term community 

was borrowed from the Mexican term comunidad, which as ‘cacicazgo,’ was used mostly 

during the Spanish Colonial period to describe the socio-political structure of indigenous 

autonomous communities (Fish and Fish 2000a, 2000b; Whitecotton 1977). With this 

idea of communal organization, researchers defined archaeological sites, especially in the 
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Hohokam region, where material evidence for paramount leaders and/or highly ranked 

kinship lines failed to emerge unambiguously (Adler 1996; Fish and Fish 1994, Fish et al. 

1992; Lekson 1991). Whitecotton (1977:188) defines a community simply as a, "large 

self-governing as well as economically self-supporting [settlement]", regardless of its 

socio-political organization. Today’s comunidad concept is still well-established in the 

Mexican countryside and can be defined or envisioned as a 

unit of territory and local administration…typically incorporate[ing] multiple 
settlements, but hav[ing] an administrative center and a foremost church in a large 
village…comunidad boundaries guarantee continuing rights to agricultural land 
and access to resources beyond those available through membership in a single 
village (Fish and Fish 2000b:381). 
 

From the archaeological perspective, areas can be identified or interpreted accordingly as 

an area that can be identified by several settlements that shape a community with shared 

cultural patterns, but where one of the settlements among that community will have a 

higher ranked position than the rest, which that could have some influence over the whole 

community. This community will be autonomous from other equivalent communities. 

In defining the socio-political structure of a comunidad, researchers further 

emphasize that it may or may not be kin-based or reliant on a “paramount position of a 

leader and his highly ranked lineage” (Fish and Fish 2000b:381) as in the case of 

chiefdoms. Instead, a community is based on a corporal or communal socio-political 

structure where its people gained membership through antiquity and participation in 

communal work, such as construction and maintenance of canals, farming fields, and 

public architecture (Fish and Fish 2000b:381). As a result, a community is envisioned as 

a socio-political and territorial unit configuration identified by a set of related settlements 
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representing all its members and surrounding environmental resources. Such a unit not 

only provides a socio-political framework for its members but also a self-identification of 

a social group and affiliation to their territory. 

In the U. S. Southwest and Northwest Mexico prehispanic region researchers 

define community as a: 

set of interrelated sites within a bounded community territory... Such a 
community contains a center with public architecture of a kind and/or magnitude 
that is not duplicated in other community sites... Community boundaries 
presumably demarcated the land and resources wherein primary use-rights were 
reserved to community members (Fish and Fish 2000a:160-161). 
 

Of particular interest is the fact that a community still had some sort of hierarchy between 

the settlements that control access to land, resources, and most likely to knowledge and 

ritual activities.  

An important element of the community is the central site(s), which normally 

functions as the focus of communal activities and decision-making in the community. 

Researchers believe that public architecture in central sites is the “focus of communal 

observances on behalf of all members…the inter-linkage of population and settlements 

are symbolically embodied in the communal structures” (Fish and Fish 2000b:378). 

Public architecture is envisioned further as a material representation of communal 

symbols and beliefs shared by members of a community. The labor input represented in 

the construction of this public architecture “communicate[s] the cohesiveness and 

prominence of the community” (Fish and Fish 2000b:381). In addition, Doyel and Fish 

(2000:19) mention that the “community” term has dual meaning or application: one 

where the community is used to describe “interlinked members of a single settlement” 
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and second where the term is used for “interlinked members of a set of closely related 

settlements.” 

In addition to the central site, the hierarchical socio-political structure of a 

community is made of:  

1) Special activity areas:  refers to a brief to multi-century reuse of the same 

space, processing/craft areas, or source material procurement location, such as roasting 

pits, field houses, stone or clay sources, roads, water irrigation control systems, or 

agricultural fields.  

2) Household compounds: consisted of two or three rooms for probably one or 

two related families, who are self-sufficient for subsistence needs, but are connected to 

larger communities. 

3) Hamlets or rancherías: composed of six to 40 rooms inhabited possibly by 

more than one family lineage with a full range of subsistence activities and relatively 

long-term occupations (Rice and Redman 2000:322).  

Community size and boundaries depend on population density, natural resources, 

distance to those resources, intra-community communication, and interactions (both local 

and regional). In addition, Fish and Fish (2000a:161) mention that the size of a 

community will depend on the boundaries of neighboring communities, so a community 

could have territorial affiliation to a single valley or share this with other communities. In 

the U. S. Southwest, where this model has been applied the most, archaeological 

community boundaries have been defined by 1) “settlement fall off, where a settlement 

cluster containing a central site is spatially discrete from other such clusters” and 2) 
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“through a replication of pattern elements at intervals…[or] distribution of central sites 

with public architecture” (Fish and Fish 2000b:378). Such artificial boundaries probably 

delimited the territory a community controlled which only certain community members 

had access and an authorization to exploit.  

There is no particular explanation as to how a community arose or was born in the 

Northwest of Mexico and the U. S. Southwest. However, a combination of factors seems 

to play a role in this process, such as an increase in the population density and 

competition for natural resources (Fish et al. 1992). As a result, there is an increase in the 

labor force available to conduct communal work that will increase resource production 

and territorial claims. Individuals will have to belong to a certain community in order to 

have rights to exploit natural resources, and in order to have that affiliation they need to 

participate on the communal work, community ceremonial activities, and shared 

community values (Fish and Fish 2000a:164-165). 

The community model enjoys enough flexibility to accommodate other models to 

explain socio-political power and its underlying bases, such as the central site model, 

landscape analysis, prestige economy, or dual-proccesual theory (Ashmore and Knapp 

1999; Fish 1999a; Fish and Fish 1996, 2000a, 2000b; Fish et al. 1992; Smith 1976). 

Naturally, the communal socio-political structure as indicated by the field data guides the 

researcher in choosing from these models. Fish and Fish (2000a) push the community 

concept forward by developing the civic-territorial model. In this framework, individuals 

were bound together through real and fictive kinship networks while membership in the 

community was ensured through territorial affiliation and communal work, such as 
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construction and maintenance of irrigation canals. More recently, another definition for 

community was provided by Varien (1999:19) who states that, “a community consists of 

many households that live close to one another, have regular face-to-face interactions, 

and share use of local social and natural resources…” To this definition, Kintigh (2003) 

and Gilpin (2003) add several important variables that offer a better range of analysis for 

a community in the archaeological record. The variables are “a minimum population size 

for reproductively viable social unit, a maximum population size given the level of social 

complexity that we infer for the [U. S.] Southwest, a one-day round trip walking distance 

and a settlement clustering” (Kintigh 2003:103). On top of these variables, Canuto and 

Yaeger (2000:11) push the community analysis even further and propose three types of 

analysis: 1) spatial analyses that examine intra- and inter-unit spacing, access patterns, 

and boundary maintenance; 2) techno-material studies of artifact styles, exotic goods, 

resource scarcity, and labor investment; and 3) demographic studies of settlement 

patterning, ecological adaptation, site numbers, and nucleation and dispersion.  

 The applicability of the community concept is not constrained to the U. S. 

Southwest and Northwest Mexico region, as the latest archaeological research on 

communities show. The community concept has been applied in other regions as well, 

such as India, Australia, or South America (Canuto and Yaeger 2000), proving its 

applicability for different archaeological record in different natural environments. In the 

next chapters, where the data analysis is presented, the evidence for either communal or 

kin-based socio-political structure will be evaluated. Before the data can be analyzed to 

determine if there is evidence in support of a chieftancy or community structure, the 
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OVAP data called for the incorporation of landscape analysis, a theoretical framework  

explained in the next section. 

 

 

Landscape Structure 

 

 

The origins and use of the landscape concept can be traced as far back as the late 

nineteenth century in the social sciences, when geographer Friederich Ratzel and 

sociologist Emil Durkheim debated the role of the natural environment in the social 

structure of humans and societies (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Hirsch 1995). Formally, Carl 

Sauer (1925:46) provided the first definition for landscape in archaeology based on his 

work in geography: 

The cultural landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a cultural group. 
Culture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, and the cultural landscape is 
the result. Under the influence of a given culture, itself changing through time, the 
landscape undergoes development, passing through phases, and probably reaching 
ultimately the end of its cycle of development. With the introduction of a different 
–that is, alien- culture, a rejuvenation of the culture landscape set in, or a new 
landscape is superimposed on the remnants of an older one. 

 
Sauer’s definition points to the importance of understanding an archaeological site in 

relation to its surrounding space and not in isolation.  

Later, the innovation of regional archaeological settlement pattern studies in the 

1940s and 1950s indicated that not only does the natural environment shape the cultural 

landscape, but the latter was also influenced by the dynamics of cultural and human 
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needs (Willey 1953). Gordon Willey (1953:1) defined settlement pattern as, "the way in 

which man disposed himself over the landscape on which he lived. It refers to dwellings, 

to their arrangement, and to the nature and disposition of their buildings pertaining to 

community life.” Although settlement pattern studies achieved the much needed 

examination of archaeological sites in relation with other sites, it still lacked the 

incorporation of other human aspects that shape a community, such as ritual landscapes, 

geographical markers, or ethnic boundaries.  

Through the 1960s and 1970s, archaeologists sought to clarify this problem and 

research “moved beyond descriptive documentation of site distributions and 

organizational hierarchies within regions to interpretation of the multivariate dynamics 

underlying archaeologically observed pattern across the dimensions of space and time” 

(Anschuetz et al. 2001:170). Currently, researchers agree that landscape is not a synonym 

for natural environment or settlement pattern, but something complementary to and 

beyond those terms (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Hirsch 1995; 

Potter 2004; Rossignol and Wandsnider 1992). In addition, landscape analysis 

incorporates knowledge gathered by anthropological and ethnographical research, such as 

ritual activities or the perception of the natural realm. Ashmore and Knapp (1999:1) state 

that landscape is, “an entity that exists by virtue of its being perceived, experienced, and 

contextualized by people.” So, landscape is a totally human formation and has to be 

analyzed accordingly. A more detailed definition is provided by James Potter (2004:322), 

who states landscape is: 

a conceptual and behavioral process; it is as much about what people perceive and 
do on the land as it is about what is on the land to begin with. Landscapes are 
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created by human activity, which is influenced not only by the distribution of 
resources on the land but also by cultural perceptions of human relationships to 
those resources. 
  

Potter established three analytical elements for a better understanding of a particular 

landscape: a) time, as landscape is being created by human activities and perceptions, it is 

also bound to its temporal frame, b) space, as landscape is created by human activities, 

those actions need space that create a place for them in the environment, shaping human 

action and enhancing the space significance, and c) perception or conceptualization of the 

landscape based on “mythic” and “real” experience of the people or groups on such space 

and in a particular time period (Potter 2004:322). Those elements make the landscape 

concept more appealing for archaeological analysis.  

The analysis of landscape structures assists archaeologists in identifying and 

evaluating the interdependent and dynamic relationships between humans and the 

physical, social, and cultural realms of their environment over time and space (Anschuetz 

et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Rossignol and Wandsnider 1992). After all human 

beings lived and conducted a multitude of activities outside the dwelling areas as well. 

Consequently, artifacts were deposited and features created outside in association with 

those activities (Rice and Ravesloot 2001; Wells et al 2004). Likewise, human beings 

change nature into a cultural landscape, sometimes fortuitously leaving material culture 

behind to record the event. Based on ethnographic research, James Ebert (1992:26-27) 

estimates that the frequency of tool use outside versus inside the dwelling area is between 

four to five times greater. In other words, “archaeology research that deals only with 
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residential settlement might ignore 75% to 80% of the data concerning the use of the 

landscape” (Rice and Ravesloot 2001:2).  

Recent research in landscape archaeology focuses on identifying relationships and 

patterns between central settlements, smaller residential units, and varied assemblages of 

non-habitation/activity features found in a specific locale and for a specific time frame. 

These components are explicitly studied in order to understand the interaction between 

human and nature (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Snead 2004). 

Furthermore, if possible, archaeologists interpret geographical markers or areas to arrive 

at some understanding of their ritual/ceremonial value to a prehispanic community; thus 

increasing the understanding of a community’s use of its surrounding landscape. 

More of this research on landscapes needs to be applied to Northwest Mexico 

prehispanic contexts, where archaeological traditions have conventionally been described 

and defined narrowly by research on a single site or from a survey area. Moreover, much 

of this research and analysis took place three or four decades ago, if not longer (Newell 

and Gallaga 2004), with earlier theoretical models and limited methods, both in terms of 

theoretical perspective, archaeological methodology, and available technology. For 

example, the development of GIS (Geographical Information System) has done much to 

enable landscape analysis and to move beyond (practically and theoretically) the 

preceding one site/area-based interpretations. Augmenting such research, however, 

requires more full-survey projects that cover large areas to find, describe, and analyze the 

necessary data to undertake landscape analysis.  
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Normally, landscape analysis focuses on three contrasting, but complementary 

elements, corresponding to three elements of analysis yielding an understanding of a 

cultural landscape. Those elements are: 1) settlement ecology or settlement pattern, 2) 

ritual landscape, and 3) ethnic landscape (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 

1999; Potter 2004). All three aspects focus on how members of a community define, 

perceive, use, and shape their surrounding space in a particular period of time and 

transform general space into a specific place. Yet, each element of analysis provides 

insight into a particular cultural component.  

In the first element of analysis, past settlement pattern studies focused on the 

description and analysis of spatial interrelationships among archaeological sites with 

domestic and/or public architecture to describe what characterized the past. Today, 

settlement pattern analysis focuses on the explanation of why and how organizational and 

technological changes occurred in a specific settlement pattern of a region and for a 

specific period of time (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Willey 1983). As such, settlement pattern 

functions as the product of a dynamic interaction between the characteristics of the 

environment and human economic, social, and technical needs. Settlement pattern 

corresponds to “archaeologically observed patterns of land use, occupation, 

transformation over time,…raw material needed for physical comfort and health, and 

items for trade or exchange” (Anschuetz et al. 2001:177). Because settlement patterns are 

human constructions and conceptions of their surrounding environments, they also are 

affected by other human concepts or cultural elements such as time, culture and tradition 

affiliations. A change in the settlement pattern in time signifies a change in the human 
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conception of the cultural landscape and could represent changes in the cultural and 

traditional affiliation of those human groups. 

The second element of analysis concerned  ritual landscape, which Anschuetz et 

al. (2001:178) defines by seeing ritual landscapes as the results of “stereotyped actions, 

including specific acts and sequences of acts, that represent the socially prescribed orders 

by which communities define, legitimize, and sustain their occupation of their traditional 

homelands.” In addition, they emphasize that the 

traditional wisdom often is tied to places, thus the landscape is full of history, 
legend, knowledge, and power that help structure activities and organize 
relationships. Ethnohistorically known groups have full ritual calendars and a rich 
cosmology that structure, organize, and inform on much of their landscape, which 
community members perceive and with which they interact (Anschuetz et al. 
2001:178). 

 
As mentioned above, the repetition of acts, such as ceremonies, rituals, or feasts, creates a 

social memory that enhances community affiliation to a place and enhances integration 

among communities (Potter 2004; Rappaport 1979). The construction of public 

architecture (constructed landscapes) or repetition and reuse of a specific area to perform 

such activities may produce significant or substantial archaeological remains associated 

to and indicative of a ritual landscape (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999). 

Such remains can be “public buildings, monuments, squares or plazas, petroglyphs or 

pictographs, and various vernacular markers” (Anschuetz et al. 2001:178). Natural 

markers or conceptual landscape markers with insignificant or absent material culture 

must be included to the previous listing, exemplified by rivers, mountains, forest, water 

sources, or peaks (Ashmore and Knapp 1999). In Northwest Mexico, the Sierra del 

Bacatete for the Yaqui Indians (Hu Dehart 1995; Olavarria 1995; Spicer 1983, 1992, 

 
 



 88

1994) or the Mayo River for the Mayo Indians (Crumrine 1983; Crumrine and Crumrine 

1967) serves as suitable examples. 

The final element of analysis, ethnic landscapes, are notoriously hard to identify 

archaeologically and are interrelated with land-use and ritual landscapes. Anthropological 

research establishes that “community members create and manipulate material culture 

and symbols to signify ethnic or cultural boundaries based on customs and shared modes 

of thought and expression that might have no other sanction than tradition” (Anschuetz et 

al. 2001:179). Ethnicity is not directly or automatically tied to physical spaces and may 

not manifest itself with particular geographic markers. Ceremonies or rituals that identify 

an ethnic group can be performed outside its original geographical location without 

losing their community affiliation (e.g. the Yaqui or Jewish diasporic communities that 

have experienced spatial dislocation over time). Such characteristics limit the 

identification and analysis of ethnic landscapes (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and 

Knapp 1999; Canuto and Yager 2000; Potter 2004; Rapoport 1982; Rossignol and 

Wandsnider 1992).  

Archaeologically speaking, researchers have attempted to establish ethnic 

‘regions’ or ‘boundaries’ through the recognition of certain cultural material elements 

considered diagnostic of a particular cultural group. This methodology proves 

problematic and provides fixed or hard boundaries of past societies which do not 

necessarily provide an accurate picture. On the other hand, in the absence of a surviving 

human presence, such identification of cultural material markers continues as valid in 

archaeological research used to identify archaeological traditions, exchange, migration, or 
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cultural changes. We must remind ourselves, however, that those diagnostic material 

distributional maps created by the archaeologist are at best an approximation or partial 

representation of the prehispanic spatial interactions as they may have taken place in 

actuality. 

Given the current state of archaeological knowledge of the Onavas Valley, 

landscape theory offers an insightful, productive way to begin to understand the social 

and cultural dynamics of this area in the Late Prehispanic period. The application of 

landscape theory in the Onavas Valley determines the effectiveness of the OVAP’s three-

pronged research design in archaeological analysis, as discussed earlier. The final results 

of the OVAP research and analysis will provide a solid database for further 

archaeological research in the area and will allow some context and material comparison 

of this area with neighboring regions. The latter is an important and necessary part of 

research in order to have a better picture of the material and concept interactions between 

different archaeological traditions. In addition, landscape archaeology works in 

accordance with the community model and together will provide useful information to 

define the Onavas prehispanic community.  

Furthermore, a comparison of the Onavas Valley with Casas Grandes, Trincheras, 

and Classic Hohokam regions in the forthcoming chapters facilitates an understanding of 

the formation of differences in cultural landscapes in similar environmental conditions. 

Such understanding forms a basis for proposing mechanisms of extra-regional 

interactions between the Onavas Valley and the remaining regions. The comparison 

among the different areas centers on an examination and comparison of public 
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architecture, settlement hierarchy, settlement structure in terms of dispersal and 

nucleation, subsistence technology, and loci of craft production. The completion of the 

OVAP finally enabled such systematic comparison among these areas because 

comparable full-coverage surveys have been undertaken within recent years in all those 

areas (Fish et al. 1992; Fish and Fish 2004; Whalen and Minnis 2001). 

 

 

Ethnohistory 

 

 

Another important framework for analysis suitable to the OVAP is the rich data 

found in colonial documents. Since the middle of the twentieth century, several sub-areas 

of anthropology have been developing and specializing until they eventually separated 

into branches extending from the anthropological tree. In recent decades, those branches 

have developed into proper fields of study, some with their own theoretical frameworks 

and methods, becoming sub-disciplines or even disciplines on their own, such as 

industrial archaeology, historical archaeology, and ethno-archaeology. 

These branches further distinguish themselves from the main archaeological tree 

trunk because they concentrate on periods of the past that were not commonly studied 

and analyzed and fall outside ‘prehistoric’ archaeology. Archaeologists of these newly 

developed branches found that other disciplines, such as history, ethnohistory, and 

ethnography, have and can provide data normally not available in the archaeological 
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record which serve to complement archaeological analysis and interpretation of the past 

(Doolittle 1988; Riley 1990, Sauer 1932; Schuyler 1988; Chang 1967; Webster 1996). 

This interdisciplinary approach proved useful not only for those newer archaeological 

branches, but for archaeologists in general, especially in proto-historic periods, such as 

the Colonial period of the American continent (Trigger 1985; Reff 1991; Sheridan 1988; 

Spicer 1992). 

In the 1950s, ethnohistory appeared as a discipline in order to challenge or 

confirm historical claims made in court by Native American groups suing the U. S. 

Government for recovery of damages incurred in the conquest and possession of their 

lands (Krech III 1991; Spores 1980). Since then, this discipline has developed 

supplemental theoretical frameworks and methods to pursue its object of study and to 

distinguish itself from history and anthropology (Fenton 1962; Kintigh 1990a; Sheridan 

1988; Spores 1980). In the past, the discipline focused on what Wolf (1997) calls "people 

without history," referring to groups who lack written documentation of their past (Krech 

III 1991; Trigger 1983: Wolf 1997). After long debates among ethnohistorians and 

colleagues from affiliated disciplines, the trend today seems to be away from that 

evolutionary, ethnocentric, and, in some cases, eurocentric definition and focus has 

shifted to any group of people. Currently, ethnohistory may be defined as a discipline that 

focuses on changes in culture over time and space, using methods from history, political 

economy, archaeology, ethnography, cultural anthropology, written and oral document 

analyses, combined into a multidisciplinary approach (Fenton 1962; Schuyler 1988; 

Sheridan 1988).  
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Several authors (Adams 1981; Chang 1967; Schuyler 1988; Spores 1980; Trigger 

1983; Wilson 1993) state that interdisciplinary research between archaeology and 

ethnohistory can complement each other precisely due to their similarities and their 

differences. Ethnohistory offers a perspective on relatively shorter periods of time than 

does archaeology. Further, ethnohistory supplies information regarding human behavior, 

cultural changes, and information on social contexts that fail to appear, or are not 

accessible, in the archaeological record. Archaeology provides knowledge about 

relatively longer periods of time, material analyses, and material evidence that can 

support or contrast information obtained from written and oral documents.  

Nonetheless, there are some researchers who disagree and dislike the idea of 

incorporating ethnohistory into archaeology (Leonard 1993). Their major argument is 

that every discipline has its own theoretical framework and methods adapted for its own 

discipline-specific object of study, which are not compatible with archaeology (Chang 

1967). Furthermore, they state that archaeology already has enough tools to handle the 

research problem at hand without external interference. It is important to mention that 

this extreme position is not the dominant opinion and several good interdisciplinary 

research projects have been undertaken in the last decades in America (Carpenter 1996; 

Charlton and Fournier 1993; Doolittle 1988; Jackson 1998; Spicer 1992; Trigger 1985; 

Wilson 1993). Other researchers, less critical about the applicability of ethnohistory, 

mention that ethnohistorical and ethnographic information provide good analytical and 

comparative data to understand the past. Yoffee (2005:31) cautions, however, to avoid 

direct projection into the archaeological record, especially when the ethnohistorical and 
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ethnographical data “have been snatched out of time, place, and development sequence.” 

Although the veracity of information in colonial documents is always a concern, 

these documents do provide useful insights into a living context that no longer exists and 

facilitate understanding of both post-contact and prehispanic communities (Gasco et al. 

1997; Lightfoot 1995; Majewski and Ayres 1997). When compared to the archaeological 

data, the richer ethnohistorical record of the Río Yaqui serves as a mixed blessing. The 

varied ethnohistorical sources, though sometimes inherently conflicting or in 

contradiction with the archaeological record, do provide a set of expectations regarding 

what might be encountered archaeologically. Thus, the OVAP incorporated the analysis 

of ethnohistorical and ethnographical data in order to create a provisional and preliminary 

understanding of prehispanic and proto-Historic period conditions to be tested with data 

collected in the field. Ethnohistorical data were used to inform and aid in the 

interpretation of the data recorded. Hence, they offer possible scenarios for understanding 

the configuration of polities, social and political organization, regional and local 

interactions, and population at the time of Spanish contact and probably for the Late 

Prehispanic period. Likewise, material analysis assisted in the determination of the 

temporal and spatial, or cultural group affiliation of those sites.  

 

 

Evaluation of Ethnohistoric Data 
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The first mention of Onavas Valley or the Nébomes traces back to early Spanish 

colonial documents that consist mostly of descriptions of the Spanish entradas, such as 

those by Diego de Guzman (Carrera Stampa 1955; Heredia 1969), Francisco de Ibarra 

(Hopkins 1988), Marcos de Niza (Hallenbeck 1987), Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca (1993, 

Cobey 1998), and Vasquez de Coronado (Hammond 1940; Hammond and Rey 1940; 

Nakayama 1974). Contextualizing these and later writings requires a short historical 

overview. 

After the fall of Mexico-Tenochtitlan in 1521, Spaniards embarked on a quest of 

discovery and conquest of new land and kingdoms. Exploration of northwestern New 

Spain, was focused on finding a safe and more direct path either by land or sea to Asia, 

specifically to the Philippines, which later become part of the Kingdom of Spain (Sauer 

1932:3). The process of exploration and conquest was relatively fast in Central and north 

central Mexico and highly destructive for native communities everywhere. By 1523, the 

villa of Colima was founded by Hernán Cortés and by the early 1530s Nuño de Guzman 

founded the villa of San Miguel Culiacán. The latter formed the northernmost Spanish 

settlement for almost half a century and served as departure point for multiple 

expeditions bound north and northwest (Gerhard 1982; Jones1979; Sauer 1932:8-9).  

In 1533, the Diego de Guzman exploration party reached as far north as the 

modern location of Cumuripa on the Río Yaqui and returned to Culiacán. Three years 

later in 1536, and after eight years of traveling, Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and his three 

companions finished their unexpected journey when they encountered a Spanish slave 

raiding party between the Río Sinaloa and the Río Mocorito (Núñez Cabeza de Vaca 
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1993:97; Sauer 1932:20). Their return to Spanish society and their histories motivated 

further exploration into the northwest of New Spain. In 1536, Fray Marcos de Niza with 

the black slave Esteban6 set out in search of the famed cities of Cibola, known today as 

Zuni (Hallenbeck 1987). After Esteban’s death at the hands of the Zuni Indians, a fearful 

Fray Marcos decided to return to Mexico City before ever setting his eyes upon the cities. 

In Mexico City, Fray Marcos transformed his ill-fated expedition into a golden tale, in 

part motivating Vazquez de Coronado’s expedition of 1540 (Hammond 1940; Sauer 

1932:32). Coronado reached the chimera of Cíbola at the Zuni pueblos in modern New 

Mexico and after observing they were no more than pueblos, returned to Mexico City. 

The fever for northwest exploration languished after the disappointment of Coronado’s 

expedition.  

The absence of complex societies and cultural richness such as what was present 

in central Mexico or Peru resulted in a slow Spanish penetration in the northwest region 

of New Spain and a rather general and limited description of the native population there. 

The additional realization that this region lacked easy access to wealth or sedentary 

societies to conquer for labor purposes meant that the area beyond northern Sinaloa drew 

little interest. Growing rumors of wealth further north, initially under the banner of the 

Seven Cities of Cíbola, drew the attention of explorers in a different direction (Bannon 

1974; Carpenter 1996:84; Gerhard 1982; Sauer 1932:20). Subsequent exploratory 

expeditions, until the Jesuit penetration, focused on reaching those cities paying little or 

no attention to the region in between (e.g., modern Sonora). Travel descriptions focused 

                                                 
6 One of the three survivors that accompanied the Cabeza de Vaca expedition, as a slave, he was forced to 
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on geography, such as mountains, distances, or rivers and the availability of resources, 

especially water. General comments about the area’s population center mostly on 

disposition toward the Spaniards, whether or not the natives showed resistance or formed 

a particular threat to the conquistador’s objectives.  

Diego de Guzman provides the first account of the Nébomes. During his 

expedition in 1533, he reached Cumuripa, the lowermost Nébome village on the Río 

Yaqui (Carrera Stampa 1955:172; Sauer 1932:12). The account details that the village 

had been destroyed recently by Yaqui Indians but provides no further description. Several 

years later, Núñez Cabeza de Vaca was the first to mention the village of Onavas. On his 

way to Sinaloa, his party encounters a Nébome Indian in a settlement ethnohistorians 

identify as Onavas, wearing a “sword-belt buckle” with a stitched on horseshoe nail 

(Covey 1998:122; Núñez Cabeza de Vaca 1993:94). Again, no further description of the 

settlement or the Indians is presented. Interestingly, Pennington (1980:55) mentions that 

nearly 350 Nébomes were among the natives who accompanied Núñez Cabeza de Vaca 

by the time they reached Sinaloa, and they eventually founded the town of Bamoa in 

northern Sinaloa (Pérez de Ribas 1999:103, 185-187; Sheridan 1999). Unfortunately, 

neither Núñez Cabeza de Vaca nor Pérez de Ribas offer more detailed information about 

this particular group or event.  

According to his report, Fray Marcos de Niza and his expedition traveled along 

the Río Yaqui to the village of Corazones located in the Sonora Valley. Unfortunately, 

his descriptions only summarize the area as being well-populated and having received 

                                                                                                                                                 
guide Fray Marcos de Niza to Cibola. 
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great hospitality from the natives (Hallenbeck 1987:lx; Sauer 1932:27). Coronado’s 

seems to be the next expedition to pass through the Onavas Valley, but again no mention 

at all is made on any prehispanic communities in this area (Hammond 1940: 24; 

Nakayama 1974:24).  

Twenty five years later, Francisco de Ibarra undertook another expedition to 

penetrate the northwest in 1565. He founded the villa de San Felipe y Santiago near the 

Río Fuerte in 1586. On his expedition, Francisco de Ibarra passed through the Onavas 

Valley only to mention that he encountered nearly 500 Nébome warriors well dressed 

with weapons and decorated with feathers, (stone?) beads and marine shell (Hopkins 

1988:16). After some Nébomes re-supplied Ibarra’s expedition he continued on north 

without additional description. 

The reports of almost all of the expeditions of the sixteenth century mention 

hardly anything about the Middle Yaqui region (Pennington 1980:10)—a region that at 

this time was considered an integral part of el camino del norte, or the road north (Sauer 

1932:1). More description is included about the Opatas further north, however. The 

Opateria served as an area at a suitable distance for re-supplying the Spaniards and 

consisted of a more sedentary and complex community than those encountered 

previously. The Spaniards are likely to have looked favorably upon the Opata nation. The 

Opata Indians’ favorable reception of the Spaniards further contributed to more elaborate 

mention and description of the Opatas in colonial documents (Riley 1999:196-197). 

In addition to an apparent lack of interest in the region, other than as route of 

passage, the destruction brought by the Spaniards to the region in the form of disease and 
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violence disrupted and diminished prehispanic communities in general (Reff 1991:xii; 

Sauer 1932:7; Spicer 1992:16). Whereas early colonial documents mention the high 

population numbers and settlements in the region and emphasize the area’s richness, later 

expeditions describe desolation and abandoned settlements (Covey 1998:123; Nuñez 

Cabeza de Vaca 1993:95). 

While no direct description of the Onavas Valley exists in the early colonial 

records, the few references made about this region suggest that the area was settled by 

well-populated communities and occupied at least most of the time. Their inhabitants 

practiced agriculture and irrigated farming. They engaged in trade as far west as the coast 

and north as the modern U.S. Southwest, and also undertook warfare with their 

neighbors, either Yaquis, Opatas, or Seris (Carrera Stampa 1955; Covey 1998; Hammond 

1940; Hammond and Rey 1940; Heredia 1969; Hopkins 1988; Nakayama 1974; Nuñez 

Cabeza de Vaca 1993; Sauer 1932). 

The next period for ethnohistorical information originates at the time of the 

missionary penetration by the Jesuit Fathers. The missionaries diligently noted their 

observations on the area in documents and reports. Their rich cultural and material 

descriptions of the native communities proved far more informative than the military 

reports and expedition chronicles. The most significant sources for this period were 

provided by Father Pérez de Ribas (1999), Father Juan Ortiz Zapata (1678), Father Juan 

Varela (1626), Father Philipp Segesser (1945), and Captain Diego Martinez de Hurdaide 

(in Pérez de Ribas 1999, 1610-1617). Most of the cultural interpretation and ideas about 

the prehispanic groups that lived in this area originate from these documents; although I 
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hasten to point out that the OVAP did not encounter the requisite archaeological evidence 

to support all of their observations. 

After the establishment of the villa of San Felipe and Santiago in 1586 and the 

realization that military conquest was not the most suitable option to colonize this arid 

land, Spanish authorities changed their colonization strategy to one of evangelization 

(Ortega 1996:42). The Company of Jesus, or the Jesuits, took responsibility for this task 

with ardent zeal and in 1591 the first two Fathers arrived at the villa: Martín Perez and 

Gonzalo de Tapia. As more Fathers arrived, the villa of San Felipe and Santiago served 

as the foundation stone for Jesuit missionization of the native souls further north. 

Penetration was slow but steady. By 1622 Father Diego Vandersipe founded the mission 

of Onavas and the visitas of Tonichi and Rebeico (Ortega 1996:48). After it was 

established at least twelve Jesuits Fathers ministered at Onavas before their expulsion 

from New Spain in 1767 (Pennington 1980:374-384). 

Previous to the establishment of the mission in the Onavas Valley, Capt. 

Hurdaide, commander of the presidio El Fuerte and the region’s military enterprises, had 

contact with the Nébomes and provided a good description of them. According to 

Hurdaide, the Nébomes were peaceful, willing to accept Spanish domination, and 

constantly requesting missionaries to come to their towns. They lived in sedentary 

settlements of adobe houses, practiced irrigation farming, and were well-dressed 

(Hurdaide 1614, in Pérez de Ribas 1999:289-290). Reportedly, the Nébomes had learned 

the Spanish administration well through their relatives from the town of Bamoa in 

Sinaloa, with whom they maintained constant contact.  
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After the founding of the missions among the Nébomes, colonial documents 

provide some information about them in the early years of missionization, but little is 

mentioned in subsequent documents. In general, the Jesuit colonial documents associated 

with the Onavas Valley describe the status of the mission, list its accounts, debts, and 

inventories, or consist of administrative correspondence written by the missionaries 

stationed at Onavas. Overall, these reports fail to elaborate much on the Indian 

community.7 Spicer (1992:88) explains that as the Nébomes were incorporated into the 

mission system “there is no record of any but routine happenings in these missions for 

nearly 150 years.” 

Fortunately, Father Pérez de Ribas, in his magna obra “History of the Triumphs 

of our Holy Faith amongst the most Barbarous and Fierce People of the New World” 

published in Spain in 1645, provides some substantial information about the Nébome 

Indian nation (Pérez de Ribas 1999). Having served as missionary in the region from 

1604 to 1619, some of this information draws upon personal experience. Later, through 

his work as Jesuit provincial and rector at the Colegio Maximo and the Jesuit Casa 

Profesa, Father Pérez de Ribas accumulated much experience and knowledge. He also 

obtained further insights and information on northern New Spain from letters, reports, 

and annuas8 from military and missionary personnel who worked at or visited the Onavas 

mission in the early years of its founding. Apparently, the quick acceptance of Spanish 

dominion and colonial system among the Nébome communities and the lack of violence 

                                                 
7 This conclusion was obtained after researching Onavas and Nébomes through the DRSW Master Index at 
the Office of Ethnohistorical Research at the Arizona State Museum. 
8 Jesuit annual report. 
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and serious transgressions of this nation toward the Fathers rendered them largely 

invisible in the colonial documents. In contrast to their troublesome neighbors, the 

Yaquis or Seris, who were constantly mentioned by the Spaniards for their opposition, 

the Nébome required little elaboration. 

In that respect, continuous and large-scale conflict between indigenous groups in 

this region stands out in the ethnohistorical literature. In the case of the Nébome in 

particular, by the time of Spanish contact, this group had been struggling to maintain its 

territory from an expansion of the Yaqui and Opata territories, to the south and north 

respectively. Diego de Guzman noted that when his expedition reached Cumuripa, the 

lowermost Nébome village on the Río Yaqui, in 1533 the village had been destroyed 

recently by Yaqui Indians (Carrera Stampa 1955:172; Sauer 1932:12). Apparently, this 

territorial warfare limited both Nébome contact from outside of their territory and 

mobility. The latter is illustrated by the fact that almost 350 Nébomes, who founded the 

town of Bamoa in northern Sinaloa (Pérez de Rivas 1999:103, 185-187), fled the area 

with Cabeza de Vaca in 1536. Jesuit reports mention subsequent Nébome groups leaving 

the area to settle near Spanish communities or that the Nébomes requested constant 

Spanish military support to keep Yaquis and Opatas at bay (Pérez de Rivas 1999). 

In spite of the rather small amount of descriptive information on the Nébome 

given the many years of missionization, ethnohistorical data and ethnographic research 

does offer a preliminary cultural framework (cf. Carrera Stampa 1955; Covey 1998; 

Dunnigan 1983; Hammond and Rey 1940; Hallenbeck 1987; Heredia 1969; Hopkins 

1988; Hurdaide in Pérez de Ribas 1999, 1610-1617; Nakayama 1974; Nuñez Cabeza de 
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Vaca 1999; Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999; Sauer 1932; Segesser 1945; Varela 

1626; Zapata 1678). The available data indicates that the Onavas Valley, was settled by 

the Nébome nation, and the lower Nébomes who lived in the Onavas, Movas, and Nuri 

Valleys reached a population of more than 20,000 individuals. The Nébome formed a 

sedentary nation with permanent communities. Most of their communities consisted of 

small rancherías dispersed throughout the rich agricultural valley, although larger 

settlements with local chiefs residing existed also. Their structures were described as 

sturdier than those of their neighbors, and made of compact adobe with earthen roofs. 

Most houses had gardens in which they grew several plants for different uses such as 

medicine, food, and decoration. They practiced agriculture along the Río Yaqui and other 

small drainages. Water control strategies, such as agricultural terraces and irrigation 

canals, facilitated cultivation especially around the small drainages. Along the Río Yaqui 

Valley, the native peoples relied on seasonal flooding rather than canals to irrigate crops. 

In general, they obtained two crops per year and harvested corn, beans, squash, and 

cotton. The Nébomes also cultivated agave and gathered natural resources, such as 

mesquite seeds, cholla buds, prickly pear fruit, and nuts. In addition, the Nébomes were 

good hunters and fishermen, taking advantage of the abundance of game and fish in their 

territory. The Nébome were skillful ceramicists, basket makers, and tanners. They also 

worked stone, shell, turquoise, and hides. Colonial records mention that they dressed 

much better than their neighboring nations and wore shell and stone jewelry. Although 

they engaged in skirmishes from time to time with their neighbors –Yaquis, Opatas, and 

sometimes the Seris— the Nébomes were not known to be a bellicose nation. Due to the 
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fertility of their valley, Seri Indians came to trade hides, fish, and marine shell for food 

during the harvest season. The Nébome performed communal and secluded ceremonies 

as well as rituals in their communities, in the nearby hills, and on the Río Yaqui.  

This cultural depiction, based on ethnohistorical and ethnographic research, was 

taken into account when formulating the OVAPs research design. Furthermore, in order 

to facilitate artifact analysis and interpretation, the data gleaned from colonial documents 

was contrasted with the archaeological data gathered by the OVAP.   

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

 

Describing social, political, and economical organization of prehispanic societies 

from Northwest Mexico and U. S. Southwest has been a difficult task. In some instances 

there is no material data to work with, and in others the material context is not 

sufficiently clear to identify a specific socio-political structure. Although the evolutionary 

models that dominated the anthropological paradigm during the 1970s and 1980s are no 

longer utilized, the chiefdom concept endures in amended form. Divorced from its 

original evolutionary connotations, chiefdom is now used to describe solely a middle-

range socio-political structure base on a “paramount position of a leader and his highly 

ranked lineage” (Fish and Fish 2000b:381). Although I understand the limitations of the 

colonial records, ethnohistorical data places caciques at the Onavas Valley at the 
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beginning of the seventeenth century (Pennington 1980:71). That account could indicate 

that the region or the valley was run by some sort of a leader. I do not imply that the 

social organization of the Onavas Valley was a chiefdom in its full definition, but it could 

have been something less complex such as a chieftaincy. 

On the other end of the spectrum the community model can also explain an 

organization beyond tribal structures where a paramount leader is not clearly identified in 

the archaeological record or is absent. In the Onavas Valley, the archaeological record 

indicates the presence of a possible central site, as well as aldeas and villages surrounded 

by households/rancherías and non-habitation sites, a settlement pattern similar to that 

used to define a community. The community model can be well articulated with the 

archaeology of landscapes. The study and understanding of landscape, particularly the 

establishment of settlement patterns defines what a community will include, its range of 

action, and the resources available to them. The scant ritual information for the Onavas 

Valley needs to be further established on the proposed landscape. However, this first 

approximation will be useful to set a base for future research in the area and an interesting 

model to contrast. 

Finally, the ethnohistorical frame for the Nébomes is useful to contrast with the 

archaeological data recorded in the valley, providing valuable information on the use, 

exploitation, and consumption of the landscape around them. Here again, landscape 

analysis might provide some flesh to the ethnohistorical frame. As it is, the Onavas 

Valley seems to have been shaped by a Nébome community that stands above an 

egalitarian decision making society but under a former chiefdom socio-political structure. 
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CHAPTER 5: FIELDWORK 

 

Besides the oddity of living in the jail, the villagers thought we were rather 
curious and perhaps a bit nutty, “walking in the middle of the day in the bushes, 
up the hills, over the fences, looking for something in the ground.” (Gallaga 
2004c:14). 

 

Following the river's course, the OVAP focused on the middle section of the Río 

Yaqui in southern Sonora, Mexico, between the modern Alvaro Obregon and El Novillo 

dams (see Figure 1.1). This is an area of roughly 1600 km² of dry, warm, and rugged 

terrain. As mentioned in Chapter 3, non or very little archaeological research has been 

conducted in the Middle Río Yaqui area (Gallaga 2004c; Newell and Gallaga 2004). 

Consequently, in order to start building an archaeological baseline of knowledge about 

this area –such as site types, site distribution, material assemblage, and building a 

tentative chronological sequence— of this largely unstudied region, the OVAP fieldwork 

design consisted of a pedestrian survey. To determine the cultural landscape structure of 

the valley, the pedestrian survey located prehispanic communities, natural resources, 

possible trail networks, and the network of activity areas the landscape. 

 

The Survey Concept in Archaeology.  

 

Archaeological surveys are a relatively inexpensive, non-destructive way to obtain 

data from a group of sites or a region, especially when a full-coverage systematic 

pedestrian survey performed (Fish and Kowalewski 1990). Depending on the objectives, 
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time, and resources, a survey can be designed in several ways, but a full systematic 

survey combined with local knowledge or information is the best way to obtain the most 

optimal results in the long run (Billman and Feinman 1999; Fish and Kowaleski 1990; 

Hogg 1980; Johnson 1977; Parsons 1972; Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). Although 

some researchers state that performing a full systematic survey is almost an impossible 

task (Kintigh 1990b; Whalen 1990), at the OVAP we attempted to cover the most area as 

that the terrain and human resources permitted. 

Today, landscape structure studies employ a well-known methodology and are a 

recognized analytical approach used to understand an area's cultural development. 

Although this methodology has been in archaeological manuals for some time as 

settlement pattern analysis, it is only recently that the potential of this technique has been 

fully recognized. Currently, more and more researchers use the landscape concept in the 

analysis of their research area (Ammerman 1981; Anschuetz et al. 2001; Billman and 

Feinman 1999; Fish and Kowalewski 1990; Hogg 1980; Johnson 1977; Marcus 2000; 

Parsons 1972; Potter 2004). In the past, archaeologists undertook surveys mainly to 

locate sites representative of the study area for excavation. This was considered the ideal, 

definitive archaeological task. Recently, time and resources allowing, full-coverage 

systematic pedestrian survey has developed into a robust methodology that provides not 

only site location but also offers the raw data to analyze the interactions of local 

populations, location and use of local resources, and isolated features, and the application 

of economic and social models to understand socioeconomic relationships. Additionally, 

this approach permits insight into how groups use, change, and conceive of their 
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surrounding landscape (eg. ritual and ethnic landscape). In sum, as archaeologists such 

surveys afford us the opportunity to fully know an area of research and from there, begin 

to understand the region as the prehispanic communities may have (Adler 1996; 

Ammerman 1981; Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Collins and 

Molyneaux 2003; Fish and Kowalewski 1990; Joyce et al. 2004; Potter 2004; Rapoport 

1982; Smith 1976). 

In the history of archaeology, three projects in different parts of the world served 

as the basis or are considered as providing seminal points of departure for today's 

systematic pedestrian surveys: the Virú Valley project by Gordon Willey (1953), the 

Basin of Mexico project by Sanders et al. (1979), and the central floodplain of the 

Euphrates River Valley survey by Adams (1981). These projects or regional analyses 

represent turning points in the development of settlement pattern studies and in the design 

of systematic pedestrian surveys and methodology for different regional areas. These 

studies demonstrate the potential of this methodology in a field that focuses on 

excavation. Indicatively, the data obtained through these surveys still serve as the basis 

for future archaeological research in those regions (Ammerman 1981; Billman and 

Feinman 1999; Fish and Kowalewski 1990; Parsons 1972). The results of these projects 

show that much can be learned of an area without excavation or focusing only on the big 

sites. They also illustrate that big sites can only be fully understood in conjunction with 

small sites, activity areas, the natural environment and local resources that surround 

them. 
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In the U. S. Southwest and Northwest Mexico, the full-coverage systematic 

pedestrian survey method allows for the recovery of a broad array of prehispanic 

settlement pattern elements at the surface in the arid conditions of the Sonoran Desert. 

Similar projects in Northwest Mexico have proven this to be a doable and successful 

method of research, such as the Casas Grandes Regional Survey Project that established 

the true range of influence of the site of Paquimé (Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). The 

Cerro de Trincheras Settlement and Land Use Survey Project also served an exemplary 

role as it enabled the delineation of the area of settlement development of the Cerro de 

Trincheras site and helped to determine land use through time in the region (Fish and 

Fish 2004; McGuire and Villalpando 1993). Earlier, the Marana Community Survey 

Project had already provided enough data to understand how this Hohokam community 

interacted with its surrounding area and, thus, illustrates the effectiveness of survey as a 

research methodology in the U.S. Southwest (Fish et al. 1992). 

Having emphasized its effectiveness, one has to wonder how systematic a full-

coverage systematic pedestrian survey can be. How large is a region? Providing a simple 

answer, Jeffrey R. Parsons (1990:12) explains that: 

there can be no absolute standard for full-coverage survey. Surveys tactics must 
be designed on a case-by-case basis, where the particular characteristics of 
specific regions and the principal concerns and interest of a particular investigator 
have to be carefully dovetailed. 

 
In terms of the size of a region, he states that it “must depend on what we are trying to 

find out” (Parsons 1990:11). The characteristics of a full-coverage systematic pedestrian 

survey of a region will depend upon the objectives of the project, the physical 
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characteristics of the natural environment research area, and the time and resources 

available (Collins and Molyneaux 2003; Fish and Kowalewski 1990; Parsons 1990). 

Through site information, archaeological material, and environmental data 

recovered from the field, researchers can reconstruct the landscape structure of the area of 

research or region, an initial material assemblage, and a tentative chronological sequence. 

Landscape structure of a selected area provides a good perspective of the local 

geographical characteristics, locations of local resources, and possible paths or 

communication systems. Moreover, such analysis explores the spatial relationship 

between sites, between sites and the natural environment, between sites and ‘empty 

spaces,’ and the localization of small sites or features that shape a prehispanic community 

in a specific period of time. All these elements serve as a good interpretative basis for 

understanding the prehispanic community's development through space and through time 

(Douglas and Quijada 2004a, 2004b; Fish and Fish 2004; Fish et al. 1992; Fish and 

Kowalewski 1990; Parsons 1972; Well et al. 2004). Once the survey data analysis is 

complete and the landscape structure of the research area is established, the survey 

database can be used to shape specific research questions that can be answered through 

excavation of selected features and/or sites located by the survey (Collins and Molyneaux 

2003; Fish et al. 1992; McGuire and Villalpando 1993; Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). 

In the case at hand, the core of the Onavas Valley became the focus of the full 

coverage survey for several reasons. First, the valley could provide sufficient data to 

begin to build an understanding of the archaeological pattern of this unknown area. 

Second, the valley’s geographical boundaries offered a feasible research area to describe 
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and analyze the cultural landscape of a prehispanic community as a whole, and not focus 

only on the largest sites. Finally, an exploration of the valley permitted insight into the 

area’s role in the interaction between the Sonoran coast and the Sierra Madre. The 

specific areas selected for the full-coverage systematic survey varied, as different 

ecological zones extended from the valley bottom to the bajadas or foothills. These 

differences served the project’s purpose by enabling the examination of possible 

divergences in site distribution, exploitation of natural resources, and use of the natural 

environment in the valley. In order to fully understand the landscape structure of the 

research area, the OVAP fieldwork design was not only focused on locating where the 

prehispanic peoples had settled, also concentrated on areas these community members 

could have used to collect and exploit natural resources, as well as areas community 

members refrained from using (Kowalewski 1990), and the network of activities in these 

areas. 

 

 

Onavas Valley Archaeological Project Survey 

 

The OVAP fieldwork survey consisted of two phases: 1) an intensive background 

research; and 2) a full-coverage systematic pedestrian survey in the summer 2004 at the 

center of the valley with the Onavas town serving as the middle point of the research 

area. The first phase consisted on gathered all the existing archaeological data of the area 

in order to know as much as possible of the archaeological remains in or around the 
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research area. As I mention in Chapter 3, field notes, maps, site descriptions, and 

archaeological collections were check from the PROCEDE project at the INAH, Sonora 

archives, Pailes collection at the University of Oklahoma, and Ekholm collection at the 

AMNH in NY. As a result of this phase a material field catalogue was produce (Gallaga 

2004b). In addition, two exploratory trips were made to the research area to get 

acquainted with the terrain, the community, and the logistic to start assemblage the field 

project. 

The second phase, the full-coverage systematic pedestrian survey area, extended 

approximately 9 km to the north and 5 km to the south of Onavas. To the east and west 

the limits were set from the Río Yaqui to the 200 m above sea level mark, ranging 

between 2 and 5 km (Figure 5.1). Such arbitrary limits were set with the intention to 

cover the entire Onavas Valley, the terrain between the Río Yaqui and the nearby 

foothills of the Sierra Madre Occidental, and to avoid the very rugged terrain beyond 200 

m above sea level. At the end of the field season, the archaeologists had covered more 

than 67 km². 

The OVAP survey lasted 10 weeks, from early June to mid August of 2004. A 

survey team of at least three archaeologists systematically walked the 67 km² intensive 

study area at an approximate spacing of 20-25 m between surveyors in open fields and 

10-15 m in denser vegetation. In steep areas, such as the bajadas or foothills, survey 

members covered all ridgelines, piedmont spurs, and hilltops, while steep slopes that 

were unlikely to have had settlement were checked less intensively. 

 
 



 112

With the help of a compass, GPS, topographic maps, and natural and cultural 

landmarks, transects were set in the field and marked with toilet paper. Arbitrarily and to 

have control of the survey area, transects were perpendicular to the Río Yaqui as much as 

possible. The transect length depended on the distance from the river to the base of the 

nearby hills or to the 200 m above sea level mark (2-5 km approximately). 

All the elements potentially used by people in prehispanic times were recorded on 

maps or annotated in the field data log for the subsequent analysis. Not all elements were 

recorded as archaeological sites, however, especially if no archaeological material was 

found in association. Hence, what was considered a site? At OVAP, an archaeological 

site was defined as: 

any place where archaeological material exists, especially in a cluster and with 
defined limits, the distribution of which resulted from human activity. These 
clusters could range from a simple activity area to a settlement unit, with a 
depositional range that varies from a single occupation to all the archaeological 
deposits found in a sequence in that space and within defined depositional limits 
(López 1984:109; author’s translation). 

 
How many sherds or flakes make a site? Fish and Gresham (1990:162) mention that in 

the Georgia piedmont, a site is defined as greater than 10 artifacts in close proximity, 

while less signifies it is an “occurrence.” To circumvent distinctions and to overcome the 

differences in concepts, OVAP employed the field work standards for site registration 

from the anthropology department of UNAM where a minimum of six sherds or any 

combination of six archaeological materials constitutes a site. Fewer than six elements or 

archaeological items, when encountered, were recorded, marked on maps, and collected 

as isolated items but not recorded as a site. Only eight isolated items were recorded by 

OVAP. 
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After the location and recording of a site in the field, a further distinction or 

classification of the archaeological sites was undertaken in the lab and during analysis. 

Based on the evidence recorded, sites were classified either as residential settlement or 

non-residential temporary camps (Rice and Ravesloot 2001). Residential settlements 

were identified by the presence of: 

1)   “midden deposits, 
2) a diversity of artifacts and features representing a range of processing and 

production activities, 
3) the remains of architecture indicative of a shelter or habitation areas” (Rice 

and Ravesloot 2001:5). 
Although the presence of midden deposits or a variety of processing or production related 

artifacts or features may also indicate non-residential temporary camps, the absence of 

the remains of a shelter served to indicate that these sites were not as permanent as the 

residential settlements. 

Once a site was defined as a residential settlement, a further division served to 

distinguish between: (1) household or rancherías, (2) hamlets or aldeas, (3) villages, and 

(4) regional centers (Doolittle 1988:36; Rice and Ravesloot 2001:5; Rice and Redman 

2000:324). This settlement classification was based mostly on Doolittle’s (1988:36) 

research on the Río Sonora Valley, an area geographically and archaeologically similar to 

the Onavas Valley. The classification adapted to OVAP is as follows: 

1) Household or Rancherías: Small, scattered and riverine-oriented permanent 

habitation sites with sites composed of one or two nucleated families (Blanton 

1972:20; Doolittle 1988:36). 
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2) Hamlets or Aldea:  Sites occupied by between 10 to 100 people, but lacking in 

public architecture with the presence of residential units (Blanton 1972:20; 

Doolittle 1988:36; Parsons 1971:22). 

3) Villages: Sites with a minimum of 100 and a maximum of 1000 people, 

composed mostly of residential units with minimal public architecture 

(Blanton 1972:20; Doolittle 1988:36; Parsons 1971:22). 

4) Regional Centers: Large, nucleated, and architecturally complex sites with 

large public architecture and a population between 1,000 and 2,000 (Blanton 

1972:20; Doolittle 1988:36; Parsons 1971:22). 

The non-residential temporary camps proved more difficult to discern 

archaeologically. Ethnographic research, fortunately, provides some insight in order to 

better understand the complexity and use of the natural environment of a prehispanic 

community. Those studies suggest that four to five times more activities and tools are 

performed used outside residential settlements (Ebert 1992; Rice and Ravesloot 2001; 

Wells et al. 2004). As a result, a significant number of such sites can be expected around 

residential settlements, such as those that result from the procurement activities of prickly 

pear fruit, cholla bud, mesquite, and leguminous seed. Other examples include: agave 

agriculture and processing areas, agriculture field camps, flaked stone knapping stations, 

ground stone quarries, clay and wood procurement areas. Hunting areas, trails, pot burst 

sites, shrines and altars serve as examples of some of the activities or loci associated with 

non-residential temporary camps identified in geographical areas similar to the OVAP 

also (Doyel et al. 2000; Fish and Kowalewsky 1990; Pennington 1980; Rice and 
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Ravesloot 2001). As Christian Wells et al. (2004:631) mention, “in general, these 

activities were conducted in locations away from residential settlements, resulting in the 

deposition of artifact in small, low-density clusters and as isolated artifacts, or locations.” 

In other words, to understand how a prehispanic community operated, it is important to 

find these temporary work sites as well. 

For the OVAP, the non-residential temporary camp sites were divided into five 

different types or categories, taking into account the most probable activities performed 

in the research area by the prehispanic communities based on the material recorded and 

the location in the field. Those activity types were: Type 1: Food gathering (prickly pear 

fruit, cholla bud, mesquite/leguminous seed, and agave) and procurement activities. Type 

2: Agricultural field camps. Type 3: Stone, ceramic, wood gathering/work areas. Type 4: 

Hunting, travel/trails, pot burst areas. Type 5: Shrines, altars, ceremonial/ritual areas. 

Type 1 camp sites were identified by their association with rock-piles for growing 

agave and roasting pits for cooking of agave or other foods, as well as concentrations of 

ceramic sherds or pot bursts, but no residential structures. Type 2 sites, were small 

concentrations of materials mostly ceramic, with no permanent residential structures 

located on the floodplain where farming agriculture likely took place. Type 3 sites, were 

small concentration of material associated with outcrops of stone or clay resources, or 

were near the foothills for wood gathering. Type 4 sites were mostly isolated projectile 

points and small concentrations of similar sherds identified as pot burst event. The latter 

were also associated to travel or human movement in the area. The last camp site, type 5, 

were features associated with ceremonial/ritual activities such as stone shrines, 
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geoglyphs, pictographs, or stone alignments. On the whole, classification and final 

identification of all sites took place at the laboratory, in conjunction with material and 

data analyses. The classification pattern used by the OVAP to identify and interpret the 

data recovered is only a model to fit the data and to attempt to produce a good 

approximation of the Prehistoric reality. 

For the entire research area, all transects, site outlines, and isolated finds were 

plotted on topographic maps after pinpointing their locations by Global Positioning 

System (GPS) readings. Sites were recorded on forms matching the standards and criteria 

for the INAH-Sonora as per approval by the Dirección de Registro Publico de 

Monumentos y Zonas Arqueológicas (DRPMyZA) (Department of the Public Registry of 

Archaeological Monuments and Zones) in Mexico City as well as the site registration 

procedures of the Arizona State Museum. Sites were fully recorded, including gathering 

information about the geographical position and a physiographical and archaeological 

description, a sketch of the site, a photographic record, and a description of observed 

surface material. Employing 1:50,000 INEGI9 topographic maps and aerial photographs, 

surveyors mapped the extent and shape of sites when these exhibited representative 

features or were of notable size. 

In addition, crew members collected surface material for further analysis at every 

site recorded. Originally, the archaeological material collection method consisted of the 

oft-employed strategy of circle-shaped collection units of 1-m radius (so-called dog-leash 

sampling). However, due to a high level of site destruction and scattering of 

                                                 
9 Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía, e Informática. 
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archaeological material at the surface by mechanized farm machinery, it was quickly 

decided to gather artifact samples randomly. Although collection was random, collection 

nonetheless occurred over the entire site ensuring that a minimum of 100 objects were 

gathered, mostly ceramics and lithics, in order to have an acceptable representation of the 

whole site. In many cases, all the archaeological materials visible on the surface were 

collected from the site, due to the low density of surface material. To summarize, two 

artifact collection types were employed by the OVAP: 

- Total Collection: Applied to sites with fewer than 100 surface artifacts. All the 

archaeological material was collected except heavy metates and groundstone fragments. 

- General Collection: Collection of a random sample of ‘local and common’ 

artifacts, such as ceramics and lithics, as well as diagnostic, intrusive, or non-local 

material, such as possibly shell. 

At sites where material density was higher, more than 100 objects were collected. 

A previous visit to the study area (summer 2003) and later during the summer 2004 

season, it was determined that average artifact density of about 30 artifacts per m² was 

common at the larger sites while fewer than 10 artifacts per m²  were found at the smaller 

sites. In addition to random collection, sites were scouted to recover diagnostic and 

special artifacts, such as marine shell, projectile points, or decorated ceramics. These 

were collected and bagged separately. Ground stone material was recorded and 

photographed in the field, but usually not collected, except for diagnostic or distinctive 

objects, such as stone palletes, points, small metate fragments, or three-quarter grooved 

axes. When a metate was encountered, crew members took its measurements, plotted its 

 
 



 118

location and association, if any, recorded material type, metate type, and other important 

characteristics, and made a photographic record, but left it in the field. Diagnostic or 

distinctive objects were point provenience on site maps. 

