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From 2014 to 2015, a Phase I Reconnaissance program was cond, '
Prom 20 oject (SCRAP). : grar on ucted at the site of Alabama by the Stann Creek Regi
Dzsmc! ng::!kd :, ! 2 e i ,-A([aba{’;a :s‘a major ceremonial centre located in the southern portion of the S:Irfi %‘:ﬁ
c, p ag eastern slopes of the Maya Mountains, approximately 20 km inland from the Pl ] on
The .sue lwas first localedlby the Stﬂitm Creek Project in the 19705 and later inve.s‘!ig;:rr;d by rhetjp ] ti”? ,‘ ¥ .GCC’"“" L"g".‘m
ggii?; :,; ;{13 ’i ?Sﬁscgﬂ;dcz det?rgmed the epicentre to have been constructed and ocru})ied dz::::o lhicf;?;aj:}:;es’f%ﬁ?:
T ' o Y l
Clasdisia fa, :[abam s:m 5«{;‘10 i ((.u. 70{) 900 AD). SCRAP members returned to the site in order to investigate settlement
clop a its re ationship to local resource extraction and trade within and bevond the East-Ci i
region. Our Phase I Reco-nnms.s'am.‘e had three goals: 1) 1o assess the Alabama epicenter, 2) 1o initiate f—’ ”de' 6_’{"’"” e
survey and surface collection, and 3) to initiate studies of resource development and use h.v. -.r}w ‘mcien: &d"‘:"Zj’:’;::"(;*::’"’;’;g

paper summarizes the research goals and results of the 2014-2015 investigations

Introduction

In July 2015, the Stann Creek Regional
Archaeology Project (SCRAP) completgd its
Phase I Reconnaissance at the site of Alabama in
the. southern portion of the Stann Creek District.
This first phase would serve as the foundation
for what is hoped to be a long-term archacology
program in the area, with future expansion into
neighbouring parts of the region. This paper
introduces the reader to the setting, outlines the
goals of SCRAP research, and summarizes the
Phase I Reconnaissance.

Setting
Region

East-Central Belize (Figure 1) 1s 2
dramatic geographic region, roughly delineated
to the north by the north-western extension of
the Maya Mountains and the beginning of
relatively flat landscapes with bigger and longer
rivers; to the west by the highest peaks of the
Maya Mountains; to the east by the Caribbean
Sea; and to the south by the north end of the
Bladen Formation (south of the Swascy Branch
of the Monkey River). This is roughly the area
of modern-day Stann Creek District. Within a
span of about 20 km, one can move from the
coast and lagoons in the east, through the flat
coastal pine savannah (pine ridge), into the
broadleaf forests of the fertile alluvial va[leys,
and up into the foothills of the Maya Mountains

and beyond.
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Figure 1. Flevauon map of Fast-Central Belize showing

inland sites.

Many of the larger, more nucleated
settlements and likely civic-ceremonial centres
of the region are located in upper alluvial valleys
and pockets, and the eastern foothills of the
Maya Mountains.  These major and minor
centres share a number of common material
culture patterns, which may serve to identify the
uniqueness of the region in a manner similar to
neighbouring Southern Belize:

« Low, large, non-vaulted architecture,
which includes masonry substructures
and perishable superstructures.

. Non-limestone architectural  facing
blocks and ‘megalithic’ features (Figure
2)

« Alluvial clays and sands used for
construction core fills.

. Large borrow pits surrounding
monumental architecture, formed by
excavation for fill and serving as
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Figure 4. Topographic and rectilinear map of Alabama epicentre.

the aforementioned rural complexity and
“boomtown™: settlement areas that flower
rapidly in response to resource development,
economic  fluctuations, and/or  political
tendencies, including the outcomes of
centralizing, decentralizing, colonizing, and/or
defense strategics (Barth 1975; Peuramaki-
Brown 2016). Such settlement realities typically
emerge in severely disadvantaged or isolated
frontier zones, often on the boundary between
shifting geo-political entities. This framework is
shaping our avenues of investigation and is
couched within the four aforementioned
diachronic elements.

Phase I Reconnaissance

The SCRAP 20142015 Phase I
Reconnaissance consisted of three primary
research components at Alabama: epicentre
settlement, and resource development Eacl;
were directed toward understanding tile rapid

e & (13 ”

srer:rm;glxln% urban-ness” of the area, despite its

e g v3r1:l1*ural nature, originally noted in the
en test excavations by the Point
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Placencia Archaeology Project (PPAP) revealed
the single-phase construction of the epicenter
architecture in the late facet of the Late Classic
period (ca. AD 700).

Our aim is to continue outlining 2
comprehensive biography for Alabama, and t0
begin conducting diachronic analyses of mateqal
assemblages through a lens of social, economic,
and political independence and dependence, and
comparison with long-term research trends from
adjacent regions. The goals for the Phase 1
Reconnaissance were as follows:

1. To clear, assess, and topographically
map the monumental architecture of the
epicenter, as well as the looting activity
first documented in the 1980s. _

2. To complete a comprehensive,
systematic GPS survey of the Alabaii
settlement in order to map mouncs
scatters, resource zones, tO surfac®
collect materials from these features ©
begin building a settlement chronology
and to gain a preliminary under standing



of resident populations and associated
activities.

