
Buried Sites on the Soconusco Coastal Plain, Chiapas, Mexico

Barbara Voorhies; Douglas Kennett

Journal of Field Archaeology, Vol. 22, No. 1. (Spring, 1995), pp. 65-79.

Stable URL:

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0093-4690%28199521%2922%3A1%3C65%3ABSOTSC%3E2.0.CO%3B2-I

Journal of Field Archaeology is currently published by Boston University.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained
prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you may use content in
the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/journals/boston.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

The JSTOR Archive is a trusted digital repository providing for long-term preservation and access to leading academic
journals and scholarly literature from around the world. The Archive is supported by libraries, scholarly societies, publishers,
and foundations. It is an initiative of JSTOR, a not-for-profit organization with a mission to help the scholarly community take
advantage of advances in technology. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org
Wed Nov 7 09:08:24 2007

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0093-4690%28199521%2922%3A1%3C65%3ABSOTSC%3E2.0.CO%3B2-I
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html
http://www.jstor.org/journals/boston.html


Buried Sites onthe Soconusco Coastal 
Plain, Chiapas, Mexico 

Barbara Voorhies 
Uni~ersih of Colorado, Boulder 

Douglas Kennett 
Uni~ersih of California, Santa Barbara 

A systematic survey was conducted of all river systems along a 100 km segment of the 
coastalplain of Chiapas, Mexico, in order t ofind buried archaeological sites. me survey 
was undertaken because the only known sites of the Late Archaic Period were highly ob- 
trusive shell heaps situated in the littoral wetlands, but they seemed to have been formed 
by itinerant people; no coeval sites, presumed to have been left by the samegroup, had 
been found farther inland on the coastal plain. It is surmised that the "missing sites" 
had become buried by alluvium but that some of these might be visible in river cuts. 
Twenty-two such buried sites in river cuts were found and examined during this survey, 
including one site that possibly dates to  the Archaic Period. 

In addition, agreater understanding wasgained of the fluvial processes in the region 
and their roles as transformers of the archaeological record. m i s  information will be cru- 
cial for developing predictive models to  locate buried early sites. 

Introduction 
We conducted an archaeological site survey on the 

Pacific coastal plain of Chiapas, Mexico, that was under- 
taken specifically to recover preceramic sites. Prior research 
in this region (FIG. 1, inset) had documented preceramic 
shell heaps, dating to the Chantuto Phase (4650-2150 
B.c.; Blake et al. in press), in the estuarine wetlands near 
the coast (Drucker 1948; Lorenzo 1955; Voorhies 1976) 
but before the 1991 study which we report here, no 
preceramic sites had been found farther inland. Voorhies 
suspected that such sites must exist because she interpreted 
the shell heap sites as having been occupied episodically, 
not continuously. Thus, she reasoned that the known sites 
presented only a partial picture of the overall settlement 
pattern of the Chantuto people; other sites were likely to 
be situated on the upper gradient of the coastal plain. 

No inland preceramic sites had been discovered despite 
three prior archaeological surveys in the region, however 
(Drucker 1948; Navarrete n.d.; Voorhies 1989b). In the 
most thorough and recent of these studies, Voorhies 
(1989b) investigated an area of the coastal plain directly 
inland from the estuary containing the shell heap sites. 
This survey used two complementary methods of site 
recovery: a pedestrian survey along linear transects and the 
informant method. Although the archaeologists identified 
nearly 100 sites during the survey, almost all of them had 
some form of topographic modification. That is, they 
either contained artificial platforms, or the entire sites 

comprised accretionary mounds. Only one inland site con- 
sisted solely of an artifact scatter. Missing altogether from 
the inventory were preceramic sites, except for the wetland 
sites mentioned above, which constitute artificial islands. 
These results suggest strongly that sites without substantial 
construction features, especially early sites, are invisible on 
the present ground surface. 

Voorhies reasoned that the "missing" sites probably 
were now buried beneath a sedimentary overburden that 
resulted from the ongoing alluviation of the Soconusco 
coast. This situation reflects a combination of environ- 
mental factors that we discuss in the following section. The 
archaeological implication, however, is that a method of 
site recovery had to be adopted that would discover buried 
sites. 

The method chosen was to examine river cuts. We 
walked along the rivers that cross-cut the coastal plain and 
systematically searched all unobstructed banks for buried 
archaeological sites. In this way we used the downcutting 
action of the rivers as "excavation devices" to expose 
buried sites. Because of the importance of river systems to 
this survey, we discuss this aspect of the regional geogra- 
phy in the following section. 