 

 

Results 

 

 

In spite of intense modern agriculture, ranching, mining activities, construction of 

communication lines (highways, roads, and electric lines), and amateur pot hunting or 

gold mining activities in the region, a total of 122 new sites and eight isolated projectile 

points were recorded in the SON P quadrant during the field work of the OVAP. Adding 

those to the four sites recorded by the PROCEDE project in 1998, a total of 126 sites 

have been recorded for the Onavas Valley. Of the 126 sites, 117 sites were identified as 

prehispanic, including four Archaic and one paleontological site (Figure 5.2). The last 

consists of the remains of a horse (Equus, sp. unknown) without the presence of any 

apparent human association. In addition, six historic sites were recorded, two in direct 

association with prehispanic record. These sites were recorded as one noting the two 

distinct temporal occupations. 

By the end of the fieldwork a total of 10,740 sherds -more than 113.550 kg of 

ceramic material- and 2,363 lithic items (more than 64 kg) had been collected from the 

surface. Also, my expectation that Onavas was suitable research area to measure extra-
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regional interactions was fulfilled as a grand total of 1,191 marine shell pieces (1.113 kg) 

were found (Gallaga 2004c; Magaña 2004). Further description and analysis of the 

archaeological material is presented in the following chapter. Next, I present the results 

of the settlement and site analysis. 

 

Settlements 

 

Some have though that these were mountain people because their land is 
surrounded by gentle hills and mountains, but this is not the case. Their pueblos 
and cultivated fields are situated in level valleys and all the inhabitants are very 
peaceable (Father Pedro Méndez letter (1628) in Pérez de Ribas 1999:413). 
 
Site distribution in the Onavas Valley proved relatively homogenous. More than 

119 sites were encountered on elevated areas in the valley or on the alluvial plain near the 

Río Yaqui, as expected from the ethnohistorical data. The remaining seven sites were 

recorded just above the 200 m above sea level mark. Of these, an Archaic camp was 

found on top of a hill. Of all 126 sites, only one site was recorded in the mountains more 

than 3 km away from the river (rock art site SON P:10:5, not shown on the research area 

map as it is located outside of it). This site had been recorded by the PROCEDE project, 

years prior to the OVAP. Though showing the potential for future research, this site falls 

outside the OVAP research region and no attempts were made to locate it or others like it 

in its vicinity or elsewhere in the high mountains. 

At first glance, it appears the prehispanic communities settled along the river on 

terraces just above the floodplain, but still close to the river and arable lands in the 

Onavas Valley. This prehispanic settlement pattern is consistent with those identified in 
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other river drainages in Sonora, such as the Río Sonora and Bavispe in northern Sonora 

or the Río Cuchujaqui and Río Mayo in southern Sonora (Doolittle 1988; Douglas and 

Quijada 2004a, 2004b; Pailes 1972). 

Of the 126 archaeological sites recorded in the Onavas Valley, 32 sites were 

located on the west bank of the river and the rest (94) were located on the east bank. This 

suggests that both banks of the river were used during prehispanic times, although the 

east bank appears to have had a greater numbers of settlements, almost three times as 

many. In addition, the east bank of the river is better suited for flood farming than the 

elevated west bank. It is possible that this uneven distribution of prehispanic communities 

may have been what missionaries later described as Nébomes Altos and Nébomes Bajos 

in colonial records describing the communities settled in Onavas during the late 

seventeenth century (Pérez de Ribas 1999:401). The Jesuits mentioned, however, that the 

prehispanic communities on the west side were located high up in the mountains, not 

along the river bank. 

In the absence of a firm local chronology, or at least of a regional ceramic 

seriation, prior to this project (although I propose a provisional one in Chapter 6), it was a 

challenge to establish whether the prehispanic sites in the Onavas Valley were 

contemporaneous or not. Initial ceramic and material analyses seem to illustrate that at 

least six sites are likely to be historic, at least 117 sites likely belong to the prehispanic 

period dating to around A.D. 800-1500, four sites date to the Archaic (6000-200 B.C.), 

and one to the late Pleistocene (12,000-10,000 B.P.) (Newell and Gallaga 2004; Martin 

and Klein 1995). 

 
 



 121

Many of the sites revealed mixed material assemblages due to degrees of 

destruction by mechanized agriculture activities. For example, SON P:10:101 had seed 

jar (tecomates) sherds that are considered to compose an early ceramic type in 

conjunction with a possible Paleoindian point, late local and non-local decorated ceramic 

material, and historic material as well. It is possible that prehispanic communities re-used 

optimal habitation areas again and again due to the lack of flat areas in the valley suitable 

for habitation above the floodplain and close to arable lands. Only excavating key sites 

could hope to clarify this hypothetical scenario and examine if early material underlies 

late prehispanic record. 

One of the reasons for choosing to do a full-coverage systematic pedestrian survey 

at the core of the Onavas Valley was to be able to maximize diversity in the sites found to 

allow a comprehensive landscape analysis of the region. For the purpose of this analysis, 

the historic (n = 4), the Archaic (n = 4), and the paleontological (n = 1) sites will be 

excluded, leaving 117 prehispanic sites. Of those, 75 sites were identified as camp sites, 

while the remaining 42 sites were identified as residential settlements. 

Camp Sites. For the sake of analysis, I added the eight isolated projectile points 

recorded in the area to the total number of camp sites, yielding a total of 83 camps 

(Figure 5.3). From those, eight sites were identified as camp type 1 (9.5 %); 53 as type 2 

(65.5 %); two as type 3 (2.5 %); 16 as type 4 (19 %); and three as type 5 (3.5 %). The 

geographical distribution of camp sites illustrate that all the sites identified with farming 

activities were located in the floodplain. Food gathering activities were located on the 

foothills, just above the floodplain. Although more than two clay or stone resource areas 
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were identified, only two had archaeological material associated with them. Those sites 

were located less than a day walking distance from their most proximal settlements. 

Isolated projectile points and pot bursts were recorded throughout the research area 

indicating possible hunting areas and trails. In all, the camp sites indicated that numerous 

activities were performed outside the residential settlements, mostly between the 

floodplain and the nearby hills. 

Rancherías/Households. Only 36 sites were identified as rancherías/households 

(Figure 5.4). These sites were identified by a combination of features, such as the 

presence of residential structures, site area, and/or material assemblage. As seen in 

Appendix A, some of the ranchería sites did not have residential structures but had 

considerable surface areas, and the high density and diversity of archaeological materials 

suggested subsurface residential contexts. Figure 5.3 illustrates that ranchería sites were 

located along the valley on the floodplain on both sides of the Río Yaqui, most likely 

associated with farming activities. 

Aldeas/Hamlets. Only four sites were identified as aldeas/hamlets, SON P:6:4, 

SON P:6:5, SON P:10:03 and SON P:10:56, all of them recorded on the northern portion 

of the valley. Those sites were identified as such mostly by site area, presence and 

number of residential structures, and a high density of archaeological material. Figure 5.4 

illustrates that the aldeas were located only on the east side of the river, as expected. 

Villages. Of all the sites recorded, only two had the characteristics needed to be 

considered villages: SON P:10:12 and SON P:10:70. The main characteristic that 

distinguished these sites from the rest was the presence of public architecture: on SON 
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P:10:12 a possible earth mound and on SON P:10:70 a possible stone altar and a plaza. 

The location of village was distinct from that of the aldeas in the valley, SON P:10:12 

was located in the northern area surrounded by aldeas, while SON P:10:70 was located in 

the southern area of the valley. 

Regional Center. No regional center was recorded. Some evidence does point to 

the possibility that the location of the Onavas town corresponds to the prehispanic 

regional center of the Nébome communities, however. Ethnographic research suggests 

that part of the name, Onavas, was a Nébome word (Pérez de Ribas 1999:389) meaning 

“place for collect salt” (Pennington 1980:7). This description is suggestive of a pre-

existing Indian community of importance (Pennington 1980:352). Materially speaking, in 

and around the Onavas town, considerable archaeological material has emerged, not only 

on the surface of patios but imbed in the old adobe houses and even at the mission 

structure. In addition, the stone used for the base of the mission church and some old 

houses in town are similar to those slab stones used for construction in some of the 

prehispanic sites, such as SON P:10:70 and SON P:10:102. It is conceivable that a 

prehispanic stone structure was robbed for the mission foundation or for its construction. 

Not a very unusual practice in colonial times. Normally, mission churches or “cabeceras” 

were usually located and settled at the largest or most important Indian community of a 

region in order to take advantage of local man power, infrastructure, and natural 

resources already exploited by the locals (Olavarria 1995; Ortega 1996; Radding 1997). 

Another material evidence is the congregation of several small sites just outside to the 

north of the Onavas town, that could be the remains of a northern compound of the 
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regional center. In addition, the probable cemetery mound is also located on this cluster. 

The quantity and diversity of material remains collected and identified from this mound, 

such as high number of marine shell, local and non-local decorated wares, and turquoise, 

could also be related to the higher ranking position of this particular area or a near by site 

(eg. the Onavas regional center). 

Oral history provides additional support for this idea. In the early 1940’s Giddings 

recorded several Yaqui oral histories of myths and legends. One in particular, “War 

between the Yaquis and the Pimas,” states: 

The Pimas wanted permission to borrow the image of San Juan from the Yaquis in 
order that they might carry it to their pueblo, that is, to Onabachi (Giddings 
1993:91). 
 

This narrative illustrates that Onabachi, which was most likely Onavas, was indeed a 

Pima or a Nébome town of such importance to bear the religious image and still retains a 

relevant place in the memory of their neighbors, the Yaquis. In addition, Pérez de Ribas 

provides another clue on the subject, when he mentions that: 

The Nébome advised the Nure that this could be achieved more easily if they 
reduced themselves to a principal place (which they did), abandoning their 
rancherías (Pérez de Ribas 1999:399). 
 

The comment suggested that the Nébome concentrated in an already existing principal 

community, such as Onavas, in order to obtain the services of missionaries. Furthermore, 

the Onavas town is located on an elevated area at the center of the valley where the best 

arable land is found. Most likely, every year seasonal flooding of the river irrigated and 

fertilized the surrounding lands. In addition, its elevated position offers a good view of 

both river banks lending further credence to the idea that the Nébome regional center was 

 
 



 125

 

Figure 5.1: OVAP research area and total sites recorded. 
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Figure 5.2: Geographical distribution of sites by period. 
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Figure 5.3: Camp site geographical distribution. 
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Figure 5.4: Residential sites geographical distribution. 
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located at the same location of today’s ‘cabecera,’ the modern Onavas town. 
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Residential Structures 
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My landscape analysis of the Onavas Valley is discussed in depth in Chapter 7, 

but I will summarize a few important points here to sketch an initial picture of the soc

structure encountered. If the modern Onavas community was indeed the prehispanic 

regional center, it enjoyed an ideal position at the center of the valley with the best a

land and access to water. In addition, the next biggest settlement, the villages, were 

located to the north and to the southwest of the regional center. Four aldeas/hamlets w

concentrated on the north portion of the area around the northern village. Normally

ra

The Nébome lived along the banks of good flowing streams. Their houses were 
better and more pe
m
Ribas 1999:391). 

A total of eight types of habitation structures were identified in the research area

Six types of them were prehispanic features, of these, five were surface structures an

s a ‘pit house’ (Figure 5.5). The prehispanic habitation structure types were:

1) Alignment of river cobbles, one cob

cobbles (n = 52 recorded structures). 

2) Alignment of stone slabs, one

 (n = four recorded structures). 
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3) Double alignment of river cobbles without spacing between them (n = four 

res). 

 recorded structure). 

And the

6) n composed of thick river cobble walls (n = two 

recorded structures). 

recorded structures). 

4) Stone platform (n = three recorded structu

5) Stone circle (n = one

 ‘pit house’ type is a: 

Rectangular depressio

 

Figure 5.5: Residential structures types. 
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In addition to these prehispanic types, a seventh type was composed of historic structures 

(n = five recorded structures). The eight type (n = 12) was added later during analysis to 

describe features identified in the field as possible prehispanic habitation structures but 

that failed the test of unambiguous identification in later analysis. Adding all the 

habitation structures together, a grand total of 83 habitation structures were recorded by 

the OVAP, divided over eight types of structures (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1: Habitation structure type distribution.

 

Habitation Structure Type
Site # 1 # 2 # 3 # 4 # 5 # 6 # 7 # 8

SON P:6:3 1
SON P:6:4 4
SON P:6:5 13 1 3
SON P:6:8 1
SON P:6:16 1
SON P:6:18 1
SON P:6:19 1  

Habitation Structure Type
Site # 1 # 2 # 3 # 4 # 5 # 6 # 7 # 8

SON P:10:2 3
SON P:10:3 1
SON P:10:7 1
SON P:10:14 1
SON P:10:17 1
SON P:10:27 2
SON P:10:40 2
SON P:10:55 3
SON P:10:56 10
SON P:10:70 2 1
SON P:10:73 6
SON P:10:78 4 1
SON P:10:80 1
SON P:10:83 1
SON P:10:88 3
SON P:10:90 1
SON P:10:93 1 1
SON P:10:98 2
SON P:10:101 4 2
SON P:10:102 2 1

Total 52 4 4 3 1 2 5 12 83

It is important to mention that the actual number of houses in the valley could be 

much higher, taking into account the destruction of sites and the possibility that not all 

the prehispanic habitation units were made of adobe and stone foundations. If houses 

were of the ramada or bejareque type it is almost impossible to find remains on the 

surface and difficult to find remains via excavation. Ramadas and bejareque are 

structures made of perishable material, had a use life of 10-20 years, depending on 

maintenance, and were thus very ephemeral. 
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Amsden (1928:45) and later Pailes (1994b:118) characterize the habitation 

structures of the Río Sonora tradition as a double alignment stone foundation, similar to 

the third type described for the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities. However, 

Doolittle (1988:25) mentions that habitation structures at the Río Sonora region also 

appear with one alignment stone foundation. This particular construction technique is 

also very common throughout eastern and northwest Sonora, along the Sierra Madre 

Occidental, western Chihuahua, and northern Durango, making it difficult to tie this 

structure into a particular archaeological tradition without further material association or 

research (Douglas and Quijada 2004a, 2004b; Newell and Gallaga 2004). Currently that 

type of habitation structure, identified as type one for the Onavas Valley, is the most 

abundant (n = 52). Pit houses, classified as type six, were also recorded in the Río Sonora 

region by Doolittle (1988:27-28) and are believed to be an early style of dwelling. Types 

two and four (one slab stone alignment and stone platform respectively) have not been 

reported before in the Sonora archaeological record and may exemplify a local variant 

with northern Sinaloa similarities. Slab stone structures, which resemble those found at 

the Onavas Valley, were recently found and are currently under excavation in the Río 

Fuerte Valley, northern Sinaloa (John Carpenter personal communication 2005). In sum, 

the habitation structures analysis for the Onavas Valley illustrates that structures in the 

area are consistent with the rest of the Sierra region (type one), but also show similarities 

with specific archaeological traditions, such as the Río Sonora in type three and northern 

Sinaloa in structure types two and four. 
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With the exception of type eight, “undetermined,” and type six, “pit house,” house 

foundations were normally rectangular in shape with an average area of 20 m². 

Foundations of the surface structures generally measured approximately 4 x 5 m, but 

larger houses, measuring 4 x 8 m, were also recorded. House walls were probably made 

of puddled adobe, stakes-and-brush, or wattle-and-daub, and roofs most likely consisted 

of earth-covered thatch. Evidence to support such construction methods was encountered 

at one of the sites where a piece of earth adobe with remains of the wattle was recorded. 

Furthermore, in spite of the high level of destruction by mechanized agriculture in the 

research area, some sites appeared to reveal remains of possible melted adobe that may 

have been from adobe structures. 

Normally, structures recorded were single room. Several multiple-room variations 

were also recorded, such as three rooms in a row at site SON P:10:88, an “L” shape 

roomblock at site SON P:10:78, and “U” shape roomblock at site SON P:6:5. No material 

evidence was found for wall enclosures at sites or compounds, but their absence was also 

not confirmed. It is important to note that in spite of colonial accounts describing 

multiple-storied structures (Hammond and Rey 1940; Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca 1993; Pérez 

de Ribas 1999), no material evidence was found in the research area to support such 

descriptions. 

 

Public and Ceremonial Structures. 
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Several intriguing public and ceremonial architecture features were recorded in 

the research area, possibly providing initial evidence for some degree of complexity for 

the area’s prehispanic communities. 

Stone Altars: At SON P:10:70, a distinctive stone slab structure was found (see 

site description and site map in Appendix B). This structure was tentatively identified as 

an altar on top of a small hill, and consists of two stone slab platforms. The lower one 

measures 8 x 6 m in area by 0.50 m high and the second upper one measures 3 x 3 m in 

area by 0.50 m high, using the slope of the hill as a base (Figure 5.6). No archaeological 

artifacts were found on or near this feature. The structure was made of local stone from 

the surrounding hills and dry laid as no remains of any type of mortar was encountered. 

 

Figure 5.6: El Altar, SON P:10:70. 

Another possible stone altar similar to the one described above, but of smaller 

dimensions, was recorded at SON P:6:10. This feature was made of two layers of river 
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cobbles, the first 3 x 1.50 m in area by 0.25 m high and the second of 1 x 1 m in area by 

0.25 m high. Several plain wares sherds were associated with this feature. 

Plaza: At SON P:10:70 a possible plaza was also identified. The distribution of 

the surface material and the location of the habitation and public/ceremonial structures 

around an open area to the north of the site suggest that the area could have been used as 

an open plaza. From this location a good view of the altar can be acquired (see site 

description and site map in Appendix B). 

Earth Mound: SON P:10:12 appears to contain a small earthen mound, the first 

recorded in this research area (see site description and map of the site in Appendix B). 

The small mound measured 16 x 7 m in area by 2.5 m high, and consists of packed earth. 

It was likely covered by large river cobbles, as some still covered surface on the west side 

(see Figure 3.7). Unfortunately, disturbance by human and animal activities have 

succeeded in systematically destroying the site and only a fraction of the cobbles appear 

to remain in situ. Some sherds and flake materials were found in association with the 

mound, but the absence of a clear material pattern prohibits the determination of a 

particular use or activity. However, apart from all the evidence to support a prehispanic 

origin or manufacture, it is possible that this earth mound forms part of the activities 

associated with the construction of a small modern irrigation canal. In 1999, ranchers 

poured a small cement irrigation ditch. Regrettably, nobody from the locality could 

confirm or deny the mound’s possible modern construction or provide any other relevant 

information regarding its origins. I should note, however, that the concrete canal ends 

about 50 m south of the mound. In addition to this earthen mound, the remains of an 
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agriculture terrace more than 100 m long was found on the alluvial plain, just 50-60 m 

west of the earth mound. This terrace consists of a rock alignment. Unfortunately, 

mechanized agriculture activities have destroyed a substantial part of the feature. The 

terrace divides the floodplain into two areas, one higher than the other, and may have 

served to control the erosion and irrigation of the land. The location of this particular 

feature is relevant because it may indicate the use of irrigation systems in the area by 

prehispanic communities, the distribution of different features in the landscape beside 

settlements, and the exploitation of the resources in the area by those communities. This 

feature may serve as evidence supporting colonial accounts of use of irrigation techniques 

in the area by the prehispanic communities. 

Funerary Mound. A possible funerary mound, SON P:10:8, was recorded near the 

community of Onavas (Figure 5.7). This mound is a large feature of 100 x 65 m in area 

by approximately 2 m high. Unfortunately, the site has been slowly destroyed over the 

years by several invasive and destructive activities, including pot hunting, farming, 

ranching, the construction of roads, and the placement of irrigation canals, electric posts. 

At the time of the OVAP, less than a third of the site remained more or less intact. 

Considerable amounts of archaeological materials are scattered on the surface as a result 

of these destructive activities. Local informants mentioned that when they built a 

concrete canal in the area in 1999, the canal cut the mound in half. At that time, several 

inhumations and cremations were observed and looted. A cautionary note is in order here, 

however. In addition to the funerary evidence, a substantial amount of domestic material 
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was found at the site, such as metate fragments, large amounts of ceramic and lithic 

materials, and small pieces of daub as well. 

 

Figure 5.7: El Cementerio, SON P:10:08. 

Although no habitation structure was found at the site, the domestic evidence 

could indicate that the site was in fact a residential settlement. Another explanation for 

the presence of this domestic material is that this refuse represents the remains of possible 

rituals or feasts for the dead or their ancestors (Dietler and Hayden 2001). More research 

and excavation, as well as immediate preservation, are clearly necessary at this site to 

discern its real function and use. 

Notably, if site SON P:10:8 is indeed a funerary mound, as I suspect, this is the 

first feature of its type recorded in the Sonoran archaeological record and the third for the 

 
 



 138

Northwest Mexico region published to date. The first funerary mound recorded and 

excavated, with more than 166 burials, was at the site of Guasave, Sinaloa by Gordon 

Ekholm in 1942 in an area that is described as the northern limits of Mesoamerica 

(Carpenter 1996; Ekholm 1942; Gallaga 2004b). A second funerary mound was reported 

at the site of Mochicahui, Sinaloa, where a mound one meter high containing possibly 

more than 40 burials existed (Talavera 1995). In both cases, considerable domestic 

material was also recorded. In the prehispanic context, the identification of cemetery 

features implies that that society reached a level of social organization that favored the 

planned establishment and distinction of a resting area for the ancestors (Beck 1995; 

Gallaga 1999; Hodder 1980; Saxe 1970). The finding of this a feature in the Onavas 

Valley is important as it suggests that this high level of organization at the prehispanic 

communities of the Onavas Valley was present. 

Geoglyph. A stone alignment in the possible shape of a star (SON P:10:20; Figure 

5.8) was the second ceremonial feature recorded by the OVAP, but the only geoglyph 

recorded in the area. Located on the mesas near the floodplain along the Río Yaqui, the 

stone arrangement features a small triangular enclosure of less than 4 m². From each of 

the three corners a small river cobble stone alignment extends for 1 to 2 m. On the 

surface, little archaeological material (domestic and non-domestic) was discovered in 

relation to the curious alignment. No habitation sites were recorded near this feature. The 

closest sites (SON P:10:19 and SON P:10:80) are about 200-250 m away. 

Other Features. Besides these possible examples of public/ceremonial and 

residential architecture, the OVAP recorded other features. At least seven medium size 
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stone circles originally recorded as hearths in the field were encountered at different sites 

(SON P:6:8, SON P:10:26; SON P:10:56, SON P:10:83; SON P:10:86, SON P:10:98, 

and SON P:10:99). 

 

Figure 5.8: La Estrella, SON P:10:20. 

The circles consistently measured 0.80 cm in diameter and lacked ash or charcoal 

in the interior, or fire-cracked-stone in or around the circles. It is possible that these 

features are the remains of the base for a storage container, such as those found in the 

cliff dwelling sites in the Sierra Madre Occidental of Chihuahua identified as 

cuexcomates (Di Peso et al. 1974; Guevara 1986). Cuexcomate is a storage container of a 

semi-spherical shape and a circular base common in prehispanic communities. 
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Other reported features were concentrations of fire-cracked stone that were 

recorded as ovens. At least 25 of these features are identified. Those are related to food 

preparation or agave processing areas. 

Site # Ovens Site # Ovens 
SON P:6:9 1 SON P:10:27 1 

SON P:6:10  2* SON P:10:32 1 
SON P:10:2  1* SON P:10:52   1* 
SON P:10:4  1* SON P:10:80 1 

SON P:10:16 2 SON P:10:91 Maybe  3 
SON P:10:23 4 Total 25 
SON P:10:26 7   

                     * Dispersed fire-cracked stone, at least one oven was counted. 

Lastly, burials, most likely human were also recorded by the OVAP. Human and 

natural destruction and perturbation of sites inevitably exposed some burials, leaving 

bones and material visible on the surface. All the burials recorded were inhumations, but 

it was not possible to identify anatomical position or burial pits for any of the burials. In 

total 18 burials were identified. Only one of them was found in direct association with a 

residential unit. 

Site # Burials Site # Burials 
SON P:6:4 4 SON P:10:56 1* 
SON P:6:5 1 SON P:10:70 1 

SON P:10:8  1* SON P:10:91 1 
SON P:10:14 2 SON P:10:98 4 
SON P:10:23 1 SON P:10:101 1 
SON P:10:41 1 Total 18 

                      * Dispersed human bone, at least one burial was counted. 

The descriptions and analyses of the habitation, public and ceremonial structures, 

and other elements show that the Onavas Valley exhibits a great diversity of features in 

spite of the constant destruction of the archaeological record. These features may serve as 

initial material evidence indicating religious and ceremonial activities performed by the 

prehispanic communities of the area in one hand, and the exploitation of resources and 
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use of the landscape on the other. The spatial distribution analysis of those sites and 

features tell a great deal about how the prehispanic communities might have envisioned 

their landscape (see Chapter 7). 

 

Limitation of the Data Set and Possible Bias Factors. 

 

As the archaeological record illustrates, the Onavas valley has been occupied from 

the Paleoindian period until today. Such long term occupation is reflected in the 

archaeological record despite disturbances on the surface by intense agriculture, ranching, 

and mining activities, construction of communication lines (highways, roads, and electric 

lines), and amateur pot hunting or gold mining activities. Accessibility to water and good 

quality farming land make the floodplain desirable for settlement. It is in this area where 

most of the archaeological remains were recorded. Unfortunately, for the same reason, 

the area where prehispanic activities were focused coincides with the location of modern 

farming and cattle herding activities have taken place. Due to mechanized agricultural 

activities and land leveling, many architectural features have been destroyed, especially 

those located near or at the modern agricultural fields. Such destruction of sites, also 

expose a lot of material to the surface increasing the density and diversity of material 

collected from those sites. This situation created a non-realistic difference between sites 

that has been considered at the material distribution per site analysis. In addition, 

escalating amateur pot hunting activities have caused significant site destruction on the 
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floodplain and in the foothill areas. Regardless, sites were still visible and recorded based 

on the scattered materials left on the surface. 

In addition to these human actions, natural events have to be considered as well. 

Previous to the installation of the dams, the Río Yaqui was notorious for its floods. 

Carrying an impressive amount of water that easily might have washed out 

archaeological features, these natural events may also have deposited a large quantity of 

soil and sand, potentially covering any cultural remains. Modern erosion and cuts on 

tributary drainages in the research area illustrated that at least 3-4 m of deposits covered 

old floodplain surfaces. Most likely, ancient archaeological sites located on the floodplain 

are covered by these layers. All cuts and drainages were carefully examined for cultural 

remains, but none were found (Figure 5.9). 

The survey was conducted from June through August and inevitably the summer 

rainy season caught us at the middle of the survey. In order to minimize the growing 

vegetation as a potential biasing factor on the site identification and artifact collection 

procedures, it was decided to survey flat areas first and more sloped landscapes later. In 

addition, shortening the distance between crew members in areas of denser vegetation 

ensured full survey coverage. Although the vegetation changes between the dry and rainy 

season were striking, bushes, grass, and weeds did not start to grow until the end of the 

field season. Therefore, ground visibility was not compromised. 

Finally, the major limitation imposed upon this archaeological analysis is the fact 

that the dataset comes from a surface context only. While conscious of this potential 

limitation, I am confident that such surface data has provided valuable information and 
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insights into the prehispanic past and serves to contrast against further research in the 

nearby future. Although the OVAP performed a full systematic survey in the most 

accurate way, it is likely that a few sites or features were missed and others misidentified. 

Nonetheless, a reliable data set was recovered providing a good approximation of the 

prehispanic reality. 

 

Figure 5.9: Rio Yaqui tributary drainage cut on the floodplain. 

The archaeological material analyses completed by the OVAP were geared 

towards defining and describing material types and varieties to summarize the material 

assemblage of the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities. The material analysis 

focused on obtaining both stylistic and functional information. Analytical and descriptive 

analyses of the archaeological material were performed during the field season and at the 

INAH-Sonora facilities in Hermosillo, Sonora, due to Mexican legislation requiring that 

all archaeological materials stay in Mexico. Artifact collections and records of sites were 

stored at the INAH-Sonora facilities. The next chapters will provide a full description and 

discuss of the archaeological material analyses of the recovered artifacts by the OVAP. 
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CHAPTER 6: ONAVAS VALLEY MATERIAL CULTURE 

 

These mountain people make their arrowheads with a barb, so that when it strikes 
its target it hooks into it (Pérez de Ribas 1999:495). 

 

At every site recorded by the OVAP, the field crew undertook artifact collection. 

As previously described, two artifact collection strategies were employed: total collection 

and general collection. Artifacts were bagged by type (ceramics, lithic, shell, ground 

stone, and diagnostic) in the field. In the field laboratory, all material bags were 

catalogued and the material washed. Material analysis was performed at the field 

laboratory in Onavas. At the end of the season, all material was boxed and turned over to 

the INAH-Sonora facilities in Hermosillo for curation and storage. 

At the laboratory, artifacts collected from the sites were organized into four 

categories for the purpose of analysis: (1) ceramics, (2) lithics, (3) shell, and (4) bone. 

Lithic material was subdivided further into debitage, stone tools, projectile points, and 

bifaces. Emiliano Gallaga analyzed the ceramic material, debitage, and miscellaneous 

material. Cesar Villalobos and Gillian Newell undertook the preliminary analyses of 

ground stone, obsidian, and flake stone tools. Maricruz Magaña performed the shell and 

turquoise analysis. Measurements, observations, and data from the collected artifacts 

were compiled in a laptop computer in the field. The following are the final results of the 

material analyses, discussed by category. 
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Ceramics 

 

 

The Nébomes equivalent of olla was aha, which is analogous to the 
present-day term, haha. An olla used to carrying water was called vaicarha, and 
the act of making it was vaicarh’ta. An olla used for storing water was called aha 
sudagui toacarha (Pennington 1980:313; bold for emphasis). 
 
Ceramics provide a considerable amount of information regarding activity areas, 

utilization of natural resources, routes of exchange and trade, and socio-political 

structure. Here, I present the results of the ceramic analysis of the OVAP and offer 

insight into what the ceramics can tell us about the region’s culture history. 

In Northwest Mexico, but more particularly in Sonora, few investigations have 

included a thorough analysis of their archaeological materials. In respect to monochrome 

ceramics, Braniff writes that they “have never been systematically analyzed” (Braniff 

1992 vol. 3:394). Consequently, the OVAP ceramic analysis required the creation and 

definition of new ceramic types as well as the reuse of old ceramic types. In the absence 

of a local ceramic typology, I developed a preliminary classification system based on the 

type-variety method and defined new ceramic types for the region. The presence of 

known non-local ceramic types allowed the use of existing typologies as well, such as 

those employed by Alvarez (1990), Braniff (1992), Bowen (1976a, 1976b, n/d), Di Peso 

(1974, 1956), Gallaga (1997), Hinton (1955), and Jácome (1986). 

The ceramic analysis consisted of obtaining both stylistic and functional 

information through the gathering of data on the following variables (Banning 2003; 

Gallaga 1997; McGuire and Villalpando 1993): ceramic type, vessel form, sherd 
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numbers, weight, rim type and frequency, part of vessel (base, body, shoulder, neck, or 

rim, handle, and leg), and method of interior finishing (plain, brush, or shell). As 

mentioned above, new ceramic types were identified and named for ceramic material 

previously unrecorded and existing typologies were used for material already identified 

and classified elsewhere. Generally, the sherds we recovered were medium to small in 

size, about 5-6 cm radius and 10.6 g average. Whenever possible I identified sherd as to 

vessel form, based on rim forms, bases, presence of interior Vs exterior polishing, and on 

large pieces. 

Sherds were classified into eight ceramic forms (exact numbers are discussed 

further below): Bowl, open ceramic vessel with outcurved and in some cases incurved, 

walls. The rim diameter is greater or equal to the maximum diameter of the vessel body 

and the interior is usually polished. Jar, closed ceramic vessel with or without a neck. 

The rim diameter is equal or less than the maximum diameter of the vessel body. Seed 

Jar or Tecomate, spherical neckless ceramic vessel with a rim diameter substantially less 

than the maximum diameter of the vessel body. Plate, shallow open ceramic vessels with 

wide outcurve walls and a rim diameter equal or more than five times the height of the 

vessel. The interior is polished. Comal, similar to the plate but shallower and normally 

exhibiting remains of a burned base. Scoop, open ceramic tool with an elongated form, 

commonly used for pouring or heating liquids. Partial vessel, identification of several 

sherds from the same vessel that fit together. And unknown or undetermined, 

unfortunately, most of the ceramic material was classified as unknown or undetermined 

vessel form. 
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In addition four ceramic artifacts were identified as well: Figurine, modeled form 

of an object (animal, human, thing) made of fired or unfired clay. Worked Sherd, sherds 

with evidence of being worked by humans that were most likely used as tools, such as 

pottery scrapers or pendants. Sherds Discs, sherds shaped into a circular form, normally 

with rounded edges. These were probably used for games or were pre-forms of spindle 

whorls. Spindle Whorl, similar to sherd discs but with a hole drilled through the center 

and most likely used for weaving activities. 

In addition, two vessel parts were also recorded apart from the rest as they are 

unusual in the ceramic assemblage of Northwest Mexico: Handle, portion of a vessel that 

is used for lifting it. And vessel leg, an appendage attached along the circumference of 

the base that raises the body. 

The interior finishing of the vessels received special attention. As McGuire and 

Villalpando (1993: 25) state “coarse parallel striation of uneven depth and width, usually 

on the inside of vessels, are a common feature of several ceramic types in northwestern 

Sonora.” The ceramic material recovered during the OVAP proved no exception. Three 

types of interior finishing were identified: (1) plain, (2) brushing, and (3) use of a shell 

scraper. The identification of these three types indicates the use of coil and scrape 

ceramic vessel manufacture (Gallaga 1997; Johnson 1960; McGuire and Villalpando 

1993; Rice 1987). In addition, the identification of sherds with an interior scraped by a 

marine shell tool proved significant because researchers have identified similar ceramic 

manufacture technique for southern Sonora prehispanic communities, such as 

Huatabampo (Alvarez 1990; Ekholm 1942; Pailes 1972). 
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Complete drawings of all rims from each form identified among the several 

ceramic types found in the analysis were made. The drawings have a ratio of 1 to 1 and 

indicate the interior and exterior of the vessel. The main attributes used for the 

description and identification of the new ceramic types were manufacture, paste (color, 

presence of charcoal, texture, resistance, hardness, and temper), characteristics of the 

exterior and interior surfaces, presence of slip, thickness, rim types, and forms (Banning 

2003; Gallaga 1997; McGuire and Villalpando 1993; Rice 1987). Description and 

identification of the ceramic types found by the OVAP follow, but detail only the newly 

identified ceramic types. Type descriptions of ceramics previously identified and 

classified elsewhere are not fully reproduced here, and are only provided in summary 

form. 

By the end of the field season a total of 10,740 sherds -more than 113.550 kg of 

ceramic material- were recovered from the surface. From those, 23 sherds and 0.072 kg 

(0.22 % and 0.06 %) were Mayolica (two sherds), modern (14 sherds), and unidentified 

post prehispanic ceramic types (seven sherds), and were subtracted from the total. Those 

23 non- prehispanic sherds will not be described here. 

Table 6.1: Total OVAP ceramic. 

 # Sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Plainware 10,338 96.46 % 109.056  96.08 % 
Decorated 379 3.54 % 4.446  3.92 % 

Total 10,717 100% 113.502  100% 
 

Table 6.2: Plainware ceramic type distributions in the sample. 

 # Sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Onavas Plain 10,102 94.26 % 107.833 95.02 % 

Smooth Orange Slipped 61 0.57 % 0.463 0.40 % 
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Coarse Red Slipped 101 0.94 % 0.304 0.26 % 
Smooth Red Slipped 74 0.69 % 0.456 0.40 % 

Decorated 379 3.54 % 4.446  3.92 % 
Total 10,717 100% 113.502  100% 

 

Table 6.3: Decorated ceramic type distributions in the sample. 

 # Sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Onavas Purple on Red 360 3.35 % 4.323 3.80 % 

Ramos Polychrome 6 0.05 % 0.048 0.04 % 
Babícora  Polychrome 6 0.05 % 0.021 0.01 % 
Huérigos Polychrome 2 0.02 % 0.002 0.001 % 
Carretas Polychrome 1 0.01 % 0.002 0.001 % 
Nogales Polychrome 1 0.01 % 0.024 0.02 % 

Incised 1 0.01 % 0.016 0.01 % 
Corrugated 1 0.01 % 0.005 0.004 % 
Unknown 1 0.01 % 0.005 0.004 % 
Plainware 10,338 96.46 % 109.056  96.08 % 

Total 10,717 100% 113.502  100% 
 

Table 6.1 illustrated that more than the 96 % of the sample is represented by 

plainwares while the decorated sherds only amount to 3.54 %. Within the plainware 

ceramic cluster, four ceramic types were identified: 1) Onavas Plain, likely a plainware 

made locally; 2) Smooth Orange Slipped Ware type; 3) Coarse Red Slipped Ware type; 

and 4) Smooth Red Slipped Ware type (Table 6.2). The decorated ceramic cluster 

consists of nine ceramic types (Table 6.3) divided into three main groups: (1) local, (2) 

non-local, and (3) undetermined. 

Vessel Form and artifacts. Only 16.58 % (1,777 sherds) of the total assemblage 

could be assigned vessel form or artifact category. The remaining 83.42 % (8,940 sherds) 

had to be designated as indeterminate. A total of 11 vessel forms/artifacts were identified: 

bowls, jars, seed jars or tecomates, plates, comales, scoops, figurines, spindle whorls, 

ceramic discs, and worked sherds. Some handles and vessel legs were also found (Table 
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6.4). A total of three partial vessels were found, in total 305 sherds and 7.5 kg, all plain 

jars. Those were incorporated into the total jar sherds. 

Table 6.4: Ceramic vessel form distribution in the sample. 

 # Sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Indeterminate 8,940 83.42 % 80.014 70.49 % 

Jars 1,064 9.93 % 22.654 19.95 % 
Bowls 484 4.51 % 7.076 6.23 % 

Tecomates 105 0.98 % 1.807 1.59 % 
Plates 48 0.47 % 0.673 0.59 % 
Discs 37 0.34 % 0.577 0.50 % 

Worked Sherds 12 0.11 % 0.245 0.21 % 
Comales 6 0.055 % 0.096 0.08 % 
Scoops 5 0.046 % 0.128 0.11 % 

Spindle Whorl 5 0.046 % 0.060 0.05 % 
Figurine 4 0.037 % 0.081 0.07 % 
Handles 4 0.037 % 0.064 0.56 % 

Vessel Leg 3 0.027 % 0.027 0.02 % 
Total 10,717 100% 113.502  100% 

 

Table 6.4 illustrates that jars, bowls, and tecomates were the most represented 

vessel forms. Of these 10,717 sherds where vessel form could be identified, 685 sherds 

were recorded as rims. Their analysis provides further information on the vessel 

assemblage of the prehispanic communities of the Onavas Valley. This analysis indicates 

that these communities manufactured a great variety of vessel types of different sizes. 

Interestingly, although all rims were analyzed, the results of the rim sherd analysis by and 

large parallels the results of the rim analysis of the Onavas Plain and Onavas Purple-on-

Red ceramic types, as these types comprised 90% of the rim sherd sample (Table 6.5 and 

Fig. 6.1). This high ubiquity provides support for the hypotheses of a local manufacture 

of the Onavas types. 
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Table 6.5 Rim sherd sample analysis. 

Onavas Plain Onavas P / R
Vessel Form Rim Type Diameters Mean Vessel Form Rim Type Diameters Mean

Bowls Straight 16 - 50 cm 30.5 cm Bowls Straight 32 - 42 cm 38.5
Outcurved 10 - 46 cm 30 cm Outcurved 14 - 46 cm 30.5 cm
Incurved 14 - 50 cm 29.5 cm Incurved 16 - 44 cm 27.5 cm

Jars Straight 14 - 46 cm 30 cm Jars Straight 16 - 36 cm 26.5 cm
Outcurved 14 - 44 cm 28.5 cm Outcurved 18 - 28 cm 24 cm
Incurved 26 - 48 cm 32.5 cm Tecomate Neckless 14 - 40 cm 21.5 cm
Miniature 4 cm 4 cm Plate Straight 40 cm 40 cm

Tecomate Neckless 2 - 48 cm 23 cm
Plate Straight 42 - 46 cm 44.5 cm

Outcurved 18 cm 18 cm
Neckless 20 - 48 cm 33.5 cm

Comal Neckless 24 - 50 cm 34 cm
Scoop Straight N/A N/A  

According to the rim analysis and identification of Onavas Plainware bowls (see 

Table 6.5) Onavas’s potters appear to have manufactured hemispherical, outcurved, and 

incurved bowls. Some exhibit exposure to fire, especially the larger vessels. Jars were 

straight collar, outcurved or flaring, incurved (somewhere between bowls and neckless 

jars), and tecomates or seed jars. Some of the jars show exposure to fire while others, 

lacking such evidence, probably were used for storage and water containers. In addition, 

jars were made in all sizes from miniatures to large containers. The OVAP discovered 

specimens 121 mm thick with a plain interior, likely from vessels such as those described 

in the ethnohistoric records by Pérez de Ribas, who mentions the use of large jars for 

water containers among the Nébomes (1999:289). Additionally, two possible jar lip 

sherds were found. Most likely to facilitate pouring, this jar lip has never before been 

recorded in Sonora. Plates were made without a rim, with a straight rim, or an outcurved, 

flaring rim. Comales were made without a rim, with a plain interior surface, and 

coarse/burned exterior surface. Scoops appeared in different sizes. Due to the fact that at 

least three different vessel leg pieces were found, it is important to mention that some 
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Figure 6.1 Vessel Forms: A) Bowls (straight-A1, outcurved-A2, incurved-A3); B) Jars 
(straight-B1, outcurved-B2, incurved-B3, miniature-B4); C) Tecomates; D) Plates 
(straight-D1, outcurved-D2, neckless-D3, plate with legs?-D4); E) Comal; and F) Scoops. 
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of these vessel forms may have had legs. Although tri-legged vessels occur in all areas 

surrounding Sonora, this is the first report of vessel legs in a Sonoran archaeological 

record. 

Onavas Purple-on-Red rims (see Table 6.5) suggested the vessel assemblage 

consisted of hemispherical, outcurved, and incurved bowls; straight collar, outcurved or 

flaring rim jars, and tecomates or seed jars; and straight rim plates. 

Ethnographic research and ceramic data collection undertaken at the end of the 

1960’s by Pennington (1980: fig. 20-23) illustrates that some of the vessel forms depicted 

for the prehispanic period were still in use, mainly jars. The knowledge and custom of 

making the remaining forms, however, appear to have become lost or replaced during or 

after the Colonial period. Additionally, none of the bottle forms (“botellones”) from the 

Huatabampo tradition (Alvarez 1990:48) or northern Sinaloa (Ehkolm 1942:75) were 

found. 

 

Plainware Ceramics 

 

The field crew collected more than 10,338 sherds weighing 109.056 kg 

representing four ceramic types. Redware variants were classified as plainwares. 

Plainware made up 94.26 percent of the total sample by count and the 95.02 percent of 

the sample by weight. Redware was less common, represented only by 2.2 percent by 

count and 1.06 by weight. The four ceramic types identified for this category were: 
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Onavas Plain Ware, Smooth Orange Slipped Ware, Coarse Red Slipped Ware, and 

Smooth Red Slipped Ware. 

 

Onavas Plain Ware

Sherds (n): 10,102 Weight: 107.833 kg. 

Synonyms: None. No previous report or analysis of this type. 

Manufacture: Coil-and-scrape. Ethnographic account established that Pima bajo ceramic 

manufacture is made by coil-and-scrape technique (Pennington 1980:312), as well of 

other Indian groups in southern Sonora (Alvarez 1990; Crumrine 1983; Spicer 1983). 

Most of the time the interior is plain without marks. A few samples exhibit some scraping 

marks, however (60 sherds and 0.667 kg; representing 0.55 % and 0.58 % respectively of 

the total sample). These marks or striations appear to have likely been made by a “brush” 

tool. Other sherds show evidence of scraping with a shell tool (40 sherds-0.37 % and 

0.470 kg-0.41 % respectively of the total sample). 

Paste: Coarse, with 30-40 percent non-plastic material 

Color: Variable from grayish brown (7.5YR 6/2), orange (5YR 6/8), to red (10R 5/6 and 

7.5R 4/6) on the interior and exterior edges with a clear, slightly dark brown core. This 

diversity of color may have resulted from uneven burning in open fires. 

Carbon Streaking: None, or rarely. Texture: Mostly coarse, but some fine examples 

were identified. Fracture: Crumbling. Hardness: Soft, 2-3 in the Mohs scale. Temper: 

Abundant quartz and rock fragments; with sand, heavy minerals, and feldspars. Size 

ranged between medium (0.25-0.5 mm) to large (+ 0.5 mm). 
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Surface Features: 

 Exterior: Seldom polished, but in most cases very eroded. Non-plastic inclusions 

visible on the surface, giving a sandpaper-like appearance. In a few samples a burnished 

surface is identified. It is possible that a thin layer of fine clay slip was applied to the 

surface before polishing. Color: A great diversity of color surface: grayish brown (7.5YR 

6/2), to orange (5YR 6/8), and red (10R 5/6 and 7.5R 4/6). 

 Interior: Mostly plain or polished depending on the vessel form. A few sherds 

exhibited evidence of scraping by a brush or by a shell tool. On some occasions non-

plastic material was identified on the surface. No anvil marks or finger impressions were 

present. 

 Slip: In some cases a fine clay slip was applied for finishing surface techniques; 

but usually no slip appeared. 

Thickness: Ranging from 4.5-6 mm to 15-20 mm with an average of 6 mm. 

Rims: Straight (129 sherds), incurved (90 sherds), outcurved (199 sherds), and neckless 

(143 sherds). 

Forms: The total sample of this ceramic type consisted of the following forms: 

Vessel form # of sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Undetermined 8718 86.28 79 73.18  

jars 878 8.68 20.647 19.12 
Bowls 303 2.99 4.762 4.41 

Tecomates 93 0.92 1.702 1.57 
Plates 42 0.41 0.647 0.59 
Disk 34 0.33 0.526 0.48 

Worked sherd 11 0.10 0.244 0.22 
Comales 6 0.05 0.096 0.08 
Scoops 5 0.04 0.128 0.11 

Spindle whorl 5 0.04 0.060 0.05 
Figurines 4 0.03 0.081 0.48 

Handles and vessel leg were identified for this ware, probably used in bowl and plates. 
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Decoration: None. 

Comments: Due to the quantity reported in the field, I concluded that this type was 

locally manufactured. Ceramic vessels experimentally made with local clay in 

cooperation with local potters from the Onavas community produced similar ceramic 

material to those found in prehispanic contexts. In addition, the manufacturing technique 

exhibited on the Onavas Plain Ware, the coil-and-scrape technique, differs from other 

ceramic traditions, such as those employed in the Trincheras area paddle-and anvil, but 

appears similar to those from the Río Sonora and Southern Sonora. Furthermore, the use 

of a marine shell for scraping some of the vessel interiors is consistent with the ceramic 

type descriptions from the southern Sonoran coast, illustrating a similarity with those 

ceramic types from coast prehispanic communities. 

Time Period: Unknown, prehispanic period. 

Onavas Valley Distribution: This common ware was found in 106 sites, from camps to 

villages. The most representative were SON P:10:08 (n=2,648), SON P:10:56 (n =414), 

SON P:10:27 (n=336), SON P:6:05 (n=329), SON P:6:04 (n=243), SON P:10:41 

(n=221), and SON P:10:98 (n=213). The rest of the sites had an average of 60 sherds (see 

Fig. 6.3). Site SON P:10:08 had a high number due to its soil perturbance. Due to the fact 

that the ceramic analysis is based on surface material, this particular plain and utilitarian 

ware could be associated with early, intermediate, and late phase prehispanic occupation 

in the valley. 

Smooth Orange Slipped Ware 

Sherds (n): 61 Weight: 0.463 kg. 
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Synonyms: None. No previous report or analysis of this type. Possible Huatabampo Red, 

Cuchujaqui Red, Techobampo Red, or Batacosa Red. 

Manufacture: Coil-and-scrape. The interior is generally plain without marks, although a 

few examples show some scraping marks. These marks or striations were usually made 

by a brush tool (2 sherds-0.018 % or 0.014 kg- 0.012 % respectively of the total sample). 

Some sherds show evidence of scraping with a shell tool (3 sherds-0.027 % and 0.015 kg-

0.013 % respectively of the total sample). 

Paste: Fine, hard, and very little temper with around 10 to 15 percent non-plastic 

material. Color: Orange (5YR 6/8). Carbon Streak: None. Texture: Fine. Fracture: 

Straight. Hardness: Hard, 3-5 on the Mohs scale. Temper: Fine size (0.1-0.25 mm), 

consisting of sand mixed with quartz, feldspars, and some rock fragments and mica. 

Surface Features: 

 Exterior: Well-finished polishing eroded in some instances, temper is visible on 

the surface at times. Surface probably burnished with a stone tool. Color: Orange (5YR 

6/8). 

 Interior: Surface mostly found plain or eroded yielding a sandpaper surface. Only 

a few examples were found with scraping marks, made with a brush or a marine shell tool 

(Figure 6.2). Pailes (1972:225) mentions similar treatment of Techobampo Red wares. 

Depending on the vessel form, the interior was burnished or at least polished. 

Color: Orange (5YR 6/8). 

Slip: Most likely. Probably a fine clay slip. 

Thickness: Ranges between 5 and 6.5 mm with an average of 6 mm. 
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Rims: Incurved (2 sherds), outcurved (6 sherds), and neckless (1 sherds). 

Forms: From the total sample for this ceramic type: 

Vessel form # of sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Undetermined 43 70.5 0.272 58.75 

Bowls 10 16.4 0.083 17.94 
jars 7 11.47 0.098 21.16 

Tecomates 1 1.63 0.010 2.15 
 

Decoration:  Usually none, but at least one rim sherd has a serrated decoration (Fig. 6.2). 

Pailes (1972:223) mention similar decoration for Cuchujaqui Red wares. This appears to 

be crafted with the point of a finger pressing perpendicular into the rim, hence leaving a 

nail and finger print. 

Comments: No previous record of this ceramic type or variant has been reported in the 

Sonoran archaeological record. Its low frequency strongly suggests a non-local origin. It 

is possible that this type is similar to some fine orange or redwares, such as Huatabampo 

Red, Cuchujaqui Red, Techobampo Red, and Batacosa Red (Alvarez 1990; Ekholm 

1942; Gallaga 2004b; Pailes 1972). Redware types in Northwest Mexico are not well-

defined and studied. However, it seems more likely that this type or these sherds come 

from a ceramic tradition from northern Sinaloa and/or the coast, indicative of interaction 

between these areas and the Onavas Valley. 

Time Period: Unknown, probably ca. A.D. 800-1200. 

Onavas Valley Distribution: This ware was found only on 18 sites (see Fig. 6.4). The 

most representative were SON P:10:18 (n=14), SON P:10:08 (n=10), and SON P:10:16 

(n=6), all of them small sites. The rest of the sites had an average of 1.6 sherds. Its 

distribution probably represents an early phase occupation of the valley. 
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Figure 6.2: Interior shell tool scraping and dented rim decoration. 

 

Coarse Red Slipped Ware 

Sherds (n): 101 Weight: 0.304 kg. 

Synonyms: Possibly Huatabampo Red, Cuchujaqui Red, Techobampo Red, or Batacosa 

Red. 

Manufacture: Coil-and-scrape. No scraping marks were found on the interior of sherds 

as all samples for this type exhibited plain interiors. No fingerprints were found in the 

interior either. 

Paste: Coarse, with around 20-25 percent non-plastic material. Color: Paste color is dull 

reddish orange (10R 6/4), some sherds varied from a gray to black core or interior, and 

some variety of red on the surface (7.5R 3/6, 4/6, 4/8). Carbon Streak: Occasionally. 

Texture: Generally, coarse. Fracture: Crumbling. Hardness: Soft, 2-3 Mohs scale. 

Temper: Lots of quartz and rock fragments, but also sand, heavy minerals, and feldspars. 

The size ranges between medium (.25 - 0.5 mm) to large (+ 0.5 mm). 

Surface Features: 
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 Exterior: Usually polished, but some examples of well-burnished exteriors were 

reported with a shiny surface. Other sherds exhibit opaque surfaces. A thin layer of red 

slip was applied to the surface and later polished. Color: Dark red to red (7.5R 3/6, 4/6, 

4/8). 

 Interior: Depending on the vessel form, the interior could be plain or polished. 

Red slip is present only for bowls or containers and still in good condition. 

 Slip: Present, a thin layer of red slip is applied to the surface. The surface layer is 

mostly polished or burnished, but in a few instances the surface is not polished at all, 

giving an opaque surface finish. 

Thickness: Ranging between 5 and 6.5 mm with an average of 6 mm. 

Rims: One outcurved sherd and 12 unidentified rims (too small). 

Forms: From the total sample for this ceramic type: 

Vessel form # of sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Undetermined 79 78.21 0.168 55.26 

jars 16 15.84 0.094 30.92 
Bowls 5 4.95 0.020 6.91 
Disk 1 1 0.020 6.91 

 
Comments: It is possible that this ceramic type was one of the redware types reported for 

southern Sonora, such as Huatabampo Red, Cuchujaqui Red, Techobampo Red, or 

Batacosa Red (Alvarez 1990; Ekholm 1942; Gallaga 2004b; Pailes 1972). Unfortunately, 

as mentioned above, redware material remains poorly reported, studied, or described. 

From the analysis of manufacturing techniques, the southern Sonoran redware found in 

the Onavas Valley appears to differ from similar redware types from the north of Sonora 
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(coil-and-scrape versus paddle-and-anvil) —an idea that needs further testing. It’s low 

frequency suggest a non-local origin, probably the coast. 

Time Period: Unknown, probably ca. A.D. 200-1000. 

Onavas Valley Distribution: Only in 19 sites containing this ware were identified (see 

Fig. 6.5). The most representative site was SON P:10:89 (n=52), identified as a camp 

(pot-burst event). The rest of the sites had an average of 2.7 sherds. These sites could 

represent an early/middle occupation of the valley in prehispanic times. 

 

Smooth Red Slipped Ware 

Sherds (n): 74 Weight: 0.456 kg. 

Synonyms: Possibly Huatabampo Red, Cuchujaqui Red, Techobampo Red, or Batacosa 

Red. 

Manufacture: Coil-and-scrape. Most of the sample has a plain interior surface with 

occasional marks caused by slight dislocation of the non-plastic material during the 

polishing process. Six sherds exhibited scraping marks made with a marine shell tool. No 

finger prints were spotted on the interior of the sherds. 

Paste: Fine, with 10 to 15 percent non-plastic material. Color: Dull reddish orange (10R 

6/4), no gray or black core or interior, and the surface shows some tones of red (10R 5/6, 

4/6). Carbon Streak: None. Texture: Fine. Fracture: Straight. Hardness: Hard, 3 -5 on 

the Mohs scale. Temper: Fine size (0.1 -0.25 mm), consisting of sand mixed with quartz, 

feldspars, and some rock fragments. 

Surface Features: 
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 Exterior: Mostly plain with an opaque surface, some sherds seem to have been 

polished but unlike the Coarse Red Slipped Ware. 

 Interior: Depending on the vessel form, some plain interiors revealed a red slip. 

 Slip: Yes, a thin layer of red slip was applied to the surface. Mostly the surface 

layer is just plain giving an opaque surface finish. 

Thickness: Ranging between 4 and 5.5 mm with an average of 5 mm. 

Rims: Straight (2 sherds), incurved (2 sherds), outcurved (3 sherds), neckless (2 sherds), 

and undetermined (3). 

Forms: The total sample for this ceramic type is as following: 

Vessel form # of sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Undetermined 25 33.78 0.094 20.2 

Bowls 24 32.44 0.146 31.39 
Jars 18 24.32 0.170 36.54 

Tecomates 6 8.10 0.048 10.32 
Plates 1 1.36 0.007 1.50 

 
Comments: Same as the Coarse Red Slipped Ware. 

Time Period: Unknown, probably ca. A.D. 200-1000. 

Onavas Valley Distribution: A total of 27 sites were reported to have this ware (see Fig. 

6.6). The most representative sites were SON P:10:08 (n=8), SON P:10:12 (n=7), SON 

P:6:04 (n=7), SON P:10:18 (n=6), SON P:6:15 (n=6), SON P:10:64 (n=5), and SON 

P:10:69 (n=5). The rest of the sites had an average of 1.5 sherds. These sites could 

represent an early/middle occupation of the valley in prehispanic times. 
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Figure 6.3: Sites with Onavas Plain sherds. 
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Figure 6.4: Sites with Smooth Orange Slipped sherds. 
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Figure 6.5: Sites with Coarse Red Slipped sherds. 
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Figure 6.6: Sites with Smooth Red Slipped sherds. 

 

Decorated Ceramics 

 

As with most archaeological projects, decorated ceramics were recovered in lower 

numbers than plainware ceramic types. The collection of several decorated sherds of non-

local origin and the identification of a previously unreported local decorated ceramic type 

provide considerable information about the region’s possible cultural interactions and 

development. More than 379 decorated sherds weighing 4.446 kg were identified. The 

decorated ceramic material made up 3.54 percent of the total sample by count and the 

3.92 percent of the sample by weight. Nine ceramic types were present, divided into three 

subdivisions or groups: (1) local, (2) non-local, and (3) undetermined (see Table 6.3). 
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Local 

Onavas Purple on Red 

Sherd (n): 360 Weight: 4.323 kg. 

Synonyms: None, previously unreported. This type is similar to the Trincheras Purple-

on-Red ceramic in terms of purple color decoration. 

Manufacture: Coil-and-scrape. Most of the sample shows a plain interior surface, 

occasionally some marks were created by the dislocation of the non-plastic material 

during polishing. Depending on the vessel form, decoration was either on the interior or 

the exterior. The surface was well-polished. No finger prints existed on the interior of the 

sherds. 

Paste: Coarse, with 30 to 40 percent non-plastic material, although some exceptions 

exhibited a finer paste. Color: Paste color runs from red (10R 5/6), orange (2.5 YR 6/6), 

dull orange (5YR 6/3), to grayish brown (5YR 6/2).  Some sherds have a gray or black 

core or interior, and the surface shows some tones of red (10R 5/6, 4/6), orange (2.5 YR 

6/6, 6/8, 7/8), and grayish brown (5YR 4/2, 5/2, 6/2). Carbon Streak: Only occasionally 

present. Texture: Coarse to fine. Fracture: Crumbled for the coarse sherds and straight 

for the finer paste ceramics. Hardness: In general, hard, 3 -5 on the Mohs scale.

 Temper: Abundance of quartz, feldspars, and rock fragments, with sand and mica 

or pyrite. The size ranges between medium (0.25 - 0.5 mm) to large (+ 0.5 mm) for the 

coarse sherds, and fine (0.1-0.25 mm) for the fine sherds. 

