Chapter 1
Field Research of the 2003 Season

Patricia A. McAnany, Eleanor Harrison-Buck, and Steven Morandi

Thegoa sof the Xibun Archaeologica Research Project (XARP) have awaysbeen temporally
inclusveand interdisciplinary in subject matter. Focused onthe Sibun River Valey of central Belize (Figure
1.1), XARP has sought to blend an archaeol ogical investigation of Archaicthrough Colonia periodswithan
examination of environmenta history. Althoughthe Sibun Valey isreadily access blefrom the Westernand
Hummingbird highways—and isadjacent to extensive underground cavernsthat havelong fascinated
archaeol ogistsand cavers—rel atively little systemati ¢ research had been undertakeninthisareaprior to
1997. Insomerespects, thelarger sites of the Belize River Valley—an areamore popul oustoday and likely
alsointhe past—overshadowed the less spectacul ar archaeol ogical remainsof the Sibun River Valley. Yet,
the presence of known pottery-strewn caves, the pair of stelae at the Samuel Oshon sitethat Scottie
MacNeish had documented in the early 1980s, the string of small house mounds mapped by Elliot Abrams
and now under the cacao orchard at the Tiger Sandy Bay Farm, and the 11-meter tall pyramid at asite
called Hershey hinted that theriparian forestsand orchard groves of the Sibun River Valley concealed a
historical narrativewell worth uncovering. Thefact that the Classi c-period populationinthevaley had not
been asdenseasinthe Belize River Valley to the north or the Petén to thewest also intimated that the Sibun
region may not have suffered the environmental ravages of more densely populated portionsof thelowlands
and, infact, may have provided arefugium for botanical and faunal speciesthreatened elsewhere.

Whentheproject wasinitiated in 1997, itsofficial moniker becamethe Xibun Archaeological
Research Project because archiva mapsidentify the Sibun River asthe Xibun or Xib'um, indicatingthat its
current nameisan Anglicized Mayan one. Astheriverisover 60 kminlength, not al of it could be
surveyed and sometype of sampling strategy wasin order. A seriesof fivetransects—numbered fromthe
base of the Sibun Gorge downriver towardsthe sea—were chosen for intensive survey and excavation
(Figure1.2). Duringtheinitial 1997 field season, survey, excavation, and cave documentation concentrated
onthe middle section of thevalley, otherwiseknown as Transect 3 (McAnany 1998). Fieldresearchin
Transect 3 continued in the 1999 season with additional survey and limited excavation in the coastal-
oriented Transect 5 (McAnany 2002). During the 2001 season, the scope of survey and excavation
expanded toinclude Transect 1 (base of the Sibun Gorge), Transect 4 (Gracy Rock) withfina fieldwork in
Transect 3 (McAnany and Thomas2003). The current report presentstheresults of fiel dwork conducted
during the 2003 season that included survey and excavationin Transects 1, 2, 4, and 5. Asaresult of these
four field seasons, mapped siteswithin the Sibun Valley total 40: 22 mapped settlement sites (of which9
have been tested through excavation) and 18 cave sites (Thomas 2004).

Inthisreport, thefindings of the 2003 field season aredivided into six parts. Inthefirst four parts,
reconnaissance, survey, and excavation effortsin Transects5, 4, 2, and 1 are presented. Thefifth section
ded swith artifact analysesand thefina one presentstheresultsof biologica and geomorphological
analyses. Below, the highlightsand significance of each part of thereport arediscussed.
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Figurel.1. L ocation of the Sibun River drainagein the Caribbean water shed of central Belizeand
theeastern part of theMaya L owlands. (M ap prepared by Ben S. Thomas.)
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Figure 1.2. Sibun Valley showingthelocation of the five survey transectsaswell as settlement
sitesand caves. (Map prepared by Ben S. Thomas.)