River Systems of the Soconusco Coast 
The study area is located on the narrow coastal plain of 

Chiapas, Mexico, which extends 280 krn from Oaxaca to 
the international border with Guatemala. It  is the southern 
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Figure 1 .  Study area showing rivcr systems, survcyed portions of rivers, and archaeological sites 

half of this coastal strip, from Mapastepec to the border, 
traditionally called the Soconusco (Helbig 1964: 24), that 
is the focus of our research. The Soconusco is distinguish- 
able from the drier Tonala section of the coast to  the Nn '  

and the wetter Suchitepeques coastal strip to the s~ 
(Voorhies 1989a). 

The coastal plain of the Soconusco comprises Quater- 
nary alluvium that is derived from the granitic bedrock of 
the flanking mountains of the Sierra Madre de Chiapas. 
The topography of the entire plain is very flat, with a 
gradient of only 1-2% (SARH 1979).  The width of the 
plain between the ocean and mountains is relatively nar- 
rolv; it ranges from 15 km in the NW to 35 km in the SE 

(Helbig 1964: 24) .  The mountains rise abruptly from the 
plain with little development of foothills, in contrast to  the 
adjacent Suchitepeques coastal strip. Along the seaward 

margin there is a broad band of wetlands consisting of 
lagoons and mangrove forest formations. Parallel, inactive, 
barrier beach ridges mark the progression of the prograd- 
ing coastline. 

The rivers of the Soconusco coast are hydrographically 
simple. They originate in the Sierra Madre de Chiapas and 
flow directly to  the Pacific Ocean in straight courses with 
few afBuents. The beds are narrolv, the stem lengths short, 
and the catchment basins small (TABLE 1). 

The nature of these fluvial systems changes dramatically 
along their lengths due to  differences in slope (FIG. 2 ) .  In 
their upper reaches they are typical mountain streams that 
flow rapidly over boulder-stre~vn beds, but they change 
abruptly when the rivers descend onto the flat coastal 
plain. N o  longer capable of carrying the loads of large 
rocks as flow velocity diminishes, the beds become sandy 
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Figure 2. Graph shotving rlevation and length of the RJO Huistla and Rio Pijijiapan, redratvn from SARH (1970). 

within relatively short distances downstream of the fall in defined channels all the way to the wetlands, but they 
line. It is here that the river channels are often nloderately typically o\rerflow their banks in the ralny season. The area 
entrenched. that is flooded is very extensive, due in part to  the very low 

Farther downstream in their lo\ver reaches, the rivers slope of the lower gradient, which is less than 1%(SARH 
become sluggish, the beds are silty and the banks low. In 1979). 
some cases the river channels cease to exlst as the water 

. 7

1he rainfall regime directly affects the quantity of water 
percolates into the alluvium. In other cases the rivers flow that is contained in the individual river systems. Rainfall is 

Table 1. Drainage areas, lengths, and mean annual discharge 
values for selected rivers on the Soconusco coast. The discharge 
values are calculated for different time periods. A dash indicates 
that information is not available. The data are from SARH 
(1970) unless otherwise noted. 

.bfentr nn~zlrnl  

L c n , t l ~  111,at W ~ J C  n ~ e a  drrckni;flc 


R i i ~ l r  (!an) (.<qktii i (cu nr/secl 


Pijijiapan 59 227 11.7 

Coapa - 68 7.6 

Margaritas 51 204 9.2 

Novillero 4 5 388 15.5 

Tablazon (Ulapa) - 546 7.3 


San Nlcolib 69 77* 8 2 

Cacaluta 59 307 10 1 

C'lntalapa 69 45 1 10 5 

Vada Ancho 68 273 -


Despoblado - 475 11 5 


Huixtla 5 6 603 

Huehuetan 67 809 

<:oatan 66 604 
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Figure 3. Avcrage monthly rainfall measurrd at Escuintla (1975-1987) sholvn by dashed line. hlonthly aver- 
ages of Lvater volumr in the Rio Cintalapa (1965-1969) shonn by solid linr. 

greatest at the SE end of the Soconusco plain and dimin- 
ishes to\vard the NW. This is reflected to some degree in the 
mean discharge values (TABLE 1 )  of rivers compared from 
south to north. 

The volume of river flo\v varies dramatically on a sea- 
sonal basis, due to the sharply-seasonal rainfall patterns of 
the region. The area is classed as tropical wet and dry (AXIT) 
in the Iaeppen climatic regime (Vivo Escoto 1964), the 
wet season hpically lasting from April to October. Figure 
3 shows the average monthly rainfall between the years 
1975 and 1987 measured at the Escuintla meteorological 
station. Shown on the same graph are monthly averages of 
the volume of water in cu m per second for the Rio 
Cintalapa, xvhich flo\vs through the town of Escuintla. 
These data are averaged for the interval from 1965 to 
1969. In this instance the flow volumes are relatively lo\v 
from December through June but increase significantly in 
July through November. Despite the fact that the two 
curves are based on data from different time periods, they 
are closely correlated. 

