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Introduction

Recent archaeological survey has documented the subtle
but extensively modified agricultural landscape of Perry
Mesa in Central Arizona. The agricultural modifications
identified as rock pile fields are interpreted as locations of
agave cultivation. Utilizing data on the distribution of rock
pile fields, remnant agave colonies, roasting pits, and
tabular knives, the scale of agave production is assessed.
Estimates are made for the possible quantities of food
harvested on annual basis for one prehistoric community,
Pueblo La Plata. Finally, the roles of agave production in
the subsistence economy are discussed.

Study Area

+ The major occupation pulse in the Perry Mesa region began
around A.D. 1275 and lasted until the early A.D. 1400s.

« Sites include masonry pueblos (10-100+ rooms) as well as
hundreds of small masonry roomblocks (<10 rooms) that represent
temporarily utilized fi or more in ively pi
farmsteads.

+ Agricultural complexes of rock piles and terraces are common
across the landscape. Botanical evidence suggests that maize,
beans, squash, and agave were cultivated.

Figure 1: Location of Study Area and Pueblo La Plata with Agave Field Areas.

Role of Agave in

Subsistence Economy

Dietary staple

« Resource to buffer against shortfalls
(annual, interannual)

« Ritually important resource (feast/specialty)

« Secondary resources (fiber, fuel, medicinal, etc)

The potential roles for the use of agave are based on ethnographic and
archaeological studies and are not considered to be mutually exclusive.
It is the goal of this study to determine to what extent each of these roles
were important for the Perry Mesa region in the 14" century occupation.

Archaeological Evidence for Agave Production

Rock Pile Fields

« Rock pile fields occur near many of the large
residential villages (>50 rooms).

« Several rock pile fields are also associated with
remnant agave colonies. Colonies are thought to be
decedents of cultivated agaves based on morphometric
analysis (Leslie et al. 2005), association with
anthropogenic features, and similarities with remnant

+ Rock pile locations are most often associated colonies identified in the SW (see Parker et al. 2007).

with bedrock outcrops and flat slopes immediately
above the canyon edges. Perry Mesa is a volcanic
landscape and many naturally rocky areas have
evidence that people augmented and piled rocks to
create more planting areas.

« Spatial extent of rock pile fields is relatively small. For

example, rock pile areas near Pueblo La Plata equal less
than 2 hectares. Marana and Safford fields are 485 and

82 hectares respectively (Fish et al. 2004).

Figure 2: Rock pile near Richinbar Ruin.
Figure 3: Map of N:16:26.

Roasting Pits

« Pits are common in the Perry Mesa region and are of 3
major varieties:
« Large oversized pits adjacent to large residential
communities
« Formally constructed medium sized pits (i.e. Fig 3)
+ Small informal pits not typically associated with
architecture

+ One pitin the area has been excavated and agave
remains were recovered (Cummings and Puseman 1995).

« Although many roasting pits are near the 14th century
pueblos, historic Yavapai were known to harvest and
process agave in the larger Central Arizona region and
some of roasting facilities may date to this period.

Tools Associated with Agave

« Tabular knives are very common and are located across the « Knives were produced into many different forms.

landscape, clustered near rock pile fields and remnant colonies. . 5 .

« Future plans include microwear analysis and
« Agave fiber production tools are rare in Perry Mesa collections. classification of the forms to aid in determining tool
« Core scrapers or pulping planes have not been identified.

« Spindle whorls are rare.

Figure 4: Examples of Tabular Knives recovered from Perry Mesa.

Productivity Estimates

« Estimates were made for the 4 agave field areas around Pueblo La
Plata (Fig 1, Table 1). Estimates assume plants will mature after 10 years,
a liberal plant spacing estimate of 1 per 3 m?, 4 kg of edible plant biomass
per agave, and caloric estimates of 150 calories/100g, and a 2000 calorie
diet per day.

« Recent information about caloric value of roasted agave suggests
154.62 cal/100g (Leach 2007) also supported by Hodgson n.d. (Fig 5).

« This is half the commonly used caloric estimate of 347 cal/100g from
Ross (1944; see Fish et al. 2004).

Table 1: Productivity Estimates of Pueblo La Plata Agave Fields.

function and ultimately the role of agave production.

Total | Annual| Annual| Calories |# of peoplg # of | # of days
Field |yield (#| harvest per year| if 20% of |calorie| of food if
N Figure 5: Nutritional Data from
Area | of | (metric annual | days | 100 Agave Chrysantha. Data Courtesy
(m?) |agaves) tons) calories people of Wendy Hodgson, n.d.
La |18,129 604 1.45 3,628,500 24.8 1812.9 18
Plata
Conclusions

* Roasting pits are located throughout the
region. Future plans include investigation of
the spatial distribution of the 3 pit forms
discussed here and possibly to evaluate the
reuse and temporal use through excavation.

+ Evidence for agave production is extensive
across the Perry Mesa landscape. Field sizes
and potential annual harvests were low,
particularly if agave was considered a dietary
stable (Table 1).

+ More rigorous survey to fully document rock
pile fields, remnant agave colonies, and
tabular knives is necessary to discuss the
extent to which different communities were
engaged in agave cultivation.

« If a agave was a dietary staple, much more
of the landscape had to be under cultivation
than the extent of the rock pile fields suggest.

+ More likely, agave was a resource used to
buffer interannual shortfalls in resources
(spring, early summer) and used as a
feast/specialty food for communal rituals.

« Other future plans include morphometic and
genetic investigations of agave in order to
determine if and how prehistoric peoples
manipulated agave species for certain
subsistence needs.

« Evidence for fiber production is lacking with
current data.
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