
LIVING OFF THE LAND 

For many who visit Chaco Canyon this appears 
to be an inhospitable land. But people have been 
occupying and "making a living" off this land for 
two thousand years! When the Chacoans were living 
in the San Juan Basin they sustained themselves by 
farming. Some of the crops grown were corn, beans, 
and squash. The diet was supplemented by hunting 
game such as deer and rabbits; and by gathering 
wi1d foods. 

Chaco Canyon itself has limited potential 
for arable land and providing wild game, so 
additional food was probably brought in from out­
lying areas. Food crops may have been imported 
from as far away as Salmon or Aztec to the north 
near Farmington, or perhaps from Kin Ya'a, 30 miles 
to the south. Or, perhaps to economize on trans­
portation costs, food may have come from outliers 
closer to Chaco such as Kin Bineola or Bis sa'ani. 
Wild game may have been supplied from the Chuska 
Mountains where bear, elk, and deer were more abun­
dant. The demand for many of the natural resources 
at Chaco was heavy, and it appears that some re­
sources may have been used up, such as the tabular 
sandstone used to build the great towns and the 
stands of pinyon and juniper growing on the mesa 
tops. The game populations on Chacra Mesa dimin­
ished. Agricultural lands may have been damaged 
by intensive farming techniques over a period of 
years. Perhaps the Chacoans also exploited too 
heavily the native plants that were depended upon 
for food, medicine, utilitarian objects, and cere­
monial uses. 

When archeologists excavate a ruin it is dif­
ficult to determine exactly how a plant was being 
used. The only plant parts that remain are those 
most resistant to decay, or fragments which were 
carbonized in fire hearths. But comparisons can 
be made since contemporary pueblos have utilized 
many of the same plants traditionally for hundreds 
of years. Perhaps the pueblo-building Chacoans 
used these plants in similar ways. 