Further Investigationswithin Coastal-Oriented Transect 5

In 1995, Principal Investigator PatriciaA. McAnany discussed theideaof aproject inthe Sibun
Valley with Mr. Harriot Topsey, then Commissioner of Archaeology in Belize. Mr. Topsey had predicted
that, unlike northern Belize, the archaeol ogy of the Sibun Valley would contain very latesitesfromtheLate
through Post Classic periods. Thisprediction has proven prescient. After four seasonsof excavation, itis
clear that themgjority of construction and occupation within the valley took place between the centuries of
A.D. 500 and 1000, peaking during the Terminal Classic period (A.D. 830-950). Thistrendisparticularly
obviouswithin Transect 5 at the sites Augustine Obispo and Samuel Oshon wheretwo circular shrine
structures have been uncovered. Eleanor Harrison-Buck reports on the multi-phase round structure at
Obispo (see Chapter 3) and el sewhere has described the circular shrinefronted with two stelae at the
Oshon site (Harrison 2003). Thesestructuresrepresent the strongest indicators of interaction with therising
power of the northern capital at ChichénltzA Themultiple construction and renovation phases of the
Obispo circular structure, moreover, hint at the multi-generational nature of thisstructureand greater time
depth than generally hasbeen supposed.

Moving beyond ideologica and probably commercid linkswiththe North, the Sibun Valey wasa
placewhere Xibun Mayaresdentslived and died. Theonly mortuary interment excavated during the 2003
season camefrom an axia featurein alargeresidential mound at the Obispo site. 1n Chapter 4, Emily Hall
describestheexcavation of thisLate-to-Terminal Classic platform and the dedicatory interment of asingle
individua. Back at the Oshon site, Harrison-Buck (Chapter 2) detail stherich midden deposit—with
materia spanning the Late Classic through Colonia periods—of ariverside mound called Structure 424.

Colonial Period and Earlier at theEntrancetotheKarst (Transect 4)

Documenting thefootprint of Colonid imperialisminthevaley wasagoal of theproject fromthe
very beginning. Ethnohistorian Grant Jones (1989:201) had documented the presence, but not thelocation,
of aSpanish-colonial visitainthevalley that apparently had been part of alate 16" century encomienda
based on cacao production. Inreferencetothelatter part of the Colonial period, Daniel Finamore had
located British Colonial mapsin the Public Record Officein London that showed logging claimsalong the
SibunRiver. If Finamorewas ableto locatethe actua sites of these claims, ashe had done along the New
River (Finamore 1994), then detail sof thematerid livelihood of British claim holdersand African-American
davescould beunderstood in uniquedetail. Thepresenceof atributary near Gracy Rock called Runaway
Creek and old Colonid reports of stockaded settlements of escaped African davesnear the Blue
Mountains (Burdon 1931-35) further fueled theideathat Maroon stesmight befoundinthevalley.

During the 2001 season, we had followed up on ahunch that the visita might have been located
near the base of the Gorge and Finamoreinvestigated that areafor theremainsof Colonia structuresand
artifacts (Finamore 2003). Although the search proved fruitless, an end-of-the-season test excavation at a
newly mapped sitein Transect 4—Cedar Bank—yYielded asurprising number of Spanish-Colonid artifacts
(seeMorandi 2003). In Chapter 5, Morandi and Cesario detail the program of expanded excavationsat
Cedar Bank, particularly those on thetop and at the base of thelargest platform at the site, Structure 351.
Based on the Spanish Colonia majolicasand olivejarsfound at the base of the structure and the cobble
surfacing on thetop of themound, Morandi and Cesario suggest that thisstructure could have been the
residence of aXibun Mayaleader of the early post-contact period.



Transect 4islocated at the down-river terminusof the karst and thusrepresentsakey zone of
trangition between the Sibun estuary and the high banksflanked by karstic hillsof the middle and upper
reachesof theriver (Figure 1.2). Giventhesingularity of thislocation, itisno wonder that Spanish Colonia
material hasbeenfoundin Transect 4, just asit dso waschosen asthe placetofilmtheidyllicvillagein the
Harrison Ford movie, Mosquito Coast. Unfortunately, set construction caused untold damageto the site
and may have obliterated evidence of thevisita. Onthe other hand, annual and extreme overbank events
alongthispart of theriver smply may have buried the chapel under metersof aluvium. Whilesurveyingfor
Colonid remainsof wood-cutting Sitesin Transect 4, Finamorefound that the rapid aggradation of dluvia
depositswithinthe Sibun Valey stymied effortsto locate the ephemeral remainsof wood-cutting claims
shown onarchiva maps (Chapter 6). Regardless, documentation of British-colonia artifactsontop of what
may have been aMaya Spanish-colonia period residence on Structure 351 suggeststhat we may have
found theremainsof at |east one claimant—William Tucker. In Chapter 6, Finamore also detail sthe
negativeresultsof asearch for Maroon sitesa ong Runaway Creek.