Surface Features: 
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 Exterior: Well-polished or at least plain. In general, the temper is not visible on 

the surface. It is possible that a fine clay slip was applied to the surface in preparation for 

painting. If the vessel shape is a jar, the exterior surface is decorated. 

 Interior: Similar to the exterior. In the jars the interior is unpolished and smooth. 

 Slip: It is possible in some cases that a fine clay slip was added to the surface. 

Decoration: The color used for decoration ranges from a dark purple or red (7.5R 3/4) to 

a light red (10R 4/8). The change in color intensity could have resulted from the way the 

vessel was fired. This purple color lacks the specular mica used in the Trincheras 

decorated wares. The color used may have a mineral base, but it is less resistant than the 

Trincheras wares. The color used on the Onavas Purple-on-Red wears off easily, 

especially when wet. From the sample collected for this project, the designs were mostly 

lines and geometric figures. In some cases, solid figures or bands were depicted (Fig. 6. 

3). The design types are different from those used for the Trincheras wares. Generally, 

bowls carried designs on the interior and jars on the exterior, although jars occasionally 

had designs inside around the neck-rim area.  

Thickness: This type shows a great range, from 3.4 mm to 16.3 mm. 

Rims: Straight (15 sherds), incurved (22 sherds), outcurved (23 sherds), and neckless (5 

sherds). 

Forms: From the total sample for this ceramic type forms were as follows: 

Vessel form # of sherds % Weight (kg) % 
Undetermined 63 17.50 0.488 11.29 

Jars 149 41.39 1.653 38.24 
Bowls 141 36.16 2.095 48.46 

Tecomates 5 1.38 0.047 1.08 
Plates 1 0.28 0.011 0.26 
Disk 1 0.28 0.029 0.67 
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Comments: This local decorated ceramic type, found during this survey, has not been 

previously recorded. The variety of vessel forms, number of sherds, and similarity to the 

physical characteristics and manufacture of the Onavas Plain suggest that this ceramic 

type was also manufactured in the Onavas Valley region. More research in the area, 

excavation, and testing of clay sources is required to confirm conclusively this tentative 

reasoning. 

The local type appears similar to those from the Trincheras region (Purple-on-red 

and Purple-on-Brown), with purple or reddish decoration mostly on red, but also on grey 

and few brown wares. In spite of their appearance, however, the Onavas types lack some 

key characteristics of the Trincheras wares, such as brushed interiors, specular hematite 

pigment, and distinct decoration designs. It is possible that the Onavas decorated ceramic 

types were a local imitation of Trincheras types, but any speculation in this regard 

remains inconclusive until researchers undertake further ceramic research in the areas in 

between as well as in the Onavas Valley. 

This local decorated type was found on the surface in association with Casas 

Grandes ceramic types. Originally, it was identified to be close or contemporaneous to 

the Medio Period (A.D. 1200-1450). However, ceramic analysis and regional comparison 

suggest that the Onavas Purple-on-Red could be an early type (A.D. 1000-1200). Similar 

decorated expressions in Sonora point to this conclusion. In the Trincheras region, the 

local Trincheras Purple-on-Red and Purple-on-Brown decorated types had a time span of 

A.D. 700-1150 (Gallaga 1997; Heckman 2000; McGuire and Villalpando 1993). At the 

Bavispe Valley near to the core of the Rio Sonora region, new research placed local Red-
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on-Brown ceramics around similar dates (Douglas and Quijada 2005). Similar temporal 

context seems to hold also for northern Sinaloa Red-on-Brown ceramics (John Carpenter 

personal communication 2005) and Chihuahua Red-on-Brown (Di Peso et al. 1974). In 

terms of vessel form, the majority were jars and bowls but some tecomates/neckless seed 

jars were also manufactured. The presence of tecomates supports the notion of an early 

ceramic type. 

I should mention that initially, two new types were named in the field: Onavas 

Purple-on-Red and Onavas Purple-on-Grey. However, after the completion of the 

ceramic analysis it was decided to unite the two types into one: Onavas Purple-on-Red. 

The gray color may be the result of a non-homogeneous burning rather than indicative of 

a different type. 

Time Period: Unknown, probably A.D. 800-1200. 
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Figure 6.7: Sites with Onavas P/R sherds. 
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Onavas Valley Distribution: A total of 27 sites were reported to have this local 

decorated ware. The most representative sites were SON P:10:08 (n=223), SON P:10:98 

(n=34), SON P:10:44 (n=15), SON P:6:05 (n=13) SON P:10:29 (n=11), and SON 

P:10:70 (n=10). The rest of the sites had an average of 2.5 sherds. These sites could 

represent an early/middle occupation of the valley in prehispanic times. 

 

Figure 6.8: Onavas Purple-on-Red decoration sample. 

Non Local 

This group is composed of all the ceramic types that were collected and identified 

as being of non-local manufacture (Figure 6.9). In total, five types were reported 

belonging to one of two archaeological traditions. Due to the fact that those ceramic types 

had been previously described elsewhere (see Di Peso 1974:V6; Sayles 1936), here I will 

only mention some general characteristic of this material found in the research area. The 

first of the two archaeological traditions identified was the Casas Grandes with four 

ceramic types, belonging to the Medio Period (A.D. 1200-1450). 
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Figure 6.9: Non-local decorated ceramic types. 

 

Ramos Polychrome

Identified by its white fine paste, its characteristic fine designs in black and red 

include solid red areas bordered by a fine black line. Six sherds (0.05 %) of Ramos 

Polychrome, weighing 0.048 kg (0.04 %), were found in the research area. Of those, two 

were identified as bowl sherds and the rest as undetermined. Two of the sherds show 

evidence to be burned. A total of five sherds were found at SON P:10:08 and one at SON 

P:10:59. 

 

Babícora Polychrome

This ceramic type is similar to Ramos Polychrome, but in general the paste, 

manufacture, and designs are of a lower quality than those of the Ramos type (Figure 

6.9). In addition, the paste is gray/brownish and researchers agree that red designs on 

Babicora Polychrome usually lack the black border line (Di Peso 1974:V6:183-198; 

Gallaga 1997:61). Six sherds (0.05 %), weighing 0.021 kg (0.01 %), were identified in 
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the research area. Of those, two were identified as jars, one was a worked sherd, and the 

remaining three were designated as undetermined. All sherds from this type were 

recovered at SON P:10:08. 

 

Huérigos Polychrome

This type has a brown-orange or semi-fine paste. Surface decoration is made with 

black and red designs. Its main characteristic is the application of a white slip on the 

decorated surface (interior for bowls, exterior for jars) (Figure 6.9). In most examples, its 

black color reaches a glazed surface as a result of high temperature firing. In the OVAP, 

only two sherds (0.02 %), 0.002 kg (0.001 %), were identified. One of those was a bowl 

straight rim. All sherds were recovered at SON P:10:08. 

 

Carretas Polychrome

The Carretas Polychrome type is similar to the Huérigos Polychrome type, with 

its characteristic lack of white slip. It is also identified by its orange paste. Only one sherd 

(0.01 %), representing 0.002 kg (0.001 %), was found and no vessel form could be 

identified. This sherd was recovered at SON P:10:08. Its noteworthy to mention that 

Carretas is one of the Medio Period polychromes that is more common towards the west, 

within the range of Casas Grandes than to the east 

 

These Chihuahuan types, associated with the Casas Grandes region, had been 

identified before on the west side of the Sierra Madre Occidental at sites in northern and 
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central Sonora (Braniff 1992; Bowen n/d; Dirst 1979; Gallaga 1997; Sauer and Brand 

1931). However, this is the first report of Chihuahua types in the mid-southern portion of 

Sonora, and hence is relevant to understanding the Onavas valley prehispanic extra-

regional interactions. In an ongoing project, Carpenter has reported finding Chihuahua 

ceramic types in the Río Fuerte Valley in northern Sinaloa (Carpenter, personal 

communication 2005). 

The second archaeological tradition identified in the decorated ceramics was the 

Trincheras region. Only one Nogales Polychrome sherd was recovered from the surface.  

 

Nogales Polychrome 

 This type has a thick white slip with purple and red designs (Figure 6.9). Its paste 

is coarse and with 35-40 % of temper or non-plastic material. The only sherd found 

(0.01%), weighing 0.024 kg (0.02 %), was part of the neck of a jar. This sherd was found 

at SON P:10:08. The identification of this ceramic type in the Onavas Valley extends the 

previously known southern limit for this ceramic type tradition (Gallaga 1997). 

 

Undetermined 

Three ceramic types composed this last group: incised, corrugated, and a possible 

northern Sinaloa type. The first two types are roughly identified or related to the Río 

Sonora archeological tradition (Amsden 1928; Pailes 1972), whose ceramics are often 

textured. The last type may have originated from northern Sinaloa. 
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Incised

Through minimal research conducted in the Sonoran portion of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental it has been established that certain types of incised decorated wares belong to 

the extended Río Sonora archaeological tradition (Amsden 1928, Doolittle 1988, Douglas 

and Quijada 2004a, 2004b; Pailes 1972). This tradition appeared to stretch from the 

current international border to the border of Sinaloa state (Pailes 1972). For unknown 

reasons, incised material seems to have enjoyed popularity among prehispanic 

communities in the northern and southern Sierra Madre Occidental portions of Sonora. 

However, in the Onavas Valley only one sherd (0.01 %), weighing 0.016 kg (0.01 %), 

was recorded. This small sherd shows some incised decoration but not enough to 

establish the presence of an incised type as recorded for the north or south of the state 

(Pailes 1972). The sherd belongs to a bowl and the decoration is on the interior. This 

sherd was found at SON P:10:08. 

 

Corrugated 

Apparently this ceramic type is not abundant in Sonora. Some examples are 

reported from southern Sonora (Pailes 1972) and from the Río Sonora tradition (Douglas 

and Quijada 2004b; Pacheco 2003), but it remains a relatively unknown ceramic type. 

Only one sherd (0.01 %), weighing 0.005 kg (0.004 %), was reported. This sherd was a 

straight jar rim. Manufactured by the coil-and-scrape technique, only the interior of the 

jar was plain, while the coil marks were left exposed on the exterior (Figure 6.9). This 

sherd was found at SON P:10:08. 
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Unknown 

Only one sherd falls into this type (0.01 %), weighing 0.005 kg (0.004 %). This 

sherd exhibited a fine paste, plain interior, and polished exterior surface. The exterior had 

at least two distinguishable colors: light gray (10YR 8/1) and dusky red (7.5R 4/4). The 

first color formed a small band and the second decorated two thirds of the sherd. Its 

characteristics resemble no known ceramic type in Sonora. Thus, it may possible that this 

sherd came from northern Sinaloa (Figure 6.9). This sherd was found at SON P:10:26. 

 

Ceramic Artifacts. 

 

Figurines. Four small figurine fragments were collected during the survey (Fig. 

6.10.A). With a paste similar to those used for the manufacture of the Onavas Plain 

ceramic type, the figurines may have been manufactured locally. None had any 

decoration. Three of the fragments consisted of trunk of a body without any parts of the 

legs, arms, or head attached. Two of the four fragments appear to represent female 

figures (# 47585 and # 48324). The fourth fragment is a portion of a possible head (# 

48176) that shows only a nose. It is unclear if it represents a human or an animal figure. 

The lack of faces or other distinctive decorative features does not allow us to compare 

these figurines with those of neighboring regions, such as the Huatabampo tradition 

(Alvarez 1990), the U.S. Southwest (Haury 1976), or those reported by Ekholm (Gallaga 

2004b). In Gilberto Carlos’ personal collection at Onavas, a ceramic ear was recorded 
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(Fig. 6.10.B). The piece illustrated a delicate and well done ceramic manufacture, is not 

possible to establish if it is a local or non-local piece. The lobe had at least 6 holes, 

possible depicting the use of earrings or another sort of ear decoration.  

Spindle Whorl. In Sonora, spindle whorls are generally made from a flat sherd that 

has been worked into a disk and perforated through the center, and were used for 

fiber/cord manufacture (Fig. 6.10.C). However, some Mesoamerican malacates spindle 

whorls are reported for Sonora. To date only four examples have been found in three 

areas: southern Sonora described by Pailes (1972:261-263), Huatabampo (Ekholm 

1942:88), and the Trincheras region (Sauer and Brand 1931:11). On the other hand, 27 

Mesoamerican malacates type were reported from the Guasave site, but none of the 

perforated sherd disk type (Carpenter 1996:258). Unfortunately, no Mesoamerica 

malacate types were found by the OVAP; only five Sonoran type spindle whorls were 

identified. 

Strictly, only four met all specifications (# 47710, 47871, 48242, and 48514). The 

remaining one (# 47625) had the hole in the center, but lacked a round shape. This 

malacate may have broken, leaving only the center portion. Alternatively, it may 

represent a spindle whorl in progress, or may have been broken while being perforated. 

Three of these items measured 4 cm in diameter, one two cm, and the last one is 

unknown as it lacked a proper diameter. 

Ceramic Disk. A total of 37 ceramic disks were identified during the ceramic 

analysis (Fig. 6.10.D). All consist of pieces of sherds worked into a disk shape. None 

were actually manufactured and fired as a disk. Of the whole sample, one disk belongs to  
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Figure 6.10: Ceramic Artifacts: A) figurines; B) ceramic ear (Gilberto Carlos 
collection); C) spindle whorls; and D) ceramic disks. 
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the Coarse Red Slipped Ware ceramic type (# 47594), one to Onavas Purple-on-Red (# 

47987), and one to the Smooth Orange Slipped Ware type (# 48071). The rest, a total of 

34, were identified as Onavas Plain Ware sherds. In addition, they differed in size: one 

measured 1 cm in diameter, three were 2 cm, five were 3 cm, 13 were 4 cm, three were 5 

cm, four were 6 cm, one was 7 cm, five were 8 cm, one was 14 cm, and the last one was 

16 cm in diameter. This diversity in sizes may indicate that use could differ depending on 

size. Perhaps the smaller ones were game pieces, while the middle ones corresponded to 

spindle whorls in progress, and the larger ones could represents vessel covers. 

Worked Sherd. Twelve examples were found during ceramic analysis. These items 

exhibit evidence of grinding or flaking in all or some portion of the sherd, but lack the 

roundness of a disk. Six take on a clearly rectangular shape and may be unfinished 

ceramic pendants. The latter artifacts measure on average 4 x 3 cm. All items were 

identified as Onavas Plain Ware, with the exception of one Babícora polychrome sherd (# 

48073). None were drilled or perforated. 

 

 

Ceramic Summary 

 

 

The ceramic data recovered by the OVAP and the analysis of that sample provide 

important results to form an initial understanding of the cultural development of the 

Onavas Valley and interpret the potential extra-regional interactions during the 
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prehispanic period. The quantity of ceramic material recovered from the surface 

illustrates that the prehispanic communities were sufficiently sedentary to produce high 

densities of ceramic refuse. The ceramic analysis indicates that most of the wares appear 

to be of local manufacture using local clay sources. The OVAP also identified at least 

two new ceramic types: Onavas Plain Ware and Onavas Purple-on-Red.  

The Smooth Orange Slipped, Coarse Red Slipped, and Smooth Red Slipped wares 

present avenues for future research. First, it must be determined whether these types are 

of local manufacture or are non-local ceramic types imported from elsewhere. As several 

researchers state, the lack of analysis of orange and red wares in Northwest Mexico has 

resulted in a diversity of similar ceramic types divided only by region or area of research, 

but not by a systematic typology (Braniff 1992, McGuire and Villalpando 1993; Gallaga 

1997). Some of the identified red slipped monochrome sherds could be part of the 

ceramic assemblages from the south of Sonora such as Huatabampo Red, Cuchujaqui 

Red, Techobampo Red, or Batacosa Red (Álvarez 1990; Ekholm 1939, 1942; Pailes 

1972). The ceramic analysis further indicates that the manufacture of the Onavas wares 

was coil-and-scraped and could belong to the coil-and-scraped tradition of brown wares 

from the Guaymas area and the Huatabampo tradition (Río Mayo and Río Fuerte) 

(Alvarez 1990, 1996; Bowen 1976a). The latter is interesting considering that Upper 

Pima and Hohokam ceramic wares were made with the paddle and anvil technique. 

However, more comparative analysis is needed. In addition, compositional analyses from 

sherd samples and local clay sources could determine the origin of those ceramic types. 
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In the field a couple of sherds were identified as possibly belonging to the Seri 

“eggshell” ceramic type. During later ceramic analysis such identification was discarded 

in favor of identification as very thin Onavas Plain sherds. It is important to remember 

that Jesuit documents describe the presence of Seri bands in the Onavas Valley during the 

harvest season to trade coastal items for food and Sierra items (Perez de Ribas 1999:390). 

The very thin sherds, therefore, might have been local “eggshell” vessels made by Seri 

Indians with local Onavas clay. 

Fewer in number, but no less important, the decorated wares provide a very 

interesting backdrop for extra-regional interactions and the possible role played by the 

Onavas Valley prehispanic inhabitants. The identification of 17 non-local sherds (Ramos 

Polychrome, Babícora Polychrome, Huérigos Polychrome, Carretas Polychrome, Nogales 

Polychrome, and a possible northern Sinaloan type) is relevant for several reasons. Such 

identifications expand the known spatial distribution of these ceramic types. Their 

presence in Onavas serves as physical evidence of some sort of interaction between 

different archaeological traditions. Additionally, these types provide the first material 

evidence for the use of the Río Yaqui as a possible trade route between the southern 

Sonoran coast and the Sierra Madre Occidental. 

The recovery of more than 15 sherds from the Casas Grandes region is 

particularly important considering the distance between the two areas, more than 300 km 

of rough terrain, and in light of similar surveys such as Cerro de Trincheras Settlement 

and Land Use Survey Project (1998) in the Trincheras area. During this project only one 

Casas Grandes sherd was found (Paul and Suzanne Fish personal communication 2004). 
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Yet, the Cerro de Trincheras Archaeological Project (1994 and 1996) uncovered 824 

sherds originating from the Chihuahuan region in excavated contexts, which represent 

only 0.078 % of the total sample (Gallaga 1997). Considering the prevalence of 

Chihuahuan sherds during survey and excavation, the identification of 15 Chihuahuan 

sherds during the OVAP suggests that the Onavas Valley may reveal more Chihuahuan 

sherds during future excavation of Onavas valley sites. The presence of Chihuahuan 

sherds in the Trincheras area is further interesting as the Trincheras area has long been 

considered one of the major marine shell suppliers for the community of Paquimé 

(Braniff 1992; Di Peso et al. 1974; Nelson 1991). Yet, as the low numbers of Chihuahuan 

ceramics indicate, new research in the area in the last couple of decades demonstrates that 

the interaction between those two areas was not as intensive as previously thought 

(Gallaga 2004a). Furthermore, no Trincheras ceramic types were found in Paquimé. 

Other areas must have functioned as the shell suppliers of the Paquimé community. The 

Río Yaqui possibly served as such a conduit. 

An important result of the ceramic analysis is the near absence of Río Sonora 

ceramic types, such as the incised and punctated wares identified by Amsden (1928) and 

Pailes (1972). Of the 10,740 sherds collected and analyzed, only one sherd was identified 

as incised, representing only 0.009 % of the total ceramic sample, and not a single 

punctated sherd was recovered in the entire research area. The almost complete absence 

of Río Sonora ceramic types in the Onavas Valley shows a spatial discontinuity in the 

Río Sonora archaeological tradition as it had been established by Pailes (1972, 1994a, 

1994b). Pailes, who conducted research projects in the south of Sonora as well in the Río 
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Sonora area, found similar material remains in both areas, such as stone foundation 

habitation areas (type # 3) and ceramic types (incised and punctuated wares). These 

findings led him to state that the Río Sonora archaeological tradition runs from the 

northeast area of Sonora to the southern border of Sonora with Sinaloa (Pailes 1972, 

1994a, 1994b). The lack of material evidence of the Río Sonora tradition, such as the 

incised and punctated ceramic types in the middle of this region, raises some crucial 

questions regarding the accurate portrayal of the extent of this archaeological tradition, 

the difference in ceramic styles, and the similitude in ceramic types between the north 

and south of Sonora. 

In summary, the ceramic analysis identified a late prehispanic ceramic assemblage 

with a diverse and skillfully manufactured ceramic tool kit. Potters in the area were not 

only producing ceramic vessels to fulfill a function, but also spending the time, effort, 

and resources to manufacture stylistically better ceramics. Only excavation of sites in the 

area will provide sufficient data to establish clear temporal affiliations of ceramic forms 

and types. 

 

 

Lithics 

 

By far the most important stone item used by the present-day Pima Bajo is the 
metate. There are two types –a very smooth legless slab called mátur and a rough 
legless slab called istusk…(Pennington 1980:313; bold for emphasis). 
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By the end of the field season, 2,363 lithic items had been collected (64.051 kg). 

The lithic sample consists of 1,871 debitage flakes (15.948 kg), 231 pieces of obsidian 

(0.252 kg), 15 pieces of turquoise (0.019 kg), 125 pieces of stone tools (46.515 kg), 21 

bifacial tools (0.815 kg), and 107 projectile points (0.502 kg). This discussion of the lithic 

sample was divided into three sections: (1) material types, (2) debitage, and (3) stone 

tools. In the latter, analysis distinguishes three sub-categories: (a) ground stone, (b) 

chipped stones, and (c) projectile points. Due to the absence of previous research in the 

area, this lithic analysis aims principally to provide a description of the lithic assemblage 

for the Nébome inhabitants. 

 

Raw Material 

 

Researchers mention that good quality material for lithic tool manufacture exists 

in limited and discrete distributions in Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest 

(Pacheco 2003). For flaked tools, good quality material consists of obsidian and 

cryptocrystalline rocks, such as quartz, chert, chalcedony, and jasper. These raw materials 

were not always available in optimum quantities or size. Therefore, second-rate material 

or whatever material was at hand, such as volcanic rocks (rhyolites, andesites, lava rock, 

or basalts) or sedimentary material (sandstone or slate) were also used. 

Lithic analysis of the material recovered during the OVAP shows that a great 

variety of raw material was used by the prehispanic crafters of the Onavas Valley, such as 

rhyolite, basalt, chert, vesicular basalt, quartz, slate, sandstone, lava rock, obsidian 
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(green, gray, and black), and turquoise. Apparently, the prehispanic flint knappers used 

local, non-local, and good and second rate raw materials. However, the intended use  of 

an object determined what kind of rock was best. Local material appears to have 

consisted mostly of second rate rocks of volcanic origin, such as andesites, rhyolites, lava 

rock, basalts, and vesicular basalts. Sedimentary rocks, such as sandstone or slate, and 

some cryptocrystalline rocks were used as well. These rock types are available in local 

gravels and secondary deposits along the valley. 

In small proportions, high quality material was also available in the area, such as 

obsidian, chert, and chalcedony. In the case of the obsidian, specific local sources remain 

unidentified but may have been utilized prehispanically. Local miners have mentioned 

that obsidian may be found in the area in drainages or high up in the Sierra Madre as 

small nodules (approximately 5 cm) commonly referred to as ‘Apache tears’ (Pacheco 

2003). The color of this local obsidian is black or gray. The OVAP recovered evidence of 

the manufacture of small projectile points from such nodules. In addition, larger obsidian 

tools, such as bifaces, were also found, but it is highly possible that they are not local and 

arrived in the area as finished tools via trade. Some of those bifaces are translucent gray 

and green and based on their physical characteristics and visual identification, they may 

have come from northern Mesoamerica, most likely from Nayarit or Jalisco (Alvares 

1990; Spence et al. 1993). Further analysis would be required to determine this for 

certain. 

Turquoise presents a different and more complicated picture. Turquoise use to 

make items found by the OVAP was fine and colors ran from light green to an intense 
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green or blue. Three small pieces of raw material were identified, and this evidence may 

indicate either exploitation of a local sources or trade of raw material from areas outside 

the valley. A lack of research on turquoise in the Onavas Valley leads to the assumption 

that these turquoise items or raw materials originated somewhere in the U. S. Southwest, 

probably from sources in New Mexico, such as Cerrillos or the Azure site, or in Arizona, 

such as Courtland or Gleason (Ekholm 1942; Pailes 1980; Weigand and Hardbottle 

1993). However, local sources for this material exist in the Sierra Madre Occidental, but 

the paucity of archaeological research or analysis prohibits any determination as to the 

use or degree of use of these Sonoran sources during the prehispanic period (Alvares 

1990; Pogue 1912; Weigand and Hardbottle 1993, 1995). Weigand mentions seven mines 

or sources of turquoise in northeast Sonora that were probably used in prehispanic times. 

The sources are Cananeita, Campo Frío, Arroyo Cuitaca, Los Campito, Nacozari de 

García, El Verde, and San Felipe, but no further information is provided (Weigand and 

Hardbottle 1993:162-163). Of those sources, the El Verde and Nacosari sources are the 

closest to the Onavas Valley, located about 200 km away to the north. Hence, it is 

possible that the turquoise found and used in the Onavas Valley originated from these 

Sonoran sources and not from the U. S. Southwest. 

 

Debitage 

 

The analysis of the debitage assemblage followed the “production stage approach” 

(McGuire and Villalpando 1993; Rice 1985; Slaughter 1993). The method undertaken 
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corresponded to that used for the lithic analysis classification of the Marana 

Archaeological Project directed by Dr. Paul Fish and Dr. Suzanne Fish and followed the 

“Chipped Stone Coding Form-2001/02” for the Marana Mound Site. The 1,871 pieces of 

flake material were divided into eight categories: 

1: Raw material: The raw material was divided into five different material types 

depending on material quality. The categories were: (1) fine volcanic: lithics of volcanic 

origin with a fine or glassy matrix, few small crystalline inclusions, often a reflective 

surface, and good breakage, such as andesites and rhyolites; (2) medium volcanic: lithics 

of volcanic origin with a fine-medium matrix, crystalline inclusions, a dull surface, and 

good breakage, such as basalts and rhyolites; (3) coarse volcanic: lithics of volcanic 

origin with a coarse matrix, large crystalline inclusions, or high porosity, a dull surface, 

and poor breakage, such as vesicular basalts and rhyolites; (4) cryptocrystalline: lithics of 

sedimentary origin characterized by a fine internal matrix, may reflect light, possibly a 

banded matrix, and good breakage, such as cherts, chalcedony, and jasper; (5) other: 

lithics that fail to exhibit any of the above characteristics, such as quartz, quartzite, 

granites, schist, slate, or sandstone. Obsidian was analyzed separately. 

2: Primary flakes: n = 263. Flakes that exhibit 50 % or more cortex on the exterior 

surface. They represent the initial flaking work from a core. 

3: Secondary flakes: n = 314. These pieces had less than 50 % cortex on the 

exterior surface. They represent the core reduction and core preparation process. 

 
 



 187

4: Tertiary flakes with cortical platform: n = 266. Cortex is present only on the 

striking platform. They are also known as thinning flakes from which tools or bifaces can 

be made (Sliva 1997; Pacheco 2003; McGuire and Villalpando 1993). 

5: Tertiary flakes without cortex present: n = 884. No cortex is present on the 

striking platform or any flake surface. They are also called thinning flakes. 

6: Angular debris or indeterminate: n = 125. No diagnostic feature of a flake or 

core is present to analyze. 

7: Core: n = 18. Piece of rock that displays one or many striking platforms and 

clear flake removal scars. 

8: Core tool: n = 1. Cores that have been modified by retouching or wear and use 

as stone tools. 

Finally, after assigning the material to the above categories, the weight of all flake 

debitage bags collected at the sites was obtained. Joining the flake debitage previously 

divided by material category, the total weight of the flake debitage collected during the 

OVAP amounted to 15.948 kg (Table 6.6). 

Table 6.6: Debitage flakes and cores analysis. 
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Fine Volcanic 78 88 64 144 5 7 0 386 20.63 4.792 30.05
Medium Volcanic 81 99 77 171 16 1 0 445 23.8 5.627 35.28
Coarse Volcanic 32 23 26 41 59 1 0 182 9.72 2.572 16.12
Cryptocrystalline 69 97 96 515 37 9 0 823 43.98 2.594 16.27

Other 3 7 3 13 8 0 1 35 1.87 0.363 2.28
Total 263 314 266 884 125 18 1 1871 100 15.948 100  
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Table 6.6 illustrates, the debitage flake analysis indicates that by both weight and 

artifact count good quality raw material was well represented in the sample: the medium 

volcanic material was the most frequently used material by the lithic crafters of the 

Onavas Valley, followed closely by fine volcanic material. Although cryptocrystalline 

was the most frequently utilized material for flakes, it only represents 16.27 % of the 

weight. The least represented material was the ‘other’ stone. These figures suggest that 

the Onavas crafters used both best and lower quality material available either from local 

or non-local sources for stone tools production. The diversity in different quality material 

is most likely the result of the type of tools Nébome crafters wanted to produce. Analysis 

of tools illustrated that points and bifaces were made mostly of good quality material 

such as cryptocrystalline and fine volcanic, while other tools required stronger material 

such as coarse volcanic. 

The analysis also points to the presence of the whole stage of lithic production. 

Significantly, tertiary flakes in general were the most numerous in the sample (n = 1,150 / 

62.10 %), most likely resulting from tool shaping and core trimming. Due to limitations 

of time and resources no exact flake sizes were recorded, but an obvious diversity of sizes 

(0.5 – 3 cm) indicated that much flaking occurred in the production of tools, bifaces, and 

preforms. The presence of angular debris (n = 125 / 6.74 %), while limited in number, 

indicates core preparation and/or reduction of raw material at the sites (McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993; Pacheco 2003; Sliva 1997). Although the debitage material came from 

surface collection, the number of tertiary flakes collected seems to illustrate that the 

Nébome crafters spent a lot of time on projectile point manufacture. 
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With the exception of SON P:10:8, which yielded 447 pieces of flakes, the 

average number of debitage flakes per site was around 23 flakes. The sites with above 

average quantities of debitage were SON P:10:56 (n = 97), SON P:6:5 (n = 89), SON 

P:10:6:4 (n = 72), SON P:10:28 (n = 72), and SON P:10:26 (n = 69). 

More than 231 obsidian flakes were collected (0.252 kg). Of those, more than the 

95 % of the flake material is black, translucent, or dark gray in color. The remainder 5 % 

of the sample, were green translucent which may point to a non-local source. Apparently 

local obsidian is black. Flake size, in general, was small (<1 cm) suggesting they 

originated from small nodules (average of 5cm), probably from the area or possibly 

eroded away from the Sierra Madre (Pacheco 2003). After the analysis of 231 obsidian 

pieces, 15 fragmented nodules were identified with evidence of being worked. A total of 

216 flakes were recorded, of those, 81 had remains of the cortex. Furthermore, 14 flakes 

show evidence of retouching or being artifacts in process, such as points. No 

Mesoamerican obsidian blades were identified in the sample. Obsidian was found in 34 

sites, and SON P:10:98 (n = 60), SON P:10:8 (n = 47), SON P:10:101 (n = 32), SON 

P:10:103 (n = 14) had higher than average number of obsidian artifacts, the rest of the 

sites had fewer than 10 items each. 

 

Stone Tools 
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A tool is defined as to any stone item that shows signs of human modification or 

alteration to their natural appearance (Sliva 1997; Pacheco 2003). A total of 125 lithic 

tools, 21 bifacial tools, and 107 projectile points were identified. 

 

Ground Stone  

Commonly, ground stone artifacts are related to food processing, but can also be 

connected with several other activities, such as clay and pigment preparation, medicine, 

craft production, or rituals (Adams 1997; Pacheco 2003; Woodbury1954). Either way, the 

identification of function of these items is important in order to determine the activities 

performed at site(s) or in areas. During the analysis (Figure 6.11 and Figure 6.12), 21 

stone tools types were identified: 

-Abraders: “Handstones that have a rough surface for shaping the surface of other 

items” (Adams 1997:11). Three abraders were identified (Figure 6.11: A). These items, 

commonly referred to as “shaft polishers,” had U-shaped grooves and most likely were 

used for the shaping or polishing of cylindrical objects, such as arrow shafts, prayer 

sticks, wooden spindles, awls, strings, or beads (Adams 1997; Jernigan 1978). Although 

abraders are numerous in the southwest U.S., few have been reported in the literature for 

Sonora, including, two for the Rio Mayo region (Pailes 1972:315) and three for la Playa 

site (Johnson 1960:123). In addition, another two were found at the Gusave site, Sinaloa 

(Ekholm 1942:107). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47503 Single “U” 11x6x6 Rhyolite SON P:10:28 
47850 Single “U” 6x3x2 Basalt SON P:10:17 
47516 Multiple “U” 6x9x4 Andesite SON P:10:28 
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-Axes: Made or designed for chopping, cutting, digging, or even as a hoe, these 

stone tools had to be hafted to a wooden handle in order to truly function, although hand 

axes existed as well (Adams 1997). The type of groove facilitates identification of the 

different axe types. In total, nine axes were identified (Figure 6. 11: B). Two examples 

belonged to the “full groove” type, four to the ¾ groove type, and three were blank or had 

no groove. The “full groove” axes are usually identified or related to the northern 

Anasazi dating to A.D. 700, and made their way south (in the direction of Paquimé, 

Chihuahua) ca. A.D.1200 (Adams 1997:15). The ¾ groove axe is commonly identified as 

of Mesoamerican origin and made its way into the north ca. A.D. 900 (Adams 1997:15; 

Woodbury 1954). This type had been found throughout Sonora (McGuire and Villapando 

1993; O’Donovan 2002; Pailes 1972). Two specimens of the blank type were similar to 

those found by Ekholm in southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa (Gallaga 2004b). From a 

large cobble, a big flake was retouched on the edges and notched on the side for hafting. 

The remaining blank axe, made of reddish rhyolite, had no groove but a very pointy edge 

and a good grab base. It was probably used as a hand axe (# 48412). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47869 Blank 15x6 Basalt SON P:6:4 
47775 Full groove 10x5 Basalt SON P:6:5 
48377 Full groove 20x8 Basalt SON P:6:8 
48376 Blank 13x8 Rhyolite SON P:6:8 
48412 Blank 10x8 Rhyolite SON P:10:16 
47615 ¾ groove 14x7 Basalt SON P:10:41 
47963 ¾ groove 13x8 Rhyolite SON P:10:85 
48486 ¾ groove 11x7 Rhyolite SON P:10:98 
48301 ¾ groove 24x8 Basalt SON P:10:101 
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-Bowls/Vessels: Ground stone items made and designed to use as a container. On 

some occasions they had been used as portable mortars for mixing or crushing and have 

to be identified as mortars (Adams 1997). In some instances, the use and shape of these 

items warrants further identification as a vessel instead of a bowl. In the OVAP, one 

stone bowl and one stone vessel were identified (Figure 6. 11: C). The former was a 

basalt stone bowl with a flat bottom that exhibited grinding use. The vessel likewise was 

made of basalt, but was shaped in a cubic form with a flat bottom. Its use remains 

unknown. The interior of the vessel shows small remains of some white plaster that 

appears to be stucco or a similar material. One stone bowl was reported for the Rio Mayo 

region (Pailes 1972:305) and nearly 30 stone vessels had been reported for the Trincheras 

region (Johnson 1960:117, McGuire and Villalpando 1993; O’Donovan 2002:93). The 

one identified at Onavas is similar to those reported in the Trincheras region. Neither the 

bowl or the vessel were legged. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
48375 Vessel 19x18x5 Basalt SON P:6:8 
47660 Bowl, shaped/flat bottom 12x10x4 Basalt SON P:10:12 

 

-Choppers: Irregularly shaped rocks with primarily biface edges, usually big and 

heavy, which can be hafted or not (Adams 1997; Pacheco 2003).  Normally used with a 

forceful stroke against another surface. A total of eight choppers were recorded, four 

made of basalt and four of rhyolites. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47582 Chopper 12x11 Basalt SON P:10:8 
47820 Chopper 8x8 Ryolite SON P:10:27 
47526 Chopper 10x8 Ryolite SON P:10:28 
47643 Chopper 14x12 Ryolite SON P:10:50 
47681 Chopper 9x9 Basalt SON P:10:55 
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47922 Chopper 7x7 Ryolite SON P:10:74 
47931 Chopper 6x12 Basalt SON P:10:78 
48149 Chopper 11x10 Basalt SON P:10:86 

 

-Disks: Stone items designed and crafted into tabular circles or round shapes 

(Adams 1997). The most common interpretation for their use is as gaming pieces (Brooks 

and Brooks 1985). Some stone disks have a perforation or a hole in the center, and these 

were probably used as spindle whorls. Only two flat, non-perforated disks were recorded 

by the OVAP, and their use id unknown. In the Trincheras region more than 75 of these 

items have been reported, mostly at the site of La Playa (Johnson 1960:138) and some at 

the Cerro de Trincheras (Gallaga 1998). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
48081 Flat disk, unperforated 6x6x1 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
47617 Flat disk, unperforated 3x3x1 Rhyolite SON P:10:42 

 

-Doughnut: Another category for the perforated disks is that of the “stone ring” or 

“doughnut” (Haury 1976; Di Peso et al. 1974). Their use remains elusive, although some 

researchers think they could be used as weights or as a weapon (mallet or macana) 

(Haury 1976; Di Peso et al. 1974). Ethnohistorically, the Jesuit priest Pérez de Ribas 

mentions the use of macanas among the Indians in this region (1999:90). In the OVAP, 

one fragment of a doughnut type was identified. While no apparent use exists for the 

donut, it may be a weapon. This item seems to be found throughout southern Arizona and 

northwestern Sonora. A total of eight were reported for the La Playa site (Johnson 

1960:138) and one in the Altar Valley (McGuire and Villalpando 1993:51). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
48178 donut 8.5x5x2 Rhyolite SON P:10:91 

 

 
 



 194

-Drills: Bifacial tool with elongated distal portion forming a bit with diamond to 

square-shaped cross section (Sliva 1997; Pacheco 2003). Some hafting elements can be 

present. Normally used for drilling wood, bone, antler, shell, leather, and ceramics. Only 

one drill was identified. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
48398 drill 5x3 Andesite SON P:6:10 

 

-Hammerstones: Irregularly shaped rocks that have been selected for their useful 

size, shape, durability, and weight to smash or chip away unwanted material from another 

item (Adams 1997; Pacheco 2003, Woodbury 1954). A total of 21 specimens were 

identified in the field, but not collected. Their presence was recorded only on the site 

registration form. Two specimens were taken from the field as samples. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47601 Indeterminate 11x6 Basalt SON P:10:40 
47829 Indeterminate 10x7 Rhyolites SON P:10:58 

 

-Handstones: Adams (1997:21) defines this category as those stone items that 

“are hand-held tools without specific attributes that allow them to be categorized as 

manos, polishing stones or pestles”. Three handstones were identified, although with 

undetermined use or specific tool type. Two were semi-rectangular and the last one was 

round in shape. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47504 Indeterminate 5x8x2 Basalt SON P:10:28 
47513 Indeterminate 10x9x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:29 
47531 Flat/concave 11x4x4 Basalt SON P:10:30 
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-Hoes: Thin rectangular stone tools, similar in shape to axes that had to be hafted 

in order to function properly (Adams 1997; Haury 1976; Di Peso et al. 1974). They were 

commonly used in agricultural activities and may or may not show evidence of hafting. 

At least three hoes were identified for the Onavas Valley. These tools were very thin with 

one sharp and polished edge (Figure 6. 11: D). One shows evidence of having been 

hafted. Hoes had been reported for Snaketown (Haury 1976:285) and at Casas Grandes 

(Di Peso et al. 1974:360), but apparently none have been reported in Sonora. Sometimes 

they are identified as axes. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47572 Hoe 14x9x2 Basalt SON P:10:8 
47821 Hoe 12x7x1 Rhyolite SON P:10:27 
48228 Hoe 10x7x1 Rhyolite SON P:10:98 

 

-Lapstones: Stone tools that “served as bases upon which other artifacts were 

shaped or intermediate substance processed with a small handstone” (Adams 1997:21). 

They are different from stone palettes due to their lack of decoration and designs. The 

OVAP collected two lapstones. One was made of andesite with a flat-pecked surface. The 

second, made of basalt, had a semi-flat, concave surface (probably due to use) and 

several V-groove markings. The V-groove is characteristic of polishing or working 

pointed objects, such as points or awls. These items were probably used for lapidary work 

or more likely shell jewelry manufacture. Lapstones have been reported in Sonora, 

mostly in the Trincheras region, 23 were reported for the Altar Valley (McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993:47), and at least four were reported at Cerro de Trincheras (O’Donovan 

2002:92). 
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# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47774 Flat 21x13 Andesite SON P:6:5 
48328 Flat/concave 11x8 Basalt SON P:10:102 

 

- Metates and Manos: As Adams (1997:23) states, these are “two components of 

food-processing equipment…the metate is the netherstone, and the mano is the smaller, 

hand-held component” (Figure 6. 11: E and F). Both stone tools are used in grinding 

activities. Manos and metates are classified or identified by their use pattern. Three 

metate types were identified: (1) basin, (2) flat-concave or slab, and (3) trough. Those fit 

with traditional southwestern metate type classification (Haury 1976; McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993). A total of 57 metates were identified, of which only eight were 

collected, the rest were recorded on site forms but not collected. With the exception of 

the flat-concave metate (# 47635), the rest of the collected metates consisted of 

fragments. 

The basin metates (n = 15) are large, unmodified, cobbles presenting an oblong 

depression in the center from using a mano in rotary motion. The flat-concave/slab 

metates (n = 32) are large, unmodified, flat stones only one surface worn down from 

using a mano in circular motion. The trough (n = 10) metates are the most elaborate of 

all. In general they are large, shaped cobbles with a deep channel from using a mano with 

a back-and-forth motion. None of the metates were legged. More than half of the metates 

were made on basalt (52.8 %), while the rest were made on andesite (27.8 %) and 

rhyolite (19.4 %). 

# item * Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47541 Flat/concave 3x4x3 basalt SON P:10:6 
47523 Flat/concave 13x12x3 basalt SON P:10:28 
47613 Flat/concave 12x6x4 basalt SON P:10:41 
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47635 Flat/concave 44x21x6 basalt SON P:10:47 
47925 Flat/concave 9x9x3 basalt SON P:10:75 
48015 Basin 8x8x3 basalt SON P:10:8 
48356 Basin 24x23x2 basalt SON P:10:102 
48385 Trough 19x22x2 basalt SON P:10:107 

*Only collected material. 
 

Three different types of manos were distinguished: (1) trough, (2) flat/circular, 

and (3) “overhanging”. Six manos were collected from surface, and 21 were identified 

and reported in the field, but not collected. Usually, each mano type was used on a 

different type of metate. 

Trough manos (n = 20) were usually large oval-rectangular in shape and would 

require the use of both hands. This type is usually used on trough metates. Basalt (80 %) 

was the preferred material, while rhyolite was also used (20 %). Flat-circular (n = 5) 

manos were circular in shape with a flat surface and would fit in a person’s hand. This 

types used mostly on flat-concave/slab metates. Most of them were made with basalt (90 

%) while the rest were made with rhyolite (10 %). The “overhanging” (extremos 

colgantes) manos, which is a common mano in northern Mesoamerica (Ekholm 1942; 

Haury 1950; Pailes 1972; Tolstoy 1971), is a mano larger than the width of flat/slab 

metates, that with constant use wear down the contact area between the two items but not 

the edges of the mano. Only one incomplete mano of this type was identified, made with 

rhyolite. Some examples of the latest type had been found on Classic period Hohokam 

sites (Haury 1976:348) and in the Trincheras region (McGuire and Villalpando 1993:48), 

and they are numerous in the Rio Mayo region (Pailes 1972:287), Huatabampo (Alvarez 

1990:57), and in northern Sinaloa (Ekholm 1942:107). No manos for basin metates were 

found or identified. 
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# item * Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47540 Flat/Circular 11x11 Basalt SON P:10:6 
47627 Flat/Circular 9x9 Basalt SON P:10:44 
47629 Flat 9x5 Basalt SON P:10:45 
47656 Trough 19x11 Basalt SON P:10:54 
48194 Trough 20x12 Basalt SON P:10:93 
48183 Overhanging 9x8 Rhyolite SON P:10:91 

*Only collected material. 

-Mortars: Mortars are stone items that are made and designed as containers, but in 

their interior “substances were reduced through the crushing and grinding actions of a 

pestle” (Adams 1997:26). Mortars that are formed directly into bedrock or rock outcrops 

and are called bedrock mortars. None of this type was recorded in the OVAP research 

area. Two mortars were recorded, one small portable bowl and one made of a big basalt 

stone. The latter was not collected. Pennington (1980:319) described the use of stone 

bowls and mortars at Onavas in the 1960’s. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47568 Bowl 7x5x2 Basalt SON P:10:8 

Not collected Stone mortar 60x20x20 Basalt SON P:6:4 
 

-Ornaments: Stone items that are made or modified only to wear or use as an 

ornament. Several items made this category, such as beads, pendants, mosaic tesserae, 

nose plugs, bracelets, rings, figurines, crescents, and geometrics (Adams 1997; Di Peso et 

al. 1974; Jernigan 1978). A total of 19 items were identified as ornamental: nine stone 

pendants, four stone beads, and six geometrical or Sonoran palettes (Figure 6.12: A). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
N/A Pendants 5x1.5 Andesite SON P:10:8 

48550 Pendants 2x0.7 Quartz SON P:10:98 
N/A Pendants 1x1.5x0.2 Turquoise SON P:10:8 

47881 Pendants 1.5x1x0.5 Turquoise SON P:6:4 
48070 Pendants 1x0.8x0.1 Turquoise SON P:10:8 
47610 Pendants 1x0.7x0.2 Turquoise SON P:10:41 
48225 Pendants 1.7x0.7x0.5 Turquoise SON P:10:98 
48515 Pendants 1.1x0.9x0.1 Turquoise SON P:10:98 
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48300 Pendants 0.7x0.5x0.2 Turquoise SON P:10:101 
48124 Beads 4 diameter Turquoise SON P:10:8 
48125 Beads 6 diameter Turquoise SON P:10:8 
48250 Beads 6 diameter Turquoise SON P:10:98 
48539 Beads 6 diameter Turquoise SON P:10:98 
47885 Geometrical 8x6x1 Andesite SON P:6:4 
48198 Geometrical 8x6x1 Rhyolite SON P:10:12 
47936 Geometrical 9x7x1 Andesite SON P:10:19 
48198 Geometrical 5x7x1 Basalt SON P:10:94 
47855 Geometrical 10x5x1 Andesite SON P:10:98 
48540 Geometrical 8x8x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:98 

 

Pendants are most of the time flat plates of rock that have been smoothed, and 

perforated with a suspension hole located nearer one end. All the turquoise pendants 

found are like this. Other pendants include a small elongated piece of andesite with small 

notches on the upper portion for hanging on a cord10, as well as a piece of quartz crystal 

that had a small groove for hanging on one side. The point of the quartz exhibits some 

abrasion. In total, six of the turquoise pendants were rectangular in shape and measure on 

average 10.9 x 6.5 mm and 2 mm thick, while one was almost circular in shape (# 

48225). Three had a conic perforation, two a bi-conic perforation, and the rest remained 

unknown as they were fragments without perforation.11  

Beads are items “perforated with a suspension hole that extends approximately 

through the middle from side to side so that the edge or perimeter of the ornament is most 

visible when strung” (Adams 1997:28).  All the stone beads identified were made of 

turquoise. On average they measure 5.55 mm in diameter, are all of circular shape, and 

two have a conic perforation and two a bi-conical perforation. Most of the turquoise 

                                                 
10 This item came from a collection donated by Francisco Izedo in 2003, SON P:10:08 and is stored at 
INAH-Sonora. 
11 Based on the data analysis undertaken by Maricruz Magaña in the field, 2004. 
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beads, as well as the turquoise pendants, were associated with human burials identified 

on eroded surface. 

Several geometrical items were identified in the field as palettes, but they do not 

resemble those of Hohokam manufacture. Five are flat and square, while one is flat and 

rectangular in shape, manufactured of black andesite, and stands out as it was side 

notched and had a hole in process probably for hanging (# 47855). Four are well-polished 

and the other two appear to be still in the process of manufacture. None of them had an 

incised border on the edges. These items are similar in shape and finishing to those 

reported by Ekholm in the southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa area (Gallaga 2004c). 

Johnson (1960:122) reported three stone palletes for the La Playa site. Although he 

mentions that they do not resemble those of the Classic period Hohokam, they are similar 

to those from the Pioneer period. Because of their unique characteristics, I named them 

Sonoran palettes in order to differentiate them from those found in the Hohokam area. 

However, Pennington (1980: fig. 26) drew a stone palette found at the Onavas area very 

similar to those of Hohokam origin with an incised border. Unfortunately he does not 

provide a photograph of it for further comparison. It’s possible that it was used more for 

everyday tasks (lapidary work or shell jewelry making) rather than ritual or ceremony, 

such as the Hohokam palettes (McGuire and Villalpando 1993:51). 

-Polishing Stones: Stone items defined as “handstones of a smooth surface texture 

involved in the final stage of the manufacturing or production of other items” (Adams 

1997:32). Seven items were identified as polishing stones (Figure 6. 12: B). These were 
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most likely for ceramic production, especially those manufactured of the hard, durable, 

iron-like material. This item had been reported all around Sonora. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47886 Pebble 2x2 Rhyolites SON P:6:4 
48029 Pebble-surface 4x1 Basalt SON P:10:8 
47664 Pebble 2x1 Iron? SON P:10:12 
47652 Pebble 2x2 Rhyolite SON P:10:53 
47910 Pebble 3x2 Iron? SON P:10:70 
48296 Indeterminate 9x6 Iron? SON P:10:101 
47567 Flat stone 4x3 Chert SON P:10:8 

 

-Reamers: Stone tools that “had projections that were used in a rotary motion to 

shape holes in other artifacts” (Adams 1997:34). These tools are commonly used for shell 

working, in particular to shape bracelets and rings (Haury 1976; McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993; Vargas 1998, 1999). Twelve reamers were identified and collected in 

the field (Figure 6. 12: B). Further analysis confirmed their probable use in shell 

production in the area, particularly shell bracelets.  Reamers have been reported for the 

Hohokam area (Haury 1976) and the Trincheras region (Johnson 1960) which were 

identified as shell jewelry manufacture communities. No reamers were reported for the 

Huatabampo area (Alvarez 1990), however. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47558 Reamer 8x3 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
47559 Reamer 11x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
48016 Reamer 9x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
48055 Reamer 8x2 Basalt SON P:10:8 
48143 Reamer 6x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
48144 Reamer 7x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
47517 Reamer 7x2 Rhyolites SON P:10:28 
47518 Reamer 9x3.5 Rhyolites SON P:10:29 
47512 Reamer 8x4 Basalt SON P:10:29 
47626 Reamer 12x3 Rhyolites SON P:10:44 
47986 Reamer 3x3 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
N/A Reamer 13x3 Rhyolites SON P:10:8 
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-Tabular knifes or agave knifes: Thin stone items designed and shaped into a 

general rectangular form, with one sharp side and the other extreme possibly notched to 

take a haft. These items were thought to have been used for severing leaves from the 

agave hearts or to cut and shred other fibrous desert plants (Fish et al. 1992; McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993). A total of seven agave knifes were identified (Figure 6. 12: C), three 

of them were recorded in 2003 in the field, but not collected at that time. Some agave 

knifes had been reported in Sonora, mostly in the Trincheras region, including three in 

the Altar Valley (McGuire and Villalpando 1993:49) and two at the Cerro de Trincheras 

(O’Donovan 2002:92). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47581 Agave Knifes 10x13x2 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
47911 Agave Knifes 15x12x2 Rhyolite SON P:10:70 
48161 Agave Knifes 9x10x3 Rhyolite SON P:10:88 
48321 Agave Knifes 11x9x3 Basalt SON P:10:102 
N/A Agave Knifes 11x11x4 Andesite SON P:10:06 
N/A Agave Knifes 12x8x3 Andesite SON P:10:8 
N/A Agave Knifes 13x13x2 Basalt SON P:10:8 
 

-Weight/Net Sinkers: Flat stone items with a hole near the edge, grooved, or with 

sides notched for hanging from a cord and used as a weight. A total of seven of these 

items were identified: five with grooved sides and three with a hole (Figure 6. 12: D). 

They vary in size and may have been used as net sinkers for fishing. The Río Yaqui has 

numerous freshwater fish—a resource that was exploited by the prehispanic communities 

judging by the numerous fish bones found on the surface of several sites. Only one 

possible net sinker at the site of Guasave, Sinaloa has been reported (Carpenter 

1996:272). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
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47586 Grooved 4x2 Basalt SON P:10:8 
47976 Grooved 2x2 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
48035 Grooved 5x3.5 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
48153 Grooved 14x12 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
48193 Grooved 12x9 Rhyolite SON P:10:28 
47861 Drilled 4x3 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
48253 Drilled 4x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:29 

 

-Undetermined: Stone items that exhibited evidence of modification by human 

hands but without identifiable use or purpose. A total of 11 items were classified in this 

category. Two could be stone ornaments in progress, while others may be tools in 

progress. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47674 Undetermined 8x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:3 
48413 Undetermined 7x3 Andesite SON P:10:16 
48414 Undetermined 8x5 Basalt SON P:10:16 
47505 Undetermined 6x4 Basalt SON P:10:28 
47537 Undetermined 5x11 Rhyolite SON P:10:32 
47682 Undetermined 5x3 Basalt SON P:10:55 
47705 Undetermined 7x4 Basalt SON P:10:56 
47912 Undetermined 8x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:70 
47950 Undetermined 6x5 Basalt SON P:10:70 
48172 Undetermined 11x5 Basalt SON P:10:91 
48173 Undetermined 9x6 Basalt SON P:10:91 

 

Chipped Stone Artifacts 

 

Here, all the stone items with flaked or chipped modifications are described, with 

the exception of the projectile points, which are discussed later. A total of 36 stone items 

comprise this sub-category in the following manner: 

-Cores: Raw material from which stone tools can be manufactured (Adams 1997; 

Sliva 1997). Normally, these items were not collected, but only recorded in the site 

records. A total of five cores were recorded in the field, and two rhyolite and one andesite 
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cores were collected under the initial assumption that they were lithic tools. Closer 

analysis concluded they were not tools. These items show evidence of flaking, but much 

of the cortex still remained. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47562 Core 4 Andesite SON P:10:8 
47530 Core 7 Rhyolite SON P:10:30 

 

-Bifaces: Stone artifacts made from flakes and worked on both faces, either by 

percussion or pressure, generally of oval shape. These items may have served as a 

preforms for the manufacture of other items, used as knifes, or spear points (Pacheco 

2003, Sliva 1997). A total of 21 bifaces were identified: nine of rhyolite, seven of basalt, 

three of andesite, and two of obsidian (one dark grey and one green). The obsidian 

bifaces were made by percussion and retouched by pressure. These probably served as 

preforms for spear projectile points. The rest of the bifaces seem to have been made by 

percussion alone, they do not show any retouching or fine flaking that indicate otherwise. 

Seventeen were identified as general bifaces, three as preforms for projectile points, and 

one as a biface in process. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47868 General Biface 4x2 Green Obsidian SON P:6:4 
48379 General Biface 4x4 Rhyolite SON P:6:8 
48426 General Biface 7x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:14 
47809 General Biface 5x3 Basalt SON P:10:26 
47529 General Biface 3x3 Grey Obsidian SON P:10:30 
47653 General Biface 5x4 Basalt SON P:10:53 
47706 General Biface 5x4 Andesite SON P:10:56 
47838 General Biface 4x3 Andesite SON P:10:62 
47893 General Biface 6x3 Rhyolite SON P:10:68 
47949 General Biface 7x5 Basalt SON P:10:70 
48181 General Biface 7x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:91 
48289 General Biface 8x5 Basalt SON P:10:101 
48308 General Biface 5x5 Rhyolite SON P:10:101 
48306 General Biface 6x5 Rhyolite SON P:10:101 
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48330 General Biface 7x3 Rhyolite SON P:10:102 
48339 General Biface 6x4 Rhyolite SON P:10:103 
48646 General Biface 4x3 Basalt SON P:10:104 
47707 Pre-point 3x2 Basalt SON P:10:56 
48174 Pre-point 6x3 Andesite SON P:10:91 
48332 Pre-point 4x3 Basalt SON P:10:102 
48351 Biface in process 10x6 Rhyolite SON P:10:104 

 

-Scrapers: A stone tool made of a flake from a larger piece of stone designed for 

cutting or scraping off unwanted material. Depending on the scraper type, the edge may 

have been worked by percussion and/or retouched by pressure (Adams 1997; Barnett 

1991; Pacheco 2003; Sliva 197). A total of 13 scrapers were identified. Based on Sliva’s 

(1997:38-39) flaked stone analyses, four are endscrapers, seven sidescrapers, and two are 

composite scrapers. 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Material Site 
47884 Endscraper 5 Rhyolite SON P:6:4 
48403 Endscraper 10 Andesite SON P:6:13 
47561 Endscraper 5 Basalt SON P:10:8 
47648 Endscraper 5 Rhyolite SON P:10:52 
47573 Sidescraper 8 Rhyolite SON P:10:8 
47811 Sidescraper 5 Andesite SON P:10:26 
47602 Sidescraper 10 Rhyolite SON P:10:40 
47604 Sidescraper 6 Rhyolite SON P:10:40 
47649 Sidescraper 10 Rhyolite SON P:10:52 
47687 Sidescraper 6 Rhyolite SON P:10:55 
47916 Sidescraper 7 Rhyolite SON P:10:70 
47786 Composite Scraper 4 Basalt SON P:6:5 
48167 Composite Scraper 6 Rhyolite SON P:10:90 

 

Projectile Points 

 

In total, 107 projectile points were collected, 99 were recovered at sites and eight 

recorded as isolated findings. The diversity in different point styles has been used to 

identify cultural affiliations, interactions, or trade with other regions and to assign 
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chronological periods to archaeological sites (Ansley 1993; Di Peso et al 1974; Pacheco 

2003; Pailes 1972; Sliva 1997; Figure 6.13). With the completion of the OVAP’s 

projectile point analysis, 14 types or clusters of points were identified. Due to the lack of 

previous research in the area, some of the projectile points —46 specimens in total— 

were identified by their physical characteristics rather than as already known types (Table 

6.7). 

-Paleoindian: Only one possible Paleoindian point was identified: a proximal 

fragmented portion of a straight dark grey obsidian point with a concave base (Fig. 6.13. 

A). This piece was initially worked by percussion and finished by fine pressure flaking. 

The shape of the item suggests the complete piece may have measured around 8-10 cm. 

The base is concave and had a noticeable central notch. The item could be older than 

8000-7000 B.C. and similar points can be found from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego. 

-Pinto (n = 6):The specimens of this type have a concave-sided expanding stem, a 

concave straight base, a blade that is often serrated and narrower than the stem (Sliva 

1997:50; Pacheco 2003; Fig. 6.13. B). Pinto points date roughly into the Middle - Late 

Archaic (ca. 5000-1500 B.C.). This type had a large distribution, all across the western U. 

S., including northern Mexico (Justice 2002:146). 