3. To begin characterizing and sourcing
various TeSources, including granite
materials, artifacts, and architecture;
daub and pottery wares; and obsidian

artifacts.

Epicentre Progranm
Morton (2015) topographically remapped
the Alabama epicenter (finalized in 2016 and
kon DTM-322+ total station,

created using 2 Niko .
with point coverage following a roughly 2m x

2m grid), both correcting and adding to previous
PPAP maps (see Peuramaki-Brown and
Schwake 2014 for summary) that were missing
architecture and exaggerated the scale of many
structures  and features (Figure 4). While
adequate for a general understanding of the site
and for planning and presentation PUrposes, the
inaccuracies present in the previous PPAP maps
and absence of digital topographic data made its
use in our current investigations limited. This
work is helping us to better understand the
layout and configurations ~ of monumental
construction and infrastructure at the site, and 1s
building toward our ongoing assessment Of
Maya urban ‘hallmarks’ represented at Alabama
(Houk 2015:27-39).
The topographic ~mapping
significant disturbance in the North and East
Plazas caused by banana plantation activity
(previously noted in Walters 1988). which will
help when selecting (or avoiding) excavation
locations for the epicenter in Phase I Testing.
Re-mapping has also afforded us a better
understanding of previous descriptions of the
site; for example, in PPAP reports the presence
of architecture over 10m tall at Alabama 15
suggested, which we have Jetermined is true
only if measurements Were taken from fhe
bottom of surrounding borrow pits as opposed tO
plaza level, and may have been @ W&y EO
conveniently fit Alabama into
typology (which it does not).

Epicentre survey activities have also
yielded several observations that .w111 help to
further direct investigations
reference to the construction history-
among these is the location of the epicentr

My t bank and
within the broad valley, atop th¢ wEB

captured
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sbove the main branch of the Wah Leaf Creck
is valley-bottom site stands in sharp contrast
to neighbouring Southern Belize sites such as
L}lbaantun and Nim Li Punit, where restricted
hilltops served to limit lateral core expansion,
and presumably encouraged the development of
a relatively dense monumental fabric that
conformed to a significant degree with natural
topography. In contrast, the Alabama epicentre,
in its dense jungle shroud amongst sprawling
orange groves, is remarkable for its regularity of
pian,- massive if not unusually tall structures, and
spacious plazas. However, if examined more
closely, a number of inconsistencies in this
regularity are quickly noticed; for instance, the
North and South Plazas are unusually long and
narrow. Looking at the site plan, a potential
explanation for this arrangement is suggested.
While the truth of the matter must wait for
excavation, it is difficult not to make
comparisons between the central placement of
Alabama Str. 10, effectively bisecting an
otherwise conventional plaza space, and that of
Str. Al at Xunantunich. As at Xunantunich, it
seems reasonable to suggest that this structure
was added during a later phase of monumental
construction within the Alabama site core.

A second, and glaringly visible
inconsistency is associated with the causeway
extending off the southwest corner of the site
core. Walking in this direction, through the
South Plaza and into the orange groves, one is
struck by the sharp break in the style,
orientation, and scale of the surrounding
architecture. From the strict orthogonal layout
of the North and East Plazas, one is suddenly
walking past low platforms that flank the
causeway and define the South Plaza, oriented
more-or-less 0 the causeway and flanking
terraces. Again, it seems reasonable to suggest
that these structures, along with the associated
causeway that threads awkwardly between
borrow Ppits on the west and south periphery_ of
the epicentre, are the product of construction
efforts following the initial establishment of the
monumental core. Test excavations in both

areas 1N the to
chronologica
limited carbon and arti
The similarly non-orthogonally
through 20 off the east flank of th

1980s were unable

lly distinguish the two areas due to
fact materials within fills.
arranged Str. 17
e epicentre are
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: i iple phases
perhaps likewise suggestlv; ggcgnr?ézlrl;l qfestion
of epicentral construction. A Secom T 14

bservations: if Str. 13, 14,
eamerges rom o dditions to
and 16 through 20 represent later a 5
the monumental site COI€, and if Str. %
likewise, represents @ later phase oCl
construction, then is the orlentgtlon, scale, aph
placement of Str. 10 - notably in h:arr.nony wit
Str. 1 through 9 and 15 — anachronistic, or does
it represent specific planning concerns OF
historical developments? These are questions
that will be considered in future investigations.

Our ongoing studies are using the
epicentre mapping data to conduct volum_etnc
and spatial movement analyses. The seemmgly
rapid development of the epicentre also makes it
an ideal candidate for space syntax and urbgn
planning studies to contrast against site
epicentres that developed over a thousand years
or more (see examples in Morton et al. 2014).