The Soconusco river systems are being increasingly 
modified by human activities. In some instances the Secre- 
taria de Recursos Hidraulicos has straightened and deep- 
ened river channels in order to prevent seasonal flooding, 
reduce the loss of agricultural land as the result of mean- 
dering, and facilitate the diversion of water into irrigation 
channels. The bank cuts along the dredged sections were 
highly disturbed and therefore were not surveyed (\\re were 
able to readily recognize the dredged sections of the rivers 

by the r~dges of backdlrt along the top of the banks). 
Fortunatel!; In 1991 the extent of disturbance \\,as not 
great. 

Additional changes to these rivers involve the use of 
water by large human populations concentrated in towns 
and the consequent pollution downstream of the settle- 
ments. River pollution was most apparent at the eastern 
end of the study area where populations are the largest. 
Rivers such as the Rio Coatan, whlch passes through the 
city of Tapachula, appear nearly devoid of animal 11fe. The 
rivers at the western end of the study zone, in contrast, 
support populations of fish and crustacea, which are ex- 
plo~ted by the local people, and aquatic birds are abun- 
dant. 

Methods 

Site Discovery 
Our riverine survey encompassed all major river systems 

between the to\xTns of Pijijiapan and Mazatan. The ri\~ers, 
xvith the surveyed portions indicated, are shown in Figure 
1. We briefly describe the survey methods before turning 
to  the results of the investigation. 

The survey was undertaken during the dry-season 
months of January and Februar): 1991. It was scheduled 
for this time so that the crews could efficiently access the 
river cuts. Heavy rains in the \fret season cause the rivers to 
swell, making many portions impassable and therefore not 
conducive to a survey. Even in the dry season water filled 
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the full width of the river channels. Because of this, the 
survey crews always walked in water, which varied from a 
few centimeters to a meter in depth (FIG. 4). 

Three survey teams, consisting of an archaeologist and a 
local guide, were dispatched daily to reconnoiter stretches 
of unexplored river. Because it was faster and less exhaust- 
ing when the survey teams walked downstream rather than 
upstream, our logistical arrangements were made so as to 
avoid long upstream treks. 

Our surveys were limited to portions of the rivers down- 
stream of the fall line. One of the first rivers that was 
investigated, the Rio Vado Ancho, was explored for a 
distance above the fall line (FIG. 1) in the boulder-strewn 
section of the river. In this section the river banks consisted 
almost solely of rocks, making recognition of cultural 
deposits virtually impossible. For this reason, the begin- 
ning of each section of river surveyed subsequently was 
placed near to the change in slope between the hills and 
the coastal plain, at a point where the river bed changed 

fi-om rocks to sand. This location usually was at or near the 
point where Highway 200 crosses the river. 

The downstream terminus of the surveys also was deter- 
mined by the survey teams on the basis of field conditions. 
When the banks in the lower reaches of a river system 
became low and obscured by vegetation, the archaeologist 
in charge made the judgment that survey was no longer 
productive and the team left the river. 

When surveying a river we thoroughly examined only 
the active river cuts, leaving unexamined the banks cloaked 
with heavy vegetation. The active cuts are found on both 
banks in places where the rivers flow in straight channels 
and on the banks of the outer curves of meanders. Al- 
though it would have been preferable to investigate all 
embankments, the large amount of time required to clear a 
bank made systematic vegetation removal unrealistic. 

The active river cuts that we examined for archaeological 
remains ranged in height between 1 and 8 m, with the 
highest cuts more often at the eastern end of the study 

Figure 4. Douglas Kennett (right) and Juan Manuel Hernandez surveying the Rio Huixtla. Note dense 
vegetation on the far bank. 
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area. The cuts were generally vertical and consisted of 
horizontal strata, usually silts and sands of riverine origin. 
Cultural material, ~vhen  present, was customarily embed- 
ded ~vithin a dark, organic-rich stratum that was not ob- 
served in the cuts devoid of archaeological remains. The 
dark soils evidently are anthropogenic in origin. 

In addition to  carefully examining the exposed river cuts 
for archaeological deposits, cultural material sometimes 
was observed in the river beds. Accumulatio~~s of artifacts, 
usually ceramic material, at times were concentrated on 
sand bars on the inner curves of river meanders. Highly 
co~lce~ltrateddeposits were systematically recorded in daily 
field logs and the extent of artifact erosion Ivas assessed to 
provide a means for estimating the distance the artifacts 
had traveled from the origi~lal archaeological source. In 
some instances Ive were successful in finding the primary 
deposit, especially when un\veathered potsherds Ivere 
found. Attempts to  find the sources of artifacts deposited 
in the rivers were often unsuccessful, however. 

Datiw~ the Sites 
All of the sites containing ceramics have been dated by 

comparing sherds ~vi th  the known ceramic chronology for 
the region. This procedure Ivas carried out by Voorhies. 
John E. Clark, 1vho has been investigating the Preclassic 
Period in the vicinity of Mazatan (e.g., Clark 1991), re- 
vie~ved the material from all Preclassic Period sites and 
dated them. 