-Pandale (n = 3): This is a “stemmed type with a twisted profile due to extreme 

beveling…[this] occurs on stem as well as blade so that the edge often forms a curve” 

(Justice 2002:171; Fig. 6.13.C). This type dates from Middle to Late Archaic (4000-2500 

B.C.) and its distribution ranges from northern Mexico to central Texas (Justice 

2002:171). Very few specimens of this type had been found in Sonora. 
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Table 6.7: Description of the projectile point recorded by the OVAP. 
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Paleoindian SON P:10:101 48305 6 F Paleoindian 4.3 1.3 11
Pinto SON P:10:3 47673 2 C 5000-1500 B.C 2 0.5 1
Pinto SON P:6:5 47792 4 F 5000-1500 B.C 1.8 0.5 3
Pinto Isolated 47944 4 C 5000-1500 B.C 1.8 0.4 1
Pinto Isolated 48277 1 F 5000-1500 B.C 1.2 0.4 1
Pinto Isolated 48380 2 C 5000-1500 B.C 1.9 0.5 1
Pinto SON P:10:13 48436 4 C 5000-1500 B.C 1.6 0.3 1

Pandale SON P:6:5 47782 5 F 4000-2500 B.C 1.7 0.5 2
Pandale SON P:10:86 48154 4 C 4000-2500 B.C 3.9 0.6 6
Pandale SON P:10:101 48295 1 F 4000-2500 B.C 2 0.8 3
Cortaro SON P:10:87 48157 4 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 4.9 0.6 8
Cienega SON P:10:101 48310 2 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 5.3 0.6 10
Cienega SON P:10:101 48307 2 F 500 B.C.- A.D.550 2.2 0.6 5
Cienega SON P:10:101 48291 2 F 500 B.C.- A.D.550 1.1 0.3 1
Cienega SON P:10:104 48353 2 F 500 B.C.- A.D.550 1.5 0.7 4

Cienega # 1 SON P:10:17 47849 4 C before 400 B.C. 3.5 0.5 2
Cienega # 3 SON P:10:101 48294 4 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 3.2 0.4 2
Cienega # 3 SON P:10:96 48204 4 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 3 0.5 4
Cienega # 3 SON P:6:5 47788 3 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 2.9 0.4 3
Cienega # 3 SON P:6:8 48392 4 C 500 B.C.- A.D.550 4 0.5 3

Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:56 47702 5 F Archaic 2.1 1.4 4
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:26 47794 1 C Archaic 4.2 0.7 7
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:26 47795 4 C Archaic 2.5 0.5 3
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:26 47810 2 F Archaic 2.4 0.5 3
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:84 47957 1 C Archaic 4.3 0.6 6
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:86 48152 2 F Archaic 2.9 1 7
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:101 48299 4 C Archaic 2.6 0.4 3
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:101 48302 1 C Archaic 5.5 0.7 12
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:101 48303 4 C Archaic 3.7 0.6 6
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:101 48304 4 F Archaic 1.5 0.5 2
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:101 48315 1 C Archaic 5 0.7 9
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:102 48331 4 C Archaic 3 0.5 3
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:6:10 48359 4 F Archaic 1 0.4 3
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:6:10 48360 1 F Archaic 2.6 0.5 2
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:6:10 48362 2 C Archaic 2.8 0.4 6
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:6:10 48365 2 F Archaic 2.6 0.7 5
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:6:10 48396 4 C Archaic 2.5 0.3 1
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:16 48408 2 F Archaic 1.6 0.7 2
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:108 48446 1 C Archaic 3.6 0.5 7
Parallel & Tapering Stemmed SON P:10:98 48484 1 F Archaic 2.9 0.5 6

Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:26 47801 1 C Archaic 3.9 1.3 7
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:70 47917 4 C Archaic 3.4 0.9 8
Leaf-Shaped Isolated 47926 4 C Archaic 3.1 1.3 1
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:99 48282 2 C Archaic 2.8 0.7 3
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:101 48316 1 C Archaic 3 2 5
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:102 48329 2 C Archaic 3.7 1.8 6
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:104 48349 4 C Archaic 2.4 0.5 2
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:104 48350 2 C Archaic 2.4 0.5 1
Leaf-Shaped SON P:10:104 48354 1 C Archaic 5 2 10
Leaf-Shaped SON P:6:11 48401 4 C Archaic 2.6 0.4 2

Serrated SON P:10:13 48433 6 F A.D. 1150-1350 1.6 0.4 1
Serrated SON P:10:56 47709 4 F A.D. 1150-1350 1.3 0.2 1
Serrated SON P:10:8 47974 6 F A.D. 1150-1350 1.1 0.1 1
Serrated SON P:10:8 47988 6 C A.D. 1150-1350 1.5 0.2 1  
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Serrated SON P:10:8 47988 6 C A.D. 1150-1350 1.5 0.2 1
Serrated SON P:10:94 48197 6 C A.D. 1150-1350 2.4 0.2 1
Serrated SON P:10:98 48251 6 C A.D. 1150-1350 1.8 0.3 1
Serrated SON P:10:99 48281 4 C A.D. 1150-1350 3.1 0.6 3
Serrated SON P:10:101 48297 1 F A.D. 1150-1350 1.3 0.4 1
Serrated SON P:10:103 48342 6 F A.D. 1150-1350 1.1 0.3 1
Serrated SON P:10:103 48343 6 C A.D. 1150-1350 2.3 0.3 1
Serrated SON P:6:8 48374 4 C A.D. 1150-1350 2.5 0.3 1
Serrated SON P:10:98 48480 2 C A.D. 1150-1350 2.8 0.5 2

Triangular SON P:6:8 48378 5 C A.D. 1000-1450 2.5 0.8 3
Triangular SON P:10:103 48337 6 C A.D. 1000-1450 2.7 0.4 1

Triangular (Sobaipuri?) SON P:10:103 48338 2 C A.D. 1540-1665 2.1 0.5 5
Triangular (Sobaipuri?) Isolated 48285 5 C A.D. 1540-1665 3.8 0.8 7
Triangular (Sobaipuri?) SON P:6:10 48397 5 C A.D. 1000-1450 2.3 0.6 3
Desert Side Notched SON P:10:8 47478 6 F A.D. 1540-1665 0.7 0.1 1
Desert Side Notched SON P: 10:8 48054 4 C A.D. 1540-1665 1.6 0.2 1
Desert Side Notched SON P:10:8 48122 2 C A.D. 1540-1665 1.3 0.1 1
Desert Side Notched SON P:10:8 * 4 F A.D. 1540-1665 1.8 0.2 1
Desert Side Notched SON P:10:8 * 4 C A.D. 1540-1665 1.8 0.2 1
Side Notched (Ensor) SON P:10:26 47803 2 F 1500 B.C.-A.D.1000 2 0.4 3

Blades SON P:10:14 48419 1 F A.D. 700-1100 3.7 0.9 11
Blades SON P:6:5 47783 2 C A.D. 700-1100 5 5 25
Blades Isolated 48166 1 F A.D. 700-1100 3.8 1 14
Blades SON P:10:98 48266 3 C A.D. 700-1100 7.7 0.8 21
Blades SON P:10:104 48355 3 F A.D. 700-1100 6 5 58

Unotched & Concave Base SON P:10:70 47904 1 C 3.2 0.3 1
Unotched & Concave Base SON P:10:101 48293 3 C 3.6 0.7 6
Unotched & Concave Base SON P:10:101 48309 1 C 4.7 0.7 7
Unotched & Concave Base Isolated 48317 2 F 4.1 0.6 5

Unknown SON P:6:5 47781 2 F 2.2 0.6 2
Unknown SON P:10:26 47793 2 F 2.7 0.7 3
Unknown SON P:10:26 47796 4 F 2.3 0.6 3
Unknown SON P:10:26 47797 4 F 2.7 0.7 3
Unknown SON P:10:26 47798 1 F 3 0.7 4
Unknown SON P:10:26 47799 2 F 3.4 0.6 5
Unknown SON P:10:26 47800 2 C 4 1 5
Unknown SON P:10:26 47802 2 F 2.5 0.6 3
Unknown Isolated 47928 2 F 3.2 0.5 5
Unknown SON P:10:8 48031 1 F 1 0.4 1
Unknown SON P:10:8 48039 1 F 0.8 0.2 1
Unknown SON P:10:91 48179 1 F 3.2 0.7 5
Unknown SON P:10:91 48184 4 F 3.2 1 8
Unknown SON P:10:101 48292 1 F 3.7 0.6 4
Unknown SON P:10:101 48298 1 F 1.2 0.6 1
Unknown SON P:10:102 48326 1 F 3.2 0.5 4
Unknown SON P:10:92 48332 1 F 3.7 0.9 1
Unknown SON P:10:104 48352 2 F 3.8 0.8 9
Unknown SON P:6:10 48361 4 F 4.5 0.7 5
Unknown SON P:10:106 48391 4 C 3.3 0.6 4
Unknown SON P:6:10 48394 2 F 2.8 0.4 1
Unknown SON P:10:16 48411 6 C 2 1 1
Unknown SON P:10:14 48422 2 C 4.5 0.9 10
Unknown SON P:10:14 48423 3 F 1.3 0.4 1
Unknown SON P:10:14 48430 1 F 3.2 0.6 5  

Material code: 1) Basalt; 2) Rhyolite; 3) Andesite; 4) Chert; 5) Quartzite, and 6) Obsidian. 
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-Cortaro (n = 1): This type is characterized by a triangular point without a stem or 

notching, with a base that transforms from being slightly to deeply concave in shape (Fig. 

6.13.D). Researchers mention that this type enjoys great morphological variability and 

some specimens could be hafted bifaces rather than projectile points (Sliva 1997:50). 

This type has been dated to the Late Archaic to early intermediate periods (3000 B.C.-

A.D. 150) and is found in southern Arizona, southwestern New Mexico, and northern 

Mexico (Justice 2002; Sliva 1997). 

-Cienega (n = 9): A well-marked corner notch characterizes this type, together 

with an expanding stem, narrow neck, concave base, long triangular blade, and 

sometimes serrated edges (Sliva 1997:51). There are several morphological variations of 

this type (Fig. 6.13.E). Cienega points date between the Late Archaic and the Early 

Agricultural Period (500 B.C.-A.D. 550) and their distribution ranges from 

central/southern Arizona, to central/southern New Mexico, to northern Sonora and 

Chihuahua (Justice 2002; Sliva 1997, Pacheco 2003). 

-Parallel and Tapering Stemmed Points (n = 20): This type is characterized by 

triangular blades with a wide and short/large stem that is parallel-sided or slightly 

tapering (Fig. 6.13.F). The base typically runs from concave to convex (Sliva 2003, 

Pacheco 2003). This category was the most numerous found on the OVAP. It is possible 

that some points were misidentified and were actually another known type, such as San 

Pedro or Datil. These points date to the Late Archaic, probably near the Early 

Agricultural Period (500 B.C.-A.D. 550). Their distribution could be similar to Cienega 

points (Justice 2002; Sliva 1997). 
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-Leaf-Shaped Points (n = 10): Projectile points with a triangular blade with 

pronounced unnotched convex bases that in general resemble a leaf shape (Fig. 6.13.G). 

This cluster has been dated to the Archaic period and its distribution is not well defined, 

but is found in southern Arizona (Marshall and Bostwick 2003). 

-Serrated (n = 12): Very similar to the Classic thin triangular and Classic side-

notched point types, this type has serration along the entire length of the blade, stem 

edges, and concave bases (Sliva 1997:55; Fig. 6.13.H). It is also similar to the Classic 

serrated. This cluster has been dated to A.D. 1150-1350 and is distributed in central 

Arizona (Sliva 1997). Similar point has been identified along the Sierra Madre on the 

Sonoran side, however (Pacheco 2003). 

-Unnotched, Concave Base Points (n = 4): The points in this category are similar 

to the leaf-shape points, except for the base which is concave rather than convex (Fig. 

6.13.M). None were serrated. There is no temporal affiliation for this cluster. 

-Triangular (n = 5): Two points had a thin triangular base, were notchless, had a 

straight base, and were short, similar to the Classic triangular points (Sliva 1997:55; Fig. 

6-13.I). Three others are similar to the latter but had a significant concave base or 

notched base and stem edges, similar to the Sobaipuri type (Slaughter et al. 1992; Fig. 

6.13.J). The Classic triangular point dates to A.D. 1000-1450 and can be found in 

central/southern Arizona, the Colorado Plateau, and northern Mexico (Sliva 1997; 

Pacheco 2003). Sobaipuri points on the other hand, date to the Historic period (A.D. 

1500-1800) and are distributed in the southern U.S. and northern Mexico (Justice 2002). 
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-Desert Side Notched (n = 5): In general, this type of point is distinguished by its 

small triangular point with notches on the sides and one notch at the center base (Fig. 

6.13.K). These are similar to the Harrell and/or Toyah point types (Slaughter et al. 1992; 

Pacheco 2003). Its temporal affiliation and distribution is similar to the Sobaipuri points. 

-Side Notched Point (n = 1): This point is triangular with side notches close to the 

base and with a straight wide base. The point is similar to the Ensor point type (Lazalde 

1992:60-61; Fig. 6.13.L). This type had a long period of use from 1500 B.C. to A.D. 

1000, and its distribution goes from southern U.S to northern Mexico as far as Durango 

(Lazalde 1992). 

-Blades (n = 5): In general, blades were long, triangular, and thin with straight 

bases, and no notches or stem. Two of them were made on fine basalt and one on andesite 

(Fig. 6.13.N). They could be knifes, if hafted to a handle, or spear points (Gladwin et al. 

1938; Pacheco 2003). For the Hohokam area, this item has been dated to the Sedentary 

Period (A.D. 950-1150). There is no information for temporal and spatial distribution of 

this type in Sonora. 

-Undetermined (n = 25): In large part, the inability to assign these specimens to 

specific types was because the only portion available was the distal end of the point. 

Without the proximal side, it is almost impossible to identify point type (Lazalde 1992; 

Slaughter et al. 1992; Sliva 1997, Pacheco 2003). 
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Figure 6.11: Lithic tools I: A) abraders; B) axes; C) stone vessel; D) hoes; E) manos; F) 
metate. 
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Figure 6.12: Lithic tools II: A) ornaments (palletes, stone and turquoise pendants); B) 

reamers and polishing stone; C) agave knife; D) possible net-sinkers. 
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Figure 6.13: Projectile points: A) Paleoindian; B) Pinto; C) Pandale, D) Cortaro; E) 

Cienega # 1and # 3; F) Parallel and Tapering Stemmed; G) Leaf-Shaped; H) Serrated; I) 
Triangular; J) Triangular-Sobaipuri?; K) Desert Side Notched; L) Ensor; M) Unnotched 
and Concave Base; and N) Blades. 
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Lithic Summary 

 

 

The lithic assemblage from the Onavas Valley revealed several interesting results. 

First, the raw material used by the local crafters is generally good quality, composed of 

either fine volcanic or cryptocrystalline material that provides a good flaking material for 

the manufacture of projectile points and bifaces. Low quality material, such as rhyolite, 

basalt, or andesite locally available in the Onavas Valley was also used, to manufacture 

stronger lithic artifacts or tools. The quality material consumption depended on the tool 

and its intended use by the crafters. Although not many cores were collected, some were 

observed in the field and noted on site forms, as is the case with hammerstones. The latter 

illustrated that lithic production was performed at the sites. Flaking debris analysis 

indicates that crafters selected and chopped their cores and likely worked their flakes into 

bifaces, preforms, and eventually stone tools. 

Analysis of obsidian materials indicated that flint knappers drew mostly on small 

dark obsidian nodules that were probably from local sources. Non-local obsidian seems 

to appear in fewer numbers as well, either in the form of raw material or finished goods. 

The source of this non-local obsidian is unknown, but there is a small possibility of some 

originating from as far away as Nayarit (Alvares 1990; Spence et al. 1993). The turquoise 

poses interesting research questions: was this material exploited locally in Sonora or did 

it arrive through trade from the U.S. Southwest? In case of the latter, to what degree and 

in what form did prehispanic Sonoran communities participate in the exploitation and 
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manufacture of turquoise, or did they trade for finished products? Material evidence from 

sites in the region illustrate that turquoise is very common in Sonora. In Huatabampo, 

more than 200 turquoise pieces were reported (Alvares 1990:58-62). At the Guasave site, 

99 pieces were found (Ekholm 1942:105) and sites along the Río Alamos in Sinaloa have 

yielded some turquoise pieces as well (Carpenter, personal communication 2005). To 

arrive at answers, however, it is necessary to start searching for local sources (Alvarez 

1990; Weigand and Hardbottle 1993, 1995). Descriptions of nearby cultural groups also 

offer possible indications of the use of certain materials. Pérez de Ribas emphasizes the 

use of cotton, turquoise, and the color blue as corporal decoration among the Yaqui: 

They adorned their ears by piercing the edge of the ear and hanging some little 
charms from ribbons of blue cotton thread. Even the men did this, in addition to 
hanging some small, valuable emerald-like stones [turquoise?] from the cartilage 
of their nose (Pérez de Rivas 1999:329). 
 

Pérez de Ribas mentions that almost all the Indian nations from the region decorated 

themselves accordingly. Several turquoise pieces were recorded by the OVAP suggesting 

prolific use of this material in the area. That he mentions the use of turquoise among the 

Yaquis may further point to extra-regional interactions and denotes that this precious 

material could be obtained via the Río Yaqui, which passes though the Onavas Valley. 

The analysis of the projectile point assemblage shows a long and continuous 

human presence in the area. Interestingly, the projectile point sample shows a different 

history than the ceramic analysis does, where most of the material was identified as 

Middle-Late Prehispanic. Here, most of the sample appears to belong to Archaic point 

types –a total of 52— leaving 26 specimens to Late Prehispanic and five to proto-Historic 

periods. The rest, 18 points, were identified as unknown. This suggests that the recorded 
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sites had a long occupation, probably from Archaic to Late Prehispanic and/or proto-

Historic periods and that mechanized agricultural activities and heavy erosion in the area 

have mixed artifacts of different temporal provenience at the surface. Sites where Archaic 

and Paleoindian points were collected had ceramic and local decorated material from the 

Late Prehispanic period as well. Only excavation of key sites will clarify this issue. 

Another possible explanation for this scenario could be the incipient but rising pothunting 

activities in the area where well-finished points have been collected. In addition, smaller 

points are more easily washed away with the heavy summer rains and thus may be 

underrepresented in the sample. 

The apparently lack of defensive sites or compound walls pointed to the 

assumption that the projectile point manufacture was oriented toward hunting activities 

rather than warfare or protection against raids, at least at the Onavas Valley. 

Ethnohistorical data indicate skirmishes and warfare between Nébomes and neighboring 

groups such as the Yaquis, Seris, and Opatas at the boundaries of their territories. But 

colonial documents also are clear to mention that most of the time the Nébomes were on 

the defensive and not attacking (Pérez de Ribas 1999). If the projectile points were used 

for hunting, is highly possible that they were used for large game (Nelson 1996:141-142), 

such as deer or javalina which are abundant in the valley. Small game could be hunted 

too with small projectile points. However, ethnographic data illustrate that small game 

was most likely trapped or killed with other weapons (Anell 1969; Pennington 1969, 

1980). Colonial documents mention that the Nébomes area was well known for its 

abundance of deer and the skillfulness of their craftsmen in tanning and working deer 
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skin (Hopkins 1988:22; Pérez de Ribas 1999:391-392). The size of the projectile points 

allows inferences to be made about their use; small point were used as arrow points while 

larger points as atlatl darts or lance heads (Nelson 1996: 172). The identification of an 

atlatl handle at the site # 54 near Soyopa by Ekholm illustrates the used of atlatls in the 

region (Gallaga 2004b). 

The lithic tool analysis indicates that the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities 

manufactured a diverse stone tool kit. The lithic material assemblage and the 

ethnohistoric/ethnographic data suggest that the ground stone were used for processing of 

both cultigens and wild plants, such as corn, beans, mesquite pods, and agave. The lack 

of bedrock mortars in the area, the number of manos and metates, the presence of hoes 

and axes, and the feasibility of performing farming agriculture in the area support the 

idea that cultigens were a major resource over a wild plant subsistence system. In 

addition, the stone tool kit shows that fishing was an additional food resource for the diet 

of these communities. 

It is also possible that the grinding tools were not only used for food processing, 

but for other processing activities, such as pigment manufacture or clay processing. At 

SON P:6:4 a whole basin metate was found with remains of red pigment on it, 

demonstrating some groundstone was used for those purposes. The tool assemblage also 

suggests that the Onavas prehispanic communities were engaged in more than food 

production activities, including ceramic (clay processing, polishing stones, pigment 

manufacture), weaving (spindle whorls), or shell manufacture (lapstones and reamers). 
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Upon completion of the analysis, with the exception of the debitage refuse, 65 

sites were recorded that yielded at least one stone item. Sites with more stone items were: 

SON P:10:8 (n = 78), SON P:10:98 (n = 41), SON P:10:101 (n = 37); and SON P:10:103 

(n = 20). These sites may represent some activity areas, such as farming, stone tool 

manufacture, or craft production areas, that were not necessarily associated with 

habitation areas. However, the sample is too small to deep into this type of analysis. 

 

 

Shell 

 

…Among them came an Indian more conspicuous than the others, wearing 
a black cloak like a scapulary decorated with ornately worked pearl shells in 
addition to many small figures of dogs, birds, and deer among other things… 
       (Hendrick and Riley 1976:47) 
 
 The bet is for a string of small sea snail shells that they prize and wear as 
ornaments (Perez de Ribas 1999:94). 
 

Material data gathered by the OVAP shows that considerable evidence of craft 

production existed for the prehispanic communities of the Onavas Valley, such as 

weaving, stone tool manufacture, ceramic production, and consumption and use of shell 

goods. Marine shell remains received special attention by the OVAP for two major 

reasons: (1) their relevance as trade goods (Braniff 1989; Di Peso et al. 1974; Nelson 

1991), and (2) their opportune preservation in the arid field conditions (Bradley 1993; 

Vargas 1998). Analysis of the species and the type of remains (raw material, worked 

refuse, and final goods recorded) allows contrasting models of marine shell trade from 
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coastal to northern inland areas to be evaluated. Hence, a future research direction will be 

to establish if there was a preference for particular species and types of goods, thereby 

enabling a comparison between marine shell workshops in the Northwest Mexico and the 

U.S. Southwest. 

The marine shell analysis from the OVAP established that the prehispanic 

communities had access to this type of material, not only in the form of finished goods 

but also as raw material. Of the 117 sites identified as prehispanic, shell remains were 

collected from the surface of 46 sites. Of a total of 1,191 shell pieces collected (1.113 

kg), 446 were identified as finished goods or work in progress, 732 as worked refuse, 11 

as pieces of raw material, and 2 as utilitarian (Magaña 2004; Figure 6.14). The final 

results of the shell analysis are presented next.12

Material divided by use

62%

37%

0% 1%

Raw material

Worshop refuse

Objects

Utilitarian

 
Figure 6.14: Distribution of shell material. 

 

Species 
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Of the 1,191 pieces of marine shells collected, the species of only 928 items (78 

%) could be identified13 (Figure 6.15). The OVAP collected specimens of nine families, 

10 genuses, and 14 species of the Pelecypod class. For the Gasteropod class, the OVAP 

recovered specimens of 10 families, 10 genuses, and 15 species (Abbot 1996; Keen 1971; 

Magaña 2004; Suárez 2002). Most of those pieces originated from the Gulf of California 

(84 %, n = 995), while the remaining 16 % (n = 196) came from freshwater sources, most 

likely from the Río Yaqui, the closest and only major freshwater source in the area (see 

Figure 6.15). Only one unidentified freshwater species was found in the sample. 

 
Figure 6.15: Percentage of shell by taxonomic and origin identification. 

 

Laevicardium elatum was the most commonly occurring species (n = 357), 

followed by Glycymeris (n = 235), the unidentified freshwater species (n = 196), Olivella 

dama (n = 77), and Petaloconchus complicatus with 52 examples. The remaining species 

had a presence of one to less than 40 pieces each (Figure 6.16). 

 
Finished Goods 

                                                                                                                                                 
 The description is based on the shell analysis completed by Maricruz Magaña in 2004 and includes 

subsequently shell material (# 33) from the Francisco Izedo Collection donated to INAH in 2003.  
12
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assified as ornamental (99.5 %) and only two pieces as utilitarian (0.5 %) (Figure 

6.14). 

Figure 6.16: Distribution of shell species and their frequencies. 

Upon completion of the shell analysis, 448 finished goods, whole or fragmentary, 

were identified. They represented 37.62 % of the total shell sample. Of that amount, 446 

were cl
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nd 

100 bracelets (Figure 6.17). Two possible shell awls were classified as utilitarian. 

                                                                                                                                                

The ornamental category consisted of two rings, 163 beads, 181 pendants, a

 
13 This number does not include 196 freshwater Pelicipods specimens for which the species could not be 
identified. 
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Shell Goods

41%

22%

0% 0%

37% Rings

Beads

Pendants

Bracelets

Utilitarian

 
Figure 6.17: Distribution of shell goods. 

 

Beads: A total of 163 beads were collected and six different types of beads were 

identified (Fig. 6-18.A): 

-Cylinder (n = 3): The shell piece is cut into a cylindrical shape and perforated 

long-sided, all belonging to the Petaloconchus complicatus species. 

-Disk (n = 86): Most of these consisted of thin, small beads, of which 48 had a 

plain face and 11 a convex face. Most were perforated using the biconical technique, 

while 24 were cylindrical and 14 had a conical perforation. These were the most 

numerous in the sample, of which 27 were Laevicardium elatum, 14 Spondylus, four 

Glycymeris gigantean, one Pinctada mazatlanica, and 40 unidentified. 

-Spherical (n = 1): Only one fragmented item was identified with a plain surface. 

No species could be identified for this fragment. 
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-‘Wheel’ type (n = 24): This type shares similar characteristics with the disk type, 

but it is thicker. From the total, 11 were Spondylus, one was Petaloconchus complicatus, 

and the remaining 12 remained without species identification. Ten specimens exhibited 

plain faces. Eleven items had cylindrical, nine had biconical, and three had conical 

perforations. 

-Square section (n = 1): All sides were worked to give the specimen a squarish 

shape. This bead originated from a freshwater source. 

-Tubular (n = 48): Representing the second most numerous bead type found on 

the OVAP, 41 belonged to the Petaloconchus complicatus species, six to Strombus 

galeatus, and one species remained unidentifiable. Thirty nine specimens had cylinder 

perforations. 

Sites with higher number of bead were SON P:10:8 (n = 76) and SON P:10:98 (n 

= 72). In much lower quantities beads appeared at SON P:6:4 with four, SON P:10:55 

and SON P:10:70 with three, SON P:10:14 and SON P:10:56 with two, and SON 

P:10:12, SON P:10:41, and SON P:10:91 with one bead each. 

 

Bracelets: In total 100 bracelet fragments were identified, none were complete 

(Fig. 6.18.B). One fragment was ¾ complete with the umbo forming part of the 

decoration, 16 bracelets were identified as still in progress, while the rest were finished 

items. Only seven show signs of having been burnt, probably in association with 

cremation. All the bracelets, with the exception of one, were identified as Glycymeris 

gigantean. The exception was one bracelet of Anadara grandis. On average, the bracelets 
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measured 6.5 cm in diameter, with 8 cm representing the largest and 4 cm the smallest 

example. On average, they reached 0.77 cm in width (0.15 cm minimum and 3 cm 

maximum) and 0.42 cm in thickness (0.14 cm minimum and 0.74 cm maximum). 

The manufacture of the bracelets appears to be of good quality, although not like 

the level found in the Hohokam region. All the bracelets from the Onavas Valley are 

plain without any decoration. Only three bracelets still had the umbo, possibly as 

decoration, but none was decorated. In terms of the manufacturing process, it is notable 

that none of the upper valves (tapas) were found. In analysis, several pieces of work 

debris of Glycymeris were identified. This suggest that the initial steps of the bracelet 

production may have been conducted outside the valley, perhaps at the coast, and then 

finished in the Onavas Valley, or that manufacture took place in the valley from raw 

material by direct or indirect percussion on the upper valve, working the piece until 

reaching the desirable product. The low presence of work debris present at the surface 

fails to support the second option making it more likely, that the valley got its raw 

material pre-worked. 

Bracelets were concentrated on two sites: SON P:10:8 (n =43) and SON P:10:98  

(n =19). In addition five bracelets were found at SON P:6:4; four at SON P:10:110; three 

at SON P:10:12, SON P:10:70, SON P:10:91, and SON P:6:8; two at SON P:10:28, SON 

P:10:56, and SON P:6:5; and one at SON P:10:14, SON P:10:27, SON P:10:40, SON 

P:10:41, SON P:10:65, SON P:10:80, SON P:10:96, SON P:10:101, SON P:10:102, SON 

P:10:105, and SON P:6:16. The only bracelet fragment of Anadara grandis was found at 

SON P:10:105. 
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Pendants: Numerically, this category enjoyed the greatest presence among the 

finished shell goods (Fig. 6.18.C), represented by 181 pieces. The general categories set 

for these items were automorphos and xenomorphos. Automorphs were of all items 

where modification was minimal, preserving most of the integrity of the shell, while 

xenomorphs exhibited more work and modification of the shell’s natural characteristics. 

The subdivisions in the automorphos category were made by species rather than 

by shape. The most representative species were: Olievella dama (n = 80), Conus 

fergusoni (n = 15), Nerita picta (n = 13), Cerithidea mazatlanica (n = 5), Conus ximens 

(n = 5), Petaloconchus complicatus (n = 2), and Anadara grandis, Conus perplexus, 

Conus purpurascens, Nassarius limacinus, Polinices reclusianus, Transennella humilis, 

and Turritella leucostoma (n = 1 each). All these items have a polished surface where a 

hole was manufactured to hang the item. No further modifications were made. 

In the second category, the xenomorphos, the shell was fragmented by percussion 

or in some cases by abrasion and polished into a desirable shape. At times, holes or 

lateral notches were preformed for the piece to be hanged. As a result, the items were 

classified by shape: circular (n = 7), square (n = 10), rectangular (n = 15), triangular (n = 

9), oval (n = 2), gastropod (n = 2), and irregular (n = 9). The species identified in this 

category were Anadara grandis (n = 1), Conus fergusoni (n = 6), Conus princeps (n = 1), 

Glycymeris gigantean (n = 10), Laevicardium elatum (n = 8), Pecten vogdesi (n = 1), 

Pinctada mazatlanica (n =10), Pteria sterna (n = 9), Spondylus (n = 3), Strombus 

gracilior (n = 1), and unidentified (n = 4). 
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For this variety of pendants some specimens were slightly modified, such as the 

gastropod shape with only some holes or cuts for hanging, while others exhibited a 

skillful execution of shell manufacturing, as in the case of the circular pendants. Some 

pendants may have been as tinklers, such as those made from the Conus species. Most of 

the triangular pendants had a cut or hole that suggest that they were hung vertically. 

The sites with the most pendants, of either category, were SON P:10:8 (n =80) 

and SON P:10:98 (n =72). In addition, five pendants were found at SON P:10:56; three at 

SON P:10:18 and SON P:10:70; two at SON P:10:17, SON P:10:27, SON P:10:55, and 

SON P:6:5; and one at SON P:10:12, SON P:10:14, SON P:10:28, SON P:10:44, SON 

P:10:84, SON P:10:90, SON P:10:96, SON P:6:4, and SON P:6:16. 

 

Rings: Only two ring fragments were identified. They were made of Lithoconus 

fergusoni, have a small diameter of 1.7 cm, a circular shape, and polished edges. They are 

0.94 and 2 cm in width, and 1 and 1.5 cm in thickness, respectively. In fact, to date little 

evidence exists of such items in Northwest Mexico (Braniff 1989; Suárez 1974; 

Velázquez 1999). The first ring was found at SON P:10:70 and the second one was found 

at SON P:10:8. 

 

Awls: As mentioned earlier, the OVAP recovered only two utilitarian shell 

specimens, both shell awls. Unfortunately, no species could be identified for either. The 

awls were crafted from the central column of the shell. One was polished into a perfectly 

rounded stick, whereas the second had been manufactured with less sophistication but 
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with use had worn to a similar roundedness. The first measures 6 cm in height and 0.6 in 

diameter and the second 3 cm in height with a 0.5 diameter. Such items are usually rarely 

found in the archaeological record due to their fragile nature (Braniff 1989; Suárez 1974; 

Velázquez 1999). One awl was found at SON P:10:70 and the second at SON P:10:18. 

 

Work Refuse 

 

As mentioned above, no upper valves (tapas) were found by the OVAP, but more 

than 732 pieces were identified as work refuses representing 61.46 % of the total shell 

sample. Almost all of the material shows evidence of breakage by percussion. In addition 

to percussion, less than 5 % of the pieces appear to have been abraded before breakage. 

Only three pieces, manufactured from Glycymeris gigantean, provide some evidence of 

the initial manufacturing having taken place in the Onavas Valley. Apparently, this 

scenario was not the norm for the manufacture of bracelets. Most of the pieces are very 

small rendering identification of their intended final from impossible. Nonetheless, from 

the larger pieces it appears that bracelets, beads, and pendants were the products desired 

for manufacture. The amount of Laevicardium elatum identified in the sample revealed 

that this species was the preferred raw material of local shell crafters, favored for the 

manufacture of beads and pendants. 

The species with the greatest representation in the refuse material were as follows: 

Laevicardium elatum (n = 322), Glycymeris gigantean (n = 125), Pecten vogdesi (n = 

17), Pteria sterna (n = 15), Conus fergusoni (n = 15), and Pinctada mazatlanica (n = 14). 
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Figure 6.18: Shell goods: A) beads; B) bracelets; C) pendants. 

The rest of the material was distributed between 14 other species and unidentified (n = 

186). Worked refuse material distribution per site concentrated on five sites: SON P:10:8 

 
 



 230

(n = 239), SON P:10:98 (n = 87), SON P:6:4 (n = 71), SON P:10:12 (n = 54), and SON 

P:10:70 (n = 54).  

 

Raw Material 

 

A total of 11 pieces were identified as raw material representing only 0.92 % of 

the shell sample. These items were found without any work or modification, although 

they had been broken. The species identified were: Conus ximens (n = 5), Nerita picta (n 

= 2), and Cerithidea mazatlanica, Conus purpurascens, Glycymeris gigantean, and 

Pteria sterna (n = 1 each). Most of the material was found on site SON P:10:65 (n = 5) 

and SON P:10:8 (n = 3), while the rest of the material was found on sites SON P:10:70, 

SON P:10:103, and SON P:6:4 all with one piece each. 

 

 

Shell Summary 

 

 

The number of shell items found by the OVAP and the shell analysis (Magaña 

2004) illustrate that shell jewelry manufacture played an important role in the craft 

production of the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities. As colonial documents 

mention, shell was common among the Nébome: “they would hang some type of votive 

or offering, such as the white beads made from little sea snails with which they adorn 
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themselves” (Pérez de Ribas 1999:404). Such shell items, among others, were found by 

the OVAP (see Figure 6.18). The quality of the finished goods recovered and recorded 

reveals that the valley’s crafters were skillful in their manufacture, but not to the level of 

sophistication of Hohokam crafters in the U.S. Southwest. Some of the manufacturing 

techniques identified in the shell items were the typical basic methods, such as 

percussion, pressure, friction, and sawing. More than 95 % of the finished goods are plain 

and have no decoration at all, suggesting that Onavas crafters either lacked the skills and 

techniques or preferred not to decorate their jewelry. The few items found with 

decoration were made by hatching and boring techniques, mostly to obtain geometric 

designs. 

The presence of raw material in the shell sample indicates that the inhabitant of 

the area was not only exchanged for finished shell items, but also that they manufactured 

and worked raw shell themselves. At this point it is too early to establish or even 

differentiate whether the foregoing confirms local production or non-local production, 

but the available archaeological evidence from the surface demonstrates that the amount 

of Onavas Valley shell jewelry manufacture was high. This is supported by the fact that 

more than 61 % of the shell sample consists of work refuse. Furthermore, the 

identification of stone tools used for shell goods manufacture, such as more than ten 

reamers and two lapstones, illustrates that local shell workshops existed in the Onavas 

Valley prehispanic communities. 

The shell assemblage of the Onavas Valley further reveals several interesting 

interaction patterns. The valley received or acquired shell material from coastal 
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communities, as 83 % of the sample came from the Gulf of California. At this point, three 

scenarios to account for this pattern have been suggested. First, that coastal communities, 

such as prehispanic Yaquis must have served as the connection and supplier of marine 

shell to the valley. Seri bands also participated in this shell trade, as described in colonial 

documents (Pérez de Rivas 1999:390). Second, shell may have been directly acquired 

from the coast by the Nébomes. Colonial documents mention that the town of Comuripa 

was the lowest Nébome community on the Río Yaqui (Carrera Stampa 1955:172; Sauer 

1932:12), just 60 km away from Guaymas on the Sonoran coast. And third, the Nébomes 

may have used a combination of these strategies to acquire shell. 

Some shell items arrived in the valley without modification and were worked 

there, such as Conus and Nerita. Other species arrived with the initial manufacture steps 

already completed, such as Glycymeris gigante, and were finished in the valley. The shell 

analysis further indicates that a portion of the shell jewelry manufacture was for local 

consumption, although a good percentage of that production appears to have been for 

regional and possible extra-regional trade. It is still too early, however, to establish to 

whom these shell goods were traded; Paquimé could have certainly been one receiving 

community. 

The analysis presented here focuses on the description and analysis of the marine 

shell artifacts recovered on the surface of sites in the Onavas Valley: how many, what 

type, which species, and where they were found. But what about the used of shell items 

in the social realm: who used them? Why? What do they represent? Did all members of a 

community use marine shell artifacts? Is there a social distinction based on artifact type 
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and /or species? This is a research avenue that the OVAP did not pursue for the current 

project, but is a very interesting topic for future research in the region. 

Figure 6.19: Distribution of shell items per site. 
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The shell analysis also illustrates that this material was concentrated at four sites: 

SON P:10:8 (n = 442), SON P:10:98 (n = 250), SON P:6:4 (n = 80), and SON P:10:70 (n 

= 66), together representing 70.4 % of the total sample (Figure 6.19). The material 

evidence and the shell analysis together suggest that these sites were shell manufacturing 

locales. SON P:10:8, however, was identified as a possible mortuary mound with 

extensive modern disturbance, possibly biasing shell quantity and representation in the 
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surface collection. Son P:10:70 was identified as a village, while the remaining two, SON 

P:6:4 and SON P:10:98 were identified as rancherías. 

 

 

Bone 

 

 

Few bone items were recorded by the OVAP, especially because it was decided 

not to collect exposed bones fragments from human inhumations. In those cases, 

inhumations were recorded on the site record and the site map only. In some instances, a 

sample of human teeth was collected when they appeared loose on the surface. Upon 

completion of the OVAP, the bone sample consisted mostly of animal bones, human 

teeth, and two bone awls. 

 

Animal Bones 

 

More than 90 % of the sample consisted of fish bones (n = 75), most were 

identified as the column and the ultimate vertebra (Olsen 1968). No fish species was 

identified, but most are likely from catfish (Arius), which is a common local species of 

the Río Yaqui. The finding of fish bones at the surface in significant amounts affirms that 

the prehispanic communities exploited this freshwater food resource (Figure 6.20). In 

addition, the finding of several stone weights identified as net sinkers, described earlier, 
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supports the idea that fishing was a supplementary activity that served to complement a 

menu based mostly on legumes (beans and mesquite seeds), corn, and agave. 

The remaining 10 % of the animal bone sample consisted of canid sp. teeth and a 

fragment of tortoise carapace (Figure 6.21). It was not possible to distinguish to what 

species of canine the teeth belonged, but they may have been from domesticated dogs, 

although it is also possible they were from a wolf. The archaeological record indicates 

that Sonoran prehispanic communities such as Huatabampo and La Playa raised dogs 

(Alvares 1990:70; Villalpando 2001a:215). The archaeological record suggests that the 

dogs were raised as pets, guards, or vermin hunters, and not for food, however. 

 

Figure 6.20: Young boy holding fish he just caught along the Río Yaqui (Photograph 
courtesy the University of Arizona, Arizona State Museum, Photographic Collections, 

Edward H. and Rosamond B. Spicer Collection). 
 

The only tortoise carapace fragment reported did not exhibit any human 

modification (# 47980). The archaeological record of recovery for this item may reveal it 

was food refuse, or possibly a tool, or perhaps both. In any case, tortoises are well known 
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to be part of the Indigenous menu and the carapace was often used as a tool in 

prehispanic communities (Olsen 1968; Pennington 1980). 

 

 

Figure 6.21: Animal bone remains. 

 

Human Teeth 

 

A total of 38 human teeth were collected from the surface. No analyses were 

performed on these materials. A visual examination, however, determined that most came 

from adults, although a few originated from infants. The adult teeth show a great degree 

of wear and use, probably caused by a subsistence system based mostly on seeds, corn, 

and beans. While not conclusive, the physical appearance of the teeth appears to indicate 

a healthy population.  
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Bone Awls 

 

Only two bone awl fragments were recovered. Both corresponded to the distal portion of 

the tool, measuring 5 x 1.5 cm and 6.5 x 1.5 cm each. They are made from split cannon 

bone, most likely deer, and the points were polished from use. These tools probably were 

used for making holes while sewing skins, in weaving, basketry, or for similar uses 

(Barnett 1973). 

# item Type Dimensions (cm) Species Site 
47975 Awl 5x1.5 Deer? Son P:10:8 
48028 Awl 6.5x1.5 Deer? Son P:10:8 

 

 

Preliminary Chronology for the Onavas Valley 

 

 

Because of high frequencies of local decorated pottery, considerable variability in 

the plain ware, the frequent occurrence of intrusive types that have been dated elsewhere, 

and considerable variability in projectile points, an initial and reasonably refined 

chronology emerges as a feasible and productive goal of the OVAP (Douglas and 

Quijada 2004b). Of course in this case, a local chronology is a work in progress, 

especially because of the limitations imposed by working only with surface material 

(Figure 6.22). Nonetheless, the presence and identification of several dated ceramic types 

from the Chihuahuan and Trincheras region provide a reasonable basis from which to 
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start. Well known Chihuahuan ceramic types, dated to around A.D. 1200-1450 in the 

Casas Grandes area (Ravesloot et al. 1995; Whalen and Minnis 2003), were found 

alongside the local Onavas Purple-on-Red ceramic type. One sherd of Nogales 

Polychrome was also found, dating to around A. D. 700-1150 (Gallaga 1997). 

Provisionally, four periods may be proposed: 

Paleoindian-Archaic Period: This period is based mostly on the projectile point 

analysis (10,000 B.C. to A.D. 150). Early sporadic non-continuous occupation of the 

valley is suggested, based on the identification of a possible Paleoindian projectile point 

(# 48305), as well several Early and Middle Archaic points. In addition, identification of 

megafauna remains such as horse (SON P:10:82), and information from locals of 

mammoth bones in the region, illustrate that the area could have provide plentiful 

resources for hunter and gatherer groups. Archaic sites are not numerous, only four were 

recorded, but a great number of Archaic projectile points were found throughout the 

research area also. Figure 6.23 illustrates the distribution of identified Archaic sites and 

sites with Early and Middle Archaic projectile points on them suggesting Archaic 

occupations. The few Archaic sites recorded are located mostly on the foothills, rather 

than on the valley bottom. On the contrary, multicomponent sites with Archaic points are 

located close to the river on the valley bottom, but interestingly enough not in the farming 

areas identified later in time. In general, Archaic sites are dispersed on the valley, close to 

water sources but also to the foothills were they can exploit the resources that area offers, 

such as game and plants. Occupation of the valley seems to increase for the next period. 
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Late Archaic-Early Agriculture Period: This period is identified by projectile 

points, such as Cortaro, Cienega, Parallel &Tapering Stemmed, and Leaf-Shaped types 

(800 B.C. to A.D. 150). It’s possible that this is a period of transition between early 

agriculture and hunting-gathering systems in the area. Figure 6.24 illustrates those sites 

that had Late Archaic points. Sites move from the foothills to the valley bottom. Those 

sites are close to water but also to the foothills where abundant game can be found. Some 

of these Archaic sites later became major prehispanic sites, such as SON P:6:5 and SON 

P:10:70. As mentioned earlier, it is possible that some sites had a long occupational 

history in the valley, and modern farming activities have mixed material at surface. Sites 

became permanent and inhabitants probably started to practice farming on the rich valley 

bottom. Figure 6.24 also depicts three possible Late Archaic communities or 

aggregations: one at the northern portion of the valley, one at the center, and another at 

the bottom of the valley. At this period, sites number increase but they still dispersed on 

the valley, closer to the river and no so much in the foothills, probably due to early 

agricultural activities. 

Early Ceramic Period: This period is not well defined, and probably dates 

between A.D.150 to 500/600. Population may increase in the valley, reflected in an 

increase in the number of sites. These could be permanent and were located mostly on the 

valley bottom near arable land and water. Temporally sites, such as camps, were located 

near or on agricultural fields, or in the foothills for hunting, gathering or occasional use 

during travels. At this point of the analysis no sites or material evidence was identified 

for this period, but it is possible that crude plain wares are associated with them. 
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Onavas Period: This period is provisionally divided into four phases, based 

mostly on ceramic material, projectile point analysis, and chronologies from neighboring 

regions (see Figure 6.22). 

Onavas I - A.D. 500/600-800. This phase is not well defined, and is most likely a 

continuation of the Early Agricultural Period. Ceramics could be dominated by better 

quality plainwares, possibly Onavas plain and red wares. It is possible that the red wares 

identified at the Onavas Valley are Huatabampo Red, Guasave Red, or Cuchujaqui Red 

ware types (Alvarez 1990; Ekholm 1942; Pailes 1972). The identification of significant 

numbers of redwares also suggest that the valley had some sort of interactions with the 

cost that can be trace with marine shell at Onavas sites. Figure 6.25 illustrates sites where 

red wares were identified. This figure indicates that sites increase in number, and most 

likely the population of the valley increases as well. Sites are located on the valley 

bottom, but during this period settlements start to be located at the center of the valley 

where the most productive arable land lays. In addition, Figure 6.25 shows a small 

concentration of sites near the Onavas town, probably depicting the future location of the 

regional center. The settlement pattern for this period illustrated that the Nébome 

communities concentrated at the valley bottom or floodplain, close to the river and to the 

farming areas. There is not a clear nucleation pattern, but some cores of sites started to be 

notice, such as the south bottom, the southwestern portion, at the center and the northern 

portion of the valley. Its is possible that the areas outside the center of the valley, where 

the best farming land lays, focus on different strategies for food production such as agave 
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cultivation. In particular those sites at the southern portion of the valley where several 

harts were identified, suggesting this type of activities. 

Onavas II A.D. 800 – 1200. This period is characterized by plainware ceramics, 

still dominated by Onavas Plain, and red wares. By this period local decorated ware, 

Onavas Purple-on-Red, emerges. This ceramic type presents an interesting situation. 

Although the local decorated ceramic type was found alongside Chihuahuan polychrome 

types dating to A.D. 1200-1450 on the surface, it is highly possible that this local type 

dates earlier. Similar ceramic decorated expressions in Northwest Mexico, such as in the 

Trincheras region (Gallaga 1997; McGuire and Villalpando 1993), Casas Grandes area 

(Di Peso 1974; Dean and Revesloot 1993), the Babispe River (Douglas and Quijada 

2005), and northern Sinaloa (Carpenter personal communication 2005), range between 

A.D. 800-1200. The identification of a Nogales Polychrome (Gallaga 1997) sherd along 

side with Onavas Purple-on-Red on the surface points to this conclusion, also. Figure 

6.26 shows a total of 27 sites where Onavas Purple-on-Red sherds were identified. From 

those settlements, two were identified as villages, three as an aldeas, 14 as rancherías, and 

the rest as camps. Again, it is interesting to note that several of these sites were 

concentrated near the Onavas town, probably representing the regional center of the 

community, a northern portion of this center, the production area of this ceramic type, or 

all of the above. At this period, sites increase noticeably in the valley and probably had 

above ground structures. In terms of regional interactions, the valley continues to 

maintain its relations with the cost but also with other areas as well such the Trincheras 

tradition. It is no clear how those relations were with the later, however. Only one 
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Nogales Polychrome sherd was found from that tradition. Marine shell seemed not to be 

only to be consumed by the Nébomes as both finished and unfinished goods. Metates and 

manos are abundant. 

Onavas III A.D. 1200 – 1450. The valley continues to be occupied and its 

communities seem to increase in size and number. It is not possible to know if Onavas 

Purple-on-Red was still made in this phase, but non-local decorated ceramic types arrive 

in the valley during this time. Chihuahuan polychrome ceramic types were found on the 

surface at only two sites (SON P:10:08 and SON P:10:59), and are a sign of how far the 

extra-regional interactions of the valley with outside area took off. It is possible that 

marine shell continue to arrive from the coast to the valley and to be worked by the 

Nébomes, and later trade farther inland probably for turquoise and decorated ceramic. 

Onavas IV after A.D. 1450. This phase is badly defined and is based mostly on 

the identification of projectile points, such as Triangular, Sobaipuri, and Desert Side 

Notched types and on ethnohistorical records. The valley seems to be occupied 

continuously until and after the arrival of the Spanish. Sites continue to be located at the 

valley bottom near water and farming land, but the foothills are utilized as well but only 

as camps not permanent residential sites. At the time of contact, colonial documents 

reveal a highly populated area exhibiting extra-regional interactions with neighboring 

communities, such as the Opatas, Yaquis, and Seris, but also with a socio-political 

structure capable of defending its territory from the expansive movements of their 

neighbors as well. 
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The material analysis illustrated that the Onavas Valley was constantly occupied, 

transforming its occupation from occasionally and dispersed to permanent and nucleated; 

and from the foothills to the valley bottom. Future excavation of key sites in the Onavas 

Valley most certainly may provide further insight and elaboration of this tentative 

chronology. 
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Figure 6.22: Preliminary and comparative regional chronology. Sources: Río Sonora (Doolittle 1988; Pailes 1972), 
Huatabampo (Alvarez 1990; Pailes 1972). 
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Figure 6.23 Distribution of Archaic sites and sites with Early and Middle Archaic points. 
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Figure 6.24 Distribution of sites with Late Archaic points. 
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Figure 6.25 Distribution of sites with Red ware. 
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Figure 6.26 Distribution of sites with Onavas Purple-on-Red ware. 
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Chapter Summary 

 

 

The research and description of the different material analyses presented above 

fulfilled two research goals set by the OVAP. The ceramic and lithic analyses facilitated 

a preliminary local chronology and a diagnostic inventory of the material culture of the 

prehispanic communities of the Onavas Valley. All material descriptions of the collected 

and analyzed artifacts afforded insights into the manufacture, use, and exchange of trade 

goods among the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities, particularly that of marine 

shell. The analyses provide the data to start formulating an understanding of the cultural 

development of the area, to begin to distinguish the archaeological tradition of this 

region, and to provide a data set against which databases from other regions can be 

compared. 

The chronology suggested for this area, albeit preliminary, is a first attempt to 

place the prehispanic communities identified in the Onavas Valley in time. Moreover, it 

enables a chronological comparison of the area with neighboring regions to trace cultural 

connections over time and start building possible interaction scenarios. As the material 

analysis illustrated, the valley seems to have a strong connection and similar development 

to those communities in the Huatabampo region (Alvarez 1990, 2003), albeit with 

characteristics of the lower Sierra (Pailes 1972). 

Although the material recovered by the OVAP came from surface collections and 

many of the preliminary conclusions presented in this research require further testing in 
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the field through excavation and research in neighboring areas, this analysis provides a 

first framework to understand of how these prehispanic communities may have used and 

exploited their natural resources in the Onavas Valley. Some of the activities conducted 

in the valley in prehispanic times could be related to farming, such as cleaning and 

clearing fields, opening and maintaining canals, building terraces, and cultivating and 

harvesting agave plants. Other activities most likely consisted of gathering food such as 

mesquite pods, pitaya, prickly pear fruit, or hunting and fishing activities; as well as the 

crafting of different items, such as weaving, ceramic, basketry, and shell and stone 

jewelry. Most of these activities were recorded in the colonial documents and described 

as late as the 1960s by Pennington (1980). Since then, modernity and plastic have led to 

the disappearance of these craft activities. At the time the OVAP was conducted none of 

those activities were performed by the local inhabitants of Onavas. 

In terms of raw material, the prehispanic local crafters generally appear to have 

spent time getting local and non-local material to produce their tools. The Onavas area is 

rich in local resources, such as clay deposits of good quality, stones for tools, rocks for 

construction, forest for wood, flowing water year-round, and animal and plant resources 

from different eco-zones within a one day radius that the Nébomes exploited to their 

advantage. 

The analysis also illustrated that the prehispanic Onavas Valley communities 

appear to have enjoyed good regional and extra-regional interactions. The valley may 

have indeed served as a link in the material connection between the Sonoran coast and 

the Sierra Madre Occidental or interior beyond. Clearly, additional research is necessary 
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to test this hypothesis, not only in the Onavas Valley but also at the coast and the Sierra 

Madre Occidental. It is further more important to ask who is undertaking the trade? 

Which communities were involved and to what degree? Did the prehispanic Nébomes 

travel to the coast to get the marine shell, did coastal groups travel to Onavas to make the 

trade, or did they meet mid-way? The same questions can be asked about the acquisition 

of obsidian and turquoise pointing to interesting, diverse, and plentiful fertile research 

grounds yet to be pursued in the area and certain neighboring regions. 

The material site distribution suggests some additional initial patterns of interest. 

Apparently, Onavas crafters and members of the communities had access to non-local 

raw material as well as to finished goods consisting of obsidian, turquoise, polychrome 

ceramics, and marine shell. The amount and type of archaeological material present at 

each site varied, but in general two sites stand out: SON P:10:8 and SON P:10:98. The 

material representation at these sites may be biased by the fact that they were heavily 

disturbed by human and/or natural formation processes that exposed more of the 

archaeological material for collection. Regardless, both sites revealed a richness of 

archaeological materials and data potential beyond that of the other sites recorded. They 

certainly warrant excavation. The remaining sites also exhibited abundant and diverse 

assemblages, especially considering that the OVAP consisted of surface survey collection 

only. By means of a conclusion, the preliminary material site distribution analysis 

demonstrates that prehispanic communities in the Onavas Valley had access to raw 

materials and finished goods, although some differentiation existed between camps and 

habitation sites, as well as among the habitation sites based on size and artifact density. 
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Future analysis of material distribution will establish whether a system of restricted 

access to particular goods and materials existed among the different communities or if 

certain sites were primarily craft production locales, such as SON P:10:8, SON P:10:98, 

SON P:6:4, and SON P:10:70, which may prove to have functioned as possible shell 

jewelry workshops. 

In summary, the material assemblage of the prehispanic communities of the 

Onavas Valley provides a base line for further local and regional comparative analyses. 

The analysis of different material types facilitated the distinction of possible activities 

performed at certain sites and the identification of site type. In addition, site classification 

aids understanding how the prehispanic Nébomes might have envisioned their landscape 

and might have used that natural environment. In the next chapter, the landscape analysis 

of the Onavas Valley is presented. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE ONAVAS VALLEY CULTURAL LANDSCAPE 

 
...in order to maintain their territorial boundaries and lands, which each 
recognizes as its own…(Pérez de Ribas 1999:87) 

 
Almost all the people were farmers and recognized each other’s lands.  
       (Pérez de Ribas 1999:391) 

 

The research goal of the OVAP is to establish the cultural landscape of the 

Onavas Valley during the late prehispanic period in order to: 1) define the local 

archaeological tradition, in this case the prehispanic Nébome, and 2) compare this 

cultural landscape with other defined archaeological cultural landscapes in neighboring 

regions. But what is cultural landscape? As discussed in Chapter 4, the first definition of 

landscape in archaeology was provided by Carl Sauer based on his work in geography. 

Sauer’s definition, from his geographical perspective, points to the importance of 

understanding archaeological sites in relation to their surrounding space and not in 

isolation. Moreover, his definition emphasizes that landscape is a cultural product of a 

human group, in conjunction with the natural environment. 

Since Sauer’s work, landscape analysis has been developed into a strong 

methodology adopted and adapted by the archaeological discipline to understand the 

cultural perception of a given natural environment in a particular period of time 

(Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Potter 2004; Snead 2004). Four 

interrelated premises provide the foundations for landscape analysis, those are: 

 1: Landscapes are not synonymous with natural environments. 
 2: Landscapes are worlds of cultural products. 
 3: Landscapes are the arena for all of a community’s activities. 
 4: Landscapes are dynamic constructions (Anschuetz et al. 2001:160-161). 
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By following these premises, researchers of landscapes emphasize human culture and 

agency and recognize how these elements play into the construction of the world as it is 

known to the individual. The term “world” is not only used for the material or natural 

environment, but also entails the metaphysical, mythological, social, and cultural 

contexts. For that reason, landscape analysis focuses on three different but 

complementary analytical concepts: (1) settlement ecology or settlement pattern for 

archaeology, (2) ritual landscape, and (3) ethnic landscape (Anschuetz et al. 2001; 

Ashmore and Knapp 1999). The Onavas Valley landscape analysis will examine the first 

two to consider that they fit better with the material evidence collected. The interpretation 

presented here was based on the complete analysis of the results, archaeological material 

recovered by the OVAP, and available ethnohistoric and ethnographic data for the area. 

Archaeological material and features recorded from the Onavas Valley prehispanic 

communities provided information for the settlement ecology landscape, but little about 

the ritual landscape. 

Analysis and description of the prehispanic Nébome landscape requires a 

description of the natural environment. Chapter 2 provided a detailed environmental 

description of the Onavas Valley that I will not reproduce here. After all, for the time 

frame to be examined –the Onavas Period (A.C. 800-1450)—, the natural environment 

appears to have been similar to what it is today (Pérez Bedolla 1996; West 1993). The 

only significant change in the natural environment in the past centuries, which is highly 

relevant for the landscape analysis of this period, concerns the water level of the Río 

Yaqui (see Figure 5.4). Previous to construction of the modern Alvaro Obregón and El 
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Novillo dams, the Río Yaqui had seasonal floods that irrigated and fertilized a large 

amount of the floodplain farming land. These seasonal events do not occur any longer or 

at least not with the same force as before (Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999). 

Erosion marks on the river banks illustrate that the river level used to flood up at least 15 

- 20 m higher than it does today. Figure 7.1 posits what the river level may have looked 

like during the late prehispanic period. 

 

Figure 7.1: Old eroded river bank. 

 

 

Settlement Ecology/Settlement Pattern 

 

 

Of the three analytical components of landscape analysis, settlement 

ecology/settlement pattern is perhaps the most accessible due to its close relation to 
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settlement patterns and systems approaches (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 

1999; Potter 2004). Settlement ecology envisions landscape as the product of a dynamic 

interaction between the physical characteristics of the natural environment and the 

technical, social, and economic necessities of human beings, with an emphasis on, 

“archaeologically observed patterns of land use, occupation, transformation over time, 

…essential subsistence resources, [and] other raw material needed for physical comfort 

and health, and items for trade or exchange” (Anschuetz et al. 2001:177). 