First Exploration of Transect 2

During the 2003 season, thelast unexplored transect wasinvestigated (Figure 1.2). Duetoits
relativeinaccessbility in referenceto survey control markers(which generaly arelocated d ong highways),
the survey of Transect 2 was conducted purely with amapping-grade SokkiaGPS. Although partsof the
transect requirefurther examination, about 80% of the areawas surveyed. In Chapter 7, Murata, Morandi,
and Buck report on their methods and results. The primary result of the Transect 2 survey—discovery of a
linear arrangement of low, residential platformsnamed Queso Blanco—ispresented in Chapter 7 followed
by apresentation of topographic mapping and test excavations performed at the newly discovered sitein
Chapter 8 (Murata, Morandi, Buck, and Cesario).

Return toHershey Site(Transect 1)

Therichfarmland of the* pocket” valley |ocated at the base of the Sibun Gorgeisvisudly stunning.
The power and fertility of thislandscape did not escapethe notice of Classic Xibun Mayabuilderswho
congtructed thelargest monumental structuresknowninthe SibunValley at asitecalled Hershey. Thefact
that Actun Chanona—the most impressive cavein thevalley—isaccessiblefrom the base of the Gorge
likely contributed to favorable perceptionsof thislocation. Mapping and limited excavation at the Hershey
siteduring the 2001 season had indicated that—Iikethe downriver Stes—Hershey waslargely aL ate
Classic stewith an uppermost Terminal Classic occupation. Excavationsof the 2001 season sharpened
considerably our understanding of the nature of the occupation. Thecareand labor lavished onthe
monumenta constructionsof thesiteisclearly indicated by the excavation of apassageway connecting the
Main Plazato the East Plaza (see Harrison-Buck and Cesario, Chapter 9). Finished with ashlar masonry,
thereisno evidence of packed-earthen or river-cobble construction asis observed at non-monumental
structures. A Terminal Classic deposit on the uppermost floor of the passageway contained ascatter of
human bone—both adultsand children—avivid reminder of theturbulence of the Termina Classic period.

In Chapter 10, King provides confirmation that thetwo, short parallel platformslocated immediately
southeast of themain pyramid formed aplaying aley for theba lgame. Small ballcourts, often called effigy
ball courts, are common throughout the Petén, the most famous can be found in the southern shadow of
Templelat Tikal. Excavation benegth theleve of the playing alley revealed remnantsof an earlier



structure, likely not aballcourt but seemingly aresidentia structure. Thegeomorphological significance of
thedluvium that buried theplaying aley isdiscussed by Bullard in Chapter 23.

Thesecond and smaller pyramid-plazaat the Hershey siteissituated very closeto the current
channd of the Sibun River. Perhapsdueto thisproximity, the structuresarelocated on top of aformidable
basal platform. Morandi (Chapter 11) reportson theinvestigation of one of these structures—the pyramid
of Structure514. Exhibiting multiple construction phases, thisexcavation again remindsusthat despitethe
absence of Preclassic and Early Classic construction phases, the Hershey sitewasnot “ builtinaday.” One
of themost significant artifactsretrieved from the exposure of thefront face of Structure 514 isasherd
incised with what appearsto be aportion of the Naranjo emblem glyph (see Chapter 11). Thefinal
excavation at the Hershey sitetook place at an isolated structure east of themain plaza. Fromitslocation,
thisstructurewould appear to have functioned asan eastern shrine. Harrison-Buck and Buck (Chapter 12)
report on extra-mural excavations conducted in order to determinethe geometric shape of the structure.
Exposureof aportion of alinear retainingwall confirmed that the structurewas quadrilateral rather than
circular. Thusfar, nocircular structuresareknownto have existed abovethe mid-valley site of Pechtun Ha
(seeHarrison and Acone 2002).

