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SUMMARY OF THE 1987 BRASS FIELD SEASON

The 1987 field season of the Belize River Archaeological Settlement Survey was a short four week
one, designed to gather information on the distribution of the more imposing monumental architectural
remains within the BRASS study area (c. 300 sq. km area running from the western Belize border east to
Iguana Creek and north of the Belize River approximately 15 km.). The objectives of the season were to
test initial interpretations of relationships between soil and topography on the one hand and settlement
density on the other. Employing the excellent and detailed soils maps prepared by a British soil study of
the Belize River area in the mid 70’s, we were able to locate zone where we expected high settlement
density and centers as well as zones where we expected very low settlement density and no centers. The
results of the fieldwork serve to bolster our interpretations and underscore the importance of the
subsistence economy to the ancient Maya.

The following is a brief summary of our activities:

The locations and mapping of 19 centers and/or elite residences,

The settlement survey of 2 zones (a total of 25 ha) in areas of the good "Chorro" soils,
The settlement survey of 6 zones (a total of 64 ha) in areas of the poor "Beaver Dam" soils,
The test excavations of the El Pilar chert biface production site.

B

The initial results confirm our settlement predictions which are based upon the transect survey of
1983-84. We found all the recorded centers in well-drained locations within or adjacent to the excellent
"Chorro" soils. High settlement densities and large elite compound also typify these zones. In the two
1987 surveys in "Chorro" soils, we recorded densities of 197-451 structures/sq. km., densities comparable
to the BRASS transect survey data. The surveys of the poor "Beaver Dam" soils were virtually
unoccupied, with only 1.2 str/sq km., precisely what was predicted on the basis of our earlier surveys.

A tandem objective in our mapping project this year was to document the kinds of destruction that
was impacting the archaeological sites of this area. Disturbances which we recorded include looting,
agricultural activities of plowing, bulldozing, and land clearing. Our records demonstrate that all site
disturbances are accelerating as the region is developed. As roads are opened up increasing access to
remote zones (e.g. the lumbering operations in Yalbac), as more lands are cleared, as more stock ponds
are made, as more plowing is employed, major and minor sites are in peril of complete destruction.
Looting is, by far, the most prevalent destruction agent recorded in all areas. El Pilar and Yaxox, two
centers mapped as part of the 83-84 BRASS survey show increased looting activities. Of the 19 sites
recorded in the 87 surveys, over 44 looters trenches were documented, and only 2 sites had no evidence
of such disturbances. Plowing and bulldozing account for much destruction as well. The site of Bacab
Na, originally recorded in the 83 season of the BRASS fieldwork, is experiencing increased destruction
from plowing and this past year one of the larger platform mounds was leveled. Barton Ramie,
originally recorded in the early 50’s by the Harvard Peabody Museum and standing as late as 1985, has
recently been leveled by a bulldozer to make way for plowing. In fact, all over Spanish Lookout, temple
mounds are being destroyed. Six of the sites we recorded in the northwest section of the community
were in the process of being destroyed by a combination of plowing and bulldozing. Only a rigorous
education program can begin to reverse this dismal situation.

In addition to our extensive survey activities, we conducted a small testing operation to delimit the
extent of the El Pilar chert production site, This involved the excavation of five the small 25x25 c¢m
tests to the bedrock. The maximum depth of this deposit was reached at 59 cm below the surface. All
five tests were measured to control volume and the results of the analyses will provide information on
the intensity and types of products manufactured at the site and will serve as a comparative base to other
sites such as those of Colha,

In sum, the project goals to begin a site inventory for the study area were met. Our coverage has
been fairly comprehensive, although there are some area which were not as thoroughly covered. Over
the next years we will make a continued effort to record centers within the region. Our ultimate goal is
to have a complete record of all the public architecture within the study zone.
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