Of the 126 sites recorded by the OVAP and PROCEDE, only 117 prehispanic 

sites and eight isolated projectile point loci were considered in this landscape analysis. As 

described in Chapter 5, archaeological sites were divided between residential settlement 

and non-residential temporary camps. The former were subdivided into four categories: 

(1) household or rancherías, (2) hamlets or aldeas, (3) villages, and (4) regional centers. 

None of the recorded sites were identified as a regional center. As discussed in 

Chapter 5, the Onavas town could be located on top of the prehispanic regional center. 

The temporary camps were classified between five types: (1) food gathering (prickly pear 

fruit, cholla bud, mesquite/leguminous seed, and agave) procurement activities, (2) 

agricultural field camps, (3) stone, ceramic, wood gathering/work areas, (4) hunting, 

travel, trail or pot burst areas, (5) shrines, altars, ceremonial ritual areas. As a result of 

these classifications, 36 rancherías, four aldeas, two villages, 83 camp sites, and a 

possible regional center were identified for the Onavas Valley (Figure 5.4). 

Referring to the physiographic setting, the Onavas Valley is rather narrow, 

bounded by the Sierra Madre Occidental to the east and by very narrow mountain passes 
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to the north and south. As a result the short tree forest floodplain is the optimal zone for 

settlement of prehispanic communities due to the abundant location of primary resources 

such as water (the Río Yaqui), food (agriculture land), and fuel. In this area 122 sites 

were located. Above the short tree forest, the thorn forest ecological zone is less suitable 

for settlement due to its broken terrain and lack of water sources, with the exception of 

arroyos. Here only three sites were found—all them small camp sites14. The next suitable 

area is the oak forest high up in the Sierra Madre Occidental. Local informants mentioned 

the presence of archaeological sites, but the OVAP has not confirmed these. Father Pedro 

Méndez also made similar observations of the settlement pattern in these regions on his 

trip to the Sisibotari (Opata) Indian communities early on the seventeenth century (Pérez 

de Ribas 1999:413). 

Archaeologists use the presence and absence, number, and density of different 

artifact categories to infer community organization. Small residential sites composed 

mainly of houses are interpreted as family households associated with agricultural 

activities, while sites with public/ceremonial architecture are identified as political, 

economic, and religious centers of some sort (Doolittle 1988). The same interpretation 

appears to hold true for the Onavas prehispanic communities. A settlement pattern 

characterized by a few, scattered, small sites has been interpreted as a dispersed 

settlement pattern exhibiting a limited intraregional interaction. On the other hand, if the 

settlement pattern shows “one large, a few intermediate-sized, and several small 

settlements, all uniformly spaced” (Doolittle 1988:35) researchers identify this as a 

                                                 
14 SON P:10:61, SON P:10:62, and SON P:10:66. 
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formal and structured clustered settlement pattern with a high intrasite interaction 

(Doolittle 1988; Grove at al. 1976; Johnson 1972). 

From the site classification and analysis of the OVAP area, the clustered 

settlement pattern appears to best fit the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities. In the 

center of the valley, a regional center thought to correspond with the current location of 

the Onavas town probably served as a hub for intravalley interactions. This regional 

center was not only located at the center of the valley, but also on the best arable land of 

the valley. The center had permanent access to water and to wild food resources, and may 

have contained public/ceremonial structures. Although no evidence of public/ceremonial 

prehispanic architecture exists today at the Onavas town, the masonry foundation of the 

church and in the houses around town may point to the past presence of those features. In 

addition, on the Ibarra expedition Obregón mentioned the town of Oera, which Reff 

equated with Onavas (Reff 1991:218), as a large town with more than 1,000 excellently 

grouped flat-roofed houses (Hammond and Rey 1928:108). 

Following the regional center in the community hierarchy, the OVAP identified 

two villages (SON P:10:12 and SON P:10:70), both situated on the east side of the river. 

SON P:10:12 was situated approximately 4 km to the north of the regional center and 

SON P:10:70 around 2.5 km to the southwest. These two villages, or secondary site 

types, stand out due to the presence of public/ceremonial structures or features that 

required communal work for their construction. It is interesting to observe that the village 

sites are located at both ends of the best arable land in the valley. 
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Aldeas or hamlets, the next residential site type in the community hierarchy, show 

an interesting pattern. These sites consisted of habitation units representing more than a 

nucleated family, but less than roughly 100 community members. Only four were 

identified (SON P:6:4, SON P:6:5, SON P:10:3, and  SON P:10:56), all located in the 

northern portion of the valley on the east bank of the river. SON P:10:3 and  SON 

P:10:56 were very close to the northern village of SON P:10:12. Due to the destruction of 

the area it is not possible to say if these three sites were actually a single site or satellite 

hamlets. Interestingly, no aldeas/hamlets were found at the southern portion of the valley, 

probably due to a lack of good arable land there. 

As expected, the smallest residential sites, rancherías/households, were distributed 

all along the river valley filling the space between the regional center, the villages, and 

the aldeas/hamlets sites. A total of 36 rancherías/household sites were identified. Two 

areas in particular emerged as exhibiting the most rancherías/households in the valley: 1) 

an area between the two village sites with 18 sites (3 on the west bank and 15 on the east 

bank) and 2) the south portion of the valley with 8 sites, all on the east bank of the river. 

As mentioned above, the central portion of the valley contained the best agricultural 

lands, and in this section of the valley comparatively more sites were located. The 

material evidence and geographical characteristics of the area illustrate that the southern 

rancherías/households were possibly not engaged in general agricultural activities but in 

other subsistence strategies, such as agave cultivation, vineyards, and hunting. 

Similar to the distribution of rancherías/households, camp sites were located 

throughout the river valley on both sides of the river. Including the eight isolated 
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projectile points found by the OVAP, 83 camp sites were identified. Of these, eight (9.5 

%) sites were identified as camp type 1; 53 (65.5 %) as type 2; two (2.5 %) as type 3; 16 

(19 %) as type 4; and three (3.5 %) as type 5. First, as Figure 5.3 illustrates, most camp 

sites are located close to the river valley. Secondly, 59 sites were recorded on the east 

bank of the river, while the rest were located on the west bank of the river. The latter 

suggests that the east side experienced more activity than the west side. Most of the camp 

sites related to agricultural activities areas are at the center of the valley, between the 

regional center (Onavas) and the northern village. Camp site type 4 is the most numerous 

and this type of site is dispersed all over the research area, illustrating that the activities 

undertaken at this type of site were performed at a certain distance from the communities, 

especially hunting. In addition, the identification of “pot burst” areas was essential for the 

identification of possible trails around the research area. More than three 

ceremonial/ritual activity areas were identified by the OVAP, but only three were 

classified as camp sites. Those camps were not in direct contact or association with 

habitation sites and probably represented more secluded areas, excluding the cemetery 

mound. One of those sites (SON P:10:5) is not on the map (see Figure 5.1), due to its 

location far in the hills. 

The distribution of prehispanic sites in the Onavas Valley suggests that the 

possible regional center located at the center of the valley served to connect the rest of the 

communities in the valley with the help of two secondary sites (villages) through some 

sort of influence or social assignment. With the regional hub at the geographical center, 

surrounding sites could have been reached in less than a day by walking in any direction 
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from it. Rancherías were located along the river valley interspersed between the villages 

and the regional center. To the north of the valley, three of the four aldeas identified were 

located around the northern village. This close spatial relationship raises the possibility 

that this village (SON P:10:12) and two of the closest aldeas (SON P:10:3 and SON 

P:10:56) were actually one large community, if they were occupied contemporaneously. 

If that proves to be the case, one large village may have had more influence on this 

portion of the valley than previously thought. The lack of large flat areas for habitation 

and the competition for faming areas in the valley probably encouraged the nucleation of 

communities that the OVAP identified. 

 

Population Density Analysis 

 

Using colonial data, Pennington postulated that a total of 3,000 Nébomes 

inhabited the middle Río Yaqui by 1645 (Pennington 1980:34). Later on, Daniel Reff 

(1991) estimated a population limit for the upper Nébomes of 20,000 distributed over 90 

rancherías in the Onavas, Movas, and Nuri Valleys, just prior to the arrival of Europeans 

around A.D. 1500. Reff bases his numbers on colonial documents, such as the annuas 

and the Jesuit reports (Guzmán 1615; Pérez de Ribas 1999:393) as well as on 

extrapolation considering the decimation of the Indian population after European contact 

(diseases, warfare, and labor demands). After a simple uniform division of Reff’s number 

among the three areas, the Onavas Valley may have had roughly 6,600 inhabitants.  
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Although the archaeological remains recorded do not provide clear population 

figures, particularly in light of the destruction (human and natural) of the archaeological 

record, the archaeological record still serves as contrast against information gleaned from 

the colonial documents. Because colonial documents often report numbers that are 

largely exaggerated by their authors in order to impress their readers, additional analysis 

is required to get a better idea of the population density. Consequently, several examples 

of analysis from neighboring areas will be applied to the Onavas Valley and compared to 

Reff’s calculations. Those analyses estimate potential population from agricultural 

assessments and settlement data based mainly on house remains (Doolittle 1988; Fish and 

Fish 1994; Craig 2000). 

Some population density studies base population figures on the number of 

hectares necessary to sustain a family in certain geographical conditions (Doolittle 1988; 

Fish and Fish 1994). Drawing upon such logical estimations, Fish and Fish (1994) have 

gained insight into the subsistence requirements for a Piman family. If a family is 

composed of five members and that live in a similar desert environment such as southern 

Arizona (where many or most Pima live today), a family requires a minimum of 0.86 ha 

and a maximum of 2.15 ha. Taking into account that today the Onavas Valley has 

roughly circa 1500 ha of canal irrigated and floodwater land (INEGI 1993), the valley 

itself could have supported a prehispanic community of 3,488 to 8,720 people. This 

equation does not include the resources that the Río Yaqui and the surrounding 

mountains provide. Considering these additional resources, the valley could have reached 

the population Reff suggests for the Late Prehispanic period.                                                                       
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Other researchers base population density estimates on the residential space or site 

area of a particular region and use an estimation of 10 persons per hectare to get a figure 

(Craig 2000:159). The estimated residential space for the prehispanic sites of the Onavas 

Valley amounts to a total of more than 415,696 m², a little more than 41.6 ha. That 

amount represents 6,204 m² of site area per km². Using Craig’s calculation, the Onavas 

Valley was occupied by a total of 416 people. Taking a different perspective and 

analytical approach, the material evidence recorded by OVAP shows that 83 houses were 

recorded in the research area. From that total, 73 were identified as prehispanic. 

Assuming for the sake of calculation that all 73 houses were contemporaneous and each 

served as a family residence for three to six individuals, the valley could have had a 

population from 228 to 456 persons—a slightly lower, but similar figure to the one 

acquired with Craig’s population estimate. It is important to mention that the number of 

houses present at the valley could be much higher when the destruction of sites, the 

possibility that not all prehispanic habitation units were made with adobe and stone 

foundations, and the possibility that a single family may occupy more than one residence 

are taken into account. 

Drawing on different data and using divergent reasoning, two main population 

density figures result. The first estimate calculated a range of 3,488 to 8,720 people, 

while the second estimated a range of 228 to 456 persons. The material evidence and the 

settlement space analysis produced the lower population number diverging considerably 

from the estimation based on colonial description and ethno-archaeological reasoning. It 

is important to keep in mind that the Onavas Valley and the sites throughout this area 
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have suffered a significant degree of destruction from mechanized agriculture. Thus, the 

number of habitation structures was likely much higher, resulting in higher population 

figures. Taking a middle stance between these minimum and maximum figures, an 

estimation of around 3,000 Nébomes living at the Onavas Valley for the prehispanic 

period emerges as a plausible number. The latter is a very rough estimation, however, and 

had to be considered as such. After the Spanish contact, Nébome population reduced 

drastically. Based on colonial documents and on nineteenth and twentieth century reports, 

the Onavas population was reduced to no more than 500 inhabitants after the eighteenth 

century and that population level has been maintained until today (INEGI 1993; Reff 

1991; Pennington 1980). 

In terms of number of inhabitants per km², using the estimate of 3,000 people, a 

figure of 46 Nébomes per km² resulted. On the contrary, if the estimate of 500 inhabitants 

is used, the figure reaches to 7.5 Nébomes per km². The latter suggest a low population 

density for the valley, while the former estimate indicates a medium density, which 

seems more acceptable when taking the number of sites recorded into account, the 

estimated food resources, and the flat valley surface for habitation. 

 

Classification and Distribution of Land Types in the Onavas Valley 

 

A systematic survey uncovers not only the location of a great diversity of 

archaeological sites, but also possible economic use and cultural land utility. Next, a 
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proposed land use distribution by the prehispanic communities of the valley is presented, 

based on the archaeological record, the natural environment, and cultural factors. 

Arable Land. The ecological conditions of the valley render the floodplain and the 

floor of large arroyos the most suitable for agricultural activities today. It is likely that the 

same arable land was used in prehispanic times as well. Based on the INEGI database 

(1995), the ejido of Onavas currently uses a little more than 1500 ha of the valley bottom 

for agricultural activities, while the rest of the area is used mostly for cattle grazing. Most 

of the 1500 ha suited for agricultural activities is located at the valley center, 5 km to the 

north of the Onavas town and 2 km southwest of the valley along the river banks. Small 

pockets of usable land are located on the west bank to the southwest and at the south end 

of the valley. An interesting correlation between the current distribution of arable land 

and the prehispanic locations on such land in the Onavas Valley is also evident. More 

than 90 % of the prehispanic sites were located in areas where agricultural activities are 

currently practiced and it is reasonable to believe, that prehispanic Nébomes used the 

same areas for agricultural activities. Based on colonial documents, agriculture was 

irrigated with overflow in the valley bottom, as well as by canal irrigation from arroyos 

for areas far from the river (Pennington 1980:154; Pérez de Ribas 1999:289,328,413). 

This pattern further facilitates a classification of possible arable land during the 

prehispanic period. The arable land was divided into primary and secondary arable land 

(Figure 7.2) based on INEGI data, soil and terrain conditions, access to water, and 

archaeological information. Primary arable land corresponds to the area covering the 

northern to the southwest-central portion of the valley bottom on both sides of the Río 
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Yaqui. Secondary arable lands are located at the northern tip of the valley on either side 

of the river, the southern end of the valley, and the southwestern portion close to the west 

and east banks of the river. 

Colonial documents emphasize that prehispanic communities along the Río Yaqui 

produced at least two crops per year: one main crop after the overflow of the river in 

summer, and one of less importance in the rainy season. Pérez de Ribas stated: 

When the river rises and overflows, which ordinarily happens almost every year, 
the fields are irrigated so that summer planting is possible. Rainfall is therefore 
not needed for their crops to ripen and for them to enjoy abundant harvests. The 
Indians have already harvested one crop [by the time] the river overflows, which 
is usually at the beginning of July. This crop is their main harvest, but 
nevertheless, during the rainy season some of them plant again, although this 
harvest is of less importance…(Pérez de Ribas 1999:328; words in brackets sic in 
original). 
 

A similar strategy was practiced in the nearby valley of Sonora by Doolittle (1988) and in 

colonial times in the Onavas Valley (Pennington 1980). Hence, it appears likely this 

strategy worked and was used in the Onavas Valley during prehispanic times. The 

colonial records mention that the main crops in the region were maize, beans, squash, 

agave, and cotton (Dunnigan 1983; Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999:328, 413). 

Excavation and analysis of botanical remains is necessary to test this information for the 

Onavas Valley. 

Additionally, colonial documents indicate canals and terraces were used in order 

to increase arable land (Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca 1993; Pérez de Ribas 1999; Hopkins 

1988), as in this report made by Captain Hurdaide on a rescue mission at the Nébome 

region in 1614: 
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They are great farmers and cultivated using irrigation. They manage {their} 
reservoirs and canals as skillfully as Spanish farmers (Captain Hurdaide letter 
(1614) in Pérez de Ribas 1999:289). 

 
Father Pedro Méndez also mentions the use of irrigation a few years after the mission of 

Onavas was established: 

…these are located in two very fertile valleys that produce maize and various 
legumes. They skillfully irrigate their fields with fresh and healthful waters drawn 
from streams…(Father Pedro Méndez letter (1628) in Pérez de Ribas 1999:413). 

 
Unfortunately, the Onavas Valley has been exposed to heavy mechanized agricultural 

activities resulting in the destruction of any possible remains of irrigation systems on 

surface. Only a small section of a likely agricultural terrace was found at site SON 

P:10:12, indicating the use and presence of such water control techniques in the area. In 

the 1960’s, Pennington mentioned that “a number of drainage ditches are visible in 

shallow arroyos leading to the Río Yaqui…just north of Onavas” (1980:154). However, 

none were recorded by the OVAP in 2004. 

Within these proposed arable lands, not only farming or crop raising activities, but 

also agave cultivation and the gathering of wild food, such as prickly pear fruit, cholla 

bud, mesquite and other leguminous seeds either in the wild or in gardens took place. 

Pérez de Ribas describes these activities for the Nébomes as: 

In some places with a good lay of land they had irrigated fields, using ditches to 
bring the water from their arroyo. In addition to this, they planted next to their 
houses a vineyard of sorts with a plant that the Spaniards call lechuguilla [Agave 
bovicornuta], because it is similar to leaf lettuce in shape but its leaves are much 
firmer. It takes one or two years for it to grow and mature. Once it is ripe they cut 
it and roast the root with a few of the leaves, which serves them as food (Pérez de 
Ribas 1990:391). 
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Such activities and gardens have been described in the colonial documents and by 

ethnographic accounts as a means to diversify and complement agricultural food 

resources (Dunnigan 1983; Hopkins 1988; Nabhan 2004; Pennington 1980; Pérez de 

Ribas 1990). Pennington describes that “the Onavas Pima make much use of fruits and 

some nuts, which give variety to the rather uninteresting staple foods that characterize the 

middle Yaqui country” (1980:221). The identification in the research area of at least one 

agricultural terrace, several possible hearths, and agave knives, may indeed confirm the 

description provided by Pérez de Ribas. Such activities appear to have taken place at the 

valley bottom. Several sites (SON P:10:27, SON P:10:28, and SON P:10:84) seems to 

exhibit more agave cultivation and processing other farming activities, given the amount 

of hearths and possible agave pits recorded. Their location on poor arable land locations 

may further serve to confirm these horticultural uses. 

In the 1960s, Pennington described the Onavas gardens and their cultigens as: 

Plants that are source of edible fruits and tubers, condiments used in the 
preparation of meat and vegetables dishes, leaves and stems used in the 
preparation of medicines or refreshing drinks, dyestuffs, quelites, and ornamental 
plants appear in what may be described as a jumble of vegetation in virtually all 
of the gardens maintained by Onavas Pima (Pennington 1980:165). 

 
His detailed report of the plant diversity that grew in those gardens illustrates that not 

only edible plants were cultivated, but also medicinal and ornamental species. In 

neighboring lower Pima Indian communities, similar ethnographic reports were made 

(Dunnigan 1983; Spicer 1983). The Nébomes may indeed have had similar gardens. 

Hunting and Gathering. Aside from farming activities, hunting and gathering 

represented a good percentage of the food resources of the prehispanic Onavas 
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communities. Pérez de Ribas (1999:391) mentions that the Nébome, “hunted the game 

that abounds in their montes, especially deer. They are very skillful in shooting these, as 

well as birds of the air, which are plentiful”. Also, around and beyond the arable lands, 

the gathering of other types of resources, such as clay, wood, or stone, were identified 

archaeologically. Similar to the arable land, these areas were divided into primary and 

secondary hunting and gathering areas based on distance to river or water sources, 

altitude, different ecosystems, and archaeological evidence, such as isolated projectile 

points associated with hunting activities (Figure 7.2). 

In these areas, today it is still possible to hunt deer, javelina, rabbits, hares, rats, 

and turkeys. At higher altitudes, antelope and bighorn sheep can still be found and puma, 

jaguar, wild cat, and black bear were probably hunted also for their hides (Dunnigan 

1983; Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999). Such hides were reported in the colonial 

documents to have used as insignias for war chiefs or elite community members (Pérez 

de Ribas 1999:329). In fact, colonial documents emphasize that the Nébome nation was 

well known for its use of deer hides, as deer were abundant in their montes (Hopkins 

1988:22; Pérez de Ribas 1999:391-392). Pérez de Ribas describe local dress as: 

In their dress [the Nébomes] are the best attired of all the nations in 
Sinaloa. This was due to the fact that they had a large number of deer hides, which 
they knew how to tan to make very good, durable buckskin. These serve the 
woman as covering, in the manner of skirts. They are very long that they drag on 
the ground…The young women also decorated these buckskins with red ocher. 
They covered their upper torsos with mantas woven from cotton or fibers from 
another plant such as agave (Pérez de Ribas 1999:391-392) (corchetes are mine). 

 
Also, Cabeza de Vaca (1993) chronicles that about 400 deer hearts were offered to his 

expedition on their journey down to Sinaloa by the Indians in a community from this 
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general region. Pennington also describes hunting these animals, the hunting techniques, 

and the uses for these animals by the Onavas Pima around the twentieth century. 

In addition to the farming lands and community gardens other resources were 

obtained, such as wood from the nearby forest, clay from hills and streams, and stone. 

Clay deposits were observed in several places throughout the area, especially at eroded 

streams and nearby hills. Pennington describes that clay used by the Onavas Pima was 

gathered “from veins located east of Onavas” (1980:312). One of those veins could be the 

one used by the OVAP members for a ceramic workshop with Raymundo Navarro, a 

local contemporary Onavas potter, in 2004. In terms of the acquisition of stone, one 

quarry from where the stone for the construction of the mission church may have been 

taken was identified. The stone quarry is located about 1 km southwest of the Onavas 

town. This quarry might also have been used in prehispanic times. Although no 

prehispanic material was found nearby, several sites were identified in its immediate 

vicinity (SON P:10:57, SON P:10:58, SON P:10:59, SON P:10:60, SON P:10:63, and 

SON P:10:64). 

In addition, the Río Yaqui itself must be included in this category of hunting and 

gathering, due to all the freshwater resources available for collection and use beside 

water, such as fish, freshwater shell, river cobbles, and reeds or water plants. Colonial 

documents mention that Indians in general practiced a great deal of fishing, not only at 

the open ocean, but also alone the rivers as a complementary food resource (see Figure 

6.20). Pérez de Ribas (1999:85), states that the Indians, “fish with nets…some fish with 

bow and arrow”. Although the comment is not related directly to the Nébome nation, 
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possible fishing net sinkers collected and the presence of fish bones at the sites reveals 

the practice of this activity in the Río Yaqui by the Nébomes (see Figure 6.12 and 6.19). 

Similar information was gathered by Pennington (1980) at the end of the 1960’s. 

Although no material data was collected in this regard, colonial documents 

mention the domestication of animals such as turkeys and/or chickens by the Nébome 

communities (Captain Hurdaide letter (1614) in Pérez de Ribas 1999:289). Dogs are also 

a possibility due to some canine toots collected at the sites. At the cost, dog remains were 

found in archaeological record in Huatabampo communities (Alvarez 1990:70). 

No Use Land. Another category to consider in terms of land use concerns those 

pockets of land that apparently lack a particular use, reveal no significant material record, 

or where the activities performed fail to leave an indicative material record. For the 

valley, ‘no use land’ corresponds mostly to areas located above the 300 m mark (Figure 

7.2). This distinction was based on local knowledge confirming a lack of archaeological 

material at these areas (not verified by the OVAP), a lack of water sources, problems of 

accessibility, and rugged terrain. It is important to note that the ‘no use land’ category 

does not imply that the Nébomes never frequented those areas. Rather, it means that use 

was not as frequent as that in other areas of the valley or failed to preserve an obvious 

archaeological record in the material record. Of course, the same can be said for the other 

land categories as well. Hunting and gathering may have been pursued in the agriculture 

areas and vice versa. The land classification merely serves to indicate that a particular 

activity was the most persistent or main activity performed on that land. 

Trails: 
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It must be pointed out that even though they were two hundred leagues from their 
own lands and were traveling through territory with deep gorges and mountains 
that were often uninhabited, they never got lost or perished (Pérez de Ribas 
1999:175). 

 
The Onavas Valley is rather narrow, enveloped by the Sierra Madre Occidental to 

the east and by very narrow mountain passes to the north and south. From such 

geographic characteristics, there are not many ways to get around and out of the valley. 

Thanks to the systematic survey of the research area, several possible prehispanic trails 

are been proposed. Some of them were identified by the presence of archaeological 

material, such as “pot burst” event along clear narrow paths. Others may be destroyed by 

modern dirt roads and the train track, and few other are speculation at most. Figure 7.3 

outlines a series of trails around as well as possible trails leading in and out of the valley. 

First, in the central portion, the flat valley bottom was used to connect the 

different sites and activity areas without noticeable obstacles, but trails most have been 

between the northern communities to the regional center on both sides of the river bank. 

Secondly, beyond the central valley bottom, at the southern portion on the east bank of 

the river, two trails were identified. One coursed between the river and the foothills 

connecting the southern bottom communities with those on the south-central portion of 

the valley. The second trail started near the regional center, cut closer to the hills, and 

later joined the Río Yaqui course at the bottom to exit the valley in the direction of the  
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Figure 7.2: Classification and distribution of land types in the Onavas Valley. 

 
 



 274

 

Figure 7.3: Identified trails at the Onavas Valley. 
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southern portion of today’s state of Sonora. Following through along the Río Nuri a 

traveler eventually could reaches the Río Mayo and the coast. 

Thirdly, on the west bank at the southern portion of the valley, two more trails 

were identified. One trail ran up to the mountains passing along the perennial water 

source now known as El Obispo. On this perennial stream, site SON P:10:5 is located, 

which is the only rock art recorded in the area to date. According to local informants, by 

following the El Obispo stream into the mountains one arrives to cliff dwellings. This 

information remains to be verified, but might indicate that this trail was used to cross the 

west mountains and thus arrive at the coast. Although the colonial documents refrain 

from mentioning where the Seris that arrived in the valley for trade departed from, this 

trail may very well have served these groups as the access route to the valley. The second 

trail could have followed the river course downstream and eventually reached the Yaqui 

communities and the coast. Probably the same trail used by the early Spanish expeditions. 

In the northern portion of the valley, on the east side of the river another set of 

trails are located. One trail extends from the river up into the east to the Sierra using the 

Las Tortugas stream as a natural pass between the valley and the mountains. Following 

into that direction, the Sisibotari area may be reached as well the upper Sierra Madre 

Occidental region. The second trail follows the river course north and connects the 

Onavas Valley with the Tonichi Valley, which is part of the upper Nébome region, and 

further north with the Opatas.  

Finally, on the west side of the river in the northern portion of the valley, only one 

trail could be distinguished. This trail cuts between the river and the foothills following 
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the river’s course north out of the valley. Not far away from here, to the northwest, a 

natural pass in the mountains exists that connects this inner valley with the coastal 

plains.15 This could have served as another possible Seri route into the Onavas Valley. 

The identification of some and proposal of probable trails suggest that at the 

interior of the valley all prehispanic communities were connected, while other trails 

served to connect the valley with neighboring regions outside of it, such as the Seri 

region, the Huatabampo area, the west and northern Sierra, and the Opata region. As the 

archaeological material recorded illustrates, the area received a considerable amounts of 

non-local material, such as marine shell, Chihuahua polychrome, and turquoise. 

Considering these observations, the Onavas Valley was not isolated and had some 

regional and extra-regional interaction. 

 

 

Ritual Landscape 

 

 

Anschuetz et al. (2001:178) define ritual landscape as the results of, “stereotyped 

actions, including specific acts and sequences of acts, that represent the socially 

prescribed orders by which communities define, legitimize, and sustain their occupation 

of their traditional homelands”. Even more so than in settlement ecology or settlement 

pattern, human agency and cultural knowledge are factors in the construction of ritual 

                                                 
15 This passage is today highway # 16 that connects Hermosillo city to the other side of the Sierra. 
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landscape, both of a material and imagined nature (Dobres and Robb 2000; Earle 1997; 

Feld and Basso 1996; Yoffee et al. 1999). The sequence of acts, such as ceremonies, 

rituals, or feasts, creates a social memory that enhances community affiliation and 

integration among members of a community and between different communities that may 

or may not have a political structure to bonds them (Potter 2004; Rappaport 1979), such 

as the Yaqui communities (Radding 1997; Spicer 1983, 1992, 1994). Basso explains that 

traditional wisdom often is tied to places, inscribing the landscape with history, legend, 

knowledge, and power that help to structure activities and organize relationships (Basso 

1996). In other words: 

Ethnohistorically known groups have full ritual calendars and a rich cosmology 
that structure, organize, and inform on much of their landscape, which community 
members perceive and with which they interact (Anschuetz et al. 2001:178). 

 
The importance of these activities and continual increase in knowledge might easily lead 

to the construction of public architecture (constructed landscape). Alternatively or in 

addition, the repetition and reuse of a specific area to perform such activities may results 

in significant or substantial archaeological remains to be associated to a particular ritual 

landscape (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999). Such material remains may 

take the form of “public buildings, monuments, squares or plazas, petroglyphs or 

pictographs, and various vernacular markers” (Anschuetz et al. 2001:178). Natural or 

conceptual landscape markers without the presence of any significant material culture 

must be added, such as rivers, mountains, caves, forests, water sources, or peaks 

(Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Feld and Basso 1996; Figure 7.4). 
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Figure 7.4: Mayo Indians at the Río Mayo celebrating San Juan day (Photograph courtesy 
of the University of Arizona, Arizona State Museum, Photographic Collections, Edward 

H. and Rosamond B. Spicer Collection). 
 

The OVAP recorded some material evidence as possible public and/or ceremonial 

architecture. To date, these features are the ones that shape our fragmentary 

understanding of the ritual landscape. A brief description of them follows. 

Altar: Two stone altars were recorded. One at SON P:10:70, identified as the 

southern village, and the second one at SON P:6:10, identified as a ranchería. The first 

altar is located on top of a small hill near the site. Its orientation appears relevant because 

of its alignment with the higher peak of the Sierra on the east side of the valley. Although 

the OVAP was not able to confirm this, the Sierra Madre Occidental peaks may have 

been used as astronomical markers. From the location of this feature, the entire site and 

the central valley can be observed. The second altar is smaller than the first and is located 

on the southwest portion of the site above the river. Considering the difference in size and 
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manufacture, this feature may have served as a family or household altar as opposed to a 

public altar. 

Although colonial documents frequently mention sorcery, idolatry, ceremony and 

rituals among the Indians in this region, they provide very little description of the rituals 

or details about them. Regardless, Fathers mention the used of stone idols and altars at 

the hills near by the communities. On this subject Pérez de Ribas (1999: 189, 246, 236, 

494, 495) mentions the use of stone altars and stone idols among the Indian communities 

on the Sierra Madre Occidental, and in particular, that “some of these idols they erect in 

the form of altars or shrines that consist of piled-up stones and dirt” (1999:495). 

Plaza: A possible open plaza was identified on the north of SON P:10:70. This 

feature was identified by having a flat, open area with a medium density of surface 

material, and location of residential and public/ceremonial structures around it. Notably, a 

good view of the altar exists from this location. Colonial documents mention the use of 

plazas and the performance or speeches of chiefs or caciques from house roofs to Indians 

congregated in open places (Pérez de Ribas 1999:276). Similar performances could have 

take place at these architectural features.  

Funerary Mound: Its identification was made by local informants who mention 

the presence of inhumations and cremations on it at the SON P:10:8 site. Still debatable if 

this feature is a funerary mound or a residential mound used also as cemetery mound. 

However, if it is will be the first feature of this type recorded in the Sonoran and the third 

of this kind in Northwest Mexico (to be reported) (Carpenter 1996; Ekholm 1942; 

Talavera 1995). Until research is conducted at SON P:10:8, to confirm its significance, 
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the finding and recording of such a feature is relevant as it may suggest a cultural 

characteristic of the prehispanic Nébomes. Colonial documents mention some burial 

practices of the Nébomes, but they refrain to mention the use of cemetery areas among 

them. 

Pictographs: SON P:10:5 was recorded by the PROCEDE and it is the only rock 

art identified in the Onavas Valley to date. This is a rock panel located on El Obispo 

drainage relatively high in the mountains 4 km away on the west side of the Río Yaqui. 

The panel consists of 15 paintings of geometric designs (zigzag lines, circles, spirals, 

rhombs, and lines) and made with red, blue, purple, and brown colors. No other features 

or archaeological material were recorded in association with the rock art (INAH 1998). 

The location and type of painting suggests that the site was related to the drainage and/or 

its water. As mentioned above, following the course of the drainage further into the 

mountains leads to several cliff dwelling sites. It may be possible that the paintings 

functioned in association with these sites as a marker of some sort, perhaps territorial or 

clan-based, if those sites are related and contemporaneous. 

Geoglyph: One geoglyph in a shape of a star was recorded (SON P:10:20, see 

Figure 5.8). The feature is located isolated on the mesas along the floodplain next to the 

Río Yaqui. Geoglyphs are common in the Sonoran Desert. Such features have been 

reported at La Playa site in the Trincheras region (Montane 1996:178), in the Pinacate 

area (Hayden 1998:32), and at Isla Tiburon (Bowen 1976a; Montane 1996:178). At least 

in two mores sites, the Río Boquillas, near La Playa site and in the Isla Tiburon (Figure 

7.5), geoglyphs in the shape of a star had been reported (Montane 1996:178). The Onavas 
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example thus appears not to be an isolated event in the Sonoran archaeological record. 

Their specific uses remain unknown, but they are typically associated with ritual and 

ceremonial activities. A similar interpretation is posited for this star-shaped feature in the 

Onavas Valley. 

 

Figure 7.5: Star geoglyphs at Isla Tiburon (Bowen 1976a: Fig.21). 

Earth Mound: This feature consists of a small earthen mound recorded at SON 

P:10:12, this site was identified as the northern village. The mound is the first recorded in 

this area (see Figure 3.8 and description in Chapter 5). The use of the mound is unknown, 

but it was probably built for the purpose of extending the elevated area to create 

additional surface, a platform for the possible construction of additional habitation 

structures, or as a public arena. Although the mound is not impressive in size, its 

construction may have required communal effort thus qualifying it as public architecture. 

In addition to the features described above and identified as part of the 

constructed ritual landscape of the Onavas Valley, natural or conceptual landscape 
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markers must have existed in the socially constructed mythical and magical worlds of the 

prehispanic Nébome communities. As Basso (1996:34) state: 

For Indian men and women, the past lies embedded in features of the earth –in 
canyons and lakes, mountains and arroyos, rocks and vacant fields- which 
together endow their lands with multiple forms of significance that reach into their 
lives and shape the ways they think. 
 

Many natural markers, such as rivers, mountains, caves, forests, water sources, or 

mountain peaks, can be inferred to have played such roles even if there is an absence of 

any associated material evidence (eg. Brody 1988). Pérez de Ribas (1999:368) had a 

similar remark when an old Yaqui woman replied to him “Father, look across the river; 

do you see all those hills, mountains, peaks, and heights there? Well, we revered all of 

them and there we practiced and celebrated our superstitions”. It is extremely difficult to 

identify such markers based on the presence of archaeological material alone (Anschuetz 

et al. 2001; Ashmore and Knapp 1999). Oral histories, legends, or myths recorded from 

local indigenous groups about the use or knowledge of such features can provide 

information that facilitates their identification in the archaeological record. 

As mentioned earlier, in neighboring regions three illustrative examples of these 

natural markers have been recorded ethnographically. First, the Sierra del Bacatete 

among the Yaqui communities is recognized as a traditional marker of Yaqui territory 

(Hu Dehart 1995; Olavarria 1995; Spicer 1983, 1992, 1994). According to Yaqui history, 

their traditional Yaqui land was settled by the “prophets” who appeared before the elders 

and walked the region marking the limits of their territory. One of those natural markers 

was the Sierra del Bacatete (Spicer 1994). The second one is the Río Mayo that serves the 

Mayo community as a mythical entity for its role as a source of life in the valley, as well 
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as a food and freshwater resources (Crumrine 1983; Crumrine and Crumrine 1967; Figure 

7.4). 

In a third instance, an oral history provided by the Yaqui informant Mariano 

Tapia, recorded and translated by Giddings in the early 1940’s, exemplifies what may be 

suggested by such extrapolation. Tapia narrated the story of “Suawaka” (a Yaqui Indian 

hero) and describes that “[i]n earlier times, there used to be serpents with seven heads. 

These lived northeast of Guaymas near a hill that had two little points; it is called 

Takalaim…” (Giddings 1993:138). The hill described with two little points is now 

commonly referred to as the “tetas de cabra” hill (goat’s tits). Thus, ethnographically 

identified as the location of seven-headed serpents, the hills move beyond their apparent 

function as natural feature to marking mythical significance. Although currently the 

ethnographic record of the Nébome or lower Pima appears to be thin in terms of oral 

history, legends, or myths detailing the Onavas Valley, examples like this must be 

considered and explored further to start identifying and understanding natural or 

conceptual landscape markers in the valley. 

For the OVAP area, the Río Yaqui must have served as a similar conceptual 

marker. The importance of the river consisted not only of sustaining life in the valley and 

providing resources to the Nébome communities, but also of running its course as a 

cyclical natural force that gives and takes life. As such, the Río Yaqui undoubtedly 

served as a fundamental element in the mythical world of prehispanic communities 

settled in the area. Similar to other river communities, the Nébomes most likely had 

rituals or ceremonies associated with the Río Yaqui, to its yearly floods, and to its 
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resources. Pérez de Ribas (1999:291) recorded this type of activities in his colonial 

writings as: 

…[he] brought back four kinds of sorcery that he used for various effects and 
events: one to prevent the fields from drying up, another to prevent the river from 
flooding, and others for similar frauds. 

 
From this account, the reader can appreciate that the local natives had magical items and 

particular ceremonies/rituals to pray for water for agricultural purposes, albeit in 

moderation so as not to destroy the fields. In another account, the Jesuit Father mentions: 

When someone’s wife, sons or close relatives died and the person was buried, the 
widower, widow, or the deceased’s next of kin was taken to a river, and there 
facing west, he was submerged in the water three times (Pérez de Rivas 
1999:179). 

 
The account thus indicates that the river played an important role in the magical/spiritual 

world of the prehispanic Indian communities. 

More recently, Pennington (1980:149) recorded a fertility ceremony or rite called 

dutki’adat, dukitč (when the water comes), where the Río Yaqui is also used ritually: 

Several women participated…the chosen women went to the monte (ša’igam) 
from several days. During this time they saw no one but each other. They then 
returned to the village and danced for one or two days on a board placed over a 
large ollas (haha) that was buried in the ground containing corn, squash, and bean 
seeds. When planted these seeds were certain to grow… at the dance ended a 
group of men formed a line extending from the dancing place to the Río Yaqui. 
The women then ran to the river, disrobing en route, and jumped into the water  

 
Here, albeit some hundred years later, the Río Yaqui plays an important role in the 

closure of the ritual/ceremony. No archaeological material or sites were identified in 

direct association with such ritual activities for the river, in spite of these compelling 

ethnohistorical descriptions. A possibility exists that the SON P:10:20 site, La Estrella 

(the star), may be associated with the river. 
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Beside the Río Yaqui, the Nébomes must have valued other natural markers as 

well, in particular caves or mountain peaks, and probably included them in their mythical 

world, just as the old Yaqui Indian women toll father Pérez de Ribas (1999:368) in the 

early seventeen century. Many prehispanic communities worldwide exhibit a magical-

ritual perception of mountains and caves. For example, Mesoamerican caves were often 

considered portals to the underworld serving as and reflecting metaphorical connections 

between the supernatural and mortal world, houses of gods, or places of origin (Broda 

1991; López Austin 1973, 1995; Taube 2003). Ethnographic research indicates rock 

shelters among the lower Pima further up in the Sierra, but not in the Onavas Valley 

(Dunnigan 1983). The OVAP refrained from examining the mountainous area that is 

known to have archaeological sites, which may provide information about the use of 

these areas by the prehispanic communities. Furthermore, natural markers in the Onavas 

Valley were certainly present in prehispanic times, but the inherent limitations of the 

material record in archaeology prohibited identification during the OVAP. More 

interdisciplinary research is necessary in general in the region, but also is to collect the 

data necessary to interpret the presence of certain conceptual or natural markers in the 

Nébome ritual landscapes. 

The OVAP recorded several examples of possible constructed landscape and point 

to possible natural or conceptual markers indicative of ritual landscapes at the Onavas 

Valley. One possible earthen mound, two likely stone altars, a geoglyph, rock art, a 

possible plaza, and a possible mortuary mound comprise the available evidence of such 
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constructed markers and serve as the identified material representation of ritual landscape 

surrounding the Nébome communities. 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter summarizes and interprets the archaeological data gathered in the 

OVAP survey of the Onavas Valley. In conjunction with ethnohistoric and ethnographic 

data, the archaeological landscape of this valley was presented. The settlement ecology or 

settlement analysis indicates that the prehispanic communities of the Onavas Valley 

followed a clustered settlement pattern with some formal and structured inter-site 

interactions. The regional center or the prehispanic Onavas community and the well-

placed villages may have influenced such interactions, possibly enhanced by ritual and 

public performances. As expected, sites are concentrated near water sources and arable 

lands. Only six sites were located near the hills, all camps. Much of this pattern appears 

to coincide with the geographical characteristics of the valley. The diversity of material 

and site types reflect the diversity of natural resources that the Nébomes had at their 

disposal and a land use classification was provided as a result. Arable land, in particular, 

proved important to discuss and formed the basis upon which a population estimation 

analysis was made arriving at a reasonable figure of circa 3,000 Nébome Indians for the 

prehispanic period. The presence of none-local material reveals that the valley was not 

isolated and probably played an active and significant role in the transmission of goods 

and ideas. The probable presence of trails would affirm that the valley enjoyed good 
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communication, at least geographically speaking, with neighboring areas, especially with 

the coast. The material analysis indicated, however, that the valley appears to have been 

more related to the Huatabampo tradition than to the Río Sonora archaeological tradition, 

of which little evidence was recorded. 

 In terms of ritual landscape, the archaeological material evidence was discussed. 

After a description and evaluation, these data was compared with available 

ethnohistorical and ethnographic data to provide some useful insights about possible 

ritual activities and contexts. Several constructed landscape features and possible natural 

or conceptual markers were described as part of ritual landscapes at the Onavas Valley. 

How were they used? What type of activities or rituals were performed there? These are 

some questions that emerge, but that probably will never receive an answer. The presence 

of public architecture suggests that the prehispanic communities achieved a social and 

political development that allowed and enabled the persuasion of community members to 

construct larger structures for the common good and not just residential structures for 

their immediate families. The distribution of the public architecture elements in the valley 

reveals that most of the ceremonial and public architecture was located either on sites 

identified as villages, in the case of the earth mound, the plaza, and the stone altar, or in 

complete isolation, such as the La Estrella geoglyph and the rock art. This difference 

might distinguish open and public performances from more secluded activities. An 

example of such use of spaces in rituals can be perceived in the description of the fertility 

ceremony or rite called dutki’adat, dukitč (when the water comes) as recorded by 

Pennington (1980:149). A selected group of people performed secluded activities outside 
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the community away from the rest of the members before the ceremony became public, 

involving the rest of the community members, and ending in a communal bath in the Río 

Yaqui. Similar performances may have taken place at constructed and natural markers in 

prehispanic times. 

The presence of rock art and geoglyphs presents a familiar scenario in terms of 

common ritual and magical practices in the Sonoran archaeological record, but the 

identification of stone altars and a possible mortuary mound suggest a more sophisticated 

and complex religious and ritual structure for the valley than previously known (Pailes 

1972, 1994a, 1994b). In the case of the possible cemetery mound feature, Alvarez 

(2003:9) mentions that for sites affiliated to the Huatabampo archaeological tradition, a 

mortuary pattern is discernable and consists of communal spaces, such as cemeteries, 

while other groups such as the Totorame region preferred inhumation under house floors. 

It is possible that the cemetery concept employed in the Onavas Valley originated in the 

Huatabampo area. Future research and excavation on the mortuary mound will uncover 

the information required to form a more precise understanding of the mortuary practices 

of the Nébomes, to expand our knowledge of the Nébome material record, and to start 

deciphering the ritual landscape of this group.  

In spite of its limitations, this landscape analysis has provided archaeological 

insight into a little known archaeological area previously assumed to be part of the Río 

Sonora archaeological tradition. Through this analysis, a better understanding of the 

archaeological record emerges. That in context yields the possibility that this region had 

more affinity with the Huatabampo tradition than with of the Río Sonora. 

 
 



 289

Having thus accomplished, as far as is possible with survey data alone, I now turn 

outward to neighboring archaeological areas. I provide the data gathered by three 

systematic survey projects conducted in Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest; their 

results will be compared with those of the OVAP. 
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CHAPTER 8: CULTURAL LANDSCAPE IN THE NORTHWEST MEXICO/ U.S.  
 

SOUTHWEST 

 

Requiring neither extended analysis nor rational justification, sense of place rests 
its case on the unexamined premise that being from somewhere is always 
preferable to being from nowhere. All of us, it asserts, are generally better off 
with a place to call our own. Places, it reminds us, are really very good. 
      (Basso 1996:87; emphasis in original) 

 

The OVAP provided data and thus the opportunity to analyze a delimited 

geographical area archaeologically as a whole and to depict an initial understanding of 

life in the prehispanic communities of that area. The cultural patterns defined 

archaeologically for the Onavas Valley reflect cultural decisions made by the Nébomes 

based upon the valley and their people cultural, economic, political, and natural 

characteristics. A remaining research goal of the OVAP forms the comparison of those 

patterns found in the valley with other areas in the Northwest Mexico/U.S. Southwest.  

Similar geographical characteristics, most notably arid conditions, desert 

vegetation, and a high dependability on seasonal waters determined the areas selected for 

this comparative analysis. In addition to geographical conditions, the areas were chosen 

based on the completion of systematic archaeological surveys. Although systematic 

surveys are common in the U.S. Southwest archaeology today, they are not so in the 

Northwest of Mexico. The OVAP is one of a select number of systematic surveys16 

                                                 
16 To date, only two systematic surveys per se have been conducted in Sonora: the Cerro de Trincheras 
Settlement and Land Use Survey project (Fish and Fish 2004) and the OVAP. Other important, but less 
systematic, surveys were the Altar Valley Project (McGuire and Villalpando 1993), the Babispe River 
Valley (Douglas and Quijada 2004), and Richard Pailes project in southern Sonora (1972). 
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conducted to date in the state of Sonora—hopefully more of such surveys will follow in 

the near future. 

Based on the geographical conditions and the completion of systematic surveys 

three areas emerged, one located in Arizona, one in Chihuahua, and one in Sonora. First, 

in Arizona, the Marana Community Survey Project (MCSP) provided enough data to 

understand how the Marana Hohokam community related to its surrounded area. This 

project, hence, serves to illustrate the effectiveness of the full-coverage survey as a 

research methodology in the U.S. Southwest (Doyel et al. 2000; Fish et al. 1990, 1992). 

Secondly, in Chihuahua, the Casas Grandes Regional Survey Project (CGRSP) 

established an accurate and comprehensive picture of the full range of influence of the 

site of Paquimé, Chihuahua (Minnis and Whalen 2004; Whalen and Minnis 1999, 2000, 

2001, 2003). Finally, in Sonora, the Cerro de Trincheras Settlement and Land Use Survey 

Project (CTSS) delineated the area of settlement development of the Cerro de Trincheras 

site and determined that culture’s land use through time (Fish and Fish 2004; McGuire 

and Villalpando 1993). Notably, the achievements of the Marana Community project –

first begun in 1981— motivated the undertaking of such a project in the Cerro de 

Trincheras area in 1999. 

Before providing a comparative discussion of the three survey projects in relation 

to the OVAP, I summarize the results of the three projects. For more in depth 

presentations of these projects, I refer the reader elsewhere (eg. Doyel at al. 2000; Fish 

and Fish 2004; Fish et al. 1990, 1992; Fish and Fish 2004; McGuire and Villalpando 
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1993; Minnis and Whalen 2004; Whalen and Minnis 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003). Here, I 

focus on similarities and differences relevant to the OVAP results. 

 

 

The Marana Community Survey Project 

 

 

During the early years of the 1980’s, considerable knowledge already existed for 

the Phoenix Basin –the core of the Hohokam area— providing a general archaeological 

understanding of the Hohokam. The same did not hold true for neighboring areas, such as 

the Tucson Basin. The unevenness of research seriously limited the overall interpretation 

of the Hohokam tradition. To bolster the state of archaeological knowledge on the 

Hohokam, several researchers decided to undertake a full-coverage survey in the Tucson 

Basin area. 

Dr. Suzanne Fish, Dr. Paul Fish, and John Madsen (1992) coordinated a 

systematic foot survey in the northern portion of the Tucson Basin about 35 km north of 

Tucson. The following research goals guided this full-coverage survey: 

(1) “the recovery of spatial relationships among remains of all sizes, representing 
ephemeral activities as well as habitation; 

(2) the ability to evaluate settlement pattern against a full range of environmental 
variation; and 

(3) the ability to define territorial units of interrelated sites that included relatively 
low densities and dispersed distributions” (Fish et al. 1992:xi). 

 
The research goals spoke directly to the need to increase our knowledge about the 

Hohokam settlement pattern and cultural development in the Tucson Basin (Doyel et al. 
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2000; Fish et al. 1990, 1992). The aims also entailed an evaluation of the full-coverage 

survey method for its ability to provide reliable data upon which to build a 

comprehensive understanding of the Marana Hohokam and thus the Hohokam in general.  

Although full-coverage or systematic surveys are time and money consuming, the 

location and geographical conditions of the Marana area transformed a survey of that area 

into a worthwhile initiative (Fish et al. 1990). Free of major geographical obstacles, such 

as rivers, canyons, or rugged mountains, and still relatively undisturbed by urban 

development during the early 1990’s, the Marana area provided favorable and accessible 

survey conditions. Located close to the city of Tucson, archaeologists further benefited 

from easy access to the research area. Contributing to a sense of urgency, rapid urban 

expansion of the city of Tucson and the Marana community threatened the area, as did 

the Central Arizona Aqueduct Project in later years. 

The geographical and climatic conditions of the area in conjunction facilitated the 

undertaking of a systematic survey. Fish et al. (1990:192) summarize the conditions at 

Marana as follows: 

…annual rainfall is just under 300 mm. Mountains bounding the basin to the east 
rise to a height of approximately 9,000 ft. To the west, a lower chain typifies the 
topography of more recent volcanic activity. The seasonally flowing Santa Cruz 
River drains the basin and ultimately joins the Gila. Major and minor drainage 
cross the valley slopes or bajadas. Some carry runoff from orographic rainfall in 
the mountains, and some originated in storm-fed bajadas watersheds. The full 
range of environmental variation exists within an average horizontal distance of 
15 mi between mountains on the east and west. No internal barriers are present to 
inhabit travel, communication, and exchange. 
 

Favorably, a lack of moisture translated into arid vegetation enabling archaeologists to 

survey the ground easily. More importantly, limited vegetation signified remains were 
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likely to have survived relatively unaffected by plant growth. Frequently obfuscating the 

archaeological record, plant growth may also feature as a considerable and potentially 

destructive formation process (Schiffer 1987). 

After 24 years –spanning several seasons of active survey—, the Marana Project 

has covered a total of 1800 km². To focus on the mound sites within that area, 470 km² 

was studied by full-coverage survey. The remaining area was surveyed with transects 

(Fish et al. 1992). In the full-coverage research area more than 700 sites were recorded 

and “thousands of scatters and isolated artifacts” (Fish et al. 1990:193) were found. 

Furthermore, the survey enabled the identification of key features and sites to excavate 

and analyze later —tasks that are still ongoing today (Fish et al. 2000). 

The entire project and its subsequent analysis illustrated that the prehispanic 

Hohokam community at Marana consisted of an area of 146 km². The community was 

composed of several hundred sites located on terraces of both major and tributary 

streams, at mountain front edges, and on alluvial fans that extended from the Santa Cruz 

River to the Tortolita Mountains. This location proved significant, as researchers until 

then had believed that Hohokam communities tended to settle along the river valleys and 

typically not in the foothills (Doyel et al. 2000; Haury 1976; Fish et al. 1990, 1992). In 

addition to this rather direct observation, the MCSP revealed many details about the 

Hohokam in the Tucson Basin that further adjusted the general archaeological 

interpretation of the Hohokam. Here, I summarize those relevant details for the OVAP 

beginning with the cultural development of the Marana community. 
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During the pre-Classic Period (A.D. 600 – 1150), two discrete communities with 

ball courts on opposite areas of the basin and surrounded by several sites comprised the 

Marana community. Over time, these two conglomerations gave shape to the Classic 

Marana community (A.D. 1150 – 1300) that consisted of one mound site measuring 

about 1.5 km in length and 0.5 km in width. Located at the center of the Marana 

community, the mound site replaced the earlier pre-Classic ball court sites (Doyel et al. 

2000; Fish and Fish 2000; Fish et al. 1990, 1992). 

Although the Marana Mound Site (AZ AA:12:251 ASM) –referring to the Marana 

community during the Hohokam Classic period— lies centrally in the basin, its location 

affords no availability of optimal farming land nor direct access to water. To address both 

of these fundamental needs, a 10 km long canal was constructed from the Santa Cruz 

River to the fields of the Marana Mound Site. The canal supplied water to the Marana 

community and to the surrounding farming lands. In addition to farming activities 

specialized agricultural production, such as agave cultivation, took place in nearby areas. 

Pondering the question why the Marana Mound was thus located, Fish and Fish explain 

that the “construction of the Marana platform mound in a geographically central position 

with few other advantages suggests communal concern with a symbol to integrate the 

expanded Classic Period community” (Fish and Fish 2000:247). Fish and Fish also 

expound that the terms ‘tribe’ or ‘chiefdom’ fail to accurately represent the Marana 

community, which is a middle-range society. Rather than postulating that kin-based 

systems underlie Hohokam centralized organization, they argue that architectural 

symbols of integration reflect a Hohokam ideology and territorial affiliation (Fish and 
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Fish 2000; Whitecotton 1977). From this perspective, they interpret that the central 

position of the site places its members in a privileged position for exchange and control 

over the Tucson Basin. Controlling the production and/or trade of exotic and/or prestige 

items both for internal and external-distribution, and through the ceremonial role of the 

platform mound, the community exerted the community’s power through material and 

ideological means. 

The settlement pattern analysis of Marana’s pre-Classic and Classic sites reveals 

additional cultural trends of interest in the Hohokam habitation of the Tucson Basin. 

During the pre-Classic period a settlement pattern emerged that remains consistent 

throughout the Hohokam period: a primary village, distinguished by the presence of non-

habitation structures, with surrounding smaller villages and hamlets. Pre-Classic 

settlements are, moreover, composed of agglomerations of houses facing each other thus 

shaping open courtyards, and ball courts –a non-habitation structure. This pattern changes 

during the Classic Period. Settlements are then comprised of adobe residential 

compounds that consist of a range of one to several houses and platform mounds. During 

this process, a remarkable increase in population occurred. During the Classic Period, the 

area the Hohokam inhabited increased almost threefold from that occupied during the 

pre-Classic. From approximately 2,000,000 m² the residential area expanded to 6,000,000 

m². To explain this increase, Marana researchers argue that the local population 

experienced an influx of immigrants at the peak of Hohokam habitation of the Tucson 

Basin (Fish and Fish 2000; Fish et al. 1990, 1992). 
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In terms of population numbers, the Marana Mound site alone is estimated to have 

housed between 400 to 800 members (Fish and Fish 2000:252). Three to five times that 

number could have lived in the larger area of the Marana community. Considering the 

entire estimated residential area amounting to 6,145,000 m² (Fish and Fish 2004:59), an 

estimated population of more than 6,000 people could have inhabited the Marana 

community area (Craig 2000:159). 

The full-coverage survey indeed allowed the researchers to evaluate the full range 

of environmental diversity of the Basin. As a result, they defined six land use zones for 

productive activities based on environment, site types, and material evidence. Zone 1 

consisted of alluvial fan residence and floodwater agriculture. A runoff agave cultivation 

area formed zone 2. Zone 3 corresponded to the intense exploitation of upper bajada plant 

resources. Mountain pediment residence, floodwater and runoff cultivation, and upper 

bajada and riparian resources comprised zone 4. Zone 5 served for riverine residence, 

irrigation and floodwater agriculture, and riparian resources. Lastly, zone 6 corresponded 

to a terraced hillside residence and agriculture, upper bajada resources, and lithic quarries 

(Fish et al. 1992:31). A concentration and number of rock pile features recorded in zone 2 

received special attention and were identified as an indication of productive 

specialization activities meant to increase food supplies in a particularly marginal 

agricultural area. 

The archaeological record examined indicates that Marana community members 

appeared to have pursued subsistence activities in one or more of the identified land use 

zones. As Fish and Fish explain, the “irrigation networks, series of adjacent floodwater 
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fields, and the large rock pile complexes all involved common interest and efforts for 

subsets of community members” (Fish and Fish 1992:102). Honing in on the social 

component of such subsistence strategies, the social interactions required are interpreted 

as mechanisms to enhance community coherence and to cement social and economic 

interrelationships between different sites in the basin. 

Moving into the project’s theoretical implications, the MCSP provided new data 

to look into questions of complexity, inequality, and hierarchy related to Hohokam 

society and relevant for archaeology at large. The Hohokam communities differ in 

important ways from the Mississippian prehispanic tradition that has provided, at least in 

the United States, much of the data upon which the theory of chiefdoms is based (Neitzel 

1999; Pauketat 1994, 1997, 2000). However, material evidence illustrates that the 

Hohokam society developed beyond egalitarian decision-base structures, identifying the 

Hohokam as a middle-range society (Doyel et al. 2000; Fish and Fish 1992, 2000; 

Gumerman 1991; Mills 2000). Unfortunately, leaders and elites prove difficult to identify 

and/or recognize in the material record in most of Northwest Mexico and U.S. Southwest 

forms the principal obstacle to postulate or confirm such agent-based approaches as 

chiefdom societies. Nonetheless, the presence of monumental architecture or non-

residential structures suggests an extent of and some form of leadership or social 

organization capable of mounting a group effort for their construction (Harry and 

Bayman 2000; Fish and Fish 2000a, 2000b). 

The neo-evolutionary models used to identify and characterize the social, 

political, and economical organization of prehispanic societies in the Northwest Mexico 
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and U.S. Southwest have proved inadequate or problematic. In response, in the 1990’s 

archaeologists formulated new models (Mills 2000), such as the dual-processual model 

proposed by Blanton et al. (1996). Briefly, this model posits two types of leadership 

strategies: a network-based strategy, where a leader’s prestige derives from linkages with 

individuals from other communities, and a corporate-based strategy, where a leader’s 

position depends mainly on support from kinship-based groups inside the community. 

The dual-processual model proved useful for examining the Hohokam archaeological 

remains and interpreting the Hohokam socio-political scenario. 