Analysisof Artifactsfrom the 2003 Field Season

Althoughthefield season focused ontheretrieval of field datarather thanitsanalys's, |aboratory
processing and preliminary analysesoffer someinsight to the nature of the artifact assemblagesthat formed
thematerid livelihood of Xibun Mayaresidents. In Chapter 13, Muratasummarizestrendsin artifact
frequenciesasreveal ed by lab countsthat were entered into Yaxche, the FileM aker database used to store
excavation and lab data. LOpez Vardla(Chapter 14, Section 1) takesalong view of pottery collected over
the past four seasonsand, employing atype-variety analys's, describeswhich typesare prevaentinthe
settlement sitesand caves. Significantly, Lopez Vardafindsevidence of Preclassic and Early Classic pottery
intheritual depositsof the caves, but preciousfew sherdsthat predatethe L ate Classic Period from
settlements. One of themost common typesof the Late-to-Termina Classic Periodisalocally produced
ware called Roaring Creek Red. Predominantly large bowlsthat were set upon aring or pedestal base,
these vessel s (or fragmentsthereof) are common in depositsat Actun Chanonaand Glenwood Cave. Lord
(Chapter 14, Section 2) presentsan analysisof the size and shape characteristics of Roaring Creek Red
bowlsfrom cave contexts.

Whilethe soilsof the Sibun Valley arefavorablefor orchard cultivation, they do not promote pottery
preservation. Hard stone—obsidian, chert, granite, and basalt artifacts—fare much better. These materia
classesarethe subject of Chapters 15, 16, and 17 that focus upon the chipped chert, obsidian, and
groundstone artifactsrespectively. Bateman and Mclntosh (Chapter 15) examine patternsof chert
utilization at Stesinthelower part of thevalley and find considerable evidence of production, particularly at
the Obispo and Oshon sites, which are known to have been located near asource of chert. Obsidian, a
long-distanceimport inthe Sibun Valey, occursprimarily in bladeform a though someinteresting deviations
tothispattern are present (see Yates, Chapter 16). Raw material typesused to fabricate the groundstone
toolsfound at settlement sitesof thelower Sibun Valley aresharply delimited indistribution. That is, tripodal
metates made of vesicular basalt arefound only in Transect 5 stesand often are associated with theterminal
phaseof acircular structure. Farther upriver, locally available granite appearsto dominate the groundstone
assembl ages (see Thibodeau, Chapter 17).



Thefina materia classunder consderationin Part 5isknown asbaked clay materiad (BCM). In
Chapter 18, Demonaco L opez examinesthis often amorphous material recovered from excavationsand
concludesthat most of it wasused architecturally, as part of wattle-and-daub (or bajareque-style)
structuresor asfired-clay floor materia. Although often neglectedin architectural analyses, BCM hasthe
potential toreved rich detail sof non-stone construction techniques.

Biological and Geomor phological Analyses

Inthefina section of thisreport, biologica and geomorphologica analysesarepresented. Firgt,
Storey (Chapter 19) discussestheresults of an osteological and paleopathological study of the skeletal
remainsof Burials1 and 2 at Pakal Na. Excavated during the 1999 and 2001 field seasons (see Harrison
2002; Harrison and Acone 2003), these L ate-to- Terminal Classicinterments contain acomplex array of
buria accoutermentsand secondary interments, most of which appear to have accompanied thefoca
interment of alarge, muscular, older mae.

