
  

- by Stephen H. Lekson and Erin L. Baxter 

The University of Colorado has a century-long connection with Aztec Ruins National Monument, 

the great 13th century Ancestral Pueblo site on the Animas River in northern New Mexico.  

(Aztec is only a dozen miles south of the Colorado border on the Animas River, which heads in 

Coloradoôs La Plata mountains ï so maybe itôs OK to claim it for Colorado and CAS!)   Settlers 

in the late 19th century named the ruins after the Mexican empire, thinking that these were the 

mythical northern homelands of the Aztecs.  Aztec Ruins has long been recognized as a Chaco 

ñoutlierò ï the two sites are about 50 miles apart ï but it was more than that: Aztec was Chacoôs 

successor.  Lekson (and others) argues that Aztec was the ñnew Chaco,ò a relocation of the re-

gionôs ñcapitalò from Chaco due north to a new site, from which Chacoan rulers attempted to rule 

Mesa Verde ï but ultimately failed.  Whatever Aztec was, it was the largest and most interesting 

ñMesa Verdeò site ï that is, sites with Mesa Verde pottery.  Even the biggest Mesa Verde towns 

like Yellow Jacket (excavated by CU and Crow Canyon) werenôt as large or as complex: Yellow 

Jacket was a farming town with a few public buildings, Aztec Ruins was a major center (some 

say: capitol) with huge Great Houses and a monumental ñcityscapeò. The first significant -- and 

still the most extensive ï excavations at Aztec Ruins were undertaken by Earl H. Morris (CU BA 
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ô14, MA ó1915) from 1916 to 1922.  Morris was not working for the University; he was em-

ployed by the American Museum of Natural History in New York.  But we claim Morris as both 

a CU alum and a ñfounding fatherò of the Universityôs Museum of Natural History.  His archives 

ï field notes, photos, maps ï are split between the Museum and Norlin Library: a treasure-trove 

of documents and images!  (More photos and notes are stored at the American Museum of Natu-

ral History, in New York, and at Aztec Ruins.) Earl Morris was born in relative poverty in Chama 

in 1889, the son of a mule freighter and a teacher. He became the family breadwinner at age 14 

when his father was murdered, but he still managed to graduate valedictorian from Farmington 

High in 1908. Archaeology was not in the course offerings when he entered CU-Boulder, so he 

pursued a degree in psychology thinking perhaps he might become a teacher. In 1912, a chance 

meeting with Junius Henderson, curator of the CU Museum of Natural History, began Morrisô 40

-year association with the Museum. The sophomore saw Pueblo pots in the museum, and told 

Prof. Henderson he knew where to find more. That summer, Henderson hired young Earl as a 

museum researcher, and he spent his vacation ñfinding potsò throughout southern Colorado and 

northern New Mexico.  From those shaky beginnings, Morris became a respected professional 

and made key contributions to Southwestern archaeology.  The University recognized Morris first 

in 1931 with the Norlin Medal and in 1947 with an honorary doctorate of letters; and in 1955 he 

received the first-ever A.V. Kidder award from the Society for American Archaeology.  In the 

many decades since Morrisôs excavations, several smaller (but very interesting!) research projects 

were undertaken at Aztec Ruins by the National Park Service.  And the site was interpreted and re

-interpreted in light of evolving understandings of Southwestern prehistory.  The NPS excavated 

a ñtri-wall structureò ï an unusual bullôs-eye-shaped building with of two rows of rooms circling 
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Fig 1:ñReconstruction of Aztec Ruins by Dennis Hollowayò    
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a central kiva (Figure 1).  Other excavations were required for ñstabilizationò (keeping the ruin 

upright) most recently several years of important excavations by NPS archaeologists Gary 

Brown.  At the same time, we were learning more about Aztec Ruins without digging: surface 

surveys on the high terraces immediately behind the site.  This work by John Stein and Peter 

McKenna (the junior author helped a bit) revealed a much more complicated complex than youôd 

guess from a visit to the Monument.  Earl Morris excavated the massive West Ruin; but a short 

distance to the east was an equally huge unexcavated East Ruin and on the terrace above, an en-

igmatic North Ruin ï built not of carefully coursed sandstone masonry, but rather with thick 

poured adobe walls!   (In 2004 Lekson led a small project at Aztec North, probing its structure 

with several types of geophysical voodoo ï radar, resistivity and so forth ï but nothing worked 

and Aztec North keeps its secrets.) Stein and McKenna saw planning beneath this sprawling 

complex: axes and lines between multiple Tri-walls and Great Kivas literally ñlined outò the 

town plan (see Aztec Ruins reconstruction by Dennis Holloway, http://

www.dennisrhollowayarchitect.com/) (Figure 1).  Some of those lines were ñroadsò, landscape 

monuments and travel corridors familiar from Chaco.  Aztecôs roads ran south to Chaco (via 

Salmon Ruins in Bloomfield NM) and northwest in the general direction of Mesa Verde.   The 

complexity of Aztecôs ñcityscapeò mirrors or continues that of Chaco Canyon. Most recently, 

Archaeology Southwest in Tucson AZ is sponsoring a research program at Salmon Ruins, and 

their analysis now encompasses Aztec Ruins, too (http://www.archaeologysouthwest.org/what-

we-do/investigations/pueblos/).   And at CU, we are ñminingò Morrisôs archives and images to 

learn more about this important site. Morrisôs photo collection from Aztec includes shots of mus-

cular fellows shoveling overburden onto horse-carts, placid sheep grazing on the third story of 

Fig 2:ñA Chacoan Road ascends the mesa 1 mile west of Aztec Ruins. 

Photograph by Earl H. Morris, c. 1917.ò  
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