Without leaders and/or elite sectors evident through the surviving archaeological 

record and ball court structures being considered indicative of an inclusionary system, the 

archaeological data on the pre-Classic Period Hohokam communities at Marana appear to 

reveal a corporate leadership mode. By the Classic Period, however, the exclusionary 

presence of platform mounds may be taken to indicate a shift to a network oriented 

strategy (Harry and Bayman 2000; Fish and Fish 2000a, 2000b). Analysis of the Marana 

Platform Mound Site material confirmed a “lack of economic differentiation between the 

residents of the platform mound site and shared access to exchange networks between the 

residents of the Marana Mound compound and … [neighboring] sites” (Harry and 

Bayman 2000:150)— evidence suggesting a corporate strategy. The architectural 

characteristics of the platform mound, such as limited access and encircling compound 

walls, however, point to an exclusionary socio-political system emerging within the 

Marana community. Externally, then, the Marana Mound community appeared to be 

engaged in a corporate strategy based on a shared exchange network between sites. 
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Simultaneously and internally, the community adopted a network strategy based on an 

exclusionary system. I should note, however, that the latter appears not through limited 

access of goods but through the architecture of the platform mound itself (Harry and 

Bayman 2000; Fish and Fish 2000a). As Fish and Fish (2000a:167) conclude: 

Although both increasingly centralized and exclusionary tendencies appear over 
the course of the Classic period, the context of power and privilege remained 
primarily corporate and embodied in the institutions of civic-territorial 
organizations . 
 
In addition to the dual-processual model, Fish and Fish interpret the socio-

political structure of Marana as a community. The civic-territorial organization 

mentioned by Fish and Fish is embodied in the concept of the community as an important 

characteristic. Generally, the community concept has been defined as a “set of 

interrelated sites within a bounded community territory…such a community contains a 

center with public architecture of a kind and/or magnitude that is not duplicated in other 

community sites” (Fish and Fish 2000a:160). Membership in a particular community 

appears to regulate and control access to the region’s natural resources. The size and 

limits of a community are marked by the limits of another cluster of settlements with 

public architecture and by the “demands and constrains of subsistence, communication, 

and integration” (Fish and Fish 2000a:161). Systematic or full-coverage surveys provide 

the necessary settlement pattern data to identify the characteristic community elements, 

such as a center with public architecture and the limits of the community. 

The principal contribution of the Marana Community Survey Project was to have 

provided data and thus insight into the development over time of a complete settlement 

pattern of a Hohokam community outside the Hohokam core area. Settlement pattern 
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analysis in particular revealed patterns in addition to farming that indicated a community 

response to the geographical conditions of the area. The discovery of a diversify 

productive patterns resulted in the understanding that a diversification of sites or 

settlements occurred as well as the expansion of traditional settlement areas, such as river 

beds, into less favorable areas. The excavation of selected features and sites, previously 

identified through survey, provided additional information that documented a complex 

society beyond the egalitarian-decision structure. Although the material assemblage 

differed little from that of the Hohokam communities in the Phoenix Basin, the 

assemblage illustrated how the Marana Hohokam exploited their surrounding 

environment. Moreover, the assemblage indicated likely extra-regional interactions 

including from where they obtained exotic materials, such as marine shell. Lastly, Fish 

and Fish documented the economic and nutritional value of the agave cultivation in 

prehispanic times and its likely importance for the Marana Hohokam. 

 

 

The Casas Grandes Regional Survey Project 

 

 

In the history of Northwest Mexico and U.S. Southwest archaeology, the state of 

Chihuahua has occupied an important place. The northern area of Chihuahua functioned 

as a key player in the prehispanic cultural development of the region. Furthermore, the 

archaeological site of Casas Grandes, better known as Paquimé, has featured in the minds 
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of many visitors. As early as the first Spanish conquistadors in the early seventeenth 

century to the twenty-first century archaeologist, travelers and professionals have 

indicated their interest in the site. This large, 70-ha, adobe pueblo site, of which only 30 

ha has been explored to date (Cano 2001:82), has been recognized as the largest 

settlement in the region as well as a primary regional center that maintained interactions 

with neighboring communities located in the modern international four corners (Di Peso 

et al. 1974; Gamboa 2001; Minnis and Whalen 2004; Whalen and Minnis 2001). 

Establishing the degree and intensity of the local, regional, and extra-regional 

interactions has consequently formed a major research question explored at Paquimé. In 

the early 1960’s, Charles R. Di Peso from the Amerind Foundation of the United States 

and Eduardo Contreras from INAH, Mexico, directed a colossal archeological research 

project, the Joint Casas Grandes Project (JCGP). Through the JCGP, they undertook the 

task of exploring the role of Paquimé in the prehispanic traditions of the international 

four corners (Di Peso et al. 1974). After three years of excavation and ten additional 

years of analysis, the JCGP published eight comprehensive volumes of data and research 

results. Di Peso et al. (1974) reached the conclusion that the Paquimé was formed 

through the influence of Mesoamerican pochtecas, or traders, around the Late Prehispanic 

Period and that as a prime regional center Paquimé directly influenced the surrounding 

area of almost 88,000 km²(Di Peso et al. 1974:2:667). In spite of an impressive 

accumulation of data, analysis, and research undertaken at the site, Paquimé was 

interpreted against a vacuum of archaeological research. The lack of even minimal 

excavation in any of the immediately neighboring communities or any systematic surveys 
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meant that no one could deny or affirm on the basis of archaeological evidence the 

conclusions reached by the JCGP (Minnis and Whalen 2004; Whalen and Minnis 1999, 

2000, 2001). In the last decades this situation has fortunately changed. Nonetheless, 

although considerable archaeological research and re-analysis of Di Peso’s results in 

Chihuahua has been undertaken, archaeologist will agree that what we know -or think we 

know- of Paquimé today is still largely based on the results of the JCGP. 

To fill the gaps in our knowledge, two American archaeologists, Dr. Paul Minnis 

and Dr. Michael Whalen, began the Casas Grandes Regional Survey Project (CGRSP). 

With this project, they hoped to “remedy this situation and to turn these data to 

consideration of the origin, extent, and nature of the system of regional interaction that 

focused on Paquimé” (Whalen and Minnis 1999:55). In their aim to broaden and 

elaborate the understanding of Paquimé and its sphere of influence, these researchers 

designed their archaeological exploration guided by the opinion that an understanding of 

regional systems can be achieved “only through careful study of all of their components, 

not simply those at the top” (Whalen and Minnis 1999:54). The initial goal of the CGRSP 

was to fill the gap between the impressive data collected by Di Peso at Paquimé and the 

virtual absence of information from the surrounding area. The CGRSP principally aimed 

to gather data to determine the area’s full regional settlement pattern and the local and 

regional interactions of Paquimé as a primary regional center with its surrounding areas 

based on data from the surveys. To meet these aims, Minnis and Whalen designed a 

regional survey consisting of four research areas or units: the Santa Maria unit to the 

south of Paquimé, the San Pedro unit to the north, the Carretas unit to the far north, and 
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the Paquimé unit. The latter constitutes a survey of the area around the site of Paquimé 

excluding the site itself.  

The entire research area is located between two major geographical zones: the 

Chihuahuan Desert to the east with a basin-and-range topography and the Sierra Madre 

Occidental to the west with peaks ranging between 2400 m to 3000 m above the valley. A 

semiarid to arid climate characterizes the area with an annual precipitation of 600 mm in 

the Sierra and 250 mm in the Chihuahuan Desert. The location of Paquimé in this valley 

is no coincidence. The Sierra’s precipitation creates a fertile drainage where “major 

streams like the Ríos Santa María, Casas Grandes, and San Pedro offer a combination of 

water and arable land unmatched anywhere else in the region” (Whalen and Minnis 

1999:55). The drainage areas formed an important pull factor and attracted most of the 

human habitation to this region. In addition, with the Sierra on the one side and the 

Chihuahua Desert on the other a diversity of vegetation characterizes the region 

providing a range of natural resources. Different types of forests offer a variety of 

resources, a diversity of game for hunting, and many fruits for harvesting (Minnis and 

Whalen 2004; Whalen and Minnis 1999, 2000, 2001). 

Several field seasons between 1989 and 1995 resulted in the systemic survey of 

nearly 270 km² and the recording of a total of 291 sites. In addition, unsystematic 

exploration outside the intensive survey areas resulted in 90 additional sites, amounting 

to a total of 381 archaeological sites. Furthermore, nearly 500 isolated occurrences were 

recorded in the systematically and unsystemically surveyed areas (Whalen and Minnis 

2001:93). I should point out that the 270 km² does not form a continuous area, but 
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represents the total of the four distinct survey areas mentioned earlier. Minnis and 

Whalen decided to focus on important drainage areas that would provide better 

information and data about the prehispanic development in areas they describe as the 

“most populous segment of the landscape in the late prehistoric times” (Whalen and 

Minnis 2001:93). Systematic surveys of those areas offer the optimum approach to 

discover and identify key sites for later excavation. Subsequent excavation thus provided 

stronger and more comprehensive data to confirm, reject, or modify the preliminary 

conclusions of the initial survey analysis (Whalen and Minnis 2001: 174-175). 

Although researchers caution that the survey project results are preliminary and 

still under study, some observations can be made about the project’s achievements. First, 

the material data collected in the survey enabled the researchers to divide the area into 

two zones: the Inner zone and the Middle zone. The Inner zone comprises an area of 124 

km² that extends from Paquimé to a distance of 30 km. A total of 171 sites were recorded 

in this Inner sphere. The Middle zone amounts to 145 km² and stretches from 30 km to 

80-100 km from Paquimé. During the survey, 210 sites were recorded in this area. 

Although Whalen and Minnis refrain from mentioning it, referring to an Inner and a 

Middle zone suggests that an ‘outer zone’ exists. Ostensibly, the ‘outer zone’ corresponds 

to the area where Paquimé’s influence is minimal and against which the Inner and Middle 

zone are defined. 

Secondly, based upon the analyzed ceramic assemblages and structural remains, 

sites were divided into settlements belonging to two time periods: the Viejo Period, A.D. 

700-1200/1250, and the Medio Period, A.D. 1200/1250-1450. Upon completion of this 
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analytical division, 15 sites corresponded to the Viejo Period, of which four belonged to 

the Inner zone and 11 to the Middle zone. A total of 309 sites pertain to the Medio Period 

with 141 located in the Inner Zone and 168 in the Middle Zone. A remaining 57 sites 

resisted such classification (26 for the Inner Zone and 31 for the Middle Zone) and were 

designated as unknown (Whalen and Minnis 2001). 

Although only 20 percent of the sites dated to the Viejo Period, some patterns still 

emerge from those data. Ranging from 0.01 to 2.5 ha, most of the Viejo sites were small 

in size and a few were of middle size. Whalen and Minnis (2001:100) report a mean of 

0.69 ha (s.d.: 0.62) and mention that some large sites were recorded as well. The Viejo 

sites consist mostly of pithouse structures and few surface level structures. Researchers 

postulate that the low number of Viejo sites recorded might be because of the 

superposition of Medio Period sites rendering the Viejo sites invisible to archaeological 

survey (Stewart et al. 2005; Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). Further, most of the Viejo 

sites were settled along the well-watered valleys of major streams. Although data are still 

scarce, Whalen and Minnis noticed an increment in size in Viejo communities at the end 

of the Viejo Period. Interpreted as an expansion of the Viejo population, this observation 

is taken as a probable beginning of what becomes the Medio Period (Minnis and Whalen 

2004; Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). 

The archaeological record for the Medio Period is rather different. Nearly 80 

percent of the sites recorded during the CGRSP belong to this period. In general, the 

surveyors registered mounds of melted adobe known to contain pueblo adobe room 

blocks. The Medio Period sites were found to share a similar artifact assemblage with the 
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same proportion of local and imported wares, and comparable ceramic density. Site size 

analysis revealed no tendency or pattern among the sites between the two zones. When 

focusing on characteristic Paquimé features and facilities associated with the sites, 

however, such as ball courts, birdcages, extensive upland agricultural terrace systems, 

and large ovens, a sharp distinction appears. Sites with these distinctive features were 

encountered in the Inner zone, but were almost absent from the Middle zone. This 

discovery provided a suitable material indicator to measure the real extension of 

Paquimé’s influence over the region (Whalen and Minnis 1999, 2001, 2003). 

Besides those features and facilities associated to the site of Paquimé, another 

medium of influence or control in the region was the distribution of exotic material. In 

terms of trade items, Whalen and Minnis agree with Di Peso’s conclusions that exotic 

items such as marine shell, copper items, and parrots are irrefutable evidence of extra-

regional trade, but they disagree with the hypothesis that those exotic items are evidence 

of the stockpiling of goods for mercantile exchange (Whalen and Minnis 2001, 2003). 

Rather, they argue that exotic materials must be “seen as prestige goods that were 

procured, accumulated, and distributed by the elites of society as an important source of 

power and authority” (Whalen and Minnis 2001:206). They consider it more likely that 

such distribution occurred as an exchange of labor to gain community members, augment 

the alliance to Paquimé elites, and support local kinship networks. 

Similar to Fish and Fish’s interpretation of the Marana community, Whalen and 

Minnis understand Paquimé not as a tribe nor as a chiefdom, but as a midlevel or 

intermediate society. They envision Paquimé developing from an egalitarian socio-
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political structure in the Viejo Period to greater complexity in the Medio Period without 

the realization of any formal social stratification, bureaucratic administration, or strong 

decision-making hierarchies (Whalen and Minnis 2000:176). While it remains unclear 

how this qualitative change really happened, from the data documented by the CSRSP 

Whalen and Minnis postulate that competition between emergent sites and elites to gain 

supremacy of the region likely resulted in the rise of a primary center, such as Paquimé. 

The CGRSP further made several interesting contributions in terms of population 

figures. According to an estimation of resource carrying capacity of the fertile floodplain 

valley of a 5-km radius around Paquimé, the site could support 3,300 people (Whalen and 

Minnis 2001:72). I should note that the site of Paquimé is excluded from this and the 

following estimations. Paquimé alone has been estimated to have had around 2,242 

individuals (Gamboa 2001:50). 

Although the CGRSP does not provide an exact figure for the research area or for 

the separate zones, other data such as the number of room blocks and the total area of 

residential space facilitate the calculation of some contrasting rudimentary population 

figures. A total of 393 room blocks were recorded at the research area for the Medio 

Period covering an area of 412,933 m² (Whalen and Minnis 1999:57). As mentioned 

earlier, Douglas B. Craig (2000:159) calculates population figures in the Hohokam area 

on the basis of 10 people per residential hectare. Applying Craig’s estimation to the 

CGRSP research area of total residential area of 412,933 m², or 41.3 ha, results in a 

population estimate of 413 people. 
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Yet, a different approach to the same data is possible and provides another 

population figure. Assuming for the sake of calculation that the number of rooms all 

correspond to contemporary habitations, multiplying the total number of rooms reported 

for the research area by 3 to 6 members per room provides an estimated figure of 1,179 – 

2,558 inhabitants, not including those of the site of Paquimé. This estimate approximates 

the population estimate obtained first based upon the area’s resource availability and 

would therefore seem to be the most accurate for the area around Paquimé. 

In conclusion for the CGRSP, the data collected in the zones around Paquimé 

enabled several more definitive observations on the Casas Grandes tradition. First, the 

survey and subsequent analysis illustrated that the real direct influence of the primary 

center of Paquimé was no more than 10% of what Di Peso (1974:2:314-15) originally 

proposed. Whalen and Minnis indicate that the material evidence documented indicated 

that the Inner core with a 15 km radius appeared to be directly under the influence of the 

center. They also confirmed that settlements located between 15 and 30 km radius were 

closely tied to Paquimé but retained certain autonomy. Beyond the 30 km radius and into 

the closest drainage, Whalen and Minnis identified a Middle zone that functioned as the 

outermost limits of some sort of Paquimé political influence. The areas identified as the 

Middle Zone such as Santa María to the southwest, Carretas and Animas to the 

northwest, and the Sierra Madre to the West appeared to have existed outside the direct 

control of the primary center, but nonetheless shared certain cultural characteristics such 

as ball courts and ceramic assemblages. Finally, far away areas (nearly 100 km), such as 
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Villa Ahumada to the east and Babícora to the south, looked to have had minimal contact 

with the center and existed autonomously and independent of Paquimé. 

The CGRSP further confirmed that like these far away areas, neighboring regions 

removed from the influence of Paquimé existed, such as the Jornada Mogollon, the lower 

Río Grande, the Mimbres area, the northern Animas area, and southern Chihuahua 

(Kelley et al. 1999; Stewart et al. 2005; Whalen and Minnis 2001). In all those areas 

archaeological examination has uncovered Paquimé ceramic types, but only as a 

minimum component of a larger assemblage dominated by local wares. Such material 

evidence documents the importance of the primary center of Paquimé, but does not 

confirm direct influence over neighboring areas typical of a powerful regional center. 

Instead, the evidence suggests Paquimé functioned as a link, albeit an important one, in 

the prehispanic trade network. 

Finally, Whalen and Minnis estimate that Paquimé’s influence in the region 

consisted of a limited interaction sphere roughly measured between 70,000 to 100,000 

km². While similar to the 88,000 km² proposed by Di Peso (1974:2:667), an important 

difference exists. The interaction sphere proposed by Whalen and Minnis implies “some 

sorts of social and economic relation among the area’s populations” (Whalen and Minnis 

2001:194), while the one Di Peso determined assumed a “single, uniformly high level of 

regional integration” (Whalen and Minnis 2001:195). 

 

 

The Cerro de Trincheras Settlement and Land Use Survey Project 
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Geographically, the Trincheras tradition extends from the northernmost coast and 

coastal plain of the Gulf of California, along the Concepción, Magdalena, and Altar 

drainages to the Río San Miguel in the east, and to the north begins approximately at the 

international border extending to Desemboque in the south. The Trincheras Purple-on-red 

specular ceramic type, cerros de trincheras sites (hills with human-made terraces), and the 

Cerro de Trincheras site in northern Sonora characterize this tradition (McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993, 1995). Spanish colonists and early explorers first reported on these 

sites, but archaeological investigation was not carried out until the past few decades 

(Gallaga and Newell 2004). The Cerro de Trincheras and La Playa, both in the Río 

Magdalena Valley, are the two major and most intensively studied sites of this tradition. 

In the Río Magdalena Valley stands the Cerro de Trincheras, the largest cerro de 

trincheras site of this tradition. The site is an isolated volcanic hill rising 160 m above the 

valley and covering an area of 100 ha. The hill has more than 900 terraces, 300 stone 

circles, several square structures, and at least two ceremonial structures, La Cancha and 

El Caracol (Gallaga 1998; Martinez n.d.). The Cerro de Trincheras community occupied 

the site from around A.D. 1300 to 1450, and it has been broadly estimated that almost 

2,000 people lived at the site at some point (McGuire et al. 1999:136). 

Early researchers were particularly drawn to this area to study the acquisition, 

exploitation, and exchange of marine shell. Prior to excavation, marine shell was believed 

to have been a major good traded by the Trincheras communities’ intra- and inter-
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regionally, especially with the Hohokam communities of southern central Arizona 

(Kelley and Villalpando 1996; McGuire and Villalpando 1993, 1995; Vargas 1999). 

The excavation of the Cerro de Trincheras site provided a great deal of 

information and understanding about the site (Gallaga 1997; McGuire and Villalpando 

1993, 1995; McGuire et al. 1999; O’Donovan 2002, 2004), but little about the 

surrounding area. Remedying this situation a few years later, in 1999, S. Fish and P. Fish 

undertook a systematic survey focusing on the core of the Trincheras archaeological 

tradition in northern Sonora. 

The Cerro de Trincheras Settlement and Land Use Survey Project (CTSS) forms a 

continuation of an ongoing research collaboration between Mexican and American 

archaeologists in Sonora and a further step in the knowledge of the cultural development 

of the Trincheras archaeological tradition in what is now Sonora. The CTSS followed 

from previous archaeological research conducted in the area: the excavation of the Cerro 

de Trincheras Site, excavations at the La Playa site, and the Altar Valley Survey Project 

(McGuire and Villalpando 1993, 1995; McGuire et al. 1999; Sanchez et al. 1996). 

Practically, good relationships with local officials and communities built by the 

researchers of previous projects facilitated the planning and realization of the CTSS (Fish 

1999b:1). In addition, the destruction of nearby cerros de trincheras sites pressed the 

archaeologists to undertake this survey project. 

In 1999, Dr. Suzanne Fish and Dr. Paul Fish designed and supervised a systematic 

survey project covering an area of 20 km² located nearby and around the Cerro de 

Trincheras site. Shortly after the project’s start, the coverage area was increased to 75 
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km² to include some unexpected cerros de trincheras sites both inside and outside the full 

coverage survey area. These sites promised to add valuable data about the development 

of the Cerro de Trincheras as a primate center in the area and about its territorial 

organization. 

The CTSS strove to achieve two immediate research goals. Establishing the 

settlement pattern around the primary center of Cerro de Trincheras site formed the first 

in order to analyze the territorial organization and population process of the center. 

Secondly, the systematic survey would yield enough data to estimate the agricultural 

potential of the area. This information would then contribute to an understanding of the 

rise of and agricultural subsistence for the primary center of Cerro de Trincheras and the 

surrounding settlements in the basin (Fish 1999b:1). 

The survey area lay in the Río Magdalena valley, in the basin-and-range 

topography province, and in the Sonoran desert environmental zone. A semiarid to arid 

climate with annual precipitation of 300 mm and summer temperatures above 100˚ F 

characterizes that region. The usual natural resources typical of Sonoran desert zones 

inhabit this area, such as deer, javalina, and rabbits, as well as leguminous trees and 

columnar cacti. On the flood plain, vegetation consists of riparian plant communities such 

as ironwood and mesquite (Fish 1999; McGuire et al. 1999). Annual precipitation is 

insufficient to sustain agricultural activities alone. Prehispanic communities must have 

used irrigation to concentrate and/or channel water to agricultural fields from formerly 

perennial or seasonal flows (Fish 1999b; Fish and Fish 2004; McGuire et al. 1999). 
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After 12 weeks of fieldwork, 75 km² were systematically surveyed and more than 

240 archaeological sites were recorded. Great diversity was found to characterize the 

sites, which ranged from pre-ceramic to pre-Revolution hacienda sites. Ceramic 

assemblage and ceramic types –classified during previous archaeological research in the 

area— enabled the identification of the recorded sites (Gallaga 1997; McGuire and 

Villalpando 1993; McGuire et al. 1999; Fish and Fish 2004). Site distribution broke down 

as follows: 1 Paleoindian site, 47 Archaic sites, 89 Early Ceramic sites, 141 Late Ceramic 

sites, 18 Historic Papago sites, and 17 Historic European sites (Fish and Fish 2004:56). 

The identification of diverse temporalities in sites documented that the Magdalena River 

Valley had a long and permanent occupation, extending from the Archaic to modern 

times. Although all the data gathered by the CTSS proved important, researchers focused 

on the ceramic period in order to understand the rise of the Cerro de Trincheras site as a 

primate center (Fish 1999b; Fish and Fish 2003, 2004). 

The Cerro de Trincheras community occupied the site from around A.D. 1300 to 

1450. Early Ceramic sites preceded that occupation span, while Late Ceramic sites –the 

subsequent phase— were more or less contemporaneous. Early Ceramic sites were found 

throughout the survey area and likely relied on irrigation and floodwater farming. Survey 

also revealed that during the next phase, the Late Ceramic, sites increased in number as 

did the evidence of floodwater farming, particularly in the southern portion of the survey 

area around the Cerro de Trincheras site. The growth in site numbers for the Late 

Ceramic phase has been interpreted as a possible local and regional social aggregation or 

re-accommodation process. The Cerro de Trincheras site is thought to have been an 
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important pull factor. Furthermore, archaeologists discovered the abandonment of larger 

Early Ceramic sites. Occurring prior to the next phase, social re-location may explain this 

finding (Fish 1999b; Fish and Fish 2003, 2004). 

In terms of population estimates, McGuire et al. provide the only figures for the 

area when they mention that 2,000 people inhabited the Cerro de Trincheras (McGuire et 

al. 1999:136). Fish and Fish, however, provide data on the total site area for the Early and 

Late Ceramic phases thus enabling calculations to that effect. The Early Ceramic phase 

sites amount to 2,249,700 m² (225 ha) and 3,954,300 m² (395.4 ha) correspond to the 

Late Ceramic phase (Fish and Fish 2004:59). Using Craig’s (2000:159) estimation of 10 

people per hectare and assuming that all sites were contemporaneous, 2,250 people 

inhabited the area during the Early Ceramic phase and 3,954 people during the Late 

Ceramic phase. From the former to the latter, population appears to have almost doubled 

in the valley and tripled when adding the 2,000 people estimated to have lived at the 

Cerro de Trincheras. 

In a separate analysis, Fish and Fish postulate that the valley’s prehispanic 

potential farming area amounted to around 875 ha (Fish and Fish 2004:55). That number 

of hectares hypothetically can support around 2,034 – 5,087 (see Population Density in 

chapter 7 for potential farming resources per family discussion). According to these 

estimates, the valley’s potential farming capabilities could indeed sustain the population 

figures for both phases of occupation. 

The CTSS resulted in a preliminary model explaining the social and cultural 

development of the Cerro de Trincheras in the area and possibly of the rest of the 
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Trincheras tradition. Mapping the cerros de trincheras sites in the area –the primary 

research goal— allowed archaeologists to compare the sites architecturally. Temporal 

identification of sites, based on the ceramic assemblage, revealed a likely scenario of 

social development. Cerros de trincheras sites from the Early Ceramic phase lack the 

typical corral or rounded enclosure that researchers have associated with 

ritual/ceremonial activities at the summits of these sites. In the Late Ceramic phase, 

cerros de trincheras sites appeared more abundant, but dispersed. Located over a 

generally well-spaced distance from one another in the valley, this distribution might 

represent a mechanism for communal observances of special ceremonies/ritual. 

Moreover, most of the Late Ceramic sites had corral structures at the summit. This 

finding strengthens the interpretation of a regional institutionalization of specialized 

functions, which was probably coordinated by the Cerro de Trincheras site as a primate 

center in the area (Fish 1999b; Fish and Fish 2003, 2004; McGuire et al. 1999). 

CTSS further provided data for an analysis of site size to better assess the roll of 

the Cerro de Trincheras in the area. That no contemporaneous Late Ceramic phase site 

recorded in the valley equals the Cerro de Trincheras site in size convinced the 

archaeologists of the “differential aggregation of area population at this preeminent site” 

(Fish 1999b:7). As a critical concluding thought, however, Fish and Fish explain that the 

survey did not cover enough area to be able to assess the occurrence of the abandonment 

of and move from less desirable farming areas located away from the river and the Cerro 

de Trincheras to irrigable floodplains and lower basin alluvial fans located near the 

primary center. Fish and Fish suspect this change may have taken place simultaneously to 
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the re-location of population in and around the Cerro de Trincheras that occurred during 

the Late Ceramic phase. The rise of the Cerro de Trincheras and the construction of its 

residential, public, and ceremonial structures appear to further reflect the hierarchy of the 

site and the socio-political importance of this center in the Río Magdalena basin. Based 

on CTSS and earlier excavations in the area (McGuire and Villalpando 1993; McGuire et 

al. 1999; Sanchez et al. 1996) Fish and Fish interpret the Cerro de Trincheras as a primate 

center housing a population that negotiated and coordinated the increasing social 

interactions of its surroundings (Fish and Fish 2004:63). 

 

 

Preliminary Comparison with the OVAP 

 

 

Because the OVAP is a work in progress, further research is required to verify its 

preliminary findings and interpretation. Comparisons with similar projects in neighboring 

areas may facilitate further insights into the prehispanic context surveyed in the Onavas 

Valley. The survey projects described above –the MCSP, the CGRSP, and the CTSS— 

stand out as worthwhile comparative contexts. 

 

Geographical Setting 
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Three of the four areas are currently located in Northwest Mexico. At this point in 

time, Marana in the Tucson Basin is situated north of the international border in what 

archaeologists have termed the U.S. Southwest. In prehispanic time prior to the modern 

border all research areas belonged to the same geographical region. In terms of 

environment, the four areas share similar desert environment conditions as the Sonoran 

Desert envelops the Marana, Trincheras, and Onavas areas while the Chihuahuan Desert 

surrounds Paquimé. 

Topographic and morphological differences, however, distinguish the four areas. 

The Marana and Trincheras research areas are situated practically in open valleys in 

basin-and-range topography. The environmental zone of the Sierra Madre Occidental 

protrudes into the Onavas Valley and the Casas Grandes Valley. An open valley in the 

basin-and-range zone also characterizes the Casas Grandes research area, but the Sierra 

Madre Occidental topography cannot be ignored. The Onavas Valley, in contrast, 

constitutes a boxed, narrow river valley situated in the western portion of the Sierra 

Madre Occidental (Fish and Fish 2004; Fish et al. 1992; McGuire et al. 1999; Whalen 

and Minnis 2001). When considering the areas’ topographic and environmental 

similarities and differences, the Onavas Valley emerges as being comparatively unique in 

nature due to its restricted topography. The prehispanic settlement pattern of the valley 

reflects this characteristic. 

Inhabitants of all four areas faced a hot desert climate and a scarcity of water. 

Permanent and even perennial rivers therefore formed important pull factors in the choice 

of which area to settle. Logically, in the four areas settlements were erected near 
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permanent and perennial rivers, such as the Santa Cruz River for Marana, the Río 

Magdalena for Trincheras, the Río Casas Grandes for Paquimé, and the Río Yaqui for 

Onavas. Of all these rivers, the Río Yaqui carries the most water and does so year-round, 

providing communities with freshwater resources, such as fish, the entire year. 

For all four traditions the desert offered a variety of natural resources, such as 

cholla buds, prickly pear, sahuaro fruit, agave, and mesquite seeds. Marana, Casas 

Grandes, and especially Onavas inhabitants also benefited from access to high altitude 

forest and the natural resources which an environment provides. Located further away 

from such forested areas, Trincheras depended entirely on its desert surroundings. In 

terms of farming soil, the Casas Grandes and Onavas areas profited in prehispanic times 

from the best arable land. Farming land in the Trincheras area, follow by the Marana 

area, required more soil preparation to rise crops successfully (Fish and Fish 2004; Fish 

et al. 1992; McGuire et al. 1999; Whalen and Minnis 2001). 

Of course, cultural/adaptive responses are as much a reflection of the natural 

characteristics of the area as they adhere to social and political patterns. To assess these 

variables, the systematic surveys in the four areas proved worthwhile as a method. 

Providing comprehensive recording and analysis of the prehispanic material records as 

well as the natural environments, the systematic surveys enabled archaeologists to 

interpret the full cultural landscape of their areas’ prehispanic inhabitants. 

 

Settlement Density and Structure 
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An optimal comparison of settlement density and structure is possible between the 

four data sets because all four projects undertook systematic surveys that followed the 

same methodology. A preliminary comparison between these projects is made for the 

Late Prehispanic period (A.D. 1250/1250-1450/1500). 

Table 8.1 Comparative statistics of the total site area for the OVAP, MCSP, CGRPS, and 
CTSS. 

Project Survey area Total site area Site area per km² 
Marana 146 km² 6,145,000 m² 
Trincheras 
Casas Grandes 
Onavas 

  75 km² 
270 km² 
  67 km² 

3,954,300 m² 
   412,933 m² 
   415,646 m² 

42,100 m² 
52,700 m² 
  1,530 m² 
  6,204 m² 

 

As table 8.1 illustrates, the survey projects in the areas of Casas Grandes and 

Marana covered the most ground, followed by Trincheras and then Onavas. I should note 

in respect to this observation that the first mentioned projects lasted several years, while 

the latter two consisted of one field season. Table 8.1 also indicates a rather sharp 

division in total site area, placing Marana and Trincheras in one side and Casas Grandes 

and Onavas in the other. It is possible, however, that the total site area for Marana and 

Trincheras constitutes of the whole site area, whereas Casas Grandes total site area 

includes solely adobe room block space not the entire site area (Whalen and Minnis 1999, 

2001). For Onavas, the total site area represents the whole site area reported, because 

most of the sites were destroyed by mechanized farming activities and only scattered 

surface material was visible and thus recorded. Table 8.1 indicates that the Marana and 

Trincheras total site area are 1:14.7 and 1:9.5, respectively, larger than the total site area 

of the Onavas Valley. 
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In terms of settlement area per km², again the total number of sites for Marana and 

Trincheras covered more surface area than did the Onavas sites with to ratios of 1:6.3 and 

1:8, respectively. The presence of more flat areas for site development at Marana and 

Trincheras and the absence or scarcity of flat areas in the Onavas Valley might very well 

explain these different ratios. Considering the geography of each area further, some 

degree of competition for land between farming and habitation could also explain these 

ratios. Furthermore, located on volcanic hills, cerros de trincheras sites cover a large 

amount of surface area that exceeds beyond sites situated in flat areas. Comparatively, 

then, the Trincheras sites area is in effect possibly, to uncertain measure, inflated. 

Proceeding on the observation that Casas Grandes data corresponds not to the 

entire site area, but only to room block area, the inverse may be true for the smaller site 

area in the Onavas Valley. In a narrow boxed valley, such as the Onavas Valley, 

habitation surface is likely to have overlapped with or stood in competition with farming 

land. It is conceivable then that the Marana and Trincheras site areas corresponds more 

accurately to habitation site area, whereas in the Onavas Valley the amount of recorded 

site area may include farming land. 

In addition, because of the area’s geographical characteristics, the Onavas survey 

of 67 km² recorded smaller sites that were generally located in the valley, or more 

homogenously in similar topographic settings. Virtually no sites appeared nearby or in 

the hills and higher mountains. At Marana, Trincheras, and Casas Grandes, where survey 

covered larger surface areas, larger sites were recorded. Situated in river valleys, hills, 
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and mountains, those sites were further located in more heterogeneous topographic 

settings than those in the Onavas Valley. 

 

Primary Site and Population Density 

 

The four systematic surveys indicate that during the Late Prehispanic period in all 

four areas a primary site dominated or at least influenced its surrounding areas. Although 

the OVAP did not identify a prominent prehispanic site directly in the field, it has been 

argued in preceding chapters that a principal Nébome site stood in prehispanic times at 

the location of the Onavas town. In spite of differences among the four areas, Marana, 

Trincheras, Casas Grandes, and Onavas all featured a site prominent in its respective 

regional setting. Of the four areas, the Marana Platform Mound site was the largest 

primary site covering an area larger than 150 ha. The Cerro de Trincheras site forms the 

second largest with 100 ha followed by Paquimé with 80 ha and Onavas with 

approximately 10-15 ha. 

In spite of this comparison in size, Paquimé emerges as the most complex and 

elaborate site, followed by the Marana Platform Mound, Cerro de Trincheras, and finally 

Onavas. At 80 ha, Paquimé consists of more than 1,780 adobe rooms distributed over 

several buildings of four to five stories high. In addition, platform mounds, ball courts, 

and water systems render Paquimé the site with the most elaborate public and ceremonial 

architecture in the Casas Grandes Inner Zone and one of the most socially complex 

prehispanic communities in the Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. 
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Larger than Paquimé, “containing more than 25 compounds [the Marana Platform 

Mound site with 150 ha] is the largest site in its 146-sq-km community and the only 

village site in which all residents lived in walled compounds” (Fish and Fish 2004:59). In 

addition, a ten km canal fosters the relevance of the settlement and illustrates the social 

and political power of the Marana Platform Mound site. The Cerro de Trincheras at 100 

ha is third in size. This primary site contains more than 900 stone terraces, 350 stone 

circles, and at least two distinctive public and ceremonial structures, La Cancha and El 

Caracol. It was also the largest site in its region with the greatest population density. 

Furthermore the Cerro de Trincheras located on the largest hill itself served as a public 

architectural statement. 

The Onavas settlement clearly constitutes the smallest of the four with an area of 

approximately 10-15 ha. The site is likely to have included some kind of public or 

ceremonial structures, although no evidence survives today to confirm this assumption. 

Considering that the two second largest sites in the valley (SON P:10:12 and SON 

P:10:70) did have such structures, however, it is not inconceivable to reason that the 

region’s primary site would have had such architecture as well. In addition, this site 

enjoys a central position in the valley. 

From the above comparison of the areas’ primary sites, the Onavas Valley’s 

prehispanic community emerges as the least elaborate and complex community of the 

four presented here. Placement of these primary sites in their respective regional context, 

especially considering settlement hierarchy and estimated population density, provides 

further insights. 
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In terms of settlement site hierarchy, Paquimé and Cerro de Trincheras were at 

least ten times larger than the next largest settlement site, in their respective 

archaeologically defined traditions. Beyond Paquimé, the CGRSP indicated that the 

second largest site reported covered an area between 10,000 and 15,000 m² of mound 

area (Whalen and Minnis 2001:138). For the Marana and Onavas communities, the 

distances between the prominent site and the second rank site(s) is less striking. Research 

indicates that the Marana community comprised at least 11 sites larger than 100,000 m², 

three of which amounted to more than 500,000 m². In the Onavas community, survey 

recorded 15 sites larger than 10,000 m², of which three measured greater than 20,000 m². 

The latter indicated that primary centers in general had higher population densities as a 

reflexion of their socio-political status in their communities. 

Population density estimates, particularly for the primary centers, provide 

additional contrasts of interest. Beginning with the primary sites, the maximum 

population number for the site of Paquimé has been estimated as more than 2,200 

inhabitants. The estimate for the Marana Platform Mound site amounts approximately 

900 members, while the Cerro de Trincheras is thought to have housed around 2,000 

residents. In lieu of concrete and substantial archaeological evidence of the primary site 

at Onavas, no estimation exists for the prehispanic primary center of the Onavas Valley. 

Colonial reports written after the Jesuits had established a mission church at Onavas 

provide some vague indications, although they require a strong cautionary note as these 

accounts occurred at least 150 years after Europeans arrived to the New World. Father 

Cabero in 1662 and Father Zapata in 1678 provide census figures for the Onavas 
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settlements that indicate that 400-800 inhabitants lived in the town of Onavas settlement 

alone (Pennington 1980:33; Zapata 1678:361-362). Were these numbers to be proven 

accurate, the Onavas primary site housed significantly fewer inhabitants than the primary 

sites of the other three archaeological traditions. 

Estimations of population density reveal a similar picture as that described above 

on the basis of absolute population numbers. Along with the earlier site size discussion, 

population density was the highest in the architecturally compact Paquimé. The Cerro de 

Trincheras exceeds the Marana Platform Mound in terms of population density. Relying 

on a low suggested number of absolute population, the Onavas settlement is likely to 

have had the lowest population figure. 

Table 8.2 Total population estimations for the four projects. 

Project Survey area Total population Persons per km² 
Marana 146 km² 
Trincheras 
Casas Grandes 
Onavas 

  75 km² 
270 km² 
  67 km² 

3,000-4,000 20-27  
4,000 52.6 
3,300 12.2 

44.7 3,000 
 

Total population estimations for the survey areas offers interesting analytical 

insight also. On the whole, such estimations resulted mostly from calculations of farming 

resource capacity and/or from accounts of residential area in the form of accumulated site 

area or room blocks in the case of Casas Grandes (Craig 2000, Fish and Fish 1994). 

Interestingly, as Table 8.2 illustrates, all four survey areas obtained similar population 

estimations: around 3,000 people. Population density, however, provides a highly 

divergent picture, depicting Trincheras area with the highest level, follow by Onavas, 

Marana, and lastly Casas Grandes. Of course, the material evidence in the four areas, as 
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discussed earlier, points to density levels indicative of the presence of a population 

nucleus during prehispanic times in these archaeologically defined regions. Having 

already established the presence of a population dense community then, a comparison 

between the areas of the estimations within their regional setting forms a necessary step 

to contextualize the Onavas Valley and its internal population density relationships. 

As table 8.2 summarizes, population density of some of the four survey areas are 

relatively higher than those of other traditions. When contemplating the total Casas 

Grandes area the CGRSP yielded a low density. According to the MCSP the complete 

Marana community area presented a medium-high level of population density. On the 

other end of the spectrum, the survey projects in the Trincheras and Onavas areas 

recorded relatively high levels of population density for those traditions. Because larger 

projects yielded considerably lower density levels than smaller survey projects, the size 

of the survey area clearly requires consideration as an important factor of bias. 

Nonetheless, the results coincide with the observation that in open valleys, such as 

Marana, Casas Grandes, and even Trincheras, settlement took place more openly 

resulting in lower population density levels. A boxed river valley area, such as the one 

encountered in the Onavas Valley, logically restricted and condensed settlement, where a 

limited amount of land needed to meet residential occupation requirements as well as 

farming needs. 

 

Marine Shell Manufacture and Trade of Finished Goods 
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Another aspect that the four areas shared, is material evidence for intra- and inter-

regionally interactions. The geographically strategic position of the Marana Platform 

Mound site seems to reflect the control of exotic goods distribution in the region. The 

Cerro de Trincheras emerged through artifact analysis to have functioned as an important 

manufacture center of marine shell goods, albeit mostly for local consumption. The Casas 

Grandes area has been recognized as a major consumer of exotic goods, especially 

marine shell. And last, the Onavas Valley seems to have had a participant role, as a 

consumer and manufacturer of marine shell goods, on a likely important trade route 

between the coast and the interior 

For all four areas, survey projects recorded and recovered non-local materials that 

archaeological analysis identified as exotic or prestige goods. Examples are marine shell, 

copper, decorated ceramics, specific animal remains, turquoise, and/or obsidian. Of these 

items, the four areas only share marine shell to a comparable degree. Its favorable 

preservation in the field, the ease of spotting shell on the surface, and its frequent 

presence meant that marine shell served as a productive primary exotic good to analyze 

and compare. 

Throughout the prehispanic region of modern Northwest Mexico and the U.S. 

Southwest, marine shell formed a coveted item (Braniff 1989; Nelson 1991). 

Appreciation of its natural beauty and guided by the cultural values ascribed to this 

material meant that marine shell as a raw material or as a finished good constituted an 

important trade item. Ethnographic and ethnohistoric research in Central Mexico 

illustrates the great importance some cultures (eg., Mexica) attributed to marine shells as 
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a symbol, a ceremonial/ritual item, even a representation of a god, or as a marker of 

social and political status (López Austin 1995). Of the values or cultural concepts 

potentially associated with shell, its association with water undoubtedly proved most 

significant in the Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. The desert conditions that 

characterize these regions signify that shell goods were a scarcity and, consequently, a 

coveted commodity. Marine shell, relatively easy to obtain along the coast but not so in 

the interior, was transported either as a raw material, pre-shapes, or as finished goods to 

non-costal communities in exchange for their region’s resources (Bradley 1993, 1999; 

Nelson 1991; Suárez 1974; Vargas 2004; Villalpando 1988, 2000a). 

Table 8.3 Shell statistics for the four projects. 

Project Number of sites Sites with shell Nr. of shell items 
Marana 712 

233 Trincheras 
Paquimé 
Onavas 

381 
122 

35 (5%) 51 
710 71(30.5%) 

54*(14%) 
51(41%) 

93* 
1,191 

* Personal communication Michael Whalen November 2005. 

Table 8.3 provides statistics on the marine shell collected from the surface by the 

four projects under consideration. That shell appeared on the surface in all areas signifies 

extra-regional interaction, as none of the areas is situated near the coast. 

At the Marana community, survey recovered only 51 items from the surface of 35 

sites. None of this material was positively identified as workshop debris (Fish and Fish 

2004:62). Although additional research and excavation of the area undertaken later on 

documented shell manufacture inside the community (Bayman 1996), surface material 

indicates that this exotic material was not as common as other exotic items. It appears 

more likely then that Marana inhabitants obtained such material from sporadic extra-
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regional trade. In addition, if only 5 % of the sites inside the Marana community reported 

marine shell, the internal distribution of this exotic material seems to have been limited. 

The survey project of the Trincheras area, in contrast, provides a rather different 

picture. Out of a total of 233 sites recorded, archaeologists recorded marine shell at the 

surface of 71 sites, amounting slightly more than 30 % of the site sample. Material 

analysis of more than 700 shell items revealed that half of the shell assemblage consisted 

of workshop debris and finished goods constituted the other half of the assemblage. 

These results suggest that the production of marine shell goods took place at the Cerro de 

Trincheras community, much for local consumption (Vargas 2004:72). In addition, 

several stone items used for shell goods manufacture, such as reamers, were found at the 

Cerro de Trincheras site and at the survey area that supported the marine shell 

manufacture stand (Vargas 2004). Shell distribution inside the Trincheras survey area 

indicates that both larger and smaller sites had access to this material. In the absence of 

research to the contrary, archaeologist have taken this to point to a lack of control over 

the circulation of this exotic material (Gallaga 2004a; Vargas 2004). 

For the Casas Grandes area, researchers mention for the CSRSP survey that 

marine shell was “too rare to play any part in this analysis” (Whalen and Minnis 

2001:150). Whalen (personal communication 2005) states that only 93 pieces of shell 

were recorded from the surface of 54 sites. Of those, 61 pieces were identified as 

freshwater shell, leaving only 28 marine shell items (4 pieces were identified as 

indeterminate), which represent a very low number of shell material. Regardless, in their 

discussion they summarize that “only 11.5 percent of Inner Zone room blocks had shell 
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on their surface, while the comparable Middle Zone figure is 26.3 percent, or more than 

twice as large” (Whalen and Minnis 2001:117). Interestingly, the marine shell 

distribution in the smaller sites of the Middle Zone was higher than that in the small sites 

of the Inner Zone. This observation suggests an unequal distribution of this exotic 

material between the primary center of Paquimé and the Inner Zone sites and Paquimé 

and the Middle Zone sites. This further suggests the likelihood that the Middle Zone sites 

did not depend entirely on Paquimé to obtain this exotic material. It is noteworthy to 

mention that at the site of Paquimé more than 3.9 million pieces of shell were recovered 

from the late 1950s and 1960s excavations (Di Peso et al. 1974). That finding certainly 

appears to confirm that the Paquimé site played an important role on the distribution and 

control of this exotic material, at least in the Inner Zone (Whalen and Minnis 2001). 

In comparison, the amount of the marine shell recovered from the surface of 

prehispanic sites in the Onavas Valley exceeds those found in the three other areas by the 

following ratios: 1:23.3 times more than the MCSP, 1:1.7 for the CTSS, and 1:13 times 

more than the CSRSP. At Onavas, 51 sites yielded 1,191 pieces of collected shell that 

represents more than 41 % of the site recorded. The analysis of that material indicates 

that almost two thirds of that total consisted of workshop debris while the remainder 

constituted to finished goods. Albeit small, 1 % of the sample was identified as raw 

material, providing additional support to the local manufacture hypothesis. The marine 

shell analysis thus depicts the communities of the Onavas Valley as consumers of this 

exotic material and as manufacturers. The high amount of workshop debris suggests that 

the Onavas communities manufactured goods not only to satisfy local consumption but 
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also to trade with communities’ further inland, possibly as far as the site of Paquimé. The 

latter highlights the likelihood of the Río Yaqui as one important trade route. 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

 

The projects featured in this chapter indicate that in spite of the arid and desert-

like conditions, societies characterized by complexities beyond egalitarian organization 

do arise and flourish. Each of the projects recorded that public and ceremonial structures 

were constructed, hence documenting a type of community social organization that was 

capable of undertaking activities beyond the basic family social structures. Furthermore, 

the identification of a pyramid-shaped settlement hierarchy, with a prominent site at the 

top and many small sites at the bottom, strengthens the possibility of a middle range 

socio-political structure. Of the four areas, the primary center of Paquimé exerted the 

strongest, most measurable, and direct territorial influence over its surrounding area. The 

Marana Mound, the Cerro de Trincheras, and the prehispanic center at Onavas appear to 

have had some influence over the surrounding communities of their respective valleys, 

but not as strong as Paquimé. Material analysis from surface and excavation, as 

conducted in some of the projects, illustrated that in light of alternative leadership models 

such as the dual-processual model (Blanton et al. 1996), a corporate leadership strategy 

applies for at least the Marana Platform Mound, Cerro de Trincheras, and Paquimé. The 
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analyses of material type, distribution, and amount indicate that no single sector ran the 

socio-political structure of the site or/and controlled the distribution of goods. It seems 

likely then that several groups competed with each other in order to acquire power. 

Furthermore, in the absence of leaders identified or identifiable in the material record at 

those areas, a corporate model certainly seems more appropriate. The presence of 

apparently exclusive ceremonial structures reveals that some sort of elite or special social 

sector operated at those sites and may indicate that a network leadership strategy was in 

place, or emergent, (Blanton et al. 1996). The presence of exotic material such as 

turquoise, non-local decorated ceramics, and marine shell, demonstrates that the three 

areas also participated in intra- and inter-regionally interactions in order to obtain those 

exotic materials. Most likely such networks and exotic materials were used by the 

prehispanic communities and social groups inside a community as one means to achieve 

or acquire local power. 

In addition to the dual-processual model, Fish and Fish apply the concept of 

“community” to the Marana research area (Fish et al. 1992). This concept focuses on the 

spatial boundaries of a community and entails a notion of territorial affiliation tying the 

members of any particular community to the area inside the boundaries. The spatially 

bound territory corresponds not only to the settlement or residential areas, but to the 

affiliation and rights to use the surrounding natural resources as well (Fish and Fish 

2000:161). 

The Nébome communities at Onavas figure as the least complex societies of the 

four areas under consideration. The lack of excavation material and contexts make it 
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difficult to achieve a deeper level of interpretation regarding the internal social 

complexity of Nébome society. Nonetheless, the presence of possible public and 

ceremonial structures, on the one side, and the amount and types of exotic goods, such as 

marine shell on the other, suggests a middle-range level community. But at this point in 

the research, an argument can be made that the mortuary mound ‘public structure’ could 

be identified with a more individual association to leadership; that of a chief versus the 

middle-range level community structure. In addition, can it not be argued that small 

public architecture supports chieftaincy societies in the absence of large public 

architectural endeavors requiring a more organized community effort. The material 

analysis and distribution reveal that exotic goods appear or are common at the larger sites 

rather than at the smaller ones. This suggests some measure of distributional control over 

these exotic goods. A clustered settlement pattern indicates that the prehispanic sites in 

this valley could be part of a single territorial structure. In this regard, the term 

community may be applied to the Nébome settlements of the Onavas Valley. Future 

excavation of key features and sites will provide additional information to clarify this 

rudimentary picture. In order to provide a better picture of the cultural patterns discuss 

here research in near valleys is needed. 

Finally, the comparative analysis of archaeological projects undertaken in similar, 

although slightly distinct, geographical environments with similar methodologies has 

demonstrated its utility in several directions. In all four areas, systematic surveys proved 

suitable to decipher and begin to understand, culturally and naturally, the area’s distinct 

archaeological record and analyzed archaeological tradition. A comparative examination 
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of settlement patterns in the research areas revealed how the prehispanic communities 

developed. Data gathered by these projects allowed researchers to build cultural 

frameworks that can be tested more accurately with the excavation of selected sites or 

features, identified previously by the survey project. At the end, if any, those cultural 

frameworks become stronger because they incorporate a wealth of data gathered with 

broad (systematic survey) and specific (excavation) perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSIONS AND FINAL THOUGHTS 

 

…I am telling you, those are not house foundations!! I know what those look like 
and those are definitively not houses!!!... So tell me what are they? 
     (Comment by an Onavas rancher 2004) 

 

OVAP field investigations and analyses fulfilled several research objectives: a 

preliminary definition of the cultural landscape, a description of the material assemblage 

of the Nébomes, a definition of the local archaeological tradition, and an initial proposal 

for a local chronology for the Onavas Valley. Much was learned. Much more remains to 

be done to comprehend more fully the internal and external prehispanic dynamics of this 

region. In addition, the analytical approach pursued by the OVAP, a combination of full 

scale survey and settlement pattern, ethnohistorical, ethnographic, and landscape 

structure analyses, illustrated the potential of this research strategy for archaeological 

purposes, especially for poorly understood areas such as the Onavas Valley. 

Previous archaeological surveys in similar river valley areas in Sonora, such as 

the Río Sonora and the Río Bavispe in northern Sonora or the Cuchujaqui drainage and 

the Río Mayo in southern portion of the state (Doolittle 1988; Douglas and Quijada 

2004a, 2004b; Pailes 1972), show that prehispanic sites in this type of environment and 

geographical setting are usually found near water sources and arable lands, mostly on top 

of small mesas or elevated areas. The OVAP confirmed a similar pattern for the Onavas 

Valley. Landscape structure analysis supplemented artifact and settlement pattern 

analysis to illustrate the almost total concentration of residence and ancillary activities in 

areas with water available for agriculture and land suitable for farming throughout the 
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prehispanic sequence. A clustered settlement pattern indicated that the prehispanic 

Onavas community was composed of a structured set of inter-site relationships, most 

likely with a socio-political structure beyond that of a tribal/egalitarian organization but 

short of a formal/bureaucratic decision-making society. Although chiefs are mentioned in 

colonial documents to exist among the Nébomes, at this point of the research it remains 

impossible to document their presence archaeologically. Consequently, any discussion of 

the Onavas Valley as a chieftaincy or simple chiefdom is not realistic at this point. The 

community concept or model, as a socio-political and identity unit, offers a more 

advantageous fit to describe the archaeological remains recovered in the valley. 

Artifact analyses provided preliminary insights into the Nébome material culture, 

from which some cultural patterns were inferred. The amount and diversity of material 

collected suggested the existence of well-established sedentary communities that engaged 

in several activities such as farming, gardening, craft manufacture, fishing and hunting. 

Those activities illustrated how well the Nébomes used the local resources that the valley 

had to offer. The identification of non-local decorated sherds, turquoise, obsidian, and 

high amounts of shell reveals that the Onavas Valley had wide ranging exchange 

relationships and contacts. It is premature, however, to suggest the degree and type(s) of 

extra-regional interactions in which the prehispanic residents of the Onavas Valley 

communities might have been engaged. Two new ceramic types, the Onavas Plain and 

the Onavas Purple-on-Red, were identified, thus incrementing the variety of Sonoran 

ceramic types. Based mostly on local and non-local decorated ceramic and projectile 

point materials, a preliminary local chronology was defined that awaits further testing. 
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The amount and types of marine shell goods recorded suggest that the valley’s 

prehispanic populations not only acquired this exotic material, but also dedicated 

considerable amounts of time to the manufacture of shell goods. Again, it is premature to 

establish if this production was for local consumption, for trade with neighboring areas, 

or both. Also, it cannot yet be determined how the valley acquired this exotic material: 

directly from the coast or via traders. 

Overall, the material analysis indicates that the prehispanic Onavas communities 

were engaged in varied craft production, such as ceramic, shell goods, textile, and lithic 

ornaments and tools. A great deal of that craft production was most likely for local 

consumption, but some may have been used for trade outside the local realm of the 

Onavas Valley. 

One of the most relevant research contributions that emerged from the integrated 

material, settlement pattern, landscape structure, and ethnohistorical analyses was to 

challenge the existing assumption that this portion of the Middle Río Yaqui belonged to 

the Río Sonora archaeological tradition. The data strongly suggest that the Onavas Valley 

shared more characteristics with the Huatabampo archaeological tradition, probably with 

those communities identified by Pailes (1972) of the Cuchujaqui phase in the lower 

foothills in southern Sonora. The lack of incised and textured Río Sonora wares and the 

presence of more than one residential structure type, not only the few Río Sonora double 

stone foundation residential structures, directly contradicts the previously existing 

assertion that the Onavas area belonged to the Río Sonora archaeological tradition. The 

presence of red wares with similar interior shell scraping as those of Huatabampo sites, 
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high density of marine shell, and a probable funerary mound (Alvarez 2003:9; Ekholm 

1942:125; Pailes 1972:334) suggests an affiliation with the Huatabampo archaeological 

tradition instead. It is also possible to envision this area as a transition region between the 

Rio Sonora and the Huatabampo traditions that later might have evolved into the Nébome 

culture described by the Spaniards in the seventeenth century. 

To this point, I will briefly mention the results of the marine shell analysis that 

emerged from the comparison of the four surveys in the Marana-Hohokam, Paquimé, 

Cerro de Trincheras, and Onavas areas. While the MCSP, CGRSP, and CTSS recorded 

854 pieces of shell all together, the OVAP reported close to 1,200 pieces. I should note 

that the presence of a large amount of shell at the surface of many Onavas sites is a direct 

result of recent mechanized farming activities and may reflect a possible source of bias. 

The large number of shell recovered indicates that the Onavas had a close relationship 

with the coast, either directly or indirectly, further increasing the likelihood that the 

Onavas area had more cultural ties with the Huatabampo tradition than with the Río 

Sonora tradition. Although a better temporal affiliation is needed for the shell and  

recognizing that a percentage of the total amount of shell may have been destined for 

local consumption, the archaeological record places the Río Yaqui as a viable general 

trade route between the coast and the interior. Finally, the comparative analysis between 

the OVAP and three archaeological survey projects, which were undertaken in the 

general region using a rather similar multidimensional analytical approach to the OVAP, 

illustrated that the Onavas Valley prehispanic communities achieved some degree of 
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socio-political complexity albeit not as pronounced as that characterizing the three 

neighboring areas. 

As part of this conclusion, a summary statement is in order for the two models 

used in this research: the Cultural Landscape Analysis and the Community Model. These 

models provided the preliminary interpretation of the archaeological record of the valley 

and suggest several points of departure for future research in the area. 

 

The Cultural Landscape Analysis Approach. 

Developed in the last decade, landscape archaeology has been slowly adopted as a 

practical methodological approach to interpret past cultural landscapes. Its rapid 

acceptance in the archaeological field can be verified through the increasing number of 

articles, books, and papers on the subject. Proceeding from the already well-established 

settlement pattern analysis, landscape archaeology incorporates additional aspects of the 

human condition that are less tangible in the material record, such as ritual and ethnic 

landscapes, thus enriching the archaeologist’s interpretation of past cultures. In spite of 

the limitations inherent in relying on the material record to interpret how humans 

envisioned and lived their natural surroundings, cultural landscape analysis (CLA) has 

proven to be a strong but flexible methodological framework to discern the territorial 

distribution of human features across space and time. One important aspect of the CLA is 

its capacity to study a landscape on the regional level based on the analysis of natural 

elements that human populations may choose to use or to avoid, such as water sources, 

soils, forest resources, game, or plants. This characteristic meant that the CLA formed a 
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reliable methodological framework to use in an area where little to no archaeological 

research had preceded. As has been discussed in this research, the CLA framework 

provides fuller interpretations with additional information obtained from other fields such 

as ethnohistory and ethnography. The implementation of a full-coverage systematic 

pedestrian survey ensured the acquisition of the maximum amount of available 

archaeological data from the field. This accommodated and facilitated the CLA yielding 

the optimum understanding of the region, its natural setting, and the distribution of 

natural resources that proved essential to comprehend the regional dynamics of this 

particular community. 

As mentioned earlier, the CLA has been useful for examining ecological aspects 

of settlement patterns and for envisioning the landscape through the magical, ceremonial, 

and religious realms of the studied communities. A preliminary depiction of the ritual 

landscape for the Onavas Valley proved interesting. Although the results in this direction 

were not as comprehensive as I desired, they illustrated nonetheless a more accurate 

perspective of the landscape as it was likely encountered and imagined by the Nébome 

Indians. This preliminary interpretation of the Nébome ritual realm was possible through 

the interrelation of data sets obtained from archaeological, ethnohistorical, and 

ethnographic records. Thus, the application of an archaeological landscape analysis for 

the first time in Northwest Mexico proved to be a very useful methodological approach to 

start understanding the prehispanic communities of this area. Of course, all analyses here 

presented, based on the surface material context, offer provisional cultural patterns for the 
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Onavas Valley that must be contrasted with further research and excavation of key 

features and sites. 