Settlement Program

A full GPS survey was conducted over
2.47km’ around the Alabama epicenter. Survey
method involved the systematic walking of
orchard rows in all property blocks to locate
mounds and artifact scatters at surface.
Opportunistic coverage occurred in the heavily
bushed areas and the milpas of the surrounding
foothills, as invited to visit by various
community members. Adopting a ‘traditional’
approach to survey (vs. aerial drone) allowed us
to experience the landscape firsthand, as well as
engage with community members as we
encountered them during our walks, which was
also helpful in better knowing the Alabama area
and its modern-day residents. It also allowed us
to assess on-ground conditions at individual
settl'ement sites, particularly those lower than 50
cm in height, and to identify artifact scatters, In
total, 158 mounds (128 groups), 42 artifact

scatters  (pre-C i istori
numerous(pgranifelu;:l?ilacnla alslg el
identified (Figure 5), e
made S;;me dpreliminary observations can be
b f}fl;ml_ng settlement  character (to be
Publications) me% b e i
Ml (Ty1;e I sl::t ) g};rcentage of individya]
ent sit i
e En T i
¥ higher thap o) other typeg (11?91,41) ®
able
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Figure 5. GPS settiement survey of Alabama.

1). This observation confirms PPAP initial
impressions that the settlement surrounding the
site centre consisted primarily of solitary
mounds (only minimal settlement investigations
were pursued in the 1980s), as opposed to
mounds arranged in formal or informal
groupings.  Although this is interesting and
possibly represents a different form of social
organization and/or integration as compared t0
other areas in the lowlands where much higher
percentages of Types 1T and 1T often exist, We
must also consider that the spacing requirem.eﬂ_t ;
for the assignment of groups (mounds within
30m of each other, assumed to be part of e
same houselot if residential) may not be valid 17
this area. It may be that a spacing of 40-507 ©
more typical; however, this is difficult to ass¢
only by using GPS mapping among distsb®
sites.

Based on the current distributio
known sites, many Alabama residents ¥
locating theijr homes nearby water un
(streams), as well as secking higher & the
locati.ons Wwithin the valley, particularly a]_ons
margins of the upper alluvial terraces. 1

nof




the distribution of houses, with large open areas
between clusters, being a feature of the low-
density urban patterns expressed in many areas
of the Maya lowlands, comparable to
neighbourhoods in other areas of the world
(Peuramaki-Brown 2014; Smith 2011). Such
Patierns typically involve the grouping of 12-15
scttlement sites/groups  (Type C scttlement
patterns in Willey 1956). The possible clusters
at Alabama are relatively small in number of
included groups. The smaller clusters and/or
lack of clustering are interesting when viewed
from a possible “boomtown” perspective, where
a lack of neighbouring tendencies (compared to
more long-term urban processes) is the norm.
Surface collection in the settlement
resulted in over 4000 artifacts recovered, and are
being used to begin building preliminary
chronologies, and characterizations of Tesident
Populations and activities. Materials included
pottery (vessel fragments, figurines, whistles,
candeleros, handled censers, etc.); daUP (““_th
Wwattle impressions); granite groundstone items;
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Table 1. Alabama settlement site classifications.
Type Description - g
] Isolated mound less than 2m high. 104
I 2-4 mounds, informally arranged, all less than 2m high =2
and within 30m of each other. 12 9.38
" 2-4 mounds, orthogonally arranged, all less than 2m |
high and within 30m of each other, 8 6.25 7
Vi 1 or more mounds, at least 1 being 2-5m high and
within 30m of each other. 4 3.13 ’
TOTAL#GROUPS | 128 | 100.00 |
*these group counts are updated since 2015 based on new mound identifications in 2016
likely that agricultural pursuits were occurring
both in the valley bottom as well as in the lower * d=2icm d=16em &
foothills, dependent on crops — the soils of the
Waha Leaf Creek valley are fertile and well ’
drained (Graham 1994:17), Additionally, many ’ o
of the mounds recorded appear to be oriented L i
slightly east of True North, similar to half the ¢ d=15cm d=15em ¢
orientations observed in the epicentre.
We have also noted (Peuramaki-Brown et q r
al. 2015) that the clustering of mounds at o
Alabama is not nearly as clear as has been V
observed of settlement in other areas of the Eae 0 2¢m
lowlands — the occurrence of spatial clustering in ’

_Figure 6. Examples of grooved, everted rim Jar fragments

(profiles) recovered from surface collection, labelled by
catalogue number: a. 10361-T031, b. 10361-ALA 056A.
¢.10361-T021, d.10361-T025 (drawings by M. Peuramaki-
Brown).

chipped stone tools and debitage of local
quartzite, quartz, phyllite, as well as imported
obsidian and chert; various slate artifacts;
unidentified greenstone and jadeite pieces: and
marine shell.  Identifiable surface collected
ceramics (although slips are usually absent or
extremely poor) have been predominantly
assigned to the late facet of the Late Classic to
Terminal Classic, including British Honduras
ashwares (later forms and Belize Red when slips
survive), a single Mt. Maloney LCII bow] sherd,
and moulded-carved materials identified as
Ahk’utu’ and possibly Pabellon (C. Helmke,
personal communication, 2015).

Some Early Classic ceramics and
Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic lithic
candidates were also present. The identified
Early Classic materials consisted of additional
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Mr. G. Greene for permission. to Work on his
property, Mr. H. Chiac for all his assistance, and
residents of Maya Mopan and Independence for
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