Molluscaexcavated during the 2003 season form the subject of study in Chapter 20inwhich
Belzowski notesthat the Srombusand Melongena spp. excavated near thewallsof the circular structure
at the Obispo sitelikely formed part of architectura adornment. Plant remainsretrieved from excavations
by water flotation are the subject of Chapter 21. Tripplett reportson the protocolsused for collecting
samplesand processing the sediment through thesieves. Microscopic plant remainsareaddressedin
Chapter 22. Palynologist John Jonesreviewsthe pollen coresand pollen washesretrieved as part of the
Xibun Archaeologica Research Project. Preliminary dataindicate that the oxbowsinthe middle part of the
river system tend to postdate the Classic Period, afinding beneficial to understanding Sitelocation but
detrimenta to retrieving paleo-environmenta datafrom the peak period of valley occupation. Basd
portions of cores—not yet analyzed—may extend the sequence back to thefirst millennium A.D. With
current core data, Jones seesapattern of forest growth that isdramatically different fromwhat hasbeen
documented in northern Belize and suggeststhat it might be theremnantsof apattern of orchard agriculture,
possibly insupport of cacao cultivation.

ThomasF. Bullard contributesthefina Chapter 23, whichisan examination of thefluvia
geomorphology of theupper Sibundrainage. Hisstudy isspurred by thefact that Hershey—the most
monumental siteinthevalley—isstuated on aterracethat currently floods during extreme overbank events.
In an attempt to understand changesin flooding regimes and discharge rates, he paysparticular attentionto
theformation of boulder barswithin the stream channel. Such featuresform quickly when dischargerates
arehigh and canlocaly raisebaselevel and promoteflooding. We can only assumethat thistype of
devastating flood wasless common during the L ate-to-Termina Classi ¢ periodswhen the sitewasbuilt and
occupied. Theclimatological causesof lower dischargerates, however, areamatter for another study.

TheWork Ahead

Four seasonsof fieldwork inthe Sibun Valey haveyiel ded atremendousweal th of information from
settlements, caves, and corollary geologica and palynologicd studies. AlthoughtheLate-to-Termina
Classic might have been themost popul ous period in the valley, we now have evidence of useof thevalley
asearly asthe Archaic period (see Finamore 2003 on the discovery of aL owe projectilepoint). If



additiona artifactsfromthisearly time period could befound to complement thissurfacefind from
Transect 1, acritical periodinthetransition from gathering and collecting plant foodsto farming might be
better understood. Although Preclassic and Early Classic pottery typeshave been documentedinthe caves
adjacent to the Sibun Valley (and not from the settlements), we have yet to conduct petrographic and INAA
analysisof thispottery that would facilitate our understanding of its provenance and perhapsthe home base
of thosewho made early pilgrimagesto the cavernsof the Sibun-Manatee and Hummingbird Karst.

Thefivetransectsthat have been surveyed and tested viaexcavation represent only aportion of the
habitablevalley. Additional sites, located between transects, areknownto exist. For instance, land at the
confluence of CavesBranch and the Sibun River containsasite called Xahaby landowner Victor Quan. In
the course of our excavations, we uncovered theremainsof threecircular structures but more could be
presentinthevalley. Asthe”smokinggun” of northerninteraction, these structures providecritica
information about the political dynamicsof the Termina Classc period. ThePostclassicand Colonia
Periodsarestill emergingintermsof focus. Additional survey and excavation are needed to clarify the
extent of Spanish colonia presenceinthevalley and to match archival mapsof Britishwood-cutting claims
with ephemerd surfacedigtributionsof late colonid artifacts.

Most criticaly, the environmenta and geomorphologica landscape of thistremendouscultural
sequence hasbeen partly but not fully reconstructed. More palynologica studiesare needed from both the
protected deposits of cavesand oxbowsthat may reach farther back inantiquity. Therole of the Sibun
Valley regionin cacao production and asarefugium for plant and animal speciesthat may otherwisehave
goneextinct during the Classic period hasyet to be solidly documented. Geomorphologically, theterrace
sequence constructed for the upper valley needsto be extended throughout the valley so that thelong-term
fluvid patternsof themost volatileriver in Belizemay befully understood. 1n short, theknowledge
produced by the Xibun Archaeol ogical Research Project hasbeen substantial and many initial research
guestions have been answered. Asaconsequence of theresearch process, however, more querieshave
been posed and likely will engender another cycleof investigation.
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