 

The Community Model Application. 

Previous personal experiences from past projects had already indicated the 

difficulty to identify in the archaeological record of this large region the presence of 

leaders, big men, caciques, chiefs, or individuals who wielded notable socio-political 

power. At best, the material context illustrates some general indications of some extent of 

material inequality, which are identified as corporate strategies (Blanton et al. 1996). 

Ethnohistorical analysis place Nébome chiefs at Onavas Valley communities in the 

seventeenth century, but finding material remains of such figures at the surface is almost 

an impossible quest. Considering this situation, the OVAP incorporated the community 

model in its research design in order to provide a feasible explanatory framework for the 

archaeological data recorded. This model is presented as a feasible alternative to the 

chiefdom concept. The community model is explained as a socio-political and territorial 

unit configuration identified by a set of related settlements representing all its members 

and surrounding environmental resources. In addition, community membership 

corresponds to a self-identification as a social group and affiliation to a specific territory.  

Similar to the CLA, the community model is flexible enough to be used in an area 

or region where archaeological knowledge is thin or non-existent and can be applied to 

the regional level analysis as well. Due to the fact that this model does not focus on the 

individual level (chiefs), but on the community as a whole, the model enabled a broader 
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interpretation of the archaeological record and the surrounding landscape that has 

facilitated the identification of key components for subsequent research in the area. Using 

the community model as a base framework of interpretation in several distinct areas will 

help us better understand the variability in community life that might have existed in the 

prehispanic past. Furthermore, this model is designed to be interdisciplinary and 

accommodate complementary information or data from other fields, such as ethnohistory, 

ethnography, history, and geography. This particularity makes it especially useful in areas 

where archaeological research is in its early phase and must rely on all available sources 

of information. Due to these characteristics, the community model has risen in 

importance in the field of archaeology and is seen to apply in more and more areas, 

among them Northwest Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. 

Questions remaining for future research in the Onavas area are: Whether the 

community valley organization identified at the Onavas Valley repeats itself in other 

portions of the Río Yaqui? If those communities are identified, do they share the same 

patterns as Onavas? Are non-residential structures present? What type of residential 

structures do they exhibit? Is the use of the landscape similar for all communities along 

the Río Yaqui? 

 

Where Do We Go From Here? 

The completion of the OVAP fieldwork and analyses form a valuable contribution 

to the knowledge of the prehispanic development of the Northwest Mexico and the U.S. 

Southwest. The OVAP, as a systematic archaeological research project in the valley, has 
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provided not only a much needed material record for the area, but also a settlement 

pattern, a landscape analyses, and a provisional chronology. It revealed a long human 

occupation of the valley (since the Paleoindian to date), a high prehispanic population 

density, and a diverse and rich material record for the Nébome Indian group. In providing 

some rudimentary answers about the archaeology of the area, many more questions have 

emerged that can be answered with more research and excavation of sites at the Onavas 

Valley and in neighboring areas. 

Now that the basic archaeological data set and regional level analysis have been 

obtained, what are the next steps to be taken in the Onavas Valley? Two research 

directions stand out: 1) discern the internal organization of the Onavas communities; and 

2) identify the presence and nature of settlements in the nearby high mountains and their 

relationship with the valley communities.   

First, the OVAP described several residential and non-residential Nébome 

structures for the first time, but does not go beyond this preliminary description. In spite 

of the physical destruction of most of the prehispanic sites, mostly by mechanized 

farming activities, several sites remain fairly undisturbed and may provide significant 

information about the internal organization and distribution of activities of the Nébome 

communities. Of course, productive excavation requires that sites remained relatively 

undisturbed to answer specific research questions, such as refining ceramic seriation, 

establishing continuous occupation, identification of activity areas, specific natural 

resources consumption, and/or obtaining C14 dates to test the preliminary chronology. 

Accordingly, three sites top the list: SON P:6:5, SON P:10:56, and SON P:10:08. The 
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first two, identified as “aldeas”, evidenced at the surface at least 16 and 11 residential 

structures each, a low degree of perturbation, and some compound arrangement. The 

research and excavation of one of these sites is likely to uncover the internal organization 

of those communities, probably establishes how space was distributed and used, and 

eventually compares compound organization with other sites such as Marana or Paquimé. 

In addition, if possible, excavation of smaller but well-preserved sites such as SON 

P:10:27, SON P:10:55, SON P:78, SON P:10:88, or SON P:10:102, will provide a good 

comparison between smaller and bigger residential sites inside the Onavas community, 

and/or on a smaller scale such as personal or individual items analysis. 

Excavation of the SON P:10:8 site, the possible funerary mound, is necessary to 

clarify its real function (funerary mound, residential mound, or both). In the event of 

finding mortuary remains, these data will help determine the physical characteristics of 

the Nébomes group, their funerary practices, provide data to refine the local chronology, 

and offer data to establish a possible material hierarchy. 

Secondly, local inhabitants living in and around the Onavas town commented on 

the existence of archaeological sites high up in the Sierra. The identification of such sites 

is important not only for its recording and preservation as archaeological sites, but also as 

one more element of the territorial distribution of human features in this regional 

landscape. Are the mountain sites related to the valley communities? If they are, what 

characterizes that relation? Are they culturally connected? Are they temporal or 

permanent sites? Do they share the material assemblage identified at the Onavas Valley? 

What are their local and regional interactions? These are only some of the research 
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questions that may be addressed. Furthermore, such research will inform on an area, the 

mountains, that remains virtually unexplored archaeologically in southern Sonora. The 

little research conducted in the region (southern Sonora), including the OVAP, has 

exclusively focused on the valleys. This type of research, however, poses new challenges, 

not only related to the lack of archaeological investigations, but also of a logistic nature 

due to the extreme geographical conditions. 

Another promising topic for research concerns trade and exchange items, and 

trade patterns and networks. Increasing archaeological research is expanding the material 

data sets in Northwest Mexico allowing for better analysis and comparisons between the 

materials. In particular, the marine shell that OVAP collected provides a well-

documented and analyzed data set that can be contrasted with other areas in order to 

provide a preliminary analysis of consumption patterns, manufacture techniques, and 

socio-political uses of such materials. Relevant questions to answer are: Is marine shell as 

abundant in other sections of the Río Yaqui as in the Onavas Valley? What is the role of 

the Middle Río Yaqui communities in the trade routes between the coast and the interior? 

Who undertook the trade, a specialist, or was it a secondary activity? Marine shell 

appears to be coming to Onavas communities from the coast, but what materials go out in 

return? With Onavas communities trading shell farther inland, what was received in 

return? These are some interesting questions that still await answers in addition to many 

other and related questions to archaeological material, such as: What is the geographical 

distribution of Onavas Purple-on-Red? If the tracing of turquoise sources were possible, 

what would be learned? 
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In addition to these suggestions for future research supplied from an 

archaeological perspective, ethnographic research in the valley promises needed insights 

as well. Although current residents of the valley do not consider themselves Pimas, they 

still hold some of the keys to understanding how the landscape might have been exploited 

with traditional technologies. A “salvage” ethnography that focuses on the land tenure 

systems used before the damming of the Rio Yaqui would prove informative especially in 

regards to inundation farming and the management of its widely fluctuating 

circumstances. An ethnography on the techniques and strategies that the Onavas residents 

used for such farming might relate to the farming in prehispanic times. Several colonial 

documents mention the use of annual river fluctuations to irrigate and fertilize the 

farming soils of the floodplain of the Río Yaqui valley. They also narrate times when the 

river covered farming soils with sand, however. Suzanne Fish confirms that inundation 

farming was not as reliable as irrigation farming (Personal communication 2006). 

Consequently, members of the Onavas community might have had to rely on alternative 

food sources, such as irrigation farming, orchards, hunting, and gathering. The upper El 

Novillo dam, constructed in 1963, today prevents the river’s yearly inundations of the 

Onavas Valley. Elders in the community remember the life in the valley before the 

construction of the dam. Collection of this information and other topics are important in 

an effort to understand a farming system differing from irrigation, to discover alternative 

subsistence systems, and to arrive at a model to compare in similar geographical valleys. 
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Departing Thought: Where Did They Go From Here? 

 

 

Unfortunately, at the time the OVAP was conducted, no local indigenous people, 

or people that identify themselves as such, survived in the area. Ethnographic data 

collected by Pennington (1980) at the end of the 1960’s reveal that the lower Pima once 

lived in the Onavas Valley. Ethnohistoric research and data from colonial documents 

illustrate that the term lower Pima or Pima bajo was used for the Indian population of the 

valley after the late seventeenth century. Before the late seventeenth century, Nébome 

was their name (Dunnigan 1983; Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999). The first record 

of the Nébomes in the Jesuit colonial documents was made in 1591 when Jesuit 

missionaries visited a group of Nébomes from the community of Nuri17 that had left that 

town to settle in the Spanish community of Bamoa at the Sinaloa River (Dunnigan 1983; 

Spicer 1992; Pennington 1980; Pérez de Ribas 1999). The Nébome group who founded 

the town of Bamoa were part of the Indian committee that came with Alvar Nuñez 

Cabeza de Vaca in 1536 (1993, Cobey 1998), but he failed to mention the name of that 

particular Indian group. Diego de Guzman provides the first account of the Nébomes ever 

in the colonial documents, when his expedition reached Cumuripa in 1533, the lowermost 

Nébome village on the Río Yaqui (Carrera Stampa 1955:172; Sauer 1932:12). Before the 

OVAP, with the exception of the PROCEDE project, no archaeological research or data 

existed for this region and no attempts were made to interpret any archaeological material 

                                                 
17 This community is located around 30 miles southeast of Onavas, on the Río Chico. 
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culture to link the historic with the prehispanic Nébomes. To be sure, much remains to be 

done in the Onavas valley to determine more fully where and who the Nébomes were and 

where they went. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUMMARY OF MATERIAL DATA FOR ALL SITES  
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SON P:6:3 100 I 2 1 11 1
SON P:6:4 20,300 II 2 4 4 80 243 7 7 4 1 1
SON P:6:5 17,600 II 2 17 1 23 329 13 5 2 7
SON P:6:6 900 C-2 2 X X
SON P:6:7 104 C-2 2 17 7
SON P:6:8 13,000 I 2 1 1 8 109 2 3 4 6
SON P:6:9 225 C-1 2 1 47
SON P:6:10 10,200 I 2 1 2+ 98 8 1
SON P:6:11 400 C-2 2 37 1 1
SON P:6:12 400 C-2 2 28
SON P:6:13 100 C-4 1 1
SON P:6:14 225 C-4 2 16
SON P:6:15 600 C-2 2 65 6
SON P:6:16 5,500 I 2 1 6 76 1
SON P:6:17 100 C-2 2 27 1
SON P:6:18 900 I 3 1 93
SON P:6:19 600 C-2/I  2/3 1 1 17 1
Son P:10:02 875 I 2 3 1+ X X
Son P:10:03 10,000 II 2 1 9 122 1 1
Son P:10:04 10,000 I 2 1+ X X X X
Son P:10:05 10 C-5 2
Son P:10:06 8,400 I 2 X 92 5 3
Son P:10:07 7,200 I 2 1 X X X X
Son P:10:08 5,000 C-5 2 1 1+ 442 7 2648 9 223 15 9 18 47 3
Son P:10:09 7,200 I 2 X X X
Son P:10:10 736 C-2 2 X X
Son P:10:11 100 C-2 2 X X
Son P:10:12 15,000 III 2 1 1 59 50 7 2 3
Son P:10:13 2,520 C-2 2 46 2 3
Son P:10:14 9,600 I 2 1 2 15 98 6 2 4
Son P:10:15 900 C-2 2 49 1
Son P:10:16 3,600 I 2 2 14 93 5 2 4 5
Son P:10:17 7,600 I 2 1 8 167 1 1 1
Son P:10:18 3,600 I 2 5 129 6 2 1
Son P:10:19 1,200 C-2 2 8 39 1
Son P:10:20 120 C-5 2 1 1
Son P:10:21 100 C 3
Son P:10:22 500 C 3
Son P:10:23 3,000 C-1 2 1 4 X X X X X X
Son P:10:24 4,000 C-1 2 X X X X
Son P:10:25 40 C-1 1 X
Son P:10:26 27,500 I 2 7 1 2 112 3 1 12 1 1
Son P:10:27 15,600 I 2 2 1 28 336 2 1 1 2 1
Son P:10:28 6,000 I 2 4 1 123 2 6 5 1
Son P:10:29 1,350 C-2 2 2 2 121 1 11 2
Son P:10:30 1,200 C-2 2 72 1 5 1
Son P:10:31 520 C-2 2 1 102 2
Son P:10:32 1,050 C-2 2 1 116 X 1
Son P:10:33 200 I 3 1  
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Son P:10:34 400 C-2 2 20 1 1
Son P:10:35 100 C-2 2 37
Son P:10:36 400 C-2 2 2 46 5
Son P:10:37 144 C-2 2 25 1
Son P:10:38 100 C-2 2 16 2
Son P:10:39 100 C-3 2 40
Son P:10:40 3,600 I 2 2 1 174 1 3 2
Son P:10:41 5,400 I 2 1 8 221 7 3 1
Son P:10:42 100 C-2 2 27 1
Son P:10:43 100 C-2 2 7 1
Son P:10:44 1,500 I 2 3 1 137 15 1
Son P:10:45 100 C-2 2 18 2 1
Son P:10:46 100 C-2 2 12
Son P:10:47 2,000 C-2 2 41 1
Son P:10:48 225 C-2 2 25 1
Son P:10:49 225 C-2 2 31 1
Son P:10:50 25 C-1 1 1
Son P:10:51 100 C-2 2 3 14
Son P:10:52 3,000 C-1 2 1+ 106 2
Son P:10:53 225 C-1 2 45 1
Son P:10:54 225 C-2 2 22 1
Son P:10:55 8,000 I 2 3 6 119 1 3 1
Son P:10:56 18,900 II 2 10 1 1+ 1 11 414 1 2 2 1
Son P:10:57 144 C-2 2 15
Son P:10:58 144 C-2 2 14 1
Son P:10:59 1,200 C-2 2 67 2 1
Son P:10:60 2,000 C-2 2 74
Son P:10:61 25 C-4 2 5
Son P:10:62 64 C-4 2 52
Son P:10:63 1,200 C-2 2 39 2 1
Son P:10:64 4,000 I 2  4 105 5
Son P:10:65 3,000 C-2 2 20 73 2 1 3
Son P:10:66 100 C-3 2 45
Son P:10:67 400 C-2 2 59 2
Son P:10:68 2,000 C-2  2/3 74
Son P:10:69 1,125 C-2 2 53 5
Son P:10:70 16,800 III 2 3 2 1 66 162 1 10 2 5 6
Son P:10:71 64 C-4 2 7
Son P:10:72 25 C-2 2 8
Son P:10:73 2,800 I 2 6 43
Son P:10:74 144 C-1 2 30
Son P:10:75 100 C-1 2 69 1
Son P:10:76 25 C-2 2 48
Son P:10:77 25 C-4 2 16
Son P:10:78 2,000 I 2 5 1 18 1
Son P:10:79 4 C-3 1
Son P:10:80 4,800 I 2 1 1 2 28 1
Son P:10:81 9 C-4 2 61
Son P:10:82 4 P Q  
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Son P:10:83 400 I 2 1 1 123 4
Son P:10:84 2,000 C-2 2 3 68 1
Son P:10:85 2,400 I 2 103 1 3
Son P:10:86 11,700 I 2 1 1 157 1 2 2 2
Son P:10:87 3,600 I 2 2 40 1
Son P:10:88 2,800 I 2 3 1 22
Son P:10:89 25 C-2 2 52
Son P:10:90 4,500 I 2 1 5 68 1 1
Son P:10:91 6,550 I 2 1 3? 17 107 1 2 4 1
Son P:10:92 625 C-2 2 22 1
Son P:10:93 4,400 I 2 2 2 67 4 2
Son P:10:94 2,100 C-2 2 28 1 1
Son P:10:95 25 C-2 2 16
Son P:10:96 800 C-2 2 3 34 1 1 5
Son P:10:97 400 C-2 2 66 1 2
Son P:10:98 9,600 I 2 2 4 1 250 213 34 4 9 32 5
Son P:10:99 400 C-2 2 1 35 2 1
Son P:10:100 225 C-1 2 14
Son P:10:101 20,000 I 2 6 1 12 80 1 17 3 14 1
Son P:10:102 6,600 I 2 3 22 87 2 3 2 5
Son P:10:103 5,000 C-2 2 9 17 6 4 1 14
Son P:10:104 900 C-2 2 2 12 6 1 8
Son P:10:105 100? C-2 2 2 16 3
Son P:10:106 900 C-2 2 15 1
Son P:10:107 3,200 C-2 2 1 56 1 1
Son P:10:108 2,400 C-2 2 1 53 1
Son P:10:109 100 C-4 2 4 3
Son P:10:110 10,800 I 2 19 91 2

TOTAL 415,696 83 6 18 4 25 7 1193 11 10,105 175 328 17 99 110 179 13  
 
 Blocks marked with an “X” are sites that were recorded in 2004 and where 
specific material was observed at the surface but that were not collected and not included 
in the material analysis. 
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APPENDIX B 

ONAVAS VALLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT SITE DESCRIPTIONS 
 

The first sites recorded in these quadrants, SON P:6:1 (Tonichi), Son P:6:2, SON 
P:10:01 (Rancho Navarro), were recorded by Brudge outside of the OVAP research area 
and are not included in the description here (Braniff and Quijada 1978). Sites SON 
P:10:2 to SON P:10:5 were registered in 1998 by the PROCEDE project (INAH 1998) 
inside or near the OVAP research area and are included here to provide a complete 
inventory. The descriptions are based on the site registration cards on file at the 
PROCEDE archive of the INAH-Sonora, Hermosillo. For the sake of comparability, the 
OVAP measured the size of these sites anew to ensure homogeneity throughout the 
Onavas Valley site registration records. In step with previous research, the OVAP 
adopted the site registration format of McGuire and Villalpando (1993). 
 

SITES REGISTERED IN QUADRANT SON P:6 
 

SON P:6:3 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LA CASA SOLITARIA   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 1  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643473  N: 3152246 
Environment
Elevation (m): 190        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE AND BULLDOZER ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the foot hills on the east side of the river north of the 
Onavas town. One feature was recorded at the site located in a depression. The area was 
leveled by bulldozer some years ago and destroyed the rest of the site and probably an 
uncertain number of additional features.  

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Only one partial example of this type was 
found. Oriented N-S, it consists of a double river cobble stone alignment of 2.25 m long 
with an opening in the middle of 65 cm. This stone foundation is similar for those 
reported for the Rio Sonora archaeological tradition (Amsden 1928). 

Very few materials were found, only around five Onavas plain sherds and three 
stone flakes. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

 
 



 353

SON P:6:4 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LA MESA    Owner: JOSE NAVARRO     Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 3  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643496  N: 3154956 
Environment
Elevation (m):  187      Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB   Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: ALDEA   Area (m²): 20,300    Min. Depth in Meters: .60 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND 
BULLDOZER LEVELING 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located over a mesa approximately 20-30 m east from the Río Yaqui 
north of the Onavas town. The north side the site is delimited by deep arroyo cut. 
Although the area was leveled for agricultural activities, three features were identified.  
 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundations. At least four house foundations were 
identified, three incomplete and one complete. The first three consist of a couple of 
meters to one side and a corner. True dimensions could not be determined. The complete 
structure is a rectangular structure of 5.5 x 3.5 m with the entrance facing south. All the 
stone foundations were classified as type # 1. 
 Feature # 2: Burials. At least four burials were spotted at the site. All were 
inhumations, possible in flexed position. All were discovered due to the exposure of the 
cranium, possible when the area was leveled. From the size of the human remains it 
appears that the four burials were adults. It was impossible to identify the limits of the 
burial pits or their orientation. No material was found in association. 
 Feature # 3: Hearth. This element was found 20 m south from the only complete 
house found at the site. The element consisted of a stone circle with a 20 cm radius. The 
interior exhibited a grayish color. No material was found in association. 

In addition, the site had a high percentage of material, 100 artifacts per square 
meter. The lithic material identified at the site consisted of several metate fragments, 
mortars, manos rectangular, hammerstones, flakes, two projectile points, one stone hoe, 
and one green obsidian bifacial. One of the metates was found with remains of red 
pigment. The ceramic material was mostly brown Onavas plains and some red sherds. 
Also, local decorated Onavas P/R was found. Finished goods, such as bracelets (#5), 
pendants (#1), and beads (#2), raw material (#1) and workshop debris (#71) of marine 
shell were abundant at the site. Most of the marine shells species recorded were 
Laevicardium elatum, Glycymeris, Pinctada mazatlanica and pelicipods from fresh 
water. The site was identified as a hamlet/aldea site. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:4, La Mesa II. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:4, La Mesa II, element # 1. 

 
SON P:6:5 

 
Site Location
Site Name: CASA PIMA    Owner: JOSE NAVARRO     Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 2  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643363  N: 3154125 
Environment
Elevation (m):  176      Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB   Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: ALDEA   Area (m²): 17,600    Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE EAST PORTION HAS BEEN LEVELED AND 
THE WEST PORTION HAD BEEN BADLY LOOTED. THE AREA IS ALSO USED 
FOR CATTLE RANCHING. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was found on a mesa in the valley approximately 300 m east from the 
Río Yaqui north of the Onavas town. The site offers a good view of the valley and enjoys 
good agriculture land at the foot of the mesa. The site is divided in two by a dirt road that 
runs N-S. The east portion of the site is completely destroyed by bulldozing, and the west 
portion has undergone severe damaging by pot hunting and gold mining activities. For 
example, a hole about 3 m in radius and 10 m in depth was found at the center of one of 
the habitation structures. Despite the destruction, seventeen house foundations were 
identified, albeit somewhat disturbed.  

 
 



 356

 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Seventeen structures were found, of which 
only three were still intact. According to the present owner, one foundation formed an 
historic house stone foundation of a Piman family. In average structures had a dimension 
of 4 by 8 m. The site has been too much destroyed to identify house compounds, but open 
areas between them could represent communal activity areas. Identified as type # 1, the 
structures had a river stone foundation and walls made of earth. 
 Feature # 2: Burial. One of the pot hunting holes revealed a semi-destroyed 
inhumation located at 35 cm from the surface. From a distance, the inhumation appeared 
to be of an adult and possible in flexed position. No archaeological material was observed 
in association. 

Despite the destruction and pot hunting activity, a large quantity and variety of 
materials were encountered. Most of the ceramic material was Onavas plain and red 
ceramics, together with some local decorated Onavas P/R. Several metate fragments, 
manos, lap stones, mortars, hammerstones, four projectile points, and a ¾ grove axe were 
found. Gray and black obsidian was present. Marine shell was also abundant at this site in 
the shape of bracelets, pendants, beads, and workshop debris. Some of the species 
identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, and Pinctada mazatlanica. The site was 
identified as a hamlet/aldea site. 

 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:5, Casa Pima. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:5, Casa Pima, element 1 and 2. 

 
SON P:6:6 

 
Site Location
Site Name: MOLINO    Owner: JOSE NAVARRO     Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643347  N: 3154593 
Environment
Elevation (m): 174       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB   Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 702    Min. Depth in Meters: .40 M 
APPROX.  
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Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED AND DESTROYED. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site is located on a mesa approximately 50 m east from the Río Yaqui north 
of the Onavas town, at the side of the Los Cochis drainage between the sites SON P:6:4 
and SON P:6:5. The area has been leveled and no remains of structures or features were 
recorded. The material density encountered was low, consisted of two flat metates, some 
hammerstones, stone flakes, and few red sherds. Due to the size of the site and amount of 
material, the site was identified as a camp. It is possible that the camp was used for 
hunting/trail activities.  
 

SON P:6:7 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN     Owner: UNKNOWN     Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643626  N: 3155412 
Environment
Elevation (m): 181      Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: FOOTHILLS    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 104    Min. Depth in Meters: .20 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY EROSION AND CATTLE USE. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site is located in the foothills at the end of the floodplain on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui north of the Onavas town. No remains of structures or features were found. 
Because a low density of material was found dispersed along the pendent of the hill, the 
site may have been smaller than recorded. The material found consisted of some red and 
Onavas plain sherds, one hammer stone, and an abrader. The site was identified as a 
camp probably associated with hunting/gathered activities or agricultural fields. 
 

SON P:6:8 
 
Site Location
Site Name: PICHILINGUE # 1    Owner: UNKNOWN  Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 2  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642793  N: 3153712 
Environment
Elevation (m): 173         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
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AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 13,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on a mesa less than 10 m on the west side of the Río Yaqui 
north of the Onavas town. The area was leveled a long time ago and the vegetation has 
started to cover the site again. Some features were encountered.  
 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. The remains of one house were found and 
identified as type # 1. Found outside of the area with archaeological material, some 
uncertainty exists if this structure is prehispanic. At the interior a modern accumulation of 
river stones was found from cleaning the fields. No archaeological material was found in 
association, but the material may have been covered by debris and the modern deposition 
of stones. 

Feature # 2: Storage Facility. Only one feature was recorded. Made of river 
cobbles about 90 cm in diameter, no apparent use was detected. No ashy soil was 
exhibited at the interior. It is possible that this feature forms the remains of a base of a 
storage facility. 
  The ceramic material found was mostly brown Onavas plain, some red, and no 
decorated types. Lithic evidence consisted of concave metate fragments, manos, stone 
bowl fragments, flakes, hammerstones, three projectile points, two stones axes, and black 
obsidian. Marine shell was also found at the site. An almost complete Glycymeris 
gigantean shell was recorded. The site was identified as household/ranchería.  

 
SON P:6:9 

 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641908  N: 3154410 
Environment
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILLS    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or # 4  Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:8, Pichilingue # 1. 

 
Description 

Located in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui north of the Onavas 
town, the site exhibited a small concentration of surface material. No habitation structures 
were found and only one feature was recorded. The site revealed a low density of surface 
material. 

Feature # 1: Oven. Only one was identified and consisted of a circular 
concentration of fire-cracked rocks with a 25 cm diameter. No archaeological material 
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was found in direct association. 
The material recorded for this site was Onavas plain ceramics and a couple of 

stone flakes. From the archaeological record, the site was identified as a camp associated 
for hunting/gathered activities. 

 
SON P:6:10 

 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 2  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642859  N: 3154033 
Environment
Elevation (m): 164        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type:  RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 10,200    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa located between the Río Yaqui and a drainage to the 
west, north of the Onavas town. The area was leveled for agricultural activities and thus 
only a few features were recorded. No habitation structures were found. It is possible that 
this site was associated to SON P:6:8 and that the ovens were placed outside the 
habitation area.  

Feature # 1. Stone Altar. Composed of two levels, this rectangular structure was 
made of river stone cobbles. The lower level measures 3 x 1 m and 15 cm high and the 
top level measures 1 x .50 m by 25 cm high. The structure could be an altar like the one 
identified in SON P:10:70. No archaeological material was found in direct association. 

Feature # 2. Ovens. The site reveals a high concentration of fire-cracked stones. 
Because erosion has destroyed the integrity of these features, however, it was impossible 
to determine their exact number.  

This site revealed a moderate density of surface material. The material assemblage 
consisted of Onavas plain ceramics, a few fine orange sherds, stone flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, obsidian, eight projectile points, one bifacial, and marine shell work shop 
debris. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:6:11 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    

 
 



 362

E: 642823  N: 3154423 
Environment
Elevation (m): 162        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS     Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was recorded in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site had a small 
concentration of surface material. The material recorded for this site was Onavas plain 
ware, a few sherds of fine orange and red ceramics, a couple of stone flakes, and one 
projectile point. This site was identified as agricultural field camp and possibly associated 
to SON P:6:10. 
 

SON P:6:12 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643155  N: 3155995 
Environment
Elevation (m): 173        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES.  
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was recorded on the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. This site was a dispersed concentration of surface material, probably by 
erosion or cattle activities. No habitation structures or feature were found. The material 
recorded for this site was Onavas plain ceramics only. The site was identified as hunting, 
trail, or pot burst camp. 
 

SON P:6:13 
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Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642972  N: 3156246 
Environment
Elevation (m): 212        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND EROSION. 
Culture
Period: ARCHAIC       Culture: UNIDENTIFIED Phase: UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 

The site was recorded in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. The site had a small concentration of surface material. No habitation 
structures or features were recorded. Only lithic material was found consisting of a 
couple of stone flakes and stone tools. The site offers an excellent view of the north 
portion of the valley. The site was identified as a hunting camp. 
 

SON P:6:14 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641805  N: 3155792 
Environment
Elevation (m): 193        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILL   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was recorded in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. Erosion and/or cattle activities appeared to have dispersed the site’s 
surface material. No habitation structures or features were found. The material recorded 
for this site was only Onavas plain ceramics. The site was identified as a pot burst/trail 
camp.  
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SON P:6:15 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643688  N: 3155282 
Environment
Elevation (m): 167        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was recorded in the foot hills on the east side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. Erosion and/or cattle activities appear to have dispersed the site’s 
surface material. No habitation structures or features were found. The material recorded 
for this site was only Onavas plain ceramics. The site was identified as hunting, trail, or 
pot burst camp. It is possible that was associated with SON P:6:7 and SON P:6:3 sites.  
 

SON P:6:16 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643772  N: 3155420 
Environment
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 5,500    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This is a large site located on top of a mesa on the east side of the Río Yaqui north 
of the Onavas town. The area was leveled, but one structure was recorded. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Only one was identified and identified as 
type # 1. Located at the center of the site, this rectangular structure was made of river 
stones cobbles. Although not all sides were located, minimal measurements are 4 by 3 m. 

 
 



 365

Oriented E-W, no door was spotted. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:16. 

 
The site had a low density of material at the surface. The material recorded was 

Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, metate fragments, and 
obsidian flakes. Some pieces of marine shell were also recovered, such as bracelets, one 
tinkle, and work shop debris. The species identified were mostly Laevicardium, Conus, 
and Glycymeris. The site was identified as household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:6:17 
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Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643763  N: 3155989 
Environment
Elevation (m): 182        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: ROCK SHELTER    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4.    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 
M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was a small rock shelter located on the east side of the Río Yaqui north 
of the Onavas town. A small concentration of surface material was found outside, but no 
material was encountered inside the shelter. The shelter may have been used in 
prehispanic times. Today, the area is used by cattle. No structures or elements were 
found. Some portions of the shelter have crumbled recently. Only Onavas plain and few 
red sherds ceramics and one stone flake were recovered. The shelter provides a good 
view of the river valley. The site was identified as a possible food gathering/hunting 
camp or trail camp. 
 

SON P:6:18 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643721  N: 3156107 
Environment
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILL SIDE    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: HISTORIC HOUSE   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND VANDALISM 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: HISTORIC  Culture: MEXICAN    Phase: 19th-20th century 
Description 

This site is an historic house located in the foot hills on the east side of the Río 
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Yaqui north of the Onavas town. The house was registered as feature 1. 
Feature # 1: Historic House. This structure is made of river stones and bed rock 

mixed with mud. Vertical timbers were used as wall supports in the corners and in the 
center of the walls. The house measured 4 by 5 m, with walls reaching 1.60 m. The 
structure is oriented E-W, with the door facing east. According to the locals, the house 
inhabitants were farmers, but also traditional shoe makers (“tegua” shoes).  

The material recovered at the site was plain ceramics similar to those found at 
prehispanic sites, historic ceramics, metal, glass, and rubber. The site was identified as an 
historic house site. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:18. 

 
SON P:6:19 

 
Site Location
Site Name: LAS TORTUGAS    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 

 
 



 368

NONE    N.- of Components: 1  Map: TONICHI, H12D65 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643700  N: 3156499 
Environment
Elevation (m): 186        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4 / CASA HISTORICA   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth 
in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE AND VANDALISM ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC-HISTORIC  Culture: NEBOMES and MEXICAN 
 
Phase: ONAVAS-19th or 20th CENTURY 
Description 

The site was recorded on top of a mesa on the east side of the Río Yaqui north of 
the Onavas town. The site exhibited two different times of occupation. The prehispanic 
phase corresponded to the east portion of the site, while a stone structure constituted the 
historic occupation. Dating probably from the 19th or 20th century, no prehispanic 
material was found inside this structure. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. The structure was made of all sorts of rocks 
mixed with mud and measures 4 by 5 m, 40 cm thick and a maximum of 40 cm in height. 
The structure is oriented E-W and has an entrance to the south. It is highly possible that 
the rest of the house material was reused for the construction of the modern ranch below 
the mesa. 

The prehispanic material recovered at the site was Onavas plain ceramics, 
obsidian flakes, and work shop debris of a Laevicardium marine shell fragment. The 
historic material spotted was historic ceramic, some pieces of glass and metal. The 
prehispanic site was identified as a hunting/trail camp. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:6:19. 
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SITES REGISTERED IN QUADRANT SON P:10 
 

SON P:10:02
(by the PROCEDE project) 

 
Site Location
Site Name: LA BOMBA Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 2     Map: LA DURA, H12D75       UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644066  N: 3151639 
Environment
Elevation (m):  166           Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 875   Min. Depth in Meters: .20 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, AREA LEVELED BY BULLDOZER AND BY 
AGRICULTURAL AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on the east side of the river on the flood plain, north of the 
Onavas town. The site consisted of a dispersed concentration of surface material on the 
flood plain. The area had been leveled for agricultural activities, but some rock 
alignments and oven remains were reported. 
 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Three unrelated stone alignments were 
recorded at the site that may represent three houses. The alignments consist of one river 
cobble line, identified as type # 1.   
 Feature # 2: Ovens. They reported the presence of fire-cracked stones around the 
site. Unfortunately, no complete features were spotted at the surface. 
 The material reported for the site was Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, and 
some scrapers. Also, some complete Onavas plain pots were reported from a private 
collection. The site was identified as household/ranchería type. 
 

SON P:10:03
(by the PROCEDE project) 

 
Site Location
Site Name: SANTA ANA   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 1     Map: LA DURA, H12D75       UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643364  N: 3152901 
Environment
Elevation (m):  164           Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
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UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: ALDEA    Area (m²): 10,000   Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on the east side of the river on the flood plain, north of the 
Onavas town, had a high density of archaeological material at the surface and some 
features. This site is possibly associated to SON P:10:12 and SON P:10:56 sites and is 
possible that these three sites formed one large site. 
 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. At least one house was reported at the site, 
but no further information was provided. 
  The material reported was composed of Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, 
stone axes, metate fragments, manos, stone knifes, one projectile point, and marine shell. 
The shell material consisted of beads and work shop debris made of Laevicardium and 
pelicipods. The site was identified as hamlet/aldea type, but if this site was indeed 
associated with SON P:10:12 and SON P:10:56 sites it may be a site type III (village). 
 

SON P:10:04
(by the PROCEDE project) 

 
Site Location
Site Name: PARCELA LA MISION  Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE   
N.- of Components: 1     Map: LA DURA, H12D75       UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644184  N: 3149544 
Environment
Elevation (m):  166           Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 10,000   Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: MOSTLY DESTROYED BY LEVELING OF BULLDOZERS, 
AGRICULTURE, CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND EROSION. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was located on the outskirts of the Onavas town. No habitation structures 
or features were reported. Fire-cracked stones were spotted at the surface, possibly from 
destroyed ovens (possible feature # 1). The site revealed medium density levels of 
material on the surface. The material reported for this site consists of Onavas plain 
ceramics and some decorated sherds, including a possible Babicora Polychrome and an 
unknown type of red on white slip in the interior (probably Trincheras Polychrome). 
Also, stone flakes, metate fragments, manos, and marine shell were also reported.  
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SON P:10:05
(by the PROCEDE project) 

 
Site Location
Site Name: LA PIEDRA ESCRITA  Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE   
N.- of Components: 1     Map: LA DURA, H12D75       UTM Zone: 12    
E: 637411  N: 3146413 
Environment
Elevation (m):  220          Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: MOUNTAIN    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: ROCK ART  (C-5)   Area (m²): 10   Min. Depth in Meters: N/A  
Site Condition: IN DANGER BY EROSION. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site consists of two panels of rock art on a cliff located at El Obispo drainage 
in the mountains on the west side of the Río Yaqui southwest of Onavas town. This site is 
3-4 km to the northwest from the Río Yaqui. In total, 15 paintings were recorded. Most of 
the designs are geometric (zigzag lines, circles, spirals, diamonds, and lines) and painted 
with red, blue, purple, and brown colors. No other features, structures, or archaeological 
material were recorded in association with the rock art. The site was identified as a 
shrine/altar camp. 

 
SON P:10:06 

 
Site Location
Site Name: EL METATE SOLITARIO  Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE   N.- of Components: 0    Map: LA DURA, H12D75       UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644219  N: 31500343 
Environment
Elevation (m):  181           Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 8,400   Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: MOST OF THE SITE HAS BEEN DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE 
AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND BY THE CONSTRUCTION OF A DIRT ROAD 
AND IRRIGATION CANALS. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
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Description 
The site is located between the foothills and the valley on the east side of the Río 

Yaqui. The site was found through the presence of scattered material along the banks of 
the dirt road, which cut the site in half. A cement canal parallel to the road also disturbs 
the west portion of the site. No house or structural remains were found, but the 
destruction of the site could have erased those features. Some material was encountered, 
such as metates, mano fragments, a circular flat mano, an agave knife, lithic (chert and 
black obsidian), and some marine shell. The ceramic material consisted mostly of plain 
ware (brown and red paste) and some local Onavas P/R decorated sherds. The shell found 
corresponded to workshop debris. Based on the size of the site and the material recorded, 
the site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:07 
 
Site Location
Site Name: El POTRERO     Owner: UNKNOWN      Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 2      Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644276  N: 31500622 
Environment
Elevation (m): 169    Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS      Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 7,200   Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN PARTIALLY DESTROYED BY 
POTHUNTING, CONSTRUCTION, AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description
 The site is located on the east portion of the dirt road over a mesa and a foot hill 
on the east side of the river. The site has been damaged severely by the action of pot 
hunting, the construction of a corral, and cattle activity. Probably due to the corral, the 
site has been divided in two sections. Some features were recorded, however.  
 Feature # 1: Middens. On the south portion of the site two small trash middens 
were identified. These trash middens displayed a mixture of modern and prehispanic 
material at the surface.  

Feature # 2: Habitation Structure Foundation. At the north portion of the site, a 
small earth mound was identified, possibly corresponding to melted house remains. The 
area had been heavily perturbed by pot hunting and cattle activities. This element was 
identified as type # 8. 
 Several metate fragments were found, as well as manos, hammerstones, and 
several flakes. The ceramic material was mostly Onavas plain and some red sherds, 
mostly jars and bowls. Some marine shell material was found, such as three Conus beads 
and workshop debris. The site was identified as household/ranchería site type. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:07, El Potrero. 

 
SON P:10:08 

 
Site Location
Site Name: El CEMENTERIO  Owner: PANCHO ISEDO    Previous Reference: NONE       
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75  UTM Zone: 12   
E: 644077  N: 3149775 
Environment
Elevation (m): 152       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
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UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CEMETERY MOUND (CAMP TYPE # 5)        Area (m²): 5,000   Min. Depth 
in Meters: 2 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER. THE SITE HAS BEEN PARTIALLY DESTROYED BY 
A DIRT ROAD, IRRIGATION CANALS, CATTLE, POTHUNTING, AND 
AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The local population has long known about this site, and a member of the 
community, Rafael Mungia, showed us the site. Located in the valley on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, the site has an approximate elevation of 2 m. Several activities are 
currently endangering the site and have already partially destroyed the site. An old dirt 
road leading to the modern village of Onavas (a 10-12 m wide) has erased about a quarter 
of the eastern portion of it. An irrigation canal dug out to the west side and an irrigation 
canal, dug and poured with concrete in 1999, to the east side of the river running parallel 
to the dirt road to Onavas have destroyed a substantial portion of it. In 2003, an electric 
line was erected with electrical posts that disturbed portions of the ground surface. 
According to the local informant and the owner of the property, the site had inhumations 
and cremations. Several of those features were spotted, pot-hunted, and destroyed during 
the 1999 canal construction. As a result of this construction, to this date a variety of 
archaeological material is visible on either side of the canal. Although no house remains 
were observed, some pieces of adobe with roof impressions were found suggesting that at 
some point some earth structure was located on the top of this cemetery mound or nearby.  
 Feature # 1: Cemetery. This feature measures 100 by 50 m. It is an artificial earth 
mound of approximately 2 meters high. It is possible that this feature was associated with 
the prehispanic site situated at the same location as the Onavas town. 
 The site shows a great variety and quantity of archaeological material. Agave 
knives, hammerstones, polishing stones, bifacials, several metate fragments, several 
manos, flakes, stone pendent, and lap stones were recorded. In addition, several pieces of 
gray obsidian, turquoise beads and pendants, chert, quartz, and rock crystal were found. 
Ceramic material recorded consisted of a large quantity of red and brown Onavas plain 
ware, several local decorated Onavas Purple/Red, and some non-local decorated, such as 
Ramos polychrome, Babicora polychrome, Huerigos, possible Carretas, and one sherd of 
Trincheras polychrome. Worked sherds and ceramic figurine fragments were collected at 
the site also. In addition, human bone fragments were recorded at the surface probably 
from a cremation and inhumation context. Animal bones were also recorded, such as fish, 
turtle, and canine.  
 A great quantity and variety of shell material was found at the site: raw material 
(#3), working debris (#239), and finished goods, such as ring (#1), beads (#76), pendants 
(#80), and bracelets (#43). The species identified were: Anadara, Conus, Diplodonta, 
Glycymeris gigantea, Laevicardium, Nerita, Olivella, Pecten, Petaloconchus, Pinctada 
mazatlanica, Polinecis, Pteria Strombus, Spondylus, Transennella, and pelecipods from 
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fresh water. The site was identified as a temporary camp site type associated with 
religious/ritual activities. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:08, El Cementerio. 

 
SON P:10:09 

 
Site Location
Site Name: LA MESA Owner: UNKNOWN    Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0      Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644314  N: 3150812 
Environment
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Elevation (m): 181         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY / FOOTHILLS   
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 7,200   Min. Depth in Meters: .60 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE AND 
CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND BY THE LEVELING OF TERRAIN. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on the east side of the dirt road to Onavas and is situated over a 
small mesa in the valley near the foothills on the east side of the river. No habitation 
structures or features were found, probably because the area has been leveled by a 
bulldozer. This site is at a distance of 150-200 m from site SON:P:10:7. Due to this 
proximity it is possible that these sites were contemporaneous. The location of the site 
over the mesa provides it with a great overview of the flood plain. 
 The site exhibited a low density of material and relatively far dispersion. The 
material recorded was ground stones, agave knives, hammerstones, metate fragments, and 
manos. Ceramic material consisted mostly of red and brown Onavas plain, and no 
decorated sherds were found. No marine shell was recorded either. In spite of the lack of 
habitation structures, the site was identified as household/ranchería site type. 
 

SON P:10:10 
 

Site Location
Site Name: EL CANAL      Owner: UNKNOWN       Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0      Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643558  N: 3150361 
Environment
Elevation (m): 162         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN     Vegetation: 
CULTIVATED AREA 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 o 4   Area (m²): 736   Min. Depth in Meters: .20 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE AND 
CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND BY THE LEVELING OF TERRAIN. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on the floodplain on the east side of the river some 50 m 
distance. The site has been destroyed by farming activity. Only a hand-full of red and 
brown Onavas plain sherds were found at the surface. Also some flakes and burned bone, 
but no marine shell. The site was cut in half by a concrete irrigation canal. The site was 
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identified as a camp related to agriculture activities or as a “pot-burst” event. 
 

SON P:10:11 
 

Site Location
Site Name: NONE  Owner: UNKNOWN     Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643657  N: 3150801 
Environment
Elevation (m):  158         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN     Vegetation: 
CULTIVATED AREA 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4   Area (m²): 100   Min. Depth in Meters: .20 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE AND 
CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND BY THE LEVELING OF TERRAIN. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on the floodplain in the agricultural fields to the east side of the 
river. The site was made by a handful of ceramic material, such as red and Onavas plain 
sherds only. The site was identified as a camp of the “pot burst” type or related to 
agriculture activities. 
 

SON P:10:12 
 
Site Location
Site Name: RANCHO SANTA ANA   Owner: UNKNOWN    Previous Reference: 
NONE     
N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643359  N: 3153378 
Environment
Elevation (m): 186         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and PITAYA. 
Site 
Site Type: VILLA    Area (m²): 15,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .60 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located over a small mesa over the floodplain on the east side of the 
river. This site is among the largest sites found and contains two features: a small earth 
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mound and the remains of a large agricultural terrace. This site is close to SON P:10:3 
and SON P:10:56, and it is possible that all three sites together shape a single community. 
The site was identified as village site type. 

Feature # 1: Earth Mound. This feature seems to be an artificial earth mound with 
its exterior covered by river stones. Only some parts of this feature survive (especially on 
the northwest corner). This mound is 16 x 7 m by 2 m high. It is possible that this 
element was made to extend the dimensions of the mesa where the site is located. There 
is also a remote possibility that this earth mound was made very recently in connection to 
a concrete irrigation canal constructed in 1999. No one from the community, however, 
associates the earthen mound with the construction of the canal. No diagnostic 
archaeological material was found in relation with the mound. 

Feature # 2: Agriculture Terrace. The remains of an agricultural terrace on the 
floodplain extend for more than 100 m. This feature consists of a single line of river stone 
cobbles. Only some remains survive in-situ at the surface due to the mechanized 
agriculture activities. 

No house remains were found. Leveled with a bulldozer for agricultural activities 
may have erased features, however. 
 A great variety of archaeological material was found at this site. Several metate 
fragments, manos, hammerstones, and a square bowl stone were recorded. The ceramic 
material was mainly red and brown Onavas plain, some sherds of fine red, and a couple 
of sherds of local decorated Onavas P/R. Marine shell was also recorded at this site, 
consisting mostly of work shop debris (#54), and some finished goods, such as pendants 
(#3) and bracelets (#2). Some of the bracelets found were in the process of manufacture 
suggesting that the population at the site or in the larger area not only received finished 
goods from the coast, but worked the shell as well. The marine species identified were 
Laevicardium, Spondylus, and Glycymeris. 
 

SON P:10:13 
 
Site Location
Site Name: EL OBISPO II    Owner: UNKNOWN     Previous Reference: NONE 
N.- of Components:  0   Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639653  N: 3146201 
Environment
Elevation (m):  176      Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation:  
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, PITAYA, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 2,520    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: DESTROYED, THE AREA HAS BEEN LEVELED AND IS 
CURRENTLY USED FOR CATTLE GRAZING. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 

 
 



 380

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:12, Santa Ana. 

 
Description 
 The site was recorded on a mesa on the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. The site has been destroyed by bulldozing and by the construction of a road 
and a ranch. No prehispanic habitation structures or features were spotted at the surface. 
Some material was collected, such as Onavas plain ceramics sherds, two projectile points, 
and obsidian flakes. The material was found dispersed in a big area. The site has been 
identified as a camp associated to food gathering or trail activities. It is possible that this 
site is related to SON P:10:14, SON P:10:15, SON P:10:16, SON P:10:65 and SON 
P:10:108 yielding a large extended community. 
 

SON P:10:14 
 
Site Location
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Site Name: EL OBISPO I    Owner: UNKNOWN     Previous Reference: NONE  
N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639784  N: 3146361 
Environment
Elevation (m):  160     Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 9,600    Min. Depth in Meters: 1 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE AREA HAS BEEN LEVELED AND IS USED FOR 
CATTLE GRAZING.  
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was recorded on a mesa at the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. This was a large site, but the area has been leveled. A moderate 
concentration of surface material was found and two features were recorded. 
 Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation; House type # 3. This was the foundation of 
a house, probably prehispanic. Some historic ceramic was found at the site mixed with 
prehispanic material. The structure is oriented N-S, measures 8 by 4 m, and the house 
entrance was probably facing east. 
 Feature # 2: Burials. Two eroded inhumations were found. No position or physical 
characteristics were spotted. No archaeological material was found in direct association at 
the surface. 
 The site shows a high density presence of material at the surface. The ceramic 
material recovered consisted of Onavas plain ceramics, red wares sherds, local decorated 
Onavas P/R, and a few historic sherds. Furthermore, stones flakes, cores, hammerstones, 
bifacials, three projectile points, mano and metate fragments were recorded. Marine shell 
goods were also recorded at the site, such as bracelets, pendants, and beads. The species  
identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, and Petaloconchus. The site has been 
identified as household/ranchería site type. It is possible that this site is related to SON 
P:10:13, SON P:10:15, SON P:10:16, SON P:10:65 and SON P:10:108 creating a large 
extended community. 
 

SON P:10:15 
 
Site Location
Site Name: MIMBRE II    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639838  N: 3146409 
Environment
Elevation (m): 163       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:14. 

 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP  TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 900    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED AND DESTROYED. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was recorded on a mesa to the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. The area was found leveled and did not show remains of houses or 
structures. The material density was very low, consisting only of Onavas plain ceramic 
sherds. The site was identified as a camp related to food gathering or trail activities. 
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However, it is possible that this site is related to SON P:10:13, SON P:10:14, SON 
P:10:16, SON P:10: 65 and SON P:10:108 creating a large extended community. 
 

SON P:10:16 
 
Site Location
Site Name: MIMBRE I   Owner: UNKNOWN    Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639925  N: 3146710 
Environment
Elevation (m): 155     Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:16. 
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Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 3,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY EROSION AND CATTLE USE. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on a mesa to the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas 
town. No remains of structures or house foundation were found, due to the leveling of the 
area. One feature was found. 
 Feature # 1: Ovens. At least two ovens were found at the site, but it is possible 
that more existed at the site. The fire-cracked stones composed a circle of 40-50 cm 
diameter and 25 cm high.   
   The ceramic material found consists of Onavas plain sherds, fine orange and red 
sherds. Lithic material was represented by stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, metate 
fragments, two projectile points, several stone tools, and obsidian flakes. Marine shell 
was recorded also consisting of work shop debris of Laevicardium. The site has been 
identified as household/ranchería site type. However, it is possible that this site is related 
to SON P:10:13, SON P:10:14, SON P:10:15, SON P:10:65 and SON P:10:108 creating a 
large extended community.  
 

SON P:10:17 
 
Site Location
Site Name: GARAMBULLO # 1    Owner: GILBERTO and DANIEL CALTON    
Previous Reference: NONE    N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75     UTM 
Zone: 12   E: 642741  N: 3148451 
Environment
Elevation (m): 174     Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 7,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on elevated terrain over the valley to the east side of the river, 
SW of the Onavas town. Although the area was leveled for agricultural activity some 
years ago, it has not been used intensively and some melted adobe remains were spotted.  
 Feature # 1: House Foundation. This structure was identified by an alignment of 
small melted adobe remains. The foundation measured 50 by 40 cm and 20-25 cm high. 
No modern or historic material was found near or around these remains, only prehispanic 
material, which leads to the conclusion that the structure is prehispanic. 
 The archaeological material was found dispersed over a great area and in 
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moderate density levels. The ceramic material collected was mostly Onavas plain wares 
and few fine orange sherds. Lithic material recorded was concave metate fragments, 
manos, flakes, abraders, hammerstones, one projectile point, and a possible shaft polisher 
or atlatl weight. Some marine shell was found, such as one pendant, beads, and work 
shop debris. The species identified were Laevicardium, Pecten, and Conus. The site has 
been identified as household/ranchería site type. It is possible that this site is associated 
with SON P:10:18 site. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site type. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:17, Garambullo # 1. 

 
SON P:10:18 

 
Site Location
Site Name: GARAMBULLO # 2     Owner: GILBERTO and DANIEL CALTON  
Previous Reference: NONE       N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 
UTM Zone: 12   E: 642630  N: 3148479 
Environment
Elevation (m): 161          Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 3,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .30 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE EAST SIDE OF THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED 
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AND THE WEST SIDE IS CURRENTLY USED AS A CATTLE GUARD. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was recorded in the valley to the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. This site was located 250 m away from site SON P:10:17. From the 
proximity and the material found, it may be possible to infer that both sites were 
contemporaneous and represent different compounds of a single prehispanic community. 
This site is badly damaged. A dirt road cuts the site in half from east to west. The north 
portion has been leveled and is undergoing rapid erosion. The south portion has been 
used as a corral. No house/structures remains were found and a moderate density of 
surface material was recorded. 
  In spite of the destruction, diagnostic material was recovered. Several stone 
flakes, manos, hammerstones, and a black stone palette were found. The palette indicates 
cut marks on one side and was in the process of being perforated probably to be used as a 
pendant. This type of stone palette is similar to those reported by Ekholm in the south of 
Sonora (Gallaga 2004c). Ceramic material present was brown and red Onavas plains, 
some fine orange sherds, and local decorated Onavas P/R. Marine shell goods were 
found, such as beads, pendants, a possible awl, and workshop debris. The species 
identified were Spondylus, Peteria, and an unidentified fresh water species. The site has 
been identified as household/ranchería site type. It is possible that this site is associated 
with SON P:10:17 site. 
 

SON P:10:19 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LAS PALETAS   Owner: GIBERTO and DANIEL CALTON  Previous 
Reference: NONE    N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 
UTM Zone: 12   E: 640495  N: 3147658 
Environment
Elevation (m): 177        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4    Area (m²): 1,200    Min. Depth in Meters: .30 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located on a mesa on the east bank about 20 m from the Río Yaqui, SW 
of the Onavas town. The area was leveled a long time ago and a new vegetation layer 
covers the area. No habitation structures or feature remains were found. Material density 
was low. Some metate fragments, manos, and two stone palettes were found. One palette 
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is square with polished edges, and the second one exhibits flaked edges. Onavas plain and 
red ware formed the only ceramic material recovered. Marine shell material was also 
present with work shop debris of Laevicardium and fresh water species. The site has been 
identified as a camp related to hunting and trail activities.  
 

SON P:10:20 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LA ESTRELLA   Owner: UNKNOWN  Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640540  N: 3147532 
Environment
Elevation (m): 175       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:20, La Estrella. 
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Site 
Site Type: SHRINE, CAMP TYPE # 5    Area (m²): 120    Min. Depth in Meters: .30 
M APPROX.  
Site Condition: GOOD. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located in the valley about 500 m east from the site SON P:10:19 and 
at about the same distance from the Río Yaqui.  

Feature # 1: Ceremonial Structure. This site shows an unusual rock alignment of 
large river stones, making a small square of 1.5 x 2 m. From three of its corners a rock 
line continues about 1-2 m. Abundant vegetation in and around the feature shows that this 
is not of modern construction. No archaeological material was found inside or nearby the 
construction, except for a couple of stone flakes and one Onavas plain sherd. No other 
features were found. It is possible that the site was a shrine or an altar. The site was 
identified as a camp associated with religious activities.  
 

SON P:10:21 
 
Site Location
Site Name: UNKNOWN   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639863  N: 3147330 
Environment
Elevation (m): 194         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: HISTORIC CAMP     Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED. 
Culture
Period: HISTORIC  Culture: MEXICAN  Phase: 19th-20th CENTURY 

Description 
 The site was found in the valley on the west bank of the Río Yaqui SW of the 
Onavas town, at 200 m from the old train tracks. The area was leveled a long time ago 
and vegetation has started to cover the site anew. The site was identified as a camp of the 
workers who, according to Onavas locals, either built or took away the train tracks. The 
site was defined by the presence of historic ceramic sherds, glass (green, purple, pink, 
white), and metal. 
 

SON P:10:22 
 
Site Location
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Site Name: LAS ISLITAS # 1   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642222  N: 3149751 
Environment
Elevation (m): 161          Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: HISTORIC CAMP    Area (m²): 500    Min. Depth in Meters: .30 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED. 
Culture
Period: HISTORIC  Culture: MEXICAN(?) Phase: UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 
 This site was found in the valley on the west bank near the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. The area had been leveled a long time ago, but today is covered again by 
vegetation and is used for cattle grazing. No remains of structures were spotted and 
material was found only in a small area. Most material is historic, such as a metal axe 
fragment and bottle glass fragments—several with varnish (white, violet, and military 
green). Some brown Onavas plains and a few unidentified decorated evanescent red 
sherds were recorded. From the material collected the site was identified as a small 
historic camp. 
 

SON P:10:23 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LAS ISLITAS # 2    Owner: UNKNOWN  Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642010  N: 3149881 
Environment
Elevation (m): 174        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1    Area (m²): 3,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS LOST 15-20 % DUE TO EROSION. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site is located in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. A dirt road divides the site into two sections. The entire area shows a high 
degree of erosion and between 15-20 % has been lost already. No habitation structures 
were located here with the exception of several hearths and one eroded burial. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:23, Las Islitas # 2. 

 
Feature # 1: Ovens. This feature consists of the accumulation of fire-cracked 

stones in consistent circular areas of 80 cm diameters. Some black material was spotted 
on the stone piles, probably charcoal. At least four were located in the area, two on the 
edge of the erosion. At the bottom of the eroded portion, high quantities of stones similar 
to those found in the hearths covered the area. It is thus highly possible that more of these 
features existed and have been lost in the erosion process.  

Feature # 2: Burial. One occurrence was recorded at this site, but due to erosion in 
the area, only partially exposed human bones remain. No anatomical position or original 
dimensions of the burial could be determined. At the surface, no archaeological material 
was found in association with the burial. 

The site yielded a moderate level of surface material density. Lithic was 
represented by manos, hammerstones, stone flakes, black obsidian, and one projectile 
point. The ceramic material consisted of brown Onavas plains and some red sherds, some 
of which with marine shell scraping marks on the interior. Some marine shell material 
was collected, such as work debris and one Spondylus bead. The site was identified as a 
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camp associated to food/agave gathering activities. 
 

SON P:10:24 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LOS 15     Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE   
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641865  N: 3149837 
Environment
Elevation (m):  189         Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 o 4    Area (m²): 4,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, THE SITE HAS LOST 15-20 % DUE TO EROSION. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site has a similar geographical context as the SON P:10:23 site. It is located 
in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the Onavas town. The area shows a 
high degree of erosion. No habitation structures or any feature were encountered. The 
area seems to have been leveled by bulldozer one or two decades ago and today is 
covered by vegetation.  
 The site had a low density of archaeological material. Only hammerstones, cores, 
stone flakes, black obsidian, chert, and two stone axes were found. The latter were similar 
to those registered by Ekholm to the south of Sonora/north of Sinaloa (Gallaga 2004c). 
The ceramic material was brown Onavas plains. Work debris of Pinctada mazatlanica 
and Laevicardium marine shell was recovered at the site, but no finished goods were 
recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to food gathering/trail activities. 
 

SON P:10:25 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LOS 15 # 2    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641626  N: 3149801 
Environment
Elevation (m): 173        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4   Area (m²): 40    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
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Site Condition: IN DANGER, CUT IN HALF BY A DIRT ROAD, AND 
ENDANGERED BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture
Period: ARCHAIC    Culture: UNIDENTIFIED  Phase: UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 
 The site is located in the valley at least 1.3 km distant from the Río Yaqui, W of 
the Onavas town. The site has been destroyed by a dirt road and by modern cattle and 
agriculture activities. The site was a small concentration of lithic material, apparently 
archaic in origin. No ceramic or marine shell was found. The lithic material consisted of a 
stone knife fragment, a bifacial, a scraper, some flakes, and a few stone pre-shapes. Most 
of the raw material was basalts and rhyolites.  
 