Aceramic sites discovered during the survey remain un- 
dated. This is because the recovered stone tools were either 
undiagnostic or because insufficient organic material was 
available for radiocarbon analysis. 

Two samples of organic material were submitted to Beta 
Analytic for radiocarbon analysis. In one i~lsta~lce the sam- 
ple, ~vhich came from an aceramic site, had insutXcient 
carbon for analysis. In the other instance, a date that 
supports the age determined by ceramic chronology was 
obtained for a site with buried platform mounds. 

Results 
T\venty-two buried archaeological sites were discovered 

in the 333 km of rivers that we surveyed. The sites appar- 
ently range in age over the entire known occupational 
spectrum of the Soco~~usco  region: all periods with pottery 
are represented, and the Archaic Period also seems to be 
represented but there is no firm dating for it. The sites and 
the times of their occupations are given in Table 2. 

The results of our survey are summarized according to 
the conventional subdivisions recognized in the Meso- 

Table 2. Archaeological sites and their periods of 
occupation. 

CS-301 Possibly Late Archaic 

Cs-409 Early Preclassic 

Cs-207 Middle Preclassic 

CS-206 Middle Preclassic 


CS-128 Middle Preclassic 

CS-410 hliddle-I,atc Preclassic 

Cs-137 Late Preclassic 

CS-405 Late Prcclassic-Protoclassic 

Cs-402 Protoclassic-Early Classic 


Cs- 138 Classic 

Cs-213 Early-Middle Classic 

CS-118 hliddlc Classic 

Cs-214 hliddle-Late Classic 

CS-203 hliddlc-Late Classic 


CS- 13 1 hliddle-Late Classic 
Cs-202 Protoclassic-Late Classic 
Cs-210 M. Preclassic, hl.-L. Classic, Late Postclassic 
CS-208 Late Postclassic 
Cs-136 Possibly Late Postclassic 

CS- 126 Late Postclassic 

Cs-215 1,atc. Postclassic 


american chronology. To illustrate our generalizatio~ls we 
discuss a few sites in detail. 

Possible P~ecemmic Sites 
Two possible preceramic sites were found. One of these, 

Cs-406 on the Rio Filapa, consisted of a small hearth 
buried 2.5 In below the surface. There were no  associated 
artifacts recovered and ~vhat  in the field appeared to be 
charcoal did not contain enough organic matter to permit 
dating by means of radiocarbon analysis. I t  may represent 
a spot where ancient people stopped briefly to prepare a 
meal at the edge of the river, but this is conjectural. 

0 - 3 0 1 ,  the most significant find of the season, is lo- 
cated on the Rio Cacaluta, approximately 1.5 km sw of the 
to~vn  of Bonanza. The site was found in the bank of an 
actively eroding meander. In a brown sandy cla!; just above 
the water level of the river, Ive observed a linear deposit of 
cobbles ( F I G .  s ) .  This Ivas immediately suspected as being a 
cultural deposit because, although most of the cobbles are 
\vater\t1orn and apparently had been retrieved from the 
river, nearly half of them are fractured. These circum- 
stances cannot be explained easily as the result of natural 
agents. Upon further study 1ve found three artifacts among 
the other stones. They co~lsist of two handstones and ~vhat  
could be a fragment of either a metate (milling stone) or a -

stone bowl. Ceramic material is conspicuously absent in 
this stratum but a few Ivorn sherds were observed in the 
overlying stratum. 
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Lesher Site (CS-301)
(I; Rock emplacement Southwest Bank 
a Collapse of Rio Cacaluta 

Figure 5. Profile o f  Cs-301 ( L e s h e r  s i t e )  

This deposit is likely precera~llic in age but cannot be 
firmly dated at the present time. There are reasons to  
suspect it may date to the Late Archaic Period. First, the 
cultural nlaterial is located nithin a paleosoil that is buried 
by at least two other paleosoils, suggesting considerable 
antiquity Second, sherds in the dark brown silt immedi- 
ately above the preceramic deposit probably date to  the 
Middle Preclassic Period, but as they are small and eroded, 
this is not certain. Third, the fen tools that have been 
recovered are identical to  those from the Late Archaic 
Period \vetland sites located directly do\vnstream from this 
site, and no other tools suggesting a different age \\.ere 
found in association. 

Soil samples \\.ere taken from the stratigraphic section 
and \\.ere analyzed by paleobotanist John G.  Jones. This 
exploratory study shelved that phytoliths are abundant at 
the site and that they can potentially inform us about 
regional vegetation and the possible presence of cultigens. 