SON P:10:26 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LOS CUATRO ASES # 1   Owner: PORFIRIO CHINIPAS   Previous 
Reference: NONE    N.- of Components: 1    Map: LA DURA, H12D75 
UTM Zone: 12   E: 642941  N: 3143915 
Environment
Elevation (m): 169          Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: MESA    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 27,500    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: GOOD, BUT WITH SOME EROSION. 
Culture
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on three consecutive mesas separated from each other by small 
ridges on the east portion of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. The area’s inclination 
toward the river has resulted in a high level of erosion. No habitation structures were 
found except from some ovens.  
 Feature # 1: Ovens. Seven hearths were found around the site. Due to the quantity 
of scattered fire-cracked stones in the area, more hearths are suspected, but were probably 
destroyed in the erosion process. The ovens consist of piles of fire-cracked stones about 
20-25 cm high and with a 30 cm radius. Some ash or gray dirt was found on the rock 
piles. In one of the features the remains of a corn cob was recorded. 
 In general, the site shows a moderate density of material on the elevated areas and 
low on the lowest portion of it. The lithic material was present with 12 projectile points, 
bifacial, obsidian flakes, cores, hammerstones, flakes, and rectangular manos. The 
ceramic material was present with Onavas plain sherds, some red sherds, and one  
unknown polychrome (dark brown, light brown, and red) sherd. It is possible that this 
sherd came from the south of Sonora/north of Sinaloa. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:26, Los 4 Ases # 1. 

 
Only some work debris of marine shell, identified as Glycymeris, was recorded for this 
site. The site was identified as household/ranchería or a big camp associated to food 
gathering activities. It is possible that the erosion took away the habitation structures. 
 

SON P:10:27 
 
Site Location
Site Name: LOS CUATRO ASES # 2   Owner: PORFIRIO CHINIPAS  Previous 
Reference: NONE    N.- of Components: 3    Map: LA DURA, H12D75 
UTM Zone: 12   E: 642697  N: 3143993 
Environment
Elevation (m):  191           Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT 
AND RIPARIAN SHRUB Topographic Setting: MESA     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 15,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: GOOD, BUT WITH SOME EROSION. 
Culture
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Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on top of a mesa on the east portion of the Río Yaqui, S of the 
Onavas town, around 200 m from the SON P:10:26 site separated by several ridges that 
act as natural barriers or delimitations. No archaeological material was found between the 
sites, perhaps carried away by water during seasonal rains. This site is better preserved 
and foundations of habitation structures were found. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:27, Los 4 Ases # 2. 

 
Feature # 1: House Stone Foundations. Two structures were identified: one is 

complete while only the NE corner was found of the second. The first structure measures 
9 by 4 m and had a possible entrance to the west. Both stone foundations are similar to 
those recorded by Amsden (1928) for the Rio Sonora archaeological tradition and consist 
of two rows of river cobbles (25 cm thick approximately) filled with small pebbles. 

Feature # 2: Oven. Only one example was recorded, which was similar to those 
found at the SON P:10:26 site. 
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Feature # 3: Storage Facility. A small stone circle was recorded. This feature 
measures 50 cm in radius, but no clear signs of ash or charcoal was spotted. This may 
represent a hearth or the remains of the base of a storage facility. 

In general, the site shows a moderate density of archaeological material. Lithic 
was present with several fragments of concave metates, hammerstones, cores, flakes, 
green obsidian flakes, one projectile point, and one stone hoe. Ceramic material was 
represented mostly by Onavas plain wares, but red and local decorated Onavas P/R 
sherds were also recorded. In addition, two big pot burst were found at the site. Marine 
shell was represented by bracelets, pendants, and work shop debris. The species 
identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, Nerita, and Olivella. The site was identified 
as household/ranchería site. It is possible that this site was related with the site SON 
P:10:26 and this was the area with the habitation areas and the latter the activity areas 
dedicated to agriculture or agave production. 

 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:27, Los 4 Ases # 2, element 1 and 2. 

 
SON P:10:28 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN   Owner: GILBERTO BUELNA   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643965  N: 3149679 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
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MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA   Area (m²): 6,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURAL AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was recorded in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui about 200 m 
south from the site SON P:10:8 (El Cementerio), N of the Onavas town. The site is a 
concentration of archaeological material dispersed by agricultural and cattle activities. 
The site revealed two material concentrations that were identified as area A and B. 
Material was collected from each. No architectural features were found, but were 
possibly destroyed by the mechanized agriculture activities. 

In general, the site exhibited a moderate density level of surface material. The 
ceramic material consisted mostly of Onavas plain wares, but red and local decorated 
Onavas P/R sherds were recorded as well. Lithic material was represented by metate 
fragments, stone strainers, polishing stones, reamers, cores, hammerstones, flakes, and 
obsidian flakes. Some marine shell goods were recorded, such as bracelets, one pendant, 
and work shop debris. The species identified were Glycymeris, and Conus. Also, some 
historic materials were recovered. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:29 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644167  N: 3150074 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 189        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 1,350    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site is located in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas 
town. Found at 250-300 m north of the site Son P:10:8 (El Cementerio), both sites may 
have been contemporaneous. No habitation structures or features were found. A 
concentration of material was dispersed over the surface by agricultural and cattle 
activities and, later, by a concrete canal made in 1999. The canal cut the site in half and 
most of the material recovered had surfaced during this construction. 
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 The ceramic material found at the site consisted of Onavas plain ceramics and 
some local decorated Onavas P/R and red sherds. A ceramic disc was recorded also. 
Lithic material was present in the form of stones flakes, hammerstones, manos, and two 
reamer stones. Only some pieces of marine shell, identified as work shop debris of 
Laevicardium, were recorded. In addition, some unidentified bone was recovered. The 
site was identified as a camp associated with agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:30 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644207  N: 3149999 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 162        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 1,200    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 Recorded in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town, 
the site was found near site SON P:10:29 and SON P:10:8 (El Cementerio). Possibly this 
site too was contemporaneous with nearby sites found in the area or formed part of a 
larger cultural community. Perhaps these sites were agricultural camps of the prehispanic 
community of Onavas. No habitation structures or features were found. 

The site exhibited a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due 
to agricultural and cattle activities. The ceramic material was represented mostly by 
Onavas plain wares, some local decorated Onavas P/R and red sherds. In addition, stone 
flakes, cores, hammerstones, two manos, and obsidian flakes were recorded. No marine 
shell was recovered. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:31 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644106  N: 3149656 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 162        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 

 
 



 398

RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2     Area (m²): 520    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 Recorded in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town, 
this is a small site found at 250 m from SON P:10:8 (El Cementerio). No habitation 
structures or features were found. The site had a small concentration of material dispersed 
over the surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. 
Probably this site was contemporaneous to the rest of the small sites found in the area and 
shares a larger cultural community or they are agricultural camps from the prehispanic 
Onavas community. 
 The ceramic material recorded was mostly Onavas plain ceramics and some local 
decorated Onavas P/R; several stone flakes, some hammerstones, cores, and one mano. 
Furthermore, one shell fragment was recorded. This was a small piece of fresh water 
Pelecipod work shop debris. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:32 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644201  N: 3150518 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 164        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 1,050    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND 
CONSTRUCTION OF IRRIGATION CANALS. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was recorded in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures were found, except for one oven. The site revealed 
a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural and cattle 
activities and the leveling of the area. In addition, the area has been disturbed by the 
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construction of at least three modern irrigation canals.  
 Feature # 1: Oven. One oven was recorded for this site consisting of a fire-cracked 
stone circle of 30 cm diameter and 20 cm high. Some ashy soil was spotted inside the 
circle. Because more fire-cracked stones lay scattered around the site it is likely that more 
than one oven operated here. 

The material recorded at the site was mostly Onavas plains ceramics, some local 
decorated Onavas P/R sherds, some stone flakes, hammerstones, cores, and a stone tool 
that appears to be an agave knife. No shell was found. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:33 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LA PILA    Owner: GERMAN VAZQUEZ  Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643798  N: 3150057 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:33, La Pila. 

 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 173        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
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RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA (PILA)    Area (m²): 200    Min. Depth in Meters: .90 M 
APPROX.  
 
Site Condition: STABLE, NOT IN USE. 
Culture 
Period: COLONIAL/HISTORIC Culture: SPANISH/MEXICAN   Phase: 
UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 
 Located on the east side of the river, N of the Onavas town, this structure was 
pointed out by German Vazquez, the owner, and said to be at least 150-200 years old. It 
is located in the valley and seems to have been used for agriculture activities. 

Feature # 1: Pila (water reservoir). The structure lacked elements to establish its 
antiquity, but it certainly appears to be old. The water basin measured 14 m in diameter, 
90 cm. deep, and had a 80 cm thick wall. Constructed with stone and gray mortar, some 
cracks have appeared over the course of time. The water basin is no longer in use. On the 
northern side is a hole to empty the basin and in the southern portion one may see the 
remains of a canal. No further elements were found nearby or contemporaneous with the 
water basin. No prehispanic or colonial material was found in association with this 
feature. The site was identified as a historic household/ranchería. 
 

SON P:10:34 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
 N.- of Components: 0 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643776  N: 3151113 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 163        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was found on top of a small elevated area on the floodplain on the east 
side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were 
found. The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to 
agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was 
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Onavas plain sherds, some local decorated Onavas P/R and red sherds, one worked sherd, 
and one stone flake. No marine shell was found. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:35 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643659  N: 3151027 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 176        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 
M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found on top of a small elevated area on the floodplain on the east 
side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were 
found. The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to 
agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The site was found very 
close to site SON P:10:34. The material recorded was only Onavas plain sherds. No 
marine shell was found. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot 
burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:36 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
 N.- of Components: 0 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643504  N: 3151255 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 161       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
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Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was found atop a small elevated area in the floodplain on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. 
The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural 
and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was mostly 
Onavas plain sherds and some fine orange and red sherds; and stone flakes. Marine shell 
was found, consisting only of Pecten work shop debris. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:37 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643328  N: 3151528 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 167        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and CHOLLA. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 144    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found atop a small elevated area in the floodplain on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. 
The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural 
and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was Onavas plain 
sherds and some red sherds. No marine shell was found. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:38 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643587  N: 3151639 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 167        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, and CHOLLA. 
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Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found atop a small elevated area in the floodplain on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. 
The site consists of a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to 
agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was 
Onavas plain sherds and some red sherds. No marine shell was found. The site was 
identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:39 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644345  N: 3151268 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 194        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 3 or 4  Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This small site was found on a small mesa on the mountain area at the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. This site has a very good view of the floodplain 
sites. No habitation structures or features were found. The material recorded was only 
Onavas plain sherds and stone flakes. No marine shell was found. In addition, at the foot 
of the mesa upon which the site was located, a source of clay was found. This source 
could have been used in prehispanic times. The site was identified as a camp associated 
to hunting/wood/clay gathered activities. 
 

SON P:10:40 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
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E: 644275  N: 3151379 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 196        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 3,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:40. 

 
Description 
 This site was found on a mesa on the mountain area at the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, N of the Onavas town, just at the right side of the clay source recorded for SON 
P:10:39 site. Regardless that the area had been leveled and perturbed by agriculture and 
cattle activities, two features were recorded. 
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Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Two different components were recorded. 
The first one, was a stone alignment of 1.80 m, and seems to be the remains of a house 
stone foundation, but is badly eroded. The second component is another stone alignment 
of 2.80 m that seems to be another house stone foundation. The two features were 
identified as dwellings type 7 or undetermined. 

The site had a moderate density material on surface. The ceramic material 
recorded at the site was mostly Onavas plain ceramics, but some local decorated Onavas 
P/R sherds and ceramic discs were also found. Stone flakes, stone tools, and small pieces 
of black obsidian were also encountered. One piece of a bracelet of Glycymeris was 
found. The site had been identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:41 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: RAYMUNDO NAVARRO    Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644098  N: 3151743 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 176        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB  Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 5,400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found atop a small mesa just under the foot hills on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures were recorded and only 
one feature was found. 

Feature # 1: Burial. Only occurrence of this feature was recorded, badly eroded 
and only bone remains can be spotted. Teeth from the burial were taken as diagnostic 
sample. The feature lacked depression indicative of a burial pit. The owner showed a 
turquoise pendant he found at the site (the item was photographed).  

The site shows a high level of material density. The material recorded in this site 
was Onavas plain ceramics, local decorated Onavas P/R, some fine orange sherds, and 
ceramic discs and in terms of lithics, stone flakes, stones tools, a complete turquoise 
pendant, and a ¾ axe. Marine shell goods were also recorded, such as bracelets, beads, 
and work shop debris. The species identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, and 
Pelecipods from fresh water. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:42 
 
Site Location 
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Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643199  N: 3151765 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 169        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and 
POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in a small area of somewhat higher ground in the floodplain 
on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or 
features were found. The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the 
surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material 
recorded was only Onavas plain sherds and one stone disc. No marine shell was found. 
The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:43 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643392  N: 3151764 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 168        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY)  
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and 
POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in a small area of somewhat higher ground in the floodplain 
on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or 
features were found. The site yielded a small concentration of material dispersed over the 
surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material 
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recorded was Onavas plain wares, some red sherds and stone flakes. No marine shell was 
found. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:44 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643943  N: 3151805 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 1,500    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 This site was found in the floodplain near the foot hills on the east bank of the Río 
Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. Located closely to SON P:10:51, the two sites may be 
related. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface. The site revealed a 
moderate density of surface material. The material recorded was Onavas plain ceramics, 
local decorated Onavas P/R, one spindle whorl, stone flakes and stone tools, such as 
reamer, metates, manos, and round manos. Marine shell goods were recorded, such as 
beads and work shop debris, and identified as Laevicardium and Conus. The site was 
identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:45 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643165  N: 3151953 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 165        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and 
POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
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Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in a small area of somewhat higher ground in the floodplain 
on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or 
features were found. The site had a small concentration of material dispersed over the 
surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material 
recorded was Onavas plain wares, some red sherds, stone flakes, and a rectangular mano. 
No marine shell was found. Also, a small piece of historic glass bottle was found. The 
site was identified as a camp associated with agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:46 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643040  N: 3152060 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 169        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and 
POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site is located in a small area of somewhat higher ground in the floodplain on 
the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features 
were found. The site exhibited a small concentration of material dispersed over the 
surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The only 
prehispanic material recorded was Onavas plain wares. No lithic or marine shell was 
found. Also, a small old cowboy bottom was recorded. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:47 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643655  N: 3152288 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
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RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 2,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the floodplain near the foot hills on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site 
had a concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural and cattle 
activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was Onavas plain ceramics, 
stone flakes, and a complete metate found in-situ. No marine shell was found. Despite its 
size, based on the prehispanic material the site has been identified as a camp related to 
agriculture activities. 
 

SON P:10:48 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643473  N: 3152246 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 187        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN (VALLEY) 
Vegetation: MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and 
POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4 Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in a small area of higher ground in the floodplain on the east 
side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were 
found. The site yielded a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due 
to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was 
Onavas plain wares, some red sherds, and one mayolica type sherd. No lithic or marine 
shell was found. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:49 
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Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643389  N: 3152599 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 169        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site revealed a small 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural and cattle 
activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was Onavas plain wares and 
some prehispanic red and modern sherds. Also, some stone flakes were recorded. No 
marine shell was found. In addition, a Mexican coin of 5 cents from 1966 was found. The 
site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:50 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 644116  N: 3152059 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 203        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4   Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: ARCHAIC       Culture: UNIDENTIFIED Phase: UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 

The site was found on the edge of a mesa at the nearby hills on the east side of the 
Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded. 
The site had only lithic material scattered in a small area. Some hammerstones, stone 
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flakes, and a stone tool (probably an axe) were recorded. The site was identified as an 
archaic camp associated to hunting/food gathering/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:51 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643844  N: 3152043 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 170        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4  Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found on the foot hills on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site revealed a small 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to water erosion and cattle 
activities. The material recorded was Onavas plain wares and some marine shell pieces 
identified as Laevicardium and Glycymeris. The site was identified as a camp associated 
to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:52 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
 N.- of Components: 1 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643924  N: 3152380 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 215        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 2    Area (m²): 3,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
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The site was found on a mesa in the foot hills on the east side of the Río Yaqui, N 
of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. Great quantities of 
fire-cracked stones were observed on the eroded surface. The site consisted of a large 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to erosion and cattle activities. 
The site offers a good view of the valley below. 

Feature # 1: Ovens. Although no clear evidence of ovens survived at the surface, 
large scattered quantities of fire-cracked stones were recorded, indicating the presence of 
these features at the site. 

The material recorded was Onavas plain wares, stone flakes, hammerstones, 
cores, and some stone tools. The site was identified as a camp associated to 
agricultural/agave gathering activities. 
 

SON P:10:53 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643655  N: 3152644 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 177        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA-FOOT HILLS  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1    Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in an area of somewhat higher ground near the foot hills on the 
east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. No habitation structures were found. 
Piles of stones were found at the south portion of the site, possibly for growing agave. 
The site offers a good view of the valley below. 

Feature # 1: Agave Agriculture. Piles of stones were observed at the surface on 
the south portion of the site. The site is located 100 m to the north of SON P:10:52, where 
possible ovens were also identified. It is possible, then, that these two sites were related 
on the basis of agave growing and processing activities. 

The material recorded was Onavas plain wares, stone flakes, hammerstones, 
cores, and some stone tools, such as polishing stones and a bifacial. The site was 
identified as a camp associated to agave gathering activities. 
 

SON P:10:54 
 
Site Location 
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Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643358  N: 3152902 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 164        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site is a small 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agricultural and cattle 
activities and the leveling of the area. The material recorded was Onavas plain wares, 
some stone flakes, and a rectangular mano. No marine shell was found. The site was 
identified as a camp associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:55 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643558  N: 3152900 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 180        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 8,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND POTHUNTING.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found on a mesa in the foothills area on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. The mesa offers a very good view of the flood plain. The 
site had a high density of surface material and three habitation structures were found in 
the west portion of the site. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Three separate habitation structures were 
recorded for this site. All three aligned N-S and were identified as house type # 1. The  
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:55. 

 
structures measured 5 x 4.5 m and probably were facing west to the river.  

The ceramic material recorded at the site was Onavas plain ceramics and a few 
sherds of local decorated Onavas P/R. Lithic material consisted of stone flakes, 
hammerstones, cores, metate and manos fragments, and a few stone tools. Marine shell 
goods were also reported, such as shell beads, pendants, and tinkles. The species 
identified were Conus, Olivella, Petaloconchus, and Pelecipods from fresh water sources. 
The site was identified as household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:56 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: CASA GILLIAN   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
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N.- of Components: 5  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643470  N: 3153132 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 197        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: ALDEA    Area (m²): 18,900   Min. Depth in Meters: .25 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND POT HUNTING. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa in the foot hills at the edge of the floodplain on the 
east side of the Río Yaqui, N of the Onavas town. The site is located on the next mesa to 
the north from SON P:10:55 and nearby SON P:10:3 and SON P:10:12. It is possible that 
all these sites were contemporaneous and related. Unfortunately, the site has been pot 
hunted severally in recent years. In addition, the presence of 17 large dug-out holes 
indicates that gold mining activities that had been destroying the site. The site yielded 
high concentrations of material at the surface and was divided into two sections, north 
and south, to facilitate data recording. Ten habitation structures or houses were found, six 
to the south and four to the north. In addition, several other features were recorded along 
the northern edge of the site. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Ten examples were reported and identified 
as house type # 1.The rooms measured 4 by 6 m and had varying orientations. In the 
southern part of the site, the structures together create a common area to the center of the 
site. More houses probably existed at the site, but have been destroyed by pot-hunting 
and mining activities. 

Feature # 2: Storage Facility. Only one example was recorded. Made of one line 
of river cobbles, the radius of the circle measured 1 m. At the surface, no indication of 
use and no materials were found in association. It is possible that this feature forms the 
base of a storage facility. 

Feature # 3: Water Dam. Only one feature of this type was recorded at the site. In 
a small water drainage partially dividing the site, a small stone dam was recorded that 
was probably used to retain water or control the water erosion. The feature measures one 
meter in length by 20-25 cm in width. 

Feature # 4: Burials. Although no formal burials were recorded at the surface, 
several human bones were encountered. 

Feature # 5: Trash Midden. Only one was identified. Made of a combination of 
ash, charcoal, earth, and archaeological material, the midden measured 3 x 2 m by 35 cm 
high. 

The ceramic material recorded at the site consisted of Onavas plain ceramics, 
local decorated Onavas P/R, fine orange sherds, and several spindle whorl fragments. 
Lithic material was represented by stone flakes, hammerstones, cores, stone tools, metate 
and manos fragments, two projectile point fragments, and obsidian flakes. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:56. 

 
Marine shell goods were reported, such as beads, bracelets, pendants, tinkles, and 

shell work shop debris. The species identified were Conus, Olivella, Glycymeris, 
Anadara, Laevicardium, and Pelecipods from fresh water. The site was identified as 
hamlet/aldea site. 
 

SON P:10:57 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LA VACA MUERTA I  Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0      Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643344  N: 3148605 
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Environment 
Elevation (m): 162        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 144    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, just SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site consisted of a 
small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agriculture and cattle 
activities. SON P:10:58, SON P:10:59, and SON P:10:60 are located in close proximity. 
It is thus possible that all four sites were related, perhaps forming one large site. 
Agriculture activities might have destroyed its integrity. The material recorded was a 
handful of Onavas plain sherds and some stone flakes. No marine shell was recorded. The 
site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:58 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LA VACA MUERTA II   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 0     Map: LA DURA, H12D75   UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643280  N: 3148617 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 165        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 144    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río, just SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site consists of a small 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agriculture and cattle 
activities. SON P:10: 57, SON P:10:59, and SON P:10:60 are located in close proximity. 
It is thus possible that all four sites were related, perhaps forming one large site. 
Agriculture activities might have destroyed its integrity. The material recorded was a 
handful of Onavas plain and fine orange sherds, some stone flakes, and one stone tool. 
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No marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to 
agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:59 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643235  N: 3148646 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 170        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 1,200    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND 
EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found at the edge of the higher ground in the valley on the east side 
of the Río Yaqui, just SW of the Onavas town. A strong natural erosion process has 
begun here. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface or in the 
stratigraphy of the eroded wall. The site yielded a small concentration of material 
dispersed over the surface due to agriculture and cattle activities. SON P:10: 57, SON 
P:10:58, and SON P:10:60 are located in close proximity. It is thus possible that all four 
sites were related, perhaps forming one large site. Agriculture activities might have 
destroyed its integrity. The material recorded was Onavas plain and red sherds, one 
Ramos polychrome sherd; and some stone flakes. No marine shell was recorded. The site 
was identified as a camp associated to agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:60 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643144  N: 3148667 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4    Area (m²): 2,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
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APPROX. 
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND 
EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found at the edge of higher ground in the valley on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, just SW of the Onavas town. A strong natural erosion process has begun 
here. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface or in the stratigraphy 
of the eroded wall. The site is a small concentration of material dispersed over the surface 
due to agriculture and cattle activities. SON P:10: 57, SON P:10:58, and SON P:10:59 
are located in close proximity. It is thus possible that all four sites were related, perhaps 
forming one large site. Agriculture activities might have destroyed its integrity. The 
material recorded was Onavas plain and fine orange sherds, and some stone flakes. No 
marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to 
agricultural/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:61 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643563  N: 3147553 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 192        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILLS  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found at higher ground in the foot hills on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. The site is situated in a small valley with a running water 
source close to good hunting areas. No habitation structures or features were found. The 
material recorded consisted of Onavas plain sherds and some stone flakes. No marine 
shell was recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to hunting/pot burst 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:62 
 
Site Location 
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Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN    Previous Reference: 
NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643568  N: 3146901 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 231        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILLS  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 64    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found at higher ground in the foot hills on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. The site is in a small valley with a good view of the 
floodplain and close to good hunting areas. No habitation structures or features were 
found. The material recorded consisted of Onavas plain sherds, some stone flakes, and 
one bifacial. No marine shell was recorded.  The site was identified as a camp associated 
to hunting/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:63 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643091  N: 3148548 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 1200    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was discovered at the edge of higher ground in the valley on the east side 
of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. A strong natural erosion process has begun 
here. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface or in the stratigraphy 
of the eroded wall. The site revealed a small concentration of material dispersed over the 
surface due to agriculture and cattle activities. The material recorded was Onavas plain, 
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red, and local decorated Onavas P/R sherds; and some stone flakes. No marine shell was 
recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:64 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642913  N: 3148585 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 168        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 4,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND 
EROSION.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site is situated at the edge of higher ground in the valley on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. A strong natural erosion process has begun here. 
No habitation structures or features were found at the surface or in the stratigraphy of the 
eroded wall. A small perennial water stream cuts the site in half that has caused further 
erosion. The site shows a big concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to 
agriculture, cattle, and erosion activities. The site lies close to SON P:10:17 and is 
probably related. 

The material recorded consisted of Onavas plain, fine orange, and modern sherds; 
and some stone flakes. Marine shell was recorded at the site, but only work shop debris. 
The species identified were Pecten and Laevicardium. The site was identified as a 
household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:65 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL OBISPO III   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639572  N: 3146027 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2 or 4 Area (m²): 3,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
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APPROX. 
Site Condition: DESTROYED BY CATTLE AND AGRICULTURE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on a mesa above the floodplain on the west side of the Río 
Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. The site has been largely destroyed by a bulldozer, the 
construction of a road, and agriculture and cattle activities. No habitation structures or 
features were spotted at the surface. The site revealed a moderate level of surface 
material density dispersed over a large area. 

The ceramic material reported was Onavas plain wares, fine orange, red, and local 
decorated Onavas P/R sherds. Lithic material consisted of stone flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, and obsidian flakes. Marine shell goods were also reported in the form of 
pendants, bracelets, and raw material. The species identified were Conus and Glycymeris. 
The site was identified as a camp associated to food gathering/hunting activities. It is 
possible that this site is related to SON P:10:13, SON P:10:14, SON P:10:15, SON 
P:10:16, SON P:10:65, and SON P:10:108 thus constituting a large extensive community.  
 

SON P:10:66 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL METEORITO    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643405  N: 3145918 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 214        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILLS  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 3 or 4   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES AND NATURAL EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

Located on the side of an eroded hill, the site was found in the hills on the east 
side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were 
found. To the south of the site, naturally occurring iron stones were found. At sites 
elsewhere in the valley, the same type of iron stones were found in the form of polishing 
stones. Perhaps, this site served as a source for those goods. The material recorded was 
only a handful of Onavas plain sherds. No lithic material or marine shell was recorded, 
except for the iron stones. The site was identified as a camp associated to stone 
source/pot burst activities. 
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SON P:10:67 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642467  N: 3148440 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 152        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found at the edge of an elevated layer of the valley on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. A strong natural erosion process has begun. No 
habitation structures or features were found at the surface. The site showed a small 
concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agriculture, cattle, and erosion 
activities. Due to its proximity to SON P:10:18, both sites were probably related. The 
material recorded consisted of Onavas plain and local decorated Onavas P/R sherds; and 
some stone flakes. No marine shell was recorded at the site. The site was identified as a 
camp related to agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:68 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642235  N: 3148294 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 171        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 2,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC/HISTORIC    Culture: NEBOMES      Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley between the floodplain and the foot hills on the 
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east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. No prehispanic habitation structures 
or features were found, except for a possible historic red brick kiln. The site exhibited a 
small concentration of material dispersed over the surface due to agriculture, cattle, and 
erosion activities. 

Feature # 1: historic kiln. This feature was found at the edge of the prehispanic 
site. The feature measured 1 x .50 m by .50 high. No further historic material was found 
near or at the site. 

The material recorded was Onavas plain wares, stone flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, and a bifacial. No marine shell was recovered. For its proximity to SON 
P:10:70, both sites could have been related. The site was identified as a camp associated 
to agriculture activities.  
 

SON P:10:69 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642122  N: 3148299 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 180        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 1,125    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley between the floodplain and the foot hills on the 
east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. No prehispanic habitation structures 
or features were found. The site exhibited a small concentration of material dispersed 
over the surface due to agricultural and cattle activities and the leveling of the area. The 
material recorded at the site was Onavas plain ware, some red sherds, stone flakes, cores, 
and hammerstones. No marine shell was recovered. For its proximity to SON P:10:70, 
both sites may have been related. The site was identified as a camp associated to 
agriculture activities. 
 

SON P:10:70 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LA BATEA    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 5  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641924  N: 3148429 
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Environment 
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: VILLA    Area (m²): 16,800    Min. Depth in Meters: .20 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE , CATTLE AND EROSION 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found between the floodplain and an area of higher ground below 
the foot hills on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. The site revealed 
a high density of surface material spread over a large area. The site was destroyed by 
several activities. In the flood plain, the area has been leveled for agriculture activities 
and on the higher ground erosion and cattle activities are destroying the site. In addition, 
a dirt road has cut into part of the site. Several features were reported. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Two connected foundations were found and 
identified as house type # 2. The foundations were constructed with stone slabs vertically 
placed with space in between. No door location was detected. The foundations had a N-S 
orientation. The first room measured 4.8 by 3.8 m and the second room was incomplete. 
The presence and quantity of large stone slabs scattered at the site suggests more houses 
probably existed at the site, but have been destroyed due to cattle, agricultural, and 
erosion activities. 

Feature # 2: Stone Altar. Only one such element was reported. Located at the edge 
of a nearby hill on the SW side of the site, this structure consists of two stone platforms. 
The first bottom platform measures 6-7 m in length, about 50 cm in height, and is 
oriented N-S. No mortar appears to have been used in its construction. The top platform 
measures 3 by 4 m in length and 50 cm in height. Constructed against the edge of the hill, 
three walls (N, E, and S) constitute the platform. Time, trees, and cattle activities have led 
to the degradation of both platforms, although the shape of the structure survives. No 
material was found in association. The structure may have been oriented according to 
solar alignments (Ben Nelson personal communication 2005). 

Feature # 3: Stone Platform. This feature shows a similar construction technique 
as the stone altar. One stone platform constitutes the structure that measures 6 by 4 m and 
50 cm high. The structure has a N-S orientation. Another stone alignment extends from 
under the platform forming a step. A few sherds and stone flakes were found in 
association. The structure was identified as habitation structure type # 3. 

Feature # 4: Burial. Only one burial was reported. This feature was found in an 
eroded area on the SE side of the site. No anatomical position or burial pit was detected. 
Local residents mentioned the collection of shell beads and bracelets from this eroded 
burial. Scattered human bones were observed at the surface. 

Feature # 5: Plaza. From the geographical location of the site and the distribution 
of the different features, an open area appears to have existed to the north of the site that 
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may have been used as a plaza. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:70. 

 
The ceramic material reported for the site was Onavas plain ceramics, and red and 

local decorated Onavas P/R sherds. Lithic material constituted of stones flakes, obsidian 
flakes, one late projectile point, one bifacial, polishing stones, and several stone tools. 
Marine shell goods were reported in great quantities as raw material (#1), workshop 
debris (#54), and finished goods, such as awl (#1), beads (#3), bracelets (#3), pendants 
(#3), rings (#1). The species identified were Anadara, Laevicardium, Conus, Glycymeris, 
Argopecten, Pecten, Cerithidia, Petaloconchus, Spondillus, and Olivella. The site has 
been identified as a village type. 
 

SON P:10:71 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641480  N: 3148935 
Environment 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:27, element 2 (stone altar). 

 
Elevation (m): 185        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND  
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILL  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 64    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a hill that dominates the whole Onavas valley to the east 
side of the river, SW of the Onavas town. No prehispanic habitation structures or features 
were found. The ceramic material recorded at the site was a handful of Onavas plain 
wares. No lithic or marine shell was recovered. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:72 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 643473  N: 3152246 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:27, element 3 (stone platform). 

 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 187        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4     Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site is located in the floodplain on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town, nearby the SON P:10:70 site. No prehispanic habitation structures or 
features were found. The site had a small concentration of material. The ceramic material 
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recorded at the site consisted of a hand full of Onavas plain sherds. No lithic or marine 
shell was recovered. The site was identified as a camp associated to pot burst/travel 
activities.  
 

SON P:10:73 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642294  N: 3148141 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 177        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 2,800    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES, AND 
EROSION.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on a mesa in the valley beyond the floodplain on the east side 
of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. All the sides of the mesa have been eroded. 
Several house structures were found, but erosion may have destroyed others. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. At least 6 structures were found. These 
were one river cobble alignment, identified as house type # 1. The structures were 
rectangular in shape and measured 4.5 x 3.5 m. Differing orientations were observed, 
probably making a compound. 

The material reported for the site was Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, some 
hammerstones, and cores. No marine shell was reported. The site was identified as 
household/rancherías site. 
 

SON P:10:74 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642585  N: 3148158 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 182        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4   Area (m²): 144    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
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APPROX. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:73. 

 
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
 The site was found on a mesa in the valley beyond the floodplain on the east side 
of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were 
found. The site consists of a small concentration of surface material spread over a small 
area by agriculture and cattle activities. The material recorded at the site was Onavas 
plain ceramic, stone flakes, and one stone tool. No marine shell was recorded. The site 
was identified as a camp associated to food gathering/hunting/pot burst activities. 
 

SON P:10:75 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
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E: 642639  N: 3148097 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa in the valley above the floodplain on the east side of 
the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. 
The site exhibited a small concentration of surface material dispersed by agriculture and 
cattle activities. The material recorded at the site was Onavas plain ceramic, stone flakes, 
and one metate fragment. No marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a 
camp associated to food gathering/hunting/pot burst activities. For its proximity to SON 
P:10:74, both sites were probably related. 
 

SON P:10:76 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640770  N: 3148064 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 173        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4  Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW 
of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site had a small 
concentration of surface material dispersed by agriculture and cattle activities. The 
ceramic material recorded was Onavas plain ceramic only. No lithic or marine shell was 
recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to food gathering/pot burst/trip 
activities. 
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SON P:10:77 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641645  N: 3147675 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 201       Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB   Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on a small hill on the east side of the Río Yaqui , 
SW of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site 
revealed a small concentration of surface material dispersed by agriculture and cattle 
activities. The ceramic material recorded consisted of Onavas plain ceramics. No lithic or 
marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a camp associated to food 
gathering/pot burst/trip activities. 
 

SON P:10:78 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640605  N: 3147713 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 162        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 2,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW 
of the Onavas town. Several structures were found, although a low density of surface 
material was present. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation: Four structures were found. Identified as  

 
 



 433

 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:78. 

 
house type # 1, the foundations consist of one river cobble alignments. Three of the 
houses were found in the northern portion of the site and the fourth in the southern 
section. The north house foundations shape a compound with an L form and share a 
common area. The house dimensions measure 4.5 by 3.5 m. 

Feature # 2: Stone Structure. Only one structure was found located at the center of 
the site facing the Río Yaqui. The dimensions of this structure are 5 by 8 m and the walls 
are 80 cm thick, with the door facing west. Large river stones make up the structure and 
serve not only as a foundation, but actually shape the walls. This unusual construction 
may have been used for ceremonial activities. The structure was identified as house type 
# 6 (pit house). 

The material recorded at the site was Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, stone tools, and a small piece of shell. The piece was identified as work 
shop debris of a Glycymeris. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site type. 
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SON P:10:79 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641695  N: 3147297 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 187        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 3   Area (m²): 4    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: ARCHAIC          Culture: UNIDENTIFIED Phase: UNIDENTIFIED 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site consists of a small 
concentration of surface material. Only stone flakes and cores were recorded at the site. 
No ceramic or marine shell was found making the area look like a temporary stone 
working area. The site was identified as a camp associated to stone sourcing activities. 
 

SON P:10:80 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL BALNEARIO I   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640529  N: 3147285 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 170        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB   Topographic Setting: VALLEY  Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 4,800    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. Possible habitation structures were found and another feature was reported. 
The site exhibited a moderate concentration of surface material dispersed by agriculture 
and cattle activities. 
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Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. One possible structure was reported 
consisting of a stone alignment of river cobbles. Due to the site disturbance, it was 
impossible to distinguish any additional characteristics. 

Feature # 2: Ovens. At least one feature of this type was spotted. This was a 
circular concentration of fire-cracked stones of 30 cm diameter by 20 cm high. Some 
ceramic sherds were identified nearby. 

The ceramic material recorded for this site was Onavas plain ceramics, fine 
orange and red sherds. Lithic material was represented by stone flakes, hammerstones, 
cores, and metate and mano fragments. Marine shell goods were also reported, such as 
shell work shop debris and bracelets. The species identified were Laevicardium and 
Glycymeris. In addition, a Mexican five peso coin from 1977 was found. The site was 
identified as household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:81 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642443  N: 3144753 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 172        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 9    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas 
town. No habitation structures or features were found. The site had a small concentration 
of surface material. The ceramic material recorded at the site consisted of Onavas plain 
ceramics. No lithic or marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a camp 
associated to pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:82 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL MAMUT    Owner: COMMUNAL ROAD  Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642151  N: 3148056 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 192        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
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RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: NONE    Area (m²): 6    Min. Depth in Meters: .50 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND ROAD 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: QUATERNARY Culture: NOT APPLICABLE Phase: NONE 
Description 

This site was found in the dirt road leading to SON P:10:70 on the east side of the 
Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. The site was discovered when the community 
scraped the road revealing several large bones. Some bones are visible at the surface and 
appear to be of a Pleistocene horse. Due to their location amidst a dirt road, the bones, 
already very fragile, are now in bad condition. Some samples were taken as well as 
photographs. No visible human material was found in association with the animal bones.  
 

SON P:10:83 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: PORFIRIO CHINCHIYA   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 2 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642669  N: 3144009 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 168        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley beyond the floodplain on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. Two features were reported. The site had a small 
concentration of surface material. This site is located approximately 100-150 m from 
SON P:10:26 and SON P:10:27. The three sites were probably related. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. This feature was identified as a possible 
house structure, although only one corner was located. This structure was made of river 
cobble located at the south portion of the site. No more than 15-20 cm high, the corner 
measures 1 x 3 m N-S and 1 and 2 meters E-W, creating an “L” shape. The river stones 
used for this structure are larger than those used in other foundations found in the valley. 
It is possible that this structure forms the remains of a pit-house structure and is therefore 
identified as house type # 6. 

Feature # 2: Storage Facility. One feature was identified at the surface. It’s made 
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of river cobbles, the small circle measures 50 cm in diameter. No ashy soil was spotted. 
This may represent a hearth or the remains of the base of a storage facility. 

The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain ceramics and some 
red sherds. Lithic material was represented by stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, and 
mano fragments. No marine shell was reported. The site was identified as a 
household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:84 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: PORFIRIO CHINCHIYA   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 0 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642600  N: 3143779 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 191        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 2,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley beyond the floodplain on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, S of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found at the 
surface. The site exhibited a concentration of surface material dispersed over a large area. 
Located approximately 100-150 m from SON P:10:26 and SON P:10:27, the sites were 
probably related. The material recorded for the site were Onavas plain ceramics, stone 
flakes, hammerstones, stone tools, and one projectile point.  Marine shell good were also 
reported, such as beads and work shop debris. The species identified were Pinctada 
mazatlanica and Laevicardium. The site was identified as a camp associated to 
agriculture activities. 
 

SON P:10:85 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641833  N: 3144282 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 185        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
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Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 2,400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas 
town. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface, but the site has been 
leveled with a bull dozer for agriculture and cattle activities. The site revealed a 
concentration of surface material dispersed over a large area. The site is located near a 
water source. The material recorded for the site were Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, 
obsidian flakes, hammerstones, cores, stone tools, metate fragments, one stone ¾ axe, 
and one projectile point. No marine shell was reported. The site was identified as a 
household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:86 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642030  N: 3143864 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 174        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 11,700    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. THE 
SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED BY BULLDOZER. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa on the east side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas 
town. No habitation structures were found, but one feature was recorded at the surface. 
The site had a concentration of surface material dispersed over a large area. 

Feature # 1: Storage Facility. Only one example was found and consisted of a 
small stone circle of 80 cm of diameter made of river cobbles. No ashy soil was spotted at 
the center. It is possible that this feature forms the remains of a storage facility. 

The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain ceramics and some 
red sherds. Lithics was represented by stone flakes, obsidian flakes, hammerstones, stone 
tools, a stone net weight, manos, and two projectile points. Marine shell was also reported 
and identified as work shop debris of Glycymeris. The site was identified as a 
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household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:87 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641327  N: 3144182 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 172        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 3,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. THE 
SITE HAS BEEN LEVELED BY BULLDOZER.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa on the east side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas 
town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface. The site had a 
concentration of surface material dispersed over a large area. Only Onavas plain ceramics 
were present and lithic evidence consisted of stone flakes, hammerstones, and one 
projectile point. Marine shell was also reported and identified as work shop debris of 
Laevicardium. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:88 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LOS COCHIS I    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641071  N: 3144321 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 165        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 2,800    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa that overlooks the Río Yaqui, on the east side of the 
river, S of the Onavas town. Habitation structures were found and one stone feature was 
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recorded at the surface. The site revealed a concentration of surface material dispersed 
over a large area. 

 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:88. 

 
Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. The foundation consists of three attached 

rooms. Made of river cobble alignments, the structure was identified as house type # 1. 
The total structure measures 15 x 4.30 m. The northern room amounts to 5 x 4.30 m, the 
center room to 6 x 4.30 m, and the southern room to 4 x 4.30 m. The structure is oriented 
N-S and the doors faced west. Some pot-hunting holes were found inside the structures. 

Feature # 2: Water Dam. Only one element of this type was found. This was a 
small stone alignment of 1.20 x 0.30 m and 0.35 m high. The feature was made of large 
river stones and was located near the house foundations. It appears to have controlled the 
run-off water of the area. 

The material recorded consisted of Onavas plain ceramics, stone flakes, one stone 
tool, and one metate. No marine shell was recorded. The site was identified as a 
household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:89 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
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N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641683  N: 3146698 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 191        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4    Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, S of the Onavas 
town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface. The site had a 
small concentration of surface material. The material recorded for the site was red 
ceramics and stone flakes. No marine shell was reported. The site was identified as a 
camp associated with pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:90 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LOS COCHIS II    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640824  N: 3144378 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 169        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: HILL   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 4,500    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found on a mesa that overlooks the Río Yaqui and is located on the 
east bank of the Río Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. Habitation structures were recorded 
at the surface. The site revealed a great concentration of surface material on a leveled hill 
in front of the Río Yaqui. Two material concentrations were spotted, one to the east and 
another to the west of the site. The site shows evidence of pot hunting activities and has 
been cut in half by a dirt road. On the west portion of the site, it was possible to identify 
the remains of a house that was left undamaged by the pot hunters. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Identified as house type # 1, only the SE 
corner of the foundation remains. Made of one river cobble alignment, the corner 
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measures 1.20 by 1.50 m. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:90. 

 
Recorded at the site was Onavas plain ceramics, some local decorated Onavas P/R 

sherds; stone flakes, and one stone tool. Marine shell was recorded and identified as 
mostly work shop debris as well as beads. The species identified were Laevicaradium, 
Pinctada mazatalnica, and Pteria. The site was identified as a household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:91 
 
Site Location 
Site Name:  EL BALNEARIO II   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: 
NONE    N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640539  N: 3147111 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 179        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY    Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 6,550    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
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Description 
The site was found in the valley on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the  

 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:91. 

 
Onavas town. No habitation structures were found but some features were recorded at the 
surface. The site shows a high level density of surface material dispersed over a large 
area by agriculture and cattle activities. 

Feature # 1: Ovens or Agave Production. Three features of this type were 
recorded. Those are circular concentrations of fire-cracked stones of about 80 cm in 
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diameter. It is not clear if those features are ovens or rock piles for agave production. All 
the features were located to the north side of the site. No further material or elements 
were found in association. 

Feature # 2: Burial. One inhumation was found in the south portion of the site on 
an eroded edge of the hill. No anatomical position could be determined and no surface 
material was found in association. 

The ceramic material recorded at the site was Onavas plain ceramics and some 
sherds of red and modern wares. Lithic material consisted of stone flakes, turquoise, 
hammerstones, cores, stone tools, metate and mano fragments, one overhanging mano, 
two projectile points, bifacials, two possible stone palettes, and one stone donut. Marine 
shell goods were also reported in the shape of beads, bracelets, and work shop debris. The 
species identified were Pecten, Glycymeris, and Laevicardium. The site was identified as 
a household/ranchería. 
 

SON P:10:92 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640303  N: 3146587 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 184        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4     Area (m²): 625    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the floodplain on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface. The site 
had a small concentration of surface material. The material recorded for the site was 
Onavas plain ceramics, some fine orange sherds, and stone flakes. No marine shell was 
reported. The site was identified as a camp associated with pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:93 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 2  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640272  N: 3146529 
Environment 
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Elevation (m): 187        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:93. 

 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 4,400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found on higher ground in the floodplain on the east side of the Río 
Yaqui, SW of the Onavas town. Two features were recorded for this site. The site had a 
small concentration of surface material. This site lies approximately 50 m from SON 
P:10:92 suggesting both sites were contemporaneous and belonged to the same 
community. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. One structure was found and identified as 
house type # 4. This was a stone platform of 5 by 3 m and 30 cm high. The rectangular 
structure was oriented N-S and probably faced west to the Río Yaqui. The construction 
appeared similar to that found at the site SON P:10:70. 

Feature # 2: Stone Circle. One structure was located. This was a volcanic stone 
circle on top of a small hill in the flood plain. The interior diameter measures 3 m and the 
outside diameter 6 m. The structure faces the west. No associated material was found. 

The material recorded for the site was Onavas plain and red ceramics, stones 
flakes, a net stone weight, and a rectangular mano. Work shop debris of marine shell was 
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also reported and identified as Laevicardium and Glycymeris. The site was identified as a 
household/ranchería site. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:93, Element 1. 

 
SON P:10:94 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639842  N: 3145501 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 156        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN  Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
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Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 2,100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX. 
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the floodplain on the east side of the Río Yaqui and , SW of 
the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were found at the surface. 
Considering the amount of stones in the area, however, structures may have been 
destroyed by bulldozer activity. The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas 
plain and fine orange ceramics. Lithic material consisted of stones flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, an obsidian  projectile point, and a fragment of a stone palette. The site 
was identified as a camp associated to food gathering/hunting/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:95 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639917  N: 3145821 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 178        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FLOODPLAIN   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 25    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES.  
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the floodplain on the east side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface. The site 
had a small concentration of surface material. The material recorded for the site was 
Onavas plain ceramics and stone flakes. No marine shell was reported. The site was 
identified as a camp associated with pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:96 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
 N.- of Components: 0 Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642698  N: 3149791 
Environment 
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Elevation (m): 175        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2    Area (m²): 800    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to 
bulldozer destruction of the site. The site had a medium concentration of surface material.  
The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain, fine orange and red 
ceramics. Lithic material was represented by stone flakes, obsidian flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, and one projectile point. Marine shell goods were reported, such as 
pendants, bracelets, and work shop debris. The species identified were Laevicardium, 
Pecten, and Glycymeris. The site was identified as a camp associated with agricultural 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:97 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE    
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642623  N: 3150157 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 176        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to 
bulldozer destruction of the site. The site had a small concentration of surface material. 
The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain, fine orange and local 
decorated Onavas P/R ceramics. Lithic evidence consisted of stone flakes, obsidian 
flakes, cores, and hammerstones. No marine shell was reported. The site was identified as 
a camp associated with agricultural activities. 
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SON P:10:98 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 3  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642799  N: 3150086 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 166        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 9,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley beyond the floodplain on the west side of the Río 
Yaqui, W of the Onavas town. Bulldozer leveling of the area for agriculture and cattle 
activities has destroyed three quarters of the site, although several features were recorded 
from the remainder of the site. The site showed a high density of surface material. Two 
material concentrations were spotted. In addition, to a small one to the south of the site, 
to the north almost all the material and elements were recorded. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Two structures were recorded in the 
southern portion of the site. Identified as type # 1, they were both one river cobble 
alignments. They measured 5 by 3 m and no door opening was located. 

Feature # 2: Storage Facility. Only one feature was recorded. Made of river 
cobbles, the circle measured 80 cm in diameter. No apparent use was detected and no 
ashy soil was found in the interior. It is possible that this feature forms the remains of 
base for a storage facility. 

Feature # 3: Burials. Four inhumations were spotted at the SE corner of the site. 
The first two were partially eroded, but remained mostly covered. No anatomical position 
or another data were therefore recorded. The other two were found facing up and in a 
high state of erosion. One was oriented N-S and the other E-W. Some material was found 
in association, most notably marine shell beads and two turquoise beads. 

The ceramic material recorded at the site was Onavas plain and local decorated 
Onavas P/R ceramics, ceramic discs, and a spindle whorl. Lithic was represented by 
stones flakes, obsidian flakes, obsidian projectile point, three projectile points, turquoise 
(pendants and beads), cores, hammerstones, one stone axe, metate and mano fragments, 
and crystal rocks. Marine shell goods were reported in great quantities, such as beads 
(#72), pendants (#72), bracelets (#19), and work shop debris (#87). The species identified 
were Laevicardium, Conus, Glycymeris, Petaloconchus, Nerita, Anadara, Argopecten, 
Pecten, Pteria, Chione, Strombus, Spondylus, Olivella, Pinctada mazatlanica, Turritella, 
Certhidea, Nassarius, Chama, Jenneria, and Pelecipods from fresh water. In addition, 
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fish bones were recorded. The site was identified as household/ranchería site. 
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:98. 

 
SON P:10:99 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642847  N: 3150827 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 170        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 2   Area (m²): 400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
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Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, NW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures were recorded at the surface due to bulldozer 
destruction of the site. One feature was recorded. The site had a small concentration of 
surface material. This site is located on the edge of the river band and provides a very 
good view of the east side of the river. 

Feature # 1: Storage Facility. Only one example was recorded. Made of river 
cobbles, the circle measured 80 cm in diameter. No apparent use was detected and no 
ashy soil was found in the interior. It is possible that this feature forms the remains of a 
base of a storage facility. 

The material recorded for the site was Onavas plain, stone flakes, obsidian flakes, 
cores, hammerstones, and two projectile points. No marine shell was reported. The site 
was identified as a camp associated with agricultural activities. 
 

SON P:10:100 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641935  N: 3151752 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 169        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4  Area (m²): 225    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley near the foot hills on the west side of the Río 
Yaqui, NW of the Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the 
surface due to bulldozer destruction of the site. The site revealed a small concentration of 
surface material. The material recorded for the site was Onavas plain and stone flakes. No 
marine shell was reported. The site was identified as a camp associated with food 
gathering/pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:101 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LAS PILAS I   Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
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N.- of Components: 3  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:101, Las Pilas. 

 
E: 641787  N: 3149423 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 165        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 20,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES, AND EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the valley near the foot hills on the west side of the Río 
Yaqui, W of the Onavas town. Some areas of the site had been leveled by bulldozer and 
others are undergoing heavy erosion. Some features were recorded. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Four structures were found and identified 
as type # 1. Rectangular in shape of one river cobble alignments. Three measured 5 by 3 
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m and one 6 by 4.5 m. Two of the houses were oriented N-S and the rest E-W. No 
doorway was found or identified. The house foundations together create a “U” shape, and 
suggest a related household. 

Feature # 2: Historic Houses. Two historic houses were found at the SW limit of 
the site. These rectangular structures were made of slab stone with mud. One house still 
had two standing walls of two meters high, while only the stone foundation remained of 
the second house. Historic material was found mixed with prehispanic material. 

Feature # 3: Burials. One inhumation was found in situ. Because this feature was 
much eroded, no anatomical position was identified. By the size of the teeth recorded the 
burial was probably an adult. No material was found in association. 

The ceramic material reported was Onavas plain and local decorated Onavas P/R. 
Lithic evidence was represented by stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, one stone axe, a 
possible agave knife, metate and mano fragments, a fragment of turquoise, six bifacials, 
obsidian flakes, and 14 projectile points. Marine shell goods were also recorded, such as 
bracelets and work shop debris. The species identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, 
and Pecten. In addition fish bones were recorded. The site was identified as 
household/ranchería site. 
 

SON P:10:102 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: LAS PILAS II    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 641260  N: 3149117 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 175        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS     Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 6,600    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES, AND EROSION. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

This site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. Bulldozer activity has leveled some areas of the site, while heavy erosion is 
damaging other areas. The site showed a moderate concentration of surface material and 
one feature was found. 

Feature # 1: House Stone Foundation. Three structures were recorded. The first 
one, located at the center of the site, forms a rectangular slab stone platform base. 
Identified as type # 4, the structure measures 5 by 4 m and is oriented E-W. No doorway 
was found, but it was probably facing east. The remaining structures were located in the 
southern portion of the site. Also made with slab stones, their construction differed from 
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the platform house base in that the stones were vertically positioned into the soil. In 
construction method similar to house type # 1, the construction material was slab stone  
 

 
Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:102. 

 
and thus the structures were identified as type # 2. The two rooms were attached and each 
measured 5 by 3 m (10 x 3 in total). Oriented N-S, the entrance faced to the east. 

The ceramic material reported at the site was Onavas plain and fine orange and 
red ceramics. Lithic was represented by stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, a lap stone, a 
possible palette stone, obsidian flakes, four points, metate and mano fragments, and 
bifacials. Marine shell goods were also reported, such as bracelets and work shop debris. 
The species identified were Laevicardium, Glycymeris, and Argopecten. In addition, fish 
bones were recorded. The site was identified as household/ranchería site. 
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Figure A.1 Site map for SON P:10:102, element 1. 

 
SON P:10:103 

 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640568  N: 3148469 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 167        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 5,000    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. The area has been leveled for agriculture activities. No habitation 
structures or features were recorded. The site showed a low level of surface material 
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density and dispersed over a large area. This site may be related to SON P:10:104. The 
ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain and red ceramics. Lithic evidence 
was represented by stone flakes, cores, hammerstones, obsidian flakes, four projectile 
points, and one historic glass bead. Marine shell was also reported, mostly work shop 
debris and raw material. The species identified were Pecten and Pteria. The site was 
identified as camp associated to food gathering/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:104 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 640372  N: 3148326 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 160        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS    Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 3   Area (m²): 900    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, W of the 
Onavas town. The area has been leveled for agriculture activities. No habitation 
structures or features were recorded. The site revealed a low level of surface material 
density. It is possible that this site is related to SON P:10:103. The material recorded for 
the site was Onavas plain and fine orange ceramics; lithic was represented by stone 
flakes, cores, hammerstones, obsidian flakes, four projectile points, two bifacials, and one 
lap stone. Marine shell was also reported, only work shop debris. The species identified 
were Laevicardium. The site was identified as camp associated to food gathering/stone 
activities. 
 

SON P:10:105 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642803  N: 3153305 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 164        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
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Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 100?    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to the 
bulldozer destruction of the site. The site had a small concentration of surface material. It 
is possible that SON P:10:105, SON P:10:106 and SON P:10:107 are related and formed 
a household/ranchería site. The material recorded for the site was Onavas plain ceramics, 
stone flakes, and obsidian flakes. Marine shell was reported, but consisted of an Anadara 
bracelet fragment. The site was identified as a camp associated with food gathering/pot 
burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:106 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642700  N: 3152692 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 168        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4   Area (m²): 900    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to 
bulldozer destruction of the site. The site exhibited a small concentration of surface 
material. It is possible that SON P:10:105, SON P:10:106, and SON P:10:107 are related 
composing a household/ranchería site. The material recorded for the site was Onavas 
plain ceramics and one projectile point. No marine shell was reported. The site was 
identified as a camp associated with food gathering/pot burst/travel/hunting activities. 
 

SON P:10:107 
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Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 642714  N: 3152809 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 164        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: VALLEY     Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 3,200    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: DESTROYED BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the valley on the west side of the Río Yaqui, N of the 
Onavas town No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to 
bulldozer destruction. The site had a medium concentration of surface material. It is 
possible that SON P:10:105, SON P:10:106, and SON P:10:107 are related composing a 
household/ranchería site. The material recorded for the site was Onavas plain ceramics, 
stone flakes, obsidian flakes, and one metate fragment. One piece of work shop debris 
from Pelecipod, a fresh water shell, was identified. The site was identified as a camp 
associated with food gathering/pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:108 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: UNKNOWN    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639584  N: 3145929 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 183        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 1 or 4    Area (m²): 2,400    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE, CATTLE, AND BULLDOZER 
ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 
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The site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface due to 
bulldozer destruction of the site. The site exhibited a medium concentration of surface 
material. It is possible that SON P:10:13, SON P:10:14, SON P:10:15, SON P:10:16, 
SON P:10:65, and SON P:10:108 are related composing a household/ranchería site. The 
material recorded for the site was Onavas plain and fine orange ceramics, and one 
projectile point. One piece of work shop debris of Laevicardium was identified. The site 
was identified as a camp associated with food gathering/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:109 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL CAJON I    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 0  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639509  N: 3145597 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 158        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: MESA   Vegetation: MESQUITE, 
UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: CAMP TYPE # 4   Area (m²): 100    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town No habitation structures or features were recorded at the surface. The site 
had a very small concentration of surface material. The material recorded for the site was 
Onavas plain and red ceramics. No lithic or marine shell material was reported. The site 
was identified as a camp associated with pot burst/travel activities. 
 

SON P:10:110 
 
Site Location 
Site Name: EL CAJON II    Owner: UNKNOWN   Previous Reference: NONE     
N.- of Components: 1  Map: LA DURA, H12D75 UTM Zone: 12    
E: 639495  N: 3145399 
Environment 
Elevation (m): 167        Principal Drainage: YAQUI   Biotic Community: DESERT AND 
RIPARIAN SHRUB    Topographic Setting: FOOT HILLS   Vegetation: 
MESQUITE, UÑA DE GATO, PALO VERDE, CHOLLA, PITAYA, and POCHOTE. 
Site 
Site Type: RANCHERIA    Area (m²): 10,800    Min. Depth in Meters: .10 M 
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APPROX.  
Site Condition: IN DANGER, BY AGRICULTURE AND CATTLE ACTIVITIES. 
Culture 
Period: PREHISPANIC Culture: NEBOMES  Phase: ONAVAS 
Description 

The site was found in the foot hills on the west side of the Río Yaqui, SW of the 
Onavas town. No prehispanic habitation structures or features were recorded at the 
surface. In addition to the train tracks, a historic wall was recorded. The site showed a 
large density of surface material, despite erosion, cattle and agriculture activities, and the 
construction of train tracks.  

Feature # 1: Historic Wall. Made of stone and plaster, the wall has an E-W 
orientation, and measures 2 m by 40 cm and 50 cm high. Considering the associated 
historic material and its construction technique, the wall may be associated with the train 
tracks.   

The ceramic material recorded for the site was Onavas plain, fine orange and local 
decorated Onavas P/R ceramics. Lithic material consisted of stones flakes, cores, 
hammerstones, and metates. Marine shell goods were also reported, such as bracelets and 
work shop debris. The species identified were Laevicardium and Glycymeris. In addition, 
fish bones were found. The site was identified as household/ranchería site. 
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