Briefly, Jones has found that at the time of the site 
occupation the regional biome was a dr); semi-deciduous 
tropical forest. Massive clearing of all forest components 
took place follo\ving this time and the area became an open 
savanna ~vith cultigens (maize) present. These findings, 
~vhile based on preliminary data, support the tentative 
placenlent of the site in the Late Archaic Period. 

We plan to  excavate this site in the near future to enable 
us to  learn more about the adaptation of preceramic peo- 
ple in the upper gradient of the Soconusco plain and their 
transition from use of \vild to do~llesticated foods. 

Pveclassic Peviod Sites 

Only one Early Preclassic site (Cs-409) \vas discovered. 
It is situated on the Rio Coatan ( F I G .  1)  between Tapachula 
and Mazatan. The site consists of a sherd-bearing dark 
brolvn soil that is buried under approximately 3.5 m of 
river silt ( F I G .  6 ) .  A nvo-handed mano and an obsidian flake 
Lvere found in association \vith the ceramics. According to  
John E. Clark, the ceramics date to the Ocos phase of the 
Early Preclassic Period. 

Five sites had Middle Preclassic components: Cs-207, 
Cs-206, Cs-128, Cs-410, and Cs-210 (FIG.  7). The sites 
span the ~vidth of the surveyed coastal strip, suggesting 
that by the Middle Preclassic Period the entire region was 
occupied. 

The Middle Preclassic Period sites in our inventory 
consist of cultural material embedded in dark bro~vn soils 
and buried by 0.5-6.75 m of overburden. The only feature 
that \vas discovered nithin these deposits was a hearth 
found at site Cs-210 on the Rio Huehuetan. This was the 
~llost deeply buried of the Middle Preclassic Period depos- 
its, and is discussed in more detail belolv. This site had the 
longest occupation and occurred in the highest strati- 
graphic cut in our inventory. 

Cs-128, on the Rio Cacaluta a short distance do~vn-  
stream fro111 the possible Late Archaic Period site (Cs-310) 
is selected as an exanlple of a Middle Preclassic Period site. 

At Cs-128, nvo episodes of occupation Lvere apparent in 
a river cut that is approximately 3.5 rn high (FIG.  8) .  There 
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Figure 6. Profile of Cs-409. 

is a distinct difference bet~veen the paleosoils that repre- 
sent each occupation. The upper stratum consists of a 
reddish brolvn, silty clay ni th  small, reddish, sherd inclu- 
sions that \ve could not date. Within this, t\vo separate 
cobble strata \\.ere obser\~ed, each representing a single 
building episode of a pavement or floor. 

A dark brolvn, silty clay is located stratigraphically be- 
lo\\ the reddish-bro\vn clay and cobble floors but is sepa- 
rated from it by a sterile layer of sand. Potsherds fro111 this 
clay stratum are larger and better preserved compared to 
those in the overlying stratum. This stratum is not 
confined to  the limits shonn on the profile dralving, but is 
present in the river cut for approximately 100 rn donn-
stream. 

The lo\ver of the sherd-bearing strata dates to the Mid- 
dle Preclassic Period. Most of the diagnostic sherds have 
been placed by Clark (personal communication, 1991) in 

the Jocotal or Cuadros phases. H e  thinks that an Ocos 
occupation might also be present but is not certain about 
this. 

Three sites, Cs-410, Cs-137, and Cs-405, have Late 
Preclassic Period material (FIG. 7). They are located at the 
nvo ends of the sur\.eyed coastal strip. In each case the 
cultural nlaterial is embedded in a flat-lying dark bro\vn 
stratum, \vhich ranges from 1.25 to 4 111 belo\v the present 
surface. No  archaeological features \\.ere observed at any of 
the sites, so it seems unnecessary to present a detailed 
discussion. 

Classic P e ~ i o d  Sites 
Nlne sites have Classic Period components: Cs-402, 

CS-138, CS-213, CS-1 18, CS-214, CS-203, CS-131, CS- 
202, and Cs-210 (FIG. 7). They are located on rl\Ters across 
the entire \vidth of the surveyed coastal plain. Although 
usually n e  are able to detect occupations that correspond 
to  subdivisions of the Classic Period, at most Classic Pe- 
riod sites more than one of these is represented, and the 
potsherds are not stratigraphically separate. For this reason 
\ve shall discuss all Classic Period sites together. 

The Classic Period deposits are buried by bet~veen 0.25 
and 3.5 m of overburden. In nlost instances the deposits 
are horizontal, organic-rich soils \vith potsherd inclusions. 
In nvo cases (Cs-202 and Cs-214) discrete middens n.ere 
sectioned by the river and in nvo other cases (Cs- 118 and 
Cs-203) cobble-faced mounds are visible in cross section. 
We discuss one of the latter nvo sites for illustration. 

Cs-118 is situated on the Rio Dofia Maria, approxi- 
mately 0.5 km south of the rail line. Buried cobble-faced 
mounds \\.ere discovered at nvo separate locations (A and 
B) \vhich are approximately 10 m apart on the SE bank of 
the river. These mounds had been truncated by river action 
(FIG.Y )  before being buried by the fine, light-bro\vn silt 
that \vas deposited by river flooding. 

Many potsherds and sonle stone tools \\.ere collected at 
the site. They \\.ere found both in the banks and in the 
talus and river bed in the vicinity of the mounds. The 
potsherds indicate that the site \vas occupied during the 
Middle Classic Period. 

Charcoal for radiocarbon analysis nas collected from a 
burned stratum that underlies the nlound at location Cs- 
118B. The sanlple (Beta-44755) \vas dated at 1320 f 110 
b.p. The indicated range of dates (a.c. 520-740) is accept- 
able for the Middle Classic Period. The calibrated dates 
(Klein et al. 1982) make the sample slightly more recent: 
between A.C. 575 and 885. 



Post~lassi~Peviod Sites 
There are five sites in our inventory that nere occupied 

during the Late Postclassic Period: 0 - 1 3 6 ,  Cs-215, Cs- 
126, Cs-208, and Cs-210 (FIG. 7). They are located across 
the entire ~vidth of the survey zone. The deposits are 
buried under 0.5-1 m of overburden. In all cases the Late 
Postclassic Period cultural material was enlbedded in hori- 
zontal strata; that is, lve did not find any archaeological 
features in these Late Postclassic Period deposits. 

To illustrate the Late Postclassic Period deposits, we 
describe the nlost dramatic stratigraphic section that lve 
discovered during this survey. Cs-210 is located on the Rio 
Huehuetan about 2 km n v  of the rail line. The river cut, 
lvhich is 8 111 high, has four separate strata that contain 
cultural material (FIGS. 1 0 , i i ) .  At the top of the stratigraphic 
sequence, near the present ground surface, an old humus 
layer contained ceramic material consisting of large, 
uneroded potsherds. We also discovered an intact grater 
bolvl (unolcajete). This deposit dates to  the Late Postclassic 
Period. Belo\v this deposit, separated by a stratum of 
coarse and fine river sands, are nvo superimposed strata 
containing cultural material. Stratigraphically, they consist 
of silty clay deposits, both grading from dark to light 
brolvn. The lo\ver of the nvo strata clearly contains pot- 
sherds and stone tool inclusions. This is less clear \vith 
respect to the upper stratum. Ceranlic analysis dates both 
strata to the Middle-Late Classic periods. 

In the same river cut, just do\vnstream from the location 
that is sho\vn on the profile (FIG. lo), a fourth and lolver 
stratum ~vith cultural nlaterial is present. This stratum is a 
continuation of the grey clay in Figure 10 but it is discol- 
ored by organic matter. We found a snlall hearth and 
several small and eroded potsherds. It is difficult, of course, 
to securely date this material but lve think that it is Middle 
Preclassic in age. 

Approximately 200 rn east of the river \ve found a 
platform mound complex of unknolvn age. Surface sherds 
of Late Postclassic age Lvere found benveen these nlounds 
and the river cut, so it is possible that the mounds nere 
constructed during that time. The central and largest plat- 
form mound had an uncarved stela at its base. Philip 
Drucker (1948), \vho lvorked in the Soconusco region in 
1947, describes a sinlilar site lvhich he labeled Huehuetan 
I, \vith the river cut designated by him as Huehuetan 11. 
We are certain that Cs-210 is the same bank he described. 

Conclusions 
The principal reason for undertaking a surley of river 

cuts along the Chiapas coast \vas to find preceramic sites 
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dating to the Archaic Period. Prior to  this study the only 
kno\vn sites of that period in the region nere located 
within or at the edge of the \vetlands that form the sea- 
ward nlargin of the coastal plain. The pattern gale the 
impression that during the Late Archaic Period the native 
population depended solely or primarily upon \vetland 
resources, but other evidence suggested to Voorhies (e.g., 
Michaels and Voorhies in press) that such an interpreta- 
tion was incorrect Her vie\\. \vas that the complete settle- 
ment pattern for the Late Archaic Period must consist of 
inland sites, as \\ell as those in or near the \vetlands, but 
the inland sites nere buried due to coastal alluviation. 
Thus the problenl became one of site discovery and preser- 
vation. 

Archaeologists have become increasingly alvare of the 
problem of buried sites and have devised various Lvays to  
enhance site disco\~ery (e.g., McManamon 1984).  Sites 
situated near lvater courses often present particular chal- 
lenges for archaeologists. To cite one example, Joffrey Coe 
(1964: 9 )  combined his knolvledge of cultural and fluvial 
processes to predict the location of buried sites near the fall 
line of rivers flowing from the uplands onto the coastal 
plain of North Carolina. Coe's objective, like ours, was to  
disco\~er precerarnic sites of the Archaic Period. One deeply 
stratified site had been found on the narro\v floodplain at 
the confluence of the Yadkin River and one of its tributar- 
ies just belolv the falls nhere the river descended from the 
piedmont onto the coastal plain. Coe recognized that the 
movements of people often follow naterlvays and that the 
narrowing of the floodplain \vould tend to funnel then1 
through this gap. Also, fish and molluscs, especially con- 
centrated in the Lvater belolv the falls, ~vould have attracted 
people to that particular location. He  recognized also that 
site preservation \vas more likely in places such as the 
narrolvs as conlpared with farther don.nstream in the river 
system nhere the bed \vas aggrading and the channel 
regularly shifted across the \vide floodplain; any sites "that 
managed to  escape destruction \\.ere buried and their loca- 
tions \\.ere lost in the homogeneity of the flood plain" 
(Coe 1964: 11).  

Coe hypothesized that additional Archaic sites might be 
found on other drainage systems at locations analogous to 
the knonn Archaic site. To test this, he dug deep excava- 
tions at places \vith sinlilar geomorphology \\.here there 
\\.ere knonn sites that dated to later time periods, reason- 
ing that locations that had been attractive to  people during 
later periods might have been used earlier as \\.ell. The 
excavations revealed deeply-buried early materials dating 
to  the preceranlic period. These discoveries then led to 
investigations of the buried sites, \vhich advanced greatly 
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Figure 7. Study area maps by time period. A: Middle Preclassic Period sites. B: Late Preclassic Period 
sites. C: Classic Period sites. D: Late Postclassic Period sites. 
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We restricted our own quest for Archaic Period sites on 
the Soconusco coastal plain to the upper gradient of the 
plain where rivers had cut deep channels. This is exactly the 
kind of situation that Coe (1964: 11) considered so un- 
promising for the detection of archaeological sites. Un- 
aware of Coe's pessimistic view, \ve systematically explored 
the river cuts in order to find buried sites. 

Ta~entynvo  buried sites were discovered during the 
riverine surveK including nvo that had no ceramics and 
probably date to sometime \vithin the preceramic period. 
One of these, the Lesher site (Cs-301), warrants further 
investigation; its discovery was the most significant one of 
the season. This site may date to the Late Archaic Period, 
and if so, its investigation ~vill provide data that are crucial 
to the detection of the settlement and subsistence patterns 
of indigenous people during that time. 

The other 20 sites discovered by us span the entire 
prehistoric record as it is currently recognizable in the 
archaeological record. The spatial distribution of these 
sites by time period (FIG. 7 )  in most respects conformed to 
the results of a previous archaeological survey conducted 
using other site recovery methods (Voorhies 1989b). An 
exception to this concerns the distribution of archaeologi- 
cal sites from the Early and Middle Preclassic periods. In 
the first survey most of the Early and Middle Preclassic 
sites (Voorhies 1989b: fig. 7),  like those of the Late Ar- 
chaic Period, were clustered within the \vetlands or on 
their margins, giving the impression that only that particu- 
lar habitat was important to the Early and Middle Preclas- 
sic peoples. These sites all consisted of accretionary 
mounds, \vhich means that they are highly obtrusive 
(Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger 1978). Only one coeval site 
initially was found inland, at the base of the foothills. 
Tepalcatenco, dating to a later occupation, had platform 
mounds and abundant surface sherds, which made its 
detection a very simple matter. The buried Preclassic mate- 
rial \vas found in excavations, rather than being identified 
from surface finds. 

the understanding of the Archaic Period in the Southeast. 
Other investigators in the Southeast have follo~ved 

Coe's lead in finding buried Archaic Period sites by adopt- 
ing his principles as guides in their own research (e.g., 
Chapman 1985: 141).  Chapman's (1976, 1985) research 
along the lo~ver Little Tennessee River is an excellent 
example of ho\v one archaeologist retrieved data pertain- 
ing to  the Archaic that lay buried in alluvial deposits. 
Chapman, using his kno\vledge of fluvial and cultural 
processes, made deep exploratory trenches in promising 
locations, regardless of whether artifacts were visible on 
the surface. This work \vas made possible by the use of a 
backhoe (Chapman 1976). It resulted in the recovery of 
abundant information regarding Archaic Period occupa- 
tions along the Little Tennessee River, where it had been 
thought no  such settlements were present. 
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Figure 11. Photograph of bank at Cs-210. Note shovel for scale. 

Our riverine survey data reveal that there are more Early 
and Middle Preclassic sites at inland locations. We discov- 
ered one Early Preclassic site and five sites with Middle 
Preclassic Period components buried beneath river depos- 
its. These six sites are not obtrusive; they have no known 
mound structures and consist only of artifacts and/or 
floors buried in anthropogenic soil horizons. This new 
finding of buried Early and Middle Preclassic sites in inland 
locations further convinces us that site discovery and rec- 
ognition of early sites in the study area are seriously biased. 
Accordingly, any interpretations of archaeological settle- 
ment patterns and demographics for these time periods 
cannot at present be considered valid. This situation will 
continue until more geoarchaeological work has been car- 
ried out and we have achieved a greater understanding of 
the role of rivers as transformers of the archaeological 
record. 

What we have learned so far regarding this role is that 
there are several powerful fluvial processes affecting ar- 
chaeological sites on the coastal plain. Turnbaugh (1978) 
makes the significant point that erosion and deposition 
work in tandem, even though their effects on archaeologi- 
cal sites may be radically different. In our study area, the 
most significant type of erosion affecting sites near rivers is 
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channel erosion, which results from the lateral shift of 
rivers across their floodplains. The rivers of the Chiapas 
coastal plain do  not have well defined floodplains with 
valley margins but rather flow in narrow and shallow 
channels that probably oscillate rapidly across the flat-lying 
coastal plain. Although we currently have no  firm data 
concerning the rate of lateral shifts, one informant told us 
that the Rio Cacaluta laterally transgressed a distance of 20 
m in the 1991 rainy season. Such rapid shifts across the 
landscape must cause ~videspread site destruction. 

The presence of archaeological sites exposed in the river 
cuts constitutes significant evidence of channel erosion. 
Most telling in this regard are the two sites (Cs-118 and 
Cs-203) with the exposed cobble-faced platform mounds 
that have been sectioned by river action. But channel 
erosion has affected all of the sites discussed here, which 
were partially destroyed by such processes. At present, we 
do  not know how much destruction has occurred at each 
of these sites, or the extent to which other sites have been 
erased by river action from the archaeological record of the 
coastal plain. Somewhat paradoxically, channel erosion has 
increased site visibility (Schiffer, Sullivan, and Klinger 
1978) as ~vell as site destruction. 

We have not identified evidence of sheet erosion, in 
~vhich erosion affects wide areas in a relatively uniform 
fashion. Nevertheless, it is possible that this process has 
transformed archaeological sites in the study area, for 
example by differentially removing archaeological sedi- 
ments that are small-sized but leaving large-sized ones. 
The possibility of sheet erosion will have to  be carefully 
considered during excavation of sites such as the Lesher 
site, which is to be investigated in 1994. 

The depositional processes that we have noted are those 
of channel fill and vertical accretion. The artifacts that are 
found deposited on the river beds are examples of channel 
fill. These artifacts were eroded from their place of deposi- 
tion and were later redeposited as fill in the river beds. 

More significant, ho~vever, is vertical accretion, by ~vhich 
is meant the accumulation of sediments on the river flood- 
plains jvhen the rivers overflo~v their banks. This causes 
archaeological sites to become partially or \vholly blan- 
keted by sediments. Turnbaugh (1978) noted that a single 
storm in Pennsylvania resulted in sites being buried by 
sediments measuring 1-30 cm in depth. We are not able to  
quantify the depth of deposits left by single flooding 
episodes because the sediments overlying the archaeologi- 
cal sites reported here are often homogenous and unbed- 
ded. It  is possible, however, to calculate relative rates of 
vertical accretion on particular places of specific rivers by 
noting the depth of sediments separating archaeological 
deposits of known ages. 

For example, at Cs-210 (FIG. lo ) ,  on the Rio Huehuetan, 
there is approximately 1 m of sterile sand separating the 
Middle Preclassic and the Middle-Late Classic strata but 
there are 3 m of sterile sands between the Middle-Late 
Classic strata and the Late Postclassic Period material. If 
we use conventional dates for these time periods, the upper 
deposits accumulated at a rate of approximately 1cm/year 
bemeen the end of the Late Classic at .+.c.  900 and the 
beginning of the Late Postclassic at .+.c.1200. Sedimenta- 
tion, ho~vever, occurred at the rate of 1 cm/5 years be- 
tween the end of the Middle Preclassic at 300 B.L. and the 
beginning of the Middle Classic at A.C. 200. 

In summar): in regions characterized by episodic flood- 
ing, the archaeological record is often biased to~vard sites 
spared from burial by alluvial deposits, thus making inter- 
pretation of prehistoric patterns difficult or impossible. 
This is the case for the Chiapas coast where fluvial activity 
has obscured archaeological deposits dating to  all periods 
of prehistor): particularly early sites. If Ive are to  under- 
stand the magnitude of the Archaic Period occupation and 
to  make valid interpretations of the prehistoric lifeways 
during this time, methods of locating subsurface cultural 
deposits must be developed. A systematic survey of the 
major river systems of the region was a logical first step for 
locating buried sites that would have remained undetected 
otherwise. In addition, the survey provided us with a 
greater understanding of the fluvial processes of the river 
systems so that predictive models for locating buried cul- 
tural deposits possibly can be developed in the